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Abstract 

 The primary aim of this thesis is to evaluate the position known as ‘epistemic 

disjunctivism’ and its relation to the traditional epistemological framework it is meant to replace.  

In particular, this will involve the investigation of the points at which John McDowell takes 

disjunctivism to conflict with traditional empiricist approaches to epistemology with an eye to 

whether or not any substantive conflicts necessarily arise between these two positions.  In the 

course of this thesis, I shall explain the disjunctivist position, directly address McDowell’s 

arguments to the effect that traditional empiricism is in need of replacement by disjunctivism, 

and then draw my conclusions in light of the earlier discussion.  In the course of arguing against 

the traditional approach, McDowell considers two positions which he takes to characterize 

empiricist accounts of epistemology.  He calls these positions the ‘highest common factor’ 

conception and the ‘hybrid’ view, and argues that they are not only insufficient for a satisfying 

epistemological account, but undermine the possibility of any account constructed upon them to 

be satisfactory.  These positions are both fundamentally motivated by familiar sceptical 

arguments and seem to lie at the heart of empiricism.  As we shall see, however, should both of 

these characteristically empiricist positions be interpreted charitably, they need not conflict with 

disjunctivism, or at least not as McDowell defines it.  Indeed, it would seem that the only direct 

conflicts between the two accounts in question are ultimately semantic, and that the epistemic 

stories told by the empiricist and the disjunctivist are fundamentally compatible.   
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Introduction 

This thesis evaluates the position that has come to be known as ‘epistemic disjunctivism’.  This 

view purports to offer a response to the kind of scepticism often thought to follow from 

assumptions made by traditional empiricism, though those assumptions are argued to be held, 

implicitly or explicitly, by other approaches as well.  Indeed, the advocates of disjunctivism 

suggest that these problematic assumptions are so widespread that they constitute a source of 

sceptical corruption that has come to plague the traditional philosophical (or at least 

epistemological) world nearly in its entirety.  The most prominent disjunctivist is John 

McDowell (McDowell 1982, 1994, 1995, 2008), though the position is endorsed by many 

philosophers influenced by him (e.g. Rödl 2007, Kern 2017, Pritchard 2012, Bakhurst 2013, 

2018), who take the view to liberate us from familiar epistemological anxieties and frustrations.  

In this thesis, however, I shall argue that this optimism is unwarranted, at least insofar as it is 

inspired by the expectation that disjunctivism is capable of dealing with epistemological issues 

that are inescapable by traditional means.  I shall argue that disjunctivists are no better at refuting 

scepticism than their traditional empiricist rivals.  Indeed, where disjunctivism seems 

substantively right, it is in no way clear that it genuinely differs from its opponents’ accounts any 

way but semantically.  While the respective accounts each use their own terminology to describe 

our epistemic situation and, in many cases, make use of technical terms that are misleadingly 

homonymous with distinct technical terms used by the other, it is in no way clear that the 

accounts differ much at all in what they take our epistemic situation to actually be like.  As we 

shall see in our investigation of just how the disjunctivist account is supposed to differ from 

traditional empiricism, it seems that everything the disjunctivist account maintains can be 

translated into traditional terms, and vice versa.  Thus, my thesis will argue that the differences 
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between disjunctivism and the traditional empiricist account it is meant to replace are, one could 

say, merely apparent.   

 

Outline of the Thesis 

John McDowell’s disjunctivism is intended to provide us with a strategy to avoid falling prey to 

scepticism about perceptual knowledge.1  It attempts to do so by undermining the premises 

which McDowell takes to underlie all of the traditionally most concerning sceptical arguments: 

those from illusion.  The disjunctivist’s first move is to show that sceptical arguments from 

illusion depend on the assumption that the grounds for our beliefs in cases of veridical perception 

are not only phenomenologically but also (intrinsically) metaphysically indistinguishable from 

those grounding our beliefs in cases of illusion.  McDowell calls this assumption the “highest 

common factor” view (HCF).  On the basis of HCF, the sceptic maintains that the best grounds 

we can have for our beliefs are those which are consistent with our being entirely misled.  In 

response, the disjunctivist attempts to deny the sceptic this fundamental premise by maintaining 

that we do, in fact, have different grounds for our beliefs in these two kinds of case – i.e. the 

“good” case in which our perceptual experience yields knowledge, and the “bad” case where our 

perceptual experience is phenomenologically indistinguishable from our experience in the good 

case, but we are in fact misled and thus do not have knowledge.  (The name “disjunctivism”, of 

course, comes from the idea that the quality of our reasons for belief depends upon whether we 

are in the good case or the bad case.) 

                                                             
1 Note:  When I use the term “knowledge” in this paper, it should generally be assumed that I am 
talking about perceptual knowledge in particular. 
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In the first chapter, I shall lay some necessary groundwork to illustrate McDowell’s 

primary motivation for positing disjunctivism and define a few key ideas that will be important 

to keep note of as we progress.  In the second, I will outline some standard sceptical arguments 

from illusion, after which I shall describe some of the responses McDowell presents to 

undermine such arguments.  While I am outlining McDowell’s basic position I shall address 

some of the objections which are predictably raised against disjunctivism as well as McDowell’s 

responses to them.  This will allow me to more clearly illustrate just what disjunctivism is 

supposed to look like.  In the third chapter, I shall specifically examine McDowell’s formulation 

of the traditional approach to epistemology which he is attempting to supplant.  I will begin by 

considering McDowell’s discussion of HCF, and then move on to discuss what he calls the 

hybrid view.  An examination of this dialectic will provide a more detailed picture of the moving 

parts in McDowell’s view, and of precisely how the disjunctivist picture is supposed to differ 

from the traditional epistemological approach it is intended to replace.  Most importantly, 

however, it will allow a thorough discussion of just what does not (or at least need not) differ 

between the two pictures.   

In following this path, particularly in the third section, it will become necessary to enter 

into some somewhat semantic discussions concerning terms like “knowledge”, “epistemic 

significance”, “justification”, and “possibility”.  Indeed, it is these discussions which shall form 

the core of the position I ultimately aim to defend.  It is only by carefully analysing what is, can, 

and must be meant by such crucial terms by the warring parties that the necessary clarity can be 

achieved.  However, once this clarity has been achieved, it should not be difficult to see the 

fundamental problems inherent in disjunctivism, or, at the very least, in McDowell’s 

understanding of its relation to traditional approaches to epistemology. 
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Chapter 1:  McDowell’s Reasons for Proposing Disjunctivism 

One of McDowell’s main complaints about the traditional epistemological dialectic is that the 

positions which arise out of it almost invariably rely on what he calls “the interiorization of the 

space of reasons” (McDowell 1995, 877).  To understand this complaint, we must first 

understand what McDowell takes the space of reasons to be, what it would be to “interiorize” it, 

and why this is supposedly problematic. 

The concept of the space of reasons is borrowed from Wilfrid Sellars. It refers to the 

logical (in contrast with physical) space within which justification and similar rational 

endeavours are practiced (Sellars, 1963).  The space of reasons is thus explained in terms of a 

distinctive kind of explanation which differs from that typically given in the natural sciences. 

Rather than phrasing its explanations in terms of efficient causation, the space of reasons phrases 

its explanations in the normative terms of justification.  For example, to explain why I picked up 

a hammer, a purely scientific explanation would tell some story about my muscles moving in 

certain ways in response to certain neurological impulses; an explanation in the space of reasons, 

in contrast, would say something like “because I wanted to hammer in a nail”, or “because that 

nail was sticking up”, or “I’m putting up a picture”, thereby offering the reason behind my 

decision to act rather than merely explaining the causes of my action.   

Following Sellars, McDowell maintains that to have knowledge is to have a certain 

standing in the space of reasons (McDowell 1995, 877).  In other words, one has knowledge if 

one’s reason for holding a belief is based on appropriate grounds.  For instance, were I to believe 

that there is a dog in the room, and were the explanation for my belief within the space of 

reasons (i.e. the justification behind my belief) to be “because I see a dog in the room”, I would 
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know there to be a dog in the room.  If I indeed see that there is a dog in the room, the truth of 

my belief that there is a dog in the room is guaranteed (given that I could not see the dog in the 

room if there were no dog to see), and this sort of justification for our beliefs is incredibly 

common in ordinary life.   

Now, as noted above, McDowell’s primary complaint with the traditional approach to 

epistemology is what he calls “the interiorization of the space of reasons”.  This interiorization 

consists in philosophers taking justification to be intelligible only when considered from inside 

one’s own mind; matters beyond one’s own inner thoughts lie beyond the scope of what can be 

considered justificatory.  As a result, the traditional views McDowell has in mind here essentially 

take the space of reasons to extend no further than the outer borders of what is often called “the 

internal world”, a sphere including only one’s own thoughts, sensations, and the like.  For 

instance, if the space of reasons is so interiorized, what one experiences, believes, and thinks can 

all be used in order to justify one’s beliefs, but what is actually the case (external to one’s “inner 

states”) cannot.  For example, if the space of reasons is interiorized, I cannot justify my belief 

that it is raining outside by turning to the fact that I see that it is raining outside, since the fact 

that it’s raining lies beyond the scope of the space of reasons; rather, I must formulate my 

justification for such a belief on the basis of my own beliefs and experiences.   

McDowell objects to this interiorization of the space of reasons on the basis that seeing 

that things are thus and so must surely count as sufficient justification for the belief that things 

are thus and so.  If one can no longer justify one’s belief that it’s raining by saying that one sees 

that it’s raining, it would seem that the meaning of “justification” has been lost somewhere along 

the line.  For the sceptic to exclude this kind of justification off the bat would seem to be 

question-begging, since there seems to be no more natural a candidate for sufficient justification 
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for perceptual knowledge than perceiving that what one believes to be the case is indeed the 

case. 

