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Abstract: Philosophical skepticism about the external 
world seeks to call into question our knowledge of the 
external world. Some kinds of philosophical skepticism 
employ skeptical hypotheses to prove that we cannot 
know anything about the external world. Putnam tried to 
refute this kind of skepticism by adopting semantic exter-
nalism; but, as is now generally accepted, Putnam’s ar-
gument is epistemically circular. Brueckner proposes 
some new, “simple” arguments that in his view are not 
circular. In this paper we evaluate Brueckner’s simple ar-
guments for refuting skepticism about the external world, 
and seek to demonstrate that they fail to prove that we can 
have knowledge about the external world. However, by 
appeal to the principle of privileged access, one of the 
Brueckner’s arguments does indeed succeed in showing 
that we can have justified beliefs about the external 
world. 
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1. Putnam’s Approach to Skepticism 
  
According to the philosophical skepticism, propositions 
about the external world are not the possible objects of 
knowledge. In order to prove its claim, the general 
method of skepticism is first to establish a distance be-
tween, on the one hand, the evidence that could justify 
belief in a proposition, and on the other hand the truth of 
that proposition; and then to show that the evidence does 
not entail the truth. Accordingly, skeptics set out their 
claims in the form of a skeptical argument (Brueckner 
1994: 827). In most cases, these arguments are based on 
hypotheses known as skeptical hypotheses. The content of 
such skeptical hypotheses includes a description of the 
world which is (i) different from the one we normally 
consider, (ii) consistent with our usual experiences, yet 
(iii) not distinguishable from the real world. One of the 
most famous of these hypotheses is the “Brain in a Vat” 
(BIV) scenario, which posits that humans are simply 
brains immersed in nutrients, whose (apparent) percep-
tions are being transmitted to their neural terminals by an 
advanced computer. Then the skeptic observes that as-
suming that we know some ordinary proposition about the 
external world is inconsistent with the fact that we do not 
know whether a skeptical scenario obtains or not; and 
from this, the skeptic concludes that we cannot know any 
proposition about the external world (Pritchard 2002: 

217–18). Putnam argued that by accepting the thesis of 
semantic externalism, we can show that we know that we 
are not brains in a vat, and therefore block the skeptical 
result (Putnam 1981: 15). According to semantic exter-
nalism, the meaning and truth conditions of our proposi-
tions and the content of our intentional mental states are 
in some manner determined on the basis of the external, 
causal environment; in other words, the environment is 
effective in determining the content of intentional states 
(Kallestrup 2012: 62). In that sense, two persons may 
have identical intrinsic properties, but because of the dif-
ference in the environments in which they are located, 
differ as regards the content of their mental states. Putnam 
argues that by accepting externalism, the statement “I am 
a brain in a vat” comes out as false, independently of be-
ing expressed in the real world or in the world inside the 
vat, and therefore I do know that I am not a brain in a vat. 

Many criticisms have been developed against Put-
nam’s externalist argument, of which the most important 
—and the one with which this paper is concerned— turns 
on the claim that Putnam’s argument is epistemically cir-
cular. By providing a detailed explanation of Putnam’s 
argument, Brueckner (1986) sought to show what is 
needed to answer this criticism. He introduced some new 
versions of the externalist argument that are known collo-
quially as his “simple arguments.” These arguments use 
other philosophical principles to avoid the problem of cir-
cularity. In this paper we evaluate these simple argu-
ments, first carefully explaining the problem of epistemic 
circularity for Putnam’s argument, and then examining 
Brueckner’s proposals in its defense. 
 
 
2. Epistemic circularity and Putnam’s externalism 
 
It is now generally accepted that Putnam’s argument 
against skepticism is indeed epistemically circular 
(Brueckner 1986, Wright 1992, Davies 1995, Noonan 
1998, Johnsen 2003). In response, philosophers have pro-
posed alternative arguments that avoid this deficiency. In 
order to show precisely how Putnam’s argument is epis-
temically circular, we focus on Brueckner’s account of it. 
Brueckner’s account, which he calls a “disjunctive argu-
ment,” is based on the logically true proposition “Either I 
am a BIV or I am not” (Brueckner 1986: 154). According 
to Putnam’s argument, if I am a BIV, the sentence “I’m a 
brain in a vat” is false because in that case, the words 
“brain” and “vat” refer not to the brain and vat, but to the 
brain* and vat*.1 Also, if I’m not a BIV, the sentence 



