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which we are naturally inclined to take for granted our belief in an external world.
Nature itself suffices to tum the tables on the sceptic. There is no need to build up
philosophical systems to defuse sceptical doubts. Actually; they only arise as a coun­
termeasure against the philosophical need for a justification of our knowledge claims
about the external world. However, such a justification is unnecessary because the
belief that our world matches our way of thinking it is naturally entrenched in our
every day experience. Thus, any attempt to justify that belief is idle; therefore, skep­
tical doubts themselves are idle too.

There are, I take it, two kinds of reservations to be made about Strawson's nat­
uralistic approach. First, it is worth asking what is the difference between claiming
that the belief in an external world is inevitable because it is a natural inclination
and claiming that we are bound to accept its truth if we are to have experience of a
certain kind. Strawson's intention here seems to discredit rational proofs as a means
to safeguard that belief. Nevertheless, in order to do it, he has to rely on a strategy
that is very similar to that of a transcendental argumentation. A reasoning to the
effect that doubts about our belief in an external world is idle for it collides with
natural instincts - i.e., a reasoning the basis of which is nature and not reason ­
is still a rational proof. Notwithstanding the shift from reason to nature, the belief
in an external world should be taken for granted. Strawson continues to think the
sceptic still needs a rational explanation. Nature seems to be introduced as a key
component in a rational, anti-sceptical proof. Conclusively; Strawson is not justified
in dispensing with rational proofs. His recommendation that rational, anti-sceptical
proofs are idle and therefore must be ignored does not hold fast.

The sCJ.me conclusion can be reached from a different angle. Suppose that a
solipsist - not a sceptic - claims that he has a proof by which he can justify his
viewpoint, which is to say; he can prove that the belief in an external world is false.
Obviously; Strawson would be eager to impugn such a proof, as well as any other
philosopher we can think of. Strawson invites us to ignore such a proof on the
grounds that the belief in an external world is a natural inclination. But this is done
by means of a previous acknowledgement of the rational character of the solipsist's
proof, which is to say; Strawson must be in a position to show beforehand the rational
basis of a solipsist's account so as to point out its idleness and, hence, the need for
it to be ignored. This is tantamount to saying that Strawson has to show, through a
rational proof, that rational proofs about the belief in an external world are idle.

It may be objected, on Strawson's behalf, that his standpoint has been miscon­
strued. What he struggles to show is that the belief in an external world is something
that lies beyond our rational acceptance; it is, as it were, naturally hard-wired in our
experience, so that it is not liable to an investigation in connection to its truth or
falsity. There is no point in considering arguments contrary to or in favor of it. In an
inventory of all our beliefs, the belief in question is inescapably there. Nonetheless,
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Strawson must be able to argue for his naturalistic approach in the face of a coun­
terargument, solipsistic or not. Thus, he must be able to show why his viewpoint
is preferable, or better, than another one. In so doing, however, he inevitably goes
through a (rational) comparison of arguments in order to decide which one is more
convincing than the other. Again, Strawson has to resort to a rational proof - a
second order one - to argue for the idleness of rational proofs.

A slightly similar defense of Strawson has been conceived of by Wai-Hung Wong:

It is ... irrational to have both beliefs about the external world and skepti­
cal doubts. Since beliefs about the external world are indispensable while
sceptical doubts are not, we have only two options: to have sceptical doubts
and be irrational, or to ignore skepticism and live with our beliefs about the
world. The second option is clearly more acceptable as far as rationality is
concerned. (Wong 2002,305)

According to him, Strawson can be seen as arguing that it is just irrational to hold
our beliefs in an external world and at the same time to entertain skeptical doubts
about it. As soon as it is proven, by means of a naturalistic account, that those beliefs
are mandatory - or indispensable, as he puts it - the only option left is to get rid
of scepticism once and for all in order to safeguard rationality or meaningfulness.
This is a compelling account, but it ends up weakens Strawson's naturalistc tum, for
it brings us back to Strawson's earlier anti-sceptic move we characterised earlier. To
be more precise, it reinstates the reason-based transcendental argumentation that
was so correctly criticised by Stroud. If the point is to bypass scepticism in the name
of rationality, the appeal to our natural inclinations will not do, for the latter would
tum out to be just a variety of a rational standpoint. Furthermore, the claim that to
hold both our empirical beliefs and scepticism at the same time leads to irrational­
ity can only be held consistently within a philosophical view wherein metaphysical
realism would not be an issue. But since this view is yet to be impugned, the claim
in question does not refrain the sceptic from resorting to it and shield his doubts.
On that score, what we need is a (reason-based) transcendental argument by which
metaphysical realism is rendered inconsistent. Wai-Hung Wong is correct in con­
necting rationality and empirical beliefs to rehabilitate Strawsonian transcendental
arguments; his mistake, though, is to preserve Strawson's naturalistic trend as a way
to overcome scepticism.

