
debasing skepticism refuted

earl conee
earl.conee@rochester.edu

abstract

A belief is debased when believing is given a basis that is not proper for knowledge,
such as wishful thinking or superstition. The possibility of a debasing demon is the
possibility of a maximally powerful agent who aims to prevent knowledge by debas-
ing beliefs. Jonathan Schaffer contends that the debasing demon is a threat to all
knowledge. Schaffer does not assess the strength of the skeptical challenge from
debasing. It is argued here that debasing does not strengthen any case for skepticism.
A debasing demon is possible. We should acknowledge that our beliefs could have
been debased, and that this could have been done in an introspectively undetectable
way. But acknowledging this leaves us in a position to know that our apparent knowl-
edge is genuine. It does not enhance any reason to think that we lack knowledge.

1. introduction

Skepticism has been offered a new resource. A belief is debased when it is given a basis that
prevents it from being knowledge, such as wishful thinking or superstition. A debasing
demon is an agent with a maximal ability to deny knowledge by debasing beliefs.
Jonathan Schaffer argues that a debasing demon “threatens universal doubt, in the sense
of threatening knowledge of any proposition p” (Schaffer 2010: 232). Schaffer holds that
a debasing demon is “more nightmarish than a deceiving demon,” since even if some knowl-
edge is not vulnerable to deception, any belief can be debased (Schaffer 2010: 234).

The skeptical threat from debasing merits scrutiny. We should concur with Schaffer about
themetaphysical possibility that anyandall beliefs are debased. Forexample, anypropositions
could have been believed on a non-justifying emotional basis, such as hoping for their truth.
Any such non-justifying basis is very peculiar for beliefs that are conspicuously well justied
and not emotionally involving, such as believing that every square is a rectangle and that
somethingwithmass exists. The existence of a demonic agentwhocan alter the internal causes
of belief is very far-fetched. But peculiar and far-fetched possibilities are possibilities.

Possible debasing does not imply that we lack knowledge, any more than does possible
non-belief. One or more further premises are needed to connect a debasing possibility with
a lack of knowledge. The more reasonable the asserted connection, the better the argu-
ment. Schaffer introduces the debasing demon, but he does not assess the strength of skep-
tical arguments from debasing.1

1 Schaffer formulates a skeptical argument from debasing that will be sketched below. After rening a
premise to avoid a potential objection, he does not further evaluate it (Schaffer 2010: 236, note 7).
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The main goal here is to assess the skeptical threat. A traditional conception of knowl-
edge will be assumed: knowledge requires having a properly based belief and meeting the
other traditional requirements of truth, justication, and some condition that solves the
Gettier problem.2

Some forms of debasing lack skeptical potential because they would be detectable. It
can be apparent to us on reection that we believe out of wishful thinking, emotional crav-
ing, or the like. Possible debasing by inducing this sort of basis poses no skeptical threat.
For the beliefs that seem to us to be knowledge, no such bad basis is reectively apparent
to us.

In the most skeptically powerful sort of debasing possibility, the debasing is not intro-
spectively noticeable. It is possible for our beliefs to have been surreptitiously made to
depend causally on our hoping for their truth, or our fearfully taking them for granted,
as the case may be. The emotive attitude itself could have been secretly induced and sup-
pressed, or if we already had it, secretly made to sustain the belief, without any sign of that
dependency. There might have been no clue available to us that a belief had an improper
basis.3 Hidden debasing is part of any strongest skeptical threat from debasing. Since the
improper causing is not introspectively noticeable, no additional deception is required to
prevent the beliefs from constituting knowledge. We can call debasing that is not intro-
spectively discernible pure debasing. All of our beliefs might have been purely debased.
A skeptical argument from debasing can rely on that.

Various further premises might be offered to link the possibility of pure debasing to a
lack of knowledge. For example, because pure debasing is hidden from introspection,
there is some initial rational force to reasoning along these lines:

Anthony Brueckner objects to that argument (Brueckner 2011). Whether or not Brueckner’s objection
succeeds, the question remains of how strong any skeptical argument from debasing could be. An
answer to this question is offered here. The answer in effect poses an objection to Schaffer’s argument
(see notes 4 and 8 below). Nathan Ballantyne and Ian Evans argue against the success of any skeptical
argument from the possibility of debasing (Ballantyne and Evans 2013). A comparison of the present
work with theirs is made in note 10 below.

