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Abstract: I argue that Moore�s arguments have anti-skeptical force even though they beg 

the question against skepticism because they target the skeptic rather than skepticism 

directly.  Moore offers two arguments which are usually conflated by his interpreters, 

namely, his proof of an external world and a reductio argument.  I explain why the anti-

skeptical force of the latter has to be derived from that of the former.  I consider an 

objection to Moore that is based on distinguishing between the everyday and the 

philosophical contexts.  I argue that the objection fails even on the most plausible 

understanding of the distinction. 

 
 

 
G. E. Moore�s peculiar arguments against skepticism1 have never ceased to 

intrigue philosophers since they were first presented half a century ago.  Although the 

arguments have been analyzed, criticized, or defended for many times now, there is still 

no agreement on how they should be understood.2  On the one hand, Moore�s arguments 

are widely regarded as question-begging, and hence as incapable of refuting skepticism; 

on the other hand, they do have some kind of anti-skeptical force, at least in the sense that 

most people, when presented with the arguments, would feel that skepticism is in some 

way being seriously challenged, even if they also think that the arguments are question-

begging. Without an explanation of why Moore�s arguments can both be question-

begging and have anti-skeptical force, we cannot fully understand them.  In this paper I 
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will try to offer such an explanation. 

My main contention is that Moore�s arguments should be understood as targeting 

the skeptic rather than skepticism.  In most philosophical discussions �the skeptic� is no 

more than skepticism personified, but to understand Moore�s arguments correctly we 

must think of the skeptic as an actual person who accepts skepticism, or at least as an 

actual person who seemingly sincerely claims that skepticism is true.  I will first 

distinguish between two different arguments that Moore gives, which are usually 

conflated by his interpreters.  The distinction is crucial, for only one of the arguments has 

anti-skeptical force directly.  After explaining what the anti-skeptical force consists in, I 

will then consider an appealing objection to Moore�s arguments that relies on a 

distinction between the context of everyday life and a special philosophical context.  I 

will argue that such a distinction is not as easy to draw as some may think if it is to be 

more than a rough and philosophically insignificant distinction, and that no valid 

objection to Moore�s arguments can be constructed upon the two most attractive ways of 

drawing the distinction. 

 

I 

 In �Proof of an External World�, Moore says that �there are thousands of different 

things such that, if, at any time, I can prove any of them, I shall have proved the existence 

of things outside of us�.3  Then he gives the famous proof: 

I can prove now, for instance, that two human hands exist.  How?  By holding up 

my two hands, and saying, as I make a certain gesture with the right hand, �Here is 
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one hand�, and adding, as I make a certain gesture with the left, �and here is 

another�.4 

What Moore tries to prove is clear enough; what is not clear is how his proof is related to 

skepticism about human knowledge.  Some may think that the relation is straightforward: 

Moore�s proof is an attempt to refute skepticism.  But prima facie Moore�s proof cannot 

be a refutation of skepticism, if to refute skepticism is to prove that we know this or that 

about the world.  If Moore had proved that two human hands exist, he would �have 

proved ipso facto the existence of external things�;5 but he would not have thereby proved 

that he (or anyone else) knows that two human hands, or external things generally, exist.  

In fact, Moore himself later said that he did not think skepticism �could be proved to be 

false in any such simple way; e.g., by holding up one of your hands and saying �I know 

that this hand is a material thing; therefore at least one person knows that there is at least 

one material thing��.6 

M. F. Burnyeat thinks that �Moore�s memory deceived him�,7 that Moore did 

intend his proof of an external world to be a refutation of skepticism. Barry Stroud 

disregards Moore�s disclaimer and treats his proof �as also implying that we know there 

are external things�.8  But I think Moore is right to insist that his proof of an external 

world is not in itself a proof that we know that there are external things.  This does not, 

however, mean that Moore�s proof is not anti-skeptical or that it cannot have any anti-

skeptical force. 