The traditional response here would be to say that one cannot tell whether one actually 

sees that things are thus and so or whether it merely appears that things are thus and so, so 

clearly whether one sees that things are thus and so lies beyond one’s epistemic reach, and thus is 

irrelevant to the justification one has a right to use.  While the fact that I see that it is raining may 

have some causal effect on my coming to believe it to be raining, this causal story is not of the 

sort appropriate to the space of reasons.  I lack direct access to the salient fact, so all I can say for 

sure is that it looks like it is raining; to justify my belief with a premise I cannot be sure to be true 

would be inappropriate.  For instance, if Smith holds a ball behind his back in one of his hands, it 

would hardly be appropriate for Jones to say his belief that the ball is in Smith’s right hand is 

justified because the ball is in Smith’s right hand; the fact of which hand the ball is in lies 

beyond the realm Jones has epistemic access to. 

It is essentially this line of argument to which disjunctivism is meant to be a response.  

While disjunctivism is normally formulated as a direct response to sceptical arguments from 

illusion, most of the relevant pieces are already in play, as should shortly become evident. 
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Chapter 2:  The Basic Disjunctivist Picture 

Perhaps the most important argument fuelling the traditional dialectic McDowell aims to escape 

is the sceptical argument from illusion.  This familiar argument essentially goes as follows.  

Even in the best cases of perceptual knowledge, one must trust one’s experience to provide one 

with accurate information, although it can look exactly as though things are a given way even 

when they are not.  For instance, if there is a red cube right before one’s face, it looks to one as 

though there is a red cube, and one subsequently believes there to be a red cube, then one would 

presumably take it one knows there to be a red cube there (the good case).  However, if there 

were in fact no red cube yet it still looked to one as though there were such a cube as a result of 

some sort of illusion (the bad case, a possibility it does not seem we can rule out), nothing which 

bears on whether one should believe there is a red cube has changed.  If one is entitled to believe 

there to be a red cube in the first case, one should believe there to be a red cube in the second 

case.  One’s experience is identical in the two cases, and this means one could not possibly tell 

which case one is in while one is in it.  Either way, it will look like there is a red cube, and one 

will believe there to be a red cube; the matter of whether or not there is indeed a red cube lies 

beyond one’s epistemic reach, so to speak.  All we can experience are appearances, and 

appearances can be deceiving.  Thus, the best grounds we can have for believing things about the 

world (i.e. the appearances we experience) are consistent with those beliefs being false.  We 

therefore cannot know anything about the world, for even if all our beliefs happen to be true, for 

all we can tell they may well be false. 

Disjunctivism attempts to avoid this line of argument by maintaining that we actually do 

have different grounds for our beliefs in the good and bad cases, so the above argument doesn’t 

follow.  In the bad case, our beliefs are based on mere appearances which we happen to mistake 
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for veridical ones, while in the good case our beliefs are based on the relevant facts making 

themselves apparent to us (McDowell 1982, 472).  The idea here is to reject the premise that the 

best grounds we can have for our beliefs are mere appearances, for our beliefs can be based on 

veridical appearances as well.  While we can be misled by mere appearances, we cannot be so 

misled by veridical ones since the latter, by definition, provide us with an accurate depiction of 

the actual facts.  If the appearances available to one in the good case are of a genuinely different 

kind from those available to one in the bad case, one can reject the sceptical premise that the 

good and bad cases both involve beliefs being grounded in a “highest common factor” consistent 

with both cases.  Rather, if one is in the good case and one’s belief is grounded in the facts 

making themselves apparent, one’s grounds guarantee the truth of one’s belief, meaning that one 

has knowledge (assuming one believes in accordance with the veridical appearance), while if one 

is in the bad case and one’s belief is grounded in a mere appearance, one’s grounds fail to 

guarantee the truth of one’s belief and one does not have knowledge. 

At this point, it is natural for the sceptic to respond that, regardless of whether the 

grounds for our beliefs are veridical or not, we still can’t tell which case we’re in, and the 

problem just seems to shift up a level.  Regardless of whether our experiences are veridical or 

not, we can still mistake veridical appearances for non-veridical ones just as easily as we can 

mistake mere appearances for veridical ones.   

In response to this criticism, McDowell responds that it is true that we are fallible, but 

that we already knew.  His aim is not to reject human fallibility, but to defend the possibility of 

knowledge.  That we are sometimes misled does not entail that we always are.  If knowledge is 

understood as having an appropriate standing in the space of reasons, and the space of reasons is 

not unnecessarily restricted to the “internal world”, the state of affairs instantiated in the good 
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case constitutes having such an appropriate standing in the space of reasons: one would believe 

that things are thus and so because one perceives that things are thus and so.  The factive 

locution of, for instance, seeing that things are thus and so, is instantiated in McDowell’s 

account of the good case: the fact of things being thus and so makes itself apparent to one, and 

one uses this veridical appearance as the grounds for one’s corresponding belief.  Thus, if we are, 

as it seems we ought to be, inclined to accept seeing that things are thus and so to be acceptable 

grounds for knowing that things are thus and so, we thereby have knowledge when we find 

ourselves in the good disjunct, regardless of whether we can “tell” which disjunct we are in.  As 

McDowell notes, “[t]his is where the disjunctive conception does its epistemological work.  It 

blocks the inference from the subjective indistinguishability of experiences to the highest 

common factor conception, according to which neither of the admittedly indistinguishable 

experiences could have higher epistemic worth than that of the inferior case,” (McDowell 2008, 

381).   

It is very important to note that seeing that things are thus and so is still quite literally a 

reason for believing that things are thus and so despite our inability to tell whether certain 

appearances are veridical or not.  Since the favours the world does you (regarding the veridicality 

of the appearances one is presented with) fall within the space of reasons, that which 

distinguishes seeing that things are thus and so from merely appearing to see that things are thus 

and so factors into your reasoning and justification.  On McDowell’s view, that it appears that 

things are thus and so is not a sufficient reason to believe that things are thus and so, but that one 

sees that things are thus and so is a sufficient reason to believe that things are thus and so since it 

both counts as a reason and guarantees the truth of one’s belief. 
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To demonstrate how McDowell’s disjunctivist system is supposed to work, let us return 

to the red cube example.  If it appears to one that there is a red cube and one subsequently 

believes there to be a red cube on the basis of this appearance, either the appearance is a mere 

appearance, in which case one is misled, or the appearance is the fact of there being a red cube 

manifesting itself in one’s experience.  In the latter case, it is not that one sees as if there were a 

red cube; one sees that there is a red cube, given that what is apparent is the very fact that there 

is a red cube.  Given that seeing that things are thus and so counts as sufficient justification for 

knowing that things are thus and so (i.e. constitutes the appropriate standing in the space of 

reasons required for knowledge), one would, in this latter case, know that there is a red cube.  

Most importantly, all this is said to follow whether or not one can subjectively discern which 

case one is in, a task which all parties would agree to be, in one sense, impossible, given the 

admission of our fallibility.  In short, either one is in the good disjunct and has knowledge based 

on truth-guaranteeing grounds, or one is in the bad disjunct and is misled by a mere appearance.  

Thus, regardless of our fallibility, knowledge is possible, contrary to what the sceptic may wish 

to argue. 

One response a sceptic may wish to offer is that, while this system may provide us with 

first-order knowledge, it could not provide us with second-order knowledge, since, on the 

disjunctivist account, we still can’t tell which disjunct we’re in, and therefore can’t tell whether 

our beliefs amount to knowledge or not.  Thus, it seems that even if we know, we do not know 

that we know. 

Such a response, however, misunderstands what McDowell means by “knowledge”, and 

is ultimately a simple reformulation of the original argument from illusion, maintaining that we 

cannot have knowledge concerning a given matter unless we can tell whether our beliefs are true 
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or not. However, to repeat this kind of challenge would be to clearly fail to understand 

McDowell’s initial response to the argument from illusion.  Knowledge, as the disjunctivist 

account understands it, is in no way dependent upon some special ability to tell whether one’s 

beliefs are true or not; the above account of what constitutes being in the good disjunct, and thus 

having knowledge, in no way relies on one’s possessing the ability to tell which disjunct one is 

in.  Moreover, had we such a power, we would surely be infallible, but given that we are not 

infallible, we must thus have no such power.  To base one’s epistemology upon an unattainable 

ideal, then, must surely be folly, and it would be a mistake to argue that knowledge, second-order 

or otherwise, is impossible due to our lack of this special ability of telling true from false. 

This is not, of course, to say that there is no sense in which one can tell whether one has 

knowledge or not.  While McDowell admits that one must always rely on a certain degree of 

“epistemic luck”, insofar as we are fallible and are prone to mistaking the bad disjunct for the 

good, he maintains that we can still tell whether to believe something or not in all the ordinary 

ways.  For instance, if I am unsure of whether there is any orange juice left in the fridge, and 

hence unsure of whether to believe there to be orange juice in the fridge, one very simple way to 

figure out what to believe is to check inside the fridge for orange juice.  While there will always, 

of course, be the possibility that I will mistake something else for orange juice, checking inside 

the fridge is a fairly reliable way of telling, in an ordinary way, whether there is orange juice 

there.  That we lack the special ability to unconditionally and infallibly tell what the world is 

actually like does not relieve us of our ability to tell what’s going on in an ordinary sense, and 

while it would be unreasonable to expect an account of knowledge to provide us with the former, 

the latter is the only way of “telling” what’s going on which we have any experience with, and 

which we thus have reason to want to preserve.  If an epistemological account presents people as 
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lacking a special power we obviously seem to lack, there isn’t really anything to complain about.  