2 Schaffer too takes for granted this traditional conception of knowledge (2010: 231, 235). Schaffer states
one condition in terms of “evidence” rather than “justication.” The latter is used here in order to be
more inclusive of views about necessary conditions for knowledge. The difference will not matter, since
only evidence will be cited here as justication.

3 In some views, proper basing for knowledge does not require proper causing. Proper basing derives
instead from the existence of certain other mental states. For instance, other beliefs that associate a
given belief with the believer’s good evidence for it are counted by doxastic theories as proper bases
for the given belief. (Such views are discussed in the section “Doxastic Theories of the Basing
Relation” in the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy entry, “The Epistemic Basing Relation”
(Korcz 2010)). If doxastic theories are right, then debasing is as readily detectable as is the presence
of the basing beliefs. If the presence or absence of the basing beliefs is consciously accessible to us,
then a debasing demon is not skeptically threatening. The propriety of our basing is accessible. If the
absence of the basing beliefs can be consciously hidden, then a debasing demon could accomplish a
pure debasing by doing so, perhaps by generating illusions of having the beliefs. To give skepticism
from debasing its best chance, the most skepticism-friendly assumptions about proper basing are
being made here. So it will be assumed that a pure debasing of any belief can be accomplished.
Either the absence of the causing needed for proper basing can be consciously hidden or the absence
of the basing beliefs can be effectively disguised. The skeptical potential for debasing on doxastic
accounts of proper basing is discussed in note 7 below after the casual view of proper basing is
addressed in the body of the paper. (I thank an anonymous referee for Episteme for suggesting a dis-
cussion of how doxastic views of proper basing fare.)
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Our beliefs are debased in metaphysically possible worlds that are introspectively the same as this
one. As a result we cannot tell whether or not our beliefs are debased. If we cannot tell, then we do
not have knowledge. So we lack knowledge.

For another example of a link from debasing to ignorance, Schaffer’s argument from
debasing asserts that knowing depends on having evidence available enabling us to
know that the known beliefs are properly based. The argument can be rendered as
follows:

Knowledge requires proper basing. If we know a proposition, then there is some way for us to get
in an evidential position to know that the belief is properly based. Yet there is no way for us to
get into an evidential position to know that the basing is proper. So we lack knowledge.
(Schaffer 2010: 234)

The pure debasing possibility is rationally secure. The other premises asserted by such
arguments should receive critical attention. These two sorts of arguments rely on our
being unable to know that our beliefs are properly based. So they can be refuted if we
can have evidence that gains us knowledge that our apparently known beliefs are properly
based. If so, then we can “tell” that the beliefs are not debased by knowing that this is so,
and those who gain the evidence are “in an evidential position” to know of proper basing.

Many other connections of debasing to ignorance can be asserted, with varied plausi-
bility. A more carefully formulated version will be offered in the next section. What is
most important is that if evidence is available that enables us to know that our beliefs
are properly debased, then any argument that relies on the debasing possibility relies on
something refutable. A main thesis here is that such evidence is available to us. We can
know that our beliefs are not debased.

Debasing is one way for us to lack knowledge. More broadly, we lack knowledge if we
do not meet any necessary condition. A broader skeptical argument can take advantage of
all of the traditional conditions. One of its premises asserts that every proposition either is
a debased belief or fails to meet some other traditional necessary condition. The other
premise says that this disjunction is sufcient for our ignorance. That premise is thorough-
ly credible. Our not meeting any one necessary condition clearly implies that we lack
knowledge. Arguing in this way might seem to make a stronger case for skepticism
than arguing from debasing on its own. The initial disjunctive premise, the only question-
able one, would hold true if the failed necessary condition were not the one denying
proper basing. A debasing possibility might still help by making more plausible the failure
of one or more of the other necessary conditions.

We shall see that debasing possibilities do not help this argument either. A second main
thesis here is that acknowledging the debasing possibilities does not enhance any rational
defense of a premise asserting that some necessary condition for knowledge is not met.
Debasing turns out not to give any new rational support to skepticism.