 To begin with, given Moore�s understanding of the status of the premise of his 

proof, his proof is in a way incompatible with skepticism.  Although the premise itself 

(i.e. �Here is one hand and here is another�) is compatible with skepticism, Moore thinks 
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he would not have offered a proof like that unless the premise was something that he 

knew to be true.9  If Moore is right about this, then if Moore did prove that there are 

external things, he must have known that there were two human hands which he held up 

in giving the proof.10  And if he knew that, skepticism about human knowledge must be 

false.  His proof is not a proof that skepticism is false, but it cannot both be the case that 

he has proved that there are external things and that skepticism is true.  Besides, if Moore 

did prove that there are external things, and if he knew that he had proved that, then he 

would as a result know that there are external things.  And if he had such knowledge, 

skepticism must be false, though, again, his proof would not be a proof that he has such 

knowledge. 

In any case, the mere incompatibility between Moore�s proof and skepticism does 

not give Moore�s proof any anti-skeptical force. The incompatibility implies only that if 

Moore�s proof is sound, then skepticism is false, rather than that Moore�s proof is sound 

and skepticism is therefore false.  Indeed, it now appears that Moore�s proof could not 

have any anti-skeptical force, for its premise requires the falsity of skepticism. 

 

II 

I will argue that nonetheless Moore�s proof does have anti-skeptical force.  But 

before doing so I want to distinguish Moore�s proof from another kind of argument that 

Moore gives which is meant to be a refutation of skepticism.  Burnyeat summarizes the 

main idea of this kind of argument well in his discussion of Moore: �if any philosophical 

principles about knowledge lead � to conclusions of the order �We cannot know that this 
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is a pencil�, that by itself constitutes a reductio ad absurdum of those principles, however 

plausible they may seem in the abstract�.11  Let us call this �the reductio argument�.  

Although the reductio argument is clearly different from Moore�s proof, Moore�s 

interpreters usually conflate them and take the reductio argument to be implicit in 

Moore�s proof; indeed, they think it is the reductio argument that does the anti-skeptical 

work. I will argue that Moore�s proof has anti-skeptical force directly, and that the 

reductio argument must generate its anti-skeptical force in the same way as Moore�s 

proof does if it is to have anti-skeptical force at all. 

Let us look at the reductio argument a little more closely.  First of all, since 

beliefs like �I know that this is a pencil� and �I know that there are two human hands here� 

are incompatible with skepticism and are what skepticism has given us reasons to 

question, the reductio argument obviously begs the question against skepticism.  And 

Moore himself seems to admit that.  In the early paper �Hume�s Philosophy�, he 

characterizes the essential feature of a �valid� anti-skeptical argument this way: �Any 

valid argument which can be brought against [skepticism] must be of the nature of a 

petitio principii: it must beg the question at issue�,12 for a person can prove to himself that 

he does know some external facts only �by bringing forward some instance of an external 

fact, which he does know; and, in assuming that he does know this one, he is, of course, 

begging the question�.13 

But why does Moore think that a question-begging argument is �as strong and 

good a one as any that could be used� and that �it really is conclusive�?14  This is because 

he thinks �I know that there are two human hands here� is more certain than �Skepticism 

is true�.15  Of course, the skeptic does not simply assert that skepticism is true but offers 
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arguments for skepticism.  Moore�s point should then be understood this way: �I know 

that there are two human hands here� is so certain that the reductio argument can defeat 

any arguments for skepticism. 

Of course, Moore cannot mean only that he feels certain that he knows that there 

are two human hands.  In �Certainty�, he draws a sharp distinction between �It is certain 

that p� and �I feel certain that p�: �It is certain that p� does entail that p is true, but �from 

the mere fact that I feel certain that so-and-so is the case it never follows that so-and-so is 

in fact the case�.16  Let us call this the distinction between �impersonal certainty� and 

�personal certainty�.  Moore is clearly speaking of impersonal rather than personal 

certainty when he makes the point about the certainty of �I know that there are two human 

hands here�.  And according to Moore, �It is certain that p� entails that p is true because �a 

thing can�t be certain, unless it is known: this is one obvious point that distinguishes the 

use of the word �certain� from that of the word �true�; a thing that nobody knows may 

quite well be true, but cannot possibly be certain�.17  In other words, impersonal certainty 

implies truth because it implies knowledge.18 

However, if the reductio argument really relies on this notion of impersonal 

certainty, it cannot have the anti-skeptical force that Moore thinks it has. To claim that it 

is certain, in this sense, that I know that there are two human hands is to claim in effect 

that I know that I know that there are two human hands.19  But if it is question-begging in 

the first place to claim that I know that there are two human hands, then it will be doubly 

question-begging to claim that I know that I know that there are two human hands, for I 

cannot know that I know that p unless I know that p. 
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III 