The most we can reasonably ask for in this regard is the preservation of that which is familiar to 

us, and hence clearly present within the world.  The disjunctivist account does its job in the latter 

respect, for nothing within the account rules out the possibility of looking into the fridge to 

exclude several possibilities, and to acquire sufficient information to get by in ordinary life.2  

While we clearly lack this special power of “telling from experience”, and the 

disjunctivist provides an account of knowledge nonetheless, we must also be careful not to forget 

what this means for the kind of knowledge the disjunctivist says we can have. While, as 

McDowell notes many times (e.g. McDowell 2008, 381), our fallibility does not entail that we 

are always misled, it fully leaves open the possibility that we could be (for all we could tell) 

constantly and consistently misled.  In other words, assuming one experiences everything 

precisely as one actually does, while disjunctivism maintains that it is perfectly possible that we 

do actually have knowledge essentially whenever we would naturally take ourselves to, it is also 

perfectly possible that we never have knowledge.  As true as it is that the facts about the way the 

world really is do play into whether or not one has knowledge, this in no way guarantees that we 

ever actually have knowledge.   

                                                             
2 Should one find this indirect response to the sceptical argument in question somewhat unsatisfying, the 
disjunctivist is also perfectly capable of providing a more direct one.  Indeed, the disjunctivist can argue that first-
order knowledge guarantees second-order knowledge, since if we actually believe what we know (which we 
necessarily do), it must be apparent to us that what we believe is actually the case.  In other words, if one genuinely 
believes that P, one must also take oneself to know that P (for otherwise one would be in some state of suspended 
judgment about P, even if one is still more confident that P than that ~P), and it must thus appear to one that one 
knows that P.  Then, if one is in the good disjunct regarding one’s first-order belief that P, it must be true that one 
knows what one believes (i.e. one must know that P), in which case the appearance that one knows what one 
believes must be veridical (i.e. the fact that one knows that P is manifesting itself in one’s experience).  This in turn 
entails that one is in the good disjunct regarding one’s second-order belief that one knows that P, and thus possess 
the relevant second-order knowledge.  Therefore, if one knows that P, one knows that one knows that P.   

Andrea Kern has offered a parallel argument designed to show that if one knows that p, one knows that one 
knows that p, based on the idea that knowledge is a “self-conscious act”.  (Kern, 2017) 
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In a way, then, the disjunctivist ends up holding no different a view of sceptical 

possibilities from the empiricist or the sceptic. All of them must admit the (epistemic3) 

possibility of scenarios like the evil demon case in precisely the same way: for all we can tell, we 

could be living in an evil demon’s illusory world.  Similarly, none of them directly interfere with 

any aspects of ordinary life, and allow for the existence of all the things and activities we are 

used to interacting with and engaging in on a day to day basis.   

 

 

                                                             
3 More on epistemic and other kinds of possibility below. 
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Chapter 3:  Disjunctivism and Empiricism 

To evaluate the disjunctivist view properly, it will be important to directly examine the 

arguments McDowell provides in support of it and, perhaps more importantly, his attempts to 

differentiate the disjunctivist account from the traditional one he aims to replace.  As we shall 

soon begin to see, while his arguments in defence of disjunctivism tend to be quite strong, he 

often seems to draw the wrong conclusions from them.  Most importantly, these confused 

conclusions pertain to just how disjunctivism relates to rival views.  As we progress, we will 

begin to notice a particular pattern in McDowell’s arguments against his formulations of 

traditional empiricist accounts of perceptual knowledge.  Each time he so argues against what he 

seems to take to be the traditional approach, it becomes evident that McDowell is either being 

unfair to his opponents or failing to demonstrate that disjunctivism is in genuine conflict with the 

traditional approach at all. 

In the first part of this chapter I will focus on McDowell’s discussion of what he calls the 

“highest common factor” view (HCF), which maintains that the best grounds we can have for our 

beliefs are entirely consistent with our being misled.  In the second part I will change direction 

and address McDowell’s attempt to address scepticism head on.  This is worth considering in its 

own right, but it will also introduce important concepts that will come into play in the final part 

of this chapter when I will address McDowell’s discussion of what he calls the hybrid view.  

This view is essentially traditional empiricism described in terms of its interiorization of the 

space of reasons.  This discussion should enable us to see the inner (and outer) workings of the 

disjunctivist account with considerably more clarity. 
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3a. The Highest Common Factor Conception    

We will begin looking into how exactly disjunctivism fits with the traditional positions by 

investigating more closely what McDowell has to say about what he calls the “highest common 

factor” conception (HCF), which he takes to be a staple of traditional empiricist positions.  HCF 

holds that in both the good case, where we have knowledge, and the bad case, where we are 

misled, the content of our experience is identical.  Our experience, in the two cases, is 

subjectively or phenemonologically indistinguishable.  Thus the content of our experience is the 

“highest common factor” of the two cases.  Now when McDowell attempts to flesh out the basic 

HCF framework, he makes a number of substantial points which do not seem especially 

charitable to his supposed opponent.  For instance, in “Criteria, Defeasibility, and Knowledge”, 

McDowell argues the following: 

It would be wrong to suppose that the “highest common factor” conception can capture, 

in its own terms, the intuition that I express when I say that the fact itself can be manifest 

to experience (...) [i.e.] in terms available to someone who starts by insisting that the 

object of experience is the highest common factor, and so falls short of the fact itself.  

(McDowell 1982, 474) 

If McDowell were correct, HCF would maintain that the object of experience is the appearance 

itself (i.e. the highest common factor).  In one way this seems fairly evident.  When one 

experiences an appearance, of course the appearance is the object of experience insofar as one 

experiences appearances.  However, the way in which McDowell’s claim seems obvious does 

not seem to necessarily conflict with what he seems to have in mind when he says that the fact 

itself is, at least in the good case, the object of experience.  The sense in which an apple is the 
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object of my experience when I observe an apple is different from the sense in which the 

appearance of the apple is the object of my experience.  That I experience an appearance of an 

apple does not seem to exclude the possibility that I observe an apple, for what it is to observe an 

apple may just very well be what it is to experience the veridical appearance of an apple (i.e. to 

experience an appearance whose content includes an actual apple). 

 McDowell’s idea here seems to be that HCF takes appearances to take an intermediary 

position between facts and experiences in a pseudo-causal manner.  However, regardless of 

whether the advocate of HCF imagines appearances as somehow “getting in the way” between 

facts and phenomenological experience, it remains the case that one cannot tell from one’s 

phenomenological experience whether the appearances one experiences are veridical or not, and 

this seems to be the main idea behind the view in question.  Indeed, as noted above, McDowell 

maintains that, in the bad case, we experience a mere appearance, while in the good case, the 

relevant fact makes itself apparent to us.  In other words, in the good case, the fact is apparent to 

us, and thereby an appearance to the same extent that anything can be:  it is something 

immediately apparent, and which lies within one’s phenomenological reach.  While facts cannot 

in this way be mere appearances for obvious reasons, they function qua appearances to the same 

extent that mere appearances function qua appearances:  they are immediately apparent, and we 

phenomenologically experience them.   

 Thus, it seems there is little keeping the advocate of HCF from maintaining that the 

highest common factor between the good and bad cases is “an appearance that things are thus 

and so”.  Regardless of whether one of these respective appearances is factive and the other is 

not, both are identifiable as appearances that things are thus and so, and to that extent candidates 

to be a common factor.  Just because what two pictures have in common are flowers does not 
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mean that the flowers need to be the same colour in both pictures.  By the same token, just 

because one appearance is a fact made manifest and another is a mere appearance (i.e. the same 

state of affairs made manifest but which, in this case, fails to obtain) does not mean that the 

highest common factor between the good and bad cases cannot be that each makes similar use of 

an appearance that things are a particular way (regardless of whether they are accurate or not).  

In other words, the highest common factor, on the version of HCF I am proposing, is nothing 

more than the appearance qua appearance (i.e. that which is phenomenologically 

indistinguishable between the two cases:  the appearance that things are thus and so). 

 Should the above still seem unsatisfying, consider the following.  There is a distinction to 

be drawn between the appearances one experiences, as they are in themselves, and what one 

phenomenally experiences of said experiences (the latter of which is some part of the former, and 

possibly, though not necessarily, the entirety of the former).  For instance, if I experience the 

appearance that a dog is barking, whether or not the experience is caused by a husky need not 

factor into my phenomenological experience of it, even though the experience itself would be 

affected (at least regarding its extrinsic properties, though potentially including its intrinsic ones 

to the extent that being the appearance of a husky bark could be considered intrinsic to it).  

McDowell’s move when distinguishing veridical from non-veridical (i.e. mere) appearance could 

be seen as his noting a distinction between the appearances in themselves:  the appearance in the 

good case is of the veridical sort, and the appearance in the bad case is of the non-veridical sort.  

However, the feature of appearances McDowell notes here is, given that we are fallible, not a 

feature of appearances as we experience them.  The appearances in the two cases are, ex 

hypothesi, phenomenally indistinguishable, so this feature of appearances must surely lie beyond 

our phenomenological reach regardless of whether it is considered intrinsic to them or not.  Thus, 
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it seems one can maintain that the relevant appearances as one experiences them are the highest 

common factor while simultaneously accepting McDowell’s distinction between facts made 

manifest and mere appearances. 

