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A number of philosophers have recently defended ‘contrastivist’ theories of knowledge, according to which knowledge is a relation between at least the following three relata: a knower, a proposition, and a contrast set. I examine six arguments that Jonathan Schaffer has given for this thesis, and show that those  arguments do not favor contrastivist over a rival view that I call ‘evidentiary relativism’.  I then argue that evidentiary relativism accounts for more data than does contrastivism. 
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What contrastivism is, and shat it isn’t

Since Jonathan Schaffer coined the term ‘contrastivism’, I will take his recent definition of the thesis to be canonical.  Contrastivism, according to Schaffer, is the thesis that the knowledge relation is a relation among three independent relata:  a knower, a proposition known, and a contrast proposition.
  Contrastivism is thus opposed to the traditional ‘binary’ theory of knowledge, according to which knowledge is a relation between two relata:  a knower, and a proposition known.


Notice that contrastivism, so defined, is logically compatible with virtually any thesis about the semantics or pragmatics of knowledge attributions.  It is logically compatible with the thesis, sometimes endorsed by contextualists, that the verb ‘knows’ is an indexical.  It is logically compatible with the thesis that, in the context in which a particular knowledge ascription is made, the contrast that is picked out by that ascription is determined by thinking about that contrast.  It is logically compatible with the thesis that, in the context in which a particular knowledge ascription is made, the contrast that is picked out by that ascription is determined by the value of some other contextual variable (e.g. a contextually relevant standard of some kind).  Indeed, contrastivism is even logically compatible with such wild theses as that the verb ‘knows’ is synonymous with ‘hopes’, or that the verb ‘knows’ has no semantic value whatsoever.  So whatever view we have of the semantics or pragmatics of knowledge attributions, it will be logically compatible with contrastivism.  Of course, if we suppose that a knowledge relation holds among particular relata if and only if a particular corresponding knowledge attribution is true, then this supposition will commit us to claiming that contrastivism does have implications concerning the truth-conditions of knowledge attributions.  But this commitment is induced by the supposition just mentioned, not by contrastivism itself, as defined here.

Also notice that, for virtually any binary theory of knowledge, we can define a contrastivist analogue of that theory – indeed, many such analogues.  For example, a binary defeasibility theorist of knowledge will say:  S knows that p if and only if S believes the truth that p on the strength of adequate, undefeated evidence for p.  And so a contrastivist defeasibility theorist may say that S knows that p rather than q if and only if there is some q such that S believes the truth that p on the strength of undefeated evidence that adequately favours p over q.  Again, a binary process reliabilist will say:  S knows that p if and only if S’s true belief that p is the result of a process that reliably responds to p’s being the case.  And so a contrastivist process reliabilist may say:  S knows that p if and only if there is some q such that S’s belief that p is the result of a process that reliably distinguishes p’s being the case from q’s being the case.  Virtually any binary theory of knowledge can thus be transposed into the contrastivist key.  


Finally, notice that contrastivism is logically compatible with any version of scepticism, and also with the negation of that version of scepticism.  Contrastivism, as such, entails nothing about the extent of our knowledge – about what we do, or can, know.  


So the contrastivist can hold many different views about the extent of our knowledge, the nature of knowledge, and the semantics and pragmatics of knowledge attributions.  Nonetheless, Schaffer’s arguments for contrastivism employ premises concerning the extent of our knowledge, the nature of knowledge, and the semantics and pragmatics of knowledge attributions.  In particular, contrastivism is defended as the best explanation of a wide variety of facts concerning the extent of our knowledge, the nature of knowledge, and the semantics and pragmatics of knowledge attributions.  In this paper, I will argue that contrastivism is not the best explanation of these facts.  I will propose an alternative – and, I will argue, better – explanation of these facts, a theory I call ‘evidentiary relativism’.  Evidentiary relativism can explain all of the facts that contrastivism is alleged to explain, and more.  Schaffer’s case for contrastivism is thereby undermined.
In section II, I will describe evidentiary relativism.  In section III, I will review the arguments that Schaffer offers for contrastivism.  In section IV, I will show that these arguments do not tell against evidentiary relativism:  the evidentiary relativist can explain all of the facts that Schaffer explains by appeal to contrastivism.  In section V, I will raise a worry about whether Schaffer’s suggested contrastivist account of knowledge can do all the work it needs to do with just one argument place for contrast.  Finally, in section VI, I will argue that evidentiary relativism can explain some data that contrastivism cannot explain.  

The non-contrastivist position that I favour: evidentiary relativism  

According to evidentiary relativism, knowledge is a three-place relation between a knower (s), a proposition known (p), and an evidence rule (E).  So, although the evidentiary relativist, like the contrastivist, takes knowledge to be a three-place relation, the third relatum over and above s and p is not a contrast proposition (or any proposition, for that matter).  Rather, it is what I am calling an ‘evidence rule’.  But what is an evidence rule?  It is a rule that restricts the kinds of things that can be elements of someone’s evidence set.  For instance, here is one evidence rule:  

For any person S and any time t, S’s evidence set at t can contain nothing other than those propositions that S can know to be true by introspecting at t.  

