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Abstract Putnam’s vat argument is intended to show that I am not a permanently

envatted brain. The argument holds promise as a response to vat scepticism, which

depends on the claim that I do not know that I am not a permanently envatted brain.

However, there is a widespread idea that the vat argument cannot fulfil this promise,

because to employ the argument as a response to vat scepticism I would have to

make assumptions about the content of the premises and/or conclusion of the

argument that beg the question against the sceptic. In this paper, I show that this

idea is mistaken.

Keywords Epistemology � Philosophy of mind � Scepticism � Hilary Putnam �
Brains in vats

Putnam’s (1981, pp. 1–22) vat argument is intended to show that I am not a

permanently envatted brain. The argument holds promise as a response to what I

will call vat scepticism, scepticism that depends on the claim that I do not know that

I am not a permanently envatted brain.1 However, there is a widespread idea that,

even if it is sound, the vat argument cannot fulfil this promise, because to employ

the argument as a response to vat scepticism I would have to make assumptions
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about the content of the argument—that is, about the contents of the premises and/or

conclusion of the argument—that beg the question against the sceptic.2 Thus, even

among those who grant the soundness of the vat argument, it is not widely endorsed

as a response to vat scepticism.

The idea that the vat argument cannot serve as a response to vat scepticism

because of a problem regarding my knowledge of the content of the argument is like

a bump in the carpet. You can step on the bump, but, rather than disappearing, it

tends only to pop up again somewhere else. Likewise, we shall see that objections to

particular manifestations of the idea that there is a problem regarding my knowledge

of the content of the vat argument tend to result in it manifesting again at a different

point in the argument, rather than in its disappearance. This tendency might be

thought to be a sign that there is something fundamentally right about the idea that

there is a problem regarding my knowledge of the content of the vat argument, even

if this idea is difficult to formulate correctly.

In this paper I show that, despite its resilience, the idea is mistaken. I do this by

showing that, at each step in my deployment of the vat argument, the only

assumptions I need make about its content are legitimate in the context of a response

to vat scepticism. Thus, the bump is, as it were, forced right off of the edge of the

carpet, never to return.

1 Vat scepticism and the vat argument

Let us start with a brief sketch of vat scepticism, and of the response to it that the vat

argument promises to provide.

We can distinguish between two different sorts of sceptic.3 The more demanding

sort of sceptic claims that I am required to give a successful argument for the claim

that I have empirical knowledge before I am entitled to conclude that I do. This is a

very strong requirement, and in the absence of an argument for this requirement the

more demanding sceptic is simply too demanding, and can therefore be dismissed.

‘‘Guilty until proven innocent’’ is no better as an epistemic principle than it is as a

legal principle.

The advocate of vat scepticism is not the demanding sort of sceptic. Rather, she is

a less demanding sort of sceptic, regarding my empirical beliefs as ‘‘innocent until

proven guilty’’. She is happy to concede that I am entitled to think that I have

empirical knowledge, until she has provided me with a good argument that I do not.

She then attempts to provide that argument. My sketch of the vat sceptic’s argument

will be charitable; I will grant her points that should perhaps be questioned.

2 This idea is present in MacIntyre (1984), Falvey and Owens (1994), Brueckner (1986), David (1991),

Wright (1992) and Johnsen (2003). As we shall see, different authors have given the idea different forms.

It may immediately strike the reader that for a worry about knowing the contents of the premises and/or

conclusion of an argument to make sense, the premises and conclusion must be conceived of as things

that have content, rather than as things that are content. I address this point in Sect. 1. My thanks to an

anonymous Philosophical Studies referee for pushing me to be clear about this.
3 Byrne (2004, pp. 300–303) makes a similar distinction.
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Consequently, when we turn to the response offered by the vat argument, we have

the prospect of defeating the vat sceptic on her own terms.

The vat sceptic begins her argument by asking me to imagine that I (the author of

this paper) am in the following scenario:

I always have been and always will be a brain in a vat (BIV), stimulated by a

supercomputer to have the sensory evidence that I actually have, whilst in fact

the world contains nothing except my brain in its vat and the supercomputer.

I will need to repeat the indented block of text many times in this paper, but it would

be awkward to write it out in full every time, so let us set down some conventions.

From now on I will simply write ‘I am a BIV’, on the understanding that this phrase is

an elliptical way of re-writing the indented block of text above. Similarly, I will write

‘I am not a BIV’ as an elliptical way of re-writing the indented text preceded by ‘it is

not the case that’, and I will write ‘if I were a BIV’ as an elliptical way of re-writing

the indented text preceded by ‘if it were the case that’. Note that these conventions

will hold for text appearing within quotation marks, and for underlined text.

The claim that I am a BIV seems to be incompatible with almost all my actual

empirical beliefs about the external world. Thus, the sceptic claims, if I do not know

that I am not a BIV, then I do not have any empirical knowledge. For the purposes

of this discussion we shall grant this claim.4 The sceptic goes on to claim that I do

not know that I am not a BIV. She points out that, by stipulation, if I were a BIV, my

sensory evidence would be the same as it actually is, and so I cannot appeal to my

sensory evidence to rule out the possibility that I am a BIV.5 However, that I am not

a BIV is a contingent statement, and so one might think that I cannot know it

without appeal to my sensory evidence, either. Thus, I do not know that I am not a

BIV. The sceptical conclusion that I do not have any empirical knowledge follows.

