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Summary

• Sceptical doubts are supposed to be
‘natural’ doubts. Are they?

• Is, at least, the assumption that knowledge is
closed under known entailment ‘natural’?

• X-Phi provides helpful tools for answering this
question. However, results aren’t
unanimous. Turri: no, this study: yes.

• Case against folk closure at best
inconclusive.

I Philosophical background
The closure argument for scepticism

Suppose that P is a mundane external world propo-
sition we usually take ourselves to know, e. g. I have
hands, I’m somewhere in Bochum right now. Then
the following claims are individually plausible, but mu-
tually inconsistent:
1 I don’t know that I’m not a brain in a vat.
2 If I don’t know that I’m not a brain in a vat, I don’t
know that P.

3 I know that P.

Natural doubts?

The natural doubts assumption: Sceptical
doubts are natural doubte, i. e. (1) and (2) are in
fact based on natural assumptions about knowledge.
An assumption about e. g. knowledge is natural iff
folk ascriptions of e. g. knowledge are in accordance
with that assumption.

Why must sceptical doubts be
natural?

1 Stroud’s argument (aka the verbal dispute
problem): Unless (1) and (2) are natural, sceptical
doubts are similar to being told that there are no
physicians because no one can cure any disease
within two minutes.

2 Moore’s argument (aka the modus tollens
problem): The best reply is to give up the least
plausible assumption. Since (3) is a natural
assumption, (1) or (2) should be given up unless
they are at least as natural as (3).

Relevance of X-Phi

! whether (1) and (2) are natural
% whether (1) and (2) are true

Closure of knowledge

• This paper deals only with the naturalness
of (2).

• (2) is an instance of the principle that knowledge
is closed under known entailment: If
someone knows (K) something (ϕ) and knows that
something (ψ) follows (⇒) from it, she knows the
second item as well.

(C) Kϕ ∧K(ϕ ⇒ ψ) → Kψ

II Turri’s study
Design and Results

• Vogel’s car-theft case: Is it possible to know
where one’s car is parked (first item) without
knowing that it hasn’t been stolen (second item)?

• Design: Two conditions, epistemic source of the
second item is either perception (protagonist sees
her car) or inference (protagonist infers the second
item).

• Key finding: In the inference condition a
significantly high number of participants ascribe
knowledge that the car is parked at C8, but don’t
ascribe knowledge that the car hasn’t been stolen.

Criticism

1 Entailment not sufficiently salient (in fact
hidden) in Turri’s vignette.

2 Manipulation not adequate for testing
(naturalness of) closure: Epistemic standing of
second item not constant across conditions; study is
just a poll.

3 That folk ascriptions sometimes do and sometimes
don’t adhere to closure doesn’t contradict the
natural doubts assumption. If the folk
conception of knowledge is marred by paradoxes, as
sceptics claim, such patterns are to be expected.

III This study

The key idea

• Keep epistemic standing of second item
constant, vary relation between the two items
across conditions.

• Possible relations between items: independent,
weak material conditional, strong material
conditional, logical entailment.

• Hypothesis: Number of yes/no responses (=
violations of closure) decreases with increase of
strength of relation between items.

Methododology

n=107, students at intro course (participants with
self-ascribed background knowledge excluded), yes/no
knowledge ascriptions, order of items randomised.

Vignette used

When Mr. Neuberg arrived at work this morn-
ing, he parked his car at C8. He kept in mind
where he parked it because he wants to get home
quickly after work.
Now it’s 5 p.m. and Mr. Neuberg leaves his of-
fice. On the way to C8 it occurs to him that it’s
not unheard of that cars get stolen.
He thinks about this carefully for a moment and
concludes: “No, my car hasn’t been stolen.
It’s now at C8.”
1 Mr. Neuberg knows, that his car is now

at C8. [yes/no]
2 Mr. Neuberg knows, that his car hasn’t

been stolen. [yes/no]

Original material in German, bold sentences vary with
condition, see below.

Four conditions

A Logical: “my car is now at C8” – “my car hasn’t
been removed from C8 by thieves”

B Strong material: “my car is now at C8” – “my
car hasn’t been stolen”

R Weak material: “my car is parked at C8” – “my
car hasn’t been stolen”

C Independent: “my car is now at C8” – “my car
hasn’t been damaged”
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1 Turri’s key finding can be replicated (condition R).
2 Number of yes/no response (blue) varies
significantly with condition.

Interpretation

• In the four conditions the epistemic standing of
the two items doesn’t change, only the logical
relation between first and second item changes.
Folk ascriptions of knowledge are sensitive to the
logical relation between the two items.

• Closure is a principle of folk
epistemology.

IV Discussion
Minor problems

Minor problems to be resolved in follow-up study:
1 Number of participants too small for comprehensive
statistical analysis.

2 Items with future aspect independently problematic.
3 Check for potential ceiling effect: no/no-response
needn’t indicate adherence to closure.

4 Difference between B and R potentially due not to
variation in relation between items, but to one of
the other changes.

General discussion

Assuming that minor problems can be resolved in
a follow-up study, it seems safe to assume that the
case against folk closure is inconclusive at
best. Open questions:
1 Making the entailment (too) salient may make
‘pleasing the experimenter’ (too) easy.

2 Kinds of entailment vs. salience of
entailment?

3 Notion of ‘naturalness’ too vague. Eliciting ‘true’
response to paradoxical cases difficult.

Contact & More

tinyurl.com/folkclosure
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