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Abstract  

 

This thesis develops and defends epistemic fictionalism, according to which knowledge talk is 

metaphorical. One of the distinctive features of metaphor is that metaphorical sentences have 

multiple readings: a literal (or ‘face-value’) reading and at least one metaphorical (or ‘non-face-

value’) reading. Typically, speakers who utter metaphorical sentences intend to communicate a 

content that corresponds to the metaphorical meaning. Epistemic fictionalism posits that, as is 

standard for metaphors, sentences of the form “S knows that P” admit of at least two different 

readings: a face-value (literal) reading, and a different non-face-value metaphorical reading. A 

face-value reading of sentences of the form “S knows that P” is that S is infallible with regards to 

P, and as such are always (or almost always) false at face-value. However, such sentences are not 

typically used to communicate their typically false face-value content, but some other, typically 

true metaphorical content.  

The thesis applies the methods of function-first epistemology (Craig 1990, Hannon 2019a), 

taking as a starting point the question of what knowledge talk is used for. I argue that 

understanding knowledge talk as metaphorical coheres with the function that knowledge talk 

plays, in spite of all (or most) knowledge attributions being literally false: there are advantages to 

communicating the non-face-value, metaphorical content. Another key advantage of epistemic 

fictionalism is that it explains the intuitions surrounding sceptical arguments. On the one hand, 

sceptical infallibilism is compelling because it is the correct analysis of the face-value content of 

knowledge attributions. On the other hand, sceptical infallibilism is not threatening to everyday 

knowledge attributions because it does not threaten the truth of the metaphorical content that 

knowledge attributions are typically used to express. Overall, the main aim of the thesis is to 

motivate epistemic fictionalism as a serious contender worthy of further investigation and 

development. 
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Lay Summary 

This thesis defends a novel and perhaps surprising proposal: that most talk about knowledge is 

metaphorical. On this view, sentences like, “I know that penguins eat fish”, “She knew the 

answers to all the questions on her maths test” and “I know that there is a castle in Edinburgh” 

are all metaphorical. These sentences can be interpreted either literally or metaphorically, and it 

is the non-literal metaphorical meaning that we typically try to get across when we claim to know 

something. I call this view 'Epistemic Fictionalism’. Epistemic, which is philosophy’s term for 

“relating to knowledge”; and Fictionalism, to capture the sense in which these ‘related to 

knowledge’ sentences do not aim to communicate a literal truth, but rather, a metaphorical truth.  

The thesis is thematically divided into three parts. The first part lays the groundwork by arguing 

that on a literal interpretation, sentences like “I know that there is a castle in Edinburgh” mean 

that I am infallible with regards to the question of whether there is a castle in Edinburgh. It also 

introduces the ‘function-first’ methodology used throughout this thesis, on which reflecting on 

the function or role of knowledge talk is central to investigating what the concept of knowledge 

is like. The second part develops my epistemic fictionalist view, specifying what the literal and 

non-literal readings of knowledge sentences are. In particular, I argue that knowledge talk 

functions in ways typical of metaphor, giving us good reason to think that it is in fact metaphorical. 

The final part of the thesis defends epistemic fictionalism from objections and compares it to 

other rival theories of knowledge. The main aim of the thesis is to motivate epistemic fictionalism 

as a serious contender worthy of further development. 

In a nutshell, here are the two main arguments for thinking that knowledge talk is metaphorical. 

First, knowledge talk seems to fulfil the same function that metaphorical talk serves. Metaphors 

function to make otherwise complex information easier to processes and think about. I argue 

that knowledge talk is like this, too: framing what it takes to be well informed in terms of being 

infallible confers several advantages, including allowing us to more easily reason about how well 

informed we are. Second, there is tension between what knowledge sentences mean, and what 

we use them to communicate. On the one hand, “I know that there is a castle in Edinburgh” 

intuitively means that there is no possibility of mistake. But we are fallible, and mistake is always 

possible: the castle might have been destroyed 5 minutes ago; my memory might be inaccurate, 

and I’m confusing the castle in Stirling with the Kirk in Edinburgh; or more radically, both the 

city of Edinburgh and its castle might be figments of a dream. On the other hand, surely when I 

say “I know that there is a castle in Edinburgh”, I do not intend to commit myself to the claim 

that it is impossible that the castle has just been destroyed. I just meant that I consider myself to 

be well informed on the question of whether Edinburgh has a castle – well enough informed to 

tell you about it before you visit, perhaps, but not so well informed that I think that I am infallible 

with regards to whether the castle has been destroyed 5 minutes ago. What explains this tension? 

My answer is that knowledge talk is metaphorical. Sentences like “I know that there is a castle in 

Edinburgh” have a literal meaning (i.e. I am infallible) which is typically false. But they are used 

to communicate a metaphorical meaning, which is often true (e.g. I am well informed). In this 

regard, knowledge talk is just like any other metaphorical talk. 
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Introduction 

This thesis proposes and defends epistemic fictionalism, according to which knowledge talk is 

typically metaphorical. 

One of the distinctive features of metaphor is that metaphorical sentences have multiple readings: 

a literal (or ‘face-value’) reading and at least one metaphorical (or ‘non-face-value’) reading. 

Typically, speakers who utter metaphorical sentences intend to communicate a content that 

corresponds to the metaphorical meaning. For example, there are two readings of Romeo’s 

metaphorical sentence “Juliet is the sun”: a literal reading, on which the sentence communicates 

that Juliet is a flaming ball of plasma around which planet Earth rotates; and a metaphorical 

reading, on which the sentence communicates something along the lines of Juliet is unique, 

radiant, beautiful, the object around which Romeo’s thoughts and dreams centre. It is this 

second, metaphorical content that Romeo intends to communicate, and which we as co-operative 

hearers understand him to mean. Metaphorical talk is not confined to literature. Consider this 

everyday metaphor: “we’ve come so far”. This metaphor is so ubiquitous that it might not initially 

register as metaphorical at all. But it too admits of two readings: a face-value reading, on which it 

communicates that we have physically travelled across a long distance, perhaps several miles; and 

a non-face-value metaphorical meaning, on which it communicates that we have made significant 

progress towards a shared aim, perhaps in our personal or professional lives. When this sentence 

is used metaphorically in context, co-operative hearers readily understand that the speaker 

intends to communicate something about their progress towards a shared aim, rather than 

something about physical miles travelled.  

To say that knowledge talk is metaphorical is to say that, just like “Juliet is the sun” and “we’ve 

come so far”, sentences of the form “S knows that P” admit of at least two different readings: a 

face-value literal reading and a non-face-value metaphorical reading. Just as with typical 

metaphors, it is the face-value reading that speakers typically intend to communicate, and which 

co-operative interlocutors understand them to be communicating. The general claim that 

knowledge is metaphorical is compatible with a range of different theories on what the face-value 

and non-face-value readings of sentences of the form “S knows that P”. In this thesis, I argue that 

the face-value reading is that posited by the sceptical infallibilist: that S has eliminated every 

possibility in which P, that S’s belief that P is based on evidence that entails that P, that the 

probability of P on S’s evidence is 1, and so on. However, sentences of the form “S knows that 

P” are not typically used to communicate this face-value content. I argue that the non-face-value 

metaphorical content that we do use them to communicate is tied to the function that knowledge 

plays in everyday life: perhaps, that S is a reliable informant with regards to P, that S may stop 

inquiring into whether P, that S can provide assurance as to P, and so on. Crucially, it is this 

content that sentences of the form “S knows that P” typically communicate.  

I argue that understanding knowledge talk as metaphorical makes sense of otherwise puzzling 

features of knowledge talk. One of these puzzles is the problem posed by sceptical arguments, 

and in particular by sceptical infallibilist arguments. Sceptical infallibilism is the view that the 

standards for knowledge are maximally and unattainably demanding, and therefore most 

sentences of the form “S knows that P” are false. Sceptical infallibilism seems untenable because 

it commits everyday speakers to widespread and systematic error. It is difficult to understand how 

we could be so confused regarding large swathes of our talk, and difficult to account for why such 

a demanding concept would ever have emerged and remained in circulation. Yet, sceptical 
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infallibilism is explanatorily powerful on a range of issues, and its arguments elude easy refutation. 

One of the central contributions of this thesis is a solution to this problem. On epistemic 

fictionalism, the sceptical infallibilist is correct about the face-value reading of sentences of the 

form “S knows that P”. The reason that sceptical infallibilism seems compelling and eludes 

refutation is that it is, literally, true. However, on my picture the literal truth of sceptical 

infallibilism is not disturbing or threatening, and does not commit us to widespread error. This 

is because sentences of the form “S knows that P” are not used to express their (false) face-value 

content – but some other, non-face-value content, one that is typically true. Epistemic 

fictionalism, then, diagnoses both the appeal of and resistance to sceptical arguments.  

Throughout this thesis, I apply the methods of function-first epistemology (Craig 1990, Hannon 

2019a), according to which reflecting on the function of a concept or domain of discourse 

illuminates what that concept is like, for example, what intension or extension it has. The 

arguments in this thesis are guided by reflection on the function of knowledge in multiple, but 

complementary, ways. At one level, hypotheses about the function of the concept of knowledge 

directly inform what metaphorical content I take sentences of the form “S knows that P” to 

communicate. But the role of function in my thesis goes beyond this. I argue that metaphorical 

talk in general serves a useful function: we speak metaphorically when there is some advantage 

to communicating a particular content via metaphor, as opposed to communicating it at face-

value. I then argue that knowledge talk also serves this function, giving us positive reason to think 

that knowledge talk is metaphorical. That is to say, I argue that there are key advantages to 

metaphorically framing what it takes to be a reliable informant in terms of being infallible. One 

of the main aims of this thesis is to showcase how appealing to function can inform an anti-realist 

picture of knowledge on which knowledge talk is both useful, and typically false on a face-value 

reading.  

Along the way, I also contribute towards live debates surrounding fictionalism in general. For 

example, I argue that fictionalism is better motivated when it includes an account of how the 

notion of fiction enables the target discourse to fulfil its function. I also argue that metaphor 

fictionalism is well placed to address the phenomenological objection to fictionalism. Finally, I 

use reflections on the function of a discourse domain to answer the question of how a typically 

non-face-value discourse domain derives its face-value content. The hope is that these points not 

only serve to make plausible epistemic fictionalism, but fictionalism in other areas also.  

The thesis is comprised of six chapters which (with apologies to one of my examiners, who does 

not enjoy reading chapter summaries) I now briefly outline.  

Chapter 1 is a defence of sceptical infallibilism. My epistemic fictionalist view emerges as a way 

of handling the (face-value) truth of sceptical infallibilism, and so this chapter lays out the 

motivation for epistemic fictionalism. First it outlines four popular ways of spelling out 

infallibilism about knowledge and argues that all of them generate scepticism. Then, it discusses 

some key arguments in favour of sceptical infallibilism: explaining why concessive knowledge 

attributions are infelicitous; explaining the qualitative difference between knowledge and non-

knowledge; and explaining the intuition that knowledge is closed under known entailment. It also 

spells out the sense in which scepticism is threatening, and why epistemologists have traditionally 

sought to avoid sceptical infallibilism.  

Chapter 2 introduces the function-first methodology which guides this thesis, and responds to a 

function-first objection to sceptical infallibilism. Applying function-first epistemology involves 
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investigating a concept by reflecting on what function the concept serves – on what we could not 

do, or could not do so easily, without this concept. Several function-first epistemologists have 

argued that sceptical infallibilism is incompatible with the point of knowledge, since no function 

is served by a concept that systematically fails to apply. I defend sceptical infallibilism from this 

objection, arguing that a concept or discourse domain may be functional in spite of typically being 

used in false sentences. In doing so, I motivate the broader class of anti-realist views to which 

fictionalism belongs.  

Chapters 3 introduces fictionalism as a general theory and defends five criteria that constrain a 

well-motivated fictionalist view, as well as highlighting some of the arguments generally employed 

to motivate fictionalism about a discourse domain. It then examines in detail the only other 

iteration of epistemic fictionalism currently on the market: Julianne Chung’s (2018, 2020) 

epistemic fictionalist theory. I argue that despite its many virtues, Chung’s fictionalism does not 

meet one of the five criteria for a well-motivated fictionalist theory: it does not account for the 

function of non-face-value knowledge talk. Examining Chung’s view will serve as a springboard 

from which to develop the version of fictionalism that I prefer. 

Chapter 4 develops my positive proposal, a ‘function-first’ epistemic fictionalism underpinned 

by the mechanism of metaphor frames. On this picture of epistemic fictionalism, knowledge talk 

is metaphorical talk, and is typically used to express a metaphorical content. This metaphorical 

content relates to the roles that the concept of knowledge serves. Having outlined my positive 

proposal, I highlight how it meets the five criteria for a well-motivated fictionalist theory. Then, I 

put it to work in resolving the problem presented by sceptical infallibilism. I argue that the face-

value reading of sentences of the form “S knows that P” is that posited by the sceptical infallibilist, 

which explains why sceptical infallibilism is compelling: it is, literally, true. Yet, epistemic 

fictionalism avoids the problems commonly associated with sceptical infallibilism: sentences of 

the form “S knows that P” typically communicate a true content, and so everyday speakers are 

not committed to widespread error. Finally, I explain how epistemic fictionalism retains the 

advantages of sceptical infallibilism outlined in Chapter 1. 

Chapter 5 moves on to defending epistemic fictionalism by addressing three pressing objections: 

that knowledge talk does not feel anything like a fiction; that the knowledge metaphor is so 

common that its metaphorical meaning has ‘died’ and become part of its face-value meaning so 

that knowledge talk is actually better thought of as face-value talk; and that epistemic fictionalism 

struggles to explain where knowledge talk derives its face-value content. In the course of 

answering these objections, I demonstrate two distinct ways of fleshing out epistemic fictionalism 

as either assertoric (content) fictionalism or non-assertoric (force) fictionalism.  

Finally, Chapter 6 continues the defence of epistemic fictionalism by comparing it to rival views. 

First, I compare epistemic fictionalism to three other anti-realist views: hyperbole, loose talk and 

regulative ideals. I argue that among other advantages, epistemic fictionalism better captures the 

function of knowledge talk. Then, I compare epistemic fictionalism to what I consider its main 

rivals: epistemic contextualism and sceptical pragmatic invariantism, both of which also posit that 

the sceptical infallibilist is in an important sense right about (at least one of) the meaning(s) of 

sentences of the form “S knows that P”. These views appear at first pass to generate the same 

results as epistemic fictionalism, without the burden of positing non-face-value mechanisms. In 

response, I argue that there are ‘counterpart’ ways of specifying epistemic fictionalism for both 

epistemic contextualism and sceptical pragmatic invariantism, and that these counterparts retain 
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the advantages of epistemic contextualism and sceptical pragmatic invariantism respectively, 

while additionally resolving objections to the face-value version of each view.  

The main aim of this thesis is to motivate epistemic fictionalism as a serious contender worthy of 

further investigation and development. Above all, I want to show that our everyday concept of 

knowledge could be functional, even if fictional – indeed, that it might be functional in virtue of 

being fictional. A metaphorical concept of knowledge would be no cause for despair. Quite the 

opposite, if knowledge talk turns out to be metaphorical then we have every reason to carry on 

using our functional, fictional, infallibilist concept of knowledge.  
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Chapter 1: Sceptical Infallibilism 

This thesis defends a view on which sceptical infallibilism is, in one sense, correct: sceptical 

infallibilism captures the content that sentences of the form “S knows that P” communicate if 

taken at face-value. Infallibilism about knowledge is an unpopular view among contemporary 

epistemologists. The main reason for this is that infallibilism is strongly associated with scepticism 

about knowledge, understood as the claim that all (or most) of our uttered sentences of the form 

“S knows that P” are false. Spelling out precisely how to understand infallibilism is not 

straightforward. But an initial, rough, characterisation is this: infallibilism holds that the standards 

for knowledge are maximally demanding. Because accepting infallibilism means accepting that 

the standards for knowledge are maximally demanding, epistemologists worry that accepting 

infallibilism about knowledge means accepting that scepticism is true.  

Yet, despite this, infallibilism is explanatorily powerful. In addition to capturing the intuitive sense 

in which knowing that P means that one could not be wrong about P, infallibilism explains 

otherwise puzzling data: why concessive knowledge attributions are infelicitous; why knowledge 

seems to be qualitatively different to non-knowledge; and why knowledge can be extended by 

competent deduction. One of the central themes of this thesis is that (on one level) sceptical 

infallibilism about knowledge is correct, but yet sceptical infallibilism is not threatening. The 

chapter proceeds as follows. First, I outline the type of scepticism at issue in the debate around 

infallibilism (§1.1.). Then, I canvass various formulations of infallibilism and argue that each one 

generates scepticism (§1.2.). Finally, I lay out the arguments in favour of infallibilism, with a 

particular focus on the infelicity of concessive knowledge attributions (§1.3.).  

1.1. The Threat of Scepticism   

Scepticism is the view that most sentences of the form “S knows that P” are false, and perhaps, 

that most sentences of the form “S is justified in believing that P” are also false. That a theory of 

knowledge entails scepticism is generally thought to count against it. Jim Stone writes that “a 

subtext of virtually every theory of knowledge has been to show how knowledge is possible or, at 

the least, to avoid an account that delivers us unto the skeptic” (2000:527). Indeed, Scepticism 

finds few adherents among contemporary epistemologists
1

, who tend to regard the truth of the 

sceptic’s conclusion as “intellectually disastrous” (Pritchard 2008:39), “depressing and 

impractical” (Hannon 2019b:143) and “wholly unacceptable” (Williams, 2004:457). If 

infallibilism generates the conclusion that we know nothing or very little, then this is generally 

considered a good reason to reject it.  

Following Hilary Kornblith (2000:25-6), we can distinguish between two broad types of 

scepticism. ‘High-standards’ sceptics hold that the standards for knowledge are so demanding as 

to go unmet in almost every context in which knowledge attributions are typically made. One way 

of being a high-standards sceptic is to hold that knowing a proposition P (e.g. ‘I have hands’) 

requires ruling out every possibility in which P, including remote possibilities and possibilities 

                                                
1

   See Stroud (1984), Stone (2000), Schaffer (2004), Cappelen (2005), Davis (2007) Dodd (2011), Bonjour 

(2010) Stoutenburg (2021) and Rinard (2021) for scepticism-friendly exceptions. 
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that no obtainable piece of evidence would suffice to rule out (e.g. ‘I am a handless brain in a vat 

being systematically deceived’). Another way of being a high-standards sceptic is to think that 

knowing a proposition P requires that one’s justification for (or evidence for, or reason to believe) 

P entails the truth of P. However the details are fleshed out, on high-standards scepticism most 

of our knowledge attributions turn out false. However, the high-standards sceptic allows that 

although no belief amounts to knowledge, some beliefs nevertheless score more highly than 

others on other epistemic measures. For example, the high-standards sceptic can allow that some 

beliefs are more justified, more warranted, or better supported by evidence when compared to 

other beliefs. In contrast to high-standards scepticism, ‘full-blooded’ (Kornblith 2000:27) or 

‘evidential’ (Rinard 2021:2) scepticism holds that in addition to lacking knowledge, we also “have 

no degree of justification whatever for [our] claims about the external world. None.” (Kornblith 

2000: 26). That is to say, for the full-blooded sceptic, no belief is epistemically better off than any 

other – no belief is more justified, enjoys more warrant, or is better evidenced than any other.  

This thesis is concerned with high-standards scepticism. Some philosophers find high-standards 

scepticism to be uninteresting and unthreatening. Hannon, for example, writes that “as soon as 

we admit that some beliefs are epistemically better than others, scepticism loses its teeth” 

(2019b:154); Butchvarov writes that “the interesting sort of skeptic is not the one who denies that 

we know what we think we know but the one who denies that we have good (or even any) reasons 

for believing what we think we are justified in believing” (1970:59); and Kornblith writes that 

high-standards scepticism is a “wholly trivial and uninteresting position” (2000:27).  

I agree that full-blooded scepticism is the more threatening of the two positions, since it threatens 

not only out intuitive knowledge attributions, but epistemic evaluation as a whole: our intuitive 

judgements that a given belief is supported by evidence, or likely to be true, or sufficiently 

motivated given the context, and so on. I do however disagree that high-standards scepticism is 

harmless and unthreatening. For high-standards scepticism embroils everyday users of 

knowledge discourse in widespread and systematic error. If most of our knowledge attributions 

go unmet, then large swathes of the sentences that we take to be true are actually false. Either we 

are mistaken about the meaning of the word ‘knows’, and thus systematically deceived about the 

meaning of perfectly ordinary sentences; or we are mistaken about our epistemic position, 

mistakenly believing ourselves to be better epistemically positioned than we in fact are. Neither 

consequence is desirable. Furthermore, as Hannon (2015) points out, the problem isn’t limited 

to the English language term ‘knows’: equivalent concepts feature in every language, and are used 

in comparable ways. The truth of high-standards scepticism, then, would not only have as a 

consequence that users of the English word ‘knows’ and its cognates are mistaken about meaning 

or strength of epistemic position, but more generally that almost all language users are so 

mistaken
2

. Finally, many epistemologists have argued that knowledge is the norm of assertion
3

 

and practical reasoning
4

. On these views, one may assert that P and act on P only one knows that 

P. If this is right, then the truth of scepticism would mean that the norms of assertion and practical 

                                                
2

 In supporting this point, Hannon cites Goddard (2010) and Haspelmath and Tadmor (2009) 
3

 See for example Unger (1975), Williamson (2000), DeRose (2002), Reynolds (2002), Adler (2002), 

Schaffer (2008), Jackson (2012), Turri (2016) and Mentha (2016). 
4

 Fantl and McGrath (2002), Hawthorne (2004), Stanley (2005), and Hawthorne and Stanley (2008) 
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reasoning are systematically violated. Scepticism would threaten not only our knowledge 

attributions, but assertions in general, and practical reasoning also. Thus high-standards 

scepticism is threatening in the sense that it threatens to commit everyday language users to 

widespread error and norm violation. 

Finally, both friends and foes of infallibilism tend to agree that “fallibilism appears to have carried 

the day in epistemology” (Reed 2013:410) due to its strong association with scepticism. Critics 

object that infallibilism entails scepticism; scepticism is to be rejected; and therefore, infallibilism 

is also to be rejected. Famously, Cohen (1988:91) writes that “the acceptance of fallibilism in 

epistemology is virtually universal [and] derives from the widely held view that what we seek in 

constructing a theory of knowledge is an account that squares with our strong intuition that we 

know many things”. This diagnosis is close to consensual. More recently, it is explicitly echoed 

by Dodd (2011:669), who writes that “most contemporary epistemologists will want to reject 

infallibilism, because they think infallibilism leads to scepticism, a fact which they think provides 

a reductio of infallibilism.”; by Brown (2018:2) who says that “Fallibilism was the default view in 

epistemology for much of the twentieth century. For, many thought that endorsing fallibilism was 

the only way to avoid scepticism about knowledge”; and by Fratantonio, who writes that 

“infallibilism about knowledge has a bad reputation for it is often thought to easily lead to 

scepticism” (2021:1307). That scepticism is widely regarded as the cause of the widespread 

adoption of fallibilism is testament to how threatening scepticism is: scepticism is so threatening 

that any theory of knowledge that appears to entail it is to be rejected. But if infallibilism about 

knowledge does indeed entail scepticism, it entails high-standards scepticism, not full-blooded 

scepticism. That the standards for knowledge are maximally demanding carries no prima facie 

entailment as to whether any of our beliefs are epistemically better off than any others; for 

example, on whether any of our beliefs are better supported by evidence, or more justified. Say 

that infallibilism about knowledge is correct, and the standards for knowledge are maximally 

demanding: it may well still be the case that beliefs can be more or less justified, or can 

approximate knowledge to a closer degree than others, and so on. High-standards scepticism, 

then, is a threatening view: so threatening that many epistemologists have taken it as sufficient 

cause to wholesale reject sceptical infallibilism.  

1.2. What Infallibilism Is 

Despite the almost universal endorsement of fallibilism (or, as Reed 2002:143 suggests, “perhaps 

because of it”), there is no consensus on how best to characterise infallibilism and fallibilism. 

Most epistemologists seek to preserve the intuition that the infallibilist’s concept of knowledge is 

based on evidence that entails the truth of what is known, or is incompatible with the possibility 

of error. In contrast, fallibilism is typically described as the denial of this thesis. Fallible 

knowledge can be acquired even in absence of evidence that guarantees the truth of what is 

known, or even if there are un-eliminated possibilities of error. 

Here are four mainstream formulations of infallibilism; fallibilism is the denial of the infallibilist 

claim:  



18 

 

ENTAILMENT:  If S knows that P then S’s knowledge that P is based on evidence 

that entails P. 

RULING OUT:  If S knows that P then S has ruled out every possibility in which 

P  

PROBABILTY 1:  If S knows that P, then the probability that P on S’s evidence is 1 

CERTAINTY:  If S knows that P, then S is certain that P
. 5

  

I now briefly discuss each type of infallibilism, arguing that each one, in at least one natural 

iteration, generates scepticism.  

1.2.1. Entailment Infallibilism  

Many epistemologists formulate the distinction between fallibilism and infallibilism as the 

distinction between whether knowledge requires truth-entailing evidence. In a nutshell, the idea 

is that for the infallibilist, knowledge that P requires that one’s evidence for P entail the truth of 

P. For example, Feldman characterises fallibilism as the view that “it is possible for S to know 

that P even if S does not have logically conclusive evidence to justify believing that P”; Stanley 

(2005:127) defines fallibilism as “the doctrine that someone can know that p, even though their 

evidence for p is logically consistent with the truth of not-P”; Littlejohn (2011:603) likewise writes 

that “[f]allibilists think it’s possible for you to know that p is true even if your evidence for 

believing p does not entail that p is true”; and Brown (2018:41) characterises infallibilism as the 

view that “one can know that p only if one’s evidence for p entails that P”.
6

 

Key to entailment infallibilism, then, is the notion of evidence. Depending on how we understand 

the requirement that S’s evidence entails P, we’ll end up with radically different conceptions of 

infallibilism. If we understand evidence along internalist lines to capture S’s subjective 

experiences, then the entailment infallibilist requirement is that S be able to distinguish the 

experience of P from the experience of P, for any P possibility. If however we understand 

evidence along the lines suggested by Williamson (2000), then the entailment infallibilist 

requirement is the requirement that knowing that P demands that P must be entailed by S’s 

evidence.  

At least in its internalist guise, entailment infallibilism straightforwardly generates scepticism. To 

know that P, S’s evidence must entail that P: but for any proposition P, it is possible to generate 

a proposition that is compatible with S’s evidence and compatible with some P possibility. 

Sceptical hypotheses are the paradigmatic example of this phenomenon. On one way of 

                                                
5

 1 is the formulation used by Lewis (1996) and Pritchard (2005). For 2, see Stanley (2005), Cohen (1988), 

Dougherty (2011), Neta (2011) and Brown (2018) among many others. For 3, see Williamson (2000), 

Littlejohn (2008), Dodd (2011), and Fratantonio (2021). For 4, see Descartes (1641) and Unger (1971, 

1975).   

6

 Other formulations of fallibilism along these lines include Cohen (1988), Brueckner (2005), Dutant 

(2007), Dougherty (2011), Neta (2011), Reed (2012) and Brown (2018), among many others.  
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constructing sceptical arguments, the sceptic raises a possibility which is compatible with S’s 

evidence (for example, that she is a handless brain in a vat being stimulated into having 

experiences as if of the external world), but incompatible with the proposition that she claims to 

know (for example, that S has hands). If our evidence for P does not entail the truth that P then, 

according to entailment infallibilism, we fail to know that P – and scepticism ensues
7

.  

As discussed, this way of understanding entailment infallibilism hinges on its internalist reading. 

If we understand evidence as being comprised of the propositions that S knows, then entailment 

infallibilism need not yield scepticism. For on these ‘knowledge views’ of evidence, what counts 

as one’s evidence is not one’s subjective experience as if of sitting at a desk writing, but that one 

is sitting at the desk writing. It is thus not challenging to acquire evidence that entails the 

proposition that one knows. If one can possess lots of infallibilist knowledge, then scepticism is 

avoided. Indeed, adopting the knowledge view of evidence on all four of these versions of 

infallibilism avoids scepticism. I return to the question of non-sceptical externalist infallibilism at 

the end of this chapter.  

1.2.2. Ruling Out Infallibilism 

Epistemologists who draw the divide in the manner formulated by ruling out infallibilism include 

Lewis (1996) and Pritchard (2005). Pritchard defines infallibilism as “the thesis that, roughly, for 

an agent to know a proposition that agent must be able to eliminate all error-possibilities 

associated with that proposition” (2005:218). And Lewis defined his infallibilist starting point as 

the thesis that “S knows proposition P iff P holds in every possibility left uneliminated by S's 

evidence” (1996:551) to contrast with fallibilism, which legitimises statements such as “[h]e 

knows, yet he has not eliminated all possibilities of error” (1996:550).  

What does it mean to say that S has ruled out every possibility in which P? First, there are two 

ways of reading the requirement that a possibility be ‘ruled out’. One is the demand for reflective 

ruling out, so that S is reflectively aware of which propositions she has eliminated. This principle 

is a version of the now unpopular internalist demand that knowledge be ‘luminous’ (Williamson, 

2000), ‘transparent’ (Pritchard, 2001) or ‘directly before consciousness’ (Fumerton, 1990:64). To 

say that knowledge is luminous or transparent is to say that an agent is always able to discern, by 

reflection alone, that she knows that P. This version of ruling out infallibilism straightforwardly 

generates scepticism. On the plausible assumption that it is always possible to construct a 

possibility which S cannot eliminate but which is incompatible with the would-be-known 

proposition, then one is never in a position to eliminate every possibility. Returning to sceptical 

scenarios, according to the ruling out infallibilist, that S cannot rule out the possibility that she is 

a brain in a vat means that S cannot acquire any knowledge about the external world
8

.  

In contrast, the non-reflective version holds that ruling out is a function of what S knows, 

irrespective of whether this knowledge is accessible to S. On this way of spelling out the view, 

that S must rule out all possibilities that P in order to know that P is trivial: to say that there are 
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 This iteration of infallibilism is what underpins sceptical arguments from underdetermination (Smith 

2022, Brueckner 1994).  
8

 This way of thinking about infallibilism underpins closure-based sceptical arguments (see §1.3.4.). 
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possibilities left uneliminated by S’s evidence is just to say that these possibilities are compatible 

with S’s knowledge. Put differently, if S doesn’t know that P, then P is not ruled out for S.  

1.2.3. Probability 1 Infallibilism  

Probability 1 infallibilism has recently received revived attention. Probability 1 infallibilism 

characterises infallibilism as the thesis that “[i]f a subject S knows P, then the epistemic probability 

of P for S is 1 (PSP = 1)” (Dodd 2011:665). Probability 1 infallibilism has been defended by 

Williamson (2000), Littlejohn (2008), Dodd (2011), and Fratantonio (2021), of which only Dodd 

(2011) takes probability 1 infallibilism to generate scepticism.  

Dodd understands the relevant notion of epistemic probability as being relative to S’s epistemic 

situation, which he cashes out in terms of S’s evidence
9

. If, relative to S’s evidence, there is an 

epistemic possibility that P, then the probability of P is less than 1. Therefore for Probability 1 

infallibilism if, relative to S’s evidence, there is an epistemic possibility that P, then S does not 

know that P. The “crucial assumption” (Dodd 2011:667) in the argument is that epistemic 

possibility is a function of the agent’s knowledge:  “P is epistemically possible for S only if S 

doesn’t know the contradictory of P to be true”. So: according to the Probability 1 infallibilist, 

for S to know that P requires that P not be epistemically possible for S; which in turn requires 

that S know P.  

Here is how Probability 1 infallibilism generates scepticism: for almost all of the propositions 

that we take ourselves to know, unless P is entailed by S’s evidence, then there will be some non-

0 probability that P given S’s evidence. For example, unless S’s evidence that she has hands 

entails that she has hands, then there will be some probability, given S’s evidence, that S does not 

have hands. The probability for S that she has hands will be, given her evidence, high (99.99%, 

say) but nevertheless it will be less than 1. Given this, on Probability 1 infallibilism, we don’t know 

many of the propositions that we take ourselves to know.  

1.2.4. Certainty Infallibilism  

The certainty requirement attributed to Descartes (1641), Unger (1971, 1975) and, to an extent, 

Moore (1959) is standardly understood as an infallibility requirement. There are two ways of 

understanding ‘certainty’: psychological certainty and epistemic certainty. Psychological certainty 

is supposed to capture one’s internal subjective feeling of maximal confidence in the truth of 

their belief. In contrast, epistemic certainty is an epistemic property of beliefs. S is epistemically 

certain that P if S knows (or is in a position to know) that P, and if S’s belief that P is formed “on 

the basis of evidence that gives one the highest degree of justification for one’s belief” (Stanley 

2008:35). Epistemic certainty is typically accompanied by psychological certainty, but need not 

be.  

On Psychological Certainty Infallibilism, if S knows that P then S feels maximally confident that 

her belief that P is true. Psychological Certainty Infallibilism does not entail scepticism, or at a 
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 More carefully, Dodd is open to understanding ‘epistemic situations’ in terms of evidence.  
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minimum is does not logically entail scepticism. For whether it is possible to feel maximally 

confident in one’s beliefs is an empirical question to be answered through investigations into our 

attitudes and dispositions, and it may well turn out that such an attitude is possible. 

Unsurprisingly, no contemporary epistemologist defends Psychological Certainty Infallibilism (as 

far as I am aware). After all, psychological certainty just does not seem to reliably track strength 

of epistemic position, undermining the rationale for such a requirement on knowledge. For 

example, many think that the student in Radford’s (1966) case does not fail to know the date of 

the battle of Hastings, even if during the test he doubts his own memory. And although these are 

not counter-examples to the psychological certainty requirement as I have formulated it, a tea-

leaf’s reader or blackjack player’s maximal psychological confidence is clearly no gauge at all as 

to whether their belief amounts to knowledge, putting further pressure on the rationale for such 

a requirement
10

.  

Unger (1971, 1975) uses psychological certainty as the basis of an epistemic certainty requirement 

on knowledge. Unger argues that knowledge licences (psychological) certainty, so that if S knows 

that P then A is entitled to be (psychologically) certain regarding P. This is because for Unger 

‘certainty’ is an absolute term, like ‘empty’ or ‘flat’. If a room is empty then it is not at all 

populated, if a surface is flat then it is not at all flat, and if a proposition is certain then it is not at 

all doubtful. Further, certainty is the attitude in which one is prepared to gamble on P at any 

stakes and, more importantly, to dismiss any future possibility in which the known proposition is 

false. However, Unger goes on to argue that certainty is never warranted: so long as there is a live 

possibility of error, then it is possible for a proposition to be less doubtful.  

Unger’s argument proceeds as follows: 

 U1. If I know that P, I am entitled to be certain that P 

 U2. I am not entitled to be certain that P 

 UC. Therefore, I don’t know that P. 

Unger-style infallibilism, then, is ultimately a version of Ruling Out Infallibilism, according to 

which if there are uneliminated error possibilities, then one is not warranted in feeling certain 

that P. Since it error possibilities are never completely eliminated, certainty is never warranted, 

and scepticism follows.    

                                                
10

 Nevertheless, I think that psychological certainty infallibilism is the right reading of Descartes’ 

requirement on knowledge, combined with Descartes’ view that (a) rational beings can reliably detect 

error possibilities and (b) contemplating error possibilities destroys psychological certainty. (a) captures 

the rationalist ideal that if we are sufficiently rational, we can clearly and distinctly see truth and avoid 

error. For Descartes, psychological doubt acts as a gauge in rational agents, detecting the possibility of 

error and alerting us to the absence of knowledge. See Cunning (2009) for a defence of the claim that 

Descartes understood the sufficiently rational agent as being able to identify, and so avoid, error. 



22 

 

1.2.5. We’re not all fallibilists now   

I have tried to sketch out how various formulations of infallibilism generate scepticism. All of 

these views try to capture the intuitive everyday sense in which knowing that P means that S could 

not be wrong about P. As discussed, many epistemologists take infallibilism’s sceptical 

implications to speak decisively against it. Nevertheless, it is important not to overstate the extent 

to which “we are all fallibilists now” (Siegel 1997:164). As McGlynn rightly points out, although 

in 1988 Cohen could confidently write about the universal acceptance of fallibilism, nowadays 

“things look decidedly different” (2019). Infallibilism has indeed enjoyed somewhat of a 

resurgence since 1988, in large part owed to the introduction of approaches which seek to divorce 

infallibilism from scepticism. The two most popular examples include epistemic contextualism, 

with its promise of avoiding both “the rock of fallibilism and the whirlpool of scepticism” (Lewis 

1996:550); and more recently, evidential externalist views which employ what Jessica Brown 

refers to as a “generous conception of evidence” (2018:1, 3-4) on which knowledge that P is 

based on factive evidence that P. The question of whether these new theories entail scepticism 

takes centre stage in the revived fallibilism-infallibilism debate, with fallibilists insisting that the 

new infallibilist theories do not avoid scepticism – or at least, that they avoid it only at unbearable 

cost (Brown 2018), and defenders of new versions of infallibilism arguing that their infallibilism 

does not also commit them to scepticism
11

.  

A discussion of externalism and internalism goes beyond the scope of this thesis, which focuses 

on non-externalist versions of infallibilism. I welcome the externalist-driven revival of 

infallibilism. It has breathed new life into what had been previously regarded as a closed debate, 

and has succeeded in making externalist anti-sceptical infallibilism a reasonably uncontroversial 

position. But sceptical infallibilism remains as unpopular as it ever was, and sceptical 

consequences are still viewed by anti-sceptical (externalist) infallibilists and fallibilists alike as a 

serious reason to reject sceptical infallibilism. It therefore is surely of interest, for both anti-

sceptical externalist infallibilists and fallibilists, if it can be shown that sceptical infallibilism need 

not be threatening. That is the aim of this thesis. I will not, therefore, have much to say about 

anti-sceptical externalist infallibilism; my main interlocutors are anti-sceptical fallibilists (for 

example, chapter 5 addresses loose talk and exaggeration views; chapter 6 addresses 

contextualism and non-sceptical invariantism). Nevertheless, I hope that the arguments raised in 

this thesis might be of interest to infallibilists of all stripes, anti-sceptical ones included.  

1.3. Arguments for Infallibilism  

I now turn to a defence of sceptical infallibilism (henceforth, just ‘infallibilism’), by arguing that 

infallibilism better explains three otherwise puzzling features of knowledge: why concessive 

knowledge attributions of the form “I know that it’s raining, but it might not be raining” sound 

infelicitous; why knowledge is qualitatively different from nearly-knowledge; and why knowledge 

can be extended via the principle of closure. More attention is given to what I consider to be the 

most persuasive argument for infallibilism: that fallibilism is incompatible with standard accounts 
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 See for example Williamson (2000), Dutant (2007), Booth (2017), Venturinha (2020), Fratantonio 
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of epistemic modality, and hence the concessive knowledge attributions licenced by fallibilism 

sound infelicitous. I consider the response that knowledge admits of degrees, before more briefly 

discussing the two other features of knowledge that infallibilism is well placed to explain.  

1.3.1. Epistemic Possibility and CKAs 

To my mind, the most persuasive argument for infallibilism is that fallibilism is incompatible with 

standard accounts of epistemic modality (Dodd 2011, Reed 2013, Anderson 2014, Climenhaga 

2021). On standard accounts of epistemic modality, operators ‘might’ and ‘must’ quantify over 

epistemic possibilities, where epistemic possibilities are possibilities compatible with an agent’s 

knowledge. These operators mark the necessity (‘must’) or possibility (‘might’) of a proposition, 

relative to some body of knowledge
12

. The standard account of epistemic modality holds that if 

“P must be the case” for S, then P is entailed by S’s evidence; and if “P might be the case” for S 

then P is not entailed by S’s evidence. If P might be the case for S, then P is compatible with S’s 

knowledge. Operators quantify over epistemic possibilities, which are the possibilities compatible 

with an agent’s knowledge. If ‘it might be that P’ is true for S then it is epistemically possible for 

S that P. If ‘it might be that P’ is false for S, then it is epistemically impossible for S that P. This 

can be put more formally in the following principles: 

Epistemic Possibility (EP): P is epistemically possible for S only if S does not know 

that P. 

And by contraposition:  

Epistemic Impossibility (EI): If S knows that P, then P is not epistemically possible 

for S.                                     

These two logically entailed principles are widely accepted. Explicit formulations include: 

Whenever a speaker S does or can truly assert that ‘It’s possible that P is false’, S 

does not know that P.    (DeRose, 1991:596)
13

 

It is possible that P for S at t (There is a chance that P for S at t) iff P is consistent 

with what S knows at t.    (Hawthorne, 2004:24)  

It is possible for A that P is true if and only if what A knows does not, in a manner 

that is obvious to A, entail not-P.  (Stanley, 2005:128) 

Where it is not explicitly stated, this reading is often implicit. It is also highly intuitive, an intuition 

supported by the infelicity of so-called concessive knowledge attributions, or CKAs (Rysiew, 

2001). These are expressions of the form ‘I know P, but it might be that P’ or ‘I know P, but it 
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 Kratzer (1977, 1981, 1991), based on Kripke (1963) and Hintikka (1962). See also Copeland (2002). 
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DeRose calls this ‘Moore’s Principle’ and takes it to be a constraint on EP. The full definition is: It is 

possible that P is true if and only if (1) no member of the relevant community knows that P is false, and 

(2) there is no relevant way by which members of the relevant community can come to know that P is 

false. 
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is possible that Q’ where Q entails P in a manner obvious to S. The following sentences, for 

example, are infelicitous and even a charitable interlocutor would struggle to interpret the 

speaker’s intended meaning: 

“I know that Alana committed the murder, but it’s possible that she didn’t” 

“It’s possible that Belle is in her office, but I know that Belle’s in the garden” 

 

The standard account of epistemic modality given above easily explains why such CKAs are 

infelicitous: they contradict EP
14

. The ‘possible’ here is naturally understood as expressing 

epistemic, rather than logical or metaphysical possibility. If it’s possible for me that Belle is in 

her office, then by EP I cannot know a proposition incompatible with the proposition that Belle 

is in her office, including the proposition that Belle is in the garden. Furthermore, this way of 

understanding epistemic modals coheres with the function that employing such modals serves in 

everyday life. As Dodd (2011:668) puts it, “though the expression ‘epistemic possibility’ is a 

philosopher’s invention, the concept of epistemic possibility plays an important role in everyday 

thinking”, namely, to describe one’s epistemic situation. Sentences such as “Belle might be in 

her office” describe something about the speaker and her epistemic situation, rather than 

something about Belle. They serve the function of explicating what possibilities, relative to the 

agent’s knowledge, are left open. 

Fallibilism is incompatible with the two epistemic possibility principles on all four of the 

characterisations outlined above. Ruling Out fallibilism most obviously conflicts with EI, for it 

says that S can know that P, even though S has not ruled out some possibilities in which P. But 

to say that S has not ruled out some possibilities in which P is just to say that P is epistemically 

possible for S. That S can know that P despite some P possibilities being epistemically possible 

for S is in contradiction with EI. To endorse Ruling Out fallibilism is thus to reject EI. As 

discussed, Certainty infallibilism, where certainty is understood as epistemic certainty, is a version 

of Ruling Out infallibilism. On the flipside, certainty fallibilism so understood is a version of 

ruling out fallibilism, and so is likewise incompatible with EI.  

Entailment Fallibilism is also incompatible with these principles. The entailment fallibilist holds 

that S can know that P, even if S’s evidence does not entail that P. That is to say, the entailment 

fallibilist holds that S can know that P, even if some P possibility is compatible with S’s evidence.  

This is in tension with EI, according to which if S knows that P, then P is not possible for S 

given S’s evidence. Dodd (2011) argues that Probability 1 infallibilism is also straightforwardly 

incompatible with the two epistemic possibility principles. Here is a plausible assumption about 

probability: if there is a non-zero probability that P, then P is possible. This principle holds across 

domains (with both the probability and possibility being in the same domain): if the laws of 

physics assign a non-zero probability relative to physical probability space to the physical 

possibility that my cup of coffee will spontaneously combust, then it is physically possible that my 

cup of coffee will spontaneously combust. And if one’s epistemic situation assigns a non-zero 

probability to the possibility relative to epistemic space that Belle is in her office, then it is 
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epistemically possible that Belle is in her office. If the probability for S that P is non-zero, then 

P is epistemically possible for S. Contraposing this principle gives us: if P is not epistemically 

possible for S, then the probability for S of P is zero – and therefore, the probability for S of P 

is 1. This assumption, when combined with EI, yields infallibilism. For EI says that if S knows 

that P, then P is not epistemically possible for S. And the assumption now says that if P is not 

epistemically possible for S, then the probability of P for S is 1. It follows by modus ponens that 

if S knows that P, then the probability of P for S is 1.  

Infallibilism in all four forms, then, can explain the infelicity of CKAs: provided that the operators 

in CKAs quantify over epistemic space then CKAs are infelicitous for the simple reason that they 

are false. If I know that Alana committed the murder, then it is not epistemically possible that 

she didn’t. And if it’s epistemically possible that Belle is in her office, then I do not know that 

Belle is in the Garden. Infallibilism coheres with the widespread understanding of epistemic 

modals captures by EI and EP, and as a result preserves the everyday sense in which epistemic 

modals serve the function of describing what is epistemically possible from the agent’s epistemic 

perspective.  

1.3.2. Knowledge does not admit of degrees 

One fallibilist solution is to abandon the traditional absolutist view of knowledge and to instead 

understand both knowledge and epistemic possibility so that they admit of degrees. Baron Reed 

(2013) defends such a fallibilist account. On Reed’s view, epistemic possibility is governed by 

epistemic certainty, rather than (any degree of) knowledge. If P falls short of being certain for S, 

P is an epistemic possibility for S. All fallibilist accounts allow that one can clear the threshold 

for knowing a proposition while falling short of certainty. Reed takes this to suggest that there are 

many knowledge relations between the bare minimum needed for knowledge and the maximum 

needed for certainty. Here is how Reed (2013:52, original italics) puts the point: 

Once we recognize that we can talk about knowledge without using ‘knows’, it 

becomes clear how many different ways there are of doing this. In addition to being 

pretty sure of something, we can also be very sure or highly confident. We can take 

something as having been established beyond a reasonable doubt or beyond the 

shadow of a doubt. These different comparative terms allow us to refer to our 

epistemic positions in ways that are more fine-grained than simple knowledge 

attributions. In some cases, moreover, we do so by setting both upper and lower 

bounds to the strength of our justification: “I’m not certain about it, but I am pretty 

sure. 

For Reed, this explains why S can have fallible knowledge that P while P remains epistemically 

possible for S: P is epistemically possible according to a higher degree of knowledge than the 

one that S currently bears in relation to P. Furthermore, Reed argues that admitting of degrees is 

not unique to knowledge. There are many shades of blue one of which is teal. Ordinarily, if x is 

teal then x is also blue. But there are some cases, for example when choosing a specific team’s 

sports jersey, where one may felicitously utter “that’s not blue – it’s teal!”, where the speaker’s 

intention fixes ‘blue’ as ‘standard blue’. Reed argues that just as ‘it’s blue’ can be false of a jersey 
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while ‘it’s teal’ is true, so the more general use of ‘knows’ in a sentence can make the sentence 

false, while a more specific instance – such as ‘pretty sure’ –  would make the sentence true. Reed 

concedes that ‘knows’ appears to capture an absolute relation, but argues that the appearance of 

absoluteness is a linguistic convention and not a reflection of whether the knowledge relation 

actually is absolute. 

In chapter 6 (§3.3), I suggest that Reed’s view gets something fundamentally right: there are some 

situations in which knowledge attributions are used to communicate some other epistemic 

relation (e.g. psychological certainty or being supported by good evidence). However, unlike 

Reed, I do not think that these relations are part of the literal meaning of ‘knows’, but rather are 

communicated in virtue of sentences of the form “S knows that P” coming equipped with a non-

literal meaning. On my view, knowledge does not come in degrees. 

Indeed, there is an important disanalogy between Reed’s leading example of blue and knowledge: 

when the speaker utters “it’s not blue – it’s teal!” a charitable interlocutor might understand the 

speaker as denying that the jersey is specific shade of blue, as opposed to misunderstanding them 

as denying that the jersey is blue (general term). But once the interlocutor has accepted that the 

jersey in question is in fact teal, we would interpret them as being incompetent with the word 

‘teal’ if they continued inquiring into the question of whether it is also blue (general term). The 

challenge “ok, it’s teal - but is it blue?” is infelicitous to a competent user of the concept teal. In 

contrast, if I claim to be pretty sure that the party starts at 9pm, the challenge “Ok, you’re pretty 

sure – but do you know?” is perfectly felicitous, and would not be interpreted as incompetence 

with either epistemic term. This suggests that knowledge is not a general term denoting different 

degrees.  

