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Arguments against skeptical hypotheses often raise the concern that their prem-
ises arise through a method that would be unreliable if the skeptical hypothesis
turned out to be true. Such arguments may be considered guilty of circularity

if their premises rely on the falsity of the skeptical hypothesis in an inappropriate man-
ner—a manner I intend to clarify. In this paper, I plan to develop a diagnosis for the
circularity of anti-skeptical arguments. The diagnosis, which I will call D, will be par-
tially based on Robert nozick’s “subjunctive conditionals” account of knowledge. I
will apply D to various anti-skeptical arguments. In particular, I intend to use D to
contend that Descartes’ proof of the truth of his clear and distinct perceptions is not
necessarily circular.

I will argue that D provides an explanation for the way in which the effectiveness
of an argument is crippled by circularity. The effectiveness of an argument is its ability
to take people who are committed to evaluating arguments based on rational standards
and bring them closer to the conclusion than they are when they first encounter the
argument. An effective argument in this sense is not one that persuades by rhetorical
force, but one whose logical steps make progress towards the conclusion. Circularity
impedes an argument’s effectiveness because the conclusion must be accepted before
the premises, which means that the argument itself is not responsible for advancing
the conclusion. Diagnosis D, by clarifying the reasons why the conclusion of a circular
argument against a skeptical hypothesis must be accepted before at least one of the
premises is accepted, provides us with a way to explain the decrease in the effective-
ness of an argument due to circularity.

Here are some examples of arguments that might be considered circular. First,
let us say that I am suddenly seized with the worry that the floor of my building, in-
stead of being connected solidly to the ground, is floating on air. I try to reassure my-
self with the thought that, if I wanted, I could walk out of my room right now and go
down the elevator in the ordinary way. Here is my “argument:”
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(1-e): If the floor of my building has suddenly begun to float on air, I
cannot walk out of my room and go down the elevator in the ordinary
way.

(2-e): I can walk out of my room right now and go down the elevator
in the ordinary way.

(C-e): Therefore, the floor of my building has not suddenly begun to
float on air.

Alternatively, suppose a congenitally blind person receives surgery and slowly be-
gins to recover her ability to experience visual imagery.1 She sees the outline of a car
in front of her, considers the situation, and reaches the fortunate conclusion: “My
blindness has been at least partially cured!” Her “argument” runs as follows:

(1-b): If my congenital blindness has not been partially cured, I cannot
see the outline of a car in front of me.

(2-b): I am able to see the outline of a car in front of me. 

(C-b): Therefore, my blindness has been partially cured.

Are the “elevator” and “blindness” arguments circular? not in an obvious way: nei-
ther conclusion appears explicitly among their respective premises. Clarifying the
question of whether and how such arguments are circular is not a simple task. One
response to the “elevator” argument, for instance, might be to object that if the con-
clusion is false, premise (2-e), at least, is also false: if the floor of my building has sud-
denly begun to float on air, I am unable to walk out of my room and take the elevator
down. But for all valid deductive arguments, if the conclusion is false, one or more of
the premises must be false. This does not imply that the truth of a premise “relies on
the truth of the conclusion” in an inappropriate manner. Take, for instance, the classic
argument:

(1-s): All men are mortal.

(2-s): Socrates is a man.

(C-s): Therefore, Socrates is mortal.

Here, the falsity of the conclusion would necessarily undermine the truth of at
least one of the two premises. If the “Socrates” argument is circular, however, it is dif-
ficult to see how many valid deductive inferences could still stand. 
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I. A DIAgnOSIS OF CIRCuLARITy

My diagnosis for the circularity of an argument will focus on a person’s reasons
for accepting the premises of the argument and whether or not they would be repli-
cated in the case that the conclusion is false. In formulating my diagnosis, I will adapt
one of the conditions of Robert nozick’s account of knowledge in Philosophical Ex-
planations. nozick presents a “subjunctive conditionals” account of knowledge, ac-
cording to which S knows that p if and only if:

(1) p is true:

(2) S believes that p:

(3) If p were not true, S wouldn’t believe that p; and,

(4) If p were true, S would believe that p.2

The idea behind conditions (3) and (4) is that one’s beliefs should only count as
knowledge if they are sensitive to the truth. That is, if one would believe p whether
or not p is actually true, one’s beliefs do not have the epistemic status of knowledge.
Here, nozick is presenting an account of knowledge, not putting forward criteria for
evaluating circularity. His third criterion for knowledge, however, can be adapted to
form part of my diagnosis D for circular arguments against skeptical hypotheses. Ac-
cording to D, an argument against a skeptical hypothesis is circular with respect to a
specific premise p3 if and only if the following conditions hold:

D1: If the conclusion were false, S would still believe that p for the
same reasons as if the conclusion were true.

D2: If the conclusion were false, p would be false.

Together, these conditions entail the condition “If p were false, S would still believe
that p for the same reasons as if the conclusion were true.” While we might simply
use this condition as an indication of circularity, it is useful to break it down into D1
and D2 in order to see why different types of arguments beg the question.

The basic idea behind D is that a circular argument, in the most general form, is
one whose conclusion is contained in the premises of an argument. But it is not nec-
essary for a conclusion to be explicitly present among the premises in order for an
argument to be circular. Rather, an argument against a skeptical hypothesis is circular
if the truth of the conclusion must be accepted before the reasons for at least one of
the premises can count as justification for the truth of that premise. If I have the same
reasons for believing the premise regardless of whether the conclusion is true, and
the truth of the premise depends on the truth of the conclusion, then my reasons for
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believing the premise do not point me towards the truth of the premise unless I am
already assured of the truth of the conclusion. So the purpose of D is to evaluate the
strength of the reasoning behind the acceptance of the premise. D explains that an
argument against a skeptical hypothesis is ineffective because the conclusion must al-
ready have been accepted in order for the premises to be evaluated. Such an argument
does not succeed in using the premises to prove the conclusion.

Before testing D against examples of potentially circular arguments, I would like
to explain why D1 includes the clause “for the same reasons,” as in, “if the conclusion
were false, S would believe that p for the same reasons as if the conclusion were true.”
The addition of “for the same reasons” rules out a situation in which S would believe
that p for different reasons than if the conclusion were false. In such a scenario, S’s
reasons could still serve as independent evidence for p even though S would believe
that p if the conclusion were false, because S might be able to distinguish the types of
reasons available if the conclusion is true from the types of reasons available if the
conclusion is false. For instance, let us say the conclusion of an argument is that aliens
have landed on earth. One of the premises of the argument is that three aliens have
been spotted in a field in northern Ontario. If the conclusion is true, S’s reasons for
believing the premise might include a news report; if the conclusion is false, S’s reasons
for believing the premise might instead be limited to a dramatic dream-vision. If the
conclusion were false, therefore, S would believe that three aliens had been spotted
for a different reason than if the conclusion were true. S might well be able to use the
differences in his reasons for believing the premise to evaluate the truth of the con-
clusion. The fact that S would fail to meet the criterion laid out in D1 reflects the fact
that his argument is more effective than an argument judged to be circular under D.
This is because S would not necessarily have to accept the conclusion in order to eval-
uate the evidence for the premise.

II. EvALuATIng THE COnDITIOnAL

How are we to understand the conditional that is D1? One way of answering this
question is to appeal to the possible-worlds account of subjunctive conditionals. We
can follow the example of nozick, who explains the application of his third criterion
for knowledge as follows:

“What the subjunctive 3 [if p were false, S wouldn’t believe that p]
speaks of is the situation that would hold if p were false. not every pos-
sible situation in which p is false is the situation that would hold if p
were false. To fall into possible worlds talk, the subjunctive 3 speaks of
the not-p world that is closest to the actual world, or of those not-p
worlds that are closest to the actual world, or more strongly (according
to my suggestion) of the not-p neighborhood of the actual world. And
it is of this or these not-p worlds that it says (in them) S does not believe
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that p. What happens in yet other more distant not-p worlds is no con-
cern of the subjunctive 3.”4