 Let us return to Moore�s proof.  My suggestion is that Moore�s proof is an 

argument against the skeptic as a person, rather than an attempted refutation of 

skepticism.  Its anti-skeptical force consists in its exposing the trouble the skeptic must be 

in.  This interpretation on the one hand respects Moore�s disclaimer that his proof of an 

external world is not a proof that skepticism is false, and on the other hand explains why 

it nonetheless has anti-skeptical force. 

Moore believes that he is in a position to prove the existence of external things 

because of his knowledge that the premise of his proof is true.  And this can be 

generalized to all those who believe that the premise of Moore�s proof is something that 

Moore knows to be true � if they believe that Moore knows that, they would take Moore 

to have proved that there are external things.  But who would believe that Moore�s 

premise is something that Moore knows to be true?  Moore thinks all of his audience 

believe that he knows that his premise is true; not only that, he thinks all of his audience 

believe that they themselves know that his premise is true:  

 How absurd it would be to suggest that I did not know it [i.e. that there were two 

human hands that I held up], but only believed it, and that perhaps it was not the 

case!  �  This is a perfectly good proof, provided I know what is asserted in the 

premiss.  But I do know that I held up two hands above this desk not very long 

ago.  As a matter of fact, in this case you all know it too.20 

I think that Moore is right about what his audience believe and that the anti-

skeptical force of his proof consists in his being right about this.  The �you� in �you all 
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know it too� is meant to refer to everyone in the audience, whether he is a non-skeptic or 

a skeptic.  Moore�s very point of saying �you all know it� is, I believe, to remind the 

skeptics in his audience that they too know, and believe that they know, that there are two 

human hands that Moore has just held up.  In reminding the skeptics that they have the 

knowledge-belief concerned,21 Moore exposes the contradictory beliefs they have: they 

have both the knowledge-belief concerning Moore�s hands and the skeptical belief that 

none of us knows anything about the external world.  Moore�s target is real people who 

are skeptics or claim to be skeptics and people who find skepticism convincing; this is 

why Moore�s proof has to be performed in front of an audience to have the most anti-

skeptical force. 

 Is this how Moore himself understands his proof?  Some remarks he makes 

elsewhere reveal that he is well aware of the skeptic�s inconsistency.  In �A Defence of 

Common Sense� Moore offers a list of what he considers to be truisms about the world, 

and then draws our attention to another truism, which is that we know all the truisms on 

the list (mutatis mutandis), that is, we know a lot of things about the world.  Some 

philosophers do not think that we have such knowledge, and Moore says of them: 

 [N]o philosopher has ever been able to hold such [skeptical] views consistently�. 

they have, therefore, been holding views inconsistent with propositions which 

they themselves knew to be true; and it was, therefore, only to be expected that 

they should sometimes betray their knowledge of such propositions. The strange 

thing is that philosophers should have been able to hold sincerely, as part of their 

philosophical creed, propositions inconsistent with what they themselves knew to 

be true; and yet, as far as I can make out, this has really frequently happened.22 
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Since Moore considers the skeptic�s inconsistency as something that �has really 

frequently happened�, it is reasonable to assume that he had that in mind when he gave 

his proof of an external world. 

 As for the reductio argument, if it is to have anti-skeptical force, it also has to 

draw our attention to the fact that we all, including the skeptic, believe that we know 

things which the skeptic says we don�t know.  In fact, Moore himself has used the 

reductio argument this way: 

This, after all, you know, really is a finger: there is no doubt about it: I know it, 

and you all know it.  And I think we may safely challenge any philosopher to 

bring forward any argument in favour either of the proposition that we do not 

know it, or of the proposition that it is not true, which does not at some point, rest 

upon some premiss which is, beyond comparison, less certain than is the 

proposition which it is designed to attack.23 

As we have seen, this argument, being patently question-begging, cannot refute 

skepticism, but it, like Moore�s proof, exposes the skeptic�s contradictory beliefs. 