There is a more serious reason to deny that knowledge comes in degrees: understanding 

knowledge as an absolute term best explains the very CKAs that Reed takes to support the 

knowledge degrees thesis. Reed argues that the ambiguity of the term ‘knows’ explains CKAs in 

virtue of the speaker’s intention fixing which degree of knowledge she is referring to in each 

instance. Sometimes, the speaker uses different meanings of ‘knows’ within a single sentence. 

This sounds infelicitous because generally, speakers have pragmatic reasons to keep their use of 

‘knows’ consistent within a given sentence.  

If knowledge comes in degrees, then it is plausible that each degree admits of a degree of 

epistemic possibility, and that speakers can fix the degree with precision. However, there are 

good reasons to think that knowledge is an absolute term that picks out a single relation. The 

infelicity of sentences such as 1 and 2 is often used to show that knowledge terms are absolute: 

 1. Jane knows that Antwerp is cold better than Drew knows it.  

2. David knows that the governor will end up in prison, but he doesn’t absolutely 

know it. 

The infelicity of sentences 1 and 2 demonstrates the incompatibility between ‘knows’ and two 

rules typical of relative terms. 1 shows that ‘knows’ is incompatible with the rule of comparison 

and 2 show that knows is incompatible with the rule of qualification. Relative terms such as 
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‘regret’ admit of comparison and qualification: “She regrets selling her car more than she regrets 

selling her bike”, “He really regrets waking up late”. On the knowledge degrees account these 

sentences should sound felicitous; 1 would communicate that Jane knows to a higher degree, and 

2 would fix David’s knowledge to a degree that falls short of absolutely knowing. The infelicity 

of these sentences thus lends support to the thesis that knowledge is an absolute term. 

As noted, Reed concedes that ‘knows’ appears to capture an absolute relation, but does not take 

this superficial appearance to reflect the underlying structure of ‘knows’. He argues that we have 

other ways of talking about knowledge, and these terms illustrate that knowledge is in fact 

gradable. For example, sentences containing expressions such as ‘pretty certain’, ‘highly likely’ 

capture knowledge relations while admitting that these knowledge relations vary in strength. 

Unlike ‘knows’, these terms conform to the rules for determining whether expressions are 

gradable in terms of whether they admit of qualifiers or comparatives. Consider:  

3. Jane is more confident that Antwerp is cold than Drew is.   

4. David is pretty sure that the governor will end up in prison.  

Further, we can use different expressions to communicate different degrees of knowledge, as in: 

5. Charlotte isn’t certain that Anne lives in Pittsburgh, but she is rather confident 

that Anne lives in Pittsburgh. 

For Reed, these are all examples of knowledge relations under different guises. 3 compares Jane’s 

knowledge to Drew’s, representing that Jane stands in a higher degree of knowledge relative to 

the proposition that Antwerp is cold. 4 contains a knowledge relation that falls short of certainty 

while being safely above the minimum threshold. 5 is an example of the common practice of 

using two separate knowledge relations to define the lower and upper bounds of our knowledge 

relation. The speaker is not only conveying that she does in fact know, but is specifying the degree 

to which she knows.  

These terms are clearly gradable, but they are not obviously knowledge relations and so do not 

demonstrate that knowledge relations come in degrees. For a start, none of the terms cited by 

Reed are factive, whereas ‘knowledge’ is. Given this, Reed’s examples admit of more plausible 

explanations in terms of agents expressing their non-factive assessment of their psychological 

levels of confidence. For example, 3 and 4 are plausibly not expressing a knowledge relation at 

all, but rather represent the speakers’ assessment of the relative psychological certainty or 

confidence of each of the agents. In 5, both parts of the sentence serve to communicate the 

speaker’s degree of confidence, explained in terms of an upper and lower limit.   

This interpretation along the lines of alleged gradable knowledge expressions in terms of 

expressing psychological levels of confidence not only explains why the assertions use non-

gradable terms, but is also supported by examples of retraction. Consider: 

6. David is pretty sure that the governor will end up in prison, but he doesn’t know that 

he will.  
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7. Charlotte isn’t certain that Anne lives in Pittsburgh, but she knows that Anne lives in 

Pittsburgh.   

6 is felicitous, but 7 does not sound entirely natural. If knowledge were gradable, then we would 

expect the opposite. If ‘pretty sure’ were a knowledge relation, then the second clause would be 

a retraction of the first, and the sentence as a whole should sound infelicitous. 6 does not sound 

like a retraction because the two parts of the sentence are referring to different phenomena 

altogether – the first, to psychological facts and the second to knowledge relations. The reverse 

is true of 7. If ‘not certain’ can be used to communicate a relation that falls short of the highest 

degree of knowledge while nevertheless potentially being a lower degree of knowledge, then 7 

should not sound like a contradiction.  

Additional evidence to suggest that the first half represents a psychological state while the second 

captures the knowledge relation is found by making the psychological state explicit: 

8. David feels pretty sure that the governor will end up in prison, but he doesn’t know 

that he will. 

9. Charlotte doesn’t feel certain that Anne lives in Pittsburgh, but she knows that Anne 

lives in Pittsburgh.   

8 is perfectly felicitous. I do concede that to some ears, 9 might sound not entirely felicitous – I 

think that this is best explained by the tight relationship between psychological certainty and one’s 

perceived strength of epistemic position. If one takes themselves to be in an excellent epistemic 

position with regards to the proposition that P, then one will also (typically) take themselves to 

have good reason to feel psychologically certain that P. But cases where these two relations come 

apart, perhaps, best illustrate that there is no real tension between not feeling certain and 

knowing. What the sentence calls for is some explanation for why the subject’s feelings of 

certainty and knowledge pull apart. For example, in a context where someone had challenged 

Charlotte on whether Anne does in fact live in Pittsburgh and as a result Charlotte had expressed 

not feeling certain, the interjection “Charlotte doesn’t feel certain that Anne lives in Pittsburgh 

because she’s prone to excessively doubting herself when someone challenges her, but she does 

know that Anne lives there” seems entirely appropriate. On the other hand, 7 remains 

infelicitous, even with an added explanation.  

I think, then, that making the psychological element of these terms explicit by adding ‘feels’ 

coheres also with the non-factivity of the terms cited by Reed. Unlike the knowledge relation, 

psychological levels of certainty towards the truth of a proposition are not factive. What’s more, 

any level of confidence can be substituted into the first half of the sentence, and the sentence as 

a whole will remain felicitous. Even certainty, when read as psychological, is felicitous. Consider 

the football fan who on the eve of the finals exclaims, “I feel certain that we will win!” without 

thereby committing herself to knowing that her team will win. Thus, examples of retraction and 

examples in which the psychological aspect have been made explicit to suggest that, contra the 

view that there are different knowledge terms that communicate different degrees of knowledge, 

the examples cited communicate psychological states being contrasted with knowledge states. 
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Returning to CKAs, this view of psychological representation suggests that there are two readings 

to the example we started with: 

10 I know that Alana committed the murder, but it’s possible that she didn’t 

11 I feel confident that Alana committed the murder, but it’s possible that she didn’t 

If both clauses capture the knowing relation, then 10 reads as a straight retraction. The speaker 

started by representing herself as knowing, and then retracted the claim to know in light of 

considering epistemic possibilities that had not been ruled out. On the other hand, 11 presents 

no contradiction. The speaker represents her psychological level of confidence on the one hand, 

and her knowledge as it governs epistemic possibility on the other hand. In any given 

conversation, the appropriate reading will most likely depend upon the context and the speaker’s 

intention.  

To summarise, interpreting alleged gradable knowledge relations as representing psychological 

confidence rather than knowledge is a more plausible account of the gradable terms cited, and 

coheres both with other linguistic data that suggests that knowledge is absolute and with the non-

factivity of these terms. As a further point to note, even granting that knowledge comes in degrees 

would have been but a partial victory for the fallibilist. At each level and for each degree, S’s 

knowledge would have been infallible in the sense that it would have admitted of no possibility 

of error, as defined to that particular degree. As such, knowledge coming in degrees is perhaps 

best understood as degrees of infallible knowledge, conferring only a limited advantage to the 

fallibilist. Nevertheless, there is something interesting and essentially correct about the view that 

knowledge comes in degrees, which I will return to in chapter 6: ‘knowledge’ is sometimes used 

to communicate other epistemic relations.  

1.3.3. Knowledge is Qualitatively Different to Non-knowledge  

The vast majority of analyses for knowledge take the form of a series of conditions which, when 

combined with belief and truth, are necessary and sufficient for knowledge. These conditions 

sometimes take the form of ‘justification’ or ‘warrant’.  

Examples include:  

a. S’s belief that P is sufficiently probable on S’s evidence. 

b. S’s belief is produced by a reliable cognitive process. 

c. S can rule out all relevant alternatives to P 

d. Were P false, S would not believe that P 

e. S’s true belief that P is not due to epistemic luck   

f. If S were to believe P, P would be true 

g. S’s belief that P is apt 
15
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Climenhaga (2021) notes that many of these conditions contain threshold terms: ‘sufficiently 

probable, ‘reliable’, ‘relevant alternatives’. The ones that do not strictly speaking contain 

threshold terms are nevertheless structured in ways that admit of thresholds. For example, 

although “Were P false, S would not believe that P” seems like an all-or-nothing matter, fleshing 

out the details will involve applying threshold terms. For example, whether this condition obtains 

will hinge on whether S does not believe that P in the closest worlds to the actual world (and if 

so, how close must a world be to count as among the ‘closest’ worlds?), or perhaps additionally 

on whether S does not believe that P in most of the worlds in which P is false (and if so, how 

many worlds count as ‘most’?). Likewise, whether S’s true belief is the product of S’s exercising 

competency will be a matter of degree, with some threshold needed to be cleared in order for 

“S’s belief that P is apt” to be true. 

There seems to be a qualitative difference between knowing that P and having a highly justified 

true belief that P, a difference which fallibilism struggles to explain. For the fallibilist holds that 

justification comes in degrees, with one particular degree being necessary for knowledge. But this 

does not explain why knowledge is qualitatively different to justified true belief. As Climenhaga 

(2021:59) puts it, “the move from 0.89 to 0.9 probability, or truth in the five nearest possible 

worlds to truth in the six nearest worlds, and so on, is a quantitative one, and not a qualitative 

one”. Infallibilism, on the other hand, easily explains this qualitative difference: if infallibilism is 

true, then the difference between knowledge and even highly justified true belief is that only in 

the case of knowledge is S’s belief that P maximally justified, where this might mean that S has 

eliminated all of the possibilities of error, or that S’s evidence entails that P, or that S is 

epistemically certain that P.  

One option is to deny that the difference between highly justified true belief and knowledge is 

qualitative, as opposed to quantitative. Perhaps ‘knowledge’ is a threshold term which does not 

in fact reflect underlying differences in quality. Other examples include century and adulthood. 

There is no substantial or significant difference in quality between 99 years and 100 years, or 

between being 17 and being 18 years of age underpinning the convention of referring to only one 

of these as a ‘century’ or an ‘adult’. Rather the threshold marks some culturally or socially 

significant quantitative difference, such that there has been a need for a concept to demarcate a 

particular quantitative difference.  

However, there does seem to be a qualitative difference between knowledge and highly justified 

belief. Some theorists argue that there is an intuitive connection between knowledge and rational 

action, so that it is rational to act on what one knows
16

. For example, Fantl and McGrath (2002:72) 

write that “If you know that P, then it shouldn’t be a problem to act as if P. If it is a problem to 

act as if P, you can explain why by saying that you don’t know that P”; Hawthorne (2004:30) 

writes that “it is acceptable to use the premise that P in one’s deliberations if one knows it and 

(at least in very many cases) unacceptable to use the premise that P in one’s practical reasoning 

if one doesn’t know it”; and Stanley (2005:10) writes that “A standard use of knowledge 

attributions is to justify action […] To say that an action is only based on a belief is to criticize that 
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action for not living up to an expected norm; to say that an action is based on knowledge is to 

declare that the action has met the expected norm.” If justified (true) belief is insufficient for 

action, but knowledge is always sufficient for action, then this suggests that there is a difference 

in quality and not merely quantity between justified belief that P and knowledge that P, with only 

the latter being of sufficient quality to always be used as a premise in one’s practical deliberations.  

Furthermore, BonJour (2010) argues for another key qualitative difference between knowledge 

and justified true belief: knowledge is valued more than justified true belief. BonJour (2010:58) 

characterises knowledge as a “supremely valuable and desirable cognitive state, one whose 

possession marks the difference between full cognitive success and at least some degree of 

cognitive failure: knowledge is the epistemic summum bonum”. Since the difference between 

justified true belief and knowledge is, for the fallibilist, a matter of degree – a matter of quantity 

– the fallibilist cannot explain what gives “the supposed "magic" level of justification the kind of 

special significance that it is supposed by [fallibilism] to have” (BonJour 2010:62). Put differently, 

the fallibilist cannot explain why the difference between justified true belief and knowledge is so 

much greater than the difference between the various degrees of justification; it cannot explain 

why we care so very much about acquiring the particular degree of justification that is demarcated 

by ‘knowledge’. In contrast, the infallibilist is perfectly positioned to explain the difference: the 

difference in value is a natural consequence of the difference in quality between justified true 

belief and knowledge. Specifically, knowledge is valuable because it demarcates the level of 

justification which guarantees truth, and at which the justification could not support a false belief.  

1.3.4. Knowledge is Closed under Known Entailment   

The principle of closure in its various iterations has enjoyed popularity among epistemologists. 

To say that knowledge is closed under known entailment, for example, is to say that S is in a 

position to know every proposition that S knows to be entailed by another proposition that S 

knows. Put formally, closure says that if S knows that P, and S knows that P entails Q, then S 

knows that Q. Closure reflect a typical way in which people in everyday contexts extend their 

knowledge by using deduction. The following ordinary piece of reasoning, for example, employs 

the principle of closure: I know that Belle is in her office; I know that if Belle is still in the office, 

she won’t be home in time for dinner; I know that Belle won’t be home in time for dinner. It 

seems that in everyday life we typically employ this principle to add to our stock of known 

propositions. We build on known propositions (that Belle is still in the office) via deduction to 

generate new knowledge (that Belle won’t be home in time for dinner).  

It has been widely noted that the principle of closure is incompatible with fallibilism (BonJour 

2010, Reed 2012, Climenhaga 2021), and so fallibilism comes at the cost of denying this highly 

intuitive principle. For if fallibilism is true, then it is possible for S to know P, deduce Q from P, 

and yet not know that Q. To use Dretske’s (1970) famous zebra case, if I know that the animal 

in a pen is a zebra and I know that if the animal in the pen is not a cleverly disguised mule then, 

by closure, I should be able to extent my knowledge and come to know that the animal in the 

pen is not a cleverly disguised mule. But many epistemologists have thought that I cannot know 

that the animal in the pen is not a cleverly disguised mule. Fallibilism, then, comes at a cost: 

either the fallibilist must deny the highly intuitive principle of closure, or she must say that it is 
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possible to know that the animal in the pen is not a cleverly disguised mule. Infallibilism does 

not face this problem, since on infallibilism if S knows that P and deduces that Q is entailed by 

P, then one also (infallibly) knows that Q
17

. 

1.4. Conclusion  

This chapter has tried to motivate the claim that there are good reasons to think that sceptical 

infallibilism about knowledge is correct. Not only does sceptical infallibilism capture the intuitive 

sense in which if S knows that P, then S cannot be mistaken about P, but infallibilism is 

explanatorily powerful: it is compatible with plausible theories on epistemic probability, and 

hence explains otherwise puzzling concessive knowledge attributions; it explains why there seems 

to be a qualitative difference between knowledge and justified true belief; and it explains why the 

principle of closure is intuitive. Further, I have argued that however we conceive of infallibilism, 

at least on one plausible iteration, infallibilism generates high-standards scepticism. Both friends 

and foes of infallibilism treat the sceptical consequences of infallibilism as a significant cost. This 

thesis develops and defends a hitherto underexplored view: epistemic fictionalism, according to 

which sceptical infallibilism is (at least on one level) correct, but on which the negative 

consequences of scepticism are avoided. Before turning to epistemic fictionalism, Chapter 2 

addresses a relatively new objection to sceptical infallibilism: that epistemic infallibilism does not 

cohere with the purpose of the concept of knowledge. This chapter has the additional aim of 

introducing the methodology central to this thesis: function-first epistemology.  

  

                                                
17

 Multi-premise closure principles also pose a problem for fallibilists, as illustrated by preface paradoxes: 

according to fallibilism, S can know each of the 1000 claims in her book, even if on S’s evidence the 

probability of each being true is less than 1 – say that the probability of each being true is 0.99. Applying 

the principle of closure, S should be in a position to come to know the proposition “all of the claims in 

this book are correct”. But the probability of all of the claims in S’s book being true is extremely low 

(0.0004, assuming that the claims are independent of one another). Fallibilism bears the cost of either 

denying multi-premise closure, or having to claim that one knows that all the claims in the book are 

correct. As was the case for single-premise closure, infallibilism does not face this problem: if S knows 

each of the 1000 claims in her book then the probability of each being true is 1, and the probability of 

“all of the claims in this book are correct” is also 1. 



33 

 

Chapter 2: Function-First Epistemology and the New Apraxia 

Objection to Sceptical Infallibilism 

Several epistemologists have recently defended versions of the New Apraxia objection to 

sceptical infallibilism, according to which sceptical infallibilism is false because it is incompatible 

with the point of knowledge (Fricker 2008, Kaplan 2008, Henderson 2011, Hannon 2019b and 

Queloz 2021). This chapter outlines the New Apraxia objection (§2.2.), before developing a 

response to this objection on behalf of the sceptical infallibilist. I argue that positing systematic 

and useful error makes the sceptical infallibilist’s concept of knowledge just as well-equipped to 

fulfil knowledge’s functions as the anti-sceptic’s concept of knowledge (§2.3.). To illustrate this 

point, I discuss two errors that sceptics can (and typically do) appeal to, and show how positing 

either one of these two errors enables sceptical infallibilism to meet the New Apraxia objection. 

Since the sceptical infallibilist can account for how knowledge fulfils its functions, the New 

Apraxia objection fails. This chapter also serves the purpose of introducing the function-first 

method that underpins this thesis (§2.1.). 

2.1. Function-First Epistemology  

In epistemology, the view that investigating the function of the concept of knowledge can 

illuminate our understanding of knowledge is gaining traction
18

. An epistemologist who adopts 

the function-first method seeks to understand or evaluate a concept by exploring what the point 

of the concept is: what having this concept as part of our conceptual repertoire enables us to do 

that we could not otherwise do (or could not otherwise do with as much ease, or as efficiently). 

The thought is that all of our concepts, knowledge included, emerge and remain in circulation 

because they meet particular needs or enable us to achieve something that we could not, or could 

not so easily, achieve without that concept. The function-first philosopher is concerned with what 

this ‘something’ is: by what needs, purposes or functions are met by the target concept. If we are 

interested in investigating a concept’s intension and extension, we may proceed by first identifying 

what function the target concept fulfils, and then ask what intension and extension the concept 

would require in order to successfully fulfil the posited function.  

The term ‘Function-First Epistemology’ owes its origins to Michael Hannon (2019a), who 

describes it as a methodology which “seeks to explain the nature and value of an epistemic 

concept, norm, or practice by reflecting on its function or purposes” (2019a:12). Thus a function-

first epistemologist asks questions like (2019a:12): 

Why do humans speak and think in terms of “knowing,”, “understanding,” and 

“rationality”? What epistemological distinctions and norms would best facilitate 

human survival and flourishing? What might life be like without our current 
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  See for example Craig (1990), Hannon (2019a, 2019b), Kvanvig (2003), Fricker (2008), Kusch (2009), 

Henderson (2009), Kelp (2011), Rysiew (2012) and Beebe (2012) for epistemologists who centre their 

epistemology around the point of knowledge. 



34 

 

practices of epistemic evaluation? Do our concepts of epistemic evaluation carry 

much weight in science, philosophy, or daily life? 

Function-first epistemology goes under a variety of different names, including ‘purposeful 

epistemology’ (Henderson and Greco 2015:1) and ‘teleological epistemology’ (Gardiner 

2015:31).  Edward Craig, whom many regard as the first epistemologist to develop and apply the 

Function-First methodology to the concept of knowledge
19
, calls his method ‘practical explication’ 

(Craig, 1987, 1990), and describes it as follows (1987:2012): 

Instead of beginning with ordinary usage, we begin with an ordinary situation. We 

take some prima facie plausible hypothesis about what the concept of knowledge 

does for us, what its role in our life might be, and then ask what a concept having 

that role would be like. 

Function-first epistemology is concerned with the concept of knowledge. For my purposes it does 

not matter whether there is also a state of knowledge that may be distinguished from the concept: 

what might be thought of as “knowledge as such” (Hannon 2019a:32) or “knowledge itself” 

(Queloz 2021:132). If there is such a state, then it is still insightful to investigate why this particular 

state has been especially picked out with the concept of knowledge. Furthermore, I do not wish 

to commit to any particular view of the nature of concepts, other than to note that concepts are 

constituents of thought and talk. In order for one to think “there is a cat on the mat”, one must 

have the concepts of cat and mat. Furthermore, I take concepts as they appear in fragments of 

discourse to have the same content (for example, the same intension and extension) as they have 

in thought. Thus an utterance of “there is a cat on the mat” expresses the same content as the 

thought “there is a cat on the mat”. This thesis concerns the concept of knowledge, especially as 

it appears in fragments of discourse (e.g. in sentences of the form “S knows that P”), which I refer 

to as ‘knowledge talk’. Examining the function of the concept of knowledge, then, is to also 

examine the function of knowledge talk. For as McGrath (2015:138) notes, “[w]hat a concept 

does for us is a matter of what we can do with it, and what we do with concepts is deploy them 

in thought and language”.  

It is perhaps most helpful to note what function-first epistemology is not, by way of comparing it 

to two more familiar philosophical methods: the intension-first and the extension-first approach 

to concepts (see Gardiner 2015: 32; Queloz 2021: 44). A philosopher engaged in an intension-

first analysis assumes that we have intuitive access to the intension of our concepts, and uses this 

intuitive intension both as a starting point in her investigation and as the central datum for the 

finished analysis to capture.  For example, a philosopher who applies an intension-first approach 

to investigate knowledge might aim to construct necessary and sufficient conditions by first 

gathering both folk and theory-driven platitudes about knowledge’s intension: that knowledge 

implies truth, that knowledge involves belief, that knowledge requires strong evidence, and so 

on. Whichever platitudes seem most central to knowledge, she will build into necessary and 

sufficient conditions for satisfying the concept, turning her intuitive intension into an explicit 
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intension: for example, knowledge is true belief based on strong evidence. She will then use this 

intension to find knowledge’s extension: she will look to the world for instances of true belief 

based on strong evidence, and class all instances as falling under the extension of knowledge. 

Chapter 1 predominantly applied this methodology, arguing that folk and theoretical platitudes 

about knowledge’s intension – such as the infelicity of CKAs and the idea that knowledge is 

qualitatively different from non-knowledge – support infallibilism.  

A philosopher engaged in an extension-first analysis assumes that we have intuitive access to the 

extensions of our concepts: that we can intuitively tell what objects fall under the concept. She 

will centre her project on an exploration of its intuitive extension, and test proposed intensions 

for the concept by how well they capture this intuitive extension. Counterexample-trading is a 

key method of the extension-first methodology. Consider the post-Gettier literature on 

knowledge, where increasingly convoluted examples to proposed intensions of knowledge are 

offered: Gettier’s (1963) original coin and Ford cases that constitute counterexamples to the 

intension of knowledge as justified true belief; the fake barns counterexample (Goldman 1976 

credits Carl Ginet with coming up with the example) to Alvin Goldman’s (1967) causal account 

of knowledge; Ernest Sosa’s (1999) trash chute counterexample to Fred Dretske (1971) and 

Robert Nozick’s (1981) sensitivity conditions; and so on. In each case, the presence of some 

instance of belief that satisfies the necessary and sufficient conditions for knowledge contained 

in the proposed intension for the concept, but which intuitively does not fall under the extension 

of the concept, is taken as reason to modify or abandon that proposed intension
20

. Fallibilists who 

seek to resist infallibilism on the basis that it engenders scepticism are typically applying 

extension-first methods, arguing from the intuition that we know a lot – i.e. that many objects fall 

under the extension of the concept of knowledge – to the conclusion that sceptical infallibilism 

is false.  

In contrast to both of these approaches, a function-first philosopher need not assume that we 

have intuitive access to the intension or extension of our concepts, and does not centre her 

investigation into the target concept on intuitive intension or extension. Rather, the function-first 

philosopher starts by applying philosophical methods to work out what function a concept plays. 

The function-first philosopher might start her investigation by simply stipulating a prima facie 

plausible hypothesis regarding the function of her target concept, and then test it by seeing how 

well a concept constructed to meet those needs would match our current concept (Hannon 

2019b). Or she might employ the method of conceptual reverse-engineering, which aims to find 

the function of a given concept by reconstructing the practical problems that some community 

has to which the concept offers a solution (Queloz 2021:53)
 21

.  

                                                
20

 The characterisation of intension- and extension- first approaches, and supporting examples, are drawn 

from Newton and O’Sullivan (2023, manuscript).  
21

 This was of understanding conceptual reverse engineering as a tool for function-first epistemology is 

somewhat in tension with Hannon’s (2019a) way of viewing the landscape, on which conceptual-reverse 

engineering is a different (although perhaps complimentary) methodology. For Hannon, the key 

difference between the two methods is the direction of investigation: function-first starts with function, to 

investigate the concept; conceptual-reverse engineering starts with the concept, in order to investigate the 

function. 
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The philosopher engaged in conceptual reverse-engineering has many and various tools at her 

disposal for reconstructing the problem to which the target concept offers a solution. For 

example, she might use a model, either synchronic (Queloz 20221 offers Wittgenstein 2009 as 

an example) or diachronic. Diachronic models might take the form of a genealogy, which in turn 

might be imaginary, as in state-of-nature stories (e.g.  Hume 1739, Craig 1990 and Williams 2002) 

or historical (e.g. Foucault 1971, Gelfert 2011)
22

. Not all conceptual reverse-engineers are 

modellers. Some use what, adopting Weisberg’s (2007) terminology, we can think of as abstract 

direct representation: abstracting away from the particular features of real scenarios to represent 

the core needs that the concept emerges to meet. These might also be synchronic, taking the 

form of what Fricker (2016) calls ‘paradigm-based explication’ on which one focuses on an 

abstracted version of a typical case in which the need is present; or they might be diachronic, 

abstracting from real cases across a period of historical time (e.g. Nietzsche on punishment)
23

. 

Irrespective of how the function-first philosopher generates her initial hypothesis regarding the 

function of the concept, it is this hypothesis that drives her investigation into the concept, rather 

than intuitions regarding intension and extension.  

Once she has settled on a hypothesis, the function-first philosopher works backwards to consider 

what a concept would need to look like in order to successfully fulfil this function. She might 

consider what conditions govern the application of the function; what intension and extension it 

might have; how the concept interacts with other related concepts; and whether there are any 

puzzles surrounding the concept where progress might be made by considering whether there 

are solutions that block, or promote, the fulfilling of the function. One important upshot is that 

a function-first analysis need not take the form of necessary and sufficient conditions, but rather 

picks out how the concept has developed to function in typical cases. A concept develops to meet 

particular needs, in a particular environment. Compatibly with this, there may well be cases so 

dissimilar from the typical environment in which the concept developed that it is indeterminate 

whether the concept applies. For example, Craig (1990: 52) argues that Gettier cases are such 

examples: they are so unusual, both in the sense of taking place in an untypical environment and 

in the sense of being reflected on from an untypical third-person perspective, that our concept 

of knowledge has not been shaped to stretch over these cases. The main point is that so long as 

they are untypical, counterexamples does not put pressure on a function-first analysis. In short, 

                                                
22

 See Queloz (2021) for a thorough defence of the idea that genealogies are fruitfully conceived of as 

models 
23

 Understanding Nietzsche’s account of punishment as a diachronic abstract direct representation is in 

my view the most charitable reading of Nietzsche’s project (Newton and O’Sullivan 2023, manuscript). 

Queloz (2021) notes that although Nietzsche is typically read as giving a real history of punishment, his 

lack of real historical references suggests that we should instead understand him as offering an imaginary 

state-of-nature account; to this, Hannon (2022) objects that Queloz’s analysis cannot make sense of 

Nietzsche’s consistent use of causal-explanatory language. But thinking of Nietzsche as offering an 

abstraction of real historical events, analogous to Fricker’s abstraction of present day cases, explains both 

of these features. Nietzsche abstracts away from the particular features of real historical events to describe 

their core features. In doing so, he is nevertheless describing real features of real history– it is just real 

history stripped of details that are irrelevant to the core function of the concept under investigation. He is 

not a modeller, because he is describing real historical events (albeit, abstracted); but neither is he engaged 

in historiography, because he is not faithfully recounting events at a particular place and time, but 

abstracting from the core features of multiple real events.  
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the function-first epistemologist is “interested in identifying what might be called the “core” of 

our epistemic concepts and practices”, where this might take the form of “conditions that hold 

only for the most part, but not always” (Hannon 2019a:19).  

Nevertheless, a focus on function does not mean that the function-first philosopher is free to 

disregard intuitive intension and extension altogether. On the contrary, the way in which a 

function-first philosopher verifies her analysis is by testing it against intuitive intension and 

intuitive extension. For example, Craig (1990:2) writes the following regarding function-first 

investigations:  

Such an investigation would still have an anchorage point in the everyday concept: 

should it reach a result quite different from the intuitive intension, or one that 

yielded an extension quite different from the intuitive extension, then, barring some 

special and especially plausible explanation of this mismatch, the original hypothesis 

about the role that the concept plays in our life would of course be the first casualty. 

Hannon (2019a:14) echoes this sentiment, writing that: 

Our aim is to construct a concept that not only functions in the manner suggested by 

our hypothesis, but also one that fits our intuitions (or explains why our intuitions 

diverge). Thus, while function comes “first” on this approach, it is not the last word.  

So intuitive intension and intuitive extension play an important, if secondary, role. Spelling out 

exactly what ‘first’ and ‘second’ mean is not entirely straightforward. Hannon typically writes as 

if the sense in which function comes ‘first’ is literal, representing the first stage in a structured 

investigation; and sometimes he writes as if ‘first’ is metaphorical for explanatory priority. I think 

the second sense in which function comes first is the more illuminating. Putting function first 

means that we understand intension and extension as resulting from the concept serving a 

function. The function is the thing that explains the concept having the intension and extension 

that it has. Where there is tension between one’s function-first analysis of a target concept on the 

one hand, and its intuitive intension and extension on the other, then the analysis is successful to 

the extent to which the function explains why the intuitive intension and extension are as they 

are. This is what Craig means when he asks for a plausible story for how the “massive misfit could 

have come about” (1990:2): an explanation, ground in function, for why a concept might acquire 

an intension or extension that differs significantly from our folk conception of either intension 

or extension. In a similar vein, where intuitive intension and intuitive extension pull apart, or 

where there are a range of intuitions among everyday concept users and philosophers about what 

the intuitive intension and extension is, the function-first philosopher tries to put function to work 

in diagnosing the source of this divergence (Craig 1990, Hannon 2019a, Kusch and McKenna 

2020). To do this, the function-first philosopher might ask: why has the concept emerged so as 

to generate these competing intuitions? How does this ambiguity enable to concept to fulfil its 

functions? 

Finally, this sense in which function comes first is also reflected in the function-first philosopher’s 

commitments, measured in terms of which aspects of the concept the philosopher is willing to 
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surrender when there is tension between function, intuitive tension and intuitive extension. 

Whereas philosophers engaged in intension-first or extension-first philosophy automatically 

reject analyses which stand in tension with the intuitive intension and extension respectively, the 

function-first philosopher automatically rejects analyses which stand in tension with the posited 

function. In this way, the hypothesis about the function guides the analysis, and the function-first 

label denotes “the relative importance of functional considerations in our theorizing” (Hannon 

2019a:26).  

2.2. Anti-sceptical Function-First Epistemology   

With this methodology on the table, let’s return to the question of sceptical infallibilism. One of 

the advantages that function-first epistemologists claim for their method is its alleged success in 

refuting the sceptical infallibilist. In a nutshell, the idea is that the sceptical infallibilist’s concept 

of knowledge comes equipped with such demanding standards that it always (or almost always) 

fails to apply. Such a concept would be pointless, for no practical purposes call for a concept that 

fails to apply in all (or almost all) of the circumstances in which speakers attempt to apply it. For 

this reason, several function-first philosophers have argued that taking seriously the idea that 

knowledge emerged to fulfil a function undermines sceptical infallibilism. If sceptical infallibilism 

is incompatible with any plausible hypothesis regarding the function of knowledge then, as per 

the methodology outlined above, we should reject sceptical infallibilism.  

2.2.1. The New Apraxia Objection to Scepticism  

Hannon (2019b:144) terms this anti-scepticism strategy the ‘New Apraxia’ objection to 

scepticism. New Apraxia contrasts with traditional apraxia objections to scepticism, on which 

scepticism is to be resisted because it would be practically disadvantageous to live as a sceptic. 

Instead, the New Apraxia objection holds that the truth of scepticism is incompatible with 

knowledge serving a function at all. Since by assumption knowledge does serve a function, 

sceptical infallibilism is thereby refuted.  

We find this idea right at the origins of function-first epistemology, in Edward Craig’s (1990) 

Knowledge and the State of Nature. For Craig, knowledge serves the function of recommending 

reliable informants (see also Hannon 2019a). Craig reasons that in order to survive, each 

individual needs to gather information regarding their surroundings, and sometimes other 

members of the community offer the best source of information. However, on any topic some 

members of the community are more likely than others to be in a position to provide reliable 

information. The concepts of knowledge and of knower emerge to enable us to ‘flag’ these 

members of the community in order to identify them and recommend them to one another. 

Craig notes how in most everyday contexts, the sceptic’s standards for knowledge are so 

demanding that even highly reliable informants would fail to qualify as knowers, thus making 

knowledge ill-suited for the everyday purpose of recommending informants. Indeed, would-be 

recommenders employing the sceptic’s knowledge concept would withhold knowledge 

attributions from reliable informants, misleadingly conveying to their audience that said 

informants are poor informants. Craig grants that perhaps being engaged in certain specific and 

unusual inquiries, for example, Descartes’ search for certain foundations, pushes the standards 
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for knowledge upwards towards those posited by the sceptic. Nevertheless, the sceptic who takes 

these maximally demanding standards to be operative in everyday contexts is mistaken, since 

everyday contexts call for standards no more demanding than those met by reliable everyday 

informants.  

Several other function-first epistemologists follow Craig in extracting an anti-scepticism lesson 

from hypotheses about the function of knowledge. Henderson argues that evaluative concepts 

such as knowledge emerge to fulfil the function of regulating the behaviour of agents intent on 

pursuing specific projects, and therefore what is required to satisfy evaluative concepts is 

constrained by what is required to achieve the aims of the project. It follows that if “one’s 

conception of knowledge would frustrate the individual and community practices that the 

concept of knowledge grew up to regulate, one’s conception would need to give way” (2011:92)
24

. 

Fricker argues that the practical everyday context of recommending informants forms the ‘core’ 

of the concept of knowledge, so that even sceptics “must be inquirers first and sceptics second” 

(2008:48). That is to say, the cases that best demonstrate the functionality of knowledge are cases 

in which the standards for knowledge are attainable. Hannon (2019b) defends at length the claim 

that “skepticism is implausible because it goes against the point of epistemic evaluation” 

(2019b:154). He argues that knowledge bearing an empty extension would prevent knowledge 

from fulfilling any of the four most popular candidates for the function of knowledge 

(recommending informants, ending inquiry, regulating assertion and regulating practical 

reasoning), and so scepticism is to be rejected. In a similar vein, Kaplan argues that the sceptic’s 

knowledge concept is misguided due to being “hopelessly inadequate” (2008:358) for enabling 

concept users to enjoy an established policy on how to act when the truth of a proposition has 

practical import for a decision, which in turn enables them to share useful information and 

expertise. Finally, Queloz writes that the sceptic’s knowledge concept “would be utterly pointless, 

since it would simply fail to get a grip on the world we inhabit—nothing would ever satisfy the 

concept” (2021:150). Queloz goes on to argue that knowledge cannot have been equipped with 

the standards posited by the sceptic when knowledge first emerged. If the present knowledge 

concept is as the sceptic posits, it must have lost its original function along the way.  

Many and various functions have been posited for the concept of knowledge. In addition to the 

‘reliable informant’ function endorsed by Craig (1990), Hannon (2019a) and Pritchard (2012), 

epistemologists have argued that knowledge functions to signal that inquiry may legitimately come 

to an end (Kappel 2010, Kelp 2011, Rysiew 2012); that inquiry into a question may begin (Fricker 

2008); of distinguishing between blameless and blameworthy behaviour (Beebe 2012); of 

reaching collective agreement for joint decision-making (Gelfert 2011); of honouring information 

gatherers (Kusch 2009); of identifying propositions that can be treated as reasons for acting 

(McGrath 2015); of providing assurance (Austin 1946, Lawlor 2013)
25

. The New Apraxia 

objection against the sceptical infallibilist appears to hold irrespective of which function we posit 

for knowledge. Take the inquiry-stopping function. The idea behind this hypothesis is that 

                                                
24

 Henderson (2011) follows through by revising his own (2009) function-first analysis of knowledge in 

light of its scepticism-friendly results. 
25

 Many function-first philosophers (Beebe 2012, Kusch 2009, McGrath 2015, Hannon 2019a, Gelfert 

2011) posit multiple, complementary functions. 
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inquiry into any question is potentially infinite: given unlimited time and resources, we could 

keep on searching for better and better evidence indefinitely. However, creatures like us with 

limited time and resources require a point at which to legitimately cease inquiring. Knowledge 

serves the function of signalling the point at which, given the context and the costs of further 

inquiry, one may stop inquiring. But on sceptical infallibilism, the New Apraxia objection goes, 

no one is ever in a position where they may stop inquiring and therefore the sceptical infallibilist 

concept of knowledge would not be able to fulfil its function of stopping inquiry.  

Hannon frames the New Apraxia objection in terms of a dilemma for the skeptic: “[e]ither the 

purpose of knowledge is such that it rules out skepticism, or else knowledge is itself a useless and 

uninteresting concept” (2019b:147). He argues that the sceptic’s knowledge concept is useless 

because incapable of fulfilling a function, and uninteresting because it would fail to describe our 

actual knowledge concept. Perhaps the sceptic can stretch the concept of knowledge, or create 

her own concept anew, but the discovery that this new concept always or almost always fails to 

apply should not be alarming to us. What we are interested in investigating is whether our actual 

knowledge concept applies. Because we have reason to think that our knowledge concept serves 

a function, the argument goes, we have reason to think that it does apply. Thus Hannon urges us 

to embrace the first horn of the dilemma: anti-scepticism. 

Insofar as one wishes to remain in the function-first programme and describe our actual 

knowledge concept, one cannot accept the second horn: that knowledge is useless and 

uninteresting. I do not, however, think that we are forced to accept the first horn of the dilemma, 

either. There is a third way out: argue that the function of knowledge is compatible with the truth 

of scepticism after all. For sceptics taking this route, Hannon’s dilemma can more fruitfully be 

reformulated as a constraint on sceptical theories: the sceptic’s knowledge concept must be both 

useful and interesting. It must be useful in that it must be capable of fulfilling a function, and it 

must be interesting in that it must be a description of our actual knowledge concept. Not only is 

this a plausible and welcome constraint on sceptical theories but sceptics can, and indeed typically 

do, meet this challenge. Or so I argue.  

2.2.2. Double Bookkeeping 

Here is a prima facie intuitive way in which the sceptic might explain how her knowledge concept 

successfully fulfils a function: divorce the attribution conditions for knowledge from the truth 

conditions for knowledge. After all, sceptics tend to agree with anti-sceptics that it is often 

appropriate and pragmatic to attribute knowledge - the dispute between sceptics and anti-sceptics 

concerns whether these knowledge attributions are typically true, not whether they are typically 

useful. Butchvarov (1970), Unger (1975), Stroud (1984), Stone (2000), Schaffer (2004), Dodd 

(2011), Bonjour (2010), Russell (2021) and Stoutenburg (2021) all supplement their sceptical 

arguments with a pragmatic account of why it is expedient to attribute knowledge in everyday life, 

despite these knowledge attributions being typically false. Say that knowledge is useful because it 

enables us to recommend reliable informants. Grant that the sceptical infallibilist is correct: 

knowledge comes equipped with maximally demanding standards and so knowledge attributions 

are typically false. Yet, so long as the conditions for attributing knowledge reliably and consistently 

cause knowledge to be attributed to sufficiently reliable informants, the concept of knowledge 
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can successfully fulfil its function. Put differently, sceptical infallibilists might seek to resist the 

New Apraxia objection by conceding that fulfilling the function of knowledge requires that the 

conditions for attributing knowledge are those predicted by the anti-sceptic, while denying that 

the truth conditions for knowledge need to likewise be anti-sceptical.  

Kyriacou’s (2020) ‘pragmatic scepticism’ is an explicit example of this strategy. Kyriacou argues 

that since unattainable norms of assertion and practical reasoning would have left our “everyday 

practice of assertion and practical reasoning all but ruined” and our “practical and intellectual 

lives in tatters” (2020:554), practical pressures push the attribution conditions for knowledge 

towards achievable, anti-sceptical standards. Compatibly with this, however, “theoretical reasons” 

push the truth conditions towards those posited by the sceptic. Because the systematically false 

knowledge attributions nevertheless work “reasonably well for all practical purposes” (2020:549), 

knowledge successfully fulfils its practical roles. Kyriacou’s pragmatic scepticism appears to 

preserve the interest and utility of knowledge: it elucidates our knowledge concept, and explains 

how knowledge fulfils a function.  

Hannon is pessimistic about this style of response to the New Apraxia objection. He objects that 

investigating knowledge from within the function-first programme means commitment to the 

claim that both the truth conditions and attribution conditions for knowledge are shaped by the 

practical needs which knowledge has developed to meet. If knowledge functions to meet a 

practical need, then why think, as Kyriacou does, that entirely different theoretical considerations 

shape its truth conditions? Hannon argues that there are only two explanations for why truth 

conditions and attribution conditions might come apart, neither of which a function-firster should 

accept: either one single set of practical needs shape the truth conditions and attribution 

conditions in opposite directions, saddling the sceptic with the onerous task of explaining why; 

or practical needs do not shape the truth conditions at all and the sceptic is forced to explain why 

knowledge would come equipped with truth conditions that are completely divorced from the 

point of the concept. As Hannon (2019b:152) puts the point:  

Skepticism leaves unexplained why the assertability conditions for “know” would be 

sensitive to practical exigencies while the truth conditions for knowledge would be 

isolated from, and unaffected by, such pragmatic considerations. Why would the 

conditions for knowing be isolated from the utility of this practice? In short, why 

keep two sets of books? 

Call this the ‘double bookkeeping objection’. The idea is that it is implausible to suppose that 

practical needs either fail to shape, or differently shape, the truth conditions for knowledge from 

the attribution conditions for knowledge. As Hannon emphasises, the double bookkeeping 

objection does not make scepticism logically incoherent. Nevertheless, it does add a further 

constraint to a response to the New Apraxia objection and, by extension, to a successful function-

first sceptical infallibilist analysis of knowledge: the sceptical infallibilist must either defend the 

claim that the truth conditions for knowledge are untouched by the functions which knowledge 

fulfils, or must provide a plausible explanation for why the same practical needs shape the truth 

conditions and attribution conditions differently. I agree with Hannon that the first option is 

incompatible with a function-first analysis of knowledge; but the sceptical infallibilist can offer a 
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principled explanation for double bookkeeping. Indeed, I argue that there are two distinct ways 

in which to make double bookkeeping plausible on a function-first analysis of knowledge, each 

already invoked by at least one prominent scepticism-friendly view. 

2.3. Useful Error  

How, then, do practical (as opposed to theoretical) pressures coexist with knowledge coming 

equipped with the truth conditions posited by the sceptical infallibilist and with different, anti-

sceptical attribution conditions? The sceptical infallibilist can answer this question by appealing 

to useful error, that is, to particular patterns of error that yield advantages to communities that 

systematically make them. In a nutshell, the sceptical infallibilist argues that practical pressures 

are compatible with the truth conditions posited by sceptical infallibilism, provided that 

systematic patterns of error prevent speakers and hearers from realising that the truth conditions 

of their knowledge attributions typically go unmet.  Indeed, every sceptical theory posits 

systematic error of one type or another. Here are two errors which are popular with sceptics: 

either we are mistaken about the strength of our epistemic position, erroneously taking our beliefs 

to meet knowledge’s maximally demanding standards and therefore erroneously taking the 

maximally demanding truth conditions for knowledge attributions to frequently be met; or we 

are mistaken about the truth conditions for “S knows that P”, erroneously taking them to be less 

demanding than they are.  

The truth conditions for knowledge attributions posited by the sceptic, combined either with 

systematic error regarding whether the truth conditions posited by the sceptic are met or with 

systematic error regarding how demanding the truth conditions are, yield the same pattern of 

practically useful knowledge attributions as would error-free non-sceptical truth conditions. To 

illustrate how the function of knowledge is compatible with double bookkeeping, this section 

examines a version of each of these types of error, and argues that they successfully explain why 

knowledge's truth conditions and attribution conditions come apart. The aim is not (yet) to 

endorse either one of these views, but rather to illustrate two ways in which the sceptic might 

meet the double bookkeeping challenge and respond to the New Apraxia objection. 

Before discussing these two views, I wish to clarify the role that error plays in the defence of 

scepticism that I advance. Sceptical analyses of knowledge typically begin by noting the theoretical 

advantages of scepticism, and later posit error in an attempt to explain away the mismatch 

between the theoretically supported sceptic’s theory of knowledge and observable everyday 

patterns of knowledge attribution. The underlying assumption is that scepticism is correct on 

philosophical or theoretical grounds, but that positing widespread error is somehow uncharitable 

to knowledge concept users. So, after advancing the theoretical arguments for scepticism, the 

sceptic must explain away the posited error that she attributes to everyday speakers. For example, 

Stroud (1984) argues that, among other theoretical virtues, scepticism respects the principle of 

closure; yet people do not realise that their knowledge attributions are typically false because in 

everyday contexts knowledge attributions are made against a backdrop of shared assumptions 

about which possibilities are taken for granted in the present context. BonJour (2010) argues that 

only sceptical infallibilism resolves the threshold problem, and later goes on to explain error in 

terms of people’s unfamiliarity with the subtle philosophical reasons for thinking that knowledge 
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attributions are typically false. Dodd (2011) argues that fallibilism (and by concession, anti-

scepticism) is incompatible with plausible assumptions regarding epistemic modality, and then 

explains error in terms of the incompatibility typically going unnoticed. Applying error as damage 

control post-argument to salvage a theoretically plausible view is perhaps appropriate in 

traditional intension- or extension-first analyses of knowledge, on which the aim is primarily to 

produce a counter-example free analysis of the target concept given in terms of necessary and 

sufficient conditions. But it sits uneasily within a function-first analysis concerned with 

investigating knowledge from the perspective of its practical, rather than theoretical, virtues. The 

role of error here is different. The function-first analysis that I propose centres error by showing 

how these patterns of error enable knowledge to serve a practical function in spite of sceptical 

truth conditions. On this picture, error is central to the analysis of knowledge precisely because 

it is central to knowledge being able to serve its practical function. This is not to say that 

knowledge’s function requires the truth conditions posited by the sceptic in order to function, 

nor that anti-scepticism is ruled out on pragmatic grounds. Rather, the point is that the New 

Apraxia objection fails to demonstrate that sceptical truth conditions are anathema to knowledge 

serving a function. Contrary to what many function-first epistemologists have argued, appeals to 

the function of knowledge do not cut either for or against scepticism.   

2.3.1. Strength of Epistemic Position  

The first error that I discuss is widely posited by sceptics and regards agents’ beliefs about the 

strength of their own and others’ epistemic positions (see for example Butchvarov 1970:57; 

Bonjour 2010:71, Unger 1975:64, Dodd 2011: 683). According to this view, knowledge concept 

users systematically overestimate the strength of their own, and others’, epistemic position. They 

are aware that knowledge comes equipped with maximally demanding standards but mistakenly 

take themselves and others to meet these standards, and so mistakenly believe many knowledge 

attributions to be true. It is clear how such a concept could fulfil a practical function. When an 

agent meets the strength of epistemic position the flagging of which would be expedient – 

perhaps, the strength of epistemic position at which they are sufficiently reliable informants – 

then both the agent themselves and those in their epistemic community mistakenly believe that 

the agent’s epistemic position meets maximally demanding standards, and attribute knowledge 

accordingly. Insofar as flagging this epistemic position is what makes knowledge functional, then 

the sceptic’s knowledge concept is also functional.  