In other words, in order to evaluate whether the subjunctive conditional 3 holds,
we identify the possible world or worlds that are closest to the actual world but that
differ from the actual world in the sense that p does not hold. Then we determine
whether S believes that p in the closest not-p world or worlds. Applied to D1, in order
to evaluate whether S would believe that p if the conclusion were false, we must iden-
tify the possible world or worlds closest to the actual world in which the conclusion
is false and then determine whether S believes that p in these worlds.

The concept of a “closest possible world or worlds” is, of course, problematic.
How do we determine which possible world is closest? Can there be two possible
worlds which are different from each other, but equally “close” to this world? The co-
herence of the “closest possible world” concept has been discussed extensively in the
literature on nozick and others, and I cannot provide a compete solution of this prob-
lem here. In general, however, the “closest possible world” is one in which we see the
fewest changes from the actual world in terms of physical laws, objects and people
that are present, and historical trajectory. Since it is possible for some of these con-
ditions to change while others remain the same, it may be hard to determine, espe-
cially in close cases, which worlds count as “closer” than others. The difficulty of
choosing the closest possible world when two worlds are rather similar, however,
should not preclude us from acknowledging that the distinction is meaningful when
applied to possible worlds that are radically different. An example may be instructive.
Let us say I am sitting in a park on an ordinary day. now let us think of possible worlds
in which it is false that I am sitting in the park. In possible world W1, I am not sitting
in the park because I decided to go to the grocery store instead of the park that morn-
ing. In possible world W2, I am not sitting in the park because I have been pulled up
into the sky by a reverse gravitational force, which took effect only for one instant
and only in one place on earth—the very park bench where I was sitting. 

It seems plausible to suggest that W1 is closer to the actual world than W2. This
is because although W1 differs from the actual world in that I am no longer sitting in
the park, it differs in a way that is predictable and routine from the perspective of
someone sitting in the actual world. W1 involves, for instance, no reversals of the
laws of nature of the kind that take place in W2.

The notion of possible worlds on which I will be relying is comparative. I will be
determining which of different possible worlds is closest to the actual world, not at-
tempting to delineate the exact features of the possible world that is absolutely closest
to the actual world. Even without an exhaustive list of characteristics that would make
a possible world closest to the actual world, it is possible to determine which of a se-
lection of worlds is most likely to be closest. But the notion of the closest possible
world, and the diagnosis in general, must be clarified through examples.
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III. TESTIng THE DIAgnOSIS

Let us return to the “elevator” example, the argument against the skeptical hy-
pothesis that my floor of the building is floating on air:

(1-e): If my floor of the building has suddenly begun to float on air, I
cannot walk out of my room and go down the elevator in the ordinary
way.

(2-e): I can walk out of my room right now and go down the elevator
in the ordinary way.

(C-e): Therefore, my floor of the building has not suddenly begun to
float on air.

We must evaluate both premises of the argument to determine whether or not
D1 and D2 hold. Let us consider what would happen if (C-e) were false. If my floor
of the building had suddenly begun to float on air, I would be likely to fall to the
ground as soon as I walked out of my room. It seems almost impossible for my floor
of the building both to be floating on air and to be connected solidly to the ground
by an elevator shaft. In the closest possible world in which (C-e) were false, then, 
(1-e) would be true. I could not simply ride down the elevator. So D2 does not hold
with respect to (1-e). now we diagnose the argument’s circularity with respect to
premise (2-e). If my floor of the building has suddenly begun to float on air, I have
the same reasons for believing that I can walk out of the room and go down the ele-
vator as I would have had if my floor were as solidly connected to the rest of the build-
ing as ever. I have gone down the elevator many times before, I have no particular
reason to suppose a great anomaly in the earth’s physical laws has occurred, and so
on. So D1 holds with respect to (2-e). Moreover, if (C-e) is false, (2-e) would also be
false; if my floor of the building is floating on air, I cannot go down the elevator in the
ordinary way. Both D1 and D2, then, hold for the elevator argument with respect to
premise (2-e), and so the elevator argument is circular according to diagnosis D.