Here is another evidence rule:

For any person S and any time t, S’s evidence set at t can contain nothing other than those propositions that ascribe perceptible properties to perceptible objects in or near S’s location at t.

And here is still another evidence rule:

For any person S and any time t, S’s evidence set at t can contain nothing other than those propositions that S can non-inferentially know to be true at t.

According to the evidentiary relativist, there is no uniquely correct evidence rule (though of course this does not imply that there are no incorrect evidence rules).  A correct evidence rule, in conjunction with various contingent facts about an epistemic agent, delivers different verdicts concerning what evidence that epistemic agent has at that time.  What evidence someone has at a time is thus relative to an evidence rule.  And, according to the evidentiary relativist account of knowledge that I will be propounding here, what someone knows at a particular time is also relative to an evidence rule.  For the evidentiary relativist, knowledge does not have the structure Kspq.  Rather, it has the structure KspE.

An example may help to convey the basic idea of this still very unfamiliar view:  Suppose that, in the course of investigating a murder, Holmes interviews people who were in the house at the time of the crime.  Now, suppose that once he’s conducted the interviews, all of the following statements are true:

(A) Holmes now seems to remember its having sounded to him as if the butler said that the maid was in the dining room when the murder took place.

(B) It sounded to Holmes as if the butler said that the maid was in the dining room when the murder took place.

(C) The butler said that the maid was in the dining room when the murder took place.

(D) The maid was in the dining room when the murder took place.

Suppose further that Holmes now knows all of (A) – (D) to be true.  Which of these truths, if any, is part of the evidence that Holmes now possesses?  Some philosophers (e.g.  Feldman 1988) think that one’s evidence at a moment is restricted to one’s conscious mental states at that moment, and so the correct answer to this question is simply (A).  Other philosophers (e.g.  Williamson 2000) think that one’s evidence at a moment includes all and only what one knows at that moment, and so the correct answer to this question is all of (A) – (D).  But according to the evidentiary relativist, the correct answer to the question ‘which of these known truths is part of the evidence that Holmes now possesses?’ is relative to an evidence rule.  Independently of any such specification (a specification perhaps given explicitly in speech or conscious thought, or perhaps determined by the silent or non-conscious operation of contextual factors, or perhaps determined in some other way altogether), the question is indeterminate, and there is no uniquely correct answer. 

So relative to some evidence rules, S’s evidence, at time t, for p, will include a very wide range of things.  But relative to other evidence rules, S’s evidence, at that same time t, for that same proposition p, will include a narrower range of things.  For instance, relative to some evidence rules, Holmes’s evidence immediately after conducting the interviews might include all of (A) - (D).  But relative to other evidence rules, Holmes’s evidence immediately after conducting the interviews might include only (A).  That is the basic idea of evidentiary relativism.  

Is there any reason to accept evidentiary relativism?  I believe there is, and I believe that comparing evidentiary relativism with contrastivism will help us to appreciate this.  Schaffer has argued for contrastivism by showing that it can explain various data, but, as I will argue below, evidentiary relativism can explain all those same data, and more.  Thus, evidentiary relativism is supported by a wider range of data than is contrastivism.

Schaffer’s arguments for contrastivism

In this section, I review the six arguments that Schaffer has given for contrastivism.  (See especially Schaffer 2005a and Schaffer 2005b.)  Before, reviewing these arguments, I should begin by stating some of the hypotheses against the background of which these arguments are offered.  I will not dwell on these background hypotheses, but rather, for the sake of argument, will concede all of them to Schaffer.    

(i) Knowledge ascriptions certify that the subject is able to answer the question relevant in the context of ascription, and thus they serve to score the progress of inquiry.  When an ascriber asserts ‘S knows that p’, the ascriber confers upon her audience an entitlement to trust S that p is the correct answer to some contextually relevant question.  Furthermore, the knowledge ascription encodes the relation to the relevant question.

(ii) A question is a set of mutually exclusive options within the common ground, i.e. the possibilities that are mutually recognized by the participants in a conversation to be possibilities.  In other words, every question is a multiple-choice question, where the choices are mutually exclusive and jointly exhaustive of the common ground.

(iii) To be able to answer a question is to have an epistemic capacity to pick the correct option from among the elements of the question (i.e.  the choices on the multiple choice slate).  

(iv) Inquiry produces knowledge by producing the ability to answer a series of questions.

(v) Perception and other knowledge-acquiring abilities are discriminatory abilities.