Someone who wanted to resist vat scepticism might begin by pointing out that

some contingent statements can be known without appeal to sensory evidence;

potential examples include the claim that I exist, and the claim that I am here. The

central idea of the vat argument is that the claim that I am not a BIV is just such a

claim. The argument can be put as follows:

(1) I can express the content that I am a BIV, but

(2) If I were a BIV, I could not express the content that I am a BIV; so

(3) I am not a BIV.6

4 The sceptic might argue for this claim on the grounds that knowledge is closed under known

entailment, or on the grounds that for a belief to count as knowledge my evidence must favour that belief

over any hypothesis that is incompatible with it. See Brueckner (1994a, b) and Cohen (1998) for

comparison of these strategies.
5 One strategy for resisting the sceptical argument is to argue that this stipulation is not legitimate; see for

example Williamson (2000, pp. 164–208). However, for the purposes of this discussion we will grant the

stipulation.
6 There are many different formulations of the vat argument in the literature. Rather than considering the

pros and cons of different formulations, I am simply going to give the version of the argument that I wish

to defend.
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I think that this argument is sound, but it is not the aim of this paper to show that it

is.7 However, I will now talk briefly about the reasons for thinking that the premises

of the argument are true, since these reasons are relevant to our discussion.

What can be invoked in support of the premises is constrained by the fact that the

vat argument is intended as part of a reply to scepticism regarding my empirical

knowledge of the external world. My knowledge of the premises of the argument

had better not presuppose any such knowledge, on pain of begging the question

against the sceptic.

At first glance, it seems that my knowledge of (1) is indeed non-empirical. I

know that I can express the content that I am a BIV, because I am, right now,

thinking a thought with the propositional content that I am a BIV. (One might ask

what exactly I mean by ‘thought’, and ‘content’ here. These are important questions,

and I will turn to them once the basic idea of the vat argument has been laid out.)

That I am right now thinking a thought with the content that I am a BIV is an

instance of semantic self-knowledge, my first-person knowledge of the content of

my current mental states. Semantic self-knowledge is said to be ‘‘introspective’’,

‘‘groundless’’ or ‘‘direct’’ in a way that my knowledge of the content of other

people’s mental states is not. How exactly we should understand these claims is

controversial. However, for our purposes, one broadly agreed upon implication of

these claims will suffice, namely, that my semantic self-knowledge does not depend

(or, at least, need not depend) on empirical knowledge of my environment. So, since

my reason for believing (1) is an instance of semantic self-knowledge, it does not

seem to presuppose any empirical knowledge of my environment.8

It may seem that the argument of the preceding paragraph is in tension with the

argument I am about to give that my knowledge of premise (2) is non-empirical.

This is because the latter argument depends upon externalism about thought content,

the view that to have thoughts with certain content a subject must have interacted

with his or her environment in a particular way, and this view is often thought to be

in tension with the idea that we have non-empirical semantic self-knowledge.

However, I ask the reader to ignore this tension for the moment. I will return to it in

Sect. 2.

7 Button (2013), Wright (1992) and Wright & Thorpe (forthcoming) argue at length for their own

versions of the vat argument, and much of what they have to say would apply to the version that I give

here.
8 It has been suggested that the claim that semantic self-knowledge is introspective should be understood

as meaning that this knowledge literally depends on a kind of inwardly directed observation; for example,

this view seems to be implicit in Locke (1960, p. 105). I do not myself think that this is correct, but if it is

then my knowledge that I am thinking that I am a BIV could be said to be empirical in the sense that it

would depend upon a sort of perception. However, my knowledge of (1) would not thereby depend on the

sort of empirical knowledge that the sceptic uses the possibility that I am a BIV to threaten, namely,

empirical knowledge of the external world. Thus, the view that self-knowledge depends on inwardly

directed observation does not render my assumption that I know (1) question begging as part of a

response to the sceptic.
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Externalism about thought content can be motivated by armchair reflection on

cases such as Putnam’s Twin Earth scenario. Putnam imagines a planet, Twin Earth,

which is identical to earth at the macro level. However, at the micro level, wherever

there is H2O on Earth there is XYZ on Twin Earth. What concept does my

doppelganger on Twin Earth express when he uses the word ‘water’? Most

philosophers are inclined to say that he expresses a concept of twater, which has in

its extension all and only XYZ, rather than a concept of water, which has in its

extension all and only H2O. A natural explanation of why this judgement is correct

is that my doppelganger has had the right kind of causal contact with twater to

acquire a concept of it, whilst he has not had the right kind of causal contact with

water.9

This explanation suggests that there is what I will call a causal constraint on

concept possession (or causal constraint for short): to be able to have concepts of

certain things, a subject must have been in the right sort of causal contact with those

things. On the natural assumption that the content of my thoughts depends upon

what my concepts are concepts of, the causal constraint amounts to a form of

externalism about thought content.

It is true that until we have an account of the ‘‘right sort’’ of causal contact for

having the concept of a particular thing we will not be able to draw a sharp

boundary between cases where I can and cases where I cannot have a concept of a

particular thing, and thus between cases where I can and cannot have thoughts with

particular content. However, we do not need to be able to draw a sharp boundary to

recognise that some cases certainly lie on one side or the other of that boundary. For

example, we recognise that the Twin Earth scenario is a case where my

doppelganger cannot have a concept of water, and, Putnam claims, we recognise

that a case in which I am a BIV is one in which I would not be able to have a

concept of a BIV. Thus, it seems that externalism about thought content of the sort

that we get if we accept the causal constraint on concept possession implies that if I

were a BIV I could not have a thought with the content that I am a BIV.10

If (2) is true, it is necessarily true. However, although my knowledge of (1) is

non-empirical, it is contingently true that I can think a thought with the content that

I am a BIV. I might have lacked the conceptual resources required to be able to do

so. Thus, although the vat argument gives me non-empirical knowledge of (3),

which says that I am not a BIV, it does not establish that (3) is necessarily true. And

it isn’t. There are possible worlds in which I am a BIV, and in those worlds I cannot

think a thought with the content that I am a BIV (or, more cautiously, it is perfectly

compatible with the vat argument that there are such worlds). But in this world I can

think a thought with this content, and so I am not a BIV.