The advocate of HCF need not maintain that the appearance that things are thus and so 

cannot be, in the relevant sense (and in the good case), an experience of the things which are thus 

and so.  Just because one’s phenomenal access reaches its limits at what one experiences of the 

appearance (the highest common factor) does not mean that there cannot be such relations in a 

traditional empiricist ontology between appearances and facts as those which McDowell takes to 

obtain between appearances, facts, subjects, and objects in the good and bad cases (e.g. a relation 

which contributes to the obtaining of “knowledge” and stands between an appearance and that 

which the appearance “represents”, such as between the appearance that it is raining and the 

actual state of affairs of it raining).  Thus, it would seem that the advocate of HCF would be able 

to maintain their central views while still operating within a disjunctivist framework. 

It may be objected that the account I am proposing cannot be a genuine version of HCF 

since HCF importantly involves pseudo-spatial imagery of appearances “standing between” 

subjects and facts (McDowell 1982, 474).  However, it seems plausible that even the version of 

the account I am proposing can retain the intuition, which McDowell attributes to HCF, of 

appearances somehow being “obstacles” we must surmount in order to access the facts fully, 

insofar as appearances qua appearances can seem to be obstacles given the distinction between 

the parts of appearances we experience and the parts we do not (i.e. the features of appearances 

which are or are not presented to us in phenomenological experience; the matter of whether the 

appearance is indeed a fact making itself apparent of course falls under the latter category).  

While, in one sense, a given thing cannot be an obstacle between someone and itself, part of a 
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thing can be an obstacle between someone and another part of it.  Then, insofar as the part of the 

appearance concerning whether or not it is indeed a fact made manifest could, from a subjective 

standpoint, be said to be obscured behind the part of the appearance which exclusively appears 

within one’s phenomenal manifold of experience, this pseudo-spatial imagery of appearances 

standing in the way of facts would seem somewhat appropriate.  Moreover, even if this solution 

should prove unsatisfactory, it is doubtful that “pseudo-spatial imagery” must be taken to follow 

from HCF’s defining premises, regardless of whether it is commonly used to visualise HCF and 

similar accounts. 

One may also object that empiricists could not maintain that appearances have parts 

which are not experienced.  However, appearances as understood by the account I am 

considering here (i.e. assuming that the matter of whether the appearance is a fact made manifest 

is an intrinsic feature of the appearance) have two elements:  a phenomenal character, and a 

factive character (or non-factive character, in the case of mere appearances).  The phenomenal 

character of an appearance is what falls within one's phenomenological reach when one 

experiences the appearance, and the factive character is what differs between facts made 

manifest and mere appearances.4  To the extent that an empiricist could not maintain that an 

"appearance" could have a part which is not experienced, the empiricist understands 

"appearances" merely as this phenomenal part.  However, there seems to be nothing keeping the 

empiricist from defining "appearances" as above (and hence maintaining that appearances have 

parts which are not phenomenologically experienced; i.e. their factive or non-factive character), 

                                                             
4 Also note that, on this account, an appearance being experienced involves the obtaining of a certain relation 
between a subject and an appearance, and that this sense of “experience” differs from that in which the 
phenomenological character of an appearance is experienced when it falls within one’s phenomenological grasp.  
Indeed, the former is in part constituted by the latter; for one to experience an appearance (in the former sense), one 
must phenomenologically experience its phenomenal character. 
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despite the sense in which it could be said that empiricists cannot maintain that appearances have 

parts which are not experienced. 

 Not much further on, McDowell makes a fairly similar point to the one I just made in an 

attempt to undermine the use of the phenomenological argument to support HCF, essentially 

noting that, on the disjunctivist account, what is given to experience in the two cases are the 

same insofar as they are experiences that things are thus and so, but that regardless of their 

phenomenological indistinguishability one may still be a mere appearance while the other is a 

fact made manifest (McDowell 1982, 475).  Of course, that the phenomenological argument 

would be inconclusive regarding McDowell’s seemingly uncharitable interpretation of HCF (i.e. 

as a view directly contradicting the possibility of knowledge as the disjunctivist defines it) 

should not be surprising, as the argument is ultimately meant to do no more than reinforce the 

view that we are fallible and lack the ability to tell from experience whether the appearances we 

are presented with are veridical. 

 At this point, it is worth looking back to McDowell’s actual formulation of HCF.  The 

position is presented as maintaining that, among other things, “neither of the admittedly 

indistinguishable experiences could have higher epistemic worth than that of the inferior case,” 

(McDowell 2008, 381).  Taken as written here, my aforementioned suggestion for the HCF 

advocate would be a non-starter, so I shall suggest making a small addendum.  Were, as I 

suggested above, the HCF advocate to take facts made manifest and mere appearances to both be 

kinds of appearances, thus functioning as the highest common factor qua appearance in spite of 

their differing features (i.e. being veridical qua fact made manifest, or non-veridical qua mere 

appearance, as the case may be), it would (at least on one sense of “epistemic”) be absurd to 

maintain that neither of the appearances could have higher epistemic worth than that of the 
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inferior case; surely the fact made manifest would have higher epistemic worth than the mere 

appearance, at least insofar as the former can potentially contribute to one’s possession of 

knowledge (at least as the disjunctivist understands “knowledge”) in a way the latter cannot.  The 

addendum I would suggest, then, is that rather than taking the appearances simpliciter to have 

identical epistemic worth, the advocate of HCF ought to take the appearances qua appearances to 

have identical epistemic worth.  This way, one can continue to maintain that there are two 

different kinds of appearances, and that one of them provides sufficient grounds for knowledge, 

despite the fact that the distinction between these two kinds of appearances is subjectively 

indiscernible to the one experiencing them.   

 With this little addendum to the formulation of HCF and my aforementioned suggestions, 

the newly modified position hardly seems to conflict at all with McDowell’s own relevant views.  

With this one slight alteration to McDowell’s own definition of the view in question, it seems all 

of McDowell’s important moves are perfectly consistent with it.  However, before moving on, it 

may be worthwhile to consider just why an advocate of HCF may not wish to make the 

addendum in question. 

 One way of resisting the need for this addendum, and potentially coming up with a 

simpler way of formulating the account I have been developing thus far, is to more closely 

examine McDowell’s use of the term “epistemic”.  Helpfully, McDowell’s thoughts seem to take 

a similar course, as his discussion in this section soon turns towards the notions of epistemic 

standing and facts not being blankly external to one’s subjectivity in response to the internalist 

view that “one’s epistemic standing on some question cannot intelligibly be constituted, even in 

part, by matters blankly external to how it is with one subjectively,” (McDowell 1982, 476): 
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When someone has a fact made manifest to him, the obtaining of the fact contributes to 

his epistemic standing on the question.  But the obtaining of the fact is precisely not 

blankly external to his subjectivity, as it would be if the truth about that were exhausted 

by the highest common factor. (McDowell 1982, 476) 

 However, for McDowell’s first proposition here to be true, he must understand one’s 

“epistemic standing” to involve whether one has knowledge; in other words, having a good 

epistemic standing must essentially be what he had in mind earlier when he defined having 

knowledge as having the correct standing in the space of reasons.  Thus, to contribute to one’s 

epistemic standing must be to contribute to one’s having knowledge.  However, let us look back 

to my earlier formulation McDowell’s account of the good disjunct, and which elements of it 

constitute one’s having perceptual knowledge:  for one to have perceptual knowledge, a fact 

must manifest itself in one’s experience, and one must, as a result, believe in accordance with the 

appearance one is presented with.  Thus, it is trivially true that, if matters contributing to one’s 

epistemic standing are precisely those matters which contribute to one’s having knowledge, the 

obtaining of the fact one is presented with in experience contributes to one’s epistemic standing.  

Were the fact one is presented with to fail to obtain, the conditions required for perceptual 

knowledge would fail to be met.  However, this also means that McDowell and his internalist 

interlocutor may be talking past each other, since each seems to mean something quite different 

when they speak of “epistemic standing”. 

 To understand what the internalist must mean by “epistemic standing”, let us look at the 

views McDowell attributes to her.  Most importantly, the internalist is taken to maintain that 

one’s “epistemic standing” cannot be intelligibly constituted by matters blankly external to how 

things are with one subjectively (McDowell 1982, 476).  Now, there are two ways of 
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approaching this premise.  One would be to take the internalist to similarly define matters 

concerning one’s “epistemic standing” as those concerning whether one has knowledge, and the 

other would be to take the internalist to understand “epistemic standing” in a fundamentally 

different way.   

The fundamentally different way of understanding “epistemic standing” which would 

make the internalist’s above claim reasonable would be, quite simply, in terms of how things are 

with one subjectively, thus rendering the claim tautological.  One’s “epistemic standing” on this 

account would be constituted by what one can tell given what is phenomenologically accessible 

to one.  Clearly, if this must be what the internalist means by “epistemic standing”, she and 

McDowell are talking past each other here; neither party’s claims genuinely conflict with the 

other’s. 