 

IV 

 Of course, Moore�s arguments24 have anti-skeptical force in the way I have 

suggested only if the skeptic does have the knowledge-beliefs about the world that Moore 

so confidently ascribes to him.  Moore himself does not explain why the skeptic has such 

knowledge-beliefs; it seems that he is just certain that it is a fact and makes use of it in his 

arguments.  Since Moore�s arguments are not coupled with such an explanation, they are 
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in this sense incomplete.  I believe that the explanation of why the skeptic does have 

knowledge-beliefs is that he, like other normal human beings, cannot help having them.  

Our actual employment of the concept of knowledge is importantly practical in such a 

way that we have many thoughts, actions, feelings and emotions, as well as human 

interactions and relationships that are essentially motivated, structured, or explained by 

our knowledge-beliefs.  Since this whole dimension of thoughts, actions, feelings and 

emotions, and interpersonal relationships is part of what constitutes a human life as we 

understand it and live it, knowledge-beliefs about the world are thus indispensable to 

leading a human life. 

 It would, however, take some long and complex arguments to establish that 

knowledge-beliefs are indispensable to us.  Instead of trying to offer such arguments here, 

which I have done in a separate paper, 25 I can only give an example that I think can lend 

some support to the indispensability thesis.  Let us imagine the following scenario: Moore 

asks a (self-proclaimed) skeptic in his audience, who has a doctorate degree in 

philosophy, �Do you have a doctorate degree in philosophy?�. The skeptic answers, �Yes, 

I do.�  Moore then challenges him by saying �I think you merely believe, but don�t know, 

that you have the degree.�  It is reasonable to think that this will naturally arouse some 

negative feeling or emotion, such as anger or resentment, on Dr. Skeptic�s part, and such 

negative feeling or emotion can only be explained by the fact that Dr. Skeptic himself 

thinks it is obvious that he does not merely believe but knows that he has the degree.  And 

it is not hard to think of other examples like this one in which the subject�s knowledge-

beliefs are necessary for explaining his thoughts, actions, feelings and emotions, or 

engagement in some interpersonal relationships. 
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 I will not pursue this issue any further; in the remainder of this paper I will 

consider a kind of objection to Moore�s arguments (as interpreted above) which I think is 

quite attractive.  By seeing why this kind of objection fails, we can more easily appreciate 

the anti-skeptical force of Moore�s arguments. 

 

V 

The kind of objection to Moore�s arguments that I have in mind appeals to the 

idea that the skeptic�s knowledge-beliefs and his skeptical belief are held by him in two 

different contexts (call this �the contextualist idea�), which are usually marked by the 

distinction between the everyday and the philosophical.  By appealing to the contextualist 

idea, it tries to show that the skeptic does not really have contradictory beliefs.  It is not 

easy to see how exactly the contextualist idea is supposed to work to show that; I will 

take up what I believe to be the two most plausible lines of thought that are based on the 

contextualist idea. 

According to the first line of thought, which can be called �the temporal 

objection�, the difference between the everyday and the philosophical contexts implies 

temporal exclusion, that is, one cannot be in both contexts at the same time.  According to 

the second line of thought, which can be called �the semantic objection�, the difference 

between the everyday and the philosophical contexts implies a semantic difference 

concerning the word �know� (and its cognates).  The temporal and the semantic 

objections are not incompatible, but for the sake of clear exposition I will treat them 

separately unless it is necessary to relate one to the other. 
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It may surprise some that the contextualist idea can be used to defend the skeptic, 

for contextualist theories in epistemology have, as Keith DeRose observes, �almost 

invariably been developed with an eye toward providing some kind of answer to 

philosophical skepticism�.26  The �answer� to skepticism such theories offer consists in 

showing that our everyday knowledge of the world is immune from the threat of 

skepticism.  What should be noted, however, is that such theories also hold that 

skepticism is true in its own context.27  Whether this is a good answer to skepticism 

depends on how we should look at the �knowledge� saved from and the �knowledge� lost 

to skepticism.  In any case, the temporal objector and the semantic objector simply make 

use of the contextualist idea to argue that the skeptic does not have contradictory beliefs 

even if he has both the skeptical belief and everyday knowledge-beliefs.  And although 

they argue on the skeptic�s behalf, we do not have to assume that they themselves are 

skeptics or that the skeptic will be happy to accept everything they suggest to defend him 

against Moore�s arguments. 