9 Putnam (1973,1975) used the Twin Earth case to support semantic externalism, the view that the

environment of a subject plays a role in determining the referents of his or her words. Others have adapted

the argument as I have here to support externalism about thought content; see for example MgGinn

(1977).
10 See Button (2013, pp. 118–121) for a detailed argument that if I were a BIV I could not refer to BIVs.

This argument can easily be adapted, mutatis mutandis, to show that if I were a BIV I could not have a

concept of a BIV.
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Of course, although the causal constraint ensures that if I were a BIV I would not

have a concept of a BIV, it would not prevent me from having a concept of a BIV if

I had been envatted only recently, perhaps by some process that I am unable to

detect. It is sometimes suggested that this deprives the vat argument of

epistemological interest. Even if the vat argument ensures that the sceptic can’t

depend upon the claim that I don’t know that I’m not a BIV, can’t she make use of a

scenario in which I have recently been envatted to the same effect?11

No. A scenario in which I was only recently envatted fails to falsify large swathes

of my empirical beliefs, for example my beliefs about the past and my beliefs about

general scientific laws, and so it cannot be used to threaten the claim that these

beliefs amount to knowledge. Thus, scepticism motivated by a scenario in which I

was recently envatted would be weaker than scepticism motivated by the worry that

I am a BIV, which says that I have no empirical knowledge at all. If the vat

argument forces the sceptic to retreat to this weaker form of scepticism then it is still

of epistemological interest.12 In fact, as I have argued elsewhere, precisely because

a scenario in which I was recently envatted could at best be used to attack some but

not all of my empirical beliefs, it cannot even be used in a successful argument for

the weaker form of scepticism.13 This is because there is nothing to prevent me from

relying on the empirical knowledge of mine that the recent envatment scenario does

not threaten to justify my belief that I was not recently envatted.

This concludes my sketch of how the vat argument might be used to combat vat

scepticism. The rest of this paper is devoted to fending off the idea that the

argument cannot be so used, because in the course of making the vat argument I

must make assumptions about the content of its premises and/or conclusion that beg

the question against the sceptic. However, before we start it should be noted that for

a worry of this sort to make sense it seems that we cannot think of the argument as a

series of entities that are contents, such as, perhaps, propositions. If we think of the

argument in this way, then to say that I do not know the content of one of the

premises or of the conclusion of the argument is to say that I do not know the

content of a content. That doesn’t make any sense.

Let us think of the vat argument as a series of thoughts that I think, where by

‘thoughts’ I mean mental representational states that have content, rather than things

that are content. It will make our discussion easier if we think of thoughts as

sentences (or at least as being enough like sentences that it does no harm to talk

about them as if they were). Ordinarily we would assume that I know the content of

the thoughts that I think when I run through the vat argument, but my opponents

wish to call into question the idea that this assumption is legitimate, at least in the

course of a response to scepticism.

There has already been some talk of concepts, and there will be more in what

follows, so I had better make it explicit that for the purpose of this discussion I am

11 This idea appears in Wright (1992, pp. 86–90), Christensen (1993, p. 314) and Brueckner (1999,

p. 237).
12 Tymoczko (1989) and Brueckner (2016) make this point.
13 Thorpe (2017). See also Wright and Thorpe (forthcoming).
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thinking of concepts as words that occur in my thoughts (or at least as being enough

like words that it does no harm to talk about them as if they were). A concept is of

something when it refers to that thing. So, the concept ‘water’ and the concept

‘H2O’ are both concepts of H2O, whilst only the latter is the concept ‘H2O’. This is

why I said above that my doppelganger on Twin Earth has a concept of twater,

rather than the concept ‘twater’, which, plausibly, is not a concept that my

doppelganger has. We shall think of content as being individuated in a relatively

course grained way, such that in order to think a thought with the content that water

is wet I must employ a concept of water, but it need not be the concept ‘water’; the

concept ‘H2O’ would do equally well. Thus, it is correct to say, as I did above, that

my doppelganger thinks a thought with the content that twater is wet, despite the

fact that, plausibly, he does not have the concept ‘twater’.

One might ask how much of what I have laid down in the preceding two

paragraphs is terminological, and how much of it is substantively committing. In

particular, the idea that thoughts can be thought of as sentences and that concepts

can be thought of as words in those sentences might be questioned. (Although the

idea that thinking in this way is necessary for our discussion might be questioned

might in turn be questioned; it does not seem to be the only way of preserving a

distinction between mental representational states and the content of those states.)

However, I shall not pursue these issues. After all, any substantive commitments

that must be made to make sense of a worry about my knowledge of the content of

the vat argument are substantive commitments for my opponents, and I would rather

charitably grant these commitments in order to have the prospect of defeating my

opponents on their own terms.