In considering his arguments for contrastivism, I will grant Schaffer all of (i) – (v).  (I am myself not confident about (ii) and (iii), but I will not dispute them.)  So now let’s examine the arguments for contrastivism, one by one:

Argument #1:  By (i), knowledge ascriptions certify that the subject is able to answer a particular question.  But by (ii), all questions are multiple choice questions, and by (iii), being able to answer a question involves having an epistemic ability to select the correct choice from the question’s multiple choices.  It follows that a knowledge ascription certifies that the subject is epistemically able to select the correct choice from among a question’s multiple choices.  Now, if that’s what knowledge ascriptions do, and knowledge relations are expressed by knowledge ascriptions, then a knowledge relation will have to be something of the form:  this subject is epistemically able to select this choice from among these choices.  Thus, Schaffer concludes:  ‘The contrastivist structure Kspq records the information about which question was asked, and so is the right form for the job of fingering who is able to answer.’
  

Argument #2:  By (iv), inquiry produces knowledge by producing, at each stage, the ability to answer the question at that stage.  But this means, by (ii) and (iii), that inquiry produces knowledge by producing, at each stage, the epistemic ability to select the correct choice from the multiple choices at that stage.  So the relation that is produced by each inquiry is a relation among three relata:  a knowing subject, a correct choice that the subject is able to select, and a slate of multiple choices (i.e.  the contrast).  This is what knowledge must be like, if it is produced by inquiry.

Argument #3:  The exercise of perception produces knowledge.  But perception is an ability to discriminate one’s actual situation from other possible situations.  Since knowledge is produced by the exercise of this ability, knowledge must involve discrimination of an actual situation from other possible situations.  But this is just to say that the knowing subject discriminates the truth (p) from some contrast (q).  And that is just what contrastivism says.

Argument #4:  Knowledge relations are those relations that are expressed by knowledge ascriptions.  Now, there are three kinds of knowledge ascriptions:  interrogative ascriptions (e.g.  I know what time it is), noun ascriptions (e.g.  I know the time), and declarative ascriptions (e.g.  I know that it is midnight).  And, for each of these kinds of knowledge ascription, there are three tests that indicate that the ascription is question-relative.  First, differences in the contextually relevant question affect the truth-value of the ascription.  Second, if the ascription is true, then it follows that there exists a question such that the subject knows the answer to it.  And third, if the contextually relevant question has feature F, and the knowledge ascription is true, then it follows that the subject knows the answer to an F question.  Thus, all three kinds of knowledge ascription express relations that are relative to contextually relevant questions.

Since knowledge ascriptions express a relation between a knowing subject and a contextually relevant question, and knowledge ascriptions express knowledge relations, it follows that knowledge relations are relations between a knowing subject and a contextually relevant question.

Argument #5:  By (i), knowledge involves the ability to answer a question.  This involves having a true belief as to the answer, and also having some justification for that belief.  Furthermore, the justification must be non-Gettiered, and it must be greater than the justification for a belief that a particular lottery ticket will lose.  These considerations suggest the following account of knowledge:  Kspq iff (a), p, (b) s has proof that p rather than q, and (c) s is certain that p rather than q, on the basis of (b).  If this account of knowledge is correct, then of course contrastivism is true.

Argument #6:  Epistemologists want to explain the apparent conflict of intuitions concerning the following statements:  (a) Moore knows that he has hands, (b) Moore doesn’t know that he’s not a brain-in-a-vat, but (c) If Moore doesn’t know that he’s not a brain-in-a-vat, then he doesn’t know that he has hands.  The statements are individually plausible, but appear to be mutually inconsistent.  The contrastivist can gracefully solve the paradox by saying that (c) is obviously true, (a) is true relative to the question ‘Does Moore know that he has hands rather than claws?’ (and its truth relative to this question gives (a) its plausibility), whereas (b) is true relative to the question ‘Does Moore know that he has hands rather than being a bodiless brain-in-a-vat?’ (and its truth relative to this question gives (b) its plausibility).   

These are six arguments that Schaffer marshals on behalf of contrastivism.  What I want to point out in the next section is that none of these arguments tell against evidentiary relativism.  By itself, this does not give us reason to be evidentiary relativists rather than contrastivists.  But in section VI, I’ll develop an argument that favours evidentiary relativism over contrastivism.

How evidentiary relativism can explain all the data above

So first, my response to argument #1:  Schaffer may be right to say that the contrastivist structure Kspq records information about which question was asked.  But it doesn’t follow from this that Kspq is ‘the’ right form for the job of fingering who is able to answer, for the alternative ternary structure KspE could also record information about which question was asked, so long as the values of s, p, and E jointly fix that information.  Do the values of s, p, and E jointly fix information about the question asked?  Here is an argument for an affirmative answer to this question.  