Peter Unger’s (1975) famous defence of scepticism based on ‘knowledge’ being an absolute term 

can be viewed as an example of this strategy. For Unger, knowledge is useful because sentences 

of the form “S knows that P”, although false, have true entailments, such as ‘S is in a sufficiently 

strong epistemic position with regards to P for present purposes’. It is these true entailments that 

we have a practical need to communicate and further, for our practical purposes, it makes no 

difference whether “S knows that P” is true or only the entailments are true. Here is how Unger 

(1975:52, my italicisation) puts the point:  

[E]ven if you do not really know, still, it may be that, for practical purposes, you are 

in a position with respect to the matter […] which is not importantly different from 
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knowing. If this is so, then it may be better, practically speaking, for you to falsely 

believe that you know than to have no belief at all 

In emphasising that having the concept of knowledge is practically better than having no concept 

at all, Unger offers exactly what the function-first philosopher is after: an explanation for the 

emergence and continued use of a concept that draws on the concept’s ability to perform a given 

function, namely, to enable the communication of entailed propositions. Crucially, our practical 

needs to communicate the true entailments do not push the standards for knowledge down and 

away from those posited by the sceptic, since the sceptic’s knowledge concept enables the 

communication of the true entailments just as well as an anti-sceptic’s knowledge concept would. 

Although Unger does not specify what the second-order function of communicating the 

epistemic position that we find ourselves in is, his argument is amenable to being combined with 

any function-first hypothesis. One could argue, for instance, that communicating facts about one’s 

epistemic position is practically important because it enables us to flag reliable informants.  

Note that the function-first anti-sceptic cannot respond that even if the sceptic's knowledge 

concept is more useful than no concept at all, anti-scepticism is still to be preferred because the 

anti-sceptic’s knowledge concept is more useful than both the sceptic’s knowledge concept and 

having no knowledge concept at all. The function-first philosopher is only entitled to assume that 

our concepts are adequate for serving their function, not that they are optimal for serving that 

function. So perhaps the anti-sceptic’s knowledge concept would serve knowledge’s function 

better than the sceptic’s knowledge concept, but this does not give us a reason to think that we 

have ended up with the better, anti-sceptic concept. This is the spirit that Unger’s argument 

should be read in: the sceptic’s knowledge concept would, from a practical perspective, work just 

as well as an anti-sceptical one. Centring the practical roles of knowledge does not, then, rule out 

scepticism.  

We can build an even more explicit answer to the double bookkeeping objection inspired by 

Unger’s remarks. Unger’s entailment story aims to make plausible the claim that knowledge 

concept users typically overestimate the strength of their epistemic position: we fail to notice the 

difference between our actual epistemic position and the position demanded by the standards 

for knowledge because the difference is irrelevant from a practical perspective. A way of 

explaining why people overestimate the strength of their epistemic position is that they treat 

farfetched possibilities of error as if they were already ruled out. Function-first epistemology aims 

to analyse knowledge as functional in light of human needs, capacities and perspectives. 

Knowledge has been shaped by contingent facts about ‘creatures like us’, where these include 

“facts about our physical environment, our social organization, our cognitive capacities, and the 

basic aims and interests humans typically have” (Hannon 2019b:14); about “human psychology 

and the structure of human societies” (Kusch and McKenna 2020:1073); and about “the needs 

and capacities of concept-users and their environment” (Queloz 2021:29). If a contingent fact 

about ‘creatures like us’ is that we do not take sceptical possibilities seriously – if “our mind in a 

sense rules them out at once” (Craig 1990:10) – then we have no practical need for a knowledge 

concept on which knowing is compatible with such possibilities. Precisely because we 

automatically treat sceptical possibilities as having already been ruled out, we do not need our 
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knowledge concept to explicitly allow a knowledge attribution to be true even if there are 

uneliminated sceptical error possibilities.  

I here understand ‘taking an error possibility seriously’ as not merely to entertain it, but to treat 

it as an error possibility which is “credible” (Pritchard 2015: 439); which is a “mistake you can 

actually make in this situation” (Stone 2000: 530); which is a “genuine possibility” (Butchvarov 

1970:57); or which is a “live option” (Blome-Tillmann 2009:255). Taking a possibility seriously 

is to believe that the possibility could well obtain. There are several reasons why agents might not 

take sceptical possibilities seriously. The most straightforward is that they are not entertained in 

the first place, perhaps on account of their “complicated, subtle, and unobvious” (Bonjour 

2010:72) nature. With what DeRose calls the “Aw, come on!” (2004:1) response to sceptical 

scenarios, even when entertained some possibilities are regarded as too improbable, farfetched 

or remote to engender serious consideration. 

Indeed, that people in fact tend not to take remote error possibilities seriously is a claim that 

sceptics and anti-sceptics alike agree on. This need not, as the function-first anti-sceptic argues, 

shape the truth conditions of knowledge towards anti-scepticism, on which “S knows that P” is 

true even if there are uneliminated possibilities in which P. Rather, it just as plausibly shapes 

the truth conditions for knowledge towards maximally demanding ones. However, when 

attributing knowledge in everyday life for the purposes of recommending reliable informants, 

possibilities which are not taken seriously are treated as if they have been ruled out. Double 

bookkeeping ensues: the attribution conditions for sentences of the form “S knows that P” are 

responsive to whether S has ruled out every P; possibility that S (or the attributor, or the 

community) takes seriously. Meanwhile, the truth conditions for sentences of the form “S knows 

that P” are responsive to whether S has ruled out every P possibility. This version of scepticism 

diagnoses the frequent overestimating of our own and other’s epistemic position as due to the 

possibilities which we automatically fail to take seriously being treated as having already been 

ruled out. As in Unger’s original argument, the discrepancy between knowing and our actual 

epistemic position only rarely comes to our attention precisely because in most circumstances 

the difference between the two does not impede knowledge from fulfilling its practical purposes. 

Therefore, on the plausible assumption shared by sceptics and anti-sceptics that sceptical 

hypotheses are not generally taken seriously, the sceptic’s knowledge concept is equally as well 

suited to fulfilling knowledge’s functions. 

2.3.2. Communicated Content  

Another error that is frequently posited by sceptics and which explains double bookkeeping is 

error regarding the content typically communicated by knowledge attributions (see Stroud 1984, 

Stone 2000, Schaffer 2004, Chung 2018, Russell 2021, Stoutenburg 2021, Kyriacou 2020). These 

sceptics hold that knowledge attributions of the form “S knows that P” are not typically used to 

communicate that “S knows that P”. Rather, they communicate some other content, such as “S 

is in a good enough epistemic position with regards to P as to be regarded as a reliable informant 

as to whether P”. Taken at face-value, such knowledge attributions are typically false: they 

communicate that “S has ruled out every error possibility in which P”, which is false in most of 
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the contexts in which it is uttered. However, these sceptics argue, the content that such sentences 

typically function to communicate is different, and often true.   

To see how this works, consider some uncontroversial examples of sentences which typically 

communicate a content other than their face-value content: “I’m freezing” to communicate that 

one is (merely) very cold, “Marie arrived at 9” to communicate that Marie arrived approximately 

at 9 and “Jim is a bulldozer” to communicate that Jim is extremely pushy. These sentences are 

examples of exaggeration, loose talk, and metaphor respectively. What all of these sentences 

have in common is a bifurcation between the content communicated by a face-value (or ‘literal’) 

reading, and the non-face-value (or ‘non-literal’) content which the sentences are usually 

employed to communicate. Say that the content communicated by the face-value reading of these 

sentences (that I’m freezing, that Marie arrived at 9, that Jim is a bulldozer,) is false – still, the 

content that they are being employed to communicate (that I am very cold, that Marie arrived 

approximately at 9, that Jim is extremely pushy) may well be true.  

That some sentences typically communicate a content other than their face-value content, then, 

is uncontroversial. Some sceptics hold that knowledge attributions belong in this category: 

sentences of the form “S knows that P” are not usually used to communicate their typically false 

face-value content, but some other, typically true, communicated content. Unlike the examples 

of exaggeration, loose talk, and metaphor given above, the sceptic posits the following error: we 

do not realise that knowledge attributions have a non-face-value reading which is typically 

communicated, and which differs from its face value reading. Whereas the ‘strength of epistemic 

position error’ sceptic posited double bookkeeping between the truth and attribution conditions 

for sentences of the form “S knows that P”, this strand of scepticism posits double bookkeeping 

between the content communicated by a face-value and non-face-value reading of sentences of 

the form “S knows that P”.   

Jim Stone’s (2000) scepticism is an example of scepticism that posits error regarding what 

knowledge attributions communicate. On Stone’s view, a face-value reading of “S knows that P” 

is that ‘S has ruled out every P world’. Typically, the content communicated by these face-value 

readings is false. The communicated content, however, contains an implicit conditional operator 

and communicates something along the lines of: “supposing not-P worlds that conflict with my 

theory of the world are already ruled out, then, given E, it is indubitably certain that P” (2000:529) 

where E is one’s total body of evidence and one’s ‘theory of the world’ consists in assumptions 

the falsehood of which one does not seriously entertain as possible. Stone’s view double 

bookkeeps in the following way: the truth and attribution conditions for face-value readings of “S 

knows that P” come apart from the truth and attribution conditions for the communicate content 

of “S knows that P” because the latter includes an implicit conditional operator.  Stone’s view is 

a form of scepticism that posits widespread error, namely, that people do not realise that their 

knowledge attributions typically communicate a conditional claim. Stone’s explanation for the 

error is reminiscent of Unger’s: given the shared assumption that farfetched error possibilities 

are not to be taken seriously and therefore may be treated as having already been ruled out, for 

all practical purposes there is no difference between conditional and non-conditional knowledge 

attributions. Whereas Unger takes this to support the existence of a factual error regarding the 
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strength of our epistemic position, Stone takes it to support the existence of an error regarding 

what our knowledge attributions typically communicate.  

Error regarding the content communicated by knowledge attributions yields double 

bookkeeping, and also yields a sceptic’s concept of knowledge that is capable of fulfilling the 

functions of knowledge. On this view, both the truth conditions and attribution conditions for 

knowledge bifurcate depending on whether “S knows that P” is given a face-value or non-face-

value reading. On a face-value reading, the truth and attribution conditions are those posited by 

the sceptic, while on the more typical non-face-value reading, they are those posited by the anti-

sceptic and include an implicit conditional operator. Knowledge is functional in virtue of its non-

face-value reading. Knowledge is able to fulfil the function of recommending informants, for 

example, in virtue of the reading on which the sentence contains an implicit conditional operator 

ruling out sceptical scenarios. That the non-face-value reading is instrumental in knowledge 

serving its functions does not speak against scepticism – it means, rather, that the sceptic’s 

knowledge concept describes the less ubiquitous of the two readings for sentences in which 

‘knowledge’ appears. Crucially, however, this type of sceptic posits that everyday speakers do not 

realise that ‘knowledge’ has a non-face-value reading, and mistakenly take themselves to be 

making face-value knowledge attributions. Speakers who utter sentences of the form “S knows 

that P” mistakenly believe themselves to making a face-value claim that S knows that P, and 

mistakenly believe that this face-value claim contains no conditional operators. In fact, and 

unbeknownst to them, the non-face-value reading that their utterance communicate is something 

akin to “supposing that the not-P worlds that conflict with S’s theory of the world are already 

ruled out, then, given E, it is indubitably certain for S that P”.  

The function-first anti-sceptic might nevertheless object that on this view the non-face-value 

reading is what enables knowledge to fulfil its practical roles, still leaving it mysterious why 

knowledge comes equipped not only with a different face-value reading, but specifically with the 

face-value reading posited by the sceptic. In response, recall first that the function-first sceptic 

need not show that her knowledge concept is more functional than the anti-sceptic’s, but merely 

that it is functional. So long as knowledge admitting of different face-value and non-face-value 

readings enables speakers to recommend informants, answering the New Apraxia objection does 

not require the sceptic to additionally argue that coming equipped with the face-value reading 

posited by the sceptic renders knowledge more functional than if it did not come so equipped.  

Second, the sceptical infallibilist may strive to make plausible the claim that positing bifurcation 

between face-value and non-face-value readings coheres well with the functionality of knowledge 

by pointing to the well-researched functions of non-face-value talk in general. An implicit 

conditional operator is only one of several candidate mechanisms that might explain how 

knowledge attributions come to communicate a different content, with different truth conditions, 

to that communicated on a face-value reading. Other mechanisms include exaggeration (Carter 

1995), hyperbole (Schaffer 2004), metaphor (Chung, 2018, 2020), loose talk (Russell 2021, 

Dinges 2021) and Gricean implicature (Stoutenburg 2021). Each of these mechanisms is 

employed in everyday speech because doing so confers advantages or enables speakers to 

communicate something that they could not (or not so easily) communicate using exclusively 

face-value language. For example, metaphor functions to assist reasoning and inference making 
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by presenting novel and complex information in more familiar and simpler guises, thereby 

reducing cognitive load (Landau et al 2010, Johnson 2010, Bougher 2012, Thibodeau et al 2017), 

while exaggeration and hyperbole enable speakers to expressively convey their evaluation of a 

state of affairs (Ruiz de Mendoza and Galera 2014, Cartson and Wearing 2011, 2015, Popa-

Wyatt 2020)
26

. The function-first sceptic, then, can look to the functionality of her posited type 

of non-face-value talk for avenues by which to make plausible the claim that coming equipped 

with a non-face-value reading aids the functionality of knowledge
27

. 

2.4. Conclusion    

The New Apraxia objection holds that the truth of sceptical infallibilism is incompatible with the 

plausible assumption that knowledge serves a practical function. In response, I have argued that 

the sceptical infallibilist can, and typically does, explain how knowledge serves a function in spite 

of its sceptical truth conditions by appeal to systematic patterns of error, and I have highlighted 

two different types of error that the sceptical infallibilist might posit to explain how false 

knowledge attributions might nevertheless be functional. The remainder of this thesis outlines 

and defends a particular way of divorcing communicated content from face-value content: 

fictionalism about knowledge, on which the sentences of the form “S knows that P” admit of 

different face-value and non-face-value readings.  

  

                                                
26

 The proponent of the New Apraxia objection might find such widespread error implausible, especially 

concerning the meaning of sentences, a question on which we might expect speakers to have a high degree 

of introspective access (Liggins 2010). Chapter 5 addresses this objection in detail. For now, it’s worth 

noting that epistemologists have argued that other widely endorsed theories on knowledge such as 

contextualism (Hawthorne 2004:107, Stanley 2005:116) and non-sceptical invariantism (Montminy 

2009:653, Kyriacou 2020:557) also posit semantic blindness of some form.  
27

 Chapter 4 will defend the claim that there are advantages to the sceptical infallibilist’s concept of 

knowledge. See also Aikin (2019) and Kyriacou (2020) for practical advantages of knowledge concepts 

that entail scepticism.  
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Chapter 3: Fiction and Function 

The previous chapter argued that compatibly with the concept of knowledge serving many 

functions, the semantic content of sentences of the form “S knows that P” might be divorced 

from the meaning that they are standardly used to communicate. This chapter examines in detail 

an example of such a view: Julianne Chung’s (2018, 2020) version of epistemic fictionalism, 

according to which knowledge talk is typically non-literal talk. The thesis will go on to develop 

and defend a related way of being an epistemic fictionalist. As the only example of a fictionalist 

view about knowledge in the literature, examining Chung’s view will serve as a springboard from 

which to position the version of fictionalism that I prefer.  

First, I introduce fictionalism in general, and discuss five criteria which a fictionalist theory should 

meet if it is to be well-motivated (§3.1.). I highlight some arguments typically taken to support 

fictionalism (§3.2.), and then outline Julianne Chung’s version of epistemic fictionalism (§3.3). I 

argue that despite its many virtues, it fails to meet one of the five criteria for a well-motivated 

fictionalist theory (§3.4.) Finally, I consider a refinement of Chung’s original fictionalist theory, 

and argue that although it constitutes an improvement, it still doesn’t resolve the problem faced 

by the original account (§3.5.).  

3.1. Fictionalism in Philosophy  

3.1.1. Fictionalism: a first characterisation 

In their introduction to Fictionalism in Philosophy, Armour-Garb and Kroon (2020:1) write that 

“[i]t is easier to feel the force of fictionalism in philosophy if one begins by considering a problem 

that emerges from some of what we say and appear to believe”. This is no doubt why most 

discussions of fictionalism begin with a puzzle about some domain of discourse, and this thesis 

is no exception. Here, then, is a puzzle about mathematical talk: talk of there being 12 apostles, 

250 grams of sugar, and infinitely many primes appears to commit speakers to the existence of 

abstract platonic entities – in this case, to the existence of the number 12, the number 250 and 

prime numbers. Yet, many speakers who utter such number sentences do not, or would not wish 

upon reflection, to commit themselves to the existence of abstract platonic entities called 

‘numbers'. Put differently, there is a mismatch between what such sentences, when taken at face-

value, appear to commit us to and the way that we take the world to be – a mismatch which 

suggests that the sentences are, perhaps, untrue. Or at least, that speakers who utter them would, 

upon reflection, typically consider them to be untrue. Nevertheless, the suggestion that since we 

do not believe in abstract platonic entities we ought to cease using number talk in all domains, 

from cooking to physics, would be met with incredulity and impatience. Number talk is simply 

too useful in both everyday and theoretical contexts to do without. Furthermore, when using 

number talk in the course of daily life the question of whether abstract platonic entities exist 

simply does not strike us as important or relevant. This presents a problem: on the one hand, 

mathematical talk is pervasive and indispensable; on the other hand, it appears to commit users 

of the discourse to widespread error, and does not reflect speakers’ deeper commitments 

regarding what the world is like. 
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Stephen Yablo (1998, 2000) proposes a disarmingly simple explanation for this apparent tension: 

mathematical talk does not commit us to the existence of abstract platonic entities because it does 

not typically communicate the content given on a face-value reading. In other words, 

mathematical talk is non-literal. Just as the sentence ‘”Juliet is the sun” does not commit Romeo 

to the claim that Juliet is a blazing ball of plasma around which the Earth rotates, so the sentence 

“There are 12 apostles” does not commit speakers to the claim that there are abstract platonic 

entities. In general, uttering non-literal sentences does not commit speakers to the truth of the 

target sentences’ face-value semantic content. Rather, competent interlocutors understand 

speakers to be aiming to achieve something other than communicating the face-value meaning 

of their non-face-value sentences. A mother who utters the sentence “Once upon a time there 

was a dragon who lived in a castle” in the course of telling a story, for example, would be taken 

to be aiming to entertain. A child who utters the sentence “We’re the Clangers” would be taken 

to be aiming to initiate a game of make-believe. And Romeo uttering the metaphorical sentence 

“Juliet is the sun” should be taken as trying to communicate some other content that he takes to 

be true, but for which he perhaps lacks the face-value language.  

The fictionalist says that, analogously, speakers who utter sentences in their target domain of 

discourse do not (or perhaps, should not) be interpreted as aiming to communicate the face-

value meaning of their sentence but rather to do something else entirely. To be a fictionalist 

about mathematical discourse is to say that number sentences such as “There were 12 apostles” 

do not communicate their face-value content (roughly, that there are abstract platonic entities 

called numbers and the amount of apostles corresponds to the abstract platonic number ‘twelve’) 

but communicate some non-face-value content (perhaps, that if there are abstract platonic entities 

called numbers, then the amount of apostles would correspond to the abstract platonic number 

‘twelve’). It is this latter content that agents typically wish to communicate when they utter 

mathematical sentences. Whether sentences in mathematical talk are true or false on a face-value 

reading, then, does not determine whether the content that speakers typically aim to 

communicate when they utter such sentences is true or false. In this way, the mathematical 

fictionalist tries to dissolve the apparent tension between what number-talk appears to commit 

speakers to and what speakers take the world to be like: number-talk does not aim to 

communicate its face-value reading, and therefore, it does not commit speakers to anything that 

they might repudiate.  

This is the core spirit of fictionalism. At their heart, fictionalist theories posit that sentences in 

their target discourse have a ‘face-value content’: the surface grammatical and semantic meaning 

of a sentence (e.g. ‘Juliet is a blazing ball of plasma’, ‘There are abstract platonic entities’). Yet, 

the main aim of uttering these sentences is not to communicate this face-value content. Most 

fictionalist theories posit that there is a ‘non-face-value’ content, which designates the content that 

the non-literal sentence actually communicates (e.g. ‘Juliet is radiant and worthy of worship’, ‘if 

there are abstract platonic entities called numbers, then the amount of apostles would correspond 

to the abstract platonic number ‘twelve’’). Roughly, ‘face-value’ content tracks the content 

sometimes referred to as ‘literal’ while ‘non-face-value’ content tracks the content sometimes 
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referred to as ‘non-literal’, ‘fictional’ or ‘expressed’
28

. Thus fictionalist theories are linguistic 

theses: they are theses about fragments of discourse, rather than the real world phenomena that 

these fragments of discourse purport to refer to (if indeed, they refer to phenomena at all). As 

Armour-Garb and Woodbridge (2015:5) stress, “the fact that fiction is a category of discourse 

means that one can apply the notion of fiction only to discourse”. Strictly speaking, the moral 

fictionalist does not claim that moral facts are fictional; she claims that sentences of the form “it 

is immoral to ” are fictional. In the same way, a fictionalist about knowledge does not claim that 

knowledge is fictional, but rather that sentences of the form “S knows that P” are fictional.   

Fictionalism has received increased attention in recent years, and philosophers have argued that 

fictionalism is the best account of a wide range of discourse domains, including morality (Joyce 

2005, Kalderon 2005), mathematics (Yablo 2010, Marcus 2015, Balaguer 2009, Bueno 2009), 

some aspects of scientific talk (Rouse, 2008, Levy 2011), modelling (Godfrey-Smith 2007, Frigg 

2008), objects (Van Inwagen, 1977), present objects (Miller 2021), composite objects (Rosen and 

Dorr 2002), existence (Armour-Garb and Woodbridge 2015), truth (Burgess and Burgess, 2011, 

Armour-Garb and Woodbridge 2015), grounding (Thomson 2022) fictional characters (Lewis 

1978, Brock 2002), God (Eshleman 2005, Le Poidevin 2020, D’Amato 2013), law (Gawthorne, 

2013), modality (Rosen, 1990) mental states (Sprevak 2013, Toon 2016), colours (Gatzia 2010), 

gender (Logue 2022) and knowledge (Chung 2018, 2020), among others. 

 

Despite its increased popularity as an antirealist strategy, there is no standard way of 

understanding what fictionalism is. I now turn to three quick distinctions that fictionalists typically 

make, but which won’t concern the arguments in this thesis very much. First, in terminology 

introduced by Burgess (1983: 96), and popularised by Stanley (2001:36) in the context of 

fictionalism, it has become standard practice to distinguish between hermeneutical and 

revolutionary fictionalism. Hermeneutical fictionalism is a descriptive thesis, holding that as a 

matter of fact the target discourse under investigation is already being used to communicate non-

face-value content. In contrast, revolutionary fictionalism is a prescriptive thesis, holding that we 

ought to start using a discourse domain to communicate non-face-value content. Say that 

sentences of the form “ is moral” actually are typically used to communicate their face-value 

meaning, and furthermore that such sentences are eminently useful; nevertheless, say that careful 

philosophical reflection has revealed that in spite of its ubiquity and usefulness, moral talk 

commits us to a problematic moral ontology. The revolutionary fictionalist might advocate that 

we start using moral talk in the way that the hermeneutic fictionalist suggests that we already do. 

That is to say, the revolutionary fictionalist recommends that we stop using the discourse in a 

face-value spirit, and start using it in a non-face-value way. This thesis concerns hermeneutic 

fictionalism exclusively, and hereafter the term ‘fictionalism’ refers to hermeneutic fictionalism. 

I shall not be concerned with the question of whether knowledge talk should be fictional, but on 

                                                
28

 I use Armour-Garb and Woodbridge’s (2015:6) terms ‘face-value’ and ‘non-face-value’ rather than the 

terms ‘literal’ and ‘non-literal’ because it avoids the confusion between standard (as in, typical) and literal 

(as in, non-fictional) use. It also avoids the problem that some sentences arguably do not have a literal 

meaning. 
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whether it is already typically used fictionally to communicate something other than its face-value 

content.  

The second distinction is between assertoric and non-assertoric fictionalist theories. Every 

fictionalist agrees that in uttering sentences in the target domain of discourse, speakers do not 

commit themselves to the truth of their uttered sentences’ face-value meaning. But fictionalists 

disagree about what precisely one does commit themselves to instead, in uttering these sentences. 

Assertoric fictionalists think that in uttering a sentence in the target discourse domain, a speaker 

asserts (and believes) the non-face-value content of the sentence. Assertoric fictionalism is a 

semantic thesis, holding that semantic redirection occurs so that in uttering a non-face-value 

sentence, one comes to assert (and believe) its non-face-value content. Operator fictionalist 

theories such as Lewis’ (1978) fictionalism about fictional characters is an example of this view, 

on which the non-face-value meaning of an utterance “” is “in the fiction f, ”. In contrast, non-

assertoric fictionalist theories think that in uttering a non-face-value sentence “”, the speaker 

does not assert anything at all. Rather, they engage in a different speech act altogether. This might 

be the speech act of quasi-asserting
29

, pretending to assert
30

, or launching a game of make-believe
31

. 

On this view, sentences of the form “it is immoral to ” are more closely related to sentences of 

the form “Let’s pretend that ” – they might be paraphrased as “Let’s pretend that it’s immoral 

to ” (Joyce 2022).  

Something in the ballpark of this distinction is often cast with different terminology: what I have 

called assertoric fictionalism is similar to ‘content’ (Eklund 2019) or ‘cognitive’ (Joyce 2005:295) 

fictionalism, and what I have called non-assertoric fictionalism is similar to ‘force’ (Eklund 2009), 

‘non-cognitive’ (Joyce 2005:295) or ‘instrumental’ (Yablo 2001:74) fictionalism. The content-

force distinction is supposed to capture the divide between fictionalists who think that in uttering 

sentences in the target discourse domain a speaker succeeds in asserting some new non-face-

value content, to contrast with fictionalist theories on which sentences in the domain of discourse 

are uttered with non-assertoric force. Although I will sometimes use the terminology of ‘content’ 

and ‘force’ fictionalism (especially in chapter 5), I prefer the assertoric and non-assertoric 

distinction because it more usefully categorises force fictionalist views on which a non-assertoric 

utterance of “” nevertheless succeeds in asserting some non—face-value content which the 

speaker believes. Toon’s pretence theory about mental states is an example of such a view. On 

Toon’s fictionalism, speakers who utter sentences of the form “R believes that P” are pretending 

to assert “R believes that P”, and through the act of engaging in this pretence, nevertheless 

succeed in asserting that R is in some state S such that, fictionally, the speaker says something 

true
32

.  

The third distinction concerns the role of attitudes. Some philosophers (e.g. Kalderon 2008, 

Daly 2008, Jenkins 2006) take as essential to fictionalism that speakers bear a certain attitude 

                                                
29

 E.g. Rosen (1994), Daly (2008), Kroon (2008) 
30

 E.g. Toon (2016), Liggins (2010), Miller (2021), Joyce (2022) 
31

 E.g. Walton (1993) 
32

 See also Walton (1993) on fictional characters and Armour-Garb and Woodbridge on existence and 

truth talk (2015). 
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towards the sentences in the target domain of discourse. On this view, to be a fictionalist is to say 

that users of the target domain of discourse do not believe the face-value content of their 

utterances. Rather, they merely accept
33

, exploit
34

, or entertain
35

 the sentences in D, where these 

attitudes all fall short of belief. Thus Kalderon (2008: 40) writes that “[f]ictionalism is not 

primarily a semantic thesis. It is a claim about the nature of acceptance”. Daly echoes this 

sentiment, writing that “[f]ictionalism is an account of what attitude we should take to the 

sentences of [a subject matter] S. It says that we should not believe them” (2008:424). Other 

fictionalists opt for semantic theories which do not trade on the notion of acceptance at all. 

Armour-Garb and Woodbridge’s fictionalism about existence-talk, for example, posits a 

semantic redirection so that speakers do believe the content of their sentences – it is just that they 

believe the non-face-value content, as opposed to the face-value content. Furthermore, as Joyce 

(2005) points out, operator fictionalist views hold that sentences in their target discourse contain 

tacit operators, so there is no obstacle to speakers straightforwardly believing the content of their 

sentences. For example, sentences such as “there are infinite primes” contain a tacit operator: 

“[According to the fiction of mathematics] there are infinite primes”, which speakers might well 

believe (and which might well be true). Along with Joyce (2005) and Armour-Garb and Kroon 

(2020), I don’t wish to restrict fictionalism to a theory about attitude. Attitude-wise, what matters 

for a fictionalist view is that speakers do not believe the face-value content of their sentences. 

Compatibly with this, a view might count as fictionalist without positing any particular attitude 

towards sentences in the target domain of discourse.  

Having said something about the distinctions that I don’t focus on, I now turn to two distinctions 

that do determine whether a fictionalist theory is well-motivated: fictionalism must explain the 

function of its target domain of discourse; and fictionalism must employ the notion of fiction to 

explain how sentences in its target discourse domain succeed in fulfilling their function. My main 

aim is to sketch a well-motivated fictionalism, a fictionalism that gives us a reason to think that 

the target discourse is indeed fictional
36

.  

3.1.2. Functional Fictional Talk  

Essential to fictionalism is the claim that the domain of discourse given a fictionalist treatment is 

somehow useful. In this sense, fictionalism shares a key commitment with theories generated 

through a function-first analysis. We have seen how investigating a concept using a function-first 

lens means understanding every concept as fulfilling a purpose or a function. Many realists about 

a domain of discourse take the function of the concept to be tracking some natural fact about the 

world: the moral realist says that the purpose of moral talk is to track moral facts (Wielenberg 

2010); the mathematical discourse realist will say that the purpose of moral talk is to track number 

facts (Clarke-Doane, 2012); and at least one realist about knowledge says that the purpose of 

knowledge talk is to track epistemic facts (Kornblith 2002). It is of course possible to be a realist 
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who doesn’t think that the function of a domain of discourse is just to track natural facts about 

the world. The function-first project is not typically conceived of as an antirealist project, but 

neither does it posit that the functions served by knowledge are tracking functions. Indeed, as 

Craig (1990) and Hannon (2019a) point out, even if epistemologists did succeed in the project 

of identifying a natural fact about the world which perfectly matches the extension of our concept 

of knowledge, they would not be out of a job: it would still be instructive to ask what it is about 

these particular standards that has been worth picking out with the concept of knowledge. As 

discussed, many function-first theorists build into their method that the resulting concept must 

be checked against intuitive extension and intension, where this means that the resulting concept 

should feature in sentences that are typically true – barring “some half‐way plausible hypothesis 

about how the massive misfit could have come about” (Craig, 1990:71) that is.  

Unlike typical theories generated on function-first analyses, fictionalist theories posit that in 

addition to being useful, a domain of discourse is somehow infelicitous – perhaps, infelicitous in 

the sense of being false. A key hallmark of fictionalism is to outline and defend the relevant “half-

way plausible hypothesis”: to account for the function of a domain of discourse which is 

nevertheless infelicitous (and perhaps, which is nevertheless false). This is reflected in many 

characterisations of fictionalism. Vaihinger’s (1911) Kantian inspired Philosophy of as If is often 

cited as the ancestor of modern fictionalism (see e.g. Fine 1993), and emphasises throughout the 

role that fictions play in our cognition. For Vaihinger, fiction selection is driven by considering 

which fiction is most expedient given the purposes of a domain of discourse. Most modern day 

fictionalists do not wish to follow Vaihinger in claiming that every useful concept is fictional, but 

do continue to define fictionalism as the thesis that a domain of discourse may be infelicitous at 

face-value while nevertheless being useful.  

Here are some representative definitions of fictionalism that all reflect the idea that fictionalism 

treats its target discourse as useful, albeit (potentially) false: 

Fictionalism about a discourse claims that the sentences of the discourse are useful but 

does not claim that they are true. Typically, fictionalists will deny that sentences of the 

discourse are true. (Liggins 2012) 

Utterances of sentences of the discourse are best seen not as efforts to say what is literally 

true, but as useful fictions of some sort. (Eklund 2019) 

Fictionalism proposes that a certain discourse – such as talk about possible worlds, or 

mathematical talk – is useful, perhaps even indispensable for theoretical purposes, but 

should not be taken as true. (Caddick Bourne 2018) 

Fictionalism about region of discourse D claims that those participating in D should not 

have (and perhaps, in the case of certain types of discourse, typically do not have) truth 

as their aim when they accept a sentence from D. (Kroon 2011: 787) 

The “fictionalist umbrella”, in that claims that are not literally true can still be usefully 

used for a variety of purposes. (Nolan 2005:2014) 
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Schematically, we can formulate fictionalism about S as follows: (1) the fictionalist does 

not believe any sentence of S, but (2) he believes that the sentences of S are useful. (Daly 

2008:425) 

Central to fictionalism, then, is the idea that whatever the utility of a discourse is, its utility must 

be independent of the truth of the sentences in the discourse. Toon (2016), for example, argues 

that when closely examined, talk about mental states such as belief and desire do not appear to 

reflect a genuine commitment that there are such states and that these states cause behaviour. 

Rather, we can understand mental state talk as usefully fictional talk, whose purpose is to help 

describe, explain and make inferences regarding people’s behaviour. Joyce (2001) argues that 

moral talk serves the function of preventing us from succumbing to potentially costly weakness 

of will, and expands co-operation to members of the community that are not directly related. 

Yet, these function are served entirely independently of the truth of sentences of the form “S 

believes that P” or “it is morally permissible to ”.  In short, what makes fictional sentences useful 

is not their truth
37

.  

Notice that so formulated, the fictionalist does not claim that typical sentences in her target 

domain of discourse actually are false. Rather, it suffices that the sentences be somehow 

infelicitous (Armour-Garb and Woodbridge 2015)
38

. One way in which sentences in D might be 

infelicitous is by being false in a manner that we would expect speakers to detect. Other ways of 

being infelicitous include being semantically, epistemically or pragmatically infelicitous: perhaps 

we have good reason to believe that sentences in D are typically false, or generate contradictions 

when used in different contexts, or their truth value is indeterminate from our perspective, or 

perhaps they are true but using them to utter their face-value truth would not serve the aims of 

the discourse.  

There is a sense, then, in which fictionalist theories are natural allies with function-first accounts: 

both take as a starting point observations about a discourse’s utility. The fictionalist, however, is 

motivated additionally by widespread infelicity surrounding a domain of discourse.  

3.1.3. Putting the ‘fiction’ in ‘Fictionalism’ 

Fictionalism defined in terms of a somehow infelicitous, but useful, discourse is still missing 

something important: a positive reason to think that sentences in the target domain of discourse 

are typically uttered in a fictional spirit. After all, many anti-realist theories, including error 

theories, pragmatist theories and expressivist theories, hold that at least on some readings a 

domain of discourse is infelicitous yet useful. Mackie (1977:239), for example, famously 

describes moral obligations as “useful fictions” – what he means by this is that sentences of the 

form “it is morally obligatory to ”are useful, yet false. Moral discourse on this view might also 
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be infelicitous, at least insofar as ‘false according to philosophical theory about morality’ counts 

as a form of infelicity. But because Mackie thinks that speakers who utter moral sentences take 

themselves to be saying something true (perhaps they do not notice, or are not moved by, the 

infelicity), he is an error theorist as opposed to a fictionalist. Van Fraassen’s (1980) account of 

scientific discourse is frequently described as fictionalist
39

. Van Fraassen holds that we should 

accept, rather than believe, our best scientific theories – but he makes no use of the notion of 

fiction to flesh out what acceptance means, or why we should accept, as oppose to believe, our 

scientific theories. Van Fraassen’s view, then, ought not qualify as fictionalist. 

Bourne and Caddick Bourne (2020:168) write that “[w]hat characterizes a fictionalist approach 

to subject matter X is the suggestion that X can be understood by appeal to the notion of fiction. 

Otherwise, fictionalism does not deserve its name.” Yet for some fictionalists, all that a fictionalist 

requires to “deserve the name” is to posit some similarity between paradigmatic instances of non-

face-value discourse, such as literary fiction, and the target domain of discourse. The similarity 

might be ontological, in the sense that both sentences in the target discourse domain and 

sentences in canonical examples of fiction make reference to entities that do not exist (or, to 

more accurately frame this point in terms of discourse, hold that both sentences in the target 

discourse domain and sentences in the canonical example of fiction are false if given a face-value 

reading). Thus Sainsbury (2009:175) writes “a theory is fictionalist concerning some region of 

thought if it claims that regions are, or can be, or should be regarded as possessing this similarity 

with fiction: they don’t have to be true to be good”. The similarity might be epistemic, in the 

sense that both sentences in the target discourse domain and sentences in the canonical example 

of fiction are not typically believed, but are merely accepted or exploited. In the SEP entry on 

modal fictionalism, Nolan (2016) invokes this analogy in his treatment of fictionalism, 

characterising it as “an approach to theoretical matters in a given area which treats the claims in 

that area as being in some sense analogous to fictional claims: claims we do not literally accept at 

face value, but which we nevertheless think serve some useful function.” The similarity might 

involve the function of the discourse. For example, Joyce (2013:520) describes fictionalism as 

the “thesis that the role that these [non-face-value] utterances do play is substantively similar to 

the role of familiar fictional discourse”.  

There are several problems with defining fictionalism purely as the thesis that one’s domain of 

discourse must somehow be similar to a canonical example of fiction. The first is simply a matter 

of classification. As Burgess (2004:20, original italics) puts it, “it is impossible to quarrel with the 

proposition that mathematics is in some respects like fiction. For indeed, anything is like anything 

else, in some respect”. Mere similarity is too coarse-grained a tool to usefully distinguish 

fictionalism from other views – indeed, even some realist views might hold that fragments of 

domains of discourse are in some respects similar to fiction. For example, any realist about 

fictional entities will hold this position just in virtue of their subject matter, and so would trivially 

count as fictionalist. And other anti-realist theories such as pragmatism and expressivism also 

posit that the target domains of discourse share a similarity with paradigmatic instances of literary 

fiction, for example, that sentences in the target discourse domain are accepted or quasi-asserted 

                                                
39

 See for example Field (1980), Yablo (2001), Hussein (2004), Kalderon (2005), Rosen (2005), Blackburn 

(2005), Nolan et al. (2005), Daly (2008), Sainsbury (2010) and Eklund (2011).  



57 

 

rather than believed and asserted. For example, Blackburn’s (1984, 1988) quasi-realism posits 

that moral sentences are quasi-asserted, in the sense that they should be heard not as asserting 

their content, but in expressing certain attitudes. Yet as Blackburn (1987) makes clear, quasi-

realism is not intended to be a type of fictionalism: it makes no reference to notions of fiction, 

and holds that sentences in its target discourse domains are truth-normed
40

.  

Another limitation of characterising fictionalism in terms of similarity to paradigmatic instances 

of fiction is that it demands some set of distinctive features constitutive of fiction to which features 

of the target discourse are relevantly similar to. Take Kalderon’s claim that fictionalism is 

characterised by similarity in attitude between moral talk and canonical examples of fictional talk, 

such as literary fiction. Not only does this saddle the fictionalist with what Armour-Garb and 

Woodbridge (2015:11) term the ‘added burden problem’ of needing to commit to a particular 

philosophical view on which attitudes are typical of engagement with fiction, but it assumes that 

there is one attitude involved in familiar fictional discourse. The problem with this line of 

reasoning is that there might not be a well-defined demarcation between fiction and other types 

of representation or set of characteristics, such as attitudes, shared by all instances of fiction 

(Friend 2012, Bourne and Caddick Bourne 2020).  

A more substantive problem with characterising fictionalism in terms of similarity between the 

target discourse and paradigmatic examples of fiction, however, has to do with motivation: 

pointing to similarity gives us no reason to think that the target discourse itself operates along the 

lines of the suggested similar fiction. Say that, following Joyce (2022), one’s target discourse plays 

a similar role to the role played by a given fictionalist discourse. Where does the notion of fiction 

come in? Joyce would first need to show that the domain of discourse indeed fulfils this particular 

role; independently argue that a given type of fiction also fulfils this role; and finally, argue that 

these roles are relevantly similar. But what is the point of the comparison with paradigmatic 

examples of fiction? If the domain of discourse actually does fulfil that role, it would do so even 

if no instance of fiction fulfilled that role. Indeed, the target discourse may well have fulfilled this 

role even if there were no such thing as fictional discourse. Whether or not some types of fiction 

also play the posited role has absolutely no bearing on whether this domain of discourse fulfils 

the posited role. So on this picture, the notion of fiction is inert in the explanation of how one’s 

discourse operates. Fiction enters the scene after the analysis of the target discourse has already 

been completed. Noting similarities in role would not, for example, suggest that there are any 

further similarities between the two types of discourse, nor would it give reason to think that the 

target discourse as a whole is fictional.  

This point is not merely that this way of classifying fictionalism makes analysing whether a 

fragment discourse is fictional redundant, but more importantly that it undercuts the motivation 

for being a fictionalist about a domain of discourse in the first place. On this picture, one can 

count as a fictionalist even if they take there to be absolutely no reason to think that the fragment 

of discourse involves fiction of any type: all they require is that the discourse is in some sense 

similar to fictional discourse. In contrast, a philosopher who argued that similarities give us reason 
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to think that the target discourse is itself an example of that type of fictional discourse would be 

well-motivated. For example, someone who thinks that a domain of discourse fulfilling the same 

role as metaphor makes it plausible that the target discourse is metaphorical is not subject to this 

criticism, nor is someone who thinks that a domain of discourse involving the same attitude as 

telling a story telling gives us reason to think that the domain of discourse is an instance of story-

telling. Such a philosopher would be using the notions of metaphor and story-telling as integral 

to their analysis of the target discourse
41

.  

This suggests that a more motivated version of fictionalism employs the notion of fiction as part 

the explanation for how the discourse succeeds in fulfilling its useful roles. That is to say, to really 

motivate the claim that a domain of discourse should be analysed along the lines of a fiction, the 

fictionalist needs to explain how the notion of fiction enables sentences in the target domain to 

fulfil the function in virtue of which they are useful (and hence, in virtue of which they have 

remained in circulation despite their infelicity). Looking back to the function-first method 

introduced in Chapter 2 brings into focus a more motivated way of incorporating fiction back 

into fictionalism. Recall that the key insight of the function-first method is to begin with an 

account of what a concept or fragment of discourse does, and work backwards to uncover its 

intension and extension by reflecting on what a concept would need to look like in order to fulfil 

these functions. I also argued that where the posited function is not merely to track a natural fact 

about the world, we should not assume that a function-first analysis will yield a realist picture of 

the concept being analysed. I think that function-first can do even more work for the fictionalist: 

running a function-first analysis can potentially reveal where a domain of discourse is likely to be 

fictional, by revealing how a domain of discourse could best serve its purpose if it were fictional. 

And the way in which a function-first account will reveal this is by showing how discourse 

involving the concept could not (or could not as well, or as easily) serve its function if it were not 

fictional.  

To illustrate, take Yablo’s canonical mathematical fictionalism. Yablo writes that once we grant 

that there is such a thing as metaphorical content, “then here is what we want explained: what are 

the reasons for accessing them metaphorically?” (1998:250). Yablo goes on to argue that certain 

types of content can only be accessed metaphorically. This is because there simply might not be 

a face-value way of communicating them; they might not be easily comprehensible when 

presented at face-value; or perhaps the face-value way of communicating them is under-

determined. In the case of number-talk, speaking metaphorically enables speakers to utter 

sentences of the form “the As and Bs are equinumerous” even though it is indeterminate from 

their perspective whether abstract platonic entities exist – and hence the face-value reading of the 

utterance is true, and one that speakers would be happy to be taken to have said – or whether 

they do not, in which case speakers would want to be taken to have uttered a non-face-value 

content. Yablo’s insight is to bake the indeterminacy into the discourse itself. He does this 

through pretence-style metaphor: metaphorical talk enables the communication of indeterminate 

content. Indeed, Yablo is explicit in taking his fictionalism to fit at least part of what a Carnapian 

explication is supposed to generate: a “well-disciplined, practically advantageous way of talking 
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that makes no pretence of being ‘really true’” (1998:242). A function-first account of number talk 

thus has the potential to lend support to this fictionalist analysis, by embedding the sense in which 

the discourse needs to be fictional to be functional into a more general quest to investigate 

number-talk by thinking about its functionality.  

I argued in chapter 2 that the function-first philosopher always runs the risk that useful error is 

confounding her analysis. The same is true of fictionalist interpretations. It could be that 

particular patterns of useful error make it such that speakers using number-talk really do believe 

the face-value claims that they make, and yet their number-talk fulfils its useful function; it could 

be that users of number talk are simply mistaken about what their ontological number 

commitments are. We can never rule out error. Nevertheless, if it turns out that certain useful 

content appears to serve a function, or serve it much better, if presented in a non-face-value guise, 

then this gives the function-first philosopher at least a prima facie reason for thinking that the 

target discourse is best understood as fictional. In addition to intension and extension, we can 

apply the function-first method to reveal a concept’s ‘face-value-ness’: whether it is typically used 

in face-value or non-face-value sentences, by appeal to whether a non-face-value use would 

increase functionality.  

A fictionalist account, then, applies the notion of fiction to the target discourse domain in order 

to explain how it is that the discourse succeeds in fulfils its central function, despite being 

infelicitous at face-value. This might take the form of showing how pretence is integral to how a 

discourse succeeds in communicating its non-face-value content, where the utility of the discourse 

lies in communicating this non-face-value content. It might take the form of applying some 

aspects of the semantics, epistemology or pragmatics of a particular type of fictional discourse to 

the target discourse domain, on the basis that these are the semantics, epistemology or pragmatics 

that would enable it to fulfil its function. Or it might involve arguing that the function of the 

domain of discourse is the same as the function fulfilled by a particular type of fictional discourse, 

giving us reason to think that the discourse domain belongs to that same type
42

. Crucially, keeping 

an eye trained on the function of the discourse and working backwards to reveal its contours, as 

the function-first philosopher recommends, is a useful tool for revealing whether those contours 

contain non-face-value content.  

3.1.4. Five Criteria   

To summarise, I have argued that a well-motivated fictionalist theory: 

i. is a theory about sentences in a domain of discourse D 

ii. holds that sentences in D would be infelicitous on a face-value reading  

iii. holds that uttering sentences in D fulfils a useful function  

iv. holds that uttering sentences in D fulfils a function in virtue of doing something other 

than assert their face-value content  
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v. applies the notion of fiction in the explanation of (iv), i.e. the notion of fiction explains 

how uttering sentences in D does something other than assert their face-value content 

 

The aim is not (mainly) to taxonomise: I do not wish to insist that any theory that does not adhere 

to these criteria cannot properly call itself fictionalism. Rather, I hope to have defended the idea 

that any fictionalist theory that does not adhere to these is under-motivated. That is to say, unless 

a fictionalist can show that her target discourse meets these criteria, we do not have sufficient 

reason to think that the discourse in question is fictional after all. The remainder of this thesis 

will employ this characterisation of fictionalism.  

3.2. Some Arguments for Fictionalism  

Having said something about what fictionalism is, I briefly outline three key motivations for 

fictionalism, including an argument that I already started discussing in §3.1.3., and which will be 

particularly relevant to epistemic fictionalism: arguments from the function of fiction.  

3.2.1. Arguments from Ontology  

Historically, ontological arguments for fictionalism have been favoured, according to which we 

have good philosophical arguments to suggest that a given class of entity does not exist, and so 

good reason to re-analyse talk that is ostensibly about that entity so that it comes out not 

committing everyday speakers to its existence. Ontological arguments are, according to Yablo 

(2010:193), “dead and gone” – and for good reason. To work, ontological arguments need to 

claim that everyday talk is shaped by ontology: by what philosophers have good philosophical 

reason to think does or does not exists. But this strikes many philosophers as “comically 

immodest” (Burgess 2002:30). Lewis (1991:59), for example, writes that he’s “moved to laughter 

at the thought of how presumptuous it would be to reject mathematics for philosophical 

reasons”
43

. Burgess and Lewis find fictionalism comedic because they take mathematics to be a 

more reliable source on the question of whether there are numbers than philosophy is. I agree 

with Daly (2006) that this argument is somewhat misguided – mathematicians may be experts on 

mathematical questions concerning numbers, without being experts on philosophical questions 

concerning numbers. But the more pertinent question is: why should we expect ontology to shape 

our concepts and discourse, when discovering the truth regarding this ontology demands 

complex philosophical argumentation? Barring some account on which a concept serves the 

specific function of tracking a natural fact, we are not entitled to suppose that our concepts to 

reflect reality in this way. Rather, as I argued in Chapter 2, we should expect our concepts to have 

the shape that they need to serve their function, given facts about us and the use to which we put 

them. Since few concepts have been shaped against a backdrop of philosophical use, we have no 

reason to think that our concepts reflect a complex ontology. For this reason, ontological 

arguments can be put to the side. 
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3.2.1. Arguments from Function  

I argued above that well motivated fictionalist theories centre the notion of fiction as part of the 

explanation for why we have the discourse to begin with, and how it serves its purposes despite 

being false at face-value. A good way of arguing for the claim that a domain of discourse is fictional 

stems from arguing that it being fictional (e.g., it communicating a non-face-value content) enables 

us to achieve something that we could not, or could not so easily achieve, without the discourse 

being non-face-value.  