2 Knowing the content of the premises

Let us start with the premises of the vat argument. It has been suggested that, even if

the argument is sound, I cannot assume knowledge of its premises unless I assume

knowledge of the content of those premises, or of the thoughts that I appeal to in

support of those premises, that presupposes knowledge that I am not a BIV. If this is

so, the vat argument begs the question against the sceptic, who claims that I do not

know that I am not a BIV. There are two objections of this sort that can be made,

focusing on premise (1) and premise (2) respectively. The first objection has

received quite a lot of attention, and my response to it does not diverge greatly from

responses already given. However, my response to the first objection encourages the

idea that the bump arises again in the form of the second objection. So far as I know,

this objection has not previously been shown to be incorrect.14

The first objection can be put as follows. It may seem that given the truth of the

second premise of the argument:

(2) If I were a BIV, I could not express the content that I am a BIV,

14 Brueckner (1994a, b) discusses the second objection, but does not offer an answer to it.
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I am in no position to claim knowledge of the first premise of the argument:

(1) I can express the content that I am a BIV.

My reason for thinking that I can express the content that I am a BIV is that I am,

right now, thinking a thought with that content. But, under the circumstances, it may

seem illegitimate for me to assume that I know the content of this thought. Granted,

I am tokening the thought ‘I am a BIV’. But, if I were a BIV, this thought would not

have the content that I am a BIV. So surely I must know that I am not a BIV before I

can know that this thought has this content. If this is right, then my reason for

thinking that I know premise (1) begs the question against the sceptic by assuming

that I know that I am not a BIV.15

A dialectical problem for any sceptic who makes this objection is that, if I am

entertaining the vat sceptic’s argument, then I must be able to think a thought with

the content that I am a BIV.16 Thus, if correct, the objection that I cannot know that

I am thinking a thought with this content would entail that I cannot know that I am

entertaining the vat sceptic’s argument. This is an awkward consequence for the vat

sceptic, to say the least. So the vat sceptic has a motivation to agree with me that my

knowledge of (1) does not presuppose knowledge that I am not a BIV.

Dialectical problems aside, there is good reason to think that my knowledge of

(1) does not presuppose knowledge that I am not a BIV. The central thrust of the

objection to the vat argument that we are considering is the same as that of an old

objection to externalism about thought content, of the sort that was invoked in

Sect. 1 to motivate premise (2). This objection to externalism about thought content

fails, and so the objection to the vat argument also fails.

When externalism about thought content was first proposed, some philosophers

suggested that it jeopardises the idea that semantic self-knowledge does not rely on

my empirical knowledge of my environment.17 If whether I can have a thought with

the content that water is wet depends on whether I am on Earth or Twin Earth, then

how can I know, without relying on my knowledge of my environment, that my

current thought has the content that water is wet? Surely, my knowledge that my

thought ‘water is wet’ has this content will depend on my empirical knowledge that

I have been on Earth rather than Twin Earth. The objection to the vat argument that

we are considering makes the same point regarding my thought that I am a BIV. If

my being able to think a thought with the content that I am a BIV depends on

whether I am a BIV, then surely my knowledge that my thought ‘I am a BIV’ has

the content that I am a BIV depends upon my knowledge that I am not a BIV.

It is fair to say that there is now a near consensus that the criticism of externalism

about thought content, at least as it has just been described, is mistaken. Various

ways of responding to it have been proposed, and any of these responses might be

adapted to serve as a response to the claim that I am in no position to claim

15 Jane MacIntyre (1984), Johnsen (2003) and David (1991) make very similar objections, although the

details differ since they discuss different versions of the vat argument.
16 Button (2013) and Brueckner (2006) make the same point.
17 See for example Boghossian (1989).
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knowledge of premise (1). For example, one response emphasises that according to

externalism about thought content our environment determines the content of

second order thoughts concerning the content of our first order thoughts in just the

same way that it determines the content of those first order thoughts.18

Suppose that I know that I am thinking the second order thought ‘my thought

‘‘water is wet’’ has the content that water is wet’. I know that the concepts involved

in the thought that is mentioned are the same as those used to state the content of

that thought.19 Thus, I know non-empirically that what I think about the content of

the mentioned thought is true. Externalism about thought content does nothing to

disturb this story about how I can have non-empirical knowledge of the content of

my thoughts, because it does not open up the possibility that tokens of a concept,

employed by the same person at the same time, might be concepts of different

things. This is because, according to externalism, my environment will have

determined what all tokens of the concept are of in the same way. For example, my

interactions with my environment have determined that my concept ‘water’ is of the

same thing on both of its occurrences in the second order thought. Thus, it is

compatible with externalism about thought content that I have non-empirical

knowledge that my thought ‘water is wet’ has the content that water is wet.

The point generalises. Second order thoughts that specify the content of first

order thoughts by making use of the same concepts that occur in the first order

thought—that is, second order thoughts of the form ‘my thought ‘‘s’’ has the content

that s’—are guaranteed to be correct. My recognition of the existence of this

guarantee is non-empirical, and my knowledge of whether one of my thoughts is of

this form is non-empirical. Thus, it is compatible with externalism about thought

content that thoughts of this form can be instances of non-empirical knowledge of

thought content. Let us label the non-empirical knowledge of thought content

embodied in such second order thoughts disquotational knowledge of thought

content, since it is expressed by disquotational sentences. Externalism about thought

content is not incompatible with the claim that I can have non-empirical semantic

self-knowledge, at least of a certain sort, for it is compatible with the claim that I

can have non-empirical disquotational knowledge of the content of my current

thoughts.