Take the set Q of questions the correct answer to which is p.  According to (ii), each question in that set is a set of multiple choices that includes p, where p is the only true member of that set.  Now, I assume that whether or not s has an epistemic capacity to pick p as the correct choice from that set of multiple choices depends just on what evidence s has.  In that case, E (in conjunction with various contingent features of s – features fixed by specifying the value of s) determines which subset Q’ of Q is such that, for each question in Q’, s knows that p is the answer to that question.  Thus, s, p, and E jointly determine Q’.  If the question asked is an element of Q’, then relative to that question, s knows that p.  Relative to any other question, s doesn’t know that p.  So s, p, and E record information about the question asked – indeed, they record just enough information about the question asked to fix it whether s knows that p or not, relative to that question.  Of course, it’s possible to record more information about the question asked, but there’s no reason why the knowledge relation itself should record any such additional information.  So KspE does not record uniquely identifying information about which question was asked, but it records just enough information about which question was asked to fix the truth-conditions of any knowledge attribution or denial that may be issued in that context.  And there’s no reason, so far as I can see, why the knowledge relation should record any more information than that about which question was asked.  Argument #1 therefore does not tell against evidentiary relativism.

Next, my response to argument #2:  We may grant what follows from (ii), (iii), and (iv), i.e.  that inquiry produces knowledge by producing, at each stage, the epistemic ability to select the correct choice from the multiple choices at that stage.  Call this the ‘inquiry thesis’.  But it doesn’t follow from the inquiry thesis that the relation produced by each stage of inquiry is a relation among just these relata:  a knowing subject, a correct choice that the subject is able to select, and a slate of multiple choices (i.e.  the contrast).  It’s compatible with the inquiry thesis that the relation produced by each stage of inquiry is a relation among these three relata instead:  a knowing subject, a correct choice, and an ability to select a correct choice from among multiple choices.  Since the last of these three relata – the ability to select a correct choice from among multiple choices – is determined by the subject’s evidence, and so by the value of E, then the inquiry thesis is compatible with knowledge having the ternary structure KspE. 

Next, my response to argument #3:  We can grant that knowledge is produced by the exercise of discriminative abilities, and that knowledge must therefore involve discrimination of an actual situation from other possible situations.  It follows from this that knowledge involves the knowing subject’s discriminating the truth (p) from some contrast or other.  But the ability to discriminate p from some contrast or other is determined by the value of E.  Therefore, argument #3 does not tell against evidentiary relativism.  

Next, my response to argument #4:  I’ll grant that all three kinds of knowledge ascriptions – interrogative, noun, and declarative – express relations obtaining among, inter alia, knowing subjects and contextually relevant questions.  And it follows from this, along with background hypothesis (ii), that all three kinds of knowledge ascriptions express relations that obtain among, inter alia, a knowing subject and a multiple choice slate.  But it’s possible to express a relation R without uniquely specifying the relata of R.  For instance, when I say that the United States is wealthier than any European nation, I thereby express a relation between the United States and France, even though I don’t mention, or otherwise specify, France.  Knowledge ascriptions also can express the holding of a relation without uniquely specifying the relata.  When we fix the value of E, we thereby fix a range of questions Q which are such that s is epistemically able to answer each member of Q with p.  Thus, even if it’s true that interrogative, noun, and declarative knowledge ascriptions all express relations among knowing subjects and contextually relevant questions, that leaves it open that they express such relations by means of expressing relations between knowing subjects and their evidence.  

Of course, Schaffer might protest that the sense in which knowledge attributions ‘express’ knowledge relations is more direct than the sense of ‘express’ that I’ve employed in my response just above.  When I say that the United States is wealthier than any European nation, I express a relation between the United States and France, but I do so only by means of expressing a more general fact.  But, the objection continues, the way in which knowledge attributions express knowledge relations is not mediated in this way.  I don’t grant the last point, and I don’t see why we ought to grant it.  I conclude that argument #4 thus does not tell against evidentiary relativism.

Next, my response to argument #5:  Let’s grant that knowledge involves having a non-Gettiered and suitably highly justified true belief concerning the answer to a question.  Given background hypothesis (ii), this once again suggests that knowledge does involve a relation between a knowing subject (s), a proposition known (p), and a contrast (q).  But since the values of E and s jointly determine precisely which values of q are elements of Q’ (the subset of questions that s can knowingly answer with p), argument #5 does not tell against evidentiary relativism.

Finally, my response to argument #6:  Suppose we grant the correctness of the contrastivist’s solution to the closure paradox.  Suppose we grant, in other words, that (c) is obviously true, (a) is true relative to the question ‘Does Moore know that he has hands rather than claws?’ (and its truth relative to this question gives (a) its plausibility), and (b) is true relative to the question ‘Does Moore know that he has hands rather than being a bodiless brain-in-a-vat?’ (and its truth relative to this question gives (b) its plausibility).  It still doesn’t follow that knowledge has the form Kspq rather than KspE, for variation in E determines which questions s can knowingly answer.  Thus, it may be that (a) is true relative to some values of E, whereas (b) is true relative to other values of E.