If we instead approach the internalist’s claim in the alternative way, understanding her as 

taking “epistemic standing” to relate to knowledge in the same way McDowell does, we still 

seem to end up in a very similar position.  The primary difference between these two approaches 

ultimately seems to be whether the two parties are talking past each other regarding “epistemic 

standing” specifically, or also regarding what constitutes “knowledge”.  Were the internalist to 

understand “knowledge” just as McDowell does (i.e. as the instantiation of the aforementioned 

states of affairs), then it would be absurd to think that matters external to how things are with one 

subjectively could fail to bear on one’s epistemic standing, and McDowell’s interlocutor would 

turn out to be made of straw.5 

                                                             
5 One may object here that the issue on “epistemic standing” is that one’s epistemic standing is determined by the 
character and quality of one’s grounds for belief, and that McDowell allows one’s grounds to be “world-involving” 
where the empiricist committed to HCF cannot.  However, while this is true in a sense, it seems that what the 
disjunctivist takes to be one’s grounds are equally available in the empiricist picture, and vice versa.  As we will see 



21 
 

To further demonstrate my point here, I shall use an example.  Consider the following 

scenario:  I am in a shed, have no idea what time of year it is, and cannot recall having seen any 

weather reports or the like which could be of any use in my current predicament.  Then, I hear a 

noise coming from above.  It sounds like water droplets impacting the roof of the shed.  It 

sounds, to me, just like the sound I would expect to hear if it were raining (and I may well indeed 

just immediately take it to be raining before even becoming conscious of what it was in virtue of 

which I began to take it to be raining).  I then think to myself “well, it may just be someone 

spraying water onto the shed, but a much simpler, and thus (all other things being equal) more 

plausible explanation is that it is just raining.”  Given that I have no reason to specifically suspect 

that someone would be spraying water on this shed, and that I cannot come up with any more 

plausible explanations for the phenomenon, I form the belief that it is raining.   

This may be a significantly more cognitively complicated way of arriving at the 

commonsense conclusion, and it may well be more likely that as I hear the sounds on the roof 

my mind immediately jumps to the assumption that it is raining, much as it allows me to read 

words without having to focus on each of the individual letters therein.6  No matter how I 

ultimately arrive at this conclusion, however, the means by which I arrive at it are themselves 

unaffected by the matter of whether or not the sound is actually being caused by rain.7  If I would 

have thought deeply about whether the sound was being caused by rain if it was really raining, it 

                                                             
below, the matter of how the word “justification” is defined, and hence the sense in which we ought to accordingly 
understand “grounds for belief”, also differs between the two accounts.  What McDowell means when he says that 
“grounds are world-involving” does not seem to conflict with anything the HCF advocate needs to maintain 
(regardless of whether it seems to conflict due to each side’s use of potentially confusing homonyms). 
6 For more on these issues, see Clark 2016. 
7 I mean this in a very specific way, for, as McDowell would attest, there is a reading of this claim which is 
straightforwardly false insofar as, in the good case, what leads me towards my belief is a veridical appearance, and 
in the bad case, what leads me towards my belief is a mere appearance, and in that sense where I end up is, in the 
sense I do not have in mind in the above passage, dependent upon the specific kind of appearance I experience in 
each respective case. 
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would be absurd to suppose that I would have thought less deeply had the sound been caused by 

someone with a hose trying to trick me (other things being equal) than had it been caused by 

rain, or vice versa.  Any difference in my arrival at my belief that it is raining cannot plausibly in 

any way have been caused or otherwise influenced (in any relevant way) by what exactly was 

going on outside of the shed; more precisely, whatever is going on outside of the shed, it is 

giving me the exact same (subjective) reason to suspect that it is raining:  the experience of the 

sound of water pattering upon the roof of the shed. 

If E is the phenomenological experience of hearing water pattering upon the roof of the 

shed, p is actual rain, and q is my sinister neighbour Rufio spraying water onto the shed, then 

regardless of whether p or q, E.  Then, given that E is the only relevant effect p and q can have 

on my reasoning about the meteorological conditions in the moment (i.e. on the states of affairs I 

end up thinking about and believing to be the case, regardless of whether the beliefs I form turn 

out to be true and/or count as knowledge), the matter of whether p or q is irrelevant to the 

conclusion I will end up arriving at (even though it will be relevant to whether the conclusion I 

end up arriving at is true, or be said to count as knowledge as McDowell defines it).   

McDowell can define a realm called that of “epistemological relevance” and 

“subjectivity” as a set including E, B, and q (or p, as the case may be), but this could have no 

effect on the actual goings on in the example as outlined above, nor on the sceptic’s right to 

define a realm called that of “epistemological relevance” and “subjectivity” as a set including E 

and B but not q or p.  That the two sides use homonymous terms is an understandable cause for 

confusion, yet confusion it remains.  There does not seem to be a charitable interpretation of the 

internalist’s position, as McDowell represents it here, which does not mean very different things 

from McDowell by “epistemological relevance”, “epistemic standing”, and so on, and there 
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seems to be no other useful (and relevant) explanation of the apparent debate here than that that 

the two sides are not actually in disagreement about anything more than who gets to use the 

signifiers “epistemological relevance”, “epistemic standing”, and so on for their respective 

technical terms. 

It may be appropriate, before moving on, to comment explicitly on the role I take my 

proposed version of the highest common factor position to take.  In essence, I have attempted to 

offer a charitable interpretation of the view McDowell presents us with as that of his opponents 

in order to show that, if we do so charitably interpret it, it does not seem as though any of 

McDowell’s major moves are incompatible with the traditional position he is attempting to 

replace.  Should it be deemed inappropriate that I interpreted HCF so charitably, and perhaps it 

could be argued that I showed too much generosity towards it, then it would seem that the 

position McDowell set up as his target must have been a straw man all along.  In either case, as 

should continue to become apparent in the remainder of this paper, while many of McDowell’s 

moves are clever and interesting, the epistemologically significant ones seem to be entirely 

available to more traditional epistemologists operating from within an empiricist-internalist 

framework.  While McDowell does succeed in showing us reasons for why we don’t need to 

worry too much about traditional sceptical arguments, the rejection of the traditional framework 

is not in any way necessary to similarly deal with such arguments.  Thus, while I do take 

McDowell to be successful in most regards, we must be cautious of his regular suggestions that 

the epistemological tradition is fruitless and in need of abandonment (McDowell 1982, 479).  If 

McDowell is indeed correct in this suggestion to abandon the traditional approach, it is not 

exactly clear how his own position is supposed to avoid being thrown out with the bathwater. 
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3b:  McDowell’s Direct Response to Scepticism 

In his paper “The Disjunctive Conception of Experience as Material for a Transcendental 

Argument” (2008), McDowell takes a slightly different direction in his attempt to uproot 

scepticism.  He attempts to respond to the familiar scepticism about perceptual knowledge on the 

basis of the possible intelligibility of the idea of having direct perceptual access to facts about the 

“external world”.  He formulates the sceptical position much as I have done above, and as 

maintaining that perceptual experience providing us with at best inconclusive warrants for the 

relevant beliefs is inconsistent with the possibility that we ever know anything about our 

surroundings (McDowell 2008, 378).  If we can never tell if our beliefs are true or not, surely we 

cannot have knowledge. 

 McDowell’s response to this sceptical position is to argue that “...that we can make sense 

of the idea of direct perceptual access to objective facts about the environment (...) contradicts 

the claim that what perceptual experience yields, even in the best possible case, must be 

something less than having an environmental fact directly available to one,” (McDowell 2008, 

379; emphasis added).  The strategy, then, is to defend the possibility that we do, in fact, directly 

perceive reality, in order to undermine the sceptical argument that the undeniable shortcomings 

of phenomenological experience entail that it is impossible for us to ever know anything about 

our environments.  If it is conceivable that we directly perceive reality, it is presumably possible 

that we do directly perceive reality, contrary to the (unjustifiably dogmatic8) sceptical position 

which maintains that it is impossible that we directly perceive reality. 

                                                             
8 For more on the topic of the relationship between scepticism and dogmatism see Annas & Barnes 2000 and Sedley 
1983. 
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 Unfortunately, this response is not nearly as simple as it may initially seem.  To clarify 

just what is going on here, we must determine precisely what each side takes it to be to “directly 

perceive reality”, and the kind(s) of modality each side has in mind when making the above 

claims.  Let us first consider the kinds of modality which may be in play here.  I shall begin by 

defining two different kinds of modality (i.e. two ways of understanding possibility and 

necessity) which should serve our purposes here:  epistemic and metaphysical modality (and 

thus, correspondingly, epistemic possibility and necessity, and metaphysical possibility and 

necessity). 

Epistemic possibility is the possibility that a given artificial picture of a way the world 

could be is an accurate representation of the world, for all we can tell (i.e. tell from what one 

phenomenologically experiences, can subjectively discern, etc.).  For instance, if atomism is 

epistemically possible, then we lack phenomenal access to any evidence which disproves the 

possibility that the world we live in is an atomistic one (and not, say, a “stuff world”).  To have 

“phenomenal access” to a fact in the sense used here would be to be able to discern from one’s 

phenomenological experience whether or not the fact actually obtains.  As another example, it is 

epistemically possible that my present experience as of rain outside is veridical, and it is 

epistemically possible that said experience is non-veridical; for all I can subjectively discern, I 

may be being deceived by an evil demon, or the world may be very much as I ordinarily take it 

to be; I lack phenomenal access to any evidence which could definitively exclude either of these 

(epistemic) possibilities. 

Metaphysical possibility is that possessed by what is possible within a given 

metaphysical system (i.e. within a given artificial picture of a way the world could (within the 

broadest bounds of possibility, perhaps something like logical or simply unrestricted possibility) 
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be).  For instance, within a broad atomist framework, it is metaphysically possible that there are 

precisely 50 trillion atoms in existence at every given time, but within a narrower and more 

complete metaphysical picture, for instance one which specifically maintains that there are 

precisely 40 trillion atoms in existence at all times, it would be impossible for there to be any 

more or less than 40 trillion atoms at any given time, and hence for there to be precisely 50 

trillion atoms at all times.  Regardless of my epistemic limits, I can feel free to look at artificially 

constructed metaphysical pictures and determine what is and isn’t possible within them based on 

the parameters defining them. 