How does the diagnosis of circularity point out the “elevator” argument’s ineffec-
tiveness? All of my evidence for believing the premise “I can walk out of my room and
go down the elevator” is compatible with the premise’s falsehood. This premise will
only be plausible if I already believe that my floor is not floating on air. But if I already
believe that my floor is not floating on air, the anti-skeptical argument has not been
responsible for bringing me any closer to the conclusion that my floor is not floating
on air. If I am only soothed by rational arguments, then the “elevator” argument will
not be particularly soothing.

Secondly, let us test D on the “blindness” argument:

(1-b): If my congenital blindness has not been partially cured, I cannot
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see the outline of a car in front of me.

(2-b): I am able to see the outline of a car in front of me.

(C-b): Therefore, my blindness has been partially cured.

The truth of (1-b) follows from the nature of congenital blindness at this stage of
scientific research. Congenitally blind people are widely thought to be unable to ex-
perience visual imagery at any time, including in their dreams.5 So D2 would not hold
of (1-b), because (1-b) is never false. The question is therefore whether or not the
“blindness” argument is circular with respect to premise (2-b). There are multiple
scenarios under which a women’s blindness has not been partially cured. One such
scenario is a situation in which this women seems to be able to see but has not actually
been cured of blindness. Say the women is suddenly abducted by aliens and made into
a bodiless brain in a vat (BIv) with no eyes at all. It would be possible for the aliens
running the BIv system to stimulate the neurons responsible for sight in the women’s
brain. The aliens could give her an experience of seeing the outlines of a car without
her blindness actually having been cured. As soon as the aliens withdraw their tenta-
cles, affix the women’s brain to her body once more, and let her go, the women will
be as blind as ever.

If we turn to the BIv world when we consider what happens when the conclusion
of the woman’s argument (“My blindness has been partially cured), then the woman’s
argument would be circular. D2 would apply if the woman is not actually seeing the
outlines of the car. This would be because “seeing” requires some causal connection
between an external source of visual images and the eye. Though the BIv experience
provides images of the outline of a car to the blind woman, these images correspond
to nothing in the outside world, and so the woman is not actually seeing the outlines
of a car. D1 would hold because the woman would have the same reasons to believe
she is seeing the outlines of a car whether or not her blindness is partially cured: her
sensations and ideas of the car would be the same. So the woman’s argument that her
blindness has been at least partially cured is circular under D if the closest possible
world is the BIv world.

But why should we base our judgment of whether D1 holds in the possible world
in which the woman is a BIv? As nozick points out, the subjunctive conditional “if p
were false then S wouldn’t believe that p” can be true “even though there is a possible
situation where not-p and S believes that p,” are both true, because “not every possible
situation in which p is false is the situation that would hold if p were false.”6 Regardless
of whether D1 would hold in all of the situations in which (C-b) is false—and it would
hold in the BIv world—a closer possible world in which (C-b) is false is a world where
the surgery was simply unsuccessful. In this world, if (C-b) were not true, the woman
would not believe (2-b). If the woman’s blindness were not partially cured, she would
not think she could see the outlines of a car. D1, therefore, does not hold, and the
“blindness” argument is not circular according to D. This is a consequence of the fact
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that the scenario in which the woman is a BIv being fed images by aliens is farther
away from the actual world than the scenario in which the surgery simply did not
work.