But I should add one more point concerning argument #6.  As I have just pointed out, if the contrastivist’s solution to the closure paradox is correct, then the evidentiary relativist can duplicate that solution.  But it’s not clear to me that the contrastivist’s solution to the closure paradox is correct.  Can Moore know that he has hands rather than claws?  No matter how precisely we specify the choices in the multiple choice slate that makes up this question, Moore’s sceptical opponent would answer the question in the negative:  she claims that Moore cannot rule out any possibility compossible with his having these handish experiences.  Can Moore know that he has hands rather than vat-images of hands?  No matter how precisely we specify the choices in the multiple choice slate that makes up this question, Moore would answer the question in the affirmative:  he can rule out every possibility on which he is a brain in a vat.  Consequently, the allegedly clear intuitive data that the contrastivist proposes to explain are not universally agreed upon:  both the sceptic and Moore would reject the intuitions that the contrastivist treats as data.  But if these intuitive data are not universally agreed upon, then why is that?  The contrastivist might be able to answer this question, but she cannot answer it by appeal to shifting contrasts, since by hypothesis the contrasts have been fixed.  So the contrastivist would need to appeal to some further mechanism to answer the question.  The evidentiary relativist, however, can answer this question by appeal to different evidence rules.  Relative to a very stringent evidence rule, Moore doesn’t even know that he has hands rather than claws.  Relative to a more generous evidence rule, Moore knows that he has hands rather than vat-images of hands.


Argument #6 presupposes a controversial account of how to solve the closure paradox.  If the account is correct, then both contrastivism and evidentiary relativism can explain that fact.  But if the account is not correct, then the evidentiary relativist is in a better position than the contrastivist to explain that fact.  We will return to this point in section VI.

I have now argued that none of the considerations that Schaffer adduces in favour of contrastivism tells against evidentiary relativism.  Of course, this doesn’t yet show that we have any reason to prefer evidentiary relativism to contrastivism.  But, as I will argue below, there is a reason to prefer evidentiary relativism to contrastivism.  Before proceeding to that argument, I’ll devote the next section to putting some pressure on the contrastivist account of knowledge that Schaffer suggests.

Does the contrastivist need to posit two contrasts and not just one?

Can a theory of knowledge make do with just one argument place for contrasts?  On Schaffer’s suggested account of knowledge: 

Kspq iff (a), p, (b) s has proof that p rather than q, and (c) s is certain that p rather than q, on the basis of (b).  

Now, what is it for s to have ‘proof that p rather than q’?  It is, according to Schaffer, to have evidence that obtains only if p is true – given that either p is true or q is true.  So, plugging in this account of proof, we get:

Kspq iff (a), p, (b) s has evidence e which is such that, given that either p or q is true, S has e only if p is true, and (c) s is certain that p rather than q, on the basis of (b).  

That is the account of knowledge to which Schaffer 2005a is committed – and it is an account that has a great deal to be said for it.  (See Fogelin 1994, Lewis 1996 and Neta 2002 for defences of very similar accounts.)

But now, let’s ask which sorts of things are part of s’s evidence?  What is it for e to be part of s’s ‘evidence set’?  Some epistemologists might respond to these questions by offering a list of psychological states that are commonly taken to constitute the possession of evidence (e.g.  perceptual states, apparent memories), or a list of kinds of propositions that are commonly taken to be included in our evidence set (e.g.  propositions about how one is being appeared to).  But what is the principle on the basis of which such lists are composed?  What is it that qualifies a particular proposition, or a particular psychological state, to be part of a subject’s ‘evidence’? 

This is not an easy question to answer, and I will not try to answer it here.  But even without answering that question, I hope that we can agree on one or another version of the following weak constraint on an answer:  For s to have some evidence e, s must at least be able to know e.  (Notice that I’ve expressed this constraint using the simple binary locution ‘s knows e’, rather than a locution that specifies a question, an evidence rule, or any other relata.  If the premises adduced above in defense of contrastivism are correct, then this formulation of the constraint will demand refinement.  I’ll soon be considering what refinements to offer.)  Evidence that you cannot know is not evidence that you can use in the rational regulation of your attitudes, and so it is not evidence that you actually do have.  So, if evidence consists of propositions, then whatever propositions count as part of s’s evidence, they are propositions that s can know to be true.  Or, if evidence consists of things rather than propositions, we can say this instead:  whatever things count as part of s’s evidence, they are things that s can know to exist.  This is a very weak constraint on what evidence one has, and it is a constraint that seems to me to be reasonable and broadly acceptable.  This constraint imposes some limit on what counts as part of your evidence set:  what counts as part of your evidence set is constrained by what you can know.  

But precisely what does this constraint amount to?  Notice that, according to Schaffer’s version of contrastivism, the interrogatives ‘can you know that p?’ or ‘can you know that you are in psychological state x?’ can be used to ask different questions.  If the interrogative sentence ‘can you know that p?’ is used to ask a determinate question, then that same question can be more explicitly asked using an interrogative sentence of the form ‘can you know that p rather than that q?’  Even fixing the value of p, this question may have different answers for different values of q.  

