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Abstract

The so-called paradox of dogmatism has it that it seems that one is both entitled and not
entitled to ignore evidence against what one knows. By knowing something, one knows it
to be true, and one also knows that there can be no non-misleading evidence against what
is true. But to ignore evidence against what one believes — and, surely, one believes what
one knows - is to be dogmatic, something one should not be. I argue that there is no genuine
paradox here. One’s attitude to evidence is governed not by what one knows but by what one
thinks one knows. Thinking that one knows something does not entail that it is true. Knowing
this, one knows that there may be non-misleading evidence against what one thinks one
knows and should be open to examining what purports to be evidence against it.
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It may seem that once one knows something, nothing could change that. After all, if one
knows that p, does one not thereby know that there can be no non-misleading evidence
against p? And does knowing this not entitle one to ignore any evidence against p?
As against this, we have the strong intuition that ignoring evidence is always wrong.
One should believe something on the basis of evidence and cease to believe it if one
finds evidence against it. As Hume (1748) puts it, “the wise man proportions his belief
to the evidence.” If one clings to a belief in the face of counter-evidence, one is a
dogmatist of the worst sort.
Some have seen a paradox here. Harman formulates it as follows:

If I know that A is true, I know that any evidence against / is evidence against some-
thing that is true; I know that such evidence is misleading. But I should disregard
evidence that I know is misleading. So, once I know that / is true, I am in a position
to disregard any future evidence that seems to tell against h. (Harman 1973: 141)

Harman’s own response is to say:

The argument for paradox overlooks the way actually having evidence can make a
difference. Since I now know [that p], I now know that any evidence that appears
to indicate something else is misleading. That does not warrant me in simply

© The Author(s), 2022. Published by Cambridge University Press. This is an Open Access article, distributed under the

terms of the Creative Commons Attribution licence (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unre-
stricted re-use, distribution and reproduction, provided the original article is properly cited.

https://doi.org/10.1017/epi.2022.15 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6359-8693
mailto:jbiro@ufl.edu
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog?doi=https://doi.org/10.1017/epi.2022.15&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1017/epi.2022.15

2 John Biro

disregarding any further evidence, since getting that further evidence can change
what I know. In particular, after I get such further evidence I may no longer know
that it is misleading. For having the new evidence can make it true that I no longer
know that new evidence is misleading. (Harman 1973: 149)

Here is Sorensen’s gloss on this:

In effect, Harman denies the hardiness of knowledge. The hardiness principle
states that one knows only if there is no evidence such that if one knew about
the evidence one would not be justified in believing one’s conclusion. New knowl-
edge cannot undermine old knowledge. Harman disagrees. (Sorensen 1988: 437)

As an illustration of the “intransigence” to which commitment to the hardiness of
knowledge can lead, Sorensen offers the following argument:

(Cy) My car is in the parking lot.

(Cy) If my car is in the parking lot and Doug provides evidence that my car is not
in the parking lot, then Doug’s evidence is misleading.

(C5) If Doug reports he saw a car just like mine towed from the parking lot, then
his report is misleading evidence.

(C4) Doug reports that a car just like mine was towed from the parking lot.

(Cs) Doug’s report is misleading evidence.

By hypothesis, I am justified in believing (C,;). Premise (C,) is a certainty
because it is analytically true. The argument from (C;) and (C,) to (C3) is valid.
Therefore, my degree of confidence in (C;) must equal my degree of confidence
in (C,). Since we are also assuming that I gain sufficient justification for (C,), it
seems to follow that I am justified in believing (Cs) by modus ponens. Similar
arguments will lead me to dismiss further evidence such as a phone call from
the towing service and my failure to see my car when I confidently stride over
to the parking lot. (Sorensen 1988: 438)

However, it is not clear that the argument shows what Sorensen thinks it does. First, one
may worry that two different senses of ‘evidence’ are being run together. We describe
something as evidence if it is intended to result in someone’s adopting a belief on being
presented with it. This is perhaps the way the term is most commonly understood, and
on this understanding, misleading evidence counts as evidence. But there is another
notion of evidence on which misleading evidence is merely purported evidence - ‘alleged
evidence,” as Kripke (2011) calls it — and not really evidence at all. ‘Purported evidence’ is
not, as it is sometimes put, “logically predicable” in the way ‘red car’ is (Geach 1956). We
use the latter expression to say that the thing in question is both a car and is red. We do
not use the expression ‘purported evidence” in that way. Saying that something is pur-
ported (or alleged) evidence leaves open whether it is really evidence or merely appears
or pretends to be, even if it is intended to persuade someone and even if it succeeds in
doing so. If we know (or at least have reason to believe) that things are not the way
the purported evidence appears to show, we do not regard it as evidence." We do not