Yablo identifies three functions played by paradigmatic cases of non-face-value discourse, and 

suggests that either one, or perhaps a mixture of all three, can explain the role of non-face-value 

number talk. Non-face-value discourse might be: 

1. Representationally essential, enabling us to represent content for which there is no direct 

face-value paraphrase (e.g. there is no face-value paraphrase for ‘angry clouds’ and 

‘piercing glances’) 

2. Presentationally essential, enabling us to reason about propositions in a way that affords 

greater cognitive advantages  (e.g. ‘the average planet has 2.4 stars’ is much easier to 

process than its face-value equivalent) 

3. Procedurally essential, enabling speakers to communicate a truth even if they are 

uncertain about whether the truth they wish to communicate is true on a face-value or 

non-face-value reading (e.g. ‘Jane was blessed with a speedy recovery’, where the speaker 

is agnostic about the spiritual ontology necessary for a face-value blessing) 

 

Yablo goes on to argue that mathematical discourse is best understood as either presentationally 

or procedurally essential (or perhaps a combination of the two). Sentences of the form “there 

are 12 apostles” present a proposition that would otherwise be difficult to grasp (perhaps: ‘there 

is an apostle, and an apostle, and an apostle, etc.’) in a more cognitively accessible manner. 

Alternatively, perhaps whether there are abstract platonic numbers is indeterminate from 

speakers’ perspectives. In these cases the expression is intended to convey either that abstract 

platonic numbers exist and the platonic number twelve describes the number of apostles, or the 

paraphrase ‘there is an apostle, and an apostle, and an apostle, etc.’ Additionally, Yablo argues 

that the practice of using non-face-value discourse to achieve practical goals is widespread. Much 

of our talk about abstract entities – talk of models, possible worlds, functions, properties – is non-

face-value, and subject to similar arguments as number talk.  

3.2.2. Arguments from Linguistic Evidence  

A popular strategy is to argue that the target discourse behaves in the same way as is typical of a 

particular type of non-face-value discourse (e.g. metaphor, pretence, myth, story-telling, and so 

on) and that this gives us positive reason to think that the target discourse belongs in that category 

of non-face-value discourse
44

. Yablo (2001) argues that the best arguments for fictionalism appeal 
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to what features of the target discourse fictionalism is able to explain. Here is how he puts the 

point:  

Just maybe, it gives the most plausible account of the practice. It is not that X's are 

intolerable, but that when we examine X-language in a calm and unprejudiced way, it turns 

out to have a whole lot in common with language that is fictional on its face. (Yablo 

2001:87) 

Unlike the ontological arguments discussed above, this strategy of argument looks at the 

discourse itself, and asks whether features of the discourse are best explained by positing a 

fictional mechanism. For example, Yablo (2010) argues that abstract entity discourse (including 

mathematical discourse) behaves like metaphorical discourse in many ways. Here are some of 

these ways, the first of which has already been touched upon: 

Commitment  

Metaphorical sentences do not commit speakers to their face-value truth, nor to any proposition 

or entity entailed by the truth of a face-value reading. Uttering “Juliet is the sun” does not commit 

Romeo to any propositions entailed by a face-value reading of this sentence, such as the 

proposition that Juliet is a blazing ball of plasma. Furthermore, uttering “Juliet is a bright angel” 

does not even commit Romeo to the existence of angels. In the same way, uttering “there were 

12 apostles” does not commit speakers of mathematical discourse to the entailed claim that there 

are abstract platonic entities called numbers.  

Impatience  

In an example adapted from Burgess and Rosen (1997), Yablo (2010:148) asks us to imagine 

that the Oracle of Philosophy tells us that there are no abstract entities. Would we demand that 

mathematicians cease conducting their work, and that laypeople cease using number-talk? 

Presumably not. And if we did, we should expect to be met with impatience. This feeling of 

impatience is a datum to be explained. And indeed, speakers who utter metaphorical sentences 

naturally experience a certain feeling of impatience when otherwise competent interlocutors 

misread their utterances as communicating their face-value content. For example, a speaker who 

utters the sentence “their relationship is on the rocks” will naturally experience impatience if, 

barring some special explanation, an otherwise competent interlocutor consistently misreads the 

sentence as communicating a face-value content (“That can’t be right, there are no rocks around 

where they live”).  

Silly Questions 

Relatedly, metaphors stretch only so far. For this reason, they invite “outrageously inappropriate 

questions” (Yablo 2010:140) such as: exactly where is the hatchet buried? What virus did you 

catch to make you sick of all these roadworks? “Do you plan to drop-forge the uncreated 
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conscience of your race in the smithy of your soul, or use some alternative method?” (Yablo 

140). These questions are silly because they miss the sense in which metaphors are only as 

detailed as they have to be in order to illuminate the relevant target domain. In this sense 

metaphors are skeletal: there are no facts to discover about the hatchet, being sick of it, or even 

forging uncreated consciousness, beyond those minimally required to structure the target 

domain. As Yablo puts it, “why should we have filled out the story further than needed?” 

(2010:195). Yablo argues that number-talk is like this also. Questions such as “what are the 

intrinsic properties of the empty set? Are universals wholly present in each of their instances? 

Do relations lead a divided existence, parcelled out among their relata?” (2010:173) take us 

beyond the limit to which number-talk stretches
45

.  

That a domain of discourse demonstrates characteristics typical of a specific type of non-face-

value discourse, then, is well explained by positing that the discourse is in fact an instance of that 

type of non-face-value discourse. For example, that abstract platonic entity talk such as number 

talk behaves like metaphorical talk is well explained by positing that such talk is in fact typically 

metaphorical.  

3.4. Chung’s Epistemic Fictionalism  

Returning to epistemology, Julianne Chung (2018, 2020) has recently argued that knowledge talk 

presents us with a puzzle similar to the puzzle presented by mathematical talk, and that just as in 

the mathematical case, being fictionalists about knowledge resolves the problem. To be a 

fictionalist about knowledge talk is to hold that positive sentences of the form “S knows that P” 

do not communicate their face-value meaning, but aim to achieve some alternative aim. Chung’s 

version of fictionalism is an assertoric fictionalist view (Chung uses the term ‘content fictionalism’ 

to describe her view). It holds that the alternative aim achieved by uttering sentences of the form 

“S knows that P” is to assert some non-face-value content, a content which differs from the face-

value content. Crucially, the non-face-value content is not only different to the face-value content, 

but it might actually be consistent with the contradiction of the face-value content.  

Here is how Chung (2018:391) characterises her view: 

[S]entences of the form “S knows P” (and the like) usually, if not always, 

communicate false propositions. Does this mean that we are not warranted in our 

use of such sentences? No, says the Fictionalist. For, we do not normally use a 

sentence of the form “S knows P” to assert the proposition that it semantically 

communicates. Rather, we use it non-literally in such a way so as to avoid asserting its 

semantic content and to assert some other content (consistent with the proposition 

that S does not know p) altogether. 

                                                
45

 A real life example of this phenomenon: as I write this chapter my son, who has just had his third 

birthday and therefore is no longer two years old, wants to know “where ‘the two’ went”. These 

questions are not silly when uttered by young children precisely because young children have not yet 

developed the ability to “see through” the metaphor to the communicated non-face-value content.  
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So, to be a fictionalist about knowledge, one divorces the face-value content (the meaning lodged 

into surface grammatical form and semantic content) from non-face-value content (the meaning 

that such sentences are used to actually communicate).  

On Chung’s view, the non-face-value content communicated by a typical utterance of sentences 

of the form “S knows that P” is deeply context-sensitive, and varies with use: 

Typically asserted propositions may include those along the lines of: that S truly 

believes P, that S is justified in believing P, that S believes P as a result of a reliable 

belief-forming process, that S can rule out all relevant alternatives to P, that S can 

assert P, that S can rely on P in practical reasoning, and so on – in other words, 

propositions that many epistemologists have argued are associated with knowledge-

attributing sentences. However, it should be emphasized that these may not even 

come close to exhausting the propositions that we use sentences of the form “S knows 

P” to assert. (2018:392) 

In contrast to this, the face-value content is the one posited by the invariantist. Chung takes the 

face-value meaning to be “the proposition that S knows that P”, where ‘knows’ is given an 

invariantist treatment. However, she leaves open the question of just how high the standards for 

knowledge are on the face-value reading (2018:405): 

[i]t seems as if “knows” quite possibly does have a sober – and yet highly, if not 

impossibly, demanding - use in a significant number of contexts.  

Continuing in a footnote (2018:405): 

Indeed, perhaps so highly demanding that it is impossible to meet the satisfaction 

conditions that it mandates (which arguably rise to the level of infallibility). 

One way in which sceptical argument might render face-value readings infelicitous is by being 

sound, thereby rendering knowledge sentences false if taken at face value. However, this is not 

the only way. As Chung points out, the fictionalist need not commit herself to the view that 

sceptical arguments are in fact sound if knowledge sentences are taken at face-value. It suffices 

that their being sound is a serious possibility and that whether they are sound is unclear from our 

perspective. From this it would follow that whether our knowledge sentences are false is also 

unclear, which is enough to make knowledge sentences infelicitous on a face-value reading. Put 

differently, it would suffice for the standards of knowledge to be high, in a way that nevertheless 

falls short of infallibility, provided that it were obscure to us how they fell short of infallibility.  

So on Chung’s view, sentences of the form “S knows that P” typically communicate the face-

value content that S knows that P, in order to communicate the non-face-value content, which 

takes the form of a disjunction and that I will call “Justified True Belief + (JTB+)”.  
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JTB+ epistemic fictionalism  

Face-Value content:   S knows that P [invariant, possibly sceptical infallibilism] 

Non-Face-Value content:  JTB+ [S truly believes P, that S is justified in believing P, 

that S believes P as a result of a reliable belief-forming 

process, that S can rule out all relevant alternatives to P, 

that S can assert P, that S can rely on P in practical 

reasoning, and so on] 

Chung’s fictionalist view is intended to motivate fictionalism as a general approach, and leaves 

open the question of what underlying fictionalist mechanism is underpinning the redirection 

from face-value content to non-face-value content. Thus, we can see Chung as providing a road 

map and initial motivation for a fictionalist view, to be filled in and fleshed out with a specific 

fictionalist mechanics.  

Chung motivates her view primarily by appeal to linguistic evidence, arguing that knowledge talk 

exhibits some of the hallmarks of non-face-value talk outlined by Yablo. In particular, she argues 

that knowledge talk too appears to leave a gap between what speakers intend to commit 

themselves to and what (a face-value reading of) their uttered sentences seems on the face of it to 

commit them to, as evidenced by the urge to retract that speakers feel upon being presented with 

sceptical arguments. Furthermore, she argues that sceptical hypotheses are examples of questions 

that appear legitimate but which nevertheless elicit impatience and strike speakers as silly. Just as 

is the case for mathematical talk, we expect that everyday users of knowledge talk to feel impatient 

if we started to insist that they cease making knowledge attributions until the problem of 

scepticism has been resolved; and in many everyday contexts the question “are you sure you’re 

not a brain in a vat?” strikes us as an unserious response to a good faith knowledge attribution.  

3.5. Applying the 5 Desiderata 

Let’s return to the five desiderata for a well-motivated fictionalist theory. How does epistemic 

fictionalism fare? We have already seen that epistemic fictionalism meets both criteria i. and ii. 

epistemic fictionalism is (i.) a theory about fragments of discourse, specifically, knowledge talk; 

and (ii.) holds that due to the possible soundness of sceptical arguments, knowledge discourse is 

semantically infelicitous on a face-value reading. Chung does not address (iii.) and (iv.) directly, 

but it is easy to fill in the gaps. On Chung’s account, knowledge sentences communicate 

propositions such as ‘S has a justified belief that P’. Given the overwhelmingly plausible 

hypothesis that evaluating beliefs epistemically is useful, redirecting towards this non-face-value 

content explains the function of knowledge discourse. Chung’s epistemic fictionalism, then, 

meets criteria (i.)-(iv.).  

However, I think that epistemic fictionalism as it has been formulated fails on criterion (v.). One 

reason is that Chung’s fictionalism is intended as a sketch to be filled in with a relevant 

mechanism, and so does not specify the notion of fiction in play. Therefore, it naturally also does 

not explain how a particular notion of fiction might explain the posited redirection. This is fine, 

given the ‘roadmap’ aim of the paper. The deeper problem is that epistemic fictionalism needs 
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to account for why sentences of the form “S knows that P” would be non-face-value – why 

communicate that one has, for example, a justified belief that P in terms of a fiction in which one 

is infallible with regards to p? What is the advantage of using the metaphor of infallibilism to 

communicate that one is in some other, achievable state? Why not simply say that S has a justified 

belief that P, where ‘S has a justified belief that P’ is taken at face-value, and forego non-face-

value talk of knowledge altogether? In this section, I argue that an epistemic fictionalism that 

posits JTB+ as its communicated content cannot answer these questions. None of the suggested 

functions – representational, presentational, or procedural– are applicable to knowledge 

sentences if knowledge sentences communicate JTB+ on a non-face-value reading.  

3.5.1. Representationally essential discourse 

Representationally essential discourse functions to communicate content for which there is no 

face-value paraphrase. Literary metaphors are often of this genre: fiction is employed to fill a void 

that no exclusively face-value proposition communicates. As Yablo (2010:135) puts it: “the 

language might have no more to offer in the way of a unifying principle for the worlds in a given 

content than that they are the ones making the relevant sentence fictional. It seems at least an 

open question, for example, whether the clouds we call angry are the ones that are literally F, for 

any F other than 'such that it would be natural and proper to regard them as angry if one were 

going to attribute emotions to clouds'”. Other examples include piercing glances, warm laughs, 

tangled lines, heartbreak, cutting words. Perhaps there is no face-value proposition that 

communicates what it is to be an angry cloud, a piercing glance or, in the case that interests us, 

knowledge that P. Toon’s (2016) psychological fictionalism is an example of a fictionalist theory 

that claims to concern representationally essential discourse. Toon posits that talk of belief and 

desires is not to be taken at face-value and functions to predict and explain agents’ overt 

behaviour. Yet, argues Toon, there is no specific feature shared by the wide range of overt 

behaviour characterised in terms of belief and desire, other than being understood and predicted 

in terms of belief and desire. 

Knowledge discourse is not representationally essential because there are face-value paraphrases 

for knowledge, and these paraphrases are the content that knowledge communicates (JTB+). 

The non-face-value term ‘knowledge’ therefore does not exist to represent something that can 

only be communicated using non-face-value content. Note that the possibility of the propositions 

that knowledge communicates being elusive and inaccessible does not suggest that knowledge is 

representationally essential. A proposition being elusive means that speakers are not always sure 

which non-face-value content a knowledge sentence communicates, not that there is no non-face-

value content. Further, sentences in a representationally essential discourse could not even in 

principle be communicated in a face-value way. If knowledge too could not even in principle be 

communicated in terms of non-face-value propositions, then the claim that knowledge is context 

sensitive and communicates different non-face-value propositions depending on the context 

would be incoherent.  
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3.5.2. Procedurally essential discourse 

Procedurally essential non-face-value discourse functions to enable agents to think and 

communicate about important information in cases where the ontology underpinning the 

information is unimportant or unobvious. Here is Yablo (1998:168) on procedurally essential 

talk: 

 [O]ne of the contents that my utterance may be up for, when I launch S into the 

world in the opportunistic spirit described above, is its literal content. I want to be 

understood as meaning what I literally say if my statement is literally true (count me 

a player of the ‘null game’, if you like) and meaning whatever my statement projects 

onto via the right sort of ‘non‐null’ game if my statement is literally false. It is thus 

indeterminate from my point of view whether I am advancing S's literal content or 

not. 

Isn't this in fact our common condition? When people say that the number of 

apostles is twelve […] they are far more certain that S is getting at something right 

than that the thing it is getting at is the proposition that S, as some literalist might 

construe it. If numbers exist, then yes, we are content to regard ourselves as having 

spoken literally. If not, then the claim was that there were twelve apostles. 

Procedurally essential non-face-value discourse goes unnoticed precisely because whether the 

utterance is true if taken at face-value is indeterminate from the speaker’s perspective. Perhaps 

such things as platonic numbers exist – the speaker certainly is not committed to it – in which 

case the speaker intends the utterance to be understood at face-value. If not, the speaker intends 

to be understood as communicating the sentence’s non-face-value content. The speaker uses 

number talk to aid her practical tasks, but the speaker holds no particular commitments regarding 

the truth of the face-value reading. Thus, it is largely unimportant to speakers which content they 

are communicating. Although he does not couch it in these terms, Le Poidevin’s (2020) religious 

fictionalism contains an example of procedurally essential discourse. For Le Poidevin, 

fictionalism enables the agnostic to engage in religious life while remaining neutral about whether 

the tenets of her religion are true at face-value or whether they are useful fictions. 

However, knowledge talk does not appear to fit this pattern. If knowledge talk were procedurally 

essential then we should expect speakers to be non-committal regarding whether the face-value 

reading of sentences of the form “S knows that P” is true. According to the mathematical 

fictionalist and the moral fictionalist, speakers who use number-talk and moral-talk are non-

committal about the existence of abstract platonic entities and attitude independent moral facts. 

From the perspective of such speakers, it is indeterminate whether these entities exist: if they do 

exist, then speakers are happy to take their sentences to commit them to the existence of such 

entities, but if they do not then speakers do not wish to be thusly committed. But this is not 

plausible in the case of knowledge talk: in the case of knowledge talk, we do not wish to remain 

non-committal about the face-value truth of sentences of the form “S knows that P”. Rather, we 
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wish to disavow commitment to being infallible with regards to the propositions that we believe
46

. 

Furthermore, if sentences of the form “S knows that P” communicate something like “either S 

is infallible with regards to P or S is JTB+ with regards to P” the project in epistemology of 

resisting scepticism would be at odds with everyday speaker meaning. If sceptical acceptance is 

built into what everyday knowledge talk is intended to express, then it would be mysterious why 

we should ever have tried to resist sceptical arguments. 

3.5.3. Presentationally essential discourse 

Presentationally essential non-face-value talk enables us to think and talk about propositions that 

would otherwise be difficult or perhaps even impossible to think and talk about. This is achieved 

by presenting the target propositions in non-face-value ways that are more cognitively and 

psychologically accessible than the non-face-value paraphrases would be. Take for example the 

sentence ‘the average star has 2.4 planets’. There is no such thing as an ‘average star’ – such an 

entity is a fiction – but thinking about the relationship between the number of stars and the 

number of planets in terms of averages is less cognitively demanding and more psychologically 

accessible than thinking about the long disjunction that would result if we paraphrased talk of 

averages away. As Yablo (1998:253) puts it, “to think of Crotone’s location as the place it would 

need to be put in the arch of Italy imagined as a boot, or as the stars and planets to be 

proportioned the way they would need to be for the average star to come out with 2.4 planets, is 

to be affected in ways that go way beyond the propositions expressed”.  

That a non-face-value domain of discourse is presentationally essential is a popular function 

posited for the targets of fictionalism. For example, Levy’s (2011) fictionalist account of 

information and communication discourse in biology holds that genes, hormones, morphogens 

and other entities are often described as transmitting and receiving signals in order to present 

information about these entities’ causal roles within wider biological systems in more accessible 

ways. Eshleman’s (2005) religious fictionalism can also be understood as positing religious 

discourse as presentationally essential. Eshleman argues that presenting the ideal of a perfect state 

of being via the non-face-value concept of God motivates us to improve ourselves by framing a 

striving towards perfection.  

Applying this model to Chung’s epistemic fictionalism would be to claim that presenting JTB+ 

via the language of infallibilism enables us to better think and reason about JTB+. Why think, 

however, that presenting JTB+ as knowledge better positions us to reason about JTB+? On the 

contrary, it seems that JTB+ is easier to reason about than the term ‘knowledge’. Talk of 

‘knowledge’ makes it less clear whether a particular belief is an instance of JTB+, compared with 

using the relevant face-value proposition. As evidence, consider the diverging intuitions elicited 

by certain Gettier cases, such as whether Henry knows that he is looking at a barn when he’s in 
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 This might seem too quick. Unger (2975) and Dodd (2011) interpret everyday speakers as thinking that 

there is a possibility that they infallibly know many things. However, if everyday speakers do take 

themselves to be infallible with regards to ordinary propositions, then fictionalism is redundant. On this 

view knowledge sentences would not be semantically infelicitous on a face-value reading, and the second 

fictionalist criterion would not be met. Fictionalism, then, requires that people do not take themselves to 

know infallibly. 
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fake barn county (Gettier, 1963). Crucially, the divergence concerns Henry’s knowledge: 

epistemologists and everyday speakers alike tend to agree that Henry has a justified true belief 

that he is looking at a barn. On the assumption that epistemologists and everyday speakers are 

correct in their justification judgements, that JTB+ intuitions converge while knowledge intuitions 

diverge suggests that reasoning about JTB+ is easier than reasoning about knowledge. Further, 

unlike talk of average stars and Italian coastal town locations which require complex calculations 

and detailed familiarity with Italian geography to communicate in face-value terms, reasoning 

about JTB+ does not require particular ability or specialist knowledge that might need to be 

presented to better advantage with the concept of knowledge.  

The second reason to doubt that knowledge function to present JTB+ in more cognitively 

advantageous ways is that there are counter-examples to JTB+ that are not also counter-examples 

to non-face-value readings of knowledge. Consider another Gettier case: Harriet sees a sheep-

shaped rock in a field, and forms the belief that there is a sheep in the field. In this case, there 

actually is a sheep behind the sheep-shaped rock, so her belief is justified and true – but 

nevertheless, fails to be knowledge (Chisholm, 1966). The problem is that the Sheep Case is 

incompatible with knowledge but compatible with at least two of the contents in JTB+, even on 

a non-face-value reading of knowledge. The face-value reading of knowledge is that posited by 

the infallibilist, and so we should expect many counter-examples to knowledge that are not 

counter-example to JTB+ on a face-value reading of knowledge
47

. The problem for JTB+ 

epistemic fictionalism is this: even when knowledge is being used in a non-face-value way it seems 

as though the Sheep Case fails to be knowledge, without failing to be instances of at least some 

of the contents in JTB+. Compare this to a non-controversial metaphor case. Say that ‘bury the 

hatchet’ is typically used in a non-face-value way to communicate that a dispute has ended. We 

should expect many instances of ending a dispute that are not instances of burying the hatchet, 

where burying the hatchet is given the face-value reading of ‘to put an axe in a hole in the ground 

and cover it with dirt’. However, there should be no instances of ending a dispute that are not 

also instances of burying the hatchet on a non-face-value reading. If ‘burying the hatchet’ 

functions as a suggestive way of communicating that a dispute has ended then any instance 

accurately described by ‘the dispute ended’ is also accurately described by a non-face-value 

reading of ‘bury the hatchet’. Likewise, if “S knows that P” functions as a suggestive way of 

communicating that ‘S JTB+s that P’ then any instance accurately described by the propositions 

in JTB+ will be accurately described by a non-face-value reading of “S knows that P”.  
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 As touched on above, metaphors typically operate by ‘partial mapping’. This means that some key 

elements of the source domain are mapped onto the target domain, while other elements are not. For 

example, the metaphorical mapping ‘recovery is a journey’ maps some of the elements of the concept 

‘journey’ onto the concept ‘recovery’ (that being cured is a ‘destinations’ towards which the agent is 

moving; that it is possible to take a ‘wrong turn’; that the people met in the context of recovery are ‘journey 

companions’) while other elements of the concept journey are not mapped onto the concept ‘recovery’ 

(that driving is faster than walking; that it is prudent to check ones tyres before leaving; that one should 

remember to pack colouring books with which to entertain young children). We should, therefore, expect 

there to be examples that are true of the non-mapped elements of the source domain, but false of the 

target domain, and vice versa.  
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This section has argued against the view that knowledge communicates JTB+ by showing how 

knowledge as a non-face-value way of communicating JTB+ does not fulfil any of Yablo’s 

suggested functions for fiction. Given the widespread popularity of these functions, this goes 

some way towards showing that knowledge as a non-face-value way of communicating JTB+ does 

not fulfil any functions, and therefore that JTB+ is not the non-face-value content typically 

communicated by knowledge sentences. These arguments do not show that there are no other, 

as of yet unexplored functions that knowledge as a non-face-value way of communicating JTB+ 

might fulfil. I do however think that the prospect of such unexplored possibilities is pessimistic. 

If the above arguments are correct, then reasoning about JTB+ is no more onerous than 

reasoning about knowledge. The next chapter will defend an alternative communicated content 

for a non-face-value reading of sentences of the form “S knows that P”, and argue that this 

alternative content makes sense of the function of knowledge talk.  

3.6. A Refinement: Chung’s Conceptual Metaphor Theory Epistemic Fictionalism  

In ‘Skeptical Arguments, Conceptual Metaphors, and Cross-Cultural Challenges’, Chung (2020) 

explores a refinement to the general roadmap outlined in her 2018 paper. In this more recent 

work she specifies the mechanism by which redirection takes place as involving metaphor, and 

in particular, metaphor understood along the lines of Lakoff and Johnson’s Conceptual 

Metaphor Theory.  

According to Conceptual Metaphor Theory (hereafter, CMT) the vast majority of our discourse 

is metaphorical. Lakoff and Johnson understand metaphor as consisting of pairs of concepts: the 

topic, which corresponds to the feature of the world that the metaphor applies to (“Juliet” in 

“Juliet is the sun”) and the vehicle, which corresponds to the concept that augments how we 

experience the topic. Crucially, on CMT, metaphorical talk reflects metaphorical thought and 

experience. In everyday metaphors, the topic is typically experienced as the vehicle: “[o]ur 

ordinary conceptual system, in terms of which we both think and act, is fundamentally 

metaphorical in nature” (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980: 3). 

To illustrate with Lakoff and Johnson’s own leading example, take the target concept of an 

argument and the conceptual metaphor ARGUMENT IS WAR. The idea is that everyday 

expressions such as “attack his argument”, “win an argument”, and “defend a key claim” 

communicate an underlying relationship between the concepts argument and war, that can be 

summarised in the conceptual metaphor ARGUMENT IS WAR. This is not to say that arguments 

are subspecies of wars, but rather that what it means to be an argument is to be an activity that is 

structured along the lines of war. These metaphors are not merely linguistic flourishes, but reflect 

the fact that we experience arguments as, in some sense, wars. To give another classic example, 

“She has a warm smile” reflects the underlying conceptual metaphor AFFECTION IS WARMTH, 

whereby we experience emotion and affection as in some way connected to (physical) warmth. 

Other reflections of this metaphor include its reverse: “Sally is a block of ice” and “a chilly 

reception”.  

CMT is at its heart an embodied theory of meaning. Almost all of our concepts are metaphorical 

on this view. Lakoff and Johnson (1980:3) write that because “our conceptual system is largely 
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metaphorical, then the way we think, what we experience, and what we do every day is very much 

a matter of metaphor”. Those concepts that are not themselves metaphorical are “simple spatial 

concepts” (1980:56) such as UP, DOWN, WARM, COLD, LIGHT, DARK, and so on. In short, simple 

concepts are embodied concepts, and these are what ground metaphorical, non-embodied 

concepts. The way that we experience the world from childhood into adulthood lays the 

foundations for the conceptual metaphors that structure our experience. The experience of being 

held and comforted by a loving parent, for example, lays the foundations for the AFFECTION IS 

WARMTH conceptual metaphor that goes on to structure how one experienced affection, even 

into adulthood.  

Returning to epistemic fictionalism, then, Chung argues that knowledge thought and talk is 

experienced along the lines of the following conceptual metaphor: BELIEVING IS KNOWING, 

where ‘knowing’ is cashed out in terms of psychological certainty. The key claim is that some 

types of believing are experienced as certainty, where this is marked by a psychological feeling of 

certainty; and these are the beliefs that are counted, metaphorically, as knowledge. 

CMT epistemic fictionalism   

Vehicle:  S is (psychologically) certain that P 

Topic: S believes that P is true 

Chung argues that as was the case for AFFECTION IS WARMTH, “experiences of thinking-true—or 

(for our purposes here) believing—are often accompanied by a sensation of certainty: or, what we 

might call a literal feeling of knowing” (2020:170). Here, sensations of psychological certainty 

and feelings of knowing just are the same thing. During childhood the feeling of at least certain 

kinds of believing become associated with psychological certainty, building up an association 

between the domain of BELIEVING and the domain of KNOWING (understood, at face-value, as 

psychological certainty). This is not to say that believing is a subspecies of knowing (understood 

as psychological certainty) but rather that even once we learn to differentiate between believing 

and feeling psychologically certain, that experiencing belief is somehow structured along the lines 

of experiencing certainty. The strong phenomenological association between believing and 

feeling certain leads us to characterise (at least some) instances of believing as instances of 

knowing.  

Note that although this picture adds a particular fictional mechanism (vehicle and topic, as 

conceived by CMT), it retains the picture of communicated content of the original view. On this 

picture, too, sentences of the form “S knows that P” communicate the contents JTB+: that S truly 

believes P, that S is justified in believing P, that S believes P as a result of a reliable belief-forming 

process, that S can rule out all relevant alternatives to P, that S can assert P, that S can rely on P 

in practical reasoning, and so on.  

3.6.1.  Objections  

I will discuss three brief objections to this refinement of the view, before moving on to the version 

of fictionalism which I prefer.  
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The first point to note is that on this view, the posited communicated content is the same as the 

original view (JTB+); and so all of the objections regarding the function of the communicated 

content apply to this new view also. What’s more, one might worry that this way of understanding 

knowledge talk actually makes knowledge talk less functional. For psychological certainty is not 

always a good guide to whether a belief is likely to be justified, reliable, and so on. If the concept 

of knowledge really is structured primarily by mapping feelings of psychological certainty onto 

beliefs, then at its core knowledge talk is structured on how we feel about our beliefs, as opposed 

to being structured in a way that relates to what epistemic position we might be in. Indeed, Chung 

recognises that this concept of knowledge might not be as functional as we’d hope, writing that 

perhaps “we just cannot help ourselves from conceptualising our beliefs in this way (given the 

conceptual metaphor’s basis), even if we recognise that doing so is potentially misleading and 

even dangerous in certain kinds of ways” (2020:171). Although it fits into the wider CMT 

perspective, I think that positing a poorly functioning concept of knowledge speaks against a 

fictionalist theory, as per criteria (v).  

It should be noted that Chung (2020:171) does also make some suggestive comments regarding 

positive functions of metaphorically mapping believing in terms of certainty, writing that: 

Using “knows” and “knowledge” metaphorically also may encourage us to be 

curiously skeptical, rather than paralyzed by doubt; as such it may permit us to act as 

if we are immune from error (at least to an extent, just as conceiving of arguments in 

terms of war permits us to act as if arguments are war, at least to an extent), thereby 

allowing us to avoid the pitfalls of excessively entertaining doubts while at the same 

time shielding us from the dangers of dogmatism.  

I think that these comments are along the right lines, and will return to these ideas in the 

next section. However, conceiving belief as mapped in terms of psychological certainty in 

particular makes it difficult to see why we would be shielded from the dangers of dogma, 

and how we might apply the mapping so that only the right types of beliefs are mapped in 

terms of certainty.   

A second problem is that (without further explanation) it is unclear how and why mapping 

feelings of knowing onto belief succeeds in generating the communicated contents captured by 

JTB+. For a start, it is unclear why the feelings of certainty would apply only to those beliefs that 

are justified, reliable, and the like. Perhaps there is a story to be told on which as time goes on, 

feelings of certainty become more attuned to these good-making features of particular beliefs, 

and we come to experience psychological certainty primarily when epistemic certainty is 

warranted
48

. But this still would not go the full way towards explaining how the mapping generates 

the posited content in the first place: specifically what is it about mapping certainty onto belief 

that redirects sentences of the form “S knows that P” so that they come to communicate “S JTB+s 

that P”?. This problem is particularly salient when focusing on third person knowledge 

attributions. Even if it is the case that the BELIEVING IS KNOWING mapping structures sentences 
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 To be clear, I do think that emotional valence is one of the hallmarks of metaphorical content 

(something that I return to in Chapter 4). But I think that mapping knowledge solely in terms of certainty 

generates the content JTB+.  
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of the form “I know that P” so that we map feelings of psychological certainty onto certain types 

of beliefs, it is somewhat mysterious how the mapping structures sentences of the form “S knows 

that P”. For whether S is psychologically certain that P is not something that we would expect the 

speaker to readily have access to. Additionally, we would not expect whether S is certain as to 

whether P to be clearer and more easily accessible to us than whether S believes that P. Again, 

perhaps there is a story to be told about how we move from our own feelings of certainty to make 

inferences about those of others – but this story begins to move away from the embodied story 

on which speakers use their feelings to structure how they experience believing. Now it looks like 

speakers are working out whether S does (or should) feel certain as to whether P, which looks 

like a more complicated and less embodied story. Notice how, in contrast, the AFFECTION IS 

WARMTH mapping is far more straightforward to apply: it concerns solely how the person or 

action being described as warm or cold makes the speaker feel.  

Finally, I wish to flag a key commitment incurred by any fictionalist view based on CMT: on this 

view, all of our philosophical concepts are inherently metaphorical. CMT posits that there are 

two types of concept: non-metaphorical concrete physical ones (e.g. up, down, empty, forward) 

and metaphorically structured abstract ones (e.g. love, happiness, time, money, freedom, 

equality). Here is the catch: on CMT, almost all of our concepts are abstract, and therefore 

metaphorical. Certainly all our philosophical concepts are metaphorical. Indeed, Johnson 

(2012:39) lists knowledge as an “irreducibly metaphoric” concept alongside the concepts 

causation, events, will, thought, reason, mind, justice, and rights. Noting this commitment isn’t in 

itself an objection either to CMT or to Chung’s fictionalism. But there are two upshots to note: 

first, Chung’s way of making good on the claim that knowledge talk is metaphorical commits her 

additionally to the view that all philosophical concepts, and many lay concepts too, are 

metaphorical. If you buy into CMT for knowledge talk, you need to also buy into it for other 

philosophical concepts, or else the explanation for why knowledge talk is metaphorical loses its 

motivation. Second, if CMT is the right account of how language and thought works in general, 

then knowledge talk is, trivially, metaphorical as well. The claim that knowledge too is 

metaphorical is not in itself a radical proposal, but one that falls out of accepting CMT as a 

general framework. In the next chapter, I will defend a view of fictionalism that does not rely on 

CMT. I take the fact that my view does not commit me to the claim that all philosophical concepts 

are metaphorical to be an advantage of my way of construing epistemic fictionalism.  

3.7. Conclusion  

This chapter has introduced fictionalism in philosophy, and defended some characterisations. I 

have tried to show how function-first is a natural method for a motivated fictionalist theory: 

looking at the Fictionalist’s target discourse with an eye trained on the function of the discourse, 

and on how the discourse being fictional enables it to fulfil this function, aids the fictionalist’s 

case for thinking that discourse involves fiction. I then argued that Chung’s version of epistemic 

fictionalism, on both formulations, does not explain why we should expect to have a fictional 

concept of knowledge, such that sentences of the form “S knows that P” come to communicate 

the non-face-value content JTB+. The next chapter develops an alternative epistemic fictionalist 

picture, and argues that it succeeds in explaining why the posited content would be 

communicated via fiction.  
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Chapter 4: Epistemic Fictionalism, Function-First 

 

This chapter develops a way of being a fictionalist about knowledge that centres the purpose of 

the concept of knowledge. This view, which I call Function-First Epistemic Fictionalism, holds 

that sentences of the form “S knows that P” express the face-value content posited by the sceptical 

infallibilist: perhaps, that S has ruled out every epistemic possibility in which P, that S’s evidence 

E entails that P, that P has a probability of 1 on S’s evidence, and so on. Yet, such sentences are 

typically used to communicate another, non-face-value content, which is directly related to the 

roles that knowledge plays: perhaps, that S is a reliable informant with regards to P, S may 

appropriately terminate inquiry into whether P, S ought to be honoured for having achieved her 

particular epistemic position with regards to P, S is blameworthy if she acts on P to the detriment 

of others, and so on. In particular, I argue that knowledge talk is metaphorically framed, so that 

speakers think and talk about the communicated content in terms of the face-value content.  

The chapter starts by outlining my novel function-first epistemic fictionalist proposal (§4.1.). I 

argue that function-first epistemic fictionalism is to be preferred to Chung’s fictionalist account, 

on the basis that it meets all five of the criteria for a well-motivated fictionalism outlined in the 

last chapter, while retaining the advantages of Chung’s original view (§4.2.). Then, I move on to 

one of the key contributions of this thesis: putting epistemic fictionalism to work in resolving the 

problem presented by sceptical infallibilism (§4.3.). I argue that the face-value reading of 

sentences of the form “S knows that P” is that posited by the sceptical infallibilist, which explains 

why sceptical infallibilism is compelling: it is, literally, true. Yet, epistemic fictionalism avoids the 

problems commonly associated with sceptical infallibilism: sentences of the form “S knows that 

P” typically communicate a true content, and so everyday speakers are not committed to 

widespread error. Finally, I explain how epistemic fictionalism retains the advantages of sceptical 

infallibilism outlined in Chapter 1 (§4.4.).  

4.1. Function-First Epistemic Fictionalism: a proposal 

Before spelling out this function-first fictionalist proposal, here is a re-cap of the features of 

function-first epistemology that will play a central role in supporting the proposal. Function-first 

epistemology (a) seeks to elucidate the concept of knowledge by investigating the social functions 

that it fulfils; (b) derives an analysis of knowledge by reflecting on the intension that knowledge 

would require in order to successfully fulfil the posited functions; and (c) often concludes that 

the standards for knowledge are sufficiently demanding such that they enable knowledge to fulfil 

its social roles without being so demanding that knowledge is unobtainable (Craig 1990, Fricker 

2008, Hannon 2019a, 2019b). Say that knowledge serves the role of flagging which members of 

the community are reliable informants with regards to a particular proposition (Craig 1990, 

Hannon 2019a, Pritchard 2012). The standards for flagging a potential informant better be 

demanding enough to prevent unreliable potential informants from being flagged as reliable, 

without being so demanding as to exclude informants who, while fallible, are reliable enough for 

most ordinary purposes. Similar considerations apply to any of the posited functions for 

knowledge. Contra (c), Chapter 2 argued that knowledge’s functions could still be fulfilled if 

infallibilism is true. This chapter proposes a middle ground on which sceptical infallibilism 
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captures the face-value content of knowledge sentences, while non-sceptical, function-driven 

fallibilism captures the non-face-value content that knowledge sentences typically communicate.   

4.1.2. Non-Face-Value and Face-Value Content  

This fictionalist view, which I call Function-First Epistemic Fictionalism, shares with Chung’s 

fictionalism the idea that if taken at face-value, sentences of the form “S knows that P” are rarely, 

if ever, true. The face-value content is that posited by the sceptical infallibilist: that S has ruled 

out every epistemic possibility in which P, that S’s evidence E entails that P, that P has a 

probability of 1 on S’s evidence, and so on.  Yet my account differs from Chung’s in an important 

respect. We have seen that for Chung, sentences of the form “S knows that P” typically 

communicate JTB+ (that S truly believes P, that S is justified in believing P, that S believes P as 

a result of a reliable belief-forming process, that S can rule out all relevant alternatives to P, and 

so on). In contrast, I want to suggest that the non-face-value contents typically communicated by 

knowledge sentences directly reflect the functions of knowledge talk: that S is a reliable informant 

with regards to P (Craig 1990, Hannon 2019a, Pricthard 2012); that S may appropriately 

terminate inquiry into whether P (Kappel 2010, Kelp 2011, Rysiew 2012); that S ought to be 

honoured for having achieved her particular epistemic position with regards to P (Kusch 2009); 

that S is blameworthy if she acts on P to the detriment of others (Beebe 2012); and so on. In 

other words, the propositions that many function-first epistemologists posit as capturing the 

purpose for knowledge talk. Call these propositions taken together Reliable Informant + (RI+).  

This is not to suggest that these propositions represent every possible content in RI+, and it 

certainly is not to suggest that utterances of sentences of the form “S knows that P” communicate 

all of these contents simultaneously. Rather, the fictionalist framework is compatible with a range 

of accounts of the function(s) of knowledge, and hence, compatible with a range of different 

potential communicated contents. Many function-first epistemologists think that knowledge 

serves more than one function (e.g. Beebe 2012, McGrath 2015, Hannon 2019a, Kusch and 

McKenna 2020). If this is right, then the function-first epistemic fictionalist account preserves the 

context sensitivity posited in Chung’s account. On this view, the content communicated by “S 

knows that P” varies depending on the context, sometimes communicating that S is a reliable 

informant with regards to P and sometimes communicating that S may end inquiry into whether 

P. For ease of exposition, I primarily focus on the flagging reliable informants function, and talk 

as if sentences of the form “S knows that P” communicate that “S is a reliable informant with 

regards to P”. However, the view is compatible with alternative functions, including function 

pluralism. 

In a nutshell, then, function-first epistemic fictionalism says that sentences of the form “S knows 

that P” would, if taken at face-value, communicate that “S is infallible with regards to P”. 

However, they are instead typically used to communicate the non-face-value content that “S RI+s 

that P”.  
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Function-First Epistemic Fictionalism  

Face-Value content: Infallibilism [S has ruled out every epistemic possibility in 

which P, S’s evidence for P entails that P, P has a 

probability of 1 for S, S is epistemically certain that P, and 

so on.] 

Non-Face-Value content:  RI+ [S is a reliable informant with regards to P, S may 

appropriately terminate inquiry into whether P, S ought to 

be honoured for having achieved her particular epistemic 

position with regards to P, S is blameworthy if she acts on 

P to the detriment of others, and so on.] 

On this picture, sentences of the form “S knows that P” have at least two different readings: a 

face-value reading and a non-face-value reading. Whether such sentences are true depends at 

least in part on what reading is under discussion: a sentence may be true on its non-face-value 

reading, while being false on its face-value reading.  

An initial worry is that we might wonder why the non-face-value content should communicate a 

content that corresponds to the function, as opposed to communicating a content that is shaped 

by the function. Function-first epistemologists generally hold that keeping an eye on the function 

served by the concept of knowledge helps us to work backwards to illuminate what knowledge 

must be like. But claiming that it is illuminating to analyse knowledge by thinking about how it 

enables us to recommend reliable informants is very different from claiming that “S knows that 

P” means that “S is a reliable informant as to whether P”. Rather, function-first epistemologists 

typically use their function regarding the function of knowledge to argue that knowledge must 

have a certain shape. That is to say, function-first philosophers typically think that sentences of 

the form “S knows that P” communicate the content that a given theory of knowledge might 

predict (e.g. that contextualism or invariantism might predict
49

) rather than thinking that sentences 

of the form “S knows that P” directly communicate that S is a reliable informant as to whether 

P.   

Yet function-first epistemologists asks: what can we do with this concept that we could not, or 

could not so easily, do without it? And (at least some) answer: we could not recommend reliable 

informants to one another. So if what we do with sentences of the form “S knows that P” is 

recommend informants, why not think that what we communicate when we communicate these 

sentences just is that S is a reliable informant? After all, if communicating this content is the 

purpose of the very concept of knowledge, why not think that the concept is shaped such that it 

does directly communicate this content? The main reasons that the realist function-first 

epistemologists cannot straightforwardly claim that knowledge talk means the content of RI+ is 

that this would make it difficult to explain the appeal of scepticism. For if sentences of the form 

“S knows that P” just mean “S is reliable as to whether P” then it would be difficult to see how 

                                                
49

 For a function-first defence of contextualism, see Greco (2008), Henderson (2009, 2011), McKenna (2013) and 

Hannon (2013, 2015. Although cf. 2019a); see Grimm (2015) for a defence of sensitive invariantism and Kelp 

(2011) for a defence of insensitive invariantism. 
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the sceptical infallibilist could ever persuade us that we do not possess lots of knowledge: it seems 

apparent that many people do routinely qualify as reliable, if fallible, informants. Second, it just 

doesn’t seem to users of knowledge talk that this is what they mean when they utter sentences of 

the form “S knows that P”. As Queloz (2021) notes, functions are often hidden from view, and 

it takes philosophical investigation to uncover what they are. If the function of knowledge were 

straightforwardly communicated, then we might not expect the function to be invisible to 

speakers in this way. However, both of these objections are easy to dissolve on metaphor 

fictionalist views. First, scepticism targets the face-value meaning of sentences of the form “S 

knows that P”, so (as I argue in §4.3.) we have an explanation for why sceptical worries get a hold, 

even though what knowledge sentences communicate is that S is a reliable informant with regards 

to P. Second, it is natural that speakers cannot always clearly identify what non-face-value content 

is communicated by an utterance. Part of what metaphor frames do is colour and structure how 

we think about the non-face-value content communicated, so that it is not always easy to think 

about the non-face-value content in terms of literal paraphrases. That is to say, it is not always 

easy, via introspection alone, to identify what precisely a non-face-value communicated content 

amounts to (a point I defend in Chapter 5). 

4.1.3. Metaphor Frames 

Having outlined the posited content, I now turn to the fictionalist mechanism which I take to 

underlie the redirection from the face-value to the non-face-value content. Following Chung 

(2020) who herself takes her cue from Yablo (1998), I think that the relevant fictionalist 

machinery at work in knowledge talk involves metaphor. However, I wish to take a more 

ecumenical approach than Chung does, and understand the process underpinning the 

redirection as involving metaphor frames (Lakoff 2001; Semino 2008, Cameron et al. 2010, 

Ritchie 2013, Camp 2006, 2007, 2019).  

Metaphor frames influence the ways in which we think and talk about particular concepts and 

practices. In essence, metaphor frames involve a conceptual mapping between a source domain 

(the domain used in the metaphor) and the target domain (the domain being described 

metaphorically) such that key aspects of the source domain are used to make salient analogous 

aspects of the target domain. The idea is that framing one concept (the target domain) 

metaphorically in terms of another (the source domain) influences our thinking and augments 

our ability to reason about the target concept. 

Take the well-trodden example of “Juliet is the sun”. Here, Romeo applies a metaphoric 

framing between the target domain (Juliet) and a source domain (the sun) to give the audience 

to understand a metaphorical content. Precisely what this content is might not be easy to 

determine, but it might be something like: “that Juliet worthy of worship; that she is the focus of 

his thoughts and dreams; that she is an exemplar of goodness and beauty; that her goodness 

and beauty are natural and original, and far exceed those of the other ladies of Verona; and that 

her goodness nurtures Romeo and helps him to grow emotionally” Camp (2006b:3). Using the 

frame of the sun highlights and makes salient key features of Juliet: her warmth, her radiance, 

her centrality. In this way, Romeo exploits features of the source domain to get his hearers to 

think about Juliet in the way suggested by the source domain. 
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Literary metaphors are not the only place that we find metaphor frames. We can understand 

Lakoff and Johnson’s leading example of a metaphor, argument is war, as employing a 

metaphorical frame such that the source domain of war frames the target concept of an argument. 

According to Lakoff and Johnson (1980: 4), this metaphor is reflected in everyday language by 

expressions such as: 

Your claims are indefensible. 

He attacked every weak point in my argument. 

His criticisms were right on target. 
I demolished his argument. 

I’ve never won an argument with him. 

You disagree? Okay, shoot! 
If you use that strategy, he’ll wipe you out. 
He shot down all my arguments. 

Here, the frame argument is war (at least partially) influences how we think and talk about the 

concept argument. This is explained by how attending to certain key elements of the concept war 

(e.g. having a position; defending, attacking, retreating; aiming at victory) makes salient and 

emphasises certain features of the concept of argument (e.g. having an opinion; giving reasons in 

its favour, giving reasons against the opponent’s opinion, altering our opinion if the opponent’s 

criticisms cannot be countered; aiming to convince ones’ opponent that our opinion is correct) 

in ways that help us reason about and with the concept argument.   