Now apply this point to the question ‘can s know that e?’ (let the reader fill this in as either that e is true, or that e exists, depending on her preferred account of evidence).  According to Schaffer’s version of contrastivism, this question may have different answers relative to different contrasts:  s can know, relative to some contrasts, that e, but s cannot know, relative to other contrasts, that e.  But, according to our constraint on evidence, s has evidence e only if she can know that e is true, or that e exists.  This constraint on evidence can be more or less stringent, depending on the value of the contrast relative to which the constraint is asserted.  This suggests that, by Schaffer’s own lights, our statement that ‘s has evidence e only if s can know that e is true’ or ‘s has evidence e only if s can know that e exists’ will amount to a more or less stringent constraint upon s’s evidence depending upon the implicit contrast, relative to which the constraint is asserted.  

There can thus be more and less stringent versions of the evidence constraint.  Relative to constraints of different strength, a particular subject at a particular time will have a more or less powerful evidence set, and thus be able knowingly to answer a bigger or smaller set of questions.  On this view, knowledge involves not just one contrast but two:  a first contrast between p (the proposition known) and q (its complement within the question) and a second contrast between the subject’s evidence (which is such that the subject can know it to be true, or to exist) and its complement within some restricted domain.  

Of course, the contrastivist may avoid the aforestated conclusion that knowledge requires two contrasts in any of the following three ways:  (i) by rejecting our weak constraint on evidence – that for e to be part of one’s evidence, one must be able to know e, or else (ii) by interpreting the modal auxiliary ‘can’ that occurs in that constraint in such a way that being able to know that p doesn’t inherit the alleged contrastiveness of knowing that p, or else (iii) by taking it that the contrastiveness of the constraint on evidence is not inherited by the evidence set itself (perhaps because there are other, tighter constraints on the evidence set, and these other, tighter constraints are non-contrastive, and screen off the contrastiveness of our aforementioned constraint).  I will not attempt to rebut any of these three responses here.  Each of them would have to be more fully elaborated before it could be reasonably assessed.  

So far in this section, I have sketched a case for the thesis that the contrastivist about knowledge should also be a contrastivist about evidence.  But since evidence is involved in knowledge – at least on the account of knowledge suggested above – the contrastivist position that is emerging treats knowledge as a relation involving two contrasts, and not just one.  The evidentiary relativist avoids the need for two contrasts by having a single parameter that does all the work that the two contrasts are designed to do:  namely, a parameter for the evidence rule.  What s knows depends on what evidence she has.  But what evidence does she have?  Once we specify a value for the evidence rule, we render this question determinate.  Then, given a determinate question, contingent facts about s operate to fix an answer to this question of what evidence s has, and thereby operate to fix an answer to the question of what s knows.  

In offering the arguments of the preceding section, the evidentiary relativist is committed to a view about what’s involved in s’s being able to pick a correct choice from a multiple choice slate.  The ability in question consists in s’s possession of evidence that favours the correct choice over the other choices.  Of course, we must then confront the question of what it is for evidence to favour one choice over others.  But this is a question that any comprehensive epistemological view will have to confront sooner or later, so it is not an additional cost of the evidentiary relativist view that it forces us to confront this question.  

So far, I have argued that Schaffer’s arguments for contrastivism don’t tell against evidentiary relativism.  But all I have said almost nothing so far about why we should be evidentiary relativists rather than contrastivists.  The only such comparative point I’ve made has been the very tentative point that one argument place for the evidence rule will do all the work that can be done by two argument places for contrasts.  So far, this is hardly a case in favour of evidentiary relativism over contrastivism.  But I would now like to turn to a consideration that seems to me clearly to favour evidentiary relativism over contrastivism.

Why favour evidentiary relativism over contrastivism? 

Let’s return to the closure paradox.  Recall that this paradox consists of the fact that the following statements are each individually plausible, but appear to be jointly inconsistent:  (a) Moore knows that he has hands, (b) Moore doesn’t know that he’s not a brain-in-a-vat, but (c) If Moore doesn’t know that he’s not a brain-in-a-vat, then he doesn’t know that he has hands.  The contrastivist, we noted, can gracefully solve the paradox by saying that (c) is obviously true, (a) is true relative to the question ‘Does Moore know that he has hands rather than claws?’ (and its truth relative to this question gives (a) its plausibility), whereas (b) is true relative to the question ‘Does Moore know that he has hands rather than being a bodiless brain-in-a-vat?’ (and its truth relative to this question gives (b) its plausibility).  As we noticed above, the evidentiary relativist may duplicate this contrastivist solution:  (c) is obviously true, (a) is true relative to one evidence rule, and (b) is true relative to another evidence rule.