! Achinstein (2001) distinguishes several senses of ‘evidence,” among them that of veridical evidence,
which is factive, unlike the sense in which signs, symptoms, indicators and the like may be evidence for
something that is not the case. For how the law makes distinctions along similar lines, see Ho (2021).
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think that the evidence the witness we found to be lying gave was evidence of the accu-
sed’s guilt. Since C; is true, what Doug provides is evidence in the first sense, but not in
the second. And if T know (or am justified in believing) that my car is in the parking lot, I
know (or I am justified in believing) that what Doug provides is only purported evidence.
Sorensen agrees. He takes his argument to show that I am justified in believing that
“Doug’s evidence is misleading evidence.” But he sees this as a problem, because he thinks
that ignoring misleading evidence, even if one is justified in thinking that it is misleading,
is ignoring evidence.

This is a symptom of a deeper problem with Sorensen’s argument. It equivocates
between what is the case and what one is justified in believing to be the case. C;
does not follow from my being justified in believing C,. It follows only from C;’s
being the case. But C; says nothing about my degree of confidence in C;. What
would follow from my being justified in believing C; is that I am justified in believing
Cs. But that can be so even if Doug’s report is correct, as it may well be for all the jus-
tification I may have for believing C,;. Being justified in believing C; does not stand in
the way of considering new evidence, and thinking oneself justified need not lead to
dogmatism.

Suppose, though, that instead of C,, we have C; =1 am justified in believing that my car
is in the parking lot. To be justified and to think oneself justified are obviously different
things. Whether one is being dogmatic has to do not with what one is justified in believing
or knows but with what one believes oneself to be justified in believing or to know. One
may believe that one is justified in believing something without being justified in believing
it, and one may think that one knows something even when one does not.

As Veber recognizes, “The problem is that human subjects often take themselves to
know things they do not” (Veber 2004: 567). But what he takes this to show is that we
should reject a principle (which he regards as essential for generating the alleged para-
dox) that says that “if a piece of evidence is known by S to be misleading, S is in a pos-
ition to disregard it.” The principle “is objectionable not because of what it says but
because of the cost and likelihood of misapplying it... Adopting [it] will result in
our disregarding evidence which we merely think is misleading” (Veber 2004: 567).
Veber is right that those who think we have a paradox here are relying on such a prin-
ciple, since they think that knowing something entails knowing that any evidence
against what one knows is misleading.” But even if it does, it does not entail that
one thinks that the evidence (in the broad, non-factive sense) is misleading and second,
and more important, it does not entail that one has any attitude to such evidence. One
may know something and not realize, at least for the moment, that one knows it, be
completely open-minded about it, even seek evidence concerning it.

Furthermore, the principle Veber identifies as essential for generating the so-called
paradox is not one anyone could adopt. If, as near-universal agreement has it, one
knows only if the proposition one believes or thinks one knows is true, whether one
knows depends (in part) on the truth-value of a proposition one believes or thinks
one knows, something that is inaccessible to one. But one’s epistemic conduct cannot
be governed by something to which one has no access. It is the fact that the principle is
formulated the way it is and not in the first person that obscures this. Put in the third
person, it makes it seem that it is, or should be, the fact that S knows that governs his

*One could question this, as Simpson (ms) does. If he is right, the case for there being a paradox col-
lapses. But I need not take sides on this: the argument on offer here is intended to show that there is no
paradox in either case.
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epistemic attitudes. But this is just an appearance, and a misleading one. One has no
access to such facts. Thus while Veber is right in calling attention to the distinction
between knowing something and thinking that one knows it, he does not see that
the former cannot play any role in governing one’s epistemic policies. If so, it cannot
have any bearing on whether those policies are dogmatic or not.