Before proceeding, it is worth acknowledging that it might be hard to hear these last sentences 

as metaphorical or to paraphrase their communicated content, let alone ascertain that this 

content is false on a face-value reading. This is to be expected. One study found that 

widespread metaphors are recognised as metaphors only 17% of the time (Ervas and Ledda 

2014). Metaphors can be thought of existing on a continuum, with the strikingly metaphorical 

sentences uttered by Romeo on one end and the undetected metaphors which feature in 

Lakoff and Johnson’s cases on the other. In between, we have examples of commonly used 

metaphors which nevertheless are recognisably metaphorical: “Look how far we’ve come”, 

“she’s a pillar of society”, “Danny is sporting a new bruise”, “the bike was weaving in and out of 

traffic”, and many more. These sentences exploit a source domain (physical miles travelled, a 

pillar holding up a building, wearing an item of clothing, weaving a thread) to shape how we 

think about a target domain (progress towards a shared goal, playing a positive, pivotal and 

supportive role in one’s community, being proud of a physical bruise, moving between traffic in 

a certain motion). What all of these metaphor frames have in common, from the highly poetic 

to the barely detectable, is that they exploit some feature of one domain to illuminate, shape 

and structure our thinking about another domain.  

Although the exact nature of metaphor frames is contentious, theorists of different stripes tend 

to agree that metaphor frames influence cognizing about a concept by focusing agents’ attention 

to features of the target domain that are paradigmatically instantiated in the source domain. For 

example, on Camp’s (2017) construal, framing involves a restructured characterization of the 

target domain, one that highlights the features of the target domain that resemble the salient 

features in the source domain. In a similar vein, Thibodeau, one of the most active researchers 

on metaphor frames, introduces them as follows: “metaphor frames highlight certain aspects of 

a target domain and deemphasize others, thereby encouraging specific patterns of inference.” 



79 

 

(2017:270). Entman (1993: 52; italics in original) also highlights the way in which metaphor 

frames call attention to particular features of the target domain: “Framing essentially involves 

selection and salience. To frame is to select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them 

more salient in a communicating text, in such a way as to promote a particular problem 

definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation for the 

item described.” Finally, Landau et. al. review a wide range of research in social and cognitive 

psychology that shows how “experimentally manipulating the metaphoric framing of target 

concepts influences how people perceive and make inferences and judgments about target-

relevant information” (2010:1057).  

There is ample evidence to suggest that metaphorical frames are both widespread and effective 

at influencing how we reason about and make inferences involving the relevant concepts. In a 

series of studies Thibodeau and Boroditsky (2011, 2013, 2015) show that whether crime is 

framed metaphorically as a beast or a virus influences participants’ evaluations on which crime-

prevention measures should be taken, with participants in the ‘crime as a beast’ frame 

preferring enforcement-based solutions and participants in the ‘crime as a virus’ frame 

preferring rehabilitation-based solutions. This phenomenon is explained in terms of the 

metaphor framing how people think about the source domain by emphasising the ‘dangerous’ 

and ‘in need of a cure’ aspects of crime respectively. A host of further studies have uncovered 

similar reasoning patterns in other domains. Framing climate change as a war instead of a race 

correlates with an increased perception of urgency, risk and willingness to change behaviour 

(Flusberg et al 2017); framing flu in terms of a beast, riot, army or weed as opposed to neutral 

frames correlates with higher vaccine uptake when compared with neutral frames (Scherer et al 

2015); framing talk of the police in terms of guardians as opposed to warriors evokes more 

positive attitudes towards the police (Thibodeau, Crow and Flusberg 2017); framing ideas as 

lightbulbs over seeds correlates positively with perceived genius of male inventors, while the 

reverse is the case for female inventors (Elmore and Luna-Lucero 2017); and personifying 

changes in stock prices (‘climbing’, ‘slipping’) rather than objectifying them (‘increasing’, 

‘decreasing’) correlates positively with people predicting  that the current trajectory will 

continue. These studies suggest that framing a concept in terms of another influences how 

people think about and reason with it.  

Applying metaphor frames to the concept of knowledge, I want to posit a conceptual mapping 

between the source domain (knowledge on an infallibilist reading) and the target domain (RI+) 

such that talk and thought about the contents of RI+ are framed at least partially in terms of 

knowledge. On this view, knowledge talk is metaphorical in the following way: sentences of the 

form “S knows that P” typically instantiate a metaphorical frame according to which being a 

reliable informant with regards to P is framed in terms of being infallible with regards to P. This 

is not to say that speakers typically believe informants to be infallible but rather that aspects of 

being infallible make salient and bring attention to aspects of being a reliable informant in ways 

that confer some form of advantage. That is to say, we think about being a reliable informant 

with regards to P in ways that are at least partially influenced by how we think about being 

infallible with regards to P. 

So, how does appeal to metaphor frames explain how knowledge sentences manage to be 

useful, despite being infelicitous? It is widely acknowledged that metaphor frames are 

important heuristics which aid our cognitive reasoning. Specifically, the way in which frames 

emphasise certain key features while downplaying others helps us to reason about and make 
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inferences with a given concept, thereby reducing cognitive load (Landau et al 2010, Johnson 

2010, Bougher 2012, Thibodeau et al 2017). In Yablo’s terminology, metaphor frames often 

play a presentational role, allowing us to better reason with and about the relevant 

metaphorically framed concepts. As such, the utility of infelicitous sentences is explained by 

how framing these sentences in ways that would be infelicitous if taken at face value confers 

cognitive advantages over presenting the non-face-value content without recourse to a metaphor 

frame. Put differently, a metaphorically framed content is easier to reason and talk about than 

the same content expressed literally.  

As evidence, there is research to suggest that metaphor frames do not influence reasoning in 

every instance. They have a markedly reduced effect in cases where the participant has already 

attained a good level of independent knowledge about the target domain (Reuchamps, 

Dodeigne, and Perrez, 2018; Robins & Mayer, 2000) and when the metaphor increased rather 

than reduced ambiguity (Robins and Mayer, 2000). The type of task also effects metaphor 

uptake, with complex tasks eliciting more metaphor usage than simple tasks such as route 

learning (Mayer, 1976, Borgman, 1999). This is exactly what one would expect if metaphor 

were presentationally essential, since simple tasks do not require concepts to be presented 

heuristically via metaphor. Finally, participants are more likely to employ metaphor to interpret 

an issue if they are motivated to achieve a certain epistemic status with regards to the issue 

(Epley, Waytz, and Cacioppo 2007; Landau, Keefer & Rothschild 2014). In a series of studies, 

Landau, Keefer & Rothschild (2014) showed that participants were more likely to employ 

metaphors to think about an issue when they had been primed to feel uncertain about the 

target issue and when they were concerned about it. That motivation towards understanding an 

issue correlates with metaphor usage is further evidence that metaphor is employed as a tool 

with which to reason.  

A final point worth noting: metaphor frames are essential components of diverse theories on 

metaphor and feature in all three of the current main perspectives on metaphor (Semino 

2008): cognitive (e.g. Lakoff and Johnson 1980), discourse-based (e.g. Cameron et al. 2010) 

and practice-based (e.g. Reisfield and Wilson 2004). As such, casting the fictional mechanism 

in the concept of knowledge in terms of metaphor frames does not commit me to any 

substantive view on metaphor (and indeed, the next chapter explores two different ways of 

being a metaphor-based epistemic fictionalist)
50

.  

Having specified the notion of fiction by which knowledge sentences are directed away from 

their face-value content and pointed to some general cognitive advantages of metaphor frames, 

I now turn to the five criteria for a well-motivated fictionalist theory. I argue that epistemic 

fictionalism so understood meets all five of the criteria. Crucially, it employs the notion of 

fiction in accounting for how sentences of the form “S knows that P” communicate their non-

face-value content, and gives an account of the utility of this redirection. I argue that framing the 

                                                
50

 We have seen that Chung’s (2020) account employs Lakoff and Johnson’s (1980) Conceptual 

Metaphor Theory (CMT). Metaphor frames are an essential component of CMT. Whereas I have 

described frames as influencing how we think about and reason with concepts, on CMT metaphor 

frames such as ‘argument is war’ structure concepts, and they do so specifically by using simpler, 

embodied concepts to structure more complex and abstract concepts. For example, on CMT to be an 

argument is to be an activity structured at least partially in terms of war. CMT therefore applies a 

stronger notion of metaphor frames than the one I use here. Nevertheless, fans of CMT may read the 

discussion on how frames influence thought in terms of structuring without too much alteration. 
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face-value content (RI+) in terms of the face-value content (Infallibilism) confers two distinct 

advantages: highlighting the demanding standards for knowledge and suppressing irrelevant 

possibilities of error. These advantages explain why RI+ is typically presented in such a way as 

to be infelicitous if taken at face value, while remaining useful. That is to say, they explain why 

knowledge discourse is fictional in the first place. 

4.2. Meeting the Fictionalist Criteria 

I now argue that a metaphor-frame version of epistemic fictionalism on which the content 

communicated by sentences of the form “S knows that P” is the non-face-value content RI+ 

successfully meets the criteria outlined in Chapter 3 for a well-motivated fictionalist theory. 

Although I briefly discuss each one, I take (i)-(iv) to be relatively straightforward. Most of the 

space is taken up with defending (v), the requirement that epistemic fictionalism applies the 

notion of fiction to explain how sentences of the form “S knows that P” succeed in 

communicating some other, non-face-value content.  

i. A theory about sentences in a domain of discourse D  

As in Chung’s fictionalism, function-first epistemic fictionalism straightforwardly meets this 

desiderata. Function-first epistemic fictionalism is a theory about fragments of discourse, 

specifically, about sentences of the form “S knows that P” and the content that they communicate.  

ii. Sentences in D would be infelicitous on a face-value reading  

On this view, sentences of the form “S knows that P” would, if taken at face-value, communicate 

that “S’s evidence for P entails that P”. On the plausible assumption that one’s evidence never, 

or very rarely, entails the truth of the proposition that it supports, then these sentences are 

typically false. Furthermore, they are false in ways that speakers can be brought to see with relative 

ease, by presenting sceptical arguments.  

iii. Uttering sentences in D fulfils a useful function  

Function-first epistemic fictionalism is especially well-suited to explaining how sentences of the 

form “S knows that P” fulfil a useful function, for it posits that the function of the discourse is to 

communicate the contents in RI+. We thus have a ready-made account of the function of re-

directing away from the face-value content (“S is infallible with regards to P”) towards a non-face-

value content (e.g. “S is a reliable informant with regards to P”). The function is to fulfil a 

fundamental need – the need to flag reliable informants to one another. Additionally, we already 

have an account of why the face-value reading cannot fulfil these functions: on a face-value 

reading, no (or very few) agents count as knowers and therefore none (or very few) of them will 

be flagged as reliable informants. 

iv. Uttering sentences in D fulfils a function in virtue of doing something other than 

communicating their face-value content  

As we saw in Chapter 2, many function-first epistemologists argue against sceptical infallibilism 

on the grounds that there is no point to an impossibly demanding concept of knowledge. And 
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indeed, it is surely right that barring widespread error, there would be no point to a concept of 

knowledge that was exclusively used to communicate its face-value reading, where the face-value 

reading pegs the standards for knowledge as impossibly demanding. On my proposed view, the 

function of knowledge talk is to flag reliable informants, points at which inquiry may end, and so 

on. It therefore serves its function in virtue of communicating something other than its non-face-

value content.  

v. Applies the notion of fiction in the explanation of (iv) 

Unlike Chung’s version of fictionalism, function-first epistemic fictionalism also meets criterion 

5.  First, my view posits metaphor frames as the mechanism by which sentences of the form “S 

knows that P” come to communicate a non-face-value content. The view therefore centres fiction, 

and in particular metaphor frames, as the thing which explains how uttering sentences of the 

form “S knows that P” does something other than communicating “S’s evidence for P entails that 

P”. The claim is not that knowledge talk functions in ways that are akin to metaphorical talk, but 

rather that knowledge talk actually is an instance of metaphorical talk. That being a reliable 

informant is framed in terms of the infallibilist’s concept of knowledge is what explains how 

sentences of the form “S knows that P” serve their function.  

Why, then, is this content represented as metaphorical as opposed to being represented at face-

value? As was the case for JTB+, the discourse is not plausibly representationally essential: 

although speakers may not be aware of the content that they use these sentences to communicate, 

in moments of reflection we are able to paraphrase the non-face-value content into face-value 

language. I also do not think that the utility of the discourse is best captured in terms of 

procedurally essential discourse, on which it is indeterminate from the speakers’ perspectives 

whether they wish to communicate the face-value or non-face-value contents. As discussed in 

relation to Chung’s view, it is implausible to suppose that it is indeterminate from speakers’ 

perspectives whether they are infallible with regards to the propositions which they claim to know. 

Instead, I want to argue that the knowledge metaphor is presentationally essential. In particular, 

I want to argue that framing RI+ in terms of infallibilism emphasises the demanding standards 

for counting as a reliable informant (or ending inquiry, and so on) by highlighting the maximally 

demanding standards at play in the concept of knowledge. For the function-first epistemologist, 

attributing knowledge is serious business. The costs of recommending insufficiently reliable 

informants, of terminating inquiry to soon, of misplaced honour and blame are severe. 

Terminating inquiry too soon can lead to acting on misinformation at grave personal cost. 

Inappropriately recommending, honouring and blaming members of the community who are 

undeserving of recommendation, honour and blame has serious social consequences, for 

example leading a fellow community member to act on unreliable information or the unjust 

punishment of a community member. Fulfilling the practical functions of knowledge requires 

that agents take the high standards seriously. Just as framing the concept crime in terms of the 

concept virus makes salient rehabilitation as a crime-management option, so framing reliable 

informant in terms of knowledge makes salient the demanding standards necessary for the 

practice of recommending informants.  



83 

 

One of the key elements of metaphoric frames is how they evoke affective responses. In some 

cases, metaphors create emotional valences which transfer to the target domain (Bowers and 

Osborn, 1966; Hitchon, 1997; Johnson & Taylor, 1981; Reali, Soriano, & Rodríguez, 2016; 

Siltanen, 1981; Thibodeau, Crow, & Flusberg, 2017). Thinking of flu as a riot, crime as a beast 

and climate change as a war all create powerful affective responses by inducing people to attend 

to the ways in which the alarming aspects of the source and target domain are similar, and thus 

feel greater urgency regarding the target domain. There is also some neurological evidence that 

metaphorical expressions are particularly emotionally evocative, as shown by the increased 

activation of the emotion-controlling amygdala and anterior portion of the hippocampus in 

response to metaphorical sentences when compared to non-metaphorical sentences (Citron and 

Goldberg 2014). Put differently, frames not only influence how we think about concepts, but also 

influence how we feel about them. I think that we see a similar affective result in the knowledge 

metaphor. Framing RI+ in terms of knowledge elicits a particular feeling, a sense of urgency and 

anxiety that causes agents to take seriously the tasks of recommending sufficiently reliable 

informants, of terminating inquiry after sufficient investigation, or honouring and blaming those 

sufficiently worthy of honour and blame.  

Indeed, work on the ever-expanding field of epistemic emotions shows that epistemic emotions 

such as doubt, anxiety and uncertainty play crucial roles in our cognitive architecture and in 

mediating our behaviour. Anxiety and doubt motivate us to continue inquiring into an uncertain 

proposition, while feelings of certainty and the absence of doubt causes us to cease inquiry 

(Hookway 2002; Nagel 2010; Vazard 2019). Why might this be? Hookway (2002:259) suggests 

that “doubt of a proposition renders particular questions and lines of inquiry salient”. The 

emotional reaction of anxiety and doubt renders possibilities of error salient and drives further 

inquiry aimed at confirming or ruling out these possibilities. The presence of doubt and anxiety, 

then, highlights the demanding standards for knowledge by making salient certain possibilities of 

error in need of ruling out. This is precisely what we should expect if knowledge talk were 

metaphorical with the face-value meaning posited by infallibilism. Metaphor frames generate an 

emotional reaction which in turn influences action and practical reasoning. In this case, framing 

reliable informants as infallible creates a heightened emotional reaction (e.g. doubt and anxiety) 

which motivates action and practical reasoning (e.g. continued inquiry and resistance to 

attributing knowledge).  

One might worry that if this frame really does influence thinking and action, then it is mysterious 

why we ever attribute knowledge. Why does the knowledge frame not cause us to inflate the 

standards for a good informant beyond what is needed? In the first instance, the power of frames 

shouldn’t be overestimated. Yes, frames influence how we think about a given concept – but they 

do not determine how we think about a concept. We can, and often do, reject the frame when it 

has outrun its use. For example, we have seen that framing crime as a beast (e.g. “crime stalks 

the city”) leads people to support harsher punishment and less rehabilitation than they would if 

neutral frames were used. Plausibly this is because the beast frame makes salient certain features 

of crime, such as its dangerousness and unpredictability, while supressing other features such as 

the possibility of rehabilitation. Despite this pervasive influence of the frame on people’s 

thinking, it is not the case that people would think and talk about crime as if it were a beast in 
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literal contexts. They would not, for example, advocate trapping crime by baiting it with honey 

or recommend pest control technicians take over from the police, even in the presence of 

metaphor frames.  

I’ve argued that knowledge as a metaphor frame makes salient the demanding standards for 

knowledge when one is attempting to determine whether a knowledge attribution is warranted. 

There is still something missing, however. I also want to defend the idea that knowledge as a 

metaphor frame continues to serve a presentational role even after knowledge has been attributed 

by making salient that one has done enough, epistemically speaking, to be a reliable informant. 

In a nutshell, once an informant meets the appropriate standards of reliability with regards to a 

proposition, framing one’s epistemic standing with regards to that proposition in terms of 

knowledge prevents the needless expending of energy involved in improving one’s epistemic 

position beyond what the situation requires. In these cases the frame makes salient the absence 

of error typical of knowledge, and uses this to highlight the absence of (relevant) error required 

of reliable informants. This accounts for why the metaphor frame doesn’t typically cause the 

standards for knowledge to rise above what is needed for recommending reliable informants who 

fall short of being infallible informants.  

As both Craig (1990) and Hannon (2019a) emphasise, fulfilling the functions of knowledge 

requires not only that knowledge be sufficiently demanding, but also that the standards for 

knowledge be obtainable. If knowledge were not obtainable, or were obtainable only with great 

difficulty, then the concept would fall into disuse and would fail to fulfil its function. Function-

first epistemologists argue that the practical demands of knowledge push the standards down and 

away from the infallibilist standards. In this way, function-first epistemologists take themselves to 

resolve the elusive threshold problem for knowledge. For the function-first epistemologist, the 

threshold between knowledge and lack thereof consists in the point at which designating a given 

epistemic position as knowledge promotes the concept’s function.  

For Hannon (2016, 2019a), the threshold for knowledge and lack thereof tracks the difference 

between an informant who is sufficiently reliable for the purposes of her epistemic community 

and one that is not, where a member of the epistemic community are those that it is reasonable 

to expect would draw on the information. Without a point at which to stop, people would carry 

on inquiring endlessly and would waste valuable resources seeking increasingly better evidence. 

However, maximally good evidence is rarely required for practical purposes. We do not 

reasonably expect the sceptic to draw upon our information, and so the maximally demanding 

standards imposed by the sceptic do not inform the standards for our practical concept of 

knowledge. All we need is evidence that is good enough for everyone in our epistemic community 

– or perhaps evidence that is good enough for our particular projects, where these are more 

demanding than the communally determined standards. 

That knowledge is sensitive to the needs of the community answers the conceptual question of 

where to peg the standards for knowledge and explains why these standards will not be those 

posited by the infallibilist. However it leaves unanswered the following psychological question. 

Even acknowledging that the standards of the community are baked into what it means to count 

as a knower in that community, we can still ask why we stop inquiring once these standards are 
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reached. Hannon thinks that the standards for knowledge are learned socially. He writes that 

“socialization and acculturation make us proficient at distinguishing the possibilities that must be 

eliminated in order to have knowledge from those that typically do not” (2016:617) and that “the 

practice of knowledge attribution is learned in the same way that humans of sufficient maturity 

learn to tell when it is appropriate to stop asking “Why?”” (2014:1131) Hannon’s point is not 

that we stop because we take ourselves to be good enough for the community. If it were, then 

knowledge would not be a motivator on questions that the community do not care about, or 

where we are investigating something that we never intend to share with anyone else (Kelp, 2011). 

Rather, Hannon’s claim is that we internalise the standards that the community generally requires 

given typical concerns and apply them even when not attempting to make ourselves into 

informants. Hannon (2014) notes that there are good reasons to have one fixed standard. Widely 

diverging standards would add to cognitive load, as members of the community would struggle 

to keep track of the various standards in play across various contexts. Further, different standards 

would require far more context-sensitive information than is practical on the inquirer’s particular 

project and the informant’s exact epistemic standing before recommending someone as an 

informant. 

I want to suggest that framing the epistemic standard at which one is a reliable informant in terms 

of infallibilism further diminishes the cognitive load by preventing speakers from dwelling on 

possibilities of error that are not relevant to the community’s everyday projects. Provided that we 

are typical members of the epistemic community engaged in typical everyday epistemic projects, 

sentences of the form “S knows that P” indicate that P is as likely to be right as our purposes 

require. We need not determine each time whether S is following the shared standards, nor 

consciously reflect on whether our project is one that the recommender is likely to have 

considered. Rather, we can assume that S has ruled out all of the possibilities that typical 

members of the epistemic community (ourselves included) will require. Thinking of being a 

reliable informant via the frame of knowledge draws attention away from the various possible 

standards and their relationship to individual inquiries and instead highlights that we can proceed 

as if there are no relevant possibilities left for us to eliminate. Put in the language of metaphor 

frames, in sentences of the form “S knows that P”, certain features of the target domain 

‘knowledge’ (that there are no P possibilities of error) make salient and focus attention to certain 

features of being a reliable informant with regards to P (that there are no P possibilities of error 

that one could reasonably expect to be relevant to members of their epistemic community). 

The same point can be made by thinking about the expressive power of non-face-value discourse 

more generally. Yablo (2000:172) writes that non-literal discourses “show a heartening tendency 

to boost the language's power to communicate facts about other, more ordinary, entities”. 

Similarly, ordinary facts about when an inquiry has gone on long enough and so when one is a 

sufficiently reliable informant are given an expressive boost by thinking and speaking as if one is 

infallible with regards to the proposition in question. 

To summarise, knowledge is presentationally essential in two distinct, but related, ways. On the 

one hand, framing what it takes to be a reliable informants via the lenses of infallibilism makes 

salient the demanding standards for recommending informants, encourages agents to take these 
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standards seriously and promotes related affective responses. On the other hand, once an 

informant is deemed sufficiently reliable, the knowledge frame highlights the good epistemic 

standing that one has in relation to the proposition and discourages further needless inquiry by 

supressing considerations about standards and irrelevant error possibilities. The claim that the 

infallibilism frame captures both of these seemingly competing pressures on the standards for 

knowledge might strike some readers as suspicious, and may raise the worry that the frame will 

turn out, in the end, to be practically inert. How are we to implement the frame correctly so that 

we attend to the relevant feature at the right time, and use it to frame how we think about the 

target domain?  

To begin with, it is important not to overstate this worry. Metaphor is by its very nature highly 

context-dependent, sometimes picking out one relevant feature of the source domain and 

sometimes another (Barndern 2007, Camp 2006). As such, interlocutors are often required to 

pick out the meaning intended by the speaker from among competing possibilities. Consider a 

traditional example first discussed by Lakoff and Johnson (1980). The metaphor frame ‘love is 

a journey’ is sometimes used to highlight a couple’s shared goals (“Look how far we’ve come”, 

“We’re at a crossroads”) and at other times emphasise the difficulties that a couple might 

encounter in their relationship (“The marriage is on the rocks”, “The relationship is off track”). 

Different aspects of the concept journey (as involving a shared destination, as involving 

impediments to travel) frame these different aspects of the concept love. Yet, we expect 

interlocutors to readily distinguish between instantiations of the metaphor frame aimed at making 

obstacles salient from those aimed at making shared goals salient. Similar considerations apply 

to the argument is war metaphor, which frames both the conditions for winning or losing an 

argument and the various moves along the way.  

Second, the knowledge frame makes different features salient at different times, but these aspects 

are not conflicting. On the knowledge frame, error possibilities correspond to community-

indexed relevant possibilities. When one is deciding whether an informant is sufficiently reliable, 

then the community-indexed relevant possibilities that have not been eliminated are made salient 

by the knowledge frame, encouraging one to improve their evidence if needed. When one has 

already determined that the community-indexed relevant possibilities have been eliminated, the 

frame makes salient that one can rely on the proposition in question and need not inquire further. 

As is the case for metaphor frames more generally, an internally consistent frame is used to make 

salient different features of the target concept, and this is possible because different aspects of 

the source domain map onto corresponding aspects of the target domain. In this case, different 

aspects of knowledge (that it is maximally demanding, that you can rely on it) map onto different 

aspects of being a reliable informant (that it is as demanding as the everyday projects of the 

community requires, that so long as your project is an everyday project you can rely on an 

informant’s testimony). 

4.3. The Problem of Scepticism  

Epistemic fictionalism offers a way of handling sceptical arguments that does justice to both the 

intuitions that favour scepticism and the intuitions that speak against scepticism. In particular, 

epistemic fictionalism answers the question: when sceptical worries rear their heads, why do we 
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concede that we did not actually know some everyday proposition about the external world, yet 

experience no inclination to stop making knowledge assertions in the future? The answer is that 

we were never committed to the face-value content of our knowledge claims to begin with. 

Sentences of the form “S knows that P” communicate the non-face value content that “S is a 

reliable informant with regards to P”, not the face-value content “S’s evidence that P entails the 

truth of P”. As such, there is no tension between denying the commitments of a face-value reading 

of sentences of the form “S knows that P”, while carrying on using knowledge sentences to 

communicate their non-face-value content.  

More carefully, the epistemic fictionalist says that sceptical arguments appear compelling for the 

simple reason that they are correct when sentences of the form “S knows that P” are given a face-

value reading. Consider again the following sceptical arguments: 

Sceptical Argument  

S1. I don’t know that I’m not a handless brain in a vat 

S2. If I don’t know that I’m not a handless brain in a vat, then I don’t know that I have 

hands 

SC. Therefore, I don’t know that I have hands  

According to the epistemic fictionalist, the argument is cogent if ‘knows’ is given a face-value 

reading: for if I know that I have hands, where this means that my evidence entails that I have 

hands (S1), and I deduce that not being a handless brain in a vat is entailed by my having hands 

(S2), then I know that I am not a brain in a vat, where my evidence entails that I am not a brain 

in a vat (SC). Hence, sceptical arguments are compelling because their conclusions are true on a 

face-value reading.  

Crucially, it is a feature of metaphor (and non-literality in general) that interlocutors are always 

entitled to insist on the face-value reading of uttered sentences, even when doing so would be 

highly uncooperative (Chung 2018, Camp 2006a). When confronted by an uncooperative 

interlocutor, speakers are either forced to paraphrase their metaphorical utterance using face-

value language, or retract their assertion – on pain of having their linguistic competence regarding 

the relevant concepts called into question. To use Camp’s (2006a) example, when Romeo tells 

his cousin Benvolio that “Juliet is the sun”, Romeo can expect Benvolio to understand and 

respond to the non-face-value content of what he uttered, which might be something like: “Juliet 

is worthy of worship; that she is the focus of his thoughts and dreams; that she is an exemplar of 

goodness and beauty; that her goodness and beauty are natural and original, and far exceed those 

of the other ladies of Verona; and that her goodness nurtures Romeo and helps him to grow 

emotionally” Camp (2006b:3). But despite this, if Benvolio is feeling uncooperative – perhaps 

he has grown weary of hearing Romeo complain about yet another love interest – he is entitled 

to insist upon a face-value reading of Romeo’s utterance. That is to say, he is entitled to reply 

with something like: “That’s absurd: Juliet isn’t the sun. It’s up there, and she’s a normal girl, 

here on Earth. It’s older than the Earth, and she’s barely 14 years old. And it’s bigger than the 

Earth, while her waist is just 26 inches around.”(Camp 2016a:296). Upon being challenged in 
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this way, Romeo is forced to either rephrase the content that he wished to communicate, and 

rephrase it using face-value language (e.g. “Ok, fine, I just meant that she’s really beautiful and 

unique”) or he’s forced to retract altogether (e.g. “Ok, fine, she’s not the sun. But she is really 

beautiful and unique”). He cannot however dismiss Benvolio’s challenge by insisting upon his 

own, non-face-value content: he cannot for example reply with “You’re wrong, she is the sun”. 

This is because there is a sense in which Benvolio’s challenge is ultimately correct: on a face-

value reading, Juliet is not the sun. 

Of course, Benvolio’s challenge is highly uncooperative: precisely because Romeo’s utterance is 

so obviously false, Benvolio cannot seriously have understood Romeo to be attempting to 

communicate the face-value meaning of his uttered sentence. But even if we judge Benvolio to 

be a poor conversational partner, we cannot accuse him of linguistic incompetence with the term 

‘sun’. It seems rather that Benvolio’s challenge falls well within the remit of competent language 

use.  

As Camp goes on to argue, entitlement to insist on face-value readings becomes even more 

evident when there are more plausible face-value contents that the speaker could have been taken 

to mean by a cooperative (as opposed to uncooperative) interlocutor. To use another of Camp’s 

suggestive examples, suppose Socrates uses the metaphor “Diotima is a midwife” to 

communicate the non-face-value content that Diotima helps young people work out their 

philosophical views. Suppose further that Socrates is overheard by a councilman who is 

investigating, and imprisoning, unregistered midwives. The councilman is perfectly entitled to 

question Socrates further, demanding to know why Diotima hasn’t registered if she is indeed a 

midwife. And Socrates cannot simply stick to his intended metaphorical meaning without 

rephrasing or retracting. Even clarifying that Diotima does not deliver babies is insufficient: the 

reply “Diotima is a midwife, but she doesn’t deliver babies” in this context does not absolve 

Socrates of incompetence with the word midwife, unless combined with rephrasing using face-

value language or retracting altogether. In contrast, a speaker who uses language at face-value 

cannot be forced to rephrase or retract by an interlocutor who wishes to switch to non-face-value 

reading. Someone who speaks at face-value “can accept all the obvious consequences a hearer 

brings up, or else deny that they follow from what she said, without sacrificing her claim to 

linguistic competence” (Camp 2006a:298). Camp takes this to show that face-value meanings are 

lodged into the semantics of metaphorical sentences, while non-face-value meanings are a matter 

of pragmatics. Regardless of the underlying mechanics, one thing is clear: where there is dispute, 

face-value content wins out. 

That interlocutors can always insist on the face-value reading of an utterance explains why 

scepticism is so compelling: the infallibilist can always insist on an infallibilist reading of sentences 

of the form “S knows that P”, forcing speakers to either retract or paraphrase, on pain of 

incompetence with the word ‘know’ (Chung 2018, 2020). That is to say, although it is perhaps 

uncooperative to do so, the sceptic can always switch the reading in play to the one on which her 

sceptical conclusion is true. According to epistemic fictionalism, then, the following two 

challenges are symmetrical: 
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Juliet  

R: Juliet is the sun 

B: That’s absurd, she is a girl, not a ball of 

flaming gas 

R: Ok, fine, she’s not the sun.  

 

Scepticism 

H: I know that I have hands 

S: That’s absurd, you can’t know that you’re 

not a BIV  

H: Ok, fine, I don’t know that I have hands

Just as Benvolio can insist that both he and Romeo come to read Romeo’s initial utterance at 

face-value, so too the sceptic can insist that both he and his interlocutors come to read an initial 

claim to know at face-value. In this sense, Fictionalism is a theory that, to use Pritchard’s 

(2018:4739) turn of phrase, “cede[s] the epistemological high ground to the radical sceptic”.  

Fictionalism not only explains why scepticism is so compelling, but it also explains why the truth 

of scepticism is ultimately not alarming in everyday life. For in everyday contexts with 

interlocutors who are not uncooperative, sentences of the form “S knows that P” communicate 

that S is sufficiently reliable with regards to P. On the assumption that in many contexts it is 

possible to be a sufficiently reliable informant with regards to P, there will be many contexts in 

which such sentences are true on a face-value reading. Thus there is a very real sense in which 

scepticism does not threaten the truth of our knowledge attributions: scepticism doesn’t threaten 

the truth of what we typically communicate when we attribute knowledge. Just as Benvolio’s 

challenge to Juliet not being a flaming ball of gas does nothing to threaten the truth of what 

Romeo was attempting to communicate – that Juliet is beautiful and unique, perhaps – so the 

sceptic’s challenge that the speaker does not know that she is not a handless brain in a vat does 

nothing to threaten the truth of what the speaker was attempting to communicate – that they are 

a reliable informant with regards to their having hands, perhaps. The truth of scepticism, then, 

presents no reason to cease using knowledge attributions exactly as we do.  

Additionally, Chung argues that going fictionalist about knowledge also explains instances of 

resistance to sceptical arguments. After all, although sceptical arguments are compelling and hard 

to refute, at least some philosophers have challenged the datum that everyday speakers readily 

retract their knowledge attributions under sceptical pressures (see e.g. Cohen 2000, Hawthorne 

2000, Davis 2007, Fantl and McGrath 2009, Dinges 2016). Rather, these philosophers suggest 

that everyday speakers are just as entitled to ‘stick to their guns’ in the face of a sceptical challenge. 

A good response to scepticism should therefore also account for why some people, at least some 

of the time, are unmoved by sceptical arguments. Epistemic fictionalism has the resources to do 

just this: speakers are unmoved because they take themselves to have communicated the non-

face-value content of their uttered sentences. That is to say, speakers take themselves to have 

communicated something that the sceptic has not called into question (that S is a reliable 

informant with regards to P) and hence that there is no pressure to retract. Indeed, it is widely 

noted that cooperative interlocutors readily discern, and respond to, what the non-face-value 

content that speakers intended to communicate, as opposed to the face-value meaning of what 
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they said (Camp 2006)
51

. Speakers going into a conversation expecting a cooperative interlocutor 

therefore might well experience the sense that they have not misspoken, and that their sceptical 

interlocutor has failed to engage appropriately. This also explains why sceptical challenges such 

as brain in vat scenarios can feel a bit silly or like they miss the point: the sceptic is talking past 

the speaker, addressing the face-value content of their uttered sentence instead of the non-face-

value content that they were entitled to expect the sceptic to grasp. 

Interestingly, though, even people who are inclined to resist sceptical arguments initially, might 

well relent and concede that the sceptic gets something right. This is consistent with how speakers 

who use metaphor expecting cooperative interlocutors might update their understanding of the 

nature of the challenge being presented, especially where the metaphor could not plausibly have 

been intended to communicate its face-value content.  

Compare how A might respond to the following challenge to her metaphorical assertion: 

Crime is a Beast 

A: Crime is a beast ravaging the city of Addison 

B: No, it isn’t – crime is an action performed by people  

A: Ok, but crime is a beast in the sense that it’s savage, dangerous and uncontrollable  

B: Why do you keep saying that crime is a beast? Crime isn’t a beast, only animals are 

beasts. Crime is a category for behaviour, not an animal. Animals cannot commit crimes.  

A: Ok fine. I didn’t mean that crime is a literal beast, I just meant that it’s like a beast in 

being dangerous and hard to control.  

Barring some particular reason for why B might struggle to parse metaphorical sentences (let’s 

stipulate that B is not a small child, for example), B can be interpreted as an extremely 

uncooperative interlocutor. So uncooperative, in fact, that A initially struggles to grasp the nature 

of B’s challenge. However, once A grasps that B is insisting on face-value readings of ‘beast’, then 

A grants that B is right – but A grants this on a technicality, while rephrasing and remaining 

committed to the non-face-value content that they wished to communicate.  

I think that a similar pattern of response underlies resistance to sceptical arguments as well. 

Consider:  

 

                                                
51

 This way of presenting how meaning comes apart from ‘what is said’ is a bit quick. Contextualists about 

metaphor think that in uttering metaphorical sentences, speakers assert the non-face-value content. The 

point I’m making here, though, does not hang on any particular way of construing how a speaker 

communicates the non-face-value content of their metaphorical sentences. The point is rather that 

sceptical resistance originates from speakers expecting their interlocutors to engage with the non-face-

value content of their uttered sentence, whether it is part of what is asserted or part of what is pragmatically 

conveyed.  
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Bus Stop 

A: I know that the bus stop is just around that corner 

B: No, you don’t – there might not be a bus stop there at all  

A: Ok, but know that it’s there because I come here often and the bus stop is just next to 

that pizza shop on the corner 

B: Why do you keep saying that you know there’s a bus stop there? You can’t possibly 

know that. You might be dreaming, or hallucinating, or you might be in the Matrix where 

there are no buses and no bus stops.  

A: Ok fine. I didn’t mean that I know I’m not in the Matrix, I just meant that provided 

that we’re not in the Matrix, the bus stop is over there 

Just as in the ‘Crime is a beast’ challenge, the speaker in ‘Bus Stop’ eventually concedes that her 

interlocutor gets something right – but what they get right is a semantic technicality, which does 

not threaten the truth of the communicated content. The sense in which scepticism is correct, 

then, can be acknowledged without being treated as a genuine source of concern, even in 

situations where there is initial temptation to stick to one’s guns. 

I have tried to show how epistemic fictionalism predicts the range of reactions to sceptical 

scenarios that we find. It explains why sceptical arguments are so compelling (their conclusion is 

true, on a face-value reading); it explains why even though scepticism is true on a face-value 

reading, the sceptical conclusion is in no way alarming (scepticism does not threaten the content 

that we use sentences of the form “S knows that P” to communicate); it explains why some 

people, some of the time, resist the sceptical conclusion altogether (they expect their interlocutor 

to discern and respond to what they transparently were attempting to communicate); and finally, 

it explains the particular pattern of back-and-forth we might expect between the sceptic and a 

speaker initially inclined to resist (the speaker acknowledges that the sceptic get something right, 

without conceding that they have undermined what the speaker attempted to communicate).  

Nevertheless, the function-first epistemologist might protest that going fictionalist about 

knowledge talk is overkill: for function-first epistemology already has the resources to explain 

both the resistance to, and appeal of, sceptical arguments. We have already seen how the 

function-first programme seeks to resist scepticism in everyday life (Chapter 2). However, 

function-first epistemologists also seek to explain why scepticism gets a handle to begin with, and 

they do so without appealing to fiction. Craig is explicit in wanting an analysis of knowledge that 

explains why sceptical challenges are not part of everyday life, while still explaining why they have 

engaged philosophers in the way that they have. Hannon (more explicitly in 2019a than in 2019b) 

is also clear about wanting an analysis that does not make sceptical possibilities illegitimate in 

every possible circumstance.  

Craig and Hannon reconcile scepticism with the everyday function of knowledge by confining 

the legitimacy of sceptical challenges to particular types of inquiry, while still holding on to the 
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idea that sceptical challenges are illegitimate in everyday contexts. They do this by first 

acknowledging that certain features of the function of knowledge do push the standards for 

knowledge upwards towards those posited by the sceptical infallibilist. Craig writes that the 

process of objectivization conceived as “the tendency to seek to improve the reliability of our 

information” (1990:117) enables the sceptic to keep pushing how reliable our information must 

be. The sceptic “extrapolate[s] this tendency without doing anything which the concept of itself 

forbids; and such extrapolation will lead to scepticism” (1990:117). This process of extrapolation 

is something that philosophers can legitimately do, and they can do it because the concept of 

knowledge leaves itself open to being extrapolated in this way; but nevertheless, the motivations 

of philosophers engaged in this task “cannot possibly be thought to be part of the mental life of 

any and every human community” (118). Rather, the everyday concept of knowledge serves the 

needs that do exist in any and every human community, and these practical needs push the 

standards for knowledge down towards those posited by the fallibilist. Thus Craig distinguishes 

between the context of the philosopher – “a highly unusual thinker, conducting a highly unusual 

investigation” (1990:110)- and the everyday context in which knowledge attributions are made, 

arguing that although we should not expect to find a “hard boundary” between the two, only the 

former licences the sceptic’s concept of knowledge.  

In the same vein, Hannon (2019a) argues that sceptical challenges have a place only in the 

philosopher’s inquiry conceived of as a “pure inquiry” (Williams, 1978), in which the 

philosopher undertakes the radical project of seeking truth and avoiding error without 

antecedently assuming the truth of any of her beliefs. This is Descartes’ quest – to start entirely 

afresh, and inquire with no regard for the practical constraints that typically govern our conduct 

in inquiry. In contrast, inquiry in everyday contexts strives for “balancing our need for truth (and 

the avoidance of error) with the constraints and limitations that we fallible humans encounter in 

daily life” (Hannon 2019a:218). For Hannon, then, the challenges raised by the sceptic are 

appropriate uses of the concept of knowledge, but only in the context of the philosopher’s 

particular project of pure inquiry. This successfully “explains why the skeptic’s argument is 

plausible and yet not a threat to ordinary knowledge” (Hannon 2019a:220), and does so without 

appeal to fiction. So, the function-first epistemologist might protest that a function-first realist 

analysis of knowledge already possesses the features that I have claimed as a distinct advantage 

of a function-first epistemic fictionalist view.  

In response, I agree with Craig and Hannon that the sceptic exploits a legitimate part of the 

concept of knowledge – but disagree that the legitimacy of sceptical challenges is confined to 

particular, and unusual, philosophical mode of inquiry. On my view, the sceptic exploits the face-

value reading of sentences of the form “S knows that P”, while everyday inquiries trade on their 

non-face-value meaning.  

I think my account has two advantages over Craig and Hannon’s line of argument. First, on Craig 

and Hannon’s view it is difficult to see why the sceptic would ever succeed in propelling us into 

a philosophical inquiry, when we are already engaged in a practical inquiry. Yet, sceptical 

challenges demand a response, even when they are raised in everyday contexts. I have argued 

that when confronted with a sceptical scenario, the options are: rephrase, retract, or resists. Even 

granting that at least sometimes it’s appropriate to stick to one’s guns, we are still compelled to 
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acknowledge that the sceptic gets something right. Why would this be, if the sceptic’s challenge 

is only appropriate in the context of philosophical inquiry, a project far removed from the present 

practical inquiry? The epistemic fictionalist can answer this question. The sceptic exploits the 

face-value meaning of sentences of the form “S knows that P”, and so is always entitled to insist 

on her preferred reading. The speaker must engage with the face-value reading whenever her 

interlocutor demands it. Despite this, engaging with the face-value reading does not alter the 

nature of the practical inquiry at hand, which is why the speaker can simply rephrase and carry 

on with her practical inquiry. Epistemic fictionalism, then, accounts for why sceptical challenges 

are, at least in one sense, perceived as needing to be engaged with even in everyday non-

philosophical contexts.  

The second problem for Craig and Hannon’s view is that it is very difficult – perhaps, impossible 

– to locate a principled distinction between philosophical and practical contexts, a point which 

both Craig and Hannon acknowledge. For his part, Craig is sympathetic to the idea that 

philosophical inquiries are also practical. He asks whether the “practically minded man” would 

apply the methods characteristic of pure inquiry, in which every assumption is questioned, and 

concludes that “[q]uite likely he would, unless prescient as well as practical” (1990:118). Taken 

from the perspective of the inquirer starting out on their inquiry, it is not apparent whether one’s 

inquiry is going to be practical or pure; for the answer will in part depend on how successful the 

inquiry turns out. Descartes, famously, took his inquiry to have succeeded in yielding foundations 

for the sciences that are “stable and likely to last” (1641:6) – what goal could be more practical 

than that? Furthermore, if we define pure inquiry as inquiry that challenges all of our 

assumptions, then philosophical inquiry doesn’t qualify as pure inquiry. Philosophers too inquire 

from within a programme, holding steadfast some assumptions in the course of their inquiry
52

. 

But epistemic fictionalism doesn’t need to demarcate types of inquiries in this way. For the 

fictionalist, sceptical challenges target the face-value reading of sentences of the form “S knows 

that P”, whether they appear as part of practical or philosophically-minded inquiries.  

Nevertheless, this does raise an interesting possibility, which would require further investigation 

to make compelling. One possible reason for sceptical challenges being perceived as more 

legitimate in the philosophy seminar than in everyday contexts is that one of the key projects in 

philosophy centres on uncovering the face-value meaning of everyday sentences. Many 

philosophers take the search for truth to be one of the principal aims of philosophy
53

. And often 

what philosophers ask are questions like: “what is beauty?”, “what is morality?”, “what is free 

will?”. In practical terms, philosophers address these questions by considering whether sentences 

of the form “ is beautiful”, “ is moral”, “ was a freely performed action” are true. 

Furthermore, philosophers tend to be interested in is whether such sentences are really or 

fundamentally true, beneath appearances. One natural interpretation of what it takes for a 
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 And indeed, sceptical challenges are perhaps even more frustrating in non-epistemic philosophical 

contexts than they are in everyday contexts, precisely because philosophers engaged in investigating ethical 

or aesthetic considerations plausibly take themselves to be assuming that those possibilities do not obtain.  
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Brennan (2010), Dietrich (2011), Horwich (2012) and Chalmers (2015). Although cf: Brandom (2001) 

Beebee (2018), and Hannon and Nguyen (2023) 
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sentence to be “really” true is that it be true on a face-value reading
54

. If these tentative suggestions 

are along the right lines, then the fictionalist too can capture the sense in which sceptical 

challenges are more relevant to philosophical contexts: philosophers are often using, or 

investigating, the face-value meaning of fragments of discourse. Or at least, they are doing so 

more often than is typical of everyday contexts. Crucially, though, the fictionalist holds that 

although sceptical challenges are more relevant in philosophical contexts (on account of speaking 

to the very thing under investigation) they are legitimate in all contexts (on account of speaking 

to the face-value reading of sentences of the form “S knows that P”). 

 4.4. Advantages of Fictionalism  

In this section, I want to show how the fictionalist view that I have proposed yields several 

benefits. Specifically, I wish to show how the arguments that speak in favour of sceptical 

infallibilism that I canvassed in chapter 1 work for fictionalism too. 

4.4.1. Epistemic Possibility and CKAs 

Epistemic fictionalism provides a neat explanation of why CKAs sound infelicitous: to come out 

true, they would need to mix face-value and non-face-value meanings. But metaphorical 

sentences cannot be mixed in this way – if an interlocutor wants to insist on a face-value reading, 

then they successfully force the sentence as a whole to take on a face-value meaning. As discussed, 

the sentence “Diotima is a midwife, but she does not deliver babies” is infelicitous in a context 

where an interlocutor is insisting on a face-value reading of the second clause (i.e. the interlocutor 

has made it clear that they want to find out whether Diotima delivers literal babies), precisely 

because insisting on a face-value reading of second first clause carries over to the first clause. 

Furthermore, specifying that Diotima doesn’t deliver babies gives interlocutors to understand 

that they are employing a face-value reading, since whether or not someone delivers babies for a 

living is a function of whether or not they are a (literal) midwife.  

In the same way, a CKA such as “I know that Alana committed the murder, but she might not 

have” is infelicitous if an interlocutor is insisting on a face-value reading of “she might not have”, 

where the ‘might’ is a function of whether the speaker infallibly knows that Alana committed the 

murder. Furthermore, in mentioning the possibility that Alana might not have committed the 

murder, the speaker gives the interlocutor to understand that they are employing a face-value 

reading. Thus, the first clause is false on this reading.  

Additionally, if the sentence as a whole were taken metaphorically, then it would also come out 

false: to give “I know that Alana committed the murder” a non-face-value reading is to say that I 

am a reliable informant with regards to the question of whether Alana committed the murder. 

But the metaphorical mapping on which sentences of the form “S knows that P” communicate 

that S is a reliable informant with regards to P, maps onto related notions such as possibility. 

What makes “S is a reliable informant” true is that S has eliminated all of the possibilities of error 

                                                
54

 Indeed, many fictionalists describe their core commitment that a sentence is not true on a face-value 
reading as the claim that the sentence is not true (see for example Liggins 2012, Eklund 2019, Caddick 

Bourne 2018).  
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that are salient or relevant to the community. Hence, what makes a non-face-value reading of 

sentences of the form “S knows that P” true is whether S has eliminated these possibilities. 

Extending the metaphor to the second clause, then, would be to treat the clause “she might not 

have” as communicating that there are some salient or relevant possibilities that S has not 

eliminated; thus making the sentence as a whole false on a non-face-value reading.  

4.4.2. Knowledge does not admit of degrees 

In a similar vein, on epistemic fictionalism, knowledge does not admit of degrees. There is only 

one degree of knowledge when sentences of the form “S knows that P” are read at face-value, 

and it is that posited by the infallibilist. On a non-face-value reading, there are multiple contents 

that the metaphor frame “S knows that P” might be used to communicate. For example, it might 

communicate that S is a reliable informant with regards to P, or that S has ended inquiry into 

whether P, and so on, depending on what the sentence is being used to communicate.  

Furthermore, the non-face-value reading is fundamentally context-sensitive, in the sense that 

which strength of epistemic position must be obtained in order for S to count as a reliable 

informant with regards to the question of whether P will depend on the situation. Chapter 6 

delves into more detail regarding the context-sensitivity of metaphorical knowledge. For now, 

note that following Hannon (2013), we can expect that situations where the stakes are particularly 

high will call for a better epistemic position than situation where nothing much hangs on the truth 

of P. Features of the context, then, are part of what makes the non-face-value reading of sentences 

of the form “S knows that P” true. Nevertheless, this is not to say that there are different degrees 

of knowledge. For in each instance, what makes the non-face-value reading true or false is 

whether S is sufficiently well positioned to be a reliable informant.  