To return to the vat argument, my second order thought ‘my thought ‘‘I am a

BIV’’ has the content that I am a BIV’ expresses my disquotational knowledge of

the content of my thought ‘I am a BIV’. I need not know anything about my

environment, and in particular I need not know that I am not a BIV, to know that

this second order thought is true. This disposes of the worry that I must first know

that I am not a BIV before I can know that my thought ‘I am a BIV’ has the content

18 See for example Heil (1988) and Burge (1988) offers a different argument for the compatibility of

externalism about thought content and non-empirical knowledge of thought content, and we might

equally well have made use of this argument as a response to the current objection to the vat argument.
19 Note that it is crucial that the second order thought is ‘my thought ‘‘water is wet’’ has the content that

water is wet’ if I am to know this. It is my knowledge that it is me stating the content of one of my

thoughts that allows me to know that my statement of the content makes use of the same concepts that are

involved in the thought whose content I am stating.
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that I am a BIV, and thus that I cannot know (1) without first knowing that I am not

a BIV. Of course, my knowledge that I am thinking a thought with the content that I

am a BIV, in conjunction with what I know about externalism about thought

content, does entail that I am not a BIV. That is the point of the vat argument.

However, the fact that one proposition that I know in conjunction with other things

that I know entails another proposition does not mean that knowledge of the first

proposition depends upon knowledge of the latter.20

Although externalism about thought content is compatible with the claim that I

have disquotational knowledge of the content of my current thoughts, it has been

suggested that externalism about thought content entails that I cannot always have

non-empirical knowledge of the comparative content of my thoughts.21 Knowledge

of the comparative content of two thoughts is knowledge of whether those thoughts

have the same content. Such knowledge is stronger than disquotational knowledge

of content, in the sense that, as we are about to see, I may have disquotational

knowledge of the content of two thoughts, whilst lacking comparative knowledge of

their content.

Given externalism about thought content, we seem to be able to construct the

following case in which I lack knowledge of the comparative content of my

thoughts.22 Suppose that I am an Earthling who has the concept ‘water’, and that

this is a concept of water, which is of course H2O. Nonetheless, I do not know that

water is H2O, although I do have enough understanding of chemistry to grasp the

basic idea of molecular structure. I meet a philosopher who tells me about a place

called Twin Earth. She tells me that wherever there is water on Earth, there is

something with the molecular structure XYZ on Twin Earth. By convention, we use

the concept ‘twater’ in our discussions to refer to XYZ. As we have seen, I may

have non-empirical disquotational knowledge that my thought ‘water is wet’ has the

content that water is wet, and that my thought ‘twater is wet’ has the content that

twater is wet. But can I have non-empirical knowledge that my thought ‘water is

wet’ has different content from my thought ‘twater is wet’? Plausibly, the answer to

this question is no. In order to find out that the content that water is wet is distinct

from the content that twater is wet, I would have to find out that water is not

20 My defence of premise (1) involves claiming that non-empirical semantic self-knowledge is

compatible with externalism about thought content. However, McKinsey (1991) claims that, jointly held,

externalism about thought content and the view that semantic self-knowledge is non-empirical lead to

paradox. This prompts the question of whether there is a difference between the reasoning that leads to

McKinsey’s paradox and the reasoning of the vat argument, and the question of whether it is possible to

solve the paradox whilst preserving the vat argument. These questions are important, but this is not the

place to pursue them. See however Wright (2000) and Wright and Thorpe (forthcoming) for an argument

that the argument of the McKinsey paradox is vulnerable to a charge of warrant transmission failure

which does not afflict the vat argument.
21 I take the phrase ‘knowledge of comparative content’, along with its definition, from Falvey and

Owens (1994).
22 The point is more usually illustrated by ‘‘slow switching’’ cases of the sort described in Falvey and

Owens (1994, pp. 111–112). However, the case I give here better serves the coming objection to the vat

argument.
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twater—something I would know if I found out that water is H2O rather than

XYZ—but this is something that I can only know empirically.

Note that although cases like this may show that externalism about thought

content entails that I cannot always have non-empirical knowledge of the

comparative content of my thoughts, there is no reason to think that it entails that

there are no circumstances in which I can have non-empirical knowledge of the

comparative content of my thoughts. The above case in which I seem to lack

comparative knowledge of the content of my thoughts exploits the fact that the

disquotational specifications of the content of the thoughts in question make use of

different concepts, namely, the concept ‘water’ and the concept ‘twater’. In the case,

I know that the concept of ‘twater’ is a concept of XZY, but I do not know that the

concept ‘water’ is not a concept of XYZ. It will be an empirical discovery that the

concept ‘water’ is not the concept of XYZ. However, suppose that I ask whether my

current thought ‘water is wet’ has the same content as my current thought ‘water is

wet’. In this case, I employ the same concept, namely ‘water’, in each thought. As

noted above, externalism about thought content gives us no reason to think that

‘water’ will not be a concept of the same thing in both thoughts. So externalism

gives us no reason to think that I cannot have non-empirical knowledge that the

content of these two thoughts is the same. This point will be important later.

Falvey and Owens do not think that externalists should be worried that their

position is incompatible with the claim that we always have non-empirical

knowledge of the comparative content of our thoughts.23 However, they do think

that this incompatibility calls into question the legitimacy of my claim to know

premise (2) of the vat argument. They start by arguing that lack of knowledge of

comparative content will prevent me from using my knowledge that my thought

‘water is wet’ has the content that water is wet, and my knowledge that externalism

about thought content is true, in a non-empirical demonstration that I am not on

Twin Earth. To do so, I would have to know the conditional:

(C) If I were on Twin Earth I could not think a thought with the content that

water is wet.

However, for all that I can know non-empirically, my concept ‘water’ is a concept

of XZY because I am on Twin Earth. So, for all that I can know non-empirically, my

thought ‘water is wet’ has the same content as my thought ‘twater is wet’; that is to

say, for all that I can know non-empirically, my thought ‘water is wet’ has the

content that twater is wet. And I can think a thought with the content that twater is

wet if I am on Twin Earth. So, for all that I can know non-empirically, (C) is false. If

I were to use (C) in my attempted non-empirical demonstration that I am not on

Twin Earth, I would be committed to the question begging assumption that I am not

on Twin Earth. For this reason, my attempted non-empirical demonstration that I am

not on Twin Earth fails.