2. skepticism from debasing

We have no indication that we are in any real danger of having debased beliefs. We have
no positive evidence for the existence of a debasing demon or any other sort of debasing
mechanism. We should acknowledge, though, that all of our beliefs might have been
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purely debased, that pure debasing occurs with no introspectable indication of the debas-
ing, and that debased beliefs are not knowledge.

These facts set up our central question: what is the rational strength of the skeptical
threat from pure debasing? The argument is off to a good start with a premise asserting
the metaphysical possibility of the pure debasing of all beliefs:

Debasing Premise: All of our beliefs might have been purely debased.

The rest of the argument must link the Debasing Premise to our lacking knowledge.
However a skeptical argument gets from this premise to that conclusion, the argument
is refutable if we can know that our apparently knowledge is properly based. If we can
know that, then we can know that debasing is not preventing knowledge.

First we should set up a representative version of the reasoning. Oneway to capturewhat
such arguments have in common uses two more premises. The rst one asserts that the pos-
sibility of pure debasing deprives us of any way to know that it is not actually occurring.

Undetectability Premise: If all our beliefs might have been purely debased, then none of us is able
to know that they are properly based.

The Undetectability Premise is the place where the argument is susceptible to refutation, if
it can be established that we are able to know that our beliefs are properly based.

The second premise makes the argument valid. It asserts that we lack knowledge if we
are unable to know that our beliefs are properly based:

Knowability Premise: If none of us is able to know that our beliefs are properly based, then we lack
knowledge.

The three premises imply:

Skeptical Conclusion: We lack knowledge.

The Knowability Premise is another potentially objectionable component of the argument.
But it is pretty modest. It asserts that our knowledge depends on some of us being able to
know of proper basing. That claimed ability is not epistemically ambitious. Although the
existence of such knowledge is not just obvious, it does not seem to be problematic. What
is required is only that some of us are able to know certain causal facts about apparently
known beliefs. We shall see ample rational grounds to afrm this ability to know.

We are about to see our representative skeptical argument refuted. The argument
stands in for skeptical arguments from debasing in general. The refutation extends to
any argument that depends on our not being able to know that our beliefs are properly
based. Applied to our stand in, the refutation justies the negation of the
Undetectability Premise. We shall see that acknowledging the Debasing Premise offers
no rational impediment to our knowing that our apparent knowledge is properly
based.4 The reasoning argues for our knowing approximately all that we apparently

4 In effect we shall also see an objection to a premise in the skeptical argument from debasing that
Schaffer formulates. The premise that is subject to the objection reads: “One is not in an evidential
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know. So it is more than we need to justify denying narrower Undetectability Premises in
less ambitious skeptical arguments from debasing that conclude by asserting some less
universal claim of widespread ignorance.

3. a refutation of debasing skepticism

The most familiar traditional skeptical arguments rely on possible deception: our external
world beliefs might have been false, and thus not known, while we were deceived by
appearances into thinking that they were true. One way in which these arguments have
been opposed is by an appeal to fallible internal evidence. It is argued that the evidence
is justifying enough to enable us to know what we apparently know despite the possibility
that we are deceived.5

Arguing from fallible internal evidence can likewise show that the possibility of debas-
ing does not cast any rational doubt on our actual knowledge. In fact, the argument
against debasing is stronger. Unlike pervasive deception, pure debasing would be a loca-
lized causal oddity. Unlike pervasive deception, pure debasing would leave the world very
largely as our evidence indicates. As a result, we have particularly strong evidence that our
apparently known beliefs are not debased.

Pure debasing would affect only the link between justication and belief. It would leave
our evidence deriving from conscious states exactly as it is. So we have that evidence,
whether or not we are purely debased. We can rely on that evidence to argue against
the debasing. Pure debasing also leaves unaffected the truth of virtually all that we appar-
ently know. These resources are enough to show that our apparent knowledge is not pure-
ly debased or otherwise improperly based.

Here is some available evidence that our apparent knowledge is based on the justica-
tion that we have for the apparently known propositions.6

We have evidence frommemory and perception for the existence of an extensive range of
close correlations between our having justifying evidence for the beliefs that we apparently
know and our forming and sustaining those beliefs. A few arbitrarily chosen examples: we
believe that Jane Austen wrote Pride and Prejudice when we have recollections supporting
that she wrote the book, we believe that we are sitting when we have sensory experiences
giving evidence that we are seated, we believe that there are innitely many primes when
we have testimony or proof of this proposition, and so forth. These extensive and diverse
correlations straightforwardly conrm an explanation by causation. The correlations give
us inductive support for the conclusion that the justifying evidence causes the beliefs.