The fact that the “blindness” argument is not circular under D provides us with a
reason why it is more effective than the “elevator” argument. The congenitally blind
woman receives sensory impulses that she recognizes, based perhaps on the testimony
of others, as sight. She plausibly supposes that the most likely scenario under which
these impulses appear to her is the scenario in which she can actually see. She does
not have to believe that her blindness has been cured in order to realize that she is ac-
tually seeing; rather, she uses the fact that she is actually seeing to deduce that her
blindness has been cured. The argument is therefore more effective than the “elevator”
argument because it has brought the woman closer to its conclusion than she was
when she began considering the premises.

Iv. APPLICATIOn TO THE CARTESIAn CIRCLE

now that I have provided a diagnosis of circular arguments and applied it to the
“elevator” and “blindness” arguments, I would like to apply my diagnosis to the Carte-
sian Circle. I intend to show that the Cartesian Circle is not necessarily circular under
my diagnosis. In the Meditations, Descartes seeks to argue for the conclusion that as
a rule, his clear and distinct perceptions are true.7 One potential analysis of Descartes’
argument is Keith DeRose’s interpretation, according to which Descartes argues as
follows:8

(1): For certain propositions, such as the cogito, 2+3=5, and the causal
principle of ideas (i.e. that there must be “at least as much reality in
the cause as in its effect”)9, if I clearly and distinctly perceive these
propositions, then they are true.

(2): **god exists and is no deceiver.

(3): I clearly and distinctly perceive the Rule of Truth: for all p, if I
clearly and distinctly perceive that p, then p is true.

(C): All of my clear and distinct propositions have the status of scientia,
that is, certain knowledge that cannot be doubted.

The ** represents Descartes’ argument for the existence of a non-deceiving god.
According to this presentation of Descartes’ argument, before Descartes recognizes
the existence of a non-deceiving god, he can attain a fairly high level of certainty re-
garding his clear and distinct perceptions. But even a small doubt of the general rule
of truth can undermine Descartes’ acceptance of (1) by casting doubt on the reliability
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of the belief-forming mechanism that results in (1): clear and distinct perception.
Descartes must therefore prove the existence of a non-deceiving god in order to
clearly and distinctly perceive the general rule of truth, which tells him that as a rule
his clear and distinct perceptions are true. When Descartes reaches clear and distinct
perception of the general rule of truth, all of his clear and distinct perceptions are
raised to a higher level of certainty called scientia. The advantage of scientia, as opposed
to mere clear and distinct perception, is that it is impervious to skeptical attack arising
due to doubt of the general rule of truth.

We can now examine whether this two-level version of Descartes’ argument ex-
hibits circularity according to D. I will concede Descartes’ argument for the existence
of a non-deceiving god based on the clear and distinct perceptions in (1).10 I will also
accept the link between (3) and “C”, because the reasons for why (3) leads to “C” are
contained in the idea of scientia. In order to compare this argument to the others I
have considered, I will reformulate it as follows:

(1-d): If I clearly and distinctly perceive certain propositions, then they
are true. These propositions include 2+3=5, the cogito, and the causal
principle of ideas.

(2-d): There exists a non-deceiving god who can guarantee the truth
of my clear and distinct perceptions.

(C-d): I clearly and distinctly perceive the Rule of Truth: for all p, if I
clearly and distinctly perceive that p, then p is true.

Since I have conceded Descartes’ argument for a non-deceiving god, D2 does not
apply with respect to (2-d). Whether or not (C-d) is false, I will have to concede that
(2-d) is true. Since the argument is not circular under D with respect to (2-d), I will
ask whether the argument is circular under D with respect to (1-d). To test D1, we
ask: if (C-d) is false, would I still believe (1-d) for the same reasons as if (C-d) were
true? To test D2, we ask: if (C-d) is false, would (1-d) be false?