23 In fact, as Falvey and Owens (1994, pp. 118–112) point out, there are reasons independent of

externalism about thought content to think that I do not have non-empirical comparative knowledge of the

content of my thoughts. These reasons are developed in more depth in Owens (1990).
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Falvey and Owens’ go on to argue that it is question begging for me to assume

that I know (2) when I run the vat argument for the same reasons that it is question

begging for me to assume that I know (C) in my attempted proof that I am not on

Twin Earth. Imagine that I am a BIV, and I token the thought, ‘I am a BIV’.24

(Recall that the ellipsis conventions laid down in Sect. 1 hold for underlined text.)

Since I am a BIV, the causal constraint ensures that I do not have a concept of what

we might call a real BIV, that is, a thing made up of grey matter and neurons sitting

in a nutrient filled container, and so on. Thus, as a BIV my thought ‘I am a BIV’

cannot have the content that I am a real BIV. What content would it have?

This depends upon what sort of things I would have concepts of if I were a BIV.

Putnam (1981, p. 14) suggests three possibilities: I might have concepts of

collections of sensory experiences, or of collections of the electric impulses that

cause my sensory experience, or of the parts of the computer program that generate

the electrical impulses. It is not obvious which of these options is correct, but we

need not settle this issue here. Let us say that if I were a BIV I would have concepts

of illusory things, leaving it open which of the above three kinds of things these are.

What matters for the point that Falvey and Owens wish to make is that if I were a

BIV and I thought ‘I am a BIV’ I would express a thought with the following

content:

I always have been and always will be an illusory BIV, stimulated by an

illusory supercomputer to have the sensory evidence that I actually have,

whilst in fact the world contains nothing except my illusory brain in its

illusory vat and the illusory supercomputer.

As before, I will adopt the convention of writing ‘I am an illusory BIV’ as an

elliptical way of rewriting the above block of text, ‘I am not an illusory BIV’ as an

elliptical way of writing the indented text preceded by ‘it is not the case that’, and ‘if

I were an illusory BIV’ as an elliptical way of writing the indented text preceded by

‘if it were the case that’.

Now we can ask: when I, here and now, think ‘I am a BIV’, do I think a thought

with the same content as that of the thought ‘I am a BIV’? Falvey and Owens claim

that I must know that the content of these two thoughts is not the same in order to

know that premise (2) is true. For suppose that, unbeknownst to me, the content of

these two thoughts is the same. In that case, even if I were a BIV I would be able to

think the former content, because I would be able to think the latter content simply

by thinking ‘I am a BIV’, and these two contents are the same. However, it seems

that in order to rule out the possibility that the content of these two thoughts are the

same, I would have to know that I am not a BIV. For, if I am in fact a BIV, the

content that I express when I think ‘I am a BIV’ is the same as the content of the

thought ‘I am a BIV’.

Falvey and Owens conclude that, if I am to know premise (2), I must know that I

am not a BIV. Thus, the vat argument begs the question against the sceptic by

24 Following Wright (1992), I shall adopt the convention of underlining thoughts in the language of

BIVs.
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presupposing that I know (2), just as my attempted non-empirical demonstration that

I am not on Twin Earth begs the question by presupposing that I know (C).

This objection is founded upon a mistake. Unlike (C), my knowledge that (2) is

true does not depend upon my knowledge of comparative content in the way that

Falvey and Owens’ suggest. This is because (2) is true whether my thought ‘I am a

BIV’ has the same content as the thought ‘I am a real BIV’, or the same content as

the thought ‘I am a BIV’. To see this, suppose first that when I think ‘I am a BIV’

my thought has the same content as the thought ‘I am a real BIV’. That is, my

thought ‘I am a BIV’ has the content that I am a real BIV. In that case, the thought

that I have when I think premise (2), namely ‘if I were a BIV I would not be able to

express the content that I am a BIV’, has the content that if I were a real BIV then I

would not be able to express the content that I am a real BIV. This is true for the

reasons given in Sect. 1.

Now suppose that my thought ‘I am a BIV’ has the same content as the thought ‘I

am a BIV’. That is, it has the content that I am an illusory BIV. In that case, my

thought ‘if I were a BIV, I could not express the content that I am a BIV’ has the

content that if I were an illusory BIV then I could not express the content that I am

an illusory BIV. In that case, my thought would still be true. Whatever exactly

illusory BIVs are, they are no more capable of expressing content than are the

‘‘people’’ that I see in my dreams, or when I play single-player computer games. So,

if I were an illusory BIV I could not express the content that I am an illusory BIV,

for I could not express any content at all.

Thus, my thought ‘if I were a BIV, I could not express the content that I am a

BIV’ is true whether or not the content of my thought ‘I am a BIV’ is the same as

the content of the thought ‘I am a BIV’. So I do not need to know whether or not my

thought ‘I am a BIV’ has the same content as the thought ‘I am a BIV’ to know that

what I am thinking when I think premise (2) is true. My knowledge of the premise

does not rest on comparative knowledge of the content in the way that Falvey and

Owens suggest.