The metaphysical possibility of debasing does not defeat the induction. Debased believ-
ing is a contrary possibility that is compatible with the premises about the correlations. In

position to know that one believes that p on a proper basis” (Schaffer 2010: 236). We shall see evidence
that enables us to know that our apparently known beliefs are properly based (see note 8 below).

5 Richard Feldman and I, in Feldman and Conee (2004), are among those who have argued in this way.
6 The evidence that will be cited does not assume that any belief is properly based. Our non-derivative

evidence – our evidence that supports without depending on support – consists in the perceptual states,
memory impressions, and other non-doxastic data. The relevant portion of this evidence gives derivative
justication to the external world propositions that argue for the refutation, whether or not those pro-
positions are believed, much less believed on a proper basis.
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inductive reasoning there are always such contrary possibilities. They show that inductive
evidence is fallible. Their possibility does not defeat its actual support.

Furthermore, the correlations between our justifying evidence and our believing the
supported propositions match closely some familiar associations of evidence that supports
other propositional attitudes. The causal nature of these other evidence-to-attitude asso-
ciations is not placed in question by the possibility of purely debased believing. They
include the cases in which our evidence justies our being puzzled about a proposition,
or our being doubtful about it, rather than justifying our believing it. Economy and sim-
plicity greatly favor the view that all of these associations are causal.

We have other evidence for the causation. Often, as we draw a conclusion from evi-
dence that supports its truth, we have the marked impression that we are relying on the
evidence to believe the conclusion. We take ourselves to believe the conclusions in defer-
ence to the reasons from which they are inferred. These impressions of reliance and def-
erence, with their causal implications, are evidence that the reasons from which we
infer our conclusions cause us to believe them.

Finally, the best explanations we have of our believing what we apparently know over-
whelmingly favor our having proper bases. For example, suppose that during an apparent
walk in the woods we experience the distinctive malodorous scent of a skunk. Thereupon
we believe that we experience the scent. The proper basing hypothesis is that we believe
this by deriving the belief from our experience of the scent. The main rival debased expla-
nations are these: our believing the proposition derives instead from some bad inner basis
such as our wishfully thinking or emotionally needing the proposition to be true, or the
believing derives from the actions of some being with a brain-tampering capacity who
gives the believing some bad basis, or we believe the proposition by uncaused chance.

The explanations involving debasing are much weaker. The alleged debased inner
sources of the belief are preposterously incongruous with what introspection seems to
show us about our psychology – we nd nothing resembling any positive attitude toward
that scent. The alleged intervening beings would be entities of a sort that our evidence
about what is present in our world argues massively against. The entities would be indu-
cing mental alterations for which we have no hint of a mechanism or a reason. The chance
hypothesis has the belief t with the olfactory experience in a way that is altogether too
coincidental and it conicts with our evidence from science and common sense about
how such beliefs arise in the presence of the experience. Thus, among the rival accounts
of why we believe that we experience the scent, the properly based explanation outstand-
ingly outdoes the competition.

That is a case of apparent knowledge by introspection. The explanatory outcome is
approximately as decisive in favor of a proper basing hypothesis for virtually all of the
propositions that we apparently know from our other principal justifying sources, such
as memory, perception, science, and formal reasoning. In each case the debased explana-
tions are drastically weaker than some simpler and more coherent explanations of proper
bases as origins of the beliefs.

Evidence such as this strongly supports the proposition that our apparent knowledge is
properly based.7 This support is not undercut by the fact that it is possible for any of our

7 Suppose that what our having a properly based belief requires is our having some other belief about
how our evidence relates to the belief (see note 3 above). To the extent that we seem to ourselves to
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beliefs to be purely debased. That remains possible. It shows the evidence to be fallible. It
is not contrary evidence about how things actually are. In the absence of any reason to
believe that the debasing possibility actually obtains, it does not undermine the strength
of the evidence for proper basing. Thus, our evidence strongly justies the proposition
that approximately all of our apparent knowledge is properly based (“approximately
all” to allow us to make an occasional error about what we know).

