Ben Theis

Phil. 38

Short Writing Assignment (5%)

Due: Tuesday, May 28th 

1 to 1½ pages long (typed, double-spaced, normal margins, 12-point font, etc.)

On page 9 of Three Conversations on Knowing, Skip uses the “brain-in-a-vat” scenario to argue for skepticism. As I reconstructed the argument in class, Skip argues:

Premise 1
If I cannot rule out the brain-in-a-vat scenario, then I cannot know what my present situation is.

Premise 2
I cannot rule out the brain-in-a-vat scenario.

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Conclusion
Therefore, I cannot know what my present situation is.

Gemma immediate responds to this argument by stating (page 9):

“…I’m still convinced that I know perfectly well that we’re sitting in front of my computer, wearing blue T-shirts, and having a conversation. In fact, because I know that, I can rule out the possibility that I’m just a brain in a vat. My argument is just the reverse of yours: If I couldn’t rule out the brain-in-a-vat scenarion, I couldn’t know what my present situation is; I do know what my present situation is; so I can rule out that scenario.”

Part 1: Reconstruct Gemma’s counter-argument in the above passage.
This shouldn’t take up too much space. All you are required to do is give her argument in numbered-premise/conclusion form. A good reconstruction should omit any irrelevant details or repetitions and just capture the “bare bones” of her argument.

Part 2: Evaluate Gemma’s argument. 

In your opinion, has Gemma effectively responded to Skip’s argument? 

To answer this question you might want (but are not required) to consider the following issues: Is Gemma’s argument valid? Is it sound? Does Gemma, as Skip claims, simply “beg the question”? 

Let me stress, I’m interested in your own opinion here and you won’t be graded on what your opinion is or whether it matches up with my own. What you will be graded on is how well you articulate and support your own view. You need to take a stand and then defend it as best you can in a page and a half. (Imagine that you are trying to convince someone who disagrees with your opinion. What could you say to convince them that you are correct?)