What is the difference between (2) and (C)? I have argued that the thought

expressed by (2) is true in either of the two relevant cases: it’s true if I am a BIV,

and it’s true if I am not a BIV. So I don’t have to presuppose that I’m not a BIV to

know that (2) is true. (C), by contrast, is true in one case and false in the other: it’s

true if I am on Earth (because in that case it would have the true content that if I

were on Twin Earth I could not express the content that water is wet), and false if I

am on Twin Earth (because in that case it would have the false content that if I were

on Twin Earth I could not express the content that twater is wet).25 So I have to

presuppose that I am on Earth in order to know that (C) is true. This is why my

attempted non-empirical proof that I am not on Twin Earth fails in a way that the vat

argument does not.

What led Falvey and Owens to think that I must have comparative knowledge of

content to know that if I were a BIV, I could not express the content that I am a

25 Note that this assumes that ‘Twin Earth’ is not an externalist concept. This is plausible if, as in our

example, ‘Twin Earth’ is stipulated to be a world covered in XYZ. It would not be so if, as is sometimes

the case in the literature, ‘Twin Earth’ is stipulated to be a world without water.
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BIV? My suspicion is that they are tacitly taking it to be a possibility that the

content of my thought ‘if I were a BIV I could not express the content that I am a

BIV’ is the same as that of the thought ‘if I were a real BIV, then I could not express

the content that I am an illusory BIV’. The latter thought is false, and so if the

former thought had the same content as the latter thought it too would be false.

However, whatever my situation, my thought ‘if I were a BIV then I could not

express the content that I am a BIV’ does not have the same content as this false

thought. Whether my thought ‘I am a BIV’ has the same content as that of the

thought that I am a real BIV, or as that of the thought that I am an illusory BIV, it

has the same content in both the antecedent and the consequent of my thought ‘if I

were a BIV I would not be able to express the content that I am a BIV’.

3 Knowing the content of the conclusion

So far, we have seen that I do not beg the question against the sceptic by assuming

that I have disquotational knowledge of the content of the vat argument, and that

disquotational knowledge of content is sufficient for me to work through the vat

argument, thus securing knowledge of its conclusion. Yet the bump threatens to

resurface yet again as a worry not about the cogency of the argument, but about

whether I can legitimately assume the sort of knowledge of the content of the

conclusion of the argument necessary if it is to block vat scepticism. As we shall

see, I may.

In his aptly titled paper, ‘Of Brains in Vats, Whatever Brains in Vats May Be’,

Johnsen (2003, p. 238) claims that so long as I do not make the assumption that I am

not a BIV, when I run the vat argument it ‘establishes only that … whatever BIVs

are, [I am not an entity] of that sort’.26 This sounds like the kind of worry we are

interested in. But what exactly is the worry? It had better not be that without the

assumption that I am not a BIV I cannot have any knowledge of the content of the

vat argument’s conclusion whatsoever.27 As we have seen, disquotational knowl-

edge of the content of the premises of the vat argument does not presuppose

knowledge that I am not a BIV. Likewise, disquotational knowledge of the content

of the conclusion of the vat argument does not presuppose knowledge that I am not

a BIV. So I do not beg the question against the sceptic by supposing that I know that

the thought ‘I am not a BIV’, established by running through the argument, has the

content that I am not a BIV.

In what sense, then, do I not know what a BIV is? Perhaps Johnsen’s point can be

put in our terminology by saying that, unless I assume that I am not a BIV, I cannot

assume a certain sort of comparative knowledge of the content of the conclusion of

26 Emphasis in original. Changed from the first-person plural to the first-person singular.
27 Brueckner (1986, p. 167) raises an objection like this, claiming that all that the vat argument can give

me is ‘the metalinguistic knowledge that ‘‘I am a BIV’’ expresses a false proposition, rather than the

object language knowledge that I am not a BIV’. However, this objection is raised against a version of the

vat argument which explicitly aims to prove the truth of a certain sentence. I will not defend the version

of the vat argument that Brueckner attacks in this paper.
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the vat argument. That is, I do not know whether it establishes a conclusion with the

content that I am not a real BIV, or with the content that I am not an illusory BIV.

To know that my conclusion has the former rather than the latter content, I would

require comparative knowledge of content of a sort I could only have if I already

know that I am not a BIV.28

How might Johnsen’s objection affect the vat argument as a response to vat

scepticism? Vat scepticism depends upon the claim that I do not know that I am not

a BIV. The vat argument establishes the thought ‘I am not a BIV’, which seems

obviously to be incompatible with the sceptical claim. But it may now seem that, in

the absence of forbidden comparative knowledge of content, I cannot know whether

the conclusion of the vat argument is incompatible with the claim on which the

sceptical argument depends.

However, as we noted in Sect. 2, although externalism about thought content

may entail that I do not always have non-empirical comparative knowledge of the

content of my thoughts, it does allow for non-empirical comparative knowledge of

the content of thought tokens of the same type had at the same time. So I can have

non-empirical knowledge that the content of the thought that I negate when I think

‘I am not a BIV’ is the same as the content of the thought ‘I am a BIV’. Thus, I do

not beg the question against the sceptic by assuming that the conclusion of the vat

argument is incompatible with the claim that I am a BIV.

The bump may now seem to arise again. It is tempting to think that, although I

have succeeded in showing that I am not a BIV, this might not be the possibility that

I should have been aiming to rule out in the first place. One might try to motivate

this worry by describing in the third person a BIV who has all the same sensory

experiences that I do, and when I think ‘I am a BIV’, it thinks ‘I am a BIV’. Let us

suppose again that it thereby expresses the content that it is an illusory BIV.

However, the BIV does not have the comparative knowledge that its thought ‘I am a

BIV’ does not have the same content as the thought ‘I am a BIV’.