A second reservation can still be made about Strawson naturalistic tum. The
question arises as to whether natural inclination constitutes a satisfactory ground
upon which an anti-skeptical proof can be constructed. The sceptic can remind us
that he never doubts instincts; what is at issue is a justification of our knowledge
claims. The point is not whether the belief in an external world should be taken
for granted, but rather whether it is true or false. Sextus Empiricus makes it clear
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that sceptical doubts arise only in connection to the truth of a belief (non evident)
'(O.P., 15). According to the sceptic, it seems that no proof of that kind can ever be
valid. It is obvious that I have many beliefs about the world and my relation to it.
Actually, for the sake of our own survival, it is not only advisable but mandatory that
we believe that fire burns, that if I jump from a cliff I can get hurt or even die, that
if I do not eat I may starve to death, etc. The sceptic lives a normal life entertaining
those beliefs and would never put them into question. To live in harmony with our
natural inclinations is a means to a happy life (O.P., 11). That being said, instead of
countering scepticism, Strawson is actually embracing it malgre lui. By replacing the
rationalist background and by replacing it for the naturalist one, Strawson does not
neutralise scepticism; on the contrary, he just plays the game of the sceptic.

3. What does this all lead us to?

We have seen that the main objection raised by Stroud has to do with the fact that
Strawson's first attempt to refute scepticism misfired because Strawson rejected the
main doctrines of transcendental idealism. Since what is at stake against the sceptic
is the metaphysical point of view about the world that has to underlie any anti­
sceptical proof, to repel transcendental idealism means to displace the basis on which
alone Kant construes his anti-sceptical position. And what is worse, it also means
that the battle against scepticism ends up being fought in a metaphysical or, in Kant's
terminology, in a transcendental realist territory.

We ha.ve reached, therefore, the following quandary vis-a.-vis scepticism: we can
either dismiss Strawson's transcendental strategy because it is devised in a meta­
physical realist domain, where the sceptic seems to have the last word; or we em­
brace transcendental idealism, and in so doing, we stop the sceptic from appealing
to the metaphysical background by which she entertains her doubts, but in that case
we would have to deal with the limitations of Kant's idealistic view. The key to this
quandary lies in the connection between metaphysical realism and scepticism, which
was brought out by Stroud. The overall limitation of this sort of realism is that, by
putting the real world inextricably out of our reach, there is no way of comparing it
to our conceptualised world of tables and chairs so as to validate our knowledge of
it. The sceptic's suggestion that the world might be quite different from the way we
see it introduces an insurmountable difficulty.

But what if this suggestion were to be characterised as beside the point? In
that case, the quandary would dissipate. Thus, I take it, the way out of Stroud's
reservations seems to argue that even if we were in a metaphysical realist environ­
ment, transcendental arguments of some sort would hold fast and therefore Straw­
son would be vindicated. As I see it, transcendental arguments are powerful tools
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not so much as anti-sceptical proofs that are applied straightforwardly against the
lsceptic, but rather as a means to neutralise metaphysical realism. If we can conceive
of an argument whose conclusion turns the metaphysical viewpoint idle, then we
would have the upper hand and scepticism would be rendered harmless.

In order to achieve this goal, let us reflect upon what it means to say that the
real world can be quite different from the way we see it. No doubt it means a world
that is thorougWy different from the perceptual world. A first approximation that
we can think of is the world described by general relativity. Massive objects warp
space, time does not go by in absolute terms, matter and energy are interchangeable,
and so on and so forth. Those concepts are difficult to grasp at first glance because
it goes against common sense. Our perceptual world, in principle, does not show
the bending of space and our perception of the flow of time does not get entangled
in twin's paradoxes and things like that. However, sophisticated experiments that
resort to state of the art technology have proven relativity to hold fast. Although
not immediately given to our senses, Einstein's view of the world can be related
to the perceptual world. More exactly, we can represent the space-time continuum
through theoretical and mathematical models that stem from our knowledge of the
perceptual world; therefore, general relativity has to do with a world that is pretty
much within our reach, so that it cannot be a good candidate for the 'real world'
referred to by the sceptic.

