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Dogmatism and Circularity; or, (E & H) 

 
 Daniele Sgaravatti – handout – Pavia 07/12/2017 

 

 

 

Part 1. Moore’s complaint and an independent account of circularity 

Moore’s proof 

1) Here is a hand 

2) Here is another hand 

Therefore 

3) There are at least two external things 

 

Is the proof question-begging? Moore replies that his proof does not meet the: 

Traditional Definition: an argument is circular iff one of the premises is identical (or equivalent) to the 

conclusion. 

 

Counterexamples (to the left-to-right direction): 

a. The Bible says that God exists (the Bible is written by God, therefore what it says is true), therefore 

God exists;  

 

b. P or not-Q, P or Q, therefore P 

 

c. Car   

I. I intend to walk to Lot 15 and drive home. 

II. So I will walk to Lot 15 and drive home.  

III. So my car will still be in Lot 15 when I get there. 

 

d. Zebra  

I. The animal in the pen looks like a zebra 

II. The animal is a zebra 

III. The animal is not a cleverly disguised painted mule 

 

Pryor on some (innocuous) ways premises can depend on conclusions: 

Type 1): the premises could not be true if the conclusion wasn’t. 

Type 2) “in order for you to have justification to believe the premise, it’s necessary that the conclusion is 

true.” 

Type 3) “for you to have justification to believe the premise, it’s necessary that you have justification to 

believe the conclusion”. 

 

Plausible Closure principles for propositional justification (a property of propositions): 

CPJ: If s has justification for [p1…pn] and [p1….pn] entail q (and s has a justified belief that [p1…pn] 

entail q), then s has justification for q 

Single Premise CPJ: If s has justification for p and p entails q, then s has justification for q 

Crucially, no such principle is plausible for doxastic justification (a property of beliefs). 
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Justified Belief account: An argument A is circular relative to an evidential state E iff in order for a 

subject S in E to have a justified belief in each one of A’s premises, it is necessary that S has a justified 

belief in A’s conclusion. 

 

Clarifications:  

Argument= structured set of propositions; Evidential State= a subset of the subject’s mental states 

Belief= dispositional (as opposed to occurrent) belief. 

P is necessary for Q: a test is the following: if P were not the case, Q would not be the case, and if Q were 

the case, P would be the case. 

 

Part 2. Dogmatism and reasons to doubt 

 

RED WALL: 

I. It looks to me as if the wall is red 

II. The wall is red 

III. The wall is not white but bathed in red light 

 

“Moore’s proof” again 

I. It looks to me as if there is a hand in front of me 

II. There is a hand in front of me 

Therefore 

III. It is not the case that it looks to me as if there is a hand in front of me but I am a handless BIV 

 

Dogmatism about a source of knowledge S: if you form a belief P on the basis of S, although S does not 

necessitate the truth of P, that belief is prima facie justified, independently of a justification to believe that 

S is a reliable source.  

The dogmatist can admit that if one has reasons to doubt that S is reliable, then the prima facie 

justification is defeated. Problems with “reasons to doubt p”; stronger than lack of justification for p, 

weaker than justification for the negation of p. Probabilistic measures do not seem to help. 

 

Type 4) “Another type of dependence between premise and conclusion is that the conclusion be such that 

evidence against it would (to at least some degree) undermine the kind of justification you purport to have 

for the premises” 

Two examples of arguments that are supposed to show type 4 circularity without begging the question: 

 

“Your introspective beliefs about what sensations you’re having are fallible. You can be primed to expect 

sensations of cold and actually be given sensations of heat. In such cases you’ll believe that you’re having 

sensations you’re not having. So the hypothesis that you’re making a priming mistake looks like an 

underminer for your introspective justification for believing you feel cold. Evidence that you are making 

a priming mistake ought to diminish the credibility of your introspective belief by at least some degree. 

At the same time, it’s not plausible that your justification to believe you’re having a given sensation 

requires you to have antecedent justification to believe you’re not making any priming mistakes. 

Sophisticated subjects may know that they’re reliable about their sensations. But I think you can have 

justified beliefs about your sensations long before attaining that degree of epistemic sophistication. So the 

hypothesis that you’re making a priming mistake is not one you need antecedent justification to rule out.” 

(Pryor [2004], pp. 360-1, italics added)  
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I   The cat sees the mouse. [Based on visual evidence] 

II  If the cat sees the mouse, then there are some cases of seeing. 

III So there are some cases of seeing. 

 

“Epistemologists should be careful not to conflate: 

(i) subjects who have no doxastic attitude at all towards an undermining hypothesis U, e.g. because they 

can't entertain U; 

(ii) subjects who do entertain U, but are wholly uninformed about it, and so agnostic; and 

(iii) subjects who think U is as likely as not, in response to a great deal of evidence on either side that 

balances out that way, or in response to knowledge that U has a 50% objective chance.” (Pryor, 

manuscript). 

 

If a 1-2-3 argument is circular, in my view, subjects of kind (ii) and (iii) cannot get to stage 2. But 

subjects in situation (i) can get to stage 2 – if they acquire the capacity to entertain the conclusion, then 

either they have independent justification or they lose their justified belief in 2 (Cfr. Elgin 1988). 

 

 

Part 3.  

Are there reasons to think that arguments like RED WALL are circular, beyond pre-theoretic judgement?  

A structural problem: If E is evidence from a source to which Dogmatism applies, and H the hypothesis 

supposed to be confirmed, we may have  

I E 

II H (From I) 

III E  H (a.k.a. (EH) or (E  H)) (From II) 

  

One more example: 

1G. The fuel gauge of my car points to zero 

2G. My car is out of fuel. 

3G. The fuel gauge of my car is not malfunctioning on this occasion (it is not the case that the fuel gauge 

points to zero but the car is not out of fuel). 

 

No evidence can be used to support the claim that it is not misleading evidence, without circularity. You 

cannot use P to rule out (P  Q).  I know in advance that the evidence, whatever it is and whether or not it 

is misleading, will support the claim that it is not misleading (cfr. Titelbaum 2010) 

 

More abstract and general principle: 

Negative Entailment (NE) If Y entails X, X is not [by itself] a justification to believe not-Y (cfr. Vogel 

[2014]) 

 

Problems with denying NE: 

 

Things are just as Y predicts they are. (sensitivity) 

Suppose I believe not-Y on the basis of X. If my belief were false, X would be true, so I would still 

believe not-Y on that basis. My evidence does not eliminate any possibility in which my belief is false. It 

does not contribute to the safety of my belief; if there is no close possible world at which not-Y is false 
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(Y is true), this is for independent reasons. If there were a close possible world at which Y is true, I would 

still believe not-Y at that world. (Cfr. Smith 2009) 

My evidence does not raise the probability of my belief (in fact it might lower that probability). 

 

Vogel’s counterexamples:  

Devil’s Island. Let N = No prisoner has ever escaped from Devil’s Island before. Let F = Brittany 

(who is incarcerated on Devil’s Island) will be the first prisoner to escape from there. It is plausible 

that N is a good reason to reject to F, even though F entails N. 

Emeralds. Let O = All observed emeralds are green. Let U = Even though all observed emeralds 

are green, there is at least one unobserved non-green emerald somewhere. It is plausible that O is 

a good reason to reject U, even though U entails O. 

 

They are only counterexamples to the strong principle: If Y entails X, X is not [even part of] a 

justification to believe not-Y 
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