 Before looking into the two objections, I would like to make a few observations 

about the relation between Moore�s arguments and the distinction between the everyday 

and the philosophical (�the EP distinction� for short hereafter).  Some philosophers try to 

dismiss Moore�s arguments simply by virtue of the EP distinction.  Moore�s arguments, 

as these philosophers read them, belong to the everyday, and hence cannot be a proper 

answer to the philosophical problem of skepticism.  Let us call this �the dismissive use� 

of the EP distinction.  The reason why these philosophers do not simply dismiss Moore�s 

arguments as unsound is presumably that notwithstanding their patent question-

beggingness, Moore�s arguments seem to be in some way acceptable.  By making the 
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dismissive use of the EP distinction, these philosophers try to reject Moore�s arguments 

in such a way that they can at the same time explain why these arguments are acceptable 

� they are acceptable as being useful and warranted in the everyday context, but 

unacceptable as an answer to philosophical skepticism.28 

 But when the EP distinction figures in the contextualist objections to Moore�s 

arguments, the use of the distinction takes an interesting turn.  We can call it �the 

defensive use�.  In the defensive use of the EP distinction, Moore is presumably still 

placed on the side of the everyday.  What is distinctive of the defensive use is that now, 

given that the skeptic does have knowledge-beliefs about the world, the skeptic is placed 

on both sides of the distinction rather than simply on the side of the philosophical � his 

knowledge-beliefs (and beliefs about the world) belong to the everyday, and his 

skepticism belongs to the philosophical. 

  

VI 

The central idea of the temporal objection is that even though the skeptic�s 

knowledge-beliefs contradict his skeptical belief, he does not have contradictory beliefs 

because he has those beliefs in two different contexts, which implies that he has them at 

two different times.  That is, the skeptic has the skeptical belief only when he is in a 

skeptical frame of mind, which he is in only when he engages in philosophical thinking; 

but when he returns to his everyday life from his philosophical retreat, he will leave the 

skeptical belief behind and reclaim his knowledge-beliefs, which are necessary for his 

everyday life. 
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The following well-known passage in Hume�s Treatise is suggestive of this idea 

of a temporal division between the skeptic�s philosophical retreat and his everyday life: 

I dine, I play a game of back-gammon, I converse, and am merry with my friends; 

and when after three or four hour�s amusement, I wou�d return to these 

speculations, they appear so cold, and strain�d, and ridiculous, that I cannot find in 

my heart to enter into them any farther.  Here then I find myself absolutely and 

necessarily determin�d to live, and talk, and act like other people in the common 

affairs of life.29 

The �speculations� are of course philosophical, and they are opposed to dining, playing 

games, and having conversations with friends, which are non-philosophical activities in 

everyday life.  And it is quite clear from the passage that the philosophical speculations 

and the everyday activities are divided temporally: the philosophical speculations are 

something that Hume would return to �after three or four hour�s amusement�. 

 It may seem that what the temporal objection needs is nothing but a neat temporal 

division between the everyday and the philosophical contexts.  But the issue is actually 

far more complex than the objector would like to see.  In order to work effectively against 

Moore�s arguments, the temporal objection requires not only (1) a way of distinguishing 

between the everyday and the philosophical contexts which will result in a temporal 

division, or, a way of marking a temporal division which can be properly regarded as a 

distinction between the everyday and the philosophical contexts; but also (2) a temporal 

division between the everyday and the philosophical contexts such that the skeptic can be 

taken to be doing without all his knowledge-beliefs in the philosophical context.  I will 

try to show how difficult it is to satisfy both (1) and (2). 
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 It seems that when philosophers speak of the philosophical context, they usually 

mean no more than the context in which philosophical problems (theories, views, 

arguments, ideas, concepts, etc.) are discussed or thought about.  In this rough sense of 

the philosophical context, what the philosophical context is opposed to should just be 

called �the non-philosophical context� � the context in which philosophical problems are 

not discussed or thought about.  This indeed implies a temporal division, for a person 

cannot be in the philosophical and the non-philosophical contexts at the same time.  It is 

not clear, however, that the non-philosophical context thus understood should also be 

called �the everyday context�. 