Both the contrastivist and the evidentiary relativist can do a good job explaining why lots of people, on lots of occasions, intuitively find it false and unacceptable to assert, of someone, that she knows that she’s not a brain-in-a-vat, and these same people, on these same occasions, intuitively find it true and acceptable to assert, of someone, that she doesn’t know that she’s not a brain-in-a-vat.  The contrastivist will explain it this way:  proficient native speakers of a language are competent to evaluating the truth-conditions and assertibility-conditions of relatively simple assertions made in that language.  This competence involves the capacity to compute the contrasts that are relevant in particular ascriptions of knowledge.  By exercising this competence, and by relying on their background knowledge that people have no evidence (or at least, have insufficient evidence) to favour their not being brains-in-vats over their being brains-in-vats, they intuitively recognize an assertion of the form ‘S knows that she’s not a brain in a vat’ as false and unacceptable whenever literally asserted, and they intuitively recognize an assertion of the form ‘S doesn’t know that she’s not a brain-in-a-vat’ as true and acceptable whenever literally asserted.  

That’s how the contrastivist will explain the intuitive data.  The evidentiary relativist will explain it this way:  proficient native speakers of a language are competent to evaluating the truth-conditions and assertibility-conditions of relatively simple assertions made in that language, in particular contexts.  By exercising this competence, they recognize that, when knowledge-attributors are considering a subject’s epistemic relation to the proposition that she’s a brain in a vat, these attributors are in a context in which they can truthfully take the subject’s evidence to consist of nothing more than would be available to a brain in a vat.  But relative to this body of evidence, the subject cannot know that she’s not a brain in a vat.  Thus, these attributors intuitively recognize an assertion of the form ‘S knows that she’s not a brain in a vat’ as false and unacceptable whenever literally asserted in such a context, and they intuitively recognize an assertion of the form ‘S doesn’t know that she’s not a brain-in-a-vat’ as true and acceptable whenever literally asserted in such a context.

So both the contrastivist and the evidentiary relativist can explain the intuitive data that we’ve so far surveyed surrounding the closure puzzle.  But have we surveyed all of the intuitive data surrounding this puzzle?  It seems that we have not.  In fact, many philosophers who adopt neo-Moorean solutions to the closure puzzle seem intuitively to find it true and acceptable to say of someone that she knows that she’s not a brain-in-a-vat, and they find it false and unacceptable to say of someone that she doesn’t know that she’s not a brain-in-a-vat.  The contrastivist cannot explain these intuitive judgments by appeal to shifting contrasts.  The contrastivist must then suggest some alternative explanation of this pattern of allegedly mistaken judgments, and it is not obvious what this alternative explanation will be.  The evidentiary relativist, on the other hand, need not appeal to a different mechanism to explain these intuitive judgments than she used to explain the other intuitive judgments.  According to the evidentiary relativist, whether or not someone knows that she’s not a brain-in-a-vat depends upon what evidence she has:  does her evidence consist solely of the evidence that would be had by a brain-in-a-vat, or does it exceed that?  Relative to an evidence rule that mandates the first answer to that question, the true answer to the question ‘does she know that she’s not a brain-in-a-vat?’ is ‘no’.  But relative to an evidence rule that mandates the second answer to that question, the true answer to the question ‘does she know that she’s not a brain-in-a-vat?’ is ‘yes’.  Evidentiary relativism can thereby explain a wider class of intuitive judgments than can contrastivism.

Of course, it’s open to the contrastivist to say that the intuitive judgments permitted by the evidentiary relativist are simply the result of some kind of uninteresting confusion, and are not worthy of further explanation.  But this is not a strategy that the contrastivist should be very eager to employ against the evidentiary relativist, since recall that argument #6 for contrastivism seeks to support contrastivism precisely by showing that it can explain a variety of intuitive judgments.  If ability to explain a variety of intuitive judgments concerning cases is supposed to be a point in favour of contrastivism, then it looks to be a point that favours evidentiary relativism even more strongly.  

How is it that evidentiary relativism can accommodate a wider range of intuitive data than contrastivism can, given the similarity between the two theories?  Recall that, in responding to arguments #1 - #6 for contrastivism, we saw that the value of E fixes which questions q are such that s knows the answers to those questions.  That’s why those arguments don’t give us a reason to prefer contrastivism to evidentiary relativism.  But from the fact that fixing the value of E fixes which questions q are such that s knows the answers to those questions, it doesn’t follow that fixing which question is being asked will fix the value of E or s.  It’s by exploiting this bit of slack between q and E that evidentiary relativism gains the flexibility necessary to accommodate the variety of intuitive data surrounding the closure puzzle.  

This slack between q and E comes at a price to the evidentiary relativist.  The price is this:  the contrastivist can tell a story about how linguistic mechanisms fix the value of q in a given conversational context.  I can co-opt this story in order to say how linguistic mechanisms help to narrow down the value of E in a given conversational context.  But, by my own lights, I cannot rely on the contrastivist’s story to explain how the value of E is uniquely specific in such a context.  What additional factors enter into determining the value of E in a given conversational context?  It is important for the evidentiary relativist to answer this question.  In order to explain – and not merely be compatible with – intuitional data, the evidentiary relativist will at least have to tell some story about how features of a context fix which evidence rule is relevant in that context, just as the contrastivist has to tell a story about how features of a context fix which question is being asked in that context.  