Given that no sufficiently narrow metaphysical picture has yet been presented, and that 

McDowell takes possibility to follow from conceivability, he presumably has something like 

epistemic modality in mind in the selection above.  Thus, he is essentially arguing that, for all we 

can tell (and assuming that the truth must be conceivable), the world we live in may well be a 

world in which it is metaphysically possible for us to have knowledge (i.e. the world’s 

restrictions on possibilities within it do not exclude that of possessing knowledge), regardless of 

the fact that we cannot phenomenologically distinguish between veridical appearances and 

genuinely convincing yet deceptive ones.  Therefore, it cannot follow from the premise that we 

lack the ability to infallibly tell whether our beliefs are true or not that knowledge is impossible.  

Presumably, by “knowledge” here, McDowell means it as he has defined it above in terms of 

one’s being in an appropriate state of affairs involving a fact making itself perceptually manifest 

to one as discussed above.  Assuming this is indeed what he means here, I do not believe there is 

any way of convincingly refuting him at this juncture. 

However, for the sceptical position described above to be remotely plausible, the sceptic 

must presumably have some conception of “knowledge” in mind which depends in some way 



27 
 

upon being able to tell whether one’s beliefs are true or not.  This should be looking familiar 

now.  If what the sceptic denies the possibility of is indeed what McDowell is arguing for, then 

the sceptic must either be interested in the metaphysical possibility of knowledge within some 

unnamed and as of yet undefended metaphysical system (which really does not seem to be the 

case), or very foolishly taking our fallibility to conflict with knowledge (as McDowell defines it) 

despite the fact that at no point does one’s ability to tell which appearances are veridical factor 

into whether one has knowledge (so defined).  If McDowell is indeed genuinely engaging with 

the sceptic here and they are not just talking past each other, the two parties must mean the same 

things by “knowledge” and “possibility”, in which case it is unclear why anyone would have 

taken this sceptical position seriously in the first place.  That we cannot tell whether our beliefs 

are true or not obviously does not conflict with the (epistemic) possibility of knowledge (at least 

as McDowell defines it), and the position McDowell has presented as the sceptic’s would be 

made of the dry stalks of cereal plants (i.e. straw). 

Of course, McDowell’s points are not put in terms of “knowledge”, but in terms of 

“direct perceptual access”.  However, assuming McDowell understands “direct perceptual 

access” as the kind of access one has to facts when one is in the good disjunct (and has epistemic 

modality in mind, as discussed above), I see little reason for a reasonable sceptic to disagree with 

McDowell’s claim here.  Just as the sceptic is disinclined to believe that we are in a world of a 

sort more or less in accordance with the world we ordinarily take ourselves to be living in on the 

grounds that we cannot tell whether we are indeed in such a world, the sceptic is disinclined to 

believe that we are not in such a world on precisely the same grounds.  It would be just as absurd 

for such a sceptic to steadfastly maintain that a world of the sort McDowell describes (i.e. in 

which knowledge is possible) is (epistemically) impossible as it would be to so maintain that it is 
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(epistemically) impossible that we are being deceived by an evil demon.  Thus, to the extent that 

McDowell’s initial formulation of the sceptical position is taken to commit the sceptic to this sort 

of dogmatic claim (i.e. the claim that knowledge, as defined by the disjunctivist, is epistemically 

impossible), it is an uncharitable representation of scepticism, and defeating it would be of no 

real use in our current dialectic.  Thus, so it seems, there is no way of interpreting this exchange 

which would actually be concerning to the sceptics, nor to traditional epistemologists in general. 

 

3c. The Hybrid View 

In “Knowledge and the Internal” (1995), McDowell spends much of his time describing and 

engaging with what he calls “the hybrid view”.  The hybrid view essentially represents a 

traditional approach to epistemology which McDowell takes to “internalize the space of reasons” 

during its “inward retreat” in response to sceptical arguments (McDowell 1995, 877-8).  The 

view is presented as maintaining that knowledge must thus not only consist in having an 

appropriate standing in the (interiorized) space of reasons, but also in the world’s being such that 

the conclusion one reaches through one’s blameless work within the space of reasons ends up 

being the truth (McDowell 1995, 881).   

There are some ways in which McDowell fleshes out the hybrid view considerably more 

than he did HCF, and it generally seems to be a significantly more charitable and thorough 

formulation of a rival position than the latter, as should be expected.  Indeed, as we shall see 

below, the hybrid view seems to incorporate some of the suggestions I made above in my 

attempt to interpret HCF more charitably.   
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During his engagement with the hybrid view, McDowell further fleshes out his own 

disjunctivist position in contrast with it, so this dialectic is worth investigating not only to better 

understand McDowell’s own disjunctive view in more depth, but also to better understand just 

how disjunctivism relates to what he takes to be its rival views.  McDowell tries to raise several 

objections against the hybrid view throughout “Knowledge and the Internal”, although despite 

(or perhaps in virtue of) the more developed nature of the view of his virtual interlocutor, it 

ultimately ends up looking like there aren’t (or at least needn’t be) any metaphysical 

dissimilarities between a hybridist’s view and a disjunctivist’s, and it ultimately seems that the 

only disagreements between the two positions arise as a result of each side’s distinct yet often 

homonymous terminology being mistakenly treated as identical. 

Before going any further it will be important to explain the hybrid view, as McDowell 

defines it, in more detail.  The first central idea of the position is that of the interiorized space of 

reasons, which has already been discussed above.  Given that we cannot discern veridical 

appearances from deceptive ones, the hybridist opts to understand justification as pertaining only 

to what is phenomenologically accessible to the subject.  Then, given that knowledge must surely 

depend upon not only upon one’s belief being subjectively justified but also upon the belief’s 

actually being true, the external obtaining of the fact one believes to be the case is also taken as a 

requirement for knowledge.  Thus, according to the hybrid view, one has knowledge if and only 

if one (subjectively) justifiably holds a belief and the belief is actually true.  This conception of 

knowledge seems to differ from McDowell’s insofar as, for McDowell, both the subjective 

justification and truth requirements for knowledge fall within the space of reasons (i.e. the truth 

or falsity of a belief factors into whether one is indeed justified in believing it), while the hybrid 

view treats the truth value of a belief as falling entirely outside of the realm of justification.  



30 
 

At first glance, the hybrid view seems to be intuitively plausible, especially compared to 

McDowell’s, which maintains the potentially counterintuitive view that a belief can only be 

sufficiently justified to count as knowledge if it happens to be true.  However, as mentioned 

above, McDowell’s view here is motivated by the intuitive appeal of the idea that states of affairs 

like those of seeing that things are thus and so must surely count as the justification of our 

beliefs in cases of perceptual knowledge.  Merely appearing to see that things are thus and so is 

surely, McDowell maintains, insufficient justification for the belief that things are indeed thus 

and so (given that such grounds must surely be insufficient for one to claim to have knowledge 

on the basis of them), so it would seem the natural decision would be to include the obtaining of 

the fact one believes to obtain as a constituent of the justification for one’s belief. 

One argument McDowell levels against the hybrid view goes as follows: 

In the hybrid conception, a satisfactory standing in the space of reasons is only part of 

what knowledge is; truth is an extra requirement.  So two subjects can be alike in respect 

of the satisfactoriness of their standing in the space of reasons, although only one of them 

is a knower, because only in her case is what she takes to be so actually so.  But if its 

being so is external to her operations in the space of reasons, how can it not be outside 

the reach of her rational powers? And if it is outside the reach of her rational powers, 

how can its being so be the crucial element in an intelligible conception of her 

knowing that it is so – what makes the relevant difference between her and the other 

subject? Its being so is conceived as external to the only thing that is supposed to be 

epistemologically significant about the knower herself, her satisfactory standing in 

the space of reasons. (McDowell 1995, 884; emphasis added) 
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There are several important things to note about McDowell’s argument.  Firstly, he assumes (or 

he must for the argument to work) that being external to one’s operations in the space of reasons 

entails being beyond the reach of one’s rational powers.  In other words, one’s rational powers 

are taken to be limited by the boundaries of the space of reasons.  However, if this is what is 

meant by “rational powers”, and they are essentially defined as some kind of powers one can 

exert within the space of reasons but no further, it is unclear why the hybridist would have a 

problem with saying that something which lies beyond the reach of one’s rational powers (so 

defined) is a constituent of knowledge.  Just because rational powers are those which one can 

only use within the space of reasons hardly excludes the possibility that there is some other, 

further reaching power one could be said to have which involves one’s ability to know.  Indeed, 

given that the hybrid view maintains that we do have the power to have knowledge, of course the 

hybridist must maintain that there is a distinction between the powers one can exert only within 

the space of reasons and those which pertain to one’s ability to possess knowledge, given that 

possessing knowledge involves matters which lie beyond the (interiorized) space of reasons.  Just 

because the salt shaker lies beyond my arm’s reach (i.e. it is beyond my power to grasp it using 

my arm alone) does not mean that grasping it is beyond my power entirely; I could very well 

walk across the room to pick it up.  Similarly, McDowell has as of yet provided no reason to 

suppose that, just because knowledge is not only reliant upon one’s operations within the 

(interiorized) space of reasons, knowledge must thus somehow be beyond our reach in all 

regards. 

The salient problem with McDowell’s argument here is further exemplified by his claim 

therein that a satisfactory standing in the space of reasons is all that is supposed to be 

“epistemologically significant” about the knower herself.  This connects back to our earlier 
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discussion of different potential definitions of “epistemological significance”, although this time 

an even simpler way of dealing with the issue presents itself.  Even if McDowell’s premise here 

is granted by the hybridist, there seems to be no need for the hybridist to be concerned by the fact 

that not all the epistemically relevant factors are features of oneself; one of them may very well 

be something external to oneself such as, say, the obtaining of the fact one believes to obtain.   