We can certainly call it that by stipulation, but the problem is that in both the 

philosophical and the non-philosophical contexts we can be engaging in what we 

normally consider everyday activities.  A philosopher who is, for example, presenting a 

paper in a philosophical colloquium is clearly in the philosophical context in this rough 

sense, but in presenting the paper he may also be speaking to others, responding to their 

questions, turning the pages of his manuscript, jotting notes on a piece of paper, taking a 

sip of water, trying to find a piece of chalk to write on the board, etc. � all these 

activities are clearly not restricted to the philosophical context.  And if we have to have 

knowledge-beliefs in our everyday activities such as these, we cannot do without them in 

the philosophical context in this rough sense. 

 Those who speak of the philosophical context may have something more 

sophisticated in mind.  They may think that there is some very special feature (or set of 

features) that philosophizing has which makes it sensible or even necessary to speak of 

the philosophical context.  So a person is not necessarily in the philosophical context 
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when he is discussing or thinking about philosophical problems; he is in such a context 

only if the special feature in question is present.  Different people may have different 

ideas of what special feature(s) philosophizing has, but what the temporal objector needs 

is a feature that is incompatible with what we normally consider everyday activities, so 

that the temporal division marked by the absence and presence of the special feature can 

be used to distinguish between the everyday and the philosophical contexts 

The question, then, is whether philosophizing has any such special feature.  The 

answer is obviously �No� if the following has to be true of the special feature: in 

philosophizing what is present is that special feature but nothing else.  If we use �ing� to 

stand for whatever one is essentially doing when one is philosophizing, then the point is 

that one has to be doing some other things besides ing when one is philosophizing; and 

it is difficult to imagine what these other things could be if they were not what we 

normally consider everyday activities. 

The temporal objector might claim that even if there are some other activities 

besides ing in the context marked by the presence of ing, they are never what we 

normally consider everyday activities. This claim is, however, most likely false. What is 

closest to what the temporal objector might have in mind seems to be this: the only other 

activity compatible with ing is sitting in an armchair alone (or something like that). But 

sitting in an armchair alone is still in a clear sense an everyday activity.  And even if it 

was not normally considered an everyday activity, so that there was a temporal division 

between philosophizing in this sense (i.e. sitting in an armchair alone ing) and everyday 

activities, the fact that such a notion of philosophical context is extremely limited would 

put a great strain on its acceptability, to say the least. 
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On this extremely limited notion of philosophical context, Moore is in the 

everyday context rather than the philosophical context when he is presenting his anti-

skeptical arguments to an audience of philosophers. The temporal objector may not resist 

this consequence, for it supports the dismissive use of the EP distinction, which he may 

welcome.  But then on this very same notion of philosophical context the skeptic in 

Moore�s audience is also in the everyday context rather than the philosophical context.  

Since according to the temporal objection the skeptic has the skeptical belief only when 

he is in the philosophical context, the temporal objector then has to say that the skeptic 

would simply agree with Moore�s arguments whenever they are presented to him.  This is, 

of course, a totally unrealistic description of the skeptic. 

 

VII 

Let us now turn to the semantic objection. The idea is that knowing something in 

the everyday sense is different from knowing it in the philosophical sense, so that a 

person can believe truly both that he knows (in the everyday sense) that p and that he 

does not know (in the philosophical sense) that p.  The skeptic�s knowledge-beliefs and 

his skeptical belief are thus not contradictory.  Since it is not obvious that the word 

�know� (and its cognates) has more than one sense, the semantic objection will be ad hoc 

if it relies on the mere claim that the word has the two different senses in question.  It 

needs an explanation of how �know� gets the two senses, and the explanation in terms of 

the notion of context is that the sense of �know� is in part determined by the context in 

which the word is used. 
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What this explanation amounts to depends on what a context is supposed to be 

that can determine the sense of a word.  I am not prepared to tackle here this difficult 

question in the philosophy of language; for my purposes I can grant that the senses or 

meanings of some words are partly determined by the contexts in which they are used, 

where a context is loosely construed as constituted by the situation the speaker or thinker 

is in, his particular interests and purposes in that situation, the kind of activity he is 

engaging in, the relevant rules or principles or standards that he is using, etc.  But such a 

loose notion of context is not useful for the semantic objection. 