We can readily see that we meet the other traditional conditions for knowing that the
beliefs are properly based. First, the possibility of debasing gives no suggestion that we do
not believe that our beliefs are properly based. Equally clearly, the debasing possibility is
entirely independent of the truth of the proposition that they are actually properly based.
Furthermore, the debasing possibility plainly does not increase the likelihood of our being
in a Gettier case. In Gettier cases there is some epistemic accident in the relation between
our justication and why the belief is true. In contrast, the debasing possibility is a pos-
sible causal disruption in the relation between our justication and our believing the jus-
tied proposition. So the debasing possibility does not even suggest that the belief is
subject to any Gettier problematic sort of accident.

Finally, we have plenty of the sorts of justifying evidence just described for the proper
basing of the particular belief that afrms proper basing. We have the impression of using
our reasoning to accept the belief. This case of believing is enough like other associations
of evidence and attitude that are evidently causal to give inductive warrant to drawing the
same conclusion about it. Also, our believing that our apparently known beliefs are prop-
erly based is much better explained as depending on our reasoning to this conclusion than
as depending on some emotional basis depending on some invasive mental alteration, or
existing by sheer chance.

Thus, all of the traditional conditions are met for our knowing that our apparent
knowledge is properly based.8

The assertion made by the Debasing Premise is that our beliefs might have been
debased without our having available any introspective indication of that. Ample justi-
cation is available in support of this proposition about a possibility. Conceivable scenarios
apparently illustrate how pure debasing might have happened. Nothing defeats that
appearance of possibility. So the Debasing Premise is justied. Thus we have support
for the antecedent of the Undetectability Premise. This justication for the antecedent
has given us no hint of a reason to deny what the evidentialist reasoning has defended:
that our apparent knowledge is properly based.9 That claim of knowledge is the negation

have beliefs that are suitable for this proper basing, the sorts of evidence just cited similarly justies the
proposition that those apparently known beliefs are properly based. For example, our unimpeached evi-
dence for the genuineness of assorted beliefs that are not involved in proper basing inductively supports
the genuineness of the proper basing beliefs that we apparently do have. The best explanation by far of
why we seem to have such beliefs is that we do have them, for the same reasons that we have seem to
disfavor rival causal hypotheses about our believing.

8 Having seen that we can have evidence-based knowledge of that our apparent knowledge does have
proper bases, we have good reason to deny a premise in the skeptical argument that Schaffer formulates
(see note 4 above). That argument has a premise asserting that we are not in an evidential position to
have knowledge of our knowledge. We have now seen that evidence is available to us that enables us to
know that we know.

9 The evidentialism is not crucial. Any fallibilist account of justication has the same anti-skeptical poten-
tial, if it defensibly counts as justied approximately all that we apparently know. For example, a
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of the consequent of the Undetectability Premise. So we have justication for the ante-
cedent of the Undetectability Premise, along with justication for the denial of its conse-
quent. This justies the denial of the Undetectability Premise. The Undetectability Premise
is an essential part of our representative skeptical argument from debasing and so that
argument fails. More generally, the reasoning to establish that we can have knowledge
that apparently known beliefs are not debased refutes any skeptical argument that rests
its case on the debasing possibility. Our having available knowledge that apparently
known beliefs are properly based decisively disqualied possible debasing from showing
any actual ignorance.10

process reliabilist theory might classify the types of evidence just discussed as the relevant process types
for assessing reliability. This theory does equally well at counting our beliefs as properly based, on the
modest assumption that the evidential types are sufciently truth-conducive. A responsibilist approach
to justication that makes belief in accordance with responsibly acquired supporting evidence a suf-
cient condition for responsible belief, and therefore justied belief, equally counts the beliefs as justied,
on the modest assumption that enough of the cited evidence has been responsibly acquired.