If what it means to be a “feature of oneself” must, for some reason, be understood very 

broadly and inclusively so that the obtaining of the fact is taken to be a feature of oneself, then 

the hybridist is still free to deny either that one’s satisfactory standing in the space of reasons is 

the only epistemologically significant thing about oneself or that “epistemological significance” 

must be defined as something required of all matters contributing to one’s possession of 

knowledge.  Thus it seems that McDowell’s above argument fails to present any serious 

challenges to the hybrid view. 

Not long after this first argument, however, McDowell presents one which seems to be 

considerably more promising.  He essentially argues that that which distinguishes knowledge 

from merely true belief is that one does not accidentally arrive at the belief, and that the hybrid 

view does not seem to have the tools necessary to account for this distinction.  While 

disjunctivism seems to preserve the intuition that knowledge is not accidentally attained by 

defining knowledge in a way which entails that one can only have knowledge if there is an 

appropriate relationship between the known fact and the knower (i.e. one’s justification within 

the space of reasons is factive), the hybrid view does not seem to have a similar move available.  

The best justification the hybrid view takes us to be capable of is, at best, entirely probabilistic, 

and whether we actually have knowledge will ultimately come down to luck, and not only that, 
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but precisely the same luck we rely on for the world to render our beliefs true.  (McDowell 1995, 

884) 

In order to defend the hybrid account from this more concerning attack, we must remind 

ourselves firstly that what the disjunctivist calls “the space of reasons” (and hence means by 

“justification”) is a different thing from what the hybridist would call “the space of reasons” (and 

hence “justification”).  Thus, to clarify things here, it seems we ought to discuss the goings on in 

both accounts without relying on such potentially confusing jargon. 

The luck which factors into the hybridist picture essentially falls between the way things 

are with one subjectively and whether or not the beliefs born of one’s best efforts are true.  Given 

the limits of how much one can tell from experience, one must always rely upon a certain degree 

of luck:  the luck that the relevant appearances one has experienced are indeed veridical.  This 

luck, then, amounts to the factors involved in the obtaining (or failure to obtain) of knowledge 

which lie beyond one’s phenomenal reach; insofar as one cannot tell whether something is one 

way or another, one depends on luck that it is the way one takes it to be, even if through one’s 

own subjective efforts one’s reliance on luck has been reduced as far as possible (i.e. even if one 

has as good justification as is possible within the interiorized space of reasons).   

However, if this is the nature of the epistemic luck involved in the hybridist’s account, it 

would seem that it is equally present in the disjunctivist account as well.  Regardless of what one 

calls “the space of reasons” or how one defines “justification”, it seems both sides equally 

maintain that, despite one’s best subjective efforts, some of what constitutes one’s having 

knowledge (i.e. the matter of whether the appearances one relies on are veridical or not) lies 

beyond one’s phenomenal reach.  Thus, in other words, one cannot tell, even if one’s subjective 
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efforts have minimized the risk of being mistaken, whether the relevant appearances are veridical 

or not, and thus relies to this extent (i.e. to the same extent as the hybridist) on luck when 

forming one’s beliefs.  Thus, despite the fact that disjunctivist “justification” happens to be 

defined as factive, disjunctivism seems to be just as vulnerable to this attack as the hybrid view.   

To more clearly see my point here, consider the following.  In either system, if I see that 

it’s raining, it seems to me that it’s raining, it actually is raining (thanks to my good luck, as far 

as I am subjectively and phenomenologically concerned), and were I to believe it to be raining I 

would thus know it to be raining. What differs between the two accounts of the good case? In the 

hybrid account, that it is actually raining does not end up factoring into my justification for my 

belief that it is raining, while in McDowell’s account, that it is raining does factor into my 

justification for my belief that it is raining.  However, neither view seems to understand what it is 

for me to “see that it is raining” any differently; both take it to merely consist in it seeming to me 

that it is raining and its actually raining.  Thus, what remains which could be that which 

differentiates the two views in a relevant way? How “justification” is defined (i.e. what the 

relevant set’s boundary conditions are set to be, and thereby what falls within them). 

Both parties still take everything which “seeing that things are thus and so” consists in to 

be potential elements of knowledge (i.e. it appearing to one as thought things are thus and so, and 

things actually being thus and so), so ultimately this shift in the meaning of “justification” 

doesn’t seem to end up amounting to much.  Indeed, the two kinds of “justification” can be 

located and pointed out within both views.  What the hybridist calls “justification” is the part of 

what the disjunctivist calls “justification” which occurs entirely within one’s phenomenological 

reach, and what the disjunctivist calls “justification” is the conjunction of what the hybridist calls 

“justification”, the obtaining of the fact believed to be true, and the fact’s being 
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phenomenologically apparent to one in experience (i.e. it’s appearing to one that the fact 

obtains).  Once again, however, it seems like a mistake to too eagerly take this apparent disparity 

between disjunctivism and (in this case) hybridism to amount to any more than a difference in 

labelling schemes.   

It is here worth noting that McDowell does not really discuss is the possibility that one 

may see that things are thus and yet lack conventionally acceptable justification for believing that 

things are thus and so.  For instance, if one were watching an illusionist’s performance where the 

illusionist decided to actually cut his assistant in half (perhaps specifically in order to mislead 

those who would have expected him to merely appear to do so), one may indeed see that the 

illusionist has cut his assistant in half, though still (conventionally) justifiably fail to believe that 

the illusionist has indeed cut his assistant in half (given that illusionists don’t tend to horribly 

maim their assistants on stage, at least on purpose).  However, while there are cases where seeing 

that things are thus and so does not entail that one is conventionally justified in believing things 

to be thus and so, it seems McDowell should be able to maintain that these kinds of cases are not 

actually counterexamples, given that, were one to believe, for instance, that the illusionist cut his 

assistant in half on the basis of having seen him do it, one’s belief would be justified (on his 

technical definition of “justification”), for one would still presumably stand in the correct 

relation to the fact one takes to be the case within the space of reasons.  To maintain that one 

ought not to have believed that the illusionist actually cut his assistant in half could arguably be 

absurd or unreasonable, given that to do so would be to maintain that one (epistemically) ought 

to have been misled.  Indeed, in the illusionist case, the expectation that the illusionist would not 

actually cut his assistant in half would have been a contributor to a misleading appearance, and 

given that McDowell takes justification to include one’s epistemic luck (a view he defends in the 
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following passage:  “To avoid fantasy, we would need to see our way to accepting that we cannot 

eliminate what the interiorized conception of reason conceives as a quite alien factor, the 

kindness of the world, as a contributor to our coming to occupy epistemically satisfactory 

positions in the space of reasons,”  (McDowell 1995, 886)), one would thus be unjustified in 

believing the illusionist to have not actually cut his assistant in half. 

Thus, to the extent that McDowell’s argument here ought to be a concern for the 

hybridist, it must equally be a concern for the disjunctivist.  However, it seems to me, this 

argument should ultimately be of relatively little concern to anyone, in part due to the fact that it 

seems to be fully applicable to everyone. 

Indeed, it hardly seems possible for any reasonable epistemological view to not be 

subject to the same attack for the same reasons.  However, just as each reasonable 

epistemological view must admit some degree of this kind of epistemic luck, no reasonable 

epistemological view would maintain that we are entirely dependent on such luck.  It seems 

obvious enough that we can do (subjectively discernable) things to minimize the amount of luck 

we depend on to the greatest extent possible, and similarly obvious that we cannot subjectively 

discern just how far our best efforts get us in any given case.  In even the best reasonably 

expectable circumstances, there will always be the unavoidable possibility that we are being 

played false, although there are many other ways in which we can be led astray which it seems 

we do have the power to prevent.  For instance, looking inside of containers before reporting 

their contents is an excellent way of preventing oneself from reporting inaccurate information as 

a result of confusing one container for another, or as a result of someone else emptying or 

otherwise altering the contents of a container in one’s absence.   
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It would seem that the distinction between knowledge and “accidentally” true belief need 

only extend to involve luck concerning these ordinarily avoidable means of being misled, for 

otherwise it would seemingly be a priori impossible for knowledge to exist which is not 

ultimately “accidentally” true belief.  For instance, if one guesses which of three cups a ball is 

under despite not having watched the cups being shuffled around and genuinely believes one’s 

guess to be correct (and no other relevant facts obtaining), if one happens to be right one’s belief 

would be merely accidentally true in a concerning sense.  However, if one picks up a cup and 

sees the ball under it, and only then forms the belief that the now raised cup is the one which 

held the ball under it, it would hardly seem that one’s belief is accidentally true in any genuinely 

concerning way.   

The kind of accidentalness which seems to naturally concern us seems to stem from these 

kinds of ordinary cases.  However, even if this is not necessarily the case, it seems it ought to be.  

If even the luck upon which we seemingly unavoidably depend (i.e. that that we’re not being 

deceived by evil demons or the like, which even McDowell admits it would be pointless to try to 

deny (McDowell 2008, 379)) concerned us we would be seemingly unavoidably concerned, and 

that wouldn’t seem to serve any productive purposes (or for that matter be particularly enjoyable 

or otherwise worth doing). 

The astute reader may notice that, to the extent that McDowell’s justification needn’t 

amount to conventional justification, one could potentially be technically justified in believing 

what would be conventionally taken to be a merely accidentally true belief in the concerning 

sense, insofar as the latter is defined in terms of conventional justification.  However, whether 

this is actually a serious problem for McDowell seems somewhat doubtful.  For instance, in the 

illusionist case, it is not entirely clear that taking the illusionist to have actually cut his assistant 
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in two would be accidentally true in a genuinely concerning way.  Indeed, the accidentalness of 

the truth of one’s belief seems to be more in line with the kind of accidentalness all our beliefs 

must inherit from our fallibility than with those of the genuinely concerning practical cases.  