On this loose notion of context, a person cannot be in two different contexts at the 

same time.  Now if the objection to Moore�s arguments is that the skeptic believes that he 

does not know anything about the world only when he is using �know� in the 

philosophical sense, and believes that he does know things about the world only when he 

is using the word in the everyday sense, then what the objection comes down to is that the 

skeptic does not have both beliefs at the same time.  This �semantic� objection relies on a 

temporal division and can be treated as the temporal objection in disguise  the appeal to 

the semantics of �know� is superfluous.  Our criticism of the temporal objection then 

applies to this �semantic� objection as well. 

What the semantic objector needs is in fact a very peculiar notion of context.  If 

the semantic objection is to work, it must treat Moore and the skeptic as not being in the 

same context even when Moore and the skeptic are face-to-face discussing the same 

philosophical issues.  That is, the semantic objector must treat only the skeptic, but not 

Moore, as being in the philosophical context.  For if both of them are taken to be in the 

philosophical context, and if the context determines the meaning of �know�, then they 
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should be taken to be using the word in the same sense.  And if Moore is right that the 

skeptic indeed shares with Moore the knowledge-beliefs that Moore expresses in 

presenting his anti-skeptical arguments, then the skeptic has those knowledge-beliefs in 

the philosophical context.  On the other hand, the skeptic is supposed to have his 

skeptical belief also in the philosophical context.  �Know� should then be taken to have 

the same meaning in the skeptic�s knowledge-beliefs as well as in his skeptical belief.  In 

that case, the skeptic should still be taken to have contradictory beliefs even if the 

meaning of �know� is context-dependent. 

What the semantic objector needs is thus not just a notion of context that is 

meaning-determinant.  It needs a peculiar notion of meaning-determinant context such 

that two people can be in two different contexts even when they appear to be talking with 

each other about the same thing, such as whether they know that there are two human 

hands.  And more importantly, if the skeptic has knowledge-beliefs and the skeptical 

belief at the same time, then the notion of context needed must be such that a person can 

be in two different contexts at the same time when he appears to be thinking or talking 

about the same thing. 

If there is such a notion of meaning-determinant context, then when two people 

are talking with each other about, say, whether they know that there are two human hands, 

they might not be talking about the same thing (i.e. they might be talking about 

knowledge in different senses).  The question then is what determines what context each 

of the speakers is in which determines what it is that he is talking about. Since it cannot 

be something the speakers share, such as the very conversation they are engaging in and 

some background knowledge they both have, it seems that the semantic objector can only 
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appeal to the idea that the speakers may be using different rules, principles, or standards 

that are meaning-determinant.  The problem with this is that the notion of meaning-

determinant context will then be rendered superfluous, for it is the rules, principles, or 

standards used that are meaning-determinant.  But if the semantic objector insists that it is 

the context the speaker is in that determines what meaning-determinant rules, principles, 

or standards are used, then he will be back to square one. 

In any case, let us put this problem aside and allow the semantic objector to speak 

of meaning-determinant contexts even if he appeals to the idea of meaning-determinant 

rules, principles, or standards.  The semantic objector may be able to suggest or adopt a 

plausible account of meaning-determining rules, principles, or standards such that two 

people can be in different contexts (i.e. using different rules, principles, or standards) 

even when they appear to be talking with each other about the same thing, or at least he 

may be able to come up with such an account for the word �know�.30  But even if there is 

such an account, it is not going to help him defuse Moore�s arguments.  