4.4.3. Knowledge is Qualitatively Different to Non-knowledge  

Epistemic fictionalism is well placed to explain the difference in quality between states that may 

be described with metaphorical sentences of the form “S knows that P” and those which may not 

be. The simple answer is that one may metaphorically attribute knowledge only when something 

of practical utility has been achieved. Say that following Craig (1990) and Hannon (2019a), 

knowledge picks out the point at which a potential informant is a sufficiently reliable informant 

with regards to P. Insofar as this distinction is one that it is practically useful to make, then there 

is a qualitative difference between knowledge and non-knowledge (see Hannon 2014). Similar 

considerations apply to the other functions of knowledge: insofar as stopping inquiry is useful, 

then there is a qualitative difference between a point which may metaphorically be described with 

knowledge talk and a point which may not be, and so on for other posited functions of knowledge 

talk. 

However, going fictionalist about knowledge also answers an objection to function-first 

epistemology as a general method. Function-first epistemology has been criticised for giving an 

inadequate account for why the concept of knowledge has emerged in the first place (Feldman 

1997, Rysiew 2012). What does the concept add, over and above the concept of a reliable 

informant? Without an answer to the question, the function-first epistemologist struggles to 
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explain the emergence of the concept of knowledge by appeal to social and practical needs. As 

Rysiew (2012:278) puts the point, “we have at our disposal other epistemic terms we can and do 

use in picking out good informants—‘trustworthy’, ‘reliable’, ‘always right’, etc. But given that 

there are plenty of terms available for picking out informants of one or another degree of 

reliability what’s special about ‘know(s)’?” Answering this question is necessary for answering the 

question of what distinguishes knowledge from non-knowledge.  

Craig’s answer is that knowledge is objectivized, while reliable informant is relative to specific 

needs and projects. Someone who is unwilling to disclose their information, for example, is a 

knower but not a reliable informant. Building on this line of argument, Hannon’s answer is that 

‘knows’ marks that particular degree of reliability such that anyone in the community may draw 

on her information for their everyday projects (2019:45). Therefore, there is something special 

about knowledge that these other epistemic terms do not capture. Still, we might wonder why, 

on a fundamentally social function-first view, these other epistemic terms are not likewise indexed 

to the needs of the community. A potential informant who is unwilling to disclose their 

information may still be reliable, where to be reliable means to meet the epistemic standards 

needed for the community’s projects, despite the fact that inquirers lack access to their reliable 

information. Why not think that the terms ‘reliable’ and ‘trustworthy’ already pack in the notion 

of being sufficiently reliable and trustworthy for the community’s projects? To echo Rysiew, 

what’s special about knows?  

The fictionalist has a ready-made reply: knows is special because it is the only epistemic term 

that frames being sufficiently reliable in terms of infallibilism. Thus, it is the only epistemic 

standard that confers the cognitive benefits discussed in the previous section: helping agents to 

take seriously the demanding standards for knowledge and shielding them from excessive doubt 

once these standards have been reached. As such, the fictionalist response can bolster the 

function-first claim that no other epistemic term is capable of fulfilling the distinct role occupied 

by knowledge. Further, fictionalism can do so without giving up the central function-first claim 

that the social and practical functions of knowledge are the primary explanation for why 

knowledge fulfils these roles.  

4.4.4. Knowledge is Closed under known entailment   

Finally, epistemic fictionalism affords a principled explanation for the competing intuitions 

surrounding the principle that knowledge is closed under known entailment. That is to say, 

fictionalism is able to diagnose both steadfast acceptance of, and rejection of, the principle of 

closure. Acceptance of the principle of closure comes from considering the face-value reading of 

sentences of the form “S knows that P”. For on a face-value reading, the principle of closure 

holds in ways that are uncomplicated: the face-value reading of sentences of the form “S knows 

that P” is that “S’s evidence for P entails that P”. It follows that if P entails Q, then S’s evidence 

for P also entails that Q. That when given a face-value reading, knowledge is closed under known 

entailment thus explains the intuition that closure is a cornerstone datum that theories of 

knowledge need to account for. As noted, this principle is what lurks behind the sceptical 

arguments like the one discussed in §4.3, and repeated here for convenience:  
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Sceptical Argument  

S1. I don’t know that I’m not a handless brain in a vat 

S2. If I don’t know that I’m not a handless brain in a vat, then I don’t know that I have 

hands 

SC. Therefore, I don’t know that I have hands  

On the other hand, the principle that knowledge is closed under known entailment looks much 

less plausible when focusing on the non-face-value reading of sentences of the form “S knows 

that P”. Taking the ‘recommending informants’ function, it seems as if S could well qualify as a 

good informant with regards to the question of whether P, while failing to qualify as a good 

informant with regards to the question of whether Q, even though P entails Q and S believes that 

Q on the basis that P entails that Q. In ‘Sceptical Argument’, if “know” is taken to indicate being 

a reliable informant, then S1 might well be true on a non-face-value reading, while SC. might well 

be false
55

. Although she posits different non-face-value readings to the ones that I have proposed, 

Chung (2020) thinks that the epistemic fictionalist ought to embrace closure failure on non-face-

value readings, and indeed that this is the very thing which explains why sceptical arguments fail 

to threaten everyday knowledge attributions. That knowledge might not be closed under known 

entailment on non-face-value readings, then, explains why many philosophers have ultimately 

been satisfied with rejecting the principle of closure.  

Furthermore, the function-first epistemic fictionalist is particularly well placed to account for why 

in many cases, one can extend one’s knowledge from P to entailed premise Q through competent 

deduction, even though knowledge is not strictly speaking closed under known entailment on a 

non-face-value reading. And the reason is that for most everyday propositions Q, where P entails 

that Q and where S has competently deduced Q from P, then S being a reliable informant with 

regards to P also makes S a reliable informant with regards to Q. Recall that function-first 

epistemology analyses concepts by reflecting on how that concept might serve its purposes in 

typical cases in which the need that the concept has emerged to fulfil is present. Thus, counter-

examples which are out of the ordinary do not speak against an analysis. In most ordinary 

situations, then, everyday users of knowledge talk can fruitfully extend the pool of propositions 

which they may legitimately describe themselves as knowing via competent deduction from P to 

entailed proposition Q.  
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 Perhaps whether closure holds on non-face-value readings depends on what precisely the non-face-value 

reading is. If sentences of the form "S knows that P" communicate the non-face-value content that S may 

stop inquiry into whether P, then perhaps both S1 and SC are true, since SC is a paradigmatic example 

of an inquiry that it would be fruitless to continue. This is particularly salient in cases of multiple premise 

closure: it is difficult to see how one could stop inquiry into whether P, stop inquiry into whether Q, and 

stop inquiry into whether R, and yet continue to inquire into whether PQR. For surely to inquire into 

whether PQR just is to inquire into whether P, into whether Q and into whether R. Thus it seems that 

if sentences of the form "S knows that P" do communicate the content that “S may stop inquiry into 

whether P” then knowledge perhaps is closed under known entailment, even on a non-face-value reading.  
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Function-first epistemic fictionalism, then, is well placed to explain why intuitions on whether 

knowledge is closed under known entailment pull in different directions. In philosophical 

contexts, the principle of closure (like the sceptical arguments that they underpin) appears 

intuitive when sentences of the form “S knows that P” are given a face-value reading, and counter-

intuitive when they are given a non-face-value reading. In everyday contexts, that principles of 

closure captures a frequently reliable way of competently extending the pool of propositions that 

one may legitimately describe themselves as knowing. This explains why closure at least 

sometimes appears to hold in everyday contexts, while failing to hold in others.  

4.5. Conclusion  

In this chapter, I have proposed and fleshed out a new theory of knowledge: function-first 

epistemic fictionalism. According to function-first epistemic fictionalism, sentences of the form 

“S knows that P” admit of (at least) two readings: a face-value reading, which expresses the content 

predicted by the sceptical infallibilist; and a non-face-value reading, which communicates 

contents related to the functions that knowledge plays, for example, that S is a reliable informant 

with regards to P. This is the content that sentences of the form “S knows that P” are typically 

used to communicate. In particular, sentences of the form “S knows that P” are underpinned by 

a metaphor frame: the source domain of knowledge understood along infallibilist lines frames 

the target domain of what it takes to be a reliable informant with regards to a proposition (or to 

end inquiry, and so on). I have argued that this way of going fictionalist about knowledge talk 

meets the criteria for a well-motivated fictionalist theory outlined in §3.1.4, in particular, that it 

accounts for how elements of fiction are crucial to knowledge talks serving its functions.  

The main advantage of epistemic fictionalism is how it handles sceptical arguments: sceptical 

arguments are sound on a face-value reading of sentences of the form “S knows that P”, which 

explains why sceptical arguments are compelling; but they nevertheless do not threaten the truth 

of what such sentences are typically used to communicate, which explains resistance to sceptical 

arguments. Thus epistemic fictionalism is a view on which sceptical infallibilism is (at least in one 

sense) correct, but on which the truth of sceptical infallibilism is not a problem for everyday 

speakers of knowledge talk. I have also argued that epistemic fictionalism has the resources to 

explain the intuitions surrounding concessive knowledge attributions; the sense in which 

knowledge is qualitatively different from non-knowledge; and the intuitions on the principle of 

closure. The next two chapters aim to defend the view that I have proposed by defending it from 

objections (chapter 5) and by comparing it to rival views (Chapter 6).  
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Chapter 5: Objections and Replies 

This chapter responds to objections to epistemic fictionalism. The first half (§5.1) responds to 

what is often considered the most pressing objection to fictionalism in general: that it is 

phenomenologically implausible. Specifically, that fictionalism is at odds with what everyday 

users of the target discourse take to be the content of their utterances; their psychological attitude 

towards the content of their utterances; and the type of speech act that they engage in when 

making these utterances. I highlight the striking parallels between the debate between competing 

versions of fictionalism and the debate in metaphor theory about how metaphor succeeds in 

communicating its non-face-value content, with a view to showing how different metaphor 

theories can ground their counterpart version of fictionalism. I argue that versions of both content 

and force fictionalism have the resources to respond to the phenomenological objection. In doing 

so, one of my aims is to show how there is more than one way of constructing a plausible 

epistemic fictionalism, and that both content and force versions of the view are available. I also 

address the issue of dead metaphors (§5.2), and respond to the objection that fictionalism cannot 

account for the origins of the target discourse’s face-value content (§5.3). 

5.1. The Phenomenological objection: knowledge talk doesn’t feel like fictional talk  

Many critics of fictionalism take it as a strike against fictionalism that it contradicts speakers’ 

phenomenological experience of using the target discourse (See Stanley 2001; Eklund 2007; 

Chrisman 2008, Reynolds 2009, Armour-Garb and Woodbridge, Brock; Friend 2008, Liggins 

2010). After all, in most domains where fictionalism is posited, it does not seem to speakers and 

hearers that they are engaged in non-face-value talk: users of moral discourse do not feel like 

they are speaking in non-face-value ways when they say “it is morally impermissible to torture”, 

and users of knowledge discourse do not feel like they are communicating in non-face-value ways 

when they say “I know that P”.  

Here are some representative formulations of this phenomenological objection: 

Competent users of arithmetical discourse will certainly deny that they are pretending 

when they discuss arithmetic. In such cases, the hermeneutic fictionalist must 

maintain that the fact that the language user is pretending is not accessible to her, 

even in principle. (Stanley 2001:46) 

When we say that the number of starving people is very large, we do not feel 

ourselves to be talking (even a bit!) about the content of a mathematical story. Our 

subject matter is people and our thought is that a lot of them are starving. (Yablo 

2001: 76) 

If I think that you are completely out of line, I am not making believe that you are 

completely out of line, even as I thump the table, go purple in the face, march you 

out of the door and forbid you to show your face again. (Blackburn 2005:33) 

Mathematical discourse just doesn’t seem at all like Cowboys and Indians (Eklund 

2007) 
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It just doesn’t seem to me that I am operating under some pretence when I make a 

moral claim, and, more generally, I doubt that ordinary speakers have the 

phenomenology of pretence when it comes to moral discourse.    (Chrisman 2008:3) 

We do not seem to be pretending when we engage in the discourses of which 

pretense theories are claimed to be true: indeed we seem not to be pretending. For 

instance, if we introspect, it seems to us that we believe, rather than pretend, that 2 + 

2 = 4. (Liggins 2010: 768) 

In short, it does not seem to speakers and hearers that they are engaging in non-face-value talk 

when they utter sentences in the domains of discourse which the fictionalist takes typically to be 

uttered in a non-face-value spirit. Insofar as contradicting speakers’ phenomenological 

experience counts against a theory, then the phenomenological objection is a serious objection 

to fictionalism in all domains, including to epistemic fictionalism. 

As discussed, there are two broad views which fall under the banner of ‘fictionalism’: force 

fictionalism and content fictionalism
56

. According to force fictionalists, utterances of sentences in 

the target discourse are not assertions, but constitute some other speech act, for example, the 

speech act of pretending to assert (Joyce 2020:117), of quasi-assertion (Kalderon 2005:112), or 

of launching a game of make-believe (Walton 1993:53). In pretending to assert that P, the 

speaker succeeds in communicating or drawing attention to some other content, or perhaps some 

non-propositional communication
57

. On content fictionalism, a typical utterance of a sentence in 

the target discourse constitutes an assertion. However, the assertion does not communicate its 

face-value content. Rather, it communicates a different, non-face-value content
58

. Although they 

need not be, these views can be combined. For example, a fictionalist could hold that in uttering 

a sentence in the target discourse domain one pretends to assert the face-value content, and 

thereby succeeds in asserting the non-face-value content. The metaphor fictionalist theories 

advanced by Yablo and Joyce are of the force variety. In particular, they both hold that in uttering 

sentences in the target discourse domain, speakers pretend to assert the face-value content of the 

sentence. In contrast, Chung’s metaphor fictionalism is of the content variety. On Chung’s view, 

in asserting “S knows that P” one succeeds in asserting one (or more) of multiple candidate non-

face-value contents.  

Both versions of fictionalism are susceptible to a potential phenomenological objection. The 

fictionalist says that utterances of sentence S in discourse D are typically non-face-value 

utterances, either in that they are non-assertoric speech acts (force fictionalism) or in that they 

assert a non-face-value content (content fictionalism). Yet, it seems that speakers do not take 

themselves to be making non-face-value utterances, but rather take themselves to be asserting the 
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 These roughly map onto what in chapter 3 I called assertoric and non-assertoric fictionalism. For the 

sake of consistency with the literature, this chapter uses the content / force terminology.   
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 See Joyce (2005) and Kalderon (2005) on moral talk, Yablo (2000) on mathematical talk, Crimmins 

(1998) on attitude ascriptions, Kroon (2001) on identity talk, Armour-Garb and Woodbridge (2019) on 

proposition and truth talk.  
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 See Lewis (1978) on meta-fictive discourse, Rosen (1990) on possible world talk, Field (1989) and 

Balaguer (1998) on mathematical talk, Brock (2002) on fictional character talk.  
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face-value content of their utterances. The fictionalist, then, posits that speakers are simply 

mistaken about whether they are engaged in non-face-value or face-value talk. According to the 

phenomenological objection, the error that fictionalism saddles everyday speakers with is 

implausible: we do expect, and should expect, that speakers not make the types of mistakes that 

fictionalism posits. Indeed, in typical cases of engagement in non-face-value discourse, it seems 

that speakers are aware that they are engaged in non-face-value discourse. For example, speakers 

acting on a stage or reading a bedtime story plausibly consciously pretend to assert their lines, 

and speakers engaged in non-face-value talk such as exaggeration or sarcasm are aware that their 

utterances communicate a content other than the face-value content. This does not appear to be 

the case for speakers engaged in the discourse domains that the fictionalist wants to treat as non-

face-value, such as moral talk, modal talk, mathematical talk and knowledge talk. That 

fictionalism seems to posit implausible error regarding whether a speaker is engaged in non-face-

value talk counts against fictionalism.  

In fact, there are three related aspects of how the fictionalist analyses the target discourse which 

appear to contradict speaker phenomenology. Fictionalism makes predictions that contradict 

speaker phenomenology as regards the attitude that speakers bear towards the content of their 

utterance of a sentence in the target discourse; as regards the type of speech act constituted by an 

utterance of a sentence in the target discourse; or as regards the content of an utterance of a 

sentence in the target discourse. Not all versions of fictionalism generate phenomenological 

objections on all three counts, but both force and content fictionalism are each susceptible to at 

least one version. I briefly discuss each objection in turn, before turning to the metaphor 

fictionalist response.  

First, force fictionalism contradicts speaker phenomenology as concerns the attitude that 

speakers bear towards the content of their utterances. The fictionalist says that the speaker bears 

a particular attitude towards the content of their assertion (e.g. quasi-belief, acceptance, pretence), 

despite the fact that speakers cannot determine via introspection that they possess this attitude 

and worse, despite the fact that it seems to speakers that they bear an entirely different attitude 

towards the proposition, typically, belief. Stanley argues that this is a problem for fictionalism 

because it is implausible to suppose the existence of a psychological attitude, such that one can 

bear this attitude towards a proposition and yet it be entirely inaccessible to them that they do so. 

Here is Stanley (2001:47): 

If the hermeneutic fictionalist is correct, then x can bear the propositional attitude of 

pretense toward a proposition, without it being in principle accessible to x that x 

bears the propositional attitude of pretense toward that proposition. But this 

introduces a novel and quite drastic form of failure of first-person authority over 

one’s own mental states. 

Not only is it inaccessible to x whether they have this attitude towards the proposition 

communicated by sentences in D, but worse: speakers typically take themselves to bear the 

attitude of belief towards these propositions. As Brock (2014) makes explicit, there are two sides 

to the objection from the phenomenology of attitude argument: on the one hand, there is 

something lacking in everyday phenomenology, to wit, the sense that we are engaging in fiction 
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of some type; on the other, there is something present in everyday phenomenology, to wit, the 

sense that we believe the content of our utterances. The second error seems to involve agents in 

a more radical and implausible form of introspective failure. As Brock (2014:582) puts it, “it is 

one thing to suggest that an agent may be in a mental state of which she is unaware; it is quite 

another to suggest that she is aware (or seems to be aware) of being in a mental state that she is 

in fact not in. While higher order theories of consciousness leave room for the bare possibility 

of an appearance/reality distinction of this kind, one does well to resist positing such illusions 

willy-nilly”.  

The fictionalist might question the extent to which such failure in attitude is “novel and drastic”, 

as Stanley claims. After all, there are domains where agents’ attitudes are opaque to them. For 

example, unconscious bias is a fairly uncontroversial example of speakers possessing attitudes 

that they are unaware of possessing. However, unlike cases of bias, speakers who utter sentences 

in the discourse domains given fictionalist treatments tend to behave in line with the attitudes that 

they explicitly express. Speakers who utter sentences of the form “it is morally impermissible to 

” and “there are three cats under the table” typically also behave as if they bear the attitude of 

belief towards the proposition “it is morally impermissible to ” and “there are three cats under 

the table”. That fictionalism contradicts how speakers feel about their own attitudes, then, does 

seem to be an unusual result that is not explained away by positing a mismatch between what 

speakers take their attitudes to be and what their behaviour suggests their attitudes are.  

Relatedly, force fictionalism appears to contradict how speakers feel about the type of speech act 

that they are engaging in when they utter sentences in the target discourse. The force fictionalist 

posits that we do not assert the content of uttered sentences, but rather engage in a non-assertoric 

speech act that only resembles assertion in virtue of its surface structure. Yet, it seems to speakers 

that their utterances of sentences in the target discourse domain constitute assertions. Speakers 

who utter sentences of the form “it is morally impermissible to ” take themselves to be asserting 

that it is morally impermissible to , and speakers who utter sentences of the form “S knows that 

P” take themselves to be asserting that S knows that P. Terrance Cuneo (2006) argues that many 

widespread theories about what constitutes a given type of speech act hold that speaker intention 

is a key condition for producing a given type of speech act. Specifically, Cuneo argues that 

producing a non-assertoric speech act requires that the speaker endeavours to produce a non-

assertoric speech act
59

. One might follow Grice (1957) in claiming that to produce a given speech 

act, the speaker must intend to produce some effect in the hearer (e.g. that the hearer come to 

believe a given proposition), and for this effect to be the result of the hearer recognising the 

speaker’s intention to produce this effect. For assertoric speech acts, the speaker might intend 

the hearer to come to believe the content of the speaker’s assertion, and to do so by means of 

recognizing the speaker’s intention for the hearer to form the belief. For non-assertoric speech 

acts, the speaker might intend the speaker to come to recognise a command, request or 

compliment. Alternatively, one might follow Searle (1969) in claiming that different speech acts 

have distinct purposes and communicate distinct psychological states. In the case of assertion, 
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 Cuneo aims this objection at expressivism, which also posits that utterances of sentences in the target 

discourse are non-assertoric speech acts.  
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the speaker communicates the psychological state of belief towards the content of the assertion, 

and in doing so commits themselves to the world being a certain way, and opens themselves up 

to blame should it turn out that it is not the case. In contrast, the point of directives is to get 

hearers to act in certain ways, and communicates the psychological state of desire
60

.  

On either of these pictures, what the speaker intends directly bears on what speech act she 

produces. Part of what it is to engage in a non-assertoric speech act is to wittingly do so: a speaker 

who intends to produce belief in her hearer, or intends to take responsibility for the world being 

a certain way, is making an assertion. A speaker with other intentions is not making an assertion. 

Yet force fictionalism holds that speakers regularly succeed in making non-assertoric speech acts 

despite not intending to perform a non-assertoric speech act, and despite actively intending to 

perform an assertion. Therefore, force fictionalism appears to be incompatible with widely 

accepted theories on the constitutional conditions for performing a non-assertoric speech act.  

The content fictionalist can avoid these particular objections. According to content fictionalism, 

speakers do have the attitude towards the content of their utterances that they take themselves to 

have, namely, belief; and they do produce the speech act that they take themselves to be 

producing, namely, assertion. So, content fictionalism does not contradict speaker 

phenomenology as regards the speech act produced and as regards attitude towards the content 

of their utterance. However, the content fictionalist runs up against the third phenomenological 

objection. According to content fictionalism, speakers use sentences in the target discourse to 

communicate something other than its face-value content. Yet it appears to speakers that they 

are using the discourse to communicate a face-value content. The content fictionalist, then, 

contradicts speaker feelings on what the face-value content of their utterance is, and whether they 

are communicating the face-value content of their utterances.  As Yablo points out in the above 

quote, speakers engaged in number talk (e,.g. “the number of starving people is very large”) do 

not feel as if the contents of a mathematics story is the subject of their uttered sentence. Similarly, 

speakers engaged in moral talk or knowledge talk also feel that their utterances concern features 

of the world, and not the contents of a story.  

5.1.2. Metaphor and Fictionalism  

Unlike other fiction mechanisms employed by fictionalists, metaphor offers a prima facie 

promising avenue for resisting all three versions of the phenomenological objection. After all, 

unlike the phenomenology of playing Cowboys and Indians (Stanley 2001:38), telling a story 

(Brock 2014:577) or watching a play (Joyce 2020:112), the phenomenology of engaging in 

metaphorical talk does not differ (or at least, does not drastically and noticeably differ) from the 

phenomenology of using literal, face-value talk. Metaphor fictionalism, then, has a head start 

when it comes to answering the phenomenological objection compared to fictionalist theories 

which posit that the target discourse is an instance of, or is analogous to, these other, 

phenomenologically distinct forms of engaging in fiction. According to the metaphor fictionalist, 
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 Note that this is the case even if the speaker is being insincere. The speaker who utters “I promise to 

pay you back tomorrow” intends the hearer to take the utterance as a reason to think that the speaker 

intends to pay the hearer back tomorrow. This is the case even if the speaker has no intention to repay 

the hearer.  
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speakers who utter sentences such as “it is morally impermissible to ” no more intend to commit 

themselves to the face-value content that there are attitude-independent moral facts such that it 

is morally impermissible to , than speakers who utter sentences such as “Juliet is the sun” intend 

to commit themselves to the face-value content that Juliet is a blazing ball of plasma. Rather, the 

same process (or a relevantly similar process) of re-direction that enables Romeo’s interlocutors 

to retrieve his intended meaning – something along the lines of ‘Juliet is beautiful and worthy of 

worship’ – enables interlocutors engaged in moral talk to retrieve each other’s intended 

meanings.  

The nature of this process of re-direction is a matter of ongoing debate in metaphor theory. 

Interestingly, this debate closely mirrors the debate between the content and force fictionalist, 

with metaphor theorists disagreeing about whether metaphorical sentences are assertoric or non-

assertoric speech acts. On some metaphor theories, speakers who utter metaphorical sentences 

do not assert the non-face-value content of their metaphorical utterance, but perform a different 

speech act altogether which communicates the non-face-value content. This speech act might be 

the act of pretending to assert (Hill 1997, Walton 1993), or implicating (Grice 1957, Camp 2006). 

On some views (e.g. Davidson 1978, Searle 1979) a metaphorical utterance asserts the face-value 

content, with the purposes of conveying the non-face-value content. The metaphorical utterance 

might ‘call to mind’ (Searle 1979:104) or cause us to ‘notice’ (Davidson 1978:37) salient 

similarities between the metaphor’ source and target domains. Call these theories ‘force’ 

metaphor theories. Like force fictionalist theories, force metaphor theories posit that the non-

face-value content of the target sentence (in this case, metaphorical sentences) is not asserted. In 

contrast, what we might call ‘content’ metaphor theories hold that speakers who utter 

metaphorical sentences directly assert a content that differs from the face-value content. Most 

contemporary content metaphor theories take this asserted content to be the non-face-value 

content (e.g. Stern 1985, Bezuidenhout 2001, Wearing 2006), so that uttering “Juliet is the sun” 

is to assert that “Juliet is radiant”. But this is not the only option: Aristotle, for example, took the 

content asserted by metaphorical utterances to be identical to the content communicated by the 

corresponding simile, so that Romeo’s utterance asserts that “Juliet is like the sun”
61

.   

Since both content fictionalism and force fictionalism find analogues in metaphor theory, both 

versions of fictionalism are in principle amenable to at least some versions of metaphor 

fictionalism. Whether a particular metaphor fictionalist theory falls under force or content 

fictionalism will depend on which metaphor theory underpins it
62

. This choice also determines 
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 Aristotle writes that the simile “is a metaphor, differing from it only in the way it is put; and just because 

it is longer it is less attractive.” [The Rhetoric, 1410b] Roberts (Trans) 
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 In my view, the choice of metaphor theory on which to build one’s fictionalist theory should be driven 

by independently plausible views on metaphor. Armour Garb and Woodbridge (2015) argue that 

philosophical fictionalism need not be beholden to existing positions in the philosophy of fiction. That is 

to say, moral fictionalism need not be modelled on the fiction mechanism that the theorist believes 

underpins literary fiction, but need only posit that moral discourse employs some fiction mechanism. 

This mechanism might be different to the mechanism underpinning literary fiction. I agree with Armour 

Garb and Woodbridge on this point, but the case for the metaphor fictionalist in particular is different. 

The metaphor fictionalist wants to use metaphor as the mechanism to explain the redirection that takes 

place in the target discourse. She does therefore need to be beholden to what she takes to be the best 

theory of metaphor in general. Otherwise, we lose the sense in which her fictionalism is metaphor 
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which version of the phenomenological objection the metaphor fictionalist theory will be 

required to address. I will argue that both force metaphor fictionalism and content metaphor 

fictionalism offer promising responses to their respective phenomenological objections. 

However, uncovering how metaphor fictionalism might address the phenomenological objection 

requires a serious look at how metaphors work, which is in itself a debate with no clear consensus. 

Although some metaphor theorists (e.g. Wearing 2006, Walton 1993, Hills 2017) do remark 

upon the consequences of their views for philosophical fictionalist theories, fictionalists do not 

typically consider how their view might be altered in light of findings from metaphor theory
63

. 

Yet, the underlying metaphor theory does matter a great deal for metaphor fictionalism: if one’s 

analysis of the target discourse domain is that utterances of sentences in that domain are typically 

metaphorical, then what it means for a sentence to be ‘metaphorical’ determines what it means 

to be a metaphor fictionalist about that domain.  

The remainder of this ‘phenomenological objection’ section strives to achieve two aims: (1) show 

how different metaphor theory underpinnings yield different versions of metaphor fictionalism, 

and (2) argue that some (but not all) of them are well suited to respond to the phenomenological 

objection. In particular, I argue that pretence theories of metaphor are not good candidates for 

underpinning a phenomenologically unproblematic fictionalist theory. Throughout the 

discussion, I move between discussing objections to the metaphor theory underpinning each 

version of metaphor fictionalism, and the resulting fictionalist view itself. For epistemic 

fictionalism to work, it’s important that both the underlying metaphor theory and the resulting 

fictionalist theory also work: if the underlying metaphor theory fails as a general metaphor theory 

then we lose the sense in which the resulting fictionalism is metaphor fictionalism, and disconnect 

knowledge from metaphorical talk. And if the metaphor theory works on its own terms but yields 

an unworkable epistemic fictionalism, then this should be taken as evidence that knowledge talk 

is not metaphorical talk after all (or alternatively, as evidence that despite appearances, the 

metaphor theory is not correct after all). 

Since several force fictionalists base their fictionalism on pretence (e.g. Yablo 1998, 2010, Toon 

2016, Joyce 2018) I now turn to discussing pretence force metaphor fictionalism in detail (§5.1.3), 

before moving on to non-pretence force metaphor views (§5.1.4.) and finally, content metaphor 

theories (§5.1.5) 

5.1.3. Pretence Force Metaphor Fictionalism  

Joyce (2018) and Yablo (1998) defend a version of pretence metaphor fictionalism that is 

modelled on Kendall Walton's (1993) influential prop-oriented pretence metaphor theory. On 

Walton's view, metaphor is just one example of a wider class of speech acts: prop-oriented 

                                                
fictionalism. This is not a mere classification cost. Positing that the target discourse is underpinned by a 

mechanism other than metaphor returns the ‘metaphor’ fictionalist to having to explain why their target 

discourse is underpinned by a sui generi mechanism; and barring some added explanation, blocks them 

from claiming that the phenomenology of engaging in the target discourse is the same as the 

phenomenology of metaphor. Furthermore, such a fictionalist could not use the arguments from chapter 

6 which rely on metaphor frames.  
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 A notable exception is Chung’s (2020) knowledge metaphor fictionalism, based on Lakoff and Johnson’s 

(1980) Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT). 
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pretence, in which speakers engage in pretence as a means of communicating something about 

the real world. In Walton's taxonomy, prop-oriented pretence contrasts with content-oriented 

pretence, in which speakers engage in pretence for the sake of engaging in the pretence itself. To 

use a classic example, two children riding their bikes might play a game in which they pretend 

that their bikes are horses. They might say: "my horse is winning the race!" or "Your horse is going 

too fast - wait for me!" as part of their game. The children's interest is in the pretence itself - they 

care about the game, and engage in content-oriented pretence for the purposes of playing the 

game. Now imagine a parent watching the children play, and worrying that they really are cycling 

too fast given their proximity to a busy road. When the parent says "Your horse is going too fast 

- slow down!" they are, in a sense, engaging in the game - at least to the extent that they are 

engaging in the rule according to which bicycles are horses. But the parent is not doing so for the 

purposes of playing along. Rather, the parent wants to communicate something about the real 

world, and specifically, about the bicycle: that it really is going too fast. The parent thus engages 

in prop-oriented pretence aimed at communicating facts about the real world. Uttering sentences 

about horses in this context typically succeeds to communicate content about bicycles via what 

Walton calls principles of generation. These are the conditions that specify what the real world 

must be like in order for the face-value content to be true in the game. For example, in the 

example at hand, the principles of generation state that a bicycle is a horse, so that “your horse 

is galloping faster than mine” is true in the game if your bicycle is going faster than mine, and 

false otherwise. 

On Joyce's (2018) reading of Walton, metaphor involves this type of prop-oriented pretence. A 

speaker pretends to assert the face-value content of their metaphorical utterance (e.g. Romeo 

pretends to assert that "Juliet is the sun") and engages in this pretence in order to communicate 

something about the real world (e.g. that Juliet is radiant). Crucially, it need not be 

phenomenologically accessible to speakers that engaging in metaphor means engaging in prop-

oriented pretence. Indeed, Joyce argues that the very fact that there is an ongoing academic 

debate about whether metaphor involves pretence suffices to demonstrate that engaging in 

pretence is not always marked by a distinct phenomenology. For if it were evident by 

introspection whether uttering a metaphor involves engaging in pretence, then there would be no 

academic debate - we could introspect and resolve the question by noting the results.  

Joyce argues that reflecting on how metaphor involves pretence without users experiencing the 

phenomenology of pretence affords a moral fictionalist drawing on a pretence theory of 

metaphor the ammunition with which to address the phenomenological objection. Joyce is 

careful to stop short of claiming that moral discourse is metaphorical: rather, "the claim is that 

reflection on how metaphor works helps dispel certain challenges" (2020:109). Put differently, 

his point is that whether a domain of discourse involves pretence is a "theory laden truth" (Joyce 

2020:1154) to be determined by discourse analysis, not introspection. Whether metaphorical or 

moral discourse involve pretence is a question to be settled by carefully considering metaphorical 

and moral discourses, not by adjudicating on the accompanying phenomenology of using them. 

If this is right, then the absence of a ‘pretence’ phenomenology when engaging in a discourse 

domain does not cut either for or against pretence theories that posit pretence in that discourse 
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domain. The aim of Joyce’s argument is therefore to undercut the phenomenological objection 

altogether. 

I disagree with Joyce about whether metaphor not being marked by a pretence phenomenology 

helps the fictionalist who does not wish to claim that their target discourse domain is 

metaphorical. The fictionalist would need to give some reason to think that her target discourse 

is relevantly similar to metaphor, or at least some independent reason to think that the type of 

fiction involved in moral discourse is also one that lacks an accompanying pretence 

phenomenology. However, even setting aside this disagreement, there are reasons to be 

unpersuaded by pretence metaphor theories and consequently, reasons to be unpersuaded by 

pretence fictionalist theories that use metaphor as the model for responding to the 

phenomenological objection. In particular, Camp (2006) and Wearing (2006) have mounted a 

series of objections to the claim that uttering metaphorical sentences is to unwittingly engage in a 

speech act of pretence.  

To start, Camp objects that pretence theories of metaphor mischaracterise metaphor frames. 

According to pretence theories of metaphor, in uttering “Juliet is the sun”, Romeo “pretends that 

she just plain is exactly that” (Hills 1997:147), and if the metaphor is apt, this act of pretending 

that Juliet actually is the sun calls attention to the real circumstances that make it possible and 

worth engaging with the pretence that Juliet is the sun. But metaphors do not function by getting 

speakers and hearers to wholesale imagine that the target domain ‘just plain exactly is’ the source 

domain. Pretending that Juliet is the sun would be to imaginatively imbue her with as many 

characteristics of the sun as possible, while stripping her of any of her real characteristics which 

she does not share with the sun. But this is not what metaphor frames do – rather, a metaphor 

frame encourages selective attention to particular features of the target domain as the target 

domain. Romeo’s hearers are invited to continue to think of Juliet as Juliet, but to use the sun 

metaphor to highlight, introduce or restructure how they conceptualise key aspects of Juliet. 

Hearers who tried to wholesale imagine Juliet as possessing as many of the sun’s attributes as 

possible would completely misinterpret Romeo’s intended meaning. Pretence, then, would limit 

rather than enhance metaphor’s ability to fulfil its function of using a source domain to frame a 

target domain. And as discussed, if pretence is not the right account of metaphor, then a pretence 

fictionalism built on pretence metaphor underpinnings will be of no use. 

Worse, given that pretence metaphor theory was supposed to help resolve the phenomenological 

objection to fictionalism, Camp argues that the phenomenology of pretence is incompatible with 

the phenomenology of metaphor. When speaking metaphorically, subjects can (although, they 

need not) be aware of the target and the source domains as distinct, separate objects. When 

engaging in pretence, attending to the target domain as it in fact is gets in the way of the act of 

pretending, so that focus must remain exclusively on the source domain. Hearers trying to 

pretend that Juliet is the sun will be unable to also focus on Juliet as she actually is, without 

interrupting the pretence. Yet when we use metaphors, our attention typically is on the target 

domain: on Juliet herself. This would be bad news for the pretence fictionalist, who would have 

avoided the phenomenological objection at the level of fictionalism only to re-encounter it at the 

next level of analysis, at the level of the metaphor theory underpinning the fictionalist one. 
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In response, Walton (2013) accuses Camp of badly misconstruing his proposal, arguing that 

properly understood his own proposal resembles Camp’s allegedly competing one much more 

closely than it resembles Camp’s reconstruction of his view. In particular, Walton complains that 

his proposal aims to capture precisely what Camp claims that Walton misses: the way in which 

metaphors exploit the source domain to communicate about the target domain. Rather than 

asking people to imagine that the target domain is the source domain, Walton argues that on his 

view, engaging with the source domain generates rules which establish what the target domain 

must be like if it is to true, in the fiction, that the target domain is the source domain. Here is 

Walton (2013:4):  

The make-believe games metaphors introduce are not ones in which certain fictional 

truths are given, established as it were by stipulation. They are games consisting in 

conditional principles of generation, which determine what is or would be fictional 

should the prop possess certain properties. If “Your computer has a virus” is fictional 

in a speaker’s implied game, this is so not because the speaker asks hearers to 

imagine it, but because, and only if, the computer has certain (difficult to specify) 

properties which, given the conditional principles, generate this fictional truth. The 

speaker’s claim is that the computer does possess these properties. If the speaker is 

right, only if she is right, it is fictional in the game that the computer has a virus. 

So according to Walton, no attitude of pretence is needed to successfully engage with pretence 

fictionalism. Hearers interpret metaphorical sentences by recognising the game of make believe 

invoked by the metaphorical utterance, and consequently come to understand what would need 

to be the case for the target domain to (fictionally) be the source domain. Crucially, ‘what would 

need to be the case’ is highly context sensitive. On the understanding that viruses (literally) can 

only attack living things such as humans or animals, and further understanding that computers 

are not living beings, that your computer is a living being is not part of what needs to be the case 

for “your computer has a virus” to be true. What does make the sentence true according to the 

rules of the implied fictional game is that your computer contains a piece of code or programme 

which aims to alter how a computer operates and which is designed to spread from one computer 

to another. When the speaker utters “your computer has a virus” it is this second meaning that 

she intends to convey. 

As far as Walton’s own theory is concerned, this response, if accepted, would dismantle the 

disagreement between himself and Camp. However, this does little to help the pretence (force) 

metaphor fictionalist. For once we drop the pretence aspect of Walton’s metaphor theory, it is 

unclear precisely what type of speech act he takes metaphorical utterances to be. Sometimes 

Walton writes as if utterances of everyday metaphors are assertions, which would make his view 

a content fictionalist view. For example, he writes that part of what metaphors do is expand our 

repertoire of concepts to include concepts of being ‘metaphorically ’ (e.g. metaphorically 

laughing, metaphorically back to square one, metaphorically the sun) and that “in uttering a 

metaphor one may assert that some such concept applies in a certain instance” (53), which 

suggests that the non-face-value content is at least sometimes asserted. Later, Walton also writes 

that in cases where the concept is unclear, it is likewise unclear what (if anything) the speaker 

asserts, which also suggests that when the concept is clear the speaker asserts it. However, in the 
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same paper, Walton makes comments which could be taken to support a non-pretence force 

fictionalist view. He writes that utterance of a metaphorical sentence “implies or suggests or 

introduces or calls to mind a (possible) game of make-believe” (46); that it might “invoke, remind 

us of, the game of make-believe” (48); that it “may be an act of verbal participation” (46), and in 

the following paragraph that “some metaphorical utterances may not be assertions at all” (46). 

This is not intended as a criticism of Walton’s account. A real virtue of Walton’s view is its 

sensitivity to the different types of metaphor, from literary to mundane, and the sense in which 

they are a nonhomogeneous category. I think that the most charitable interpretation of Walton’s 

remarks about assertion is that uttering mundane metaphors asserts the non-face-value content, 

in virtue of the fact that the metaphorical concepts generated by the relevant game are obvious, 

while uttering novel, unfamiliar, literary or otherwise vivid metaphors might be to perform a non-

assertoric speech act such as implying or introducing a set of principles of generation. 

Nevertheless, the point remains that interpreting Walton’s view as either (or perhaps, as both) a 

view on which metaphorical utterances are assertions, or as a view on which they are non-

assertoric implicature means that his view is not one that invokes the attitude of pretence, and 

therefore is not a view which posits that agents have an attitude of pretence towards the content 

of their utterances. Therefore, Walton’s metaphor theory is no good to the pretence fictionalist. 

Leaving aside whether Walton's view properly counts as a version of pretence force fictionalism, 

there are other reasons to think that pretence metaphor theories are ultimately misguided, and 

so ill-suited for underpinning fictionalism. Wearing argues, convincingly in my view, that positing 

pretence does little to explain how hearers come to interpret a metaphorical utterance. She 

argues that pretence views do not make sense of the process by which pretending helps to 

uncover the non-face-value content. Specifically, hearers need to work out which aspects of 

pretending are informative for retrieving the speaker's meaning. For example, precisely which 

aspects of pretending that Romeo has asserted that Juliet is the sun assists in retrieving the content 

Romeo intends to convey? To answer this question, the hearer would first need to know what 

rules of generation govern the 'x is the sun' metaphor. So, if the hearer is not already familiar with 

the metaphor, she needs to work out the principles of generation in order to work out how 

pretending is supposed to reveal the non-face-value content. But working out the principles of 

generation just is to work out the metaphor’s non-face-value content. If the hearer can work out 

the principles of generation that she would need to work out in order to usefully pretend, then 

she can work out the non-face-value content directly. In other words, positing pretence seems 

superfluous to explaining how hearers retrieve content.  

This problem is made particularly salient in the case of twice-apt metaphors, which are true at 

face-value, in addition to being true metaphorically. Examples include sentences such as “there 

is a storm coming” uttered when there are dark clouds on the horizon in addition to some non-

weather-related foreseen future events, and “No man is an island”, which is (trivially) true at face-

value but also intends to communicate the non-face-value content that no person is disconnected 

from other people. Camp and Wearing both independently argue that twice-apt metaphors pose 

a particularly acute version of the discussed problem for pretence views: since these sentences 

are true at face-value, it is hard to see what hearers are supposed to pretend. It cannot be that 

hearers pretend that the face-value content is true, either in reality or in the game, since one 
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cannot pretend what one knows to be the case. As Camp (2006:110) puts it, “because these 

sentences already are true, there would be no imaginative work left to do”. At the very least, any 

imaginative work will not take the form of pretending that the face-value content is true in the 

game. 

In response, Joyce argues that Wearing and Camp misidentify the relevant act of pretence. On 

pretence theories of metaphor, one pretends to assert that no man is an island, one does not 

pretend that no man is an island. Just as an actor playing Hamlet can pretend to assert “It is very 

cold” even if it is in fact cold in the theatre, so a speaker using a twice apt metaphor may pretend 

to assert the metaphorical sentence, even if the face-value content is true. Still, this reply does not 

explain what it is about pretending that is supposed to help hearers understand the speaker's 

meaning. Pretending that the speaker has asserted the non-face-value content tells us nothing 

about what to pretend - as the case of twice-apt metaphors show, it is not by imagining what 

conditions would need to obtain in order to make the sentence true at face-value. Therefore, 

pretence metaphor theory is, in my view, not equipped to underpin a force fictionalist view 

capable of withstanding the phenomenological objection to fictionalism.  

5.1.4. Non-Pretence Force Metaphor Fictionalism  

A better solution for the metaphor force fictionalist, in my view, is to abandon the pretence 

element of force metaphor fictionalism altogether and instead argue that metaphorical sentences 

belong to a different and more familiar class of speech acts: conversational implicature. On this 

view, to say that “Juliet is the sun” is not to assert, but to communicate via Gricean implicature 

that Juliet is beautiful, radiant, etc.  This move would enable the force fictionalist to build their 

fictionalism on a metaphor theory that does not involve pretence (thus avoiding the problem of 

explaining how one can pretend without experiencing the phenomenology of pretence), but 

which nevertheless classes metaphorical talk as non-assertoric. On this view, to claim that 

sentences of the form “S knows that P” are metaphorical would be to claim that such sentences 

are not asserted, but that they nevertheless do not involve the phenomenology of pretence. 

Grice's own view of metaphor subsumes metaphor under implicature. Grice argues that 

metaphorical expressions flout the maxim of quality. Hearers recognise that speakers have said 

something false, and that speakers are trying to be co-operative and therefore not intending to 

say something manifestly false. Therefore, hearers go looking for alternative meanings. Here is 

Grice (1975:53) on metaphor: 

Examples like you are the cream in my coffee characteristically involve categorical 

falsity, so the contradictory of what the speaker has made as if to say will, strictly 

speaking, be a truism; so it cannot be THAT that such a speaker is trying to get 

across. The most likely supposition is that the speaker is attributing to his audience 

some feature or features in respect of which the audience resembles (more or less 

fancifully) the mention substance.  

Many metaphor theorists, including Camp, have followed Grice in treating metaphorical 

utterances as communicating their non-face-value content via implicature. Camp (2006:280) 
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sums up the Gricean implicature view as holding that "speakers who speak metaphorically say 

one thing in order to mean another". The Gricean implicature view of metaphor enjoys several 

advantages as a theory of metaphor: it subsumes metaphor within a larger and widely accepted 

speech act of implicature; it gives a plausible explanation of the relationship between face-value 

and non-face-value content; and unlike the pretence view, it seems to get the order of 

interpretation the right way round: speakers first register the face-value content of the sentence, 

then look for an alternative meaning, and directly retrieve the non-face-value meaning from the 

sentence, without employing an intermediate pretence step.  

A fictionalism built on these foundations seems promising for responding to the 

phenomenological objection which afflicts force fictionalism, for on this view metaphor belongs 

to the widespread category of implicature. Metaphorical speech (and hence a fictionalism built 

on it) therefore does not involve 'fiction' in the standard sense. It does not involve pretence or 

make-believe, for example. Rather, we should expect the phenomenology of metaphor to 

resemble the phenomenology of engaging with implicature more generally. Consider the 

following typical example of implicature:  

A: Are you going to the department party on Friday afternoon? 

B: I have to prepare next week’s lectures.  

B has implicated, but not asserted, that she will not come to the party. But we should not expect 

B’s utterance to be accompanied by specific phenomenology, and certainly not by the same 

phenomenology as when engaged in acts of fiction like storytelling or playing a game of make-

believe. Likewise, on the Gricean Implicature view of metaphor, we need not expect a particular 

phenomenology to accompany metaphor use.  

Despite this, a critic of a fictionalism underpinned by an implicature metaphor theory might 

object that even conceding that this view explains the absence of a 'fiction feeling' when engaging 

in the target discourse, it does not speak to the problem of fictionalism disrespecting speakers 

feeling as if they are engaging in the speech act of direct assertion. For in other examples of 

maxim flouting, speakers can readily be made to see how their meaning was not asserted. For 

example, returning to the above example, A might press B to be specific by asking “Does that 

mean that you’re not coming?”. Metaphor is likewise highly amenable to such clarifications. 

Benvolio can press Romeo by asking “Do you mean that Juliet is radiant?”. Indeed, in typical 

cases of metaphor, speakers can readily be made to “feel the distance” (Yablo 2000:222) between 

the semantic meaning encoded in the uttered metaphorical sentence and the meaning that they 

were attempting to convey. In contrast, it is unclear whether speakers engaged in the discourse 

domains analysed by fictionalism do feel that there is any distance between what they assert and 

what they mean to communicate. Nevertheless, one can perhaps argue that many of the domains 

of discourse analysed by fictionalists are ones where such distance is felt – for example, Chung 

(2018) argues that sceptical arguments and their success in engendering knowledge retractions is 

evidence of a felt distance between the meaning encoded in sentences of the form “S knows that 

P” and the meaning that they typically express.  
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Another objection to this type of fictionalism targets the underlying implicature metaphor theory. 

The objection is that implicature metaphor theory makes the wrong prediction regarding how 

speakers and hearers respond to metaphorical sentences. In particular, Bezuidenhout (2001) 

argues that interlocutors directly agree or disagree with the non-face-value content of the 

utterance of a metaphorical sentence as if had been asserted
64

. Bezuidenhout (2001:156) 

illustrates this point with the following dialogue, in which three colleagues are discussing who 

should be the next chair of their department: 

A: How about Bill? 

B: Bill'z a bulldozer.  

A: That’s true. But isn’t that a good thing in this case? We want someone who’ll stand up 

to the administration and get things for our department. 