The question about D1 can be answered in the affirmative. Even if it is not the
case that as a rule, every single one of my clear and distinct perceptions are true, I
would still believe that I clearly and distinctly perceive certain propositions to be true.
The closest possible world in which the general rule of truth is false is not the world
ruled by an utterly vindictive evil genius who ensures that all of my clear and distinct
perceptions are false. A closer possible world in which (C-d) is false is one in which
some, but not all, of my clear and distinct perceptions are true, including those I seem
to perceive most clearly and distinctly, such as “I exist.” In such a world, I would indeed
have the same reasons for thinking “I exist” is true; it would seem impossible for me
to doubt this proposition, it would conform with everything I have experienced so
far, and so on. D1, in other words, would be satisfied: if (C-d) were false, I would
still have the same reasons for believing (1-d) as if (C-d) were true.
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D2, however, would not be satisfied. Even if the general rule of truth were false,
it does not have to be the case that all of my clear and distinct perceptions are false.
In the closest possible world in which the general rule of truth, (C-d), is false, the
proposition “I exist,” and likely some other clear and distinct perceptions, could still
be true. It is then not the case that the falsity of (C-d) implies the falsity of (1-d). My
reasons for believing in the truth of certain clear and distinct perceptions such as “I
exist,” though these reasons would be present even if the rule of truth were false, are
still able to support (1-d) independently of the falsity of the general Rule of Truth.
Descartes’ argument on DeRose’s interpretation, therefore, is not circular according
to D.

If we concede Descartes’ argument for the existence of a non-deceiving god, di-
agnosis D can explain the effectiveness of Descartes’ argument for the truth of his
clear and distinct perceptions. Descartes can accept the truth of some of his clear and
distinct perceptions without having previously accepted that all of them, as a rule,
are true. So he can use the initial clear and distinct perceptions as springboards to
prove the existence of god and thereby the truth of all his clear and distinct percep-
tions. The argumentative steps in Descartes’ proof can bring someone closer to the
general Rule of Truth than he or she was at the beginning of the argument. Descartes
does not have to assume a world of widespread clear and distinct knowledge in order
to work his way up to such a world. His argument, diagnosis D shows us, is thereby
rendered more effective.

In this paper, I have sought to provide a diagnosis for the circularity of arguments
against skeptical hypotheses and to argue that Descartes’ argument for the truth of
his clear and distinct perceptions is not necessarily circular. I suggested that the “ele-
vator” argument was circular under D because my reasons for supposing I could walk
outside and take the elevator only counted as reasons for this premise provided the
conclusion of the argument—that my floor was not floating on air—was true. I also
argued that the “blindness” argument was not circular under D because the woman
can believe she is able to see for reasons that would not be available in the closest pos-
sible world in which she is blind: a world in which her continuing blindness is due to
failed surgery instead of her being a BIv. In the “blindness” but not the “elevator” ar-
gument, the premises can be accepted on the basis of the evidence for them without
previous commitment to the conclusions. The premises of Descartes’ argument for
the truth of his clear and distinct perceptions, in its two-level variety, can also be ac-
cepted independently of the conclusion, for even if the conclusion does not hold, the
premises—individual clear and distinct perceptions—could still stand.

I have also suggested that D provides a way to explain why circularity detracts
from an argument’s effectiveness. In a circular argument, one cannot accept at least
one of the premises without also accepting the conclusion, but according to the logic
of the argument, one should not be accepting the conclusion without accepting the
premises. One therefore has no reason to accept either the premises or the conclusion
unless one has already accepted both—but if one has already accepted both, the ar-
gument has not been responsible for one’s acceptance of either. Diagnosis D, by point-
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ing out the conditions under which the acceptance of the premises is contingent on
the prior acceptance of the conclusion, shows us why circular arguments are less ef-
fective.

To conclude, when calling an argument against a skeptical hypothesis “circular”—
a claim that is intended to be devastating—it is useful to provide an analysis of why
this is so. The advantage of providing a diagnosis of circularity is that it helps us to
distinguish between circular and non-circular arguments in cases where our intuitions
do not give us much insight into the argument’s logical structure. Exploring the
sources of circularity can encourage us to avoid circular anti-skeptical arguments and
can show us the importance of appealing to those who can be properly convinced:
those who are open to rational persuasion and who are not already persuaded.
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