The BIV runs through a vat-style argument. By this I mean that it runs through an

argument that it expresses with the same words that I have used to express the vat

argument in this paper, including the first person pronoun ‘I’, whilst having the

same experiences that I have when I think through the vat argument. Let us suppose

that the BIV succeeds in using this argument to establish a conclusion that it

expresses by thinking ‘I am not a BIV’. Nonetheless, from a non-envatted

perspective, this performance seems unimpressive. The BIV has done what it set out

to do: it has established its thought ‘I am a BIV’ to be false. However, (I can say

from my non-envatted perspective) this achievement is unimpressive, for it is

compatible with the fact that the BIV is a BIV. The BIV can achieve its aims, but the

aims that it can set itself are limited. Reflection on the hapless BIV may lead to the

idea that I am in the same predicament. Perhaps I have achieved my aims, but my

aims are limited.

28 Brueckner (2006, p. 439) replies to Johnsen by asserting that the BIV mentioned in the conclusion of

the vat argument is not an illusory BIV. Although Brueckner is no doubt correct, the current point is that

it would be question begging for me to presume to know this in the course of a response to scepticism.
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However, problems arise when I try to describe the scenario that I may not have

successfully ruled out in the first person. The BIV cannot think the thoughts that I

recently expressed about how its aims are limited. That is, the BIV cannot think that

its thought ‘I am a BIV’ does not have the content that it is not a BIV. To do so, it

would have to have a concept of a BIV, which the causal constraint on concept

possession ensures that it does not have. This presents no problem when describing

the BIVs predicament in the third person. However, I cannot describe the

predicament that I am supposed to be worried that I might be in in the first person,

for I cannot specify the content that I am worried that my conclusion might be

compatible with. It is in fact part of the putative worry that I cannot express this

content, just as the BIV cannot express the content that it has failed to rule out. So I

cannot say in what way I am worried that my aims might be limited.

So far we have seen that, on the assumption that the vat argument is sound, I can

employ it to gain knowledge that I am not a BIV, and so the claim on which vat

scepticism depends, namely, that I do not know that I am not a BIV, is false.

Moreover, we have seen that I cannot specify some other scenario that the sceptic

might employ in her argument, and that the conclusion of the vat argument may be

compatible with. At this point the sceptic might claim that I can still recognise the

possibility of a (for me unthinkable) scenario that would falsify my empirical beliefs

and that I do not know not to obtain. Her hope is that my mere recognition of the

possibility that there is such a scenario will be enough to motivate the sceptical

conclusion that I do not have any empirical knowledge.29 Strictly speaking, this

would not be vat scepticism, for it does not depend upon the claim that I do not

know that I am not a BIV, but the conclusion would be the same.

However, it is unclear how the mere recognition of the possibility that there is a

(for me unthinkable) scenario that would falsify my empirical beliefs and that I

cannot rule out could be used in a sceptical argument. Remember that the vat sceptic

is the less demanding sort of sceptic, who accepts that it is legitimate for me to

believe that I have empirical knowledge until she provides me with an argument that

I do not. If there is a possibility that falsifies my empirical beliefs and that I do not

know to be false then perhaps it can be employed in such an argument; if there isn’t,

then there is no such argument. To claim that there might be such a scenario is, at

best, to claim that there might be such an argument. But to claim that there might be

such an argument does not undermine my belief that I have empirical knowledge.

By the lights of the less demanding sceptic I am entitled to believe that I have

29 This strategy is put forward on behalf of the sceptic in Nagel (1986) and Pritchard and Ranilli (2016).

Wright (1992, p. 93) also gives voice to the worry that there might yet be some scenario that I cannot

entertain when he says that the ‘real basis’ for dissatisfaction with the vat argument is that ‘the real

spectre to be exorcised concerns the idea of a thought standing behind our thought that we are not brains-

in-a-vat, in just the way that our thought that they are mere brains-in-a-vat would stand behind the

thought—could they indeed think anything—of actual brains-in-a-vat that ‘‘we are not brains-in-a-vat’’’.

However, it should be noted that the thought with which Wright is concerned is not one which would

falsify most of my empirical beliefs. Rather, it is a thought according to which my empirical beliefs are

mostly true, and yet I lack the capacity to think about reality as it fundamentally is. Thus, whatever the

threat that the possibility of the thought with which Wright is concerned might present, it is not a threat to

the claim that I have empirical knowledge, as the (putative) thought with which we are here concerned is

intended to be.
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empirical knowledge until an argument against this belief is given. Her motto is

‘‘innocent until proven guilty’’, not ‘‘innocent until we recognise the possibility of a

proof of guilt’’.

4 Conclusion

My strategy has been to carefully describe the knowledge of the content of the vat

argument that I need to employ it as a response to vat scepticism, and to show that it

is legitimate for me to assume that I have such knowledge. In Sect. 2 we saw that I

do not beg the question against the sceptic when I assume that I have disquotational

knowledge of content. Such knowledge suffices for me to have knowledge of the

premises of the vat argument. It may be true that I cannot assume a certain sort of

comparative knowledge of the content of the vat argument’s premises. However,

knowledge of the premises of the argument does not require comparative knowledge

of content. In Sect. 3 we saw that I have sufficient knowledge of the content of the

conclusion of the vat argument for it to provide a response to vat scepticism. Again,

it may be question begging for me to assume that I have a certain sort of

comparative knowledge of the content of the argument’s conclusion, but again, I do

not require such comparative knowledge of the conclusion in order to use it in a

response to vat scepticism.

I conclude that I need make no problematic assumptions about my knowledge of

the content of the vat argument when using it as a response to vat scepticism.
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