So what additional factor(s), over and above those that fix the value of q, enter into fixing the value of E in a context?  This question is, I claim, misleading, for the factor in question is not actually additional to those factors that fix the value of q.  Rather, the factor at issue itself fixes the value of q, and also fixes the value of E.  This factor is the purposes for which the epistemic appraisal of s is undertaken.  That is, the purposes for which s is epistemically appraised fix the values of both q and E.  To see how this works, let’s look at the operation of a similar dependence in our ascriptions of abilities.  Suppose I ask you if John can run the mile in 4 minutes.  This is a yes or no question, but you might elaborate your ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer in either of the following ways:

No, the fastest John has ever run the mile is 4:20, and he would need at least a year of practice to get his time down to 4 minutes.

Yes, given his musculature and cardiovascular condition, John can run the mile in 4 minutes.

It is possible that these answers are both true.  In any case, they are mutually consistent, even though one is an affirmative answer and the other is negative.  The first answer might be what is intended by someone who gives the simple answer ‘no’, while the second answer might be what is intended by someone who gives the simple answer ‘yes’.  Which answer should you give in response to my question whether John can run the mile in 4 minutes?  It depends upon the purposes that I have in asking the question, or the purposes that you have in answering it.  For instance, if we have just been talking about whether to enter John into the mile-race next week, when we know that one of the runners has been running 4 minute miles daily for the last year, then it would be beside the point for you to offer the second of the two answers above, and it would be misleading for you to answer the question by simply saying ‘yes’.


Similarly, I claim, when we are appraising someone’s epistemic state, our purposes in making that appraisal fix the evidence rule that is relevant for that appraisal.  Suppose that I ask whether John knows that the bank is open on Saturdays.  Again, this is a yes or no question, but you might elaborate your ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer in either of the following ways:

No, banks sometimes change their hours, and John hasn’t checked to see if this bank has changed its hours in the last week.

Yes, John passed by the bank last Saturday and saw that it was open.

It is, I claim, possible that these answers are both true.  In any case, they are mutually consistent, even though one is an affirmative answer and the other is negative.  The first answer might be what is intended by someone who gives the simple answer ‘no’, while the second answer might be what is intended by someone who gives the simple answer ‘yes’.  Which answer should you give in response to my question whether John knows that the bank is open on Saturdays?  It depends upon the purposes that I have in asking the question, or that you have in answering it.  For instance, if we have just been talking about whether John can afford to risk the loss of a huge sum of money by waiting until Saturday to go to the bank, then it would be beside the point to offer the second of the two answers above, and it would be misleading to answer the question by simply saying ‘yes’.
 


Our purposes in making epistemic appraisals fix (with whatever degree of determinacy it is fixed) the evidence rule that is relevant for our appraisal.  When we consider whether S knows that p, we are considering whether S knows that p relative to the evidence rule is relevant given the purposes of our appraisal.  Of course, if our purposes in making an epistemic appraisal are to consider whether S can reasonably believe something or other, given her own purposes, then it is S’s purposes that fix the evidence rule that is relevant for our appraisal.  But even when this is true, it is still our purposes in making the epistemic appraisal that make it the case that the appraisee’s own purposes fix the value of E.  When context makes it clear enough for our purposes what the value of E is, then we don’t need to spell out the value of E explicitly when we issue our epistemic appraisals.  Thus, we typically assert or deny a sentence of the form ‘S knows that p’ or ‘S is justified in believing that p’, but the relation that we’re asserting or denying to obtain is a relation between the three relata:  S, p, and the contextually fixed E.

Conclusion

Recall that contrastivism is supposed to be motivated over binary views by the (alleged) fact that it explains various phenomena.  But I have argued that those phenomena (as well as others) are as well or better explained by evidentiary relativism, which posits a different third parameter in the knowledge relation – an evidentiary parameter.  That evidentiary parameter can do all the explanatory work that a contrast parameter was supposed to do, and more.  For instance, it can also account for the shiftiness of our intuitional data concerning the closure paradox.  Evidentiary relativism is thus a better overall explanation of the totality of data than is contrastivism.  Schaffer’s case for contrastivism is undermined.
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Notes
� Schaffer (2004: 77): ‘Contrastivism is the view that knowledge is a ternary relation of the form Kspq, where q is a contrast proposition.’ Schaffer (2005a): ‘The contrastivist says that knowledge is a ternary, contrastive relation: s knows that p rather than q.’ Contrastivism is independently defended by Johnsen (2001), Morton and Karjalainen (2003), and the introduction to Sinnott-Armstrong (2004). I focus on Schaffer’s formulation and defense of contrastivism in this paper, but a full treatment of contrastivism would of course need to be much more extensive. 


� Schaffer (2005a).


� Here, space constraints prevent me from considering four additional arguments that Schaffer (2005a) gives for the question-relativity of declarative knowledge ascriptions. Also, space constraints prevent me from going into the various anti-contextualist arguments of Schaffer (2005b). I must reserve consideration of those for another occasion.  


� The example is adapted from DeRose (1992). 
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