C: I disagree that he’s a bulldozer; that exterior hides someone who’s basically insecure. 

But, either way, Bill wouldn’t make a good chair 

In this interaction, the truth of the face-value content of B's utterance is not under discussion: 

everybody agrees that Bill is not a literal bulldozer. The disagreement revolves around the non-

face-value content of B's utterance. Bezuidenhout  (2001:157) writes that "the most natural 

construal to put on such a dialogue is that B says something, that B says it with assertoric force, 

and that A and C are either agreeing or disagreeing with what B says". In contrast, the metaphor 

implicature view holds that A and C are agreeing or disagreeing with what B has merely 

implicated, as opposed to asserted. But this doesn’t seem right: in straightforward cases of 

implicature, one cannot signal agreement of disagreement with the face-value content in order to 

signal agreement or disagreement with the non-face-value content. The student in the classic 

letter writer case cannot defend herself from the implication that she is bad at philosophy by 

replying “I disagree, my handwriting is terrible!”. This is because typically one cannot disagree 

with what a speaker implies (that the student is bad at philosophy) by disagreeing with what they 

assert (that the student has good handwriting).  

In response, Camp objects to the view that implied content is never part of what interlocutors 

respond directly to, and attributes this widespread misconception to the tendency in philosophy 

to treat as paradigmatic instances of implicature where speakers are being deliberately less than 

obvious in what they intend to communicate. Instead, Camp argues that it is appropriate to treat 

speakers as having asserted “contents to which they have openly and obviously committed 

themselves by their utterance” (2006a:286, original italics). Therefore, whether it is appropriate 

to treat an implicature as asserted or not depends on how obvious the speaker intends to be in 

communicating the implied content. A speaker who says, “I could use some salt on this pork 

chop” can be reported as having asserted that they would like some salt on the pork chop and a 

speaker who sarcastically says “What a brilliant idea: let’s spend our last dollar on beer! Then I 

suppose we can hitchhike home” can be reported as having asserted that we should save money 
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for the taxi ride home
65

. Yet, Camp claims that in both of these examples, the gap between what 

the speaker means and the sentence’s conventionally encoded content is so great that the 

communicated content cannot plausibly be considered part of what is asserted. Rather, they are 

examples of implicature – and specifically, an implicature so obvious that it can be reported as, 

and responded to, as if the implied content had been directly asserted. Camp argues that the 

non-face-value content of metaphor likewise “falls on both sides of the line between what it is 

and is not appropriate to report someone as saying” (2006:286). In the case of commonly used 

metaphors, it is plausible that speakers are intending to openly and obviously commit themselves 

to having asserted the non-face-value content of their utterances and so it will be appropriate to 

directly respond to the implicated content. Contrastingly, highly poetic metaphors are notoriously 

unobvious and difficult to paraphrase, and so it will typically be inappropriate to respond to a 

speaker as having asserted a particular non-face-value content through utterances of these 

metaphors.   

Metaphor fictionalism posits that sentences in the target discourse domain are typically 

communicated via standard metaphors, and would therefore count as an ‘obvious’ metaphor in 

the sense that the communicated content is obvious
66

. We should expect, then, for metaphorical 

sentences in moral and knowledge discourse to be appropriately reported as asserted, and 

directly responded to as if they were asserted. It follows that we can perhaps even expect them 

to be accompanied by the phenomenology typical of assertion, even though communicating and 

retrieving this communicated content occurs via the mechanism of implicature
67

. Treating 

metaphor as an instance of implicature, then, can ground a force fictionalist theory with the 

resources to respond to the phenomenological objection. For on this view, the communicated 

metaphorical content is treated as asserted, and it is therefore unsurprising that speakers feel as 

if they have engaged in assertoric speech acts when they utter sentences in the target discourse.  

5.1.5. Content Metaphor Fictionalism  

As discussed, the content fictionalist faces a slightly different phenomenological objection. The 

content fictionalist posits that sentences in the target discourse communicate a different content 

than the one encoded in their face-value reading. Specifically, the content fictionalist posits that 

some underlying fictional mechanism converts the content asserted by utterances of sentences in 

the target discourse, so that a non-face-value content is asserted. Menzies and Pettit (1994) write 

that sentences uttered in the course of telling a story do not commit speakers to the truth of those 

sentences because the utterance is understood as containing an elliptical expression of the 
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 Crucially, this does not mean that it be obvious that a sentence is metaphorical.  
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 One might worry that the implicature view of metaphor makes knowledge fictionalism superfluous. On 

this view, the metaphor theorist claims that implicature is the mechanism underpinning how saying that 

“S knows that P” communicates that “S is in a good enough epistemic position with respect to P”. But we 

might wonder why appeal to metaphor, for it seems that we could generate this result entirely with face-

value talk combined with traditional Gricean implicature. The letter writer who praises the student’s 

handwriting as a means to imply that they are a poor philosopher uses entirely face-value talk. In the same 

way, a sceptical infallibilist might hold that “S knows that P” is uttered at face-value, but used to implicate 

that S is in a sufficiently strong epistemic position (e.g. Dodd 2011, Russell 2021, Bonjour 2010). I return 

to this objection in chapter 6. 
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sentence “In the story, …”. Fictionalists have argued that various discourse domains are likewise 

best interpreted as involving a tacit operator or prefix. For example, Rosen’s (1990) modal 

fictionalism posits that claims about possible worlds are elliptical for claims about the content of 

a story, namely, the story according to which modal realism is true
68

. Brock’s (2002) analysis of 

fictional character discourse posits that critical sentences (e.g. “Holmes symbolizes mankind’s 

ceaseless striving for truth”) are implicitly prefaced by an “according to realist’s hypothesis” 

(Brock 2002:9) prefix. Field (1989) and Balaguer (2009) argue that story operators are what 

determine the truth of sentences in the target discourse domains, so that the truth of mathematical 

sentences is determined with reference to ‘story of mathematics’, which Balaguer (2009:131) 

spells out as “the claim that there actually exist abstract mathematical objects of the kinds that 

platonists have in mind”
69

. Balaguer also analyses propositional talk in the same way, so that 

whether a proposition is true is determined by whether it is ‘true-in-the-story-of-propositions” 

(1998:809). Story operators aren’t the only version of content fictionalism. Indeed, Chung’s own 

version of epistemic fictionalism is a content fictionalist view. Although she leaves open which 

mechanism underwrites the content redirection, on Chung’s view sentences of the form “S knows 

that P” communicate a non-face-value propositional content, albeit it is not always determinate 

which content is being communicated.  

The content fictionalist respects speaker phenomenology with regards to the type of speech-act 

engaged in with an utterance in the target discourse, and with regards to the attitude that speakers 

bear towards the propositions communicated by their utterance; but it transgresses against 

speaker phenomenology by positing error regarding what their sentences are about. For example, 

speakers engaged in modal talk (e.g. “Paul might be at the party tonight”, “there might have been 

blue swans”) take themselves to be saying something about the real world – about what, in this 

world, is possible or probable, and not about a story in which modal realism is true. Neither does 

it help to restructure the sentence so that the speaker’s intended subject is the subject of the 

sentence (e.g. "Paul is such that, according to possible-world realism, there is a world compatible 

with our evidence in which Paul comes to the party"). For a start, many speakers are unfamiliar 

with possible world theories of modality, and do not take themselves to be referencing this theory 

at all. Secondly, as Armour-Garb and Woodbridge (2015) point out, the reconstruction misses 

what is important about what the speaker is trying to communicate. In the example at hand, the 

speaker is trying to communicate about what their evidence suggests with regards to Paul's coming 

to the party - this aspect of their communication is missed in the paraphrase. Furthermore, some 

domains of discourse do not even admit of such paraphrases. For example, mathematical 

fictionalism posits that mathematical entities such as numbers are fictive entities, and so there is 

no non-fictive entity to act as the subject of a reconstructed sentence. For example, on 

mathematical fictionalism, no true sentence can take the form of "the number eight is such that, 
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 On Rosen’s version of modal fictionalism, modal discourse concerns what is the case in the story 

according to which David Lewis’ modal realism is true. Rosen concedes that other theories of possible 

worlds could ground competing fictionalist theories, and suggests Armstrong’s (1986) as a candidate 

alternative.   
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 Balaguer’s view is somewhat different to the other versions of content fictionalism, because he holds 

that mathematical sentences communicate their face-value content. What makes the view fictionalist is 

that the truth conditions of these sentences are dependent on the mathematical story, and not on the 

communicated content.  
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according to the story of mathematics, it is double four”; because ‘the number eight’ falls outside 

of what the ‘according to the story of mathematics’ operator quantifies over. Since mathematical 

fictionalism considers all numbers fictive, the fictionalist about mathematical talk cannot hope to 

restructure sentences that involve number entities to preserve the sense in which the numbers 

are themselves subjects of these sentences.  

There are views in metaphor theory that align well with the spirit of content fictionalism (and 

hence that make ideal underpinnings for a content metaphor fictionalism) in that they posit that 

metaphorical sentences are typically assertoric. These metaphor theories likewise posit that 

uttering metaphorical sentences such as “Juliet is the sun” directly asserts the non-face-value 

content “Juliet is radiant” (Stern 1985, 2000, Bezuidenhout 2001, Wearing 2006, Hills 1997)
70

. 

On these views, the non-face-value content is encoded in the metaphorical sentence as one of its 

multiple meanings.  

Josef Stern’s view in particular closely resembles the ‘story operator’ versions of fictionalism. 

Modelled on Kaplan’s analysis of demonstratives containing a ‘Dthat’ operator, Stern argues that 

the content communicated by metaphorical sentences implicitly contains a silent ‘Mthat’ 

operator as part of its (grammatical) logical form. Stern’s formulation says that “For every context 

c and for every expression φ, an occurrence of ‘Mthat[φ]’ in a sentence S in c (directly) expresses 

a set of properties P presupposed to be metaphorically associated [m-associated] with φ in c”
71

. 

For example, the logical form of “Juliet is the sun” is “Juliet Mthat [‘is the sun’]. Mthat[‘is the 

sun’] contributes the set of properties which are metaphorically associated with ‘is the sun’ in the 

context of utterance (e.g. being radiant, beautiful and nourishing). In doing so, it contributes 

towards the predicate picking out the proposition ‘Juliet is radiant, worthy of worship, the centre 

of Romeo’s world’ as the content of the sentence. Crucially, for Stern the operator is part of the 

grammatical structure of the sentence, so that the non-face-value metaphorical content is directly 

asserted. Precisely which content is picked out by the predicate to which the Mthat operator 

applies is highly-context sensitive, and a wide range of factors might contribute to a property 

becoming m-associated with a source domain. Further, some m-associated properties do not 

have face-value paraphrases.  Finally, it’s worth noting that Stern’s metaphor theory operates 

against the backdrop of a thoroughly context-sensitive theory of linguistic meaning in general. For 

Stern, every sentence (including face-value sentences) admit of multiple meanings, and hearers 

disambiguate between possible contents each time they encounter an utterance.  

Operator metaphor views like Stern’s are closely related to story operator content fictionalist 

views, and hence naturally suggest a way of spelling out the mechanics underpinning a content 

fictionalist view. Crucially, a fictionalism based on an operator metaphor theory affords a 

promising way of answering the phenomenological objection. For on operator metaphor views 

like Stern’s, it is not apparent to speakers and hearers (at least, not without careful reflection) that 

the logical form of the sentences that they assert features an operator. Rather, speakers 

communicate, and hearers pick up on, the content communicated by the set of properties 

                                                
70

 Hills’ view combines force and content fictionalism, in that it posits pretence but also that the non-face-

value content is asserted. 
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 This formulation is Wearing’s (2006:15) abbreviated version of Stern’s (2000:115) formulation. 
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presupposed to be metaphorically associated with the expression indicated by the Mthat 

operator. I want to suggest that understanding story operators as akin to Mthat operators, which 

determine which non-face-value content is asserted by an utterance of sentences that contain it 

in their logical form, explains how story operators contribute to non-face-value content 

production. To see how this might work, consider one of Yablo’s (2000:214) examples of 

metaphor:   

1. She’s got the smarts 

On Yablo's analysis, smarts-talk is relevantly similar to maths-talk in that face-value readings of 

smarts-talk seem to commit speakers to an ontology on which 'smarts' entities exist, that agents 

either possess or do not possess, while a non-face-value reading does not so commit. A Stern-

style operator analysis of how an utterance like 1 comes to communicate its non-face-value 

content might go something like this: 

1*. She has Mthat ['got a lot of smarts'] 

where the operator Mthat ['got a lot of smarts'] contributes the set of properties m-associated with 

'having the smarts', namely, being intelligent, being quick to understand, and/or having common 

sense. As with metaphors generally, we should not expect there to be one specific property, and 

the context will determine which property out of the m-associated set of properties is picked out. 

For example, in the context of talking about a student who has come top of her class on a 

competitive philosophy course, the proposition communicated will be something along the lines 

of “She is very academic”. In the context of talking about a child successfully persuading her 

parents to give her more ice-cream against their considered judgement, the proposition 

communicated will be something along the lines of “She is good at persuading people to get what 

she wants”. Now, speakers and hearers do not consciously register the operator in the logical 

form of their uttered sentences, nor do they consciously select the appropriate property or set of 

properties for the context. Rather, they engage in the same automatic process of meaning 

selection that they engage in when processing face-value language. That is to say, they directly 

retrieve the most contextually appropriate content, be it face-value or non-face-value. 

The content fictionalist who wishes to go down the metaphor fictionalist route, then, might revise 

the story operators to resemble metaphor operators. On this view, the modal sentence: 

2. There could have been blue swans 

would read: 

2*. There Mthat['could have been'] blue swans 

where the operator Mthat ['could have been'] contributes the set of properties m-associated with 

'could have been', perhaps: being such that according to possible world modal realism, there is a 

world where there are blue swans; being such that a few changes to the actual world would result 

in blue swans; etc. Crucially, as in the case of 'smarts', speakers and hearers need not consciously 

register the operator, the m-associated properties (here, where the story operator makes an 
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appearance) or consciously choose the correct reading in context. Rather, speakers and hearers 

directly apprehend the non-face-value reading.  

 The same goes for metaphorical interpretations of sentences of the form: 

3. S knows that P 

which would be interpreted as having the structure: 

3* S Mthat ['knows'] that p 

where the m-associated properties contributed by ['knows'] include that S is a good informant 

with regards to P. (or alternatively: that S is justified in believing that P, that S has good evidence 

for P, etc.)
 72

.  

This version of operator fictionalism explicitly builds the operator into the underlying structure 

of the sentence. The operator has the role of being the mechanism by which uttering the sentence 

comes to communicate the semantic content of the utterance, specifically, by contributing the m-

associated set of properties that furnish the semantic content of the sentence. On this version of 

operator fictionalism, we should therefore not expect the operator to be transparent to speakers 

and hearers, for it is a mechanism embedded in the grammatical form of the sentence. The 

phenomenological objection thus loses its bite: we should not expect speakers to be able, via 

introspection, to work out whether their uttered sentences contain operators, and what exactly 

the content communicated via utterances of sentences that contain operators in their logical form 

is. 

Still, one might worry that this response misses the real force behind the phenomenological 

objection: the problem is rather that in the discourse domains given fictionalist treatment, 

speakers take themselves to be communicating the face-value content. Speakers think that they 

are talking about numbers, the world, knowledge and moral facts. So the problem is not that 

speakers do not realise that they are communicating a non-face-value content via sentences which 

contain operators, but rather that speakers do not realise, and perhaps would not recognise, the 

‘metaphorically associated’ properties as the properties that they wish to communicate about. In 

typical cases of metaphor, the reverse seems to be the case: speakers take themselves to be 

communicating the non-face-value content; it is just that it is not always apparent to them that 

their utterances, at face-value, mean something else. That is to say, speakers who utter the 

metaphorical sentence “We’re back to square one” would recognise the m-associated properties 

of ‘back to square one’ as the properties that they wish to communicate, namely, being at a point 

in a project where the progress that one had taken themselves to have made is void, and one 

must start again. Speakers might not recognise, without prompting, that the face-value reading is 

something akin to ‘physically returning to a square, on the background assumption that progress 

corresponds to moving along numbered squares’. In contrast, speakers who utter “S know that 
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P” might not recognise the non-face-value content as what they are aiming to communicate (“ S 

is a good informant with regards to P”) but might recognise the face-value content (“S is infallible 

with regards to P”) as what they are trying to communicate.  So, an objection goes, there is a 

disanalogy between typical metaphors and the fictionalist’s target discourse, such that the latter 

still falls prey to the phenomenological objection.  

In response, it is worth noting that establishing precisely what the face-value content of utterances 

amount to is not straightforward. Indeed, much of the motivation for fictionalism, including 

metaphor fictionalism, comes from the realisation that the face-value content is either 

indeterminate (Yablo 2000, Chung 2019) or ontologically commits speakers to entities that they 

would not wish to commit to (Yablo 2000, Joyce 2005). This should put some pressure on the 

claim that speakers take themselves to be communicating the face-value content of their 

utterances. Although speakers might readily agree that they are 'really' talking about numbers, 

modality and knowledge, few could give a detailed and accurate paraphrase of what they mean 

by the terms 'numbers', 'modality' and 'knowledge'. Given this, we should perhaps be sceptical of 

the claim that speakers intend to communicate the face-value content of their utterance. More 

plausibly, speakers do not realise that the content which they intend to assert (and which they 

believe) is the content communicated by a non-face-value reading of their utterance. But as we 

have seen, this is compatible with a Stern-style metaphor fictionalism, on which the non-face-

value reading is directly parsed as the semantic content of the uttered metaphorical sentence.  

Second, one might question the supposed disanalogy in the other direction. That is, one might 

question the extent to which speakers and hearers engaged in talk that involves common and 

everyday metaphors consciously communicate the non-face-value content. Returning to Yablo's 

example 1 above -  'she's got the smarts' - speakers and hearers indubitably see, or can be made 

to see, that they are talking about intelligence (or one of the other set of properties m-associated 

with 'the smarts'). But this is not to say that they do not also take themselves to be talking about 

'smarts'. Yablo's insight is that 'smarts' is ontologically committing in ways speakers would reject, 

but the ontological commitment is not perhaps salient or apparent to most speakers. Speakers 

and hearers directly retrieve the non-face-value content from utterances of 1, but compatibly with 

this, they also take themselves to be making claims about 'smarts' that amount to the same thing. 

Given this, the metaphor fictionalist need not accept that there is a significant disanalogy between 

how the fictionalist treats its target discourse, and how metaphor theorists treat metaphorical 

utterances. Insofar as metaphor operators do not fall foul of phenomenological objections, 

fictionalism that turns on similar operators also does not. 

Finally, it is worth noting that not all metaphor theories on which the non-face-value content is 

directly communicated posit tacit operators. Wearing's version of content metaphor theory drops 

the operator, and instead holds that metaphorical sentences directly communicate their non-face-

value content in virtue of category flexibility. In particular, Wearing argues that what it takes to 

count as an extension of the relevant category depends on features of the context, so that uttering 

the sentence “Juliet is the sun” asserts the proposition that ‘Juliet is the sun’, but what it takes to 

count as ‘the sun’ varies according to context. Hearers pick out the most appropriate 

interpretation of the category 'sun' given its context. To use Wearing's own example, the 

metaphorical sentence 'the woods are laughing' invites hearers to understand "how the woods 
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count as laughing in the context in which they are so described" (2006:324). The non-face-value 

content of the unit 'is laughing' is whatever the woods are doing to count as laughing in the context, 

for example, making a particular sound as the breeze drifts through the leaves. Although this is 

not what would typically count as laughing in most contexts, it is nevertheless 'an attenuated sense 

of laughing'. Hearers draw upon a variety of factors in picking out what it takes to 'count as an X' 

in the given context, including features of the conversation in which the metaphor is being used, 

facts about the portions of the world that the metaphor is being called on to describe, and the 

extent to which Y comes close to really being an X given the present purposes. In the laughing 

woods example, the sound that the woods are making count as laughing if, given the current 

purposes, it is sufficiently similar to the sound of real laughter
73

.   

So, positing operators is not the only option for the content metaphor fictionalist. Adopting a 

Wearing style of metaphor theory would yield a fictionalist theory on which what counts as 

'knowledge' in a context is dependent on a range of factors, including the conversational context 

in which the sentence is uttered and how closely the epistemic state under consideration 

resembles knowledge given the current contexts and purposes. As was the case for the operator 

version of metaphor fictionalism, this type of metaphor theory is well equipped to handle the 

phenomenological objection, for this view also relegates the redirection part of content 

fictionalism to a linguistic mechanism which speakers and hearers are unaware of. On this view, 

speakers and hearers unconsciously use the appropriate category for the context and read the 

non-face-value content straight off the sentence, even when this means that the category is 

'metaphorical'. Therefore, it is no criticism that speakers take themselves to be talking at face-

value and to be asserting a face-value content. 

5.1.6. Metaphor Fictionalism: knowledge talk shouldn’t feel like fictional talk  

To conclude the discussion on the phenomenological objection, I have argued that metaphor 

fictionalism is particularly well suited to answering the phenomenological objection to 

fictionalism, for metaphors are an example of non-face-value talk that feels nothing like engaging 

in fiction, where ‘engaging in fiction’ is limited to playing games or watching shows. First, I have 

argued that there are interesting and fruitful parallels in the debate between force and content 

fictionalists on the one hand, and the debate in metaphor theory concerning whether 

metaphorical sentences are assertoric, on the other. I have argued that although a fictionalism 

underpinned by a pretence view of metaphor is not well-equipped for handling the 

phenomenological objection, the metaphor fictionalist has other options. The force fictionalist 

can adopt an implicature metaphor theory as the basis for her fictionalism, thus avoiding the 

objection that fictionalism disrespects speakers’ phenomenology as regards their attitudes and 

speech acts. And the content fictionalist can adopt an operator metaphor theory as the basis for 

her fictionalism, thus avoiding the objection that fictionalism disrespects speakers’ 

phenomenology as regards the content of their assertions. The simple answer to why knowledge 

                                                
73

 Here is how Wearing (2006:325) puts the point: “an object ‘ counts as an X ’ when, by making 

appropriate presuppositions and hypotheses and imaginings, taking into account what we know about our 
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talk doesn’t feel like fictional talk, then, is that metaphor fictionalism predicts that knowledge talk 

shouldn’t feel like a fiction.  

5.2. Dead Metaphors 

So far I have distinguished between metaphors that are saliently metaphorical (“Juliet is the sun”) 

and metaphors that do not obviously strike hearers as metaphorical on first hearing, perhaps 

because they are so familiar (“I’m back at square one”). However, there is a deeper concern 

regarding familiar metaphors which goes beyond phenomenology, and which I have not so far 

addressed. The worry is that these metaphors are not merely familiar, they are dead (or frozen): 

that is to say, their use to communicate the non-face-value content is so familiar that they have 

ceased being metaphors altogether. The idea is that familiar and conventional metaphors like 

“go back to square one”, “mouth of the river”, “feel down” have over time become literal 

synonyms for their communicated content. When these dead metaphors first came into 

circulation they were live and processed as metaphors, however with time they have come to be 

processed as literal ways of asserting their communicated content. The worry is that even if 

sentences of the form “S knows that P” are metaphorical in some sense, they are more akin to 

‘mouth of the river’ than to live metaphors. If knowledge talk consists in dead metaphors and 

dead metaphors are not properly considered metaphors - and crucially, if they do not function 

as metaphors - then knowledge talk is not metaphorical and does not function as a metaphor
74

. 

What, then, kills a metaphor? Davidson (1978) thinks that a metaphor dies when it ceases to 

prompt hearers into noticing a similarity between the source and target domains. He considers 

the expression ‘bottle mouth’, and theorises that in the past this expression caused hearers to 

notice a similarity between animal mouths and the opening of bottles. With time and increased 

exposure, we have stopped noticing a similarity to animal mouths upon hearing the expression 

“bottle mouth”, and so ‘mouth’ has evolved into a literal word for the opening of a bottle. 

Compare this to a poetic metaphor which uses the word ‘mouth’: “the city sleeps with death upon 

her mouth having a song in her eyes” (from E.E. Cummings’ 1923 Impressions IV). On a 

Davidsonian picture of metaphor this sentence prompts speakers to notice the similarity between 

a woman sleeping with the traces of something that she has eaten on her mouth, and the city 

becoming quiet as its inhabitants retire for the night after a hard-worked day. Compare it also to 

the everyday, but still noticeably metaphorical expression “the experience left a bad taste in the 

mouth”. According to Davidson hearers are directed towards understanding that the 

unpleasantness of the experience continued to negatively affect the speakers’ memory and 

impressions of it even after the experience had finished, and are so directed by being prompted 

into noticing the similarity between experiences of this type and bad tastes which linger even after 

the unpleasant food has been eaten. In contrast to both Cummings’ highly poetic metaphor and 

the more conventional one, ‘bottle mouth’ and ‘river’ mouth do not bring to mind literal mouths, 

let alone encourage noticing any similarities.  
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 Without making reference to metaphors, Hawthorne expresses the worry that even granting that 

sentences of the form "S knows that P" started off with a face-value content that is different to what they 

now convey, “over time, the propositions conveyed would be fossilized into the semantics” (2004, chapter 

3, footnote 22). 
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Davidson's criterion for establishing whether a metaphor is dead or alive strikes me as overly 

stringent. For Davidson seems to require that metaphors actually, typically, induce hearers to 

notice similarities. Yet, many metaphors might be ‘resurrected’ so that the similarities become 

noticeable, even if they do not typically cause us to notice similarities. For example, modifying 

(“that horse you’re flogging isn’t dead yet, but it sure isn’t well”), extending (“She’s got the smarts, 

and the geniuses too”) or alluding to a conventional metaphor can make otherwise unnoticed 

similarities salient, suggesting that these metaphors are not altogether dead. Joyce (2020) 

proposes a modification to Davidson’s view on which a live metaphor need not actually induce 

us to notice similarities, but less demandingly that they in principle be capable of prompting such 

similarities. As such, "all those dead metaphors rise from their graves, for even something as dull 

and familiar as “the mouth of the river” can, with a small effort, be used to conjure a comparative 

image" (Joyce, 2020:114). Joyce contrasts this to "salinity of the river" which he claims cannot 

evoke comparative images.  

First, I think that Joyce underestimates the extent to which similarity can be found even in 

typically literal terms like 'salinity'. Consider the sentence “How much salt water thrown away in 

waste / to season love that of it doth not taste” uttered by Friar Laurence to chide Romeo for 

despairing over his unrequited love for Rosaline, only to quickly turn his affection to Juliet. ‘Salt 

water’ is literal – tears are literally salt water – but its use in the metaphorical sentence overall 

communicates that Friar Laurence takes Romeo’s tears to be performative. Second, Davidson 

frames metaphor death in terms of actually noticing similarity (rather than potentially noticing 

similarity) because, as he frequently remarks, "everything is like everything" (1978:39). Any two 

domains are similar along some dimension or other. A metaphor is apt if it generates relevant 

and illuminating comparisons which enable hearers to think about the target domain in new and 

fruitful ways. But in principle, comparison of one type or another can be generated between any 

two domains. Given sufficient context, even entirely literal sentences can be used to generate a 

comparison. For example, Reimer (2001) argues that comments about other peoples’ 

appearance (e.g. “those two are in great shape”) can prompt hearers to notice, and draw 

comparisons to, their own physical appearance – this is so in spite of the sentence being entirely 

literal. Whereas Davidson’s criterion is too stringent, Joyce's criterion is over-generous, counting 

many literal utterances and dead metaphors as live metaphors.    

To my mind, where both of these accounts go wrong is in allowing phenomenology (or in Joyce's 

case, potential phenomenology) to demarcate whether a metaphor is dead. Rather, taking a hint 

from Walton, I want to suggest that a metaphor is dead if the source domain has ceased to shape 

or influence how we think about the target domain. Walton writes that a metaphor is live if it’s 

“implication or introduction or reminder of a game of make-believe” (1993:47) continues, or if 

they “invoke, remind us of” the game of make-believe. Walton’s notion of implication and 

introduction is not phenomenological – it does not refer to whether speakers and hearers 

recognise that they are taking part in a game of make-believe, but rather to whether a game of 

make-believe is in play. Crucially, the source and target domain need not be connected – 

invoked, reminded of – by similarity, but rather are connected in virtue of the way in which the 

source domain structures talk about the target domain. Walton naturally situates this view of dead 

metaphors within his particular account of metaphor, on which frames are games of make-believe 
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constructed from principles of generation which determine the content and truth value of the 

non-face-value assertion. But we can recast his crucial point in more general (less committing) 

talk of frames, and say that a metaphor is dead if the target domain is no longer structured by the 

source domain.  

A possible example: the term ‘drive’ as in ‘to drive a car’ originally, literally, meant ‘pushing from 

behind’ and applied chiefly to the act of herding livestock by standing behind them and 

prompting them to move. We can imagine that when the term first came to be applied to the act 

of moving vehicles, it was used metaphorically. Perhaps the frame ‘driving [animals]’ partially 

structured how people thought about the act of moving vehicles. Today, the term ‘drive 

[vehicles]’ is entirely literal, and has as a face-value content “to move vehicles”. But crucially, the 

reason that it now literal (if it ever was metaphorical) is not that we have ceased to notice a 

similarity between herding livestock and moving vehicles, but rather because the source domain 

of herding livestock no longer structures how we think about moving vehicles. If ‘drive a car’ ever 

was metaphorical, it is now a dead metaphor. In contrast, the metaphor for crime as a beast (as 

in, 'crime stalks the city') shapes how crime and those committing it are thought about, and so is 

rightly considered a live metaphor.  

This suggestion echoes in part remarks made by Lakoff (1987) who complains that the term 

'dead metaphor' fails to discriminate historical metaphors from conventional metaphors. 

Historical metaphors are metaphors like ‘drive’ and his own example of ‘pedigree’ (from the 

French word for ‘crane's foot’, which family trees were thought to resemble) in which the target 

domain no longer maps onto the source domain at all, because the structure or even the linguistic 

mapping is absent. In contrast, conventional metaphors are ones that are widespread but in which 

the target domain continues to be mapped in terms of the source domain. Lakoff's examples 

include ‘grasp’ as in ‘grasp an idea’; for Lakoff, the mapping UNDERSTANDING IS GRASPING in 

which ideas are treated, metaphorically, as physical objects in space which can be held underpins 

how we think about understanding. Importantly, we need not buy into Lakoff's expansive 

conception of metaphor to fruitfully draw the distinction he suggests between historical 

metaphors and conventional metaphors. The crucial point is that a metaphor is dead when the 

source domain ceases to structure the target domain, and therefore whether a metaphor is dead 

might not be readily discernible from introspection.  

This way of construing what it means for a metaphor to be dead has several advantages. It follows 

Camp's recommendation to see dead metaphors as falling at "one extreme on a spectrum from 

conventionality to novelty" (2006:290), with most everyday metaphors lying somewhere in 

between. This contrasts with theorists (e.g. Wearing 2006) who view dead metaphors as a distinct 

phenomenon altogether. The extent to which a source domain structures a target domain is a 

matter of degree, and so the extent to which a metaphor is dead or alive is likewise a matter of 

degree. Second, this view easily answers the question of how a dead metaphor acquires its literal 

content. Reimer (1996) notes how on Davidson's view, a metaphor communicates only its face-

value content (e.g. that my surgeon is a literal butcher), but once dead it acquires a different face-

value content (e.g. that my surgeon is careless) - but there is no explanation for how the sentence 

comes to suddenly acquire a very different meaning to the one that it had previously. On the 

structuring view, the sentence possesses the non-face-value content that it does in virtue of the 
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way in which the source domain structures it. Upon death, the metaphor acquires as a face-value 

content what previously was a non-face-value content. Finally, this view remains neutral on the 

question of whether a metaphor communicates a non-face value content, implicates a non-face 

value content, or merely calls attention to some state of affairs. On this picture, a metaphor has 

died if the target domain is no longer structured in terms of its source domain, irrespective of 

whether the structure is at the level of asserted content.  

Returning to knowledge, the knowledge metaphor is alive if what we mean by alive is that the 

source domain continues to shape and structure how we think about the target domain. The 

knowledge metaphor does not strike us as metaphorical, to be sure; but this is attributed to the 

knowledge metaphor being a conventional (and therefore, unnoticed) metaphor, rather than to 

it being a dead (and therefore, non-structuring) metaphor. 

5.3. What fixes the content of typically non-face-value talk?   

It might seem as if theories which divorce face-value content from what is conveyed have a 

difficult time explaining how the face-value semantic content of the target discourse gets fixed in 

the first place. Defenders of both force and content epistemic fictionalism hold that sentences of 

the form “S knows that P” are typically false if taken to assert the content communicated by a 

face-value reading, but crucially, the content communicated by a face-value reading is never (or 

is very rarely) what these sentences are used to communicate. But this raises the question of how 

sentences of the form “S knows that P” acquire their face-value meaning to begin with, despite 

the fact that standard usage of these sentences conveys some other meaning altogether. Why has 

the non-face-value meaning not simply become the face-value meaning, to be directly 

communicated through assertion?  

Here is how Blome-Tillman (2013:4303) puts the point: 

[i]f we adopt the eminently plausible view that the linguistic meaning of an expression 

is determined by its use in a speech community—or by the conventions governing its 

use—then there seems to be no room for a difference between literal meaning and 

standard speaker meaning. 

And here is Hawthorne (2004:143): 

And if the semantic value of ‘know’ rarely if ever plays a role in the propositions 

that are conveyed and believed when knowledge ascriptions get used, then where 

does its purported semantic value come from? The suspicion remains that 

[pragmatic views] posit too great a gap between semantic value and linguistic 

practice. 

So, according to the plausible assumption that face-value meaning is fixed by ordinary use, 

sentences of the form “S knows that P” are typically used to communicate their face-value 

meaning. The epistemic fictionalist will therefore struggle to explain the posited gap between 

face-value and non-face-value usage.  
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There are several replies available to the epistemic fictionalist. Dinges (2016) argues that we are 

not forced to accept what Blome-Tillman describes as the “eminently plausible view” on semantic 

content acquisition, and instead (taking a hint from the debate on loose talk), that we should 

modify the view to say that semantic content is determined by use in a speech community when 

members of that community are using the term literally. For example, a loose talk analysis of the 

sentences “3 oc’clock” and “this line is taking forever” would hold that these sentences are not 

typically used to communicate their face-value content; but nevertheless, they are used literally 

on some very rare occasions. It is their meaning on these rare occasions that determiners their 

semantic content, that is, that determines the content that such sentences communicate on a face-

value reading. Likewise, Dinges suggests that “on the (potentially rare) occasions where “knows” 

is used literally (for example, when we speak of a priori truths or immediate perceptions), it does 

convey what it literally communicates; namely, a quite demanding epistemic relation” 

(2016:2585). It should be noted that the view that Dinges discusses in relation to this objection 

holds that the face-value reading of knowledge is a demanding, but not infallible, epistemic 

relation. One might worry that if knowledge is given the face-value reading posited by the sceptical 

infallibilist, then it becomes less plausible to claim that there are occasions where the face-value 

content is the content that the speaker intends to communicate.  

Less plausible, perhaps, but not impossible. Chung (2018) argues that Hawthorne’s way of 

framing the problem assumes, without warrant, that standard usage in co-operative contexts is 

what matters. If we expand the ‘standard usage’ datum to include antagonistic contexts then we 

see far more use of potential face-value use of “S knows that P” – and, crucially, of “S doesn’t 

know that P”. Not only are philosophical sceptical challenges one such example, but everyday 

challenges such as “the press making a mistake, a person lying, or an unforeseen disaster 

occurring are frequently admitted to be knowledge-imperilling when they are raised” (Chung 

2018:406). If we include challenges into the pool of standard usage for knowledge talk, then, it 

becomes more plausible to claim that there are face-value uses of knowledge which determine 

the semantic content of sentences of the form “S knows that P”. Furthermore, even granting that 

literal talk of infallibility is now not frequently encountered in everyday talk, this was plausibly 

not always the case. To give an easy example, any culture with a religion featuring an omniscient 

God would have had reasonably frequent reason to think and utter sentences of the form “God 

knows that P” where the communicated content is the content expressed by a face-value reading 

of the sentence, and where this is also the content posited by the infallibilist. On the additional 

assumption that such talk has been culturally significant enough to seep into how we today use 

the concept, then historically frequent usage might also be included into the datum used to 

determine the face-value reading of a concept.  

Although I think that Dinges and Chung are essentially right to say that even a very (perhaps, 

maximally) demanding knowledge concept may be used at face-value as a standard (albeit, rare) 

usage, an epistemic fictionalism informed by the function-first methodology need not argue this 

point. The function-first- fictionalist has another response at her disposal. For on function-first 

methodology, as we saw in Chapter 2 of this thesis, concepts come equipped with the meaning 

that makes them functional. That is to say, it is a concept’s function, rather than its standard use, 

which we must look to in determining the contours of the concept. And although some special 
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explanation is required in these cases, a concept might nevertheless come equipped with a face-

value meaning that is divorced from what a sentences employing that concept are typically used 

to convey. Indeed, this possibility is already hinted at in a few suggestive comments by Chung 

(2018:407), who writes that: 

Some uses of an expression might be more central to the achievement of our aims 

than others, and because of this, one might think that those uses should be accorded 

greater importance as far as determining its semantic content is concerned. […] in 

order to properly answer a question of the form “What is the semantic content of the 

expression e?” we would first need to be able to answer the question “What is the 

(primary) purpose of the expression e?” In order to ascertain the semantic content 

of “knows,” then, we would first need to provide an answer to the question: What is 

the (primary) purpose of the expression “knows”? Or, in other words, what is 

knowledge-talk (principally) for? 

Chung goes on to suggest that the role that knowledge talk plays in co-ordinating inquiry is what 

fixes its face-value usage. In a familiar Craigian move, Chung writes that whereas the ‘ending 

inquiry’ function might be expected to push the standards for knowledge down, the ‘beginning 

inquiry’ function pushes them up towards much more demanding standards – perhaps, even, to 

the maximally demanding standards posited by the infallibilist. Reasoning that to end inquiry one 

must first begin it, Chung submits that the latter is the more fundamental use, and therefore the 

one more central both in achieving the aims that the concept of knowledge exists to help us 

achieve, but also, crucially, in determining the face-value content of sentences of the form “S 

knows that P”.   

Chung’s principal point is that the fictionalist has access to avenues for answering the question 

of how sentences of the form “S knows that P” acquires its face-value content, and that these 

avenues need not rely on intuitions regarding standard use. The key insight is when we consider 

purpose to be an essential role, then it is no longer true that “the semantic value of ‘know’ rarely 

if ever plays a role in the propositions that are conveyed and believed when knowledge 

ascriptions get used”. The epistemic fictionalist view that I have developed goes beyond Chung’s 

suggestion to vindicate not only that knowledge might have the face-value content posited by the 

infallibilist, but crucially that in order to be maximally functional, the concept of knowledge 

needs to be structured precisely so that there is in fact a “difference between literal meaning and 

standard speaker meaning”.  That is to say, not only is there a purpose served by knowledge 

coming equipped with maximally demanding standards at the face-value level; but there is 

actually a purpose served by knowledge coming equipped with maximally demanding standards 

at the face-value level, while coming equipped with different standards at the non-face-value 

level.  

I argued in Chapter 4 that knowledge talk being metaphorical functions to produce a concept 

that communicates that one has cleared the threshold for being a good informant for members 

of their community. On the one hand, being framed along the lines of infallibilism makes salient 

the demanding standards needed for being a reliable informant. On the other hand, it enables 

agents to treat as infallible pieces of information that have already been tagged as sufficiently 
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reliable. Thus on this view (as with metaphors more generally) the face-value infallibilist meaning 

of the concept of knowledge does play a role towards what proposition conveyed by sentences 

that include it. In particular, it plays a framing role. Its role is to frame and structure the face-

value meaning that is conveyed, and to do so in a way that speaks to the function that the concept 

of knowledge fulfils. Therefore, it acquires the face-value meaning needed to frame a concept 

of knowledge capable of fulfilling its various functions.  

5.4. Conclusion  

This chapter has discussed and tried to answer what I consider to be the three most pressing 

objections to the metaphor-based epistemic fictionalism that I outlined in the last chapter. These 

objections target the view at different levels of analysis: the phenomenological objection is 

typically levelled at fictionalism in general; the objection that widespread metaphors are dead 

metaphors targets only metaphor fictionalism; and the objection that fictionalism struggles to 

explain where its target discourse acquires its face-value semantic content targets not only all 

fictionalist views, but many other non-fictionalist pragmatic views also. I have tried to show that 

all three objections not only can be answered, but that they can be answered in ways that further 

lend support to the function-first epistemic fictionalism that I have developed. Along the way, I 

have also attempted to demonstrate how both a content and force version of epistemic 

fictionalism could be developed, and that whether one’s fictionalism ends up as a force or content 

fictionalism will depend on which theory of metaphor it employs. This is not a question that the 

epistemic fictionalist needs to settle – rather, I have argued that choice of underlying metaphor 

theory should be guided by which metaphor gives the best account of metaphor in general, rather 

than the best account of fictionalism. For the epistemic fictionalist, what matters is that there are 

plausible metaphor theories that cohere well with epistemic fictionalism. 

To briefly summarise, the phenomenological objection is generally considered a devastating 

objection to fictionalism. I have argued that a fictionalism ground in metaphor theory (where 

‘metaphor theory’ is either a non-pretence force view of metaphor or an operator-based content 

view of metaphor) easily explains why knowledge talk doesn’t induce the phenomenology of 

engaging in fiction: using metaphorical talk is phenomenologically similar to using face-value talk. 

Further, this is the case on at least two plausible views of metaphor, which yield a force and 

content epistemic fictionalist theory respectively. Therefore, I hope that this solution might be of 

interest not only in the context of epistemic fictionalism in particular, but to fictionalists more 

generally. In response to the question of dead metaphors, I have argued that so long as the source 

domain continues to shape and structure the target domain by shaping and structuring talk, 

thought, and practices concerning the concept, then the knowledge metaphor should be regarded 

as alive. In response to the final objection about face-value content acquisition, I have employed 

a function-first lens to argue that reflecting on the purpose of the concept of knowledge opens 

up the possibility that a metaphorical knowledge concept would acquire the face-value meaning 

that would usefully shape and structure the way that knowledge talk is used. This is the case even 

if there is a gap between the face-value meaning and the non-face-value meaning. In doing so, I 

hope to have further made the case for how a fictionalist can fruitfully apply the function-first 

methodology to analyse her target non-literal talk. Having addressed what I take to be the most 
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pressing objections for epistemic fictionalism on its own terms, the next chapter compares 

epistemic fictionalism to its main rival theories.  
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Chapter 6: Epistemic Fictionalism and its Rivals 

This chapter continues the defence of epistemic fictionalism by comparing it to rival theories of 

knowledge. The first half of the chapter defends the claim that knowledge talk is metaphorical, 

as opposed to belonging to a related but distinct category of non-face-value speech such as 

hyperbole and loose talk (§6.1.), or regulative ideals (§6.2.). I argue that among other advantages, 

epistemic fictionalism better captures the function of knowledge talk. Then, I compare epistemic 

fictionalism to what I consider to be as its main rivals: epistemic contextualism (§6.3.) and 

sceptical pragmatic invariantism (§6.4.). Both of these views also posit that sceptical infallibilism 

is in an important sense right about (at least one of) the meaning(s) of sentences of the form “S 

knows that P”. These views appear at first pass to generate the same results as epistemic 

fictionalism, without the burden of positing non-face-value mechanisms. In response, I argue that 

there are ‘counterpart’ ways of specifying epistemic fictionalism for both epistemic contextualism 

and sceptical pragmatic invariantism, and that these counterparts retain the advantages of 

epistemic contextualism and sceptical pragmatic invariantism respectively, while additionally 

resolving objections to the face-value version of each view. 

6.1 Hyperbole and Loose Talk 

The account that I’ve laid out has it that the community-indexed relevant possibilities are 

metaphorically framed as all of the possibilities. This might generate the worry that the pragmatic 

mechanism underpinning the redirection from face-value content to communicated content is 

not metaphor but hyperbole. Hyperbole (or exaggeration) is a widely recognised form of non–

literal discourse in which a false face-value content is used to communicate a true communicated 

content. These sentences are typical examples of hyperbole: 

(a) I have been on hold forever (when I’ve been waiting for an hour) 

(b) This job would be perfect for me (when this job would suit me very well) 

(c) My slice of cake is tiny (said by a 6 year old boy whose older sister’s slice is only 

slightly larger)
75

 

 

On the standard reading, hyperbole adds emphasis and effect to the communicated content by 

highlighting the contrast between the face-value content and the actual situation (see Colston 

1997, Colston and O’Brien 2000, Colston and Keller 1998, McCarthy and Carte, Rubio-

Fernandez et. al.). As McCarthy and Carte (2004:158) explain, “hyperbole magnifies and 

upscales reality, and, naturally, upscaling produces a contrast with reality”. In sentence (a) above, 

the hyperbolic “forever” emphasises that an hour is a long time to wait by calling the hearer’s 

attention to the contrast between waiting forever and waiting for an hour. One might worry that 

the account I have described suits a hyperbolic account better than a metaphorical one, with the 

end of the scale (“all of the alternatives”) being the face-value content of sentences of the form 

“S knows that P”.   
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 Sentence (c) from Carston and Wearing (2015:80) 
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That knowledge is a form of hyperbole has been suggested by a number of philosophers, among 

them Unger (1975), BonJour (2010), Carter (1995) and Schaffer (2004). These philosophers 

employ a somewhat unorthodox notion of hyperbole, on which it is a form of loose talk. Unlike 

hyperbole, loose talk typically succeeds in communicating the non-face-value content by implying 

that for current purposes there is no difference between the standards governing the face-value 

content and the situation in question. On a loose talk reading, sentence (a) communicates that 

there is no practical difference between waiting forever and having waited for the very long time 

that one has actually waited for. On this view, ones’ epistemic situation is sufficiently similar to 

knowledge as to render the differences insignificant for one’s practical purposes. For example, 

BonJour proposes that sentences of the form “S knows that P” function to indicate that one is in 

close approximation to knowledge, such that for current purposes to distinguish would be an 

instance of “fine hair-splitting” (2010:73).  

Unger also suggests that sentences of the form “S knows that P” typically indicate that one is close 

enough to knowing for the purposes at hand. His account differs from the others in that it is 

error-theoretic: on Unger’s view, everyday users of knowledge discourse are unaware that the 

face-value content of their utterances are false. This is explained by the difference between the 

face-value content and the communicated content being so insignificant for practical purposes as 

to go unnoticed. Nevertheless, it is easy to see how a hyperbole account can be derived from 

Unger’s error-theoretic account, as indeed Shaffer (2004) does. Building on Unger’s work, 

Shaffer argues that if taken at face-value, sentences of the form “S knows that P” are false because 

they would communicate that S has eliminated every possibility in which P. However, the face-

value content generates a number of entailments, some of which will be true and informative to 

audiences (e.g. that S has eliminated the relevant possibilities) and some which will be false but 

not misleading (e.g. that S has eliminated the possibility that she is a BIV). On Schaffer’s view, 

using hyperbole enables speakers to strike the optimal balance between effect and effort, 

communicating the relevant information with the least time and effort. Sentences of the form “S 

knows that P” communicate the true and informative entailments, while (due to presumed 

audience co-operation) stopping short from expressing the false entailments
76

.   

Carter is the exception to the trend of framing knowledge as hyperbole in terms of loose talk. 

For Carter, knowledge talk is hyperbole in the standard sense of emphasising the contrast 

between one’s actual epistemic situation and knowing in order to add flourish and emphasis to 

the communicated content, in a way that is obvious to hearers. The idea is that speakers say 

something much stronger to add emphasis to “S guarantees that P”. Carter does not specify 
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 In addition to these, several more theorists advocate or discuss a non-hyperbolic loose talk view of 

knowledge on which sentences of the form "S knows that P" communicate that one is close enough to 

knowing for present purposes (see e.g. Davies 2007, Fantl and McGrath 2007, Conee 2005). The 

difference between loose talk and hyperbole views in the epistemology literature is that loose talk theorists 

posit a moderate invariant face-value content for knowledge rather than the sceptical one held by 

hyperbole proponents. This distinction tracks the central position that sceptical arguments enjoy in 

epistemology, rather than a fundamental difference in the linguistic functioning of loose talk and 

hyperbole themselves, since hyperbole need not involve maximal standards in the face-value content (e.g. 

“I have been waiting for a thousand years [as opposed to forever]”, “This is the best restaurant in Scotland 

[as opposed to the world]”, “Her house is a mansion [as opposed to a castle]”). I here limit the discussion 

to views on which sentences of the form "S knows that P" have the face-value content posited by the sceptic.   