This is because the most serious problem for the semantic objector is actually this: 

the notion of meaning-determinant context that he needs must be such that when the 

skeptic is thinking or talking about, say, whether he  knows (or whether others know) that 

there are two human hands, he can be in different contexts at the same time and hence are 

thinking or talking about knowledge in different senses.  But it is not clear how the same 

person using a particular word under the same circumstances can be using different 

meaning-determinant rules (or principles or standards) for that very word at the same 

time.  Perhaps he can if he does so self-consciously, making clear at least to himself that 

he is using this rule at this moment and that rule at that moment.  In that case, the 
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semantic objection can help those skeptics who themselves are some kind of contextualist 

(about the word �know�).  But contextualist skeptics are rare, if they exist at all.31 

 The last hope for the semantic objector is the fact that in some cases a word whose 

different senses are determined by different contexts can nonetheless be used in each of 

these senses outside the context in which that sense is determined.  For example, the word 

�empty� as applied to a space can have two different senses as determined respectively by 

the context of a particular scientific research and the context of non-scientific, practical 

purposes, so that a certain container can be empty in the practical sense but not empty in 

the scientific sense; but we can use �empty� in the practical sense even when we are in the 

scientific context (and vice versa) if what we say makes it clear that the word is used in 

that sense. The semantic objector may suggest that we can use �know� in the everyday or 

the philosophical sense whether we are in the philosophical or the everyday context. 

On this suggestion, the semantic objection is that the skeptic�s knowledge-beliefs 

and his skeptical belief are not contradictory because the following beliefs can be true in 

the same context and at the same time: 

(a) I know in the everyday sense that Moore has two human hands; 

(b) I do not know in the philosophical sense that Moore has two human hands. 

What (a) expresses is what can be expressed, in the everyday context, simply by �I know 

that Moore has two human hands�, while what (b) expresses is what can be expressed, in 

the philosophical context, simply by �I do not know that Moore has two human hands�.  

Now if this is what the skeptic himself suggests, then again he has to be some kind of 

contextualist. 

The semantic objector may insist that even if the skeptic is not a contextualist, this 
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objection still works as long as the word �know� does have the two different senses. But 

the fact is that the word �know� does not seem to work like the word �empty� in this 

respect.  We understand what �empty in the practical sense� and �empty in the scientific 

sense� mean presumably because we understand what the difference between the practical 

and the scientific contexts is and what the meanings of �empty� are in these contexts.  The 

content of what we say usually makes it easy for us and others to tell which meaning we 

are using, and we can make clear what the difference in meaning is without using the 

expressions �empty in the practical sense� and �empty in the scientific sense� (�empty in 

the practical sense� means, let�s say, �containing nothing that can be detected by our five 

senses�, while �empty in the scientific sense� means �containing nothing that can be 

detected by the relevant equipments�).  But �know in the everyday sense� and �know in 

the philosophical sense� do not have comparably clear meanings, at least because, as we 

have seen, it is difficult to see what the distinction between the everyday and the 

philosophical contexts is supposed to be if the contexts are to be meaning-determinant for 

the word �know�.  Accordingly, even if �know� has different meanings in different 

contexts, it has to, contrary to the suggestion in question, stay in those contexts to have 

those meanings. 

 

VIII 

Moore�s arguments cannot refute skepticism; they do not tell us why we should 

not accept skepticism; they do not even try to respond to any of the standard arguments 

for skepticism.  As anti-skeptical arguments they are disappointing in all these respects, 
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but it does not mean that we have nothing to learn from them.  The anti-skeptical force of 

Moore�s arguments relies on, and draws our attention to, the indispensability of 

knowledge-beliefs to leading a human life as we understand it.  And in exerting their anti-

skeptical force Moore�s arguments remind us of two important facts: first, to be a skeptic 

is to believe not only generally that we do not know anything about the external world, 

but also specifically that one does not know this or that about the external world (such as 

that one has two human hands); and second, anyone who has become a skeptic does not 

cease to be leading a human life that requires all kinds of knowledge-beliefs.  As far as 

these two facts are concerned the trouble with skepticism is its believers. 

The more general lesson is that philosophers are still normal human beings with 

all kinds of beliefs about the world that they share with other human beings.  There is 

nothing remarkable about this fact, what is remarkable is that some philosophers need to 

be reminded of it.  In the Republic Thrasymachus has the following response to Socrates� 

question whether Thrasymachus himself really believes the view he is defending: �What 

difference does it make to you, whether I believe it or not?  It�s my account you�re 

supposed to be refuting.�  And Socrates� answer is, strangely:  �It makes no difference�.32  

I think we can see in the light of Moore�s arguments against the skeptic that sometimes 

what matters is not only whether a philosophical view can be defended, but also what the 

philosopher himself believes or has to believe. 
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