The traditional conditions on knowledge include no counterfactual requirements. One fairly popu-
lar non-traditional counterfactual condition is safety: roughly, a belief is safe when the believing of the
proposition is correct in enough of the counterfactual circumstances that are relevantly similar enough
to the actual circumstances. (For an overview of the prospects of a safety condition, see section 5.2 of
The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy entry, “The Analysis of Knowledge” (Steup and Ichikawa
2012).) Some debased beliefs could have been believed on the same bad basis while the proposition
was false. This might be thought to threaten the safety of those beliefs. But the evidence just offered
that our apparently known beliefs are properly based is helpful in support of the conclusion that
their pure debasing obtains only in possible situations that are highly dissimilar to the actual world.
They are situations where our inductive evidence about our bases for apparently known belief, our bas-
ing impressions, and our best explanations of our bases for apparently knowledge all mislead us. These
vast differences from how we are justied in thinking things are might effectively argue that the pure
debasing is too remote a possibility to render the beliefs unsafe.

10 We are now prepared to compare the present case against debasing skepticism to Ballantyne and Evans’
case (Ballantyne and Evans 2013). They contend that the possibility of debasing poses a threat of skep-
ticism only if there is “a plausible principle that entails that if the debasing scenario is possible, then we
are not propositionally justied . . .” (554). They argue against the needed principle.

Their argument is vulnerable to two objections. First, its conclusion is that “the possibility of debas-
ing . . . doesn’t entail that you lack justication . . .”(556). Establishing a lack of entailment would leave
it open that the possibility of debasing makes a strong, though non-entailing, case for our lacking jus-
tication. That would be a signicant skeptical result.

The second problem for the argument is that it relies on a doubtful principle of its own,
“Transparency” (555). The principle amounts to this: if we have justication for a proposition, p,
then we have justication for a proposition asserting that we have justication for p. The principle
rules out what seems to be a familiar occurrence in skeptical investigations. We can turn up skeptical
evidence that is misleading about what justication requires. For example, we might come to have evi-
dence that knowledge required having entailing justication. This might be supported by the plausible
claim that anything less than entainment leaves open room for rational doubt, while knowledge
excludes all rational doubt. This is a misleading claim, but we need not have reason to think so. (In
a few words: it misleads because non-entailing evidence leaves open a possibility of error, but a possi-
bility gives us reason to doubt only if we have positive grounds for thinking that the possibility is actual
(for elaboration, see Feldman and Conee, 2004).) Also, it is clear to us that our experiential evidence
does not entail the external world propositions for which it is our evidence. While we also have the mis-
leading evidence that knowledge requires entailing evidence, this combination defeats our justication
for believing that we have justication for the external world propositions. Yet our experiential evidence
itself remains fully supportive of many of our external world beliefs. It seems clear that those proposi-
tions would still be justied to us by that evidence, even though our misleading evidence does not
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Objection: For all that has been argued against debasing, the cited evidence itself is not
secure from the activities of a debasing demon. Without invoking any radical internal
skepticism that extends to our knowing the contents of currently conscious states, it
remains possible that a debasing demon is giving us the misleading impression that we
have the portion of the cited evidence that is beyond present awareness. The cited evidence
could still be misleading, or mostly absent altogether, while our beliefs were being
debased. So the possibility of actual debasing has not been excluded. Skepticism from
debasing has not been refuted.11

Reply: Refutation does not require excluding a possibility by denying its possibility.
Providing knowledge that a premise in an argument is false is sufcient to refute the argu-
ment. A fallibilist anti-skeptical response offers knowledge of the denial of a skeptical
premise, thereby refuting the skeptical argument without denying the possibility of skep-
tical scenarios. It is possible that not all of the cited proper basing evidence exists. It is pos-
sible that only the currently conscious portion of the evidence really exists while we are
given the illusory impression of remembering that we have the rest as well. A best fallibilist
response acknowledges this possibility. It does not strengthen the case for debasing. Either
the unimpeached portion of the evidence is justifying, or not. First, there is reason to think
that it is justifying. It includes the possibly deceptive impression that we have the rest of
the non-conscious portion of our apparent evidence for proper basing. This might be evi-
dence enough. A plausible principle asserts that if we have evidence E for the existence of
evidence in support of X, then E is itself evidence for us in support of X.12 If this principle
is true, then the memory impression of having the rest of the evidence itself supports
proper basing. So the unimpeached evidence might be enough to justify the denial of
debasing.