Of course, there is a difference between being dogmatic and being open to evidence.
Unless we assume that knowing entails knowing that one knows, one may know some-
thing without realizing that one does. If that is the case, what could be more rational
than to take seriously evidence that seems to run counter to what one believes? It is
whether one thinks one knows, rather than whether one knows, that matters in shaping
one’s attitude to (purported) evidence. If evidence comes my way that seems to tell
against what I believe but do not think I know, should I always take it seriously?
Generally, yes, even if I am justified in believing something, whether I in fact know
it or not. Sometimes, though, I have good reason to think that the evidence seeming
to tell against something I believe is misleading. If so, refusing to consider it is not dog-
matism. There is no dogmatism in dismissing out of hand evidence that appears to call
into question something I am confident I know, as long as I am entitled to that confi-
dence. I know that the magician is not pulling a rabbit out of an empty hat, and it is not
dogmatism to ignore the apparent evidence to the contrary even while admiring the
skill in producing it.

What makes for confusion is conflating knowing something and thinking that one
knows it. If knowing something entails that it is true, there cannot be evidence against
it, if that means evidence that shows it to be false. But, first, it does not follow from this
that there cannot be evidence that tells against it, and, second, it follows even less that
there cannot be evidence that seems to tell against it.

We can now also see why Harman’s proposed solution to the alleged paradox mis-
fires. He says that even if one knows that p, one should be open to evidence against p,
since that evidence may result in one’s no longer knowing p. In Sorensen’s words, he
denies that knowledge is ‘hardy.’” But this cannot be, if one can know that p only if
p- Then if I know that p and thus p is true, it does not stop being true because I
have evidence against it that purports to show that it is not. Harman is right that if I
take such evidence that shows that p is not true at face value, I no longer know that
P> as I am no longer (doxastically) justified in believing that p and, if rational, no longer
believe it. Does this mean that one should be dogmatic when presented with purported
evidence against p? Not if the argument above is sound. Even if we concede that some-
times one has access to knowing that p, it is still the fact that one thinks one knows, and
thus thinks that one is justified in believing, that p that determines one’s attitude to new
evidence. And thinking that one knows is not hardy: one can stop thinking that one is
justified in believing that p and thereby stop thinking that one knows that p even if p is
true.

To say that there is no paradox here is not to endorse dogmatism. It is only common
sense that often, though not always, if something comes one’s way that seems counter to
what one believes or thinks one knows, one should examine it and re-examine the jus-
tification one believes one has for one’s belief.” The point is that dogmatism is not
forced on one by the facts about what one’s epistemic states are. These facts can play

*Not if the new “evidence” is dwarfed by contrary evidence one already has, as in the case of testimony
(or the “evidence” of one’s own eyes) that a miracle has occurred (Hume). Nor if the matter itself is not
consequential. Life is short.
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no role in shaping one’s epistemic attitudes — these can be governed only by one’s
beliefs about one’s epistemic states. These are, of course, themselves epistemic states.
However, the supposed paradox rests on taking the first-order epistemic states they
are about as determining one’s attitude to evidence, something they cannot do.

Whether one is being dogmatic depends on whether one’s second-order beliefs
about one’s first-order states are justified. We should also bear in mind that one can
have different beliefs about one’s epistemic state. Obviously, one can think that one
does not know. But the belief that one does know can have varying strength.
One can think that one knows, one can be confident that one knows, one can be certain
that one knows and adopt different attitudes to evidence that may come to light
depending on which one thinks. If it is the first, not only is it reasonable to be open
to more evidence, it may be so to set out to find some. But even if it is the last, one
is not always entitled to refuse to consider putative new evidence against what one is
certain one knows. Whether one is or not depends on the nature of the putative evi-
dence and its relation to everything one thinks one knows. I may be certain that I
am alone in the house with the doors locked, but I cannot refuse to believe my eyes
if I find you in the kitchen in a way I can refuse to believe my eyes when the magician
appears to pull the rabbit out of the empty hat. Doing so is common sense, not dogma-
tism. So with Sorensen’s Doug. Suppose I think I know that my car is in the parking lot
but Doug tells me that he has just seen it being towed away. What should I do? It
depends. What is Doug’s track record? Is he usually reliable? Do I, absent-minded pro-
fessor that I am, sometimes forget to move the parking sticker from one car to another?
I take his testimony seriously. If he is a prankster, and I am sure I moved the sticker this
morning, I am not being dogmatic in ignoring it. Whether I actually know what I think
I know makes no difference to any of this. The putative paradox of dogmatism stems
from not seeing this.*
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