Maybe quantum mechanics can do the job. All sorts of counterintuitive no­
tions have been brought about by quantum physicists, like the wave/particle duality,
causes occurring after their effects, the baffling result of the EPR experiment in which
a pair of subatomic particles seems to communicate with each other instantaneously,
regardless of the distance between them, etc. The subatomic world presents us with
some pretty crazy things indeed. Hence, it could be a good candidate to make sense
of the expression 'real world' in the sceptical challenge. Nevertheless, phenomena
are measured up and explained away to a point in which we can easily detect in the
.perceptual world. Many gadgets we use in our every day life are proofs to that ef­
fect, like electronic sensors, remote controls, computers and even microwaves. And
although it is still a matter of great controversy in theoretical physics if we can make
the jump from the subatomic level of probabilities, uncertainties and dualities to the
macroscopic level of tables, chairs, planets and galaxies, the main goal of quantum
physicists is to determine the laws that govern our perceptual world inhabited by
those objects we are quite familiar with in our every day lives. The 'real world' of
the sceptic would have to be completely apart from it in order for the sceptic to have
the upper hand.

Not even the hypothetical idea of parallel universes from recently developed
string theory would do the trick here. So far, such an idea is an extrapolation from
outstandingly complex mathematical models that describe our world. It is a formal
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:scaffolding devised to make sense of phenomena in our world, which means that,
ialthough physically speaking two alternate universes cannot be in any physical con­
tact whatsoever, conceptually; or philosophically speaking, the sense we give to any
other universe will have to subscribe to our conception of what the world is like. A
universe with all embracing laws completely different from ours with objects that
defy our common view, in this case, would still be a universe of objects governed by
laws.

What the sceptic requires at this point is a conception of the world that takes us
beyond our way of seeing and interpreting it, or rather, beyond our conceptualising.
How can such a conception be made comprehensible at all? We can only conceive of
a world completely apart from our perceptual world through our powers of concep­
tualisation. We find ourselves under siege vis-a-vis the sceptic because her doubts
are based upon a nonsensical assumption of a world that lies beyond the scope of
our comprehension. Only in so doing can she split the world and raise the suspicion
that the features of the world within our reach may not conform to the features of
the metaphysical, transcenderit one. Just like Strawson puts it, transcendental argu­
ments have to do with meaningfulness and intelligibility. If an idea or a viewpoint is
proven to fall short of our meaningful, intelligible reasoning, it has to be dismissed.
If the ground of sceptical doubts is disallowed, so must be scepticism. The sceptic
can play her game as long as she wants, but at the end of the day all she can get is
a reminder that the conception of a world beyond ours requires further explaining.
Instead of being put under pressure to validate our knowledge claims, we challenge
her to make sense of her sceptical claims. In the absence of a possible explanation,
her challenge itself ends up devoid of meaningful content.

This is not meant to encourage a Berkeleyan world where our knowledge actually
coincides with the world of appearances. There are aspects of the world that might
remain unknowable because our cognitive apparatus just does not go that far down
its deepest, most hidden aspects, like the subatomic world of particles and waves.
;However, although we cannot reach the details of the quantum world, we are able to
conceptualise it by means of strong logical and mathematical reasonings combined
with experiments that are guided by our powers of conceptualisation. Thus, the
limitation just referred to has to be seen as stemming from within our conceptual
world and not from the outside of it. The metaphysical realist standpoint plays no
part here because it posits a non-conceptual world that by definition would have to
drag us out of our intelligible reasoning, where logic,'mathematics and theory-laden
experiments have no bearing at all.