SEMANTIC EXTERNALISM AND JUSTIFIED BELIEF ABOUT THE EXTERNAL WORLD 
 

 391 

“I’m a brain in a vat” will be false. But Putnam wants to 
conclude that I’m not a brain in a vat.2 So the argument is 
not complete: it is necessary to add to the above argument 
a premise such as the following, which will lead to the 
desired result:  
(TC) The sentence “I am not a brain in vat” is 

true if and only if I am not a brain in a vat 

But this leads the argument into epistemically circularity, 
because unless we can know that we are in the real world, 
we cannot know that the truth condition of the sentence 
(TC) is that I am a brain in a vat. If I am a brain in a vat, 
the truth condition of (TC) will be that I am a brain* in a 
vat*. Indeed, more generally we may observe that if it has 
been proven that a sentence p is true, the knowledge of 
the content of p does not necessarily result; from a proof 
that p is true we cannot conclude that we know the propo-
sition that p.3 Therefore, Putnam’s argument against skep-
ticism cannot properly show that I know that I am not a 
brain in a vat, and therefore does not succeed in rejecting 
skepticism (Brueckner 1986: 164–65). 
  
 
3. Brueckner’s simple arguments 
 
Brueckner presents several externalist arguments that 
seek to avoid the problem of epistemic circularity, and at 
least at first glance do not have the complexity of Put-
nam’s arguments; hence they are known as simple argu-
ments. Consider the following argument (Brueckner 
2012: 6, 2016: 21):4 

 
Brueckner’s Simple Argument against Skepticism 1 (SA1) 

 
(A) If I am a BIV, then my use of the word “tree” does not refer 
 to trees 
(B) My use of the word “tree” refers to trees  – So,  
(C) I am not a BIV [(A),(B)] 

Premise (A) comes from Putnam’s semantic externalism. 
In the ordinary world, someone who uses the word “tree” 
refers to real trees because they have been causally asso-
ciated with real trees in the external world. But a BIV has 
never been associated with real trees, and hence the truth 
conditions of the sentences (the meaning of the words) 
that a BIV expresses are different from the truth condi-
tions of those sentences (those words) when asserted in 
the ordinary world. So if I am a BIV and say the word 
“tree,” the word does not refer to trees, but to tree*s. 
Premise (B) suggests that when I use the term “tree,” I am 
considering the real tree in the real world and I refer to it. 
Therefore, it is concluded that I am not a BIV. Brueckner 
(2010: 161) has also given another simple argument as 
follows:   
 
Brueckner’s Simple Argument against Skepticism 2 (SA2) 
 
(A) If I am a BIV, then I am not thinking that trees are green 
(B) I am thinking that trees are green 
(C) So I am not a BIV 
 
Again, Premise (A) comes from Putnam’s semantic ex-
ternalism. Since the BIV does not refer to real trees when 

it uses the term “tree,” if it honestly states that it believes 
that trees are green, the content of its belief is not that real 
trees are green. A BIV cannot think that trees are green, 
but can only think that tree*s are green*. At first it seems 
that premise (B) causes the argument to be circular be-
cause if I am a BIV I cannot think that trees are green. 
But, based upon the principle of privileged access, this 
premise is justified. According to the principle of privi-
leged access, when our faculty of introspection is func-
tioning properly, we can know what we are thinking by 
introspection (McLaughlin and Tye 1998: 350). In other words, if 
we use our common abilities in the formation of second-
order beliefs, then if we think that p, we can know that we 
are thinking that p. This knowledge is a priori and we do 
not depend on empirical examination of the outside world 
to achieve it. Such knowledge is not justified experiment-
ally. So from these two premises we can conclude that I 
am not a BIV. We will return to this issue in the next sec-
tion. 

But these simple arguments still encounter problems. 
In the case of SA1, two criticisms can be made: one cri-
tique is that the use of the premise (A) causes the argu-
ment to be epistemically circular. The skeptics can claim 
that this premise is based on the assumption that the word 
“tree,” in the language used in the vat or in the ordinary 
world, refers to something. But the point is that we can 
only know that the word “tree” refers a posteriori; but 
since the skeptical arguments are not based on experience, 
the use of such a premise is not permissible: hence the 
argument is epistemically circular. The second critique is 
raised against premise (B). According to the premise, I 
know that my word “tree” refers to trees; but the skeptic’s 
claim is that we do not know whether we live in the real 
world or not, and therefore we do not know that we are 
faced with real trees. In fact, the claim that the word 
“tree” in our language refers to trees is based on accepting 
the anti-skeptical position, and hence the argument is 
epistemically circular. Brueckner accepts this critique, but 
states that it is possible to rewrite the premise and avoid 
this critique (Brueckner 2010: 159) 5. He claims it is true 
that I do not know whether I am a BIV or a human in the 
ordinary world, but it is not the case that I do not know 
anything about the language I use. In fact, I know that if 
the word “tree” does refer in my language, it refers to trees. 
This is a priori knowledge of the semantics of my lan-
guage, and hence to appeal to it is not begging the ques-
tion (Brueckner 2012: 8–9). Brueckner then tries to solve 
this problem by rewriting these premises in a conditional 
way. He says that, drawing on externalism, I can claim 
that I know a priori that if the word “tree” refers, it refers 
to something with which I casually interact; however, I do 
not know a priori that the word refers to something. So 
we can rewrite SA1 as follows: 
 
