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BOOK REVIEW

What do Philosophers do? Skepticism and the Practice of Philosophy. By Penelope
Maddy. (New York: OUP, 2017. Pp. xi + 248. Price £19.99.)

This book argues against two sceptical arguments, and suggests that their en-
during appeal is largely a consequence of various types of philosophical ‘illness’,
including ‘argumentative slips, verbal distortions, anachronistic theorizing,
unmotivated presuppositions, and plain acts of inattention and carelessness’
(p. 201). Maddy proposes that epistemologists should not only cure these types
of illness but also adopt productive approaches. She makes her points through
a detailed analysis of the writings of Descartes, Hume, Berkeley, Reid, Moore,
Wittgenstein, Austin, Stroud, and others.

The book consists of three lectures and two appendices. Lecture 1 is on the
Dream Argument (DA), which states that we cannot know anything about the
external world since we cannot rule out the possibility of dreaming. Maddy
distinguishes ordinary dreaming from extraordinary dreaming. We can tell or-
dinary dreaming from waking. For example, waking experience is continuous
and coherent while dreaming experience is not. By contrast, extraordinary
dreaming is a name for the idea that all might be a dream: what we ordi-
narily take to be waking life is just another form of dreaming. Accordingly,
DA rests on a premise that is ambiguous between two interpretations: (i) we
cannot rule out the possibility of ordinary dreaming; (ii) we cannot rule out the
possibility of extraordinary dreaming. Maddy argues that (i) is false. Hence,
DA is unsound if it uses (i). However, if DA uses (ii), DA is not devastating
according to Maddy. For one thing, (pace Stroud) our ordinary standards of
knowledge do not explicitly or implicitly require the ability to rule out the pos-
sibility of extraordinary dreaming. For another, (ii) does not imply that none of
our beliefs is more reasonable than its opposite. If we can still acquire reason-
able beliefs, then it does not matter much even if we cannot know anything in
the sense in which the sceptic uses ‘know’.

Lecture 2 discusses a different sceptical argument: the Argument from
Illusion (AI). AI consists of two sub-arguments, which we may call AI1 and
AI2, respectively. AI1 says that (a) we cannot directly perceive the real properties
of an external object such as a table, because (b) we directly perceive different
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properties (such as colours, shapes, magnitudes, etc.) of a table as we view it
from different angles or under different conditions, but (c) the real properties
of the table do not change. AI2 states that given (a), our beliefs about the real
properties must be inferred. But such inference can never be justified. Thus,
none of our beliefs about the real table can be justified. Following Berkeley,
Maddy argues that there is a logical gap in AI1: (a) does not follow from
(b) and (c): given (b) and (c), it remains possible that one of those directly
perceived properties is real and the rest only apparent. Moreover, Maddy
agrees with Reid that direct realists can provide a scientific explanation of (b),
which makes AI1 even less plausible. Since AI2 hangs on the conclusion of AI1,
AI2 is not convincing, either. In addition, Maddy endorses Reid’s argument
that our perceptual beliefs about the real properties of a table are justified
in that they are caused by the operation of our sense organs, and the causal
process is generally reliable. The sceptics would respond that from the fact
that we perceive that p, it does not follow that our belief that p is justified,
for the causal process is not perfectly reliable. This sceptical reasoning is the
operation of the faculty of introspection. Here following Reid, Maddy thinks
that scepticism presupposes that perception must be justified by means of
introspection. But this presupposition is implausible, for introspection is just
as fallible as perception. Maddy concludes that the same analysis applies to
DA, for DA ‘boils down to the impossibility of inferring from inner to outer, of
justifying perception on the basis of introspection’ (p. 152).

In Lecture 3, Maddy discusses three approaches to philosophy: the concep-
tual analysis approach, Austin’s ordinary language approach, and the Plain
Inquirer’s approach. In epistemology, the conceptual analysis approach aims
to specify the necessary and sufficient conditions for knowledge by analysing
the concept of knowledge. According to Maddy, Gettier’s essay and the litera-
ture it generates (what Maddy calls ‘Gettierology’) exemplify this approach. By
contrast, Austin’s ordinary language approach denies that there is any concept
of knowledge to be analysed. It aims to uncover subtle and effective uses of
‘know’ in everyday life. The Plain Inquirer is sympathetic to Austin’s objec-
tion to conceptual analysis. She investigates empirical questions like ‘How do
we manage to acquire reliable information about the world?’ rather than the
elusive question ‘What is knowledge?’ According to Maddy, this approach was
endorsed by our early moderns (e.g. Descartes, Locke, Berkeley and Reid),
and their contemporary descendants ‘now ply their trade in departments of
cognitive science and the like’ (p. 206).

Maddy proposes that epistemologists should follow the Plain Inquirer and
Austin rather than engage in analysing the concept of knowledge. In the
two appendices, Maddy employs the Plain Inquirer’s approach to address
Agrippa’s trilemma and the sceptical argument based on the closure principle.

Maddy opts out of the project of analysing the concept of knowledge be-
cause, in her view, this project is futile: there is no concept of knowledge
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(as Austin says), and the conceptual analysis of knowledge differs in targets,
methods and criteria of success from some cases where conceptual analysis
is clearly productive (e.g. Einstein’s analysis of the concept of simultaneity).
However, many epistemologists of conceptual analysis (e.g. Alvin Goldman)
do not aim to analyse the so-called concept of knowledge that Austin has
in mind. Goldman and Austin mean different things by ‘concept’. Similarly,
when Einstein analyses the concept of simultaneity, he does not analyse a thing
whose existence Austin denies (on Maddy’s interpretation, Austin attacks on
the very idea of a ‘concept’: he does not believe that there are concepts at
all), otherwise his analysis cannot be productive. In addition, from the fact
that Einstein’s analysis is clearly productive but different in significant aspects
from Goldman’s, it does not follow that Goldman’s analysis is not productive.
If Maddy can explain why a paradigm analysis of the concept of knowledge
such as Goldman’s is unproductive, her conclusion would be more convincing.

Finally, it is worth noting that Maddy oversimplifies the history of Get-
tierology, for a lot of epistemologists (e.g. Ernest Sosa, John Greco, Hilary
Kornblith, Linda Zagzebski, etc.) who work on the Gettier Problem do not
engage in analysing the concept of knowledge. Some of them intend to give a
metaphysical analysis, that is, to identify the components that make up knowl-
edge, just like an analysis of water aims to identify the components that make
up water. Others are interested in neither conceptual analysis nor metaphysical
analysis. Among these philosophers, some merely aim to give a set of necessary,
sufficient and informative conditions of knowledge, while others only attempt
to identify some necessary and informative conditions of knowledge. These
alternative approaches are overlooked here, but they seem to have resulted in
some interesting theories that shed new light on the nature of knowledge.

Nanjing University, China Xingming Hu
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