Let us pause for a moment and take stock of what we have so far. We have seen
that Strawson accepts Stroud's and Walker's criticism to the effect that transcenden­
tal arguments can only prove a connection about our beliefs, not about the world.
In Walker's terms, a transcendental argument can prove merely that we are bound to
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-take our beliefs about the world to be true; but what the sceptic demands is a proof
'that they are indeed true. Now, we have seen in section 2 that sceptical doubts arise
when a theoretical account about the validity of our empirical knowledge is brought
to the fore. Without it, the sceptic merely lives her life like the rest of us, believing
that fire burns, water cools us down, food nourishes us, etc. Non-examined beliefs
are quite welcome in the sceptical realm; theoretical ones, however, may never hold
fast. Our quarrel with the sceptic is indeed about beliefs, but beliefs of a theoretical
kind. Thus, when Stroud sets the record straight by claiming that a transcendental
argument has to deal with objects in space, not with beliefs, he is actually referring
to (our theoretical belief of) objects in space. The alternative would be to emulate
Moore and raise a hand to counter the sceptic. In philosophy, all that is left for us is
a proof about theoretical beliefs. Stroud's and Walker's challenge to the effect that
a proof against the sceptic has to be about the world and not about our beliefs or
concepts is not only untenable and unphilosophical; it is also beside the point. Its
force sterns from the metaphysical realist conundrum that our view of the world has
to coincide somehow with a world beyond our concepts and beliefs.

As to the distinction between being obligated to take a belief as true and actually
holding it to be true, it depends upon a surreptitious premise, to wit, the idea of a
world beyond our ken. On such a ground, the sceptic acknowledges the former state­
ment as being made merely from within the limits of our every day conception of
the world, the validity of which has yet to be established. But since a transcendental
argument can be used precisely against this premise in order to rid epistemology of
metaphysical realism and therefore scepticism, there is no reason to keep Walker's
and Stroud's distinction. If we are compelled to take a set of beliefs as true for the
sake of another, indispensable one, then, for all it is worth, the former has been
proven to be true.

It might be objected that the metaphysical realist conception of the world is
not as unintelligible and nonsensical as we have depicted so far. After all, Kant
himself holds a view according to which we can think of the thing in itself, although
we cannot know it. More exactly, Kant claims that this notion has to do with an
object considered apart from all the transcendental conditions of knowledge and is,
therefore, completely unknowable (cf. B 312, 343). At the same time, he states
that there is a sense in which we can think of the thing in itself, namely, as a non
trespassing door that the sensibility and the understanding can never go through. He
calls it the negative sense (cf. B 307, 739). The thing in itself is thereby considered
as a reminder of the indispensable character of Kant's transcendental philosophy,
to wit, the Copernican Revolution; without this crucial component, philosophy is
irretrievably doomed to failure from start.

The question arises as to how we can actually form a conception out of it. A
notion of what we cannot know has a referent that cannot be known. If the latter
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cannot be known, we simply cannot say what it is or is not like. But since it does
'not make sense to think of something that cannot be known without knowing what
this something is or is not, we are left with an intractable concept. That being the
case, the negative sense can hardly be regarded as a sense at all. That is why Kant
himself grants that "there is something strange and even nonsensical in there being
a concept that must have some significance but is not capable of definition" (A 243).

On that score, it is understandable why Strawson departs from transcenden­
tal philosophy and what his motivation consists in when he decides to highlight
the strategic advantages of transcendental arguments. Strawson's approach can be
construed as a vote of confidence in the transcendental argumentation against the
sceptic regardless of a consideration about the metaphysical background of an anti­
sceptical proof. Transcendental arguments, as it were, stand on its own feet and can
render both metaphysical realism and scepticism idle indeed.

References

Bieri, P. et al. 1979. Transcendental Arguments and Science. Dordrecht: Reidel.
Brueckner, A. L. 1983. Transcendental Arguments I. Nous 17: 551-75.
--. 1984. Transcendental Arguments II. Nous 18: 197-225.
--. 1986. Brains in a Vat. The Journal ofPhilosophy 83: 148-67.
Bubner, R. 1974. Kant, Transcendental Arguments, and the Problem of the Deduction. Review

ofMetaphysics 28: 453-67.
Callanan, J. J. 2006. Kant's Transcendental Strategy. The Philosophical Quarterly 56(224):

359-81.
Coppock, Po 1987. Putnam's Transcendental Argument. Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 68:

1428.
Davidson, D. 1984. Inquiries into Truth and Interpretation. Oxford: Claredon.
Forster, E. 1989. How are transcendental arguments possible? In Schaper 1989, 3-20.
Franciotti, M. A. 1995. Skepticism, Metaphysical Realism and Transcendental Arguments.