Brueckner’s Simple Argument against Skepticism 3 (SA3) 
 
(A) If I am a BIV, then it is not the case that if my word “tree” 
refers, then it refers to trees 
(B) If my word “tree” refers, then it refers to trees  –So,  
(C) I am not a BIV 
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But in our view, although rewriting the premises of SA1 
in conditional form responds to the criticism, we are still 
not justified in accepting premise (B) in SA3. We are 
justified in accepting this premise only if we know that 
we are not a BIV. The premise says that if the word “tree” 
refers to something, it will refer to the real trees. But how 
could we know this? True, I know that if the word “tree” 
refers, it refers to the trees in my world, but the problem is 
that I do not know in which world I live. So it is true that 
if the word “tree” refers in my language, it will refer to 
trees in my world, but this does not mean that it refers to 
real trees in a real world. So this argument is still circular. 
In fact, if we want to make an non-circular argument, then 
instead of premise (B) in SA3 we should use the follow-
ing two premises: 
(B1) If I am not a BIV, then if the word “tree” refers in my lan-
guage, it refers to trees 

(B2) If I am a BIV, then if the word “tree” refers in my language, 
it refers to tree*s 

It is clear that from these two premises we may not con-
clude that I am not a BIV. Therefore, SA3 is also epis-
temically circular and does not work. 

Argument SA2 faces a similar problem. Premise (B) 
in SA2 claims that I think that trees are green; but if I am 
a BIV I can only think that tree*s are green*. The claim 
that I know that I think trees are green again causes the 
argument to be epistemically circular, because if I do not 
know that I am not a BIV, I cannot know that I am think-
ing about not tree*s but trees. In fact, although premise 
(A) in SA2 seems to be acceptable, premise (B) causes 
the argument to be circular. 

One can answer this problem, however, by using the 
principle of privileged access. In this case, our justifica-
tion for accepting the premise (B) in SA2 is based on 
privileged access, and premise (A) in this argument is 
justified according to semantic externalism; so SA2 is not 
circular. But there remains another problem, which the 
following section addresses. 
 
 
4. Privileged access and semantic externalist argu-
ments against skepticism 
 
At least at first glance, it does not seem possible to accept 
both the privileged access thesis (henceforth PA) and se-
mantic externalism (henceforth SE). According to SE, the 
meaning of our words is partly determined by the refer-
ence of our words in the external world; so external ex-
periences are needed in order to find out what the mean-
ing of our words is, and thus to know what we are think-
ing. But according to PA, this kind of self-knowledge 
does not come about through empirical investigation, and 
we know the meaning of our words without any external 
experiences.6 For example, consider someone who is 
thinking that drinking water quenches thirst. According to 
PA he knows what he is thinking about; but semantic ex-
ternalists say that he does not know what the content of 
his belief is until he experimentally finds out what the 
word “water” refers to in the world he lives in. Conse-
quently, the question arises of whether PA is intrinsically 
incompatible with SE, or whether this incompatibility is 

achieved, for example, by unjustified use of an epistemo-
logical principle; in which this case these two theses are 
not themselves incompatible.7 Apart from the answer 
given to this question, it can be argued that the acceptance 
of the externalist arguments presented here is based on 
accepting the compatibility of these two theses. It is clear 
that if, in some way, it can be shown that PA and SE are 
incompatible, then the use of them in a single argument is 
not acceptable. There are compelling reasons in favor of 
SE, and PA is also intuitively acceptable, but there is no 
argument for the compatibility of these two theses. In 
fact, philosophers have gone to great effort to refute the 
arguments which have been presented to prove the in-
compatibility of PA and SE. But now for the sake of the 
argument, we assume that none of the arguments seeking 
to prove the incompatibility between PA and SE are suc-
cessful, and that externalists have indeed shown that in-
compatibilist arguments are not sound. 