Suppose, to the contrary, that either this evidence-for-evidence support exists but it is
not strong enough to justify the denial of debasing, or that the principle is mistaken and
the fragmentary conscious evidence that the possibility allows us does not really support
the denial of debasing. If so, then it is noteworthy that this is a possibility of deception that
goes beyond pure debasing. Some apparent evidence does not actually exist. This would
be a version of skepticism argued not merely from debasing, but also from the possibility
of further deceiving evidence. So it is not a skeptical threat from debasing itself. In any
event, a fallibilist response addresses it in the familiar way: the undefeated apparent mem-
ory justies the proposition that this deception is not happening. Where that evidence is
not deceptive and the rest of the conditions for our knowing this are met, we know it.
And our evidence from conscious states, prominently including other apparent memories,
supports that those other conditions are actually met.

support that. The Transparency principle rules out this possibility. It does not allow us any justied
beliefs unless we have justication for thinking them to be justied. The Transparency principle thus
is doubtful.

The present work does not assume that our having justication for a proposition implies that we
also have justication to believe that we have it. Instead, available evidence is cited to justify that our
apparent knowledge is properly based, evidence that justies this to us while we acknowledge the pos-
sibility of pure debasing. The evidence is argued to give us knowledge of proper basing, and thus to
provide for a refutation of skepticism from debasing.

11 I thank an anonymous Episteme referee for suggesting the objection.
12 See for example Feldman (2007).
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4. debasing-enhanced skepticism?

None of the traditional conditions on knowledge must be met by any propositions, except
those that could not have been untrue. Any other proposition might not have been true,
and anypropositionmight not have beenbelieved, itmight not have been justied, its believing
might not havebeenproperlybased, and itmight havebeen inaGettier case. Even if skepticism
derived entirely from debasing has been refuted, a debasing possibility still could enhance
some reason to think that one of the other traditional necessary conditions for knowledge is
not met. If so, then a debasing possibility helps to promote skepticism. In other words, it
then strengthens our reason to believe the rst premise in the following argument.

General Skeptical Argument (GSA)
Disjunctive Premise: Each proposition fails to meet one or another of the traditional conditions on
knowledge.
Disjunctive Conditional: If the Disjunctive Premise is true, then we lack knowledge.
Skeptical Conclusion: We lack knowledge.

Given the traditional conditions for knowledge, GSA makes minimal skeptical assump-
tions. It requires only the failure of each proposition to meet some traditional necessary
condition or other. If appeal to debasing strengthens any skeptical argument against
knowledge as it is traditionally conceived, then it strengthens GSA.

Assuming that the traditional conditions are necessary, the Disjunctive Conditional is
clearly true. It is the Disjunctive Premise that is rationally disputable. We have no need to
rehearse existing skeptical disputations. They have been largely about whether we have
adequate justication. Our new question is quite narrow: does possible debasing make
it any more reasonable to think that one of the other knowledge-denying disjuncts actually
holds for some range of propositions that we seem to know?

In a word, no. We have already seen this, in effect, when we considered how a justied
denial of debasing relates to knowledge of that denial. We saw that the possibility of pure
debasing is rationally unrelated to whether or not we meet the other traditional condi-
tions. The propositional content of a purely debased belief is as well justied as is a prop-
erly based belief, and justied for exactly the same reasons. So the debasing possibility
adds no new doubt about whether or not we have good enough justication to know.
Debasing would not affect the existence of the belief, or its truth. So debasing possibilities
do not support denials that these necessary conditions are met. Finally, the ways in which
debasing might have occurred do not make more likely the presence of Gettier cases.
Again, the relata involved in meeting the two conditions on knowledge are different.
The relations are rationally independent. Debasing gives the believing some improper rela-
tion to our justication. In a Gettier case, the truth of the believed proposition is in some
way too accidentally related to our justication. Thus, no matter what was our basis for
believing a proposition, our justication for it could as easily have connected in a good
way to the truth of the proposition. Our evidence supports that it is the good connection
that holds in our apparent knowledge. Possible debasing casts no doubt on that.

Thus, debasing possibilities do not yield any new support for our failing to meet some
other condition on knowledge. A refutation of the debasing disjunct itself is offered in the
previous section. So no disjunct in the Disjunctive Premise in GSA is supported by the pos-
sibility of debasing.
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5. conclusion

Although all of our beliefs might have been purely debased, this possibility does not
improve any argument for skepticism.13
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