Failing to fall for the illusionist’s convoluted deception hardly seems to be concerning in the 

same way as happening to guess precisely how many grains of sand there are in the ocean, or 

how many dogs the oldest living person named John Smith has owned. 

Moving on, the next of McDowell’s arguments against the hybrid view involves his 

accusation that the hybridist is maintaining a fantasy.  According to McDowell, “the very idea of 

reason as having a sphere of operation within which it is capable of ensuring, without being 

beholden to the world, that one’s postures are all right – like the obvious analogues of this idea in 

thought about practical reason – has the look of a fantasy, something we spin to console 

ourselves for the palpable limits on our powers” (McDowell 1995, 886). 

However, if we understand inhabitants of the interiorized space of reasons as seeking 

consistency and intuitiveness (and similar theoretical virtues), as I believe the hybridist should, 

and perhaps must, then this seems far less fantastical than McDowell would have us believe.  

One of the main purposes of the hybrid theory is to account for the fact that, no matter how well 

we conduct ourselves rationally (i.e. internally, mentally), we could always still be wrong (at 

least in cases of empirical knowledge).  The position only seems fantastical if one understands 

“being all right” as being somehow truth-guaranteeing, but this would be a mistake – one should 

instead understand “being all right” as being such that one couldn’t do any better with what one 

has to work with within a given context (in this case, the context of phenomenologically 

experiencing what one does) and being such that one is forming the best (most consistent, 
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intuitive, parsimonious, etc.) beliefs one can in accordance with the evidence one has (and the 

context one is in). 

For instance, if everyone was telling me that there was going to be a party tomorrow, and 

I had no (ordinary) reason to disbelieve them (i.e. parties aren’t exceptionally unusual in the 

given context and neither is my being invited to them, the people telling me tend to be 

trustworthy and have little to no reason to lie to me about this as far as I could reasonably tell, 

etc.), my belief that there would be a party tomorrow would be “all right” given the options 

available to me in the interiorized space of reasons.  Even though countless fringe epistemic 

possibilities are still technically live, and for all I can tell there may be more evidence out there 

which strongly suggests that everyone I know has been replaced by deceptive pod people, to take 

such possibilities seriously would involve my spending my time and energy very inefficiently, 

and to that extent seriously investigating such fringe possibilities could potentially be seen to 

entail a failure on my part to conduct myself as best I can within the interiorized space of 

reasons.  In any case, that it is possible for me to do the best I can with what is within my 

phenomenological reach hardly sounds (epistemically) fantastical in the way McDowell 

suggests, for surely if I can do something with what is in my phenomenological reach, there is at 

least one thing I can do which is at least no worse than anything else I could have done (and in 

doing it that thing I would, to that extent, be blameless).  Indeed, using a charitable definition of 

what it is to conduct oneself as best as one can, it would seem to be more fantastical to suppose 

that it is not possible to conduct oneself as best as one can given what one phenomenologically 

experiences, for to do so would seemingly be to contradict a tautology. 
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Conclusion 

As should be evident by now, the contrast between disjunctivism and the traditional 

“objectifying” and “interiorizing” alternative is not nearly as clear as McDowell would have us 

believe.  However, I have not yet provided my own full account of the relation between the two 

positions, and that is what I intend to do here. 

 Given that the majority of the confusion regarding the relation between the two kinds of 

views seems to stem from potentially misleadingly labelled technical terms, I shall attempt to 

provide an explanation of each respective account in relatively basic and uncontroversial terms.  

Then I shall describe, without the use of each party’s respective technical terms, the states of 

affairs which seem to obtain in each position’s account of the epistemically good and bad cases.  

Finally I shall use this mutually accessible list of potential goings on to define each party’s 

technical terms.  This should provide us with a very clear way of seeing how each party’s 

respective technical terms relate to the other’s, and hence whether there are indeed any necessary 

metaphysical disagreements between the two parties, or merely semantic ones. 

According to the disjunctivist, the good case is characterised as follows.  One perceives 

(sees, hears, etc.) that things are thus and so, and believes in accordance with what one perceives 

to be the case.  This means that a fact makes itself perceptually manifest to one in one’s 

experience, and that one takes it to be what it is:  a fact.  The obtaining of this standing between 

believing subject and fact is what, for McDowell, constitutes one’s having an appropriate 

standing in the space of reasons, and hence both sufficient justification for knowledge and 

knowledge itself.  Finally, to recall, insofar as an appearance is something which is immediately 

apparent to one, and hence within one’s phenomenological reach, the known fact in the good 
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case is itself an appearance.  The bad case, on the other hand, is characterised as one’s mistaking 

a mere appearance (i.e. an appearance which is not a fact) for a fact, and hence failing to have the 

correct standing in the space of reasons required for knowledge, despite the fact that one is, in 

this case, unable to phenomenologically tell whether the appearance one takes to be factual is 

indeed so (this is what it means to be misled by a mere appearance).   

According to the traditionalist, the good case is characterized as follows.  One is 

presented with the appearance that things are thus and so, is (conventionally) justified in 

believing things to be thus and so, and hence believes things to be thus and so, and things are 

indeed thus and so (even though one could not possibly tell from one’s phenomenological 

experience alone whether or not the appearance upon which one based one’s belief is veridical or 

not).  Accordingly, the bad case is characterized in precisely the same way as the good case with 

the one exception that things are not actually thus and so, resulting in one’s holding a false 

belief. 

Now, both of these parties’ accounts seem to make use of all of the following objects and 

states of affairs:  something which is phenomenologically experienced by one in both cases, yet 

phenomenologically indistinguishable between the cases, and which can be called the appearance 

that P qua appearance (let’s call this “A”), the obtaining of the fact that P (let’s call this “V”), 

the non-obtaining of the fact that P (let’s call this “~V”), the set consisting of both V and A (let’s 

call this A+V), the belief that P (let’s call this “B”), conventionally acceptable and subjectively 

available justification for B (i.e. justification which rules out ordinary ways of being misled, 

though not necessarily extraordinary ones like being deceived by an evil demon; let’s call this 

“J”), subjectively available justification that one is not being misled in an extraordinary way 

(although both parties agree that this is impossible, given that we cannot ever rule out evil 
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demon-like epistemic possibilities; let’s call this J*), and the state of affairs consisting of one 

possessing B and experiencing A+V (though of course V is only experienced insofar as the 

object consisting of A and V has its A part included within one’s phenomenological experience, 

since we are not infallible, and whether V or ~V is not something we can tell from 

phenomenological experience; let’s call this “K”). 

Now, it seems that, using these straightforwardly defined (logical) objects, we can 

accurately construct the technical terms of each respective party.  For instance, for the 

disjunctivist, a fact being made manifest is identical to A+V, since it consists of both what one 

experiences of the fact and the fact’s being true.  Accordingly, a mere appearance would be 

A+~V.  Perceptual knowledge would be, quite clearly, K.  “Justification” as the disjunctivist 

defines it is taken to concern one’s ability to acquire K, and something is considered 

“epistemically relevant” if and only if it is relevant to the obtaining of K (i.e. a potential 

constituent of K). 

Meanwhile, for the traditionalist, the highest common factor between the good and bad 

cases is A, and the external component required for knowledge to obtain is V.  “Knowledge”, as 

traditionally understood, would require both K and, presumably, J.  “Justification” is traditionally 

taken to concern only J and J* (though since J* is presumably impossible due to our fallibility, 

the empiricist is only interested in J when knowledge is involved, since defining “knowledge” as 

requiring J* would entail that knowledge as such must be impossible, rendering the term 

“knowledge” fairly useless and giving the sceptic a far too easy victory), and finally, something 

is traditionally considered “epistemically relevant” if and only if it pertains to the obtaining of J 

or B. 
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While both parties do make use of homonymous technical terms with clearly distinct 

definitions, this in itself is a problem very easily solved.  Should either party wish, it would not 

be difficult at all to make the two accounts seem compatible from the beginning by simply 

changing the names for their respective notions of “justification”, “knowledge”, and what counts 

as “epistemically relevant”.  Indeed, looking back to the initial characterizations of the good and 

bad cases by each party earlier in this section, it should now be quite clear that neither party need 

have any issues accepting the other’s accounts to be true, assuming the accounts are understood 

clearly by both sides.  Both sides characterize the good case in terms of the obtaining of K and its 

constituents, and the bad case in terms of the failure of K to obtain, the obtaining ~V, and A+~V 

being given to experience (in a way which involves one’s phenomenological access only to the A 

part of A+~V). 

The only potential point of disparity between the two accounts arises from the 

disjunctivist’s apparent failure to note J as a necessary condition for knowledge (as defined by 

the disjunctivist), so there are potential cases which the disjunctivist may take to be of the good 

variety yet which the traditionalist may take to be of the bad variety.  However, as we have 

covered above, the matter of what conventionally counts as a concerningly accidental belief is 

not exactly clear to begin with, and it is somewhat unclear whether there is ultimately a serious 

problem to be found here at all.   

As we have seen, it seems that McDowell’s disjunctivism, while an interesting and 

generally successful epistemological account, does not necessarily conflict with the traditional 

approach any way but semantically, contrary to McDowell’s intentions to offer a substantive 

replacement of it.  It would also seem that, contrary to McDowell’s view, the traditional 

empiricist approach leads to no more serious sceptical concerns than his disjunctivist alternative. 
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