Now the question is whether externalists can reject 
skepticism using PA to answer the circularity problem in 
SA2. We think that the answer to this question is nega-
tive: because from the fact that incompatibilist arguments 
are rejected, it does not follow that SE and PA are com-
patible; it only shows that they are not incompatible. In 
order to employ an argument that uses both SE and PA, 
we need to know that these two are compatible. To ex-
plain this, suppose that in a valid argument both SE and 
PA have used as premises and a conclusion p has been 
drawn. If these premises are incompatible, the proof that p 
is not epistemically significant, because from contradic-
tory premises any result, including p, can be deduced. On 
the other hand, in order to be able to conclude that I know 
that p, we must also know the premises in order to, using 
the principle of epistemic closure, conclude that we know 
that p. If we know PA and SE, we do not need to have a 
separate proof for their compatibility, because knowing 
them would require their truth; but the problem is that we 
do not know PA and SE, but we are only justified in ac-
cepting them. Therefore, it is possible that, while accept-
ing the two principles is reasonable, their combined appli-
cation would lead to inconsistencies. 

We would like to address a potential objection to the 
claim that since we do not know that SE and PA are com-
patible, we could not employ an argument that uses both 
SE and PA. Somebody may argue: you say any semantic 
externalist relying on privileged access must prove their 
compatibility. Call the idea that one cannot rely on the 
idea that SE and PA are compatible unless it has been 
proven that they are The Compatibility Principle. And call 
the idea that epistemic circularity is not accepted The 
Not-Accepted Principle. You rely on both The Compati-
bility Principle and The Not-Accepted Principle in your 
critique of SA2. The problem is that no one has proven 
these two principles are incompatible but no one has 
proven they are compatible either. Therefore your critique 
fails. But the answer is simple: we do not know that using 
SA2 we could not refute skepticism but we are justified to 
accept it. Since skepticism seeks to call into question our 
knowledge of the external world, our critique shows that 
using PA to answer the circularity problem in SA2 cannot 
refute skepticism about the external world. In other 
words, by using PA in SA2 we cannot conclude that we 
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can know propositions about the external world. But still 
we can justifiably accept them. 

So, it can be said that the mere rejection of the argu-
ments presented to prove the incompatibility between PA 
and SE does not establish their compatibility. Therefore, 
their compatibility is not proven. But since PA and SE are 
based on arguments that rely on strongly accepted intu-
itions, as long as their incompatibility has not been 
proven, we are justified in using them in a single argu-
ment. But it should be noted that we can no longer claim 
that we know the result of such an argument: in this case 
we are only justified in accepting the result. 

We claimed above that SA2 is not successful in block-
ing skepticism about the external world. In this argument, 
premise (A) is based on the acceptance of SE and premise 
(B) is based on the acceptance of PA. But, as stated, this 
argument can only show that I am justified in accepting 
that I am not a BIV, but I still do not know that I am not a 
BIV. Therefore, according to what has been said, the use 
of the combination of SE and PA in an argument cannot 
lead to a rejection of skepticism about the external world. 
However, although such arguments do not rule out skepti-
cism about the possibility of acquiring knowledge about 
the external world, by using both PA and SE we can show 
that we are justified in believing propositions about the 
external world. So SA2 is successful, at least, in blocking 
skepticism about the justification of our beliefs about the 
external world. 
 
5. Conclusion 
 
The aim of the present paper was to examine whether 
Brueckner’s “simple arguments” were successful in 
blocking skepticism about the external world. Our evalu-
ation showed that the first and third arguments (i.e., SA1 
and SA3 respectively) are epistemically circular, and 
therefore unacceptable. Also, the second argument (i.e., 
SA2) uses both PA and SE, and we do not know that these 
two are compatible; so SA2 is not successful in blocking 
skepticism about the external world. However, SA2 suc-
ceeds in blocking the skepticism the justification of our 
beliefs about the external world. 
 