Dicflogos 66: 79-92.
:--. 1997. Las Dos Estrategias Anti-Escepticas de Strawson. Revista Latinoamericana de

Filosofia 23(1): 23-34.
Genova, A. C. 1984. Good Transcendental Arguments. Kantstudien 75: 469-95.
Griffiths, A. P. 1969. Transcendental Arguments. Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, supp.

I. 43: 165-80.
Harrison, R. 1982. Transcendental Arguments and Idealism. In Vesey 1982, 211-24.
Hume, D. (T). A Treatise ofHuman Nature. Oxford: Clarendon Press.
Kant, I. 1902. Gesammelte Schriften. Berlin: Ed. Preussischen Akademie der Wissenschaften

zu Berlin, 29 vols. (abbreviated A for the first edition of the Critique ofPure Reason; and
B for the second edition.)

Lacey, A. R. 1986. A Dictionary ofPhilosophy. London: Roudedge.
Malcolm, N. 1968. The Conceivability of Mechanism. Philosophical Review77: 45-72.
McIntyre, A. J. 1984. Putnam's Brains. Analysis 44: 59-61.

Principia 13(2): 137-51 (2009).



Once More Unto the Breach: Strawson's Anti-Sceptical View 151

Nagel, T. 1986. The View From Nowhere. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Putnam, H. 1978. Meaning and the Moral Sciences. London: Routledge.
--. 1981. Reason, Truth and History. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Sacks, M. 1989. The World We Found. London: Duckworth.
Schaper, E. (ed.) 1989. Reading Kant. Oxford: Blackwell.
Strawson, P. 1959.Individuals. London: Methuen.
--. 1966. The Bounds ofSense. London: Methuen.
---. 1985. Skepticism & Naturalism: Some Varieties. London: Methuen.
Stroud, B. 1968. Transcendental Arguments. Journal ofPhilosophy 65: 241-256.
--.1977. Hume. London: Routledge.
--. 1984. The Significance Of Philosophical Scepticism. Oxford: Clarendon.
Vesey, G. (ed.) 1982. Idealism: Past and Present. Cambridge: Cambrige University Press.
Walker, R. C. S. 1982. Kant. London: Routledge.
Wittgenstein, L. 1953. Philosophical Investigations. Oxford: Blackwell.
Wong, W. 2003. Strawson's Anti-Scepticicism: A Critical Reconstruction. Ratio 16(3): 290­

306.

MARCO ANTONIO FRANCIOTTI

Departmento de Filosofia
Universidade Federal de Santa Catarina

Campus Universitcirio, Trindade
Florian6polis, SC

Brazil
marcofranciotti~hotmail.com

www.portalfil.ufsc.br/franciotti

Resumo. _.Neste artigo, pretendo reabilitar a estrategia de Strawson contra 0 ceticismo.
Primeiro, apresento sua antiga tentativa, que gerou a polemica sobre a adequa\ao dos argu­
mentos transcendentais contra 0 cetico. Eu introduzo a principal obje\ao de Stroud, segundo
a qual 0 ponto de vista de Strawson nao pode funcionar porque nao considera a visao do
mundo exterior na qual 0 cetico se baseia a fim de desafiar nossas alega\oes de conheci­
mento. Feito isso, eu apresento a ultima tentativa de Strawson, que se baseia numa estrate­
gia naturalista de inspira\ao Humeana. Eu mostro que seu naturalismo einaceitavel por dois
motivos: primeiro, porque reproduz a estrutura de prova dos argumentos transcendentais e
acaba empregando urn prova racional para neutralizar provas racionais em geral; e segundo,
porque ela se ajusta it recomenda\ao do cetico de que devemos viver de acordo com nossas
inclina\oes naturais sem jamais tentar justificar nossas cren~as. Na Ultima se~ao, afirmo que
e possivel reabilitar os argumentos transcendentais como provas anticeticas vaIidas se mos­
trarmos que nao faz sentido entreter a ideia de uma coisa em si mesma completamente it
parte de nossos poderes de conceitualiza~ao.

Palavras-chave: Ceticismo, certeza, conhecimento, prova, realismo.
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