 
Bibliography 
Brueckner, A., (1986), “Brains in a Vat,” Journal of Philosophy, Vol. 
83, No. 3, pp. 148–167. 
Brueckner, A., (1994), “The Structure of the Skeptical Argument,” Phi-
losophy and Phenomenological Research, Vol. 54, No. 4, pp. 827–835, 
International Phenomenological Society. 
Brueckner, A., (1999), “Semantic Answer to Skepticism,” Skepticism, a 
Contemporary Reader, edited by Keith Derose and Ted A. Warfield, pp. 
43–60, New York: Oxford University Press. 
Brueckner, A., (2010), Essays on Skepticism, Oxford: Oxford University 
Press. 
Brueckner, A., (2012), “Skepticism and Content Externalism,” The Stan-
ford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL= http:// 
plato.stanford.edu/ archives/spr2012/ entries/ skepticism-content exter-
nalism/ 
Brueckner, A., (2016), “Putnam on Brains in a Vat,” Brain in a Vat, 
edited by Sanford C. Goldberg, pp. 19-26, Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press 
Burge, T., (1988), “Individualism and Self-Knowledge”, Journal of Phi-
losophy, Vol 85, No. 11, pp. 649–663. 
Davies, D., (1995), “Putnam’s Brain-Teaser,” Canadian Journal of Phi-
losophy, Vol 25, Num. 2, pp. 203–228. 

Falvey, K., Owens, J., (1994), “Externalism, Self-Knowledge, and Skep-
ticism,” Philosophical Review, Vol. 103, No. 1, pp. 107–137. 
Johnsen, B., C., (2003), “Of Brains in Vats, Whatever Brains in Vats 
May Be,” Philosophical Studies, Vol 112, pp. 225–249, Netherlands: 
Kluwer Academic Publishers. 
Kallestrup, J., (2012), Semantic Externalism, New York: Routledge. 
McLaughlin, B., P., Tye, M., (1998), “Is Content-Externalism Compati-
ble with Privileged Access?” Philosophical Review, Vol. 107, No. 3, pp. 
349–380. 
Noonan, H., W., (1998), “Reflections on Putnam, Wright and Brains in 
Vats,” Analysis, Vol. 58, No. 1, pp. 59–62. 
Pritchard, D., (2002), “Recent Work on Radical Skepticism,” American 
Philosophical Quarterly, Vol. 39, No. 3, pp. 215–257. 
Putnam, H., (1981), “Brains in a Vat,” Reason, Truth and History, pp. 1-
21, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.Tymoczko, T., (1989), “In 
Defense Of Putnam’s Brains,” Philosophical Studies, Vol. 57, pp. 281–
297. 
Wright, C., (1992), “On Putnam’s Proof That We Are Not Brains-in-a-
Vat,” Proceeding of the Aristotelian Society, New Series, Vol. 92, pp. 
67–94. 
 
Notes 
 

1 If I am a BIV, there is no real vat in my world but rather something 
else, perhaps electrons in a certain pattern, that causes my perceptions. 
So in a vat world I casually interact with something that is not a real vat. 
Following Brueckner, in order to distinguish between the real vat and 
the vat in the vat world, we call the latter the “vat*”. 
2 Note that if the sentence “I am a brain in a vat” is false, then the sen-
tence “I am not a brain in a vat” is true. 
3 Note that if p is proved to be false, it follows that I do not know p, be-
cause knowing p implies that it is true; but from the fact that I know that 
p is true, I cannot conclude that I know that p. Brueckner himself ex-
plains the epistemic circularity of Putnam’s argument using the principle 
of disquotational truth (Brueckner 1999: 47). We do not go into this 
here. 
4 Prior to Brueckner, Tymoczko had also pointed out some simple argu-
ments (Tymoczko 1989). But since Brueckner also tried to overcome the 
defects of these arguments, and finally presented an account that evaded 
at least some of the critiques of the simple arguments, we are content to 
call this category of arguments “Brueckner’s simple arguments.” 
5 By saying that my justification for believing (B) derives from my 
knowledge of the semantics of my own language, Brueckner (2016: 22-
3) tries to show that SA1 is not circular. He thinks the circularity objec-
tion can be made to any argument with the modus tollens form. But the 
circularity objection raises here is not about the form of SA1. It simply 
says that I cannot know that my word “tree” refers to trees until I know 
that I am not a brain in a vat. 
6 Externalists have accepted that if one can show that acceptance of se-
mantical externalism leads to the conclusion that an individual has to 
conduct an empirical investigation of the environment in order to know 
the content of his mental state, externalism has encountered a serious 
problem. See, for example, Burge 1988, Falvey and Owens 1994, 
McLaughlin and Tye 1998. 
7 In response to this question, philosophers are divided into two catego-
ries: compatibilists and incompatibilists, depending on whether they 
consider semantic externalism and the privileged access thesis to be 
compatible. For a detailed account see Kallestrup 2012. 