130 

 

exactly why our language habits have developed towards emphasising the communicated content, 

but he does make a suggestive comparison. Carter notes that hyperbole in general is often used 

for purposes other than to describe, and gives recommendation as his one example: “To say that 

a film is the best ever seen by a film enthusiast with good taste is to commend the film highly. 

The function of hyperbole in this case is obviously that of commendation by means of 

conventional use of exaggeration” (1995:61). Knowledge as recommendation ties in well with the 

function-first methodology being used throughout this thesis, on which one of the posited 

functions for knowledge is to recommend reliable informants. We could develop Carter’s 

account into a view on which the strength of S’s epistemic position is exaggerated to maximal 

strength in order to recommend S as an informant, just as the goodness of a film is exaggerated 

to maximal goodness in order to recommend the film as enjoyable. Crucially, in order for 

hyperbolic sentences to be registered as recommendation rather than a description, hearers must 

register that the speaker is talking hyperbolically by noticing the contrast between ones situation 

and the face-value content of the utterance. 

It is important not to overstate the differences between hyperbole and metaphor. On some views 

(e.g. Sperber and Wilson’s relevance theory 1985, 1995, 2008) there is no interesting difference 

in interpretation or processing between metaphor and hyperbole, and on many views at least 

some instances of non-literal talk are both metaphorical and hyperbolic (e.g. Carston 2002, 

Carston and Wearing 2011). Even admitting a genuine distinction between metaphor and 

hyperbole, both are non-literal tropes in which speakers say one thing to communicate another 

and as such share many advantages as accounts of knowledge discourse. Both for example would 

explain the appeal of and resistance to sceptical arguments; both appeal to a non-face-value 

mechanism to explain the redirection in communicated content towards a non-face-value 

content; and both enjoy solid precedents, thus avoiding the problem of making knowledge 

discourse an outlier. In conceding that the sceptic has the correct face-value reading of knowledge 

sentences, a hyperbole view would still be a radical departure from traditional analyses of 

knowledge.  

Having said this, I do think that metaphor gives the better explanation of the patterns of use we 

see in knowledge talk. To start, knowledge does not behave like an instance of hyperbole, as 

demonstrated by it failing a series of tests. These include: (a) it is obvious to speakers that 

hyperbole is false on a face-value reading or at least, this fact can be made obvious to them. In 

the case of knowledge talk, it is not the case that speakers register their utterances as hyperbolic 

(Hawthorne 2004, Blome-Tillmann 2013); (b) hyperboles are typically uttered in a special tone 

of voice, which involves accenting the specific hyperbolic word and using a wider pitch range for 

the utterance as a whole (Carston and Wearing 2015), while knowledge claims are typically 

uttered in ordinary tones (Hawthorne 2003); (c) hyperboles are often combined with other non-

literal tropes to add emphasis, while knowledge talk tends to stand alone; and finally (d) 

hyperbole is easily cancellable by being prefaced with terms like “literally”, while knowledge 

sentences are not cancellable in this way (Hawthorne 2003, Davis 2007)
77

.  
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 As Hawthorne points out, ‘literally’ has increasingly come to possess a non-face-value use, as in “I literally 

died” or “I am literally freezing”. Hawthorne suggests that in these cases ‘literally’ contributes to the 



131 

 

Worse, the function of knowledge does not neatly square with the function of using hyperbole. 

Hyperbole is typically used for emphasis and flair, to stress a point for rhetorical purposes. 

Knowledge talk is simply not like this. As DeRose notes, knowledge claims are made even in 

extremely serious and accuracy-demanding contexts such as court rooms, where hyperbole 

would be inappropriate. In contrast, because metaphors are cognitive aids and are not heard as 

false, they remain appropriate even in very serious contexts like court rooms. Indeed, several 

studies have found that metaphoric language is pervasive in court rooms and legal systems at 

every level of discourse, from lawyers’ cross-examinations (Luchjenbroers and Aldridge 2007) 

and addresses (Cotterill 1998), through to witness testimony (Newman 1999) and to the 

deliberation processes of judges and jurors (Winters 2001). Indeed, many of the USA’s very laws 

and legal rights themselves are communicated metaphorically (Smith 2007) and the legal process 

itself is structured along a series of metaphor frames (Thornberg 1995).  

A second (and initially more promising) function of hyperbole is to communicate an evaluative 

attitude towards the state of affairs that the speaker is being hyperbolic about. In particular, it 

communicates a discrepancy between the state of affairs and the state of affairs that the speaker 

expected or wanted. Although hyperbole are more frequently used to communicate negative 

attitudes (Claridge 2011: 81), they need not. As Carston and Wearing (2015:15) put it, “the full 

range of positive and negative evaluations across all manner of possible scales is available (smaller 

/ bigger /longer /shorter /harder / easier than I wanted/expected; much worse/better than I was 

expecting or hoping for)”. This function looks closer to what Carter has in mind. If sentences of 

the form “S knows that P” are used to communicate that S is a good informant with regards to P 

then it is used to evaluate S’s epistemic position and to communicate a positive attitude towards 

it. However, although there is perhaps a general normative sense in which such sentences are 

evaluative, they are not evaluative in the comparative sense typical of hyperbole. They do not 

communicate that S is in a better epistemic position than what the speaker expected, wanted or 

finds typical. Rather, they more closely resemble a description of states of affairs, conveying that 

S is in a sufficiently good epistemic position for one’s purposes, irrespective of the speaker’s 

attitude towards this fact. This descriptive function is more in line with the functions of 

metaphors, since one of the functions of metaphors is to describe states of affairs in ways that are 

more cognitively accessible.  

As noted, proponents of the hyperbole view of knowledge tend to have an altogether different 

function in mind: the function of communicating that for current purposes, the present situation 

is sufficiently similar to the face-value truth of the utterance as to make differentiating the two 

needlessly pedantic. This is a function typical of loose talk rather than of hyperbole. Even 

supposing that hyperbole does serve this function, however, there are problems for this view that 

make it untenable. First, there needs to be greater clarity on what it means to be “close enough” 

                                                
hyperbole by itself being used hyperbolically, without precluding its ability to typically cancel an 

implicature. Blome-Tillman (2009) argues that if a sentence which would typically cancel an implicature 

is itself in violation of a Gricean maxim, then that sentence is best interpreted as communicating some 

other content – thus it is determinable from context whether these sentences are cancelling to, or adding 

to, the previous implicature. I think that this is the right interpretation for hyperbolic uses of ‘literally’. In 

some contexts (e.g. “I literally died”) to interpret ‘literally’ as cancelling a hyperbole would be to interpret 

the speaker as violating the maxim of truth.  
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to knowing. Lasersohn’s (1999) influential loose talk account posits a “pragmatic halo” 

surrounding each sentence. Each halo is formed of propositions sufficiently close to the face-

value reading as to make the difference between them pragmatically ignorable. As Bach (2005) 

points out, the problem is that for the sceptic, ordinary knowledge claims are never even close 

to being true. There are always differences between being in even a good epistemic position and 

being infallible with regards to P, such as the presence of uneliminated possibilities of error. If 

the errors are sufficiently distant or irrelevant then one might not be required to rule them out 

(either because doing so is impossible or because they are not taken seriously) but this is not to 

say that ones’ position is the same as infallibility, or even that it is close. In fact, there will be 

differences in attitude and disposition: willingness to change ones’ mind should new evidence 

come to light; willingness to acquire new evidence on the topic if doing so comes at no or little 

cost; willingness to rely on the proposition in a different context; willingness to testify that P even 

in very high stakes; and so on. There are many practical purposes, such as testifying in court, 

where the difference between knowing and one’s epistemic position does matter but in which if 

one’s evidence is sufficiently good then it is still appropriate to claim knowledge. In contrast, the 

metaphor account does not require that one’s epistemic position be close or the same as knowing 

for practical purposes. All that is required is that the source domain share a characteristic with 

the target domain, such that the former illuminatingly presents the latter. To say that knowledge 

is metaphorically framed is not to say that our current situation is close to knowledge, but rather 

that the state of knowledge can illuminatingly frame certain aspects of our current situation.  

Second, there are linguistic concerns with treating knowledge as loose talk. Sentences in loose 

talk typically succeed in communicating a non-face-value content precisely because their lexical 

components are at least sometimes used in sentences that communicate their face-value meaning. 

Saying that Jessica arrived at the party at 2pm when she arrived at the party at 1.58 is an example 

of loose talk. It is only effective, however, because sentences including ‘2pm’ are at least 

sometimes used at face-value. Loose talk communicates that for present purposes there is no 

important difference between such cases where the sentence is true at face value and the current 

situation. This contrasts with both hyperbole, which often has as its face-value content a limit end 

of the scale (e.g. perfect, forever) which is rarely if ever is given a face-value reading, and with 

metaphor frames, which also do regularly take concepts that have no or infrequent face-value use 

as the source domain (e.g. “You’re an angel”). Finally, the loose talk account makes the wrong 

prediction in cases of knowledge denial. As discussed, loose talk functions to indicate that the 

difference between a face-value reading and one’s current situation is ignorable for practical 

purposes. However, as Dinges (2021) points out, the difference between a face-value reading and 

itself is, trivially, always pragmatically ignorable. This means that even heard with an ear trained 

towards loose use, sentences of the form “S doesn’t know that P” would encompass its face-value 

reading. This is a problem because on the sceptical reading the face-value reading will be true. 

Yet, sentences of the form “S doesn’t know that P” are heard as false when S has sufficient 

evidence. If knowledge talk followed the patterns typical of loose talk, we should hear these 

sentences as true because we should recognise that the face-value content is one of the possible 

contents being communicated. In contrast, it takes some effort to hear common metaphors as 

communicating their face-value reading. 
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Given these considerations, although the metaphor account shares similarities with both 

hyperbole and loose talk accounts, I think that overall it is to be preferred to both. 

6.2 Knowledge as a Regulative Ideal 

The view that knowledge is a regulative ideal is relatively underexplored in the literature. There 

are however three notable exceptions: Butchvarov (1970); Bonjour (2010), who credits the insight 

to Butchvarov; and Hannon (2019b), who rejects the view. Both Butchvarov and BonJour 

support the claim that knowledge is an ideal by highlighting the functions that the concept of 

knowledge plays.  

A regulative ideal is a concept which although unachievable, serves to regulate our practices in a 

domain. Typical examples include the concepts of perfection, goodness, beauty and justice. 

More controversial examples include love, circle, utopia, freedom, truth (Butchvarov 1970). 

These concepts are regulative ideals (henceforth, simply ‘ideals’) because they denote a goal or 

a standard which can be approached, but not attained. They represent the end point of a scale 

in each domain, a scale along which we might wish to progress. Their significance lies not in 

describing states of the world but in “their utility in guiding our thought and action into fruitful 

and rewarding directions, wholly not withstanding their unrealistic and visionary character” 

(Rescher 1987:139). Ideals serve to regulate practices because having an ideal state towards which 

to aspire directs and improves our pursuit of domain-relative aims.  

In their respective monographs on regulative ideals, Nicholas Rescher (1987) and Dorothy 

Emmet (1992) discuss the function of ideals. I think that we can draw out similarities in their 

accounts, and identify three distinct but related functions which they attribute to ideals. First, 

DIRECTION: ideals orient and direct our actions and practices. Rescher (1987:57) writes that "the 

key role of an ideal is to serve as an instrument of decision making - a sort of navigation 

instrument for use in the pursuit of the good". Ideals function as a tool of decision making by 

structuring the values, virtues, habits, policies and standards that govern the target practice in 

general; as Emmet puts it, they furnish "an orientation to our particular evaluations while 

preserving openness to criticism" (1992: 69). But they also guide individual decisions by enabling 

agents to set the ideal as a goal, and work towards it. For example, to see the concept justice as a 

regulative ideal is to understand a relevant subset of our practices as being structured in a way 

that enables progress towards the ideal of justice in that domain. Framing everyday actions in 

terms of their relationship to the ideal state of justice is useful because constructing habits and 

policies based on those that would advance us towards the ideal of justice improves the degree 

to which our non-ideal just actions approach the ideal (‘DIRECTION). 

Second, YARDSTICK. Both Rescher and Emmet emphasise the role that ideals play in appraisal 

that is geared towards taking action.  Rescher writes that an ideal “exerts a powerful organising 

and motivating influence on our thinking, providing at once a standard of appraisal and a stimulus 

to action” (1987:119), and Emmet that it does so by “giving direction and destroying complacent 

acceptance of compromises” (1992:59). Ideals, then, afford us with a powerful tool with which 

to evaluative our current state of affairs, shining a light on what would need to change to bring 

our current situation closer to the ideal, and motivating us to make these changes. The ideal of a 
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Utopia as used in political theory, for example, does not aim to be a realistic plan for the future 

– rather, it functions to draw attention to the features of our present society that are somehow 

lacking and in need of improvement.  

Finally, and relatedly, EFFECTS: ideals play an important psychological role by bolstering 

commitment and enthusiasm for our practices. Ideals “goad to effort, motivate rather than 

constrain, urge rather than demand” (Rescher 1987:137). Ideals are valued for their own sake, 

and attaining them is considered a worthwhile goal in itself. Although attaining ideals is not 

possible, fixing our sights on achieving an ideal motivates us to make progress towards the ideal. 

Further, the progress made is valued precisely because it is viewed as progress towards the valued 

ideal. Returning to the example of justice, conceptualising ourselves as moving towards justice 

bolsters our enthusiasm for and commitment towards following and enacting the habits and 

policies that progress us towards justice (EFFECTS). Crucially, “what counts with an ideal is not 

the question of its attainment but the question of the benefits that accrue from its pursuit” 

(Rescher 1987:137) - whether an ideal is functional depends upon the functionality of attempting 

to attain the ideal.  

Butchvarov argues that the concept of knowledge is also a regulative ideal. In a nutshell, the 

concept of knowledge denotes an ideal epistemic state towards which it is useful or desirable to 

aim. This ideal state is as the sceptic says it is – it is a state in which S is infallible with regards to 

P, in which S’s evidence entails the truth of P, in which S has ruled out every error possibility to 

P, and so on. As Butchvarov says, ““it is absolutely impossible that I am mistaken in believing 

that P” (Butchvarov 1970:59). Therefore, we never (or very rarely) achieve the standards 

demanded by knowledge. However, the ideal of knowledge nevertheless serves important 

functions. Indeed, the functions posited by Butchvarov are precisely those that Rescher and 

Emmet argue that regulative ideals in general serve
78

.  

First, our epistemic practices are directed and oriented towards the ideal of knowledge 

(DIRECTION). As Butchvarov (1970:51) puts the point, “even if [knowledge] were entirely 

unobtainable, it is precisely that which such [epistemic] pursuit necessarily seeks to approximate. 

It is that which gives direction to our cognitive enterprise”. Indeed, many epistemologists 

consider knowledge to be at least one of the principal epistemic goods to which our epistemic 

practices are geared towards
79

. Orienting the practice of inquiry (to name one principal epistemic 

practice) towards the ideal of knowledge cultivates epistemic virtues and habits, the possessing of 

which advances our epistemic standing along the scale towards knowledge. For example, aspiring 

towards the ideal of knowledge might promote the virtues of intellectual humility and curiosity, 

and the habits of double checking ones' sources for trustworthiness and ensuring that one has 
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 Both Butchvarov and BonJour switch between describing knowledge as exaggeration and ideal. Ideals 

and exaggeration play a specific role in their arguments: to explain why the maximal standards for 

knowledge typically go unnoticed. BonJour is explicit in offering several possible explanations. In light of 

Butchvarov’s comments on the function of knowledge, he is in my view most charitably read as offering 

an ideals account.  
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 See e.g. Williamson (2000), Adler (2002), Huemer (2007) and Littlejohn (2013). 
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sufficient justification in support of one's claims to know. These virtues and habits will aid agents 

in improving their epistemic position towards knowledge, even if they do not achieve the ideal.  

Second, YARDSTICK: the ideal of knowledge is the "yardstick with which we can measure the 

relative adequacy of beliefs” (Butchvarov 1970:61). Considering the gap between the ideal 

knowledge and our current epistemic state enables us to critically assess our epistemic standing 

and specify the ways in which it falls short of the ideal, remedying these where it is in our power 

to do so. On the flip side, measuring the distance between our current position and knowledge 

might in many instances highlight the strength of our epistemic position, for example by 

illustrating how the gap is sufficiently small given the aims and stakes operative in the context.  

Finally, treating knowledge as an ideal yields the motivational advantages typical of ideals in 

general, and explains why knowledge is valued (EFFECTS). BonJour (2010) argues that theories 

which respect the intuitions regarding variability of the truth conditions for sentences of the form 

“S knows that P” cannot also accommodate the intuition that knowledge is valuable. This is 

because there is no interests-unrelated, principled reason for holding one’s current epistemic 

state as valuable, even when it counts as knowledge for present purposes, if that state could be 

improved upon and if it would fail to be knowledge in a different set of circumstances. Yet 

understanding knowledge as an ideal makes sense of why knowledge is valued. As is the case for 

other ideals such as beauty and justice, the ideal is valuable in itself, and approximations to it are 

valuable in virtue of the degree to which they approximate the ideal.  

Furthermore, the ideals theorist could posit a similar story to that told about my own metaphor 

view to explain what sentences of the form “S knows that P” typically communicate. She could 

posit that utterances of sentences of the form “S knows that P” are not typically used to 

communicate the proposition expressed by a face-value reading of “S knows that P”, but rather 

that “we apply the concept of knowledge to what in reality are only cases of rational belief because 

such cases are regarded as sufficiently like knowledge to be, for practical purposes, counted as 

such” (Butchvarov 1970:59). Sentences of the form “S knows that P” could on this view 

communicate something along the lines of: S is sufficiently close to the ideal of knowledge with 

regards to P for current purposes.  

I am overall sympathetic to the view that knowledge functions as a regulative ideal. Indeed, of 

the views considered in this chapter, it is the one that most resembles the metaphor view. Both 

views appeal to a non-face-value mechanisms that play a pivotal role in structuring our practices 

involving knowledge talk. Whereas the ideals account emphasises the aspirational aspect of 

knowledge, the metaphor account parses the relationship between knowledge (on face-value) and 

knowledge (non-face-value) as a mapping. The principal insight of the ideals view is that 

knowledge is in a sense aspirational, and that the concept of knowledge might function in virtue 

of, rather than in spite of, denoting a maximal state when given a face-value reading. I think that 

the metaphor view shares these advantages. The metaphor view too posits that on a face-value 

reading, 'knowledge' denotes a maximal standard. It is the maximal standard that provides the 

source domain which 'good enough' epistemic standards are framed in terms of. Furthermore, 

the metaphor view can to an extent accommodate the aspirational side of knowledge: one of the 

salient features of the source domain is its aspirational nature.  
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I will start with an objection to this view that ultimately I think fails. Hannon (2019) argues that 

even on the assumption that knowledge is a regulative ideal, scepticism is implausible. As 

discussed in Chapter 1, scepticism comes in two varieties: 'full-blooded', on which no belief is 

epistemically better (e.g. more justified) than any other; and 'high standards', on which no belief 

amounts to knowledge, but on which some epistemic beliefs are epistemically better (e.g. more 

justified) than others. Hannon argues that neither version of scepticism is plausible, on the 

assumption that knowledge is a regulative ideal. Starting with full-blooded scepticism, he objects 

that understanding knowledge as an ideal presupposes that the ideal can be approached at least 

to some degree. Full-blooded scepticism denies this – since no belief is better than any other, no 

belief is closer to knowledge, either. This leaves high-standards scepticism. However, once the 

sceptic has admitted (as the high-standards sceptic must) that some epistemic positions are better 

than others, why think that the concept of knowledge characterises a maximally good epistemic 

position? Rather, it seems more plausible that the concept of knowledge demarcates one of these 

other good, but non-maximal, epistemic positions. Further, high-standards scepticism makes it 

unclear why the sceptical conclusion comes as a revelation, and why scepticism is considered a 

threat. One would expect speakers to be fully aware that they are progressing towards an 

unachievable state, and so expect them not to feel surprised and threatened by sceptical 

arguments.  

The full-blooded sceptic could respond by pointing out that although many ideals do gain their 

functionality through the utility of being aspired towards, this is not required. To be functional, 

ideals need only promote progress towards some desirable state, even if that state is not the ideal 

itself – and even if no progress can in fact be made towards the ideal itself. A religious fictionalist 

might hold that God is an ideal that we orient ourselves towards as a means of progressing towards 

the ideals of love, justice or cohesive community (see e.g. Eshleman 2005). She might think this 

despite also thinking that since God does not actually exist, the ideal of God cannot itself be 

progressed towards. Similarly, the ideal of knowledge might promote progress along other 

epistemic dimensions, for example coherence or understanding, even if progression along these 

scales is not a progression along the scale towards knowledge.  

The ‘high standards’ ideal sceptic also has replies available: scepticism might come as a 

threatening revelation not because it shows that we lack knowledge, but because it shines a light 

on how wide the gap is between the ideal epistemic state of knowledge and our current epistemic 

state. Analogously, say that justice is a regulative ideal which guides action. Although agents accept 

that their actions fall short of being maximally just, they take their actions to fall short in particular, 

identifiable ways. For example, someone might admit that their actions fail to be just on account 

of unconscious biases which lead them to favour some groups of people over others, while taking 

themselves to perform actions that are just insofar as they do not favour the agent over others in 

her community. Now, if this person were to be confronted with evidence that her actions typically 

fail to approximate justice along this second dimension, the dimension that she took herself to 

be doing well along, then this would be an alarming revelation. It would not be comforting to be 

reminded that since she never thought that her actions met the ideal of justice, she is no worse 

off, justice-wise. In the same way, someone who orients her epistemic practice towards the ideal 

of knowledge may take herself to have eliminated most error possibilities, while acknowledging 
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that biases or misleading evidence may have led her astray. Sceptical arguments which make 

salient the wide swathes of uneliminated possibilities threaten the progress that she took herself 

to have made towards the ideal. This is the case even if she did not expect to achieve the ideal.  

Ultimately I think that there are three reasons to think that knowledge appears to fit better with 

typical examples of metaphors than with typical examples of regulative ideals. First, although 

Butchvarov has an expansive conception of regulative ideals which includes more concepts than 

is typical, on most views regulative ideals tend to denote concepts that are not employed in 

everyday contexts. Rather, regulative ideals tend to denote concepts that guide entire activities 

and domains, rather than individual actions and decisions within those domains. In the case of 

knowledge, knowledge as a regulative ideal might denote the end point of a large scale enquiry, 

for example, the quest of 'science' when seen as one, unified project. Thinking about each 

individual advancement in terms of approaching an ideal might frame these epistemic activities 

when seen at a remove. But thinking of each inquiry, however mundane, in terms of the ideal is 

perhaps not a typical use of ideals. Metaphor however is pervasive in shaping our thinking, both 

mundane and large scale.  

Second, when employing ideals, it is plausible that agents typically take themselves to be aiming 

for the ideal, even if they fail to reach it, and even if reaching it is not required by the particular 

activity under consideration. Someone aiming to make a just law might very well use the regulative 

ideal of justice to make the most just law that she can. Yet on the ideals view that I have sketched, 

agents are not typically aiming for the ideal, at least not each and every time that the ideal is 

invoked. Rather, the scale towards the regulative ideal is the measure by which the assertability 

of “S knows that P” is adjudicated. Indeed, aiming for the ideal would be actively harmful, since 

it would waste resources. So in the case of knowledge, either knowledge is distinct from typical 

ideals, or agents are aiming for the ideal of knowledge, yet fail to realise this, which raises 

phenomenological concerns. In contrast, metaphor explains how a source domain shapes a target 

domain without positing that agents engaged in aiming at the target domain are also aiming at the 

source domain.  

Finally, and more speculatively, one might worry that the regulative ideal of knowledge paves 

over the binary that makes knowledge functional in the first place. The ideals view emphasises 

the binary between the ideal of knowledge, and falling short of the ideal of knowledge. Yet the 

binary that really matters for making knowledge functional is the binary between being just 

insufficient for present purposes, and being barely sufficient for present purposes. On the view I 

have sketched, saying that S has achieved the ideal indicates that S is close enough to the ideal, 

which conveys that they have crossed the 'barely sufficient' line. But the YARDSTICK function is 

only realised if agents still at least to an extent keep the distinction between reaching the ideal 

and not reaching the ideal in mind. Yet it might turn out that the function typically played by 

knowledge does not require the YARDSTICK function – we do not typically need to reflect on the 

extent to which our epistemic position might be improved, and in what ways. Indeed, in many 

cases the time and energy spent on reflecting on ways to improve might come at a cost, even if 

ultimately these ways are dismissed as not needed. The metaphor view on the other hand frames 

the ‘good enough’ epistemic position in terms of knowledge, but need not require that agents 

consciously contrast their state to knowledge.  
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To summarise the chapter thus far, epistemic fictionalism understood in terms of metaphor fares 

better than three other non-face-value views: hyperbole, loose talk and regulative ideal accounts 

of knowledge talk. In particular, I have argued that seeing sentences of the form “S knows that 

P” as fictional better coheres with the function of knowledge talk, and better reflects our linguistic 

practices. I now turn to epistemic contextualism and sceptical pragmatic invariantism.  

6.3 Epistemic Contextualism  

Epistemic contextualism aims to explain the data which I used to motivate epistemic fictionalism 

– intuitions surrounding sceptical paradoxes, concessive knowledge attributions, and closure -  

but without positing a non-face-value mechanism. As such, epistemic contextualism might appear 

preferable to fictionalism.  

According to epistemic contextualists, knowledge behave analogously to how face-value context 

sensitive terms such as 'here', 'always', and 'tall' behave. On epistemic contextualism, the semantic 

content of sentences of the form “S knows that P” varies according to context. In some contexts, 

sentences of the form “S knows that P” semantically express that S stands in a given knowledge 

relation with regards to P, and in other contexts they semantically express that S stands in a 

different knowledge relation with regards to P. Crucially, epistemic contextualist theories posit 

that the different propositions communicated by sentences of the form “S knows that P” are all 

face-value readings. That is to say, there are many face-value readings of sentences of the form 

“S knows that P”, and which one gets attributed to speakers is (in part) a feature of the context. 

The precise features of the context which bear on the assertability of knowledge attributions 

might include the attributor’s or subject’s stakes, worries, interests, saliences and attention, among 

other factors. As such, epistemic contextualism might appear to deliver similar results to 

epistemic fictionalism, without positing a face-value and a non-face-value reading. If epistemic 

contextualists are right and knowledge does indeed behave like face-value context sensitive terms, 

then this would present a challenge to the view that knowledge talk is typically metaphorical.  

Furthermore, epistemic contextualism appears to share the advantages that I flagged for 

metaphor theory. It offers a simple resolution to sceptical paradoxes: the sentence “I know that 

I have hands” is true when uttered in the course of everyday life but false when uttered after a 

sceptical error possibility has been introduced. For epistemic contextualists this poses no 

contradiction: ‘knows’ picks out a more demanding epistemic standard in a context where a 

sceptical possibility has been raised than it does in an everyday context. Crucially, both of these 

readings of ‘knows’ are face-value readings. Admittedly, epistemic contextualists do commit 

speakers and hearers to widespread error in that speakers and hearers do not notice that ‘knows’ 

is a context-sensitive term. But just as in the case of metaphor, this error is neither uncharitable 

nor at odds with the phenomenology of using knowledge discourse, since many context sensitive 

terms are not consciously recognised as context sensitive (Blome-Tillmanm 2008)
80

. Epistemic 

contextualism also successfully answers the question of how knowledge attributions fulfil a 

function, and indeed some contextualists have defended epistemic contextualism on function-
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 Although, see Schiffer (1996), Feldman (1999), Pritchard (2002), Hawthorne (2004), MacFarlane 

(2005), Stanley (2004), and (Bach 2005) for objections on contextualism that turn on the implausibility of 

the contextualist’s posited error.  
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first grounds
81

. In a nutshell, attributing knowledge serves to indicate that one is in a good enough 

epistemic position that members of one's epistemic community may safely draw on their 

knowledge, or such that one may draw on it for the specific purposes at hand, where these are 

higher. Whether one is in a good enough epistemic position depends on the context, and 

therefore, knowledge is context sensitive.  

6.3.1 Linguistic Analogues  

I want to start by considering the type of context-sensitive term that knowledge is supposed to 

resemble on the contextualist’s picture. The once popular view that knowledge behaves like a 

gradable adjective (e.g. DeRose 1995, Cohen 1999) has been the target of sustained objections, 

and is now less widely endorsed. On this view, knowledge is analogous to gradable adjectives like 

'tall' and 'empty'. Whether utterances of the sentences "Matilda is tall" and "the fridge are empty" 

are true depends in part on features of the context.  

Jason Stanley (2005) has mounted a series of objections against the view that knowledge is a 

gradable adjective. Here are four ways in which knowledge does not appear to behave like a 

gradable adjective
82

. 

Gradable adjectives admit of modifiers such as ‘very’ and ‘quite’, while knowledge does not. 

Compare:  

(1) x is very / quite / extremely / moderately flat.  

(2) S very / quite / extremely /moderately knows that P.  

 

Gradable adjectives can be embedded in comparative and superlative constructions. Compare: 

(3) x is flatter / more flat than y 

(4) S knows that P more than y  

(5) x is the flattest F 

(6) S knows P the most. 

 

Gradable adjectives admit of clarification as to which standards are operative in the context, while 

knowledge does not (see also Hawthorne 2004). Compare: 

(7) S is tall for a youth team player, but not tall for a footballer 

(8) S knows for a layman, but not for a scientist  

 

Finally, gradable adjectives admit of context shifts mid-sentence, while knowledge does not. 

Compare: 

(9) The mouse is tall, but the elephant is not tall 

(10) S knows she has hands, but S does not know that S is not a handless brain in a vat 
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Some epistemic contextualists have responded that these objections miss the mark because they 

rest on a misunderstanding of epistemic contextualists’ key commitment. The objections target 

the claims that knowledge is not a gradable adjective and does not come in degrees, but 

contextualists need not endorse these claims. Rather, the epistemic contextualist thinks that 

knowledge behaves analogously to gradable adjectives in certain respects. Blome-Tillman (2008) 

and McKenna (2015), for example, argue that the relevant similarity between knowledge and 

gradable adjectives is that knowledge is semantically linked to an epistemic scale, in particular 

that knowledge has a “semantic link to a scale of epistemic strength" (Blome-Tillman 2008:31). 

They argue that knowledge is far from unique in this respect. Snore and shout are other examples 

of concepts that are linked to scales, for example, to loudness scales. The sense in which 

knowledge is gradable is the sense in which 'snore' is gradable: instances of snoring and 

knowledge can be ordered along a scale according to how loud, or how strong, they are.  

Blome-Tillman argues that making explicit the scale that knowledge is semantically linked to 

avoids the first two objections raised by Stanley. The following sound just fine: 

(11) S snores very / quite / extremely loudly  

(12) S knows that P with very / quite / extremely good evidence 

(13)  S snored more loudly than R 

(14) S knows that P with better justification than R knows that q 

 

Likewise, making the scale explicit admits of clarification, for we are now in a position to clarify 

the scale-relative standards regarding which the occurrence in question is being evaluated:    

(15) S is shouting loudly for someone at the library, but is not shouting loudly for someone 

at the pub 

(16)  S knows that P on the basis of evidence good enough for a layman, but not on the 

basis of evidence good enough for a scientist 

 

Mid-sentence context shifts are admittedly still not permitted on this picture, but Blome-Tillman 

handles this objection by denying that easily recognisable mid-sentence shift is a universal 

characteristic of context sensitive terms. The following dialogue reveals contextual shift blindness 

in an uncontroversially context sensitive term: 

A: That warehouse is empty. 

B: But have you considered there are some dust particles in there? 

A: I guess I haven’t. 

B: So you admit that warehouse isn’t empty, and so you were wrong 

earlier? 

A: Oh, c’mon! I didn’t say that the warehouse is empty. 

A’s response seems out of place. Yet on an epistemic contextualist reading, every sentence in the 

dialogue has a true reading. The appearance of contradiction is a result of speakers and hearers 

being unaware of a shift in the extension picked out by the context sensitive term ‘empty’. Yet, 
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such unawareness does not show that ‘empty’ has invariant semantics. More plausibly, it shows 

that whether a term is easily identifiable as context sensitive is not a necessary condition of it 

being context sensitive. 

There is however one problem: it is not obvious that ‘snore’ and ‘shout’ are best understood as 

context-sensitive terms. It is compelling that these terms are semantically linked to a scale (e.g. of 

loudness) in the sense that instances of snoring can be ordered along the scale, and that if they 

fall sufficiently low down on the scale, they cease to count as instances of snoring. And 

undeniably, one can snore more or less loudly. However, this is not to say that a point in the 

scale which does count as snoring in one context might not count as snoring in a different context. 

After all, the moderate invariantist also thinks that people snore and shout more or less loudly, 

and that people know on the basis of better or worse evidence. This is the distinctive claim that 

the contextualist needs to establish: not just that there is a semantic link to a scale, but that whether 

a particular occurrence counts as an extension of the term is in part dependent on where that 

instance falls on the scale that the term is semantically linked to.  

McKenna (2015) tries to motivate the intuition that snore and shout are context-sensitive by 

spelling out the details of sentence (15). Say Kevin is engaged in philosophical discussion in the 

library and raises his voice beyond the levels acceptable in the library. A student walks by and 

says “That guy is shouting. I wish he would stop!", but the same student could overhear the same 

conversation held at the same volume in the pub and say truly “He isn't shouting, he's just talking 

to his friend”. Similarly, if Kevin falls asleep in the library and starts breathing more heavily than 

normal the student might truly say “He's snoring. I wish he would stop!”. Yet when Kevin is 

asleep in bed making the exact same sound, his wife might say “He's not snoring, he's just asleep”. 

The intuition is supposed to be that both the student and Kevin’s wife say something true. Not 

only do features of the context partly determine whether a particular sound falls is properly 

described as ‘snoring loudly’ in that context, but so too do features of the context partly determine 

whether it is properly described as ‘snoring’ in that context. 

The worry with this argument is that so spelled out, these examples are best interpreted as 

instances of hyperbole than context sensitivity. First, the student is not aiming to simply describe 

the situation. Rather, she is using that particular term to mark her displeasure at the inappropriate 

loudness of the sound that Kevin is making. As discussed in §6.1, using maximal standards to 

convey one's attitude to a situation is precisely the function that hyperbole plays. Second, it seems 

that it would be very easy to force the student in the library to retract her claim. Indeed, even the 

gentlest of challenges would do it – “he isn't snoring, he's just breathing heavily” or “Yes he's 

talking way too loudly - but he's not shouting, is he?”. These challenges do not alter the context 

in particular ways. They do not raise the stakes, or force the student to pay attention to previously 

unnoticed features of the context, and the same challenges would not produce retraction in the 

pub scenario. More plausibly, snoring and shouting are not context sensitive. They are invariant 

terms with indeterminate cases at the edges, and which can be used hyperbolically to convey that 

a sound is too close to snoring and shouting to be acceptable in the present context.  

A related strategy which avoids this problem is to simply accept that knowledge is analogous to 

‘snoring loudly’ rather than ‘snoring’. That is to say that knowledge is analogous to modified 
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gradable adjectives, like ‘tall enough’, ‘reasonably empty’, ‘very loud’. This view is defended by 

Halliday (2007) and Jaster (2013). It retains the gradable adjective features of Blome-Tillman's 

account, such as the emphasis on the sematic link between context sensitive terms and a scale, 

but it adds that knowledge functions as a pure threshold predicate: its sole purpose is to mark 

“whether the threshold is surpassed or not” (Jaster 2013:322). The expression 'tall enough' marks 

the threshold at which one is sufficiently tall for present purposes, and is linked to a scale: it is 

possible to order, by tallness, all of the people who satisfy the condition of being tall enough. Yet 

being tall enough does not come in degrees. One either is, or is not, tall enough.  

Modified gradable adjectives are unproblematically gradable in the sense of being linked to a 

scale, yet they also fail three of Stanley's gradeability tests. Therefore, that knowledge also fails 

Stanley’s tests is no objection to this version of contextualism. The following sentences are just 

as unpromising as the knowledge analogues: 

(17) S is very / quite / extremely / moderately tall enough 

(18) S is more tall enough than R is tall enough  

(19) S is the most tall enough  

(20) The mouse is tall enough, but the elephant isn’t tall enough  

 

Admittedly, if knowledge is a modified gradable adjective we might expect it to pass the 

clarification test, for the following is perhaps a paradigmatic use of ‘tall enough’: 

(21) Marta is tall enough for the spinning teacup ride, but not tall enough for the 

rollercoaster  

 

However, some epistemic contextualists hold that knowledge does pass this test, once the scale 

to which knowledge is semantically linked is spelled out (Ludlow 2005:20). Blome-Tillman 

(2008) argues that knowledge fails this test on account of being a gradable verb rather than a 

gradable adjective.  

Stanley objects that modified gradable adjectives are bad analogous for knowledge because “one 

standard use of these expressions is to convey that something has the property for a sufficient 

degree for present purposes, though it does not in fact have the property.” (p. 44). Stanley worries 

that “S is tall enough” typically implies that S is not actually tall, although they approach being 

tall to a sufficient degree that their lack of tallness is not an obstacle to them performing the 

present task. This is a problem because clearly a standard use of ‘knows’ is not to convey that 

one is not justified enough. Further, the following sentence is non-standard, and hard to make 

sense of: 

(22) She isn’t in a strong enough epistemic position with regards to P, but she does know 

that P. 

 

However, as Jester points out, Stanley’s objection ignores that knowledge only applies to relatively 

strong epistemic positions: even contextualists can say that knowledge only applies to cases that 

have crossed a sufficiently high threshold. In this regard, knowledge is like 'very tall', 'extremely 
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flat', and 'excellent'. The sentence "S is very tall, but isn't tall" or "S is excellent, but isn't good" are 

as hard to make sense of as (22). The right analogue, then, is: 

(23) "S isn't in a maximally strong epistemic position, but she does know" 

 

I think that as far as linguistic analogues are concerned, modified gradable adjectives are the best 

model for context-sensitive semantics of ‘knows’. But we might wonder at this point whether the 

contextualist explanation is indeed more straightforward or in possession of more theoretical 

virtues than the metaphor theory. For knowledge is clearly not a modified gradable adjective. As 

Jester rightly points out, objections to epistemic contextualism that aim to show that knowledge 

is not an example of that exact type of linguistic type completely miss the mark: the point is rather 

that knowledge is analogous to this type, in virtue of sharing the key context sensitive characteristic 

of this type. In contrast, on the metaphor view, knowledge is a metaphor. It functions just like 

metaphors, because it is one. This is simpler than saying that it uniquely among verbs behaves 

like a modified gradable adjective. Why would knowledge behave like a modified gradable 

adjective, without being a modified gradable adjective? This is not to say that such a view is 

logically incoherent. It could be that knowledge is unique in this sense. However, we should not 

posit uniqueness while there are other options on the table. As McKenna (2015:365) puts it, “if 

the contextualist is forced to posit sui generis context-sensitivity, she's in real trouble, especially 

because there are other views that can account for the linguistic usage that provides some support 

for contextualism”.  

The view that knowledge is a verb with a semantic link to a scale like snore and shout would have 

been a threatening alternative if it could be shown that these verbs actually are context sensitive. 

But if the best context-sensitive model is an analogue rather than the category that knowledge 

properly belongs to, metaphor theory has the linguistic advantage in being able to categorise 

knowledge.  

6.3.2. Everyday Context Shifts  

Still, the epistemic contextualist might reply that understanding knowledge as a context-sensitive 

term has one crucial advantage: it explains variability in everyday knowledge attributions. So far 

I have focused on context-sensitivity as generated by sceptical paradoxes, arguing that sentences 

of the form “S knows that P” are false if taken at face-value but nevertheless succeed in 

communicating a true, non-face-value content. But the more typical cases of context-shift involve 

raising the standards to ones that are more demanding than the present standards, while still 

falling dramatically short of maximal standards.  

Consider this standard example (Stanley 2005:4, adapted from DeRose 1992): 

BANK 

LOW. Hannah and her wife Sarah are driving home on a Friday afternoon. They plan 

to stop at the bank on the way home to deposit their paychecks. It is not important that 

they do so, as they have no impending bills. But as they drive past the bank, they notice 

that the lines inside are very long, as they often are on Friday afternoons. Realizing that it 
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isn’t very important that their paychecks are deposited right away, Hannah says, “I know 

the bank will be open tomorrow, since I was there just 2 weeks ago on Saturday morning. 

So we can deposit our paychecks tomorrow morning”.  

HIGH. Hannah and her wife Sarah are driving home on a Friday afternoon. They plan 

to stop at the bank on the way home to deposit their paychecks. Since they have an 

impending bill coming due, and very little in their account, it is very important that they 

deposit their paychecks by Saturday. Hannah notes that she was at the bank 2 weeks 

before on Saturday morning, and it was open. But, as Sarah points out, banks do change 

their hours. Hannah says, “I guess you’re right. I don’t know that the bank will be open 

tomorrow”.  

The epistemic contextualist diagnosis of why we want to say that only Low-Hannah knows is that 

High-Hannah finds herself in a context where the standards for true knowledge ascriptions are 

higher than those operative in Low-Hannah's context. There is no contradiction between Low-

Hannah's knowledge attribution and High-Hannah's denial of knowledge because the term 

'knows' picks out different standards in these different contexts.  

What about epistemic fictionalism? The diagnosis of context-sensitivity used to explain attitudes 

to sceptical arguments does not neatly apply to these cases. The fictionalist can say that Low-

Hannah's knowledge attribution is true if given a non-face-value reading and false on a face-value 

reading. But she cannot say that High-Hannah's initial knowledge attribution is false in virtue of 

being false at face-value. It is false at face-value, of course. But unlike Low-Hannah's knowledge 

attribution, High-Hannah's knowledge attribution is also false on a non-face-value reading. The 

distinction between face-value and non-face-value readings is insufficient for accounting for 

explaining everyday context variability.  

Chung remarks that it is notoriously difficult to spell out the content of non-literal utterances, but 

that “since non-literal speech is often deeply context sensitive, we should expect the answer to 

this question to be more or less context-sensitive as well, depending on the pragmatic machinery 

involved” (2018:391). Metaphor is particularly context sensitive, and I think that it does have the 

resources to explain everyday context shifts. I have argued that metaphor frames structure the 

target concept. However, whether a metaphor is apt depends on features of the context. 

Additionally, which aspects of the source domain structure the target domain is sensitive to 

features of the context (Camp 2006, Wearing 2008).   

The BANK case illustrates how a challenge from an interlocutor can raise the standards for 

knowledge attributions by changing the context to one where higher standards are operant. In 

BANK, this challenge takes two forms: the stakes are raised, and the hearer challenges the 

speaker's knowledge assertion by raising an error possibility. 

Imagine this conversation between Romeo and his cousin Benvolio:  

UNIQUE 

R: Juliet is the sun 
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B: She’s a Capulet. Be smart about this: is she really the sun, is there really no other 

woman in all of Verona, maybe one whose cousin isn’t always trying to kill you? 

R: Ok fine, I guess you’re right, she’s not the sun 

In chapter 4, I discussed the case in which Benvolio raises the standards operative in the context 

by challenging the face-value content communicated by Romeo’s utterance, thus forcing Romeo 

to own or retract the face-value reading. But in UNIQUE, Romeo is not ceding to Benvolio on 

the grounds that Benvolio is forcing Romeo into a context where he must answer to the face-

value implications of his utterance. Rather, Benvolio is challenging the aptness of Romeo's 

metaphor. That is to say, Benvolio is challenging the extent to which the source domain (the sun) 

does in fact frame the target domain (Juliet). Benvolio does this by challenging the extent to which 

Juliet is in fact unique. So, he challenges whether one particular salient dimension of the source 

domain (the uniqueness of the sun) applies to the target domain. In drawing Romeo's attention 

to the animosity that Juliet's cousin has towards Romeo, Benvolio is also making salient that the 

stakes are high. 

On many standard formulation of metaphor, the source domain frames the target domain in part 

by emphasising salient similarities between the source domain and the target domain, which 

engenders an altered perception of the target domain
83

. These similarities might be properties, 

relations, structures or some other more indirect feature (Camp 2009). Similarity is 

uncontroversially a context-sensitive notion. Whether A is similar to B depends on features of 

the context, including the dimension along which A is similar to B and the degree of similarity. 

For example, “honeybees are similar to bumblebees” might be true according to the standards 

and purposes operative in a primary school classroom, but false according to the standards and 

purposes operative in a Scottish wildlife preservation programme. It is not just that there are 

dimension of similarity that matter in the preservation programme but not the classroom (e.g. 

differences in habitat and honey production) but that the degree to which honeybees and 

bumbles are similar along the same dimension might be sufficient to class them as similar in one 

context but not the other.  

If the aptness of a metaphor depends on whether the source and target domain are sufficiently 

similar in the key salient respect, then metaphor aptness is straightforwardly context sensitive. 

Whether a metaphor is apt will depend on whether the standards operative in the context make 

it the case that the source and target domain are sufficiently similar. In the conversation above, 

Benvolio succeeds in raising the standards operative in the conversation by pushing a dissimilarity 

between the source domain (the sun) and the target domain (Juliet), namely, that the sun is 

unique on account of there being only one sun, while Juliet is not, on account of there being 

other ladies in Verona. Furthermore, Benvolio raises the stakes by highlighting the danger that 
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 See Miller (1979) Searle (1969), Davidson (1978), Camp (2009) On some views, the correct face-value 

paraphrase for a metaphor of the form ‘S is R’ is ‘S is similar to R, in regards to x’. On category views, the 

metaphor creates a new ad hoc category which has as extensions both the extensions of the source and 

target domains. Although this view does not explicitly involve similarity, metaphor creates a frame by re-

categorising the target domain into a new category. The extent to which the category is coherent will also 

depend on the extent to whether there is a salient similarity between the source and target domains.   



146 

 

Juliet’s cousin poses. Whether or not the similarity is sufficient to survive the raising of the 

potential dissimilarity depends in part on features of the contexts, in particular, on the purposes 

and stakes.  

On the metaphor picture that I have defended, the source domain of infallibilism frames our 

current epistemic position. Whether “S know that P” is an apt metaphor for framing the 

epistemic position that S is in with regards to P is in part a function of how similar S’s epistemic 

position with regards to P is to infallibilist – and this similarity in turn is a function of the context. 

In BANK, Sarah pushes a dissimilarity between the source domain (infallible knowledge) and 

the target domain (Hannah’s epistemic position), while raising the stakes. As a result, Hannah’s 

metaphorical assertion “I know that the bank will be open tomorrow” is no longer apt. 

An interesting feature of metaphor is that it allows for a second type of context-sensitivity: whether 

a metaphor is apt depends in part on whether the dimension that is salient in the context is apt. 

Camp (2009) argues that Romeo's claim that “Juliet is the sun” communicates a variety of related 

propositions, and features of the context emphasise which ones are particularly salient in that 

context. In UNIQUE, Benvolio challenges the extent to which 'Juliet is the sun' is apt, by 

challenging whether Juliet is unique. But he could also challenge Romeo's claim by putting 

pressure on, and thus making salient, other dimensions of the mapping from source domain to 

target domain. Consider these modifications. 

CENTRE OF UNIVERSE 

R: Juliet is the sun 

B: She’s a Capulet, be smart about this: Is she really the sun, you’ve only known her five 

minutes, and her cousin is always trying to kill you.  

Here Benvolio challenges the extent to which Juliet is the centre of Romeo's life, by making 

salient that he has only known her a very short amount of time. He is challenging the aptness of 

the 'centre of the universe' dimension of the sun for framing Romeo's relationship to Juliet as the 

principal preoccupation of his thoughts by implying that it takes time for a person to become the 

centre of another person's life.  

GROW 

R: Juliet is the sun 

B: She’s a Capulet, be smart about this: Is she really the sun, she’s like what, 13 years 

old? And her cousin is always trying to kill you.  

Here Benvolio challenges the extent to which Juliet is well positioned to help Romeo grow and 

mature by making salient that Juliet is herself very young. He is challenging the aptness of the 

'growing and nurturing' dimension of the sun as an apt frame for Juliet.  

I would like to tentatively suggest that this type of context-sensitivity is also present in how 

knowledge attributions are challenged. In BANK, Sarah challenges Hannah along what I have 
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argued is a typically salient dimension for knowledge frames: Sarah challenges whether Hannah 

is in a strong enough epistemic position to act as an informant with regards to whether the bank 

is open. However, there are other features of knowledge that we might expect to go hand in hand 

with strong epistemic positions such as psychological certainty and availability of strong evidence. 

Furthermore, as Craig (1990) argues, there are good reasons to expect these features to go 

together. Agents who are not psychologically certain with regards to P or who cannot produce 

strong evidence in favour of their belief that P will not typically be good enough informants that 

P. So, we can expect sentences of the form “S knows that P” to typically imply (if not outright 

communicate) these related propositions, that S is psychologically certain that P and that S has 

good evidence that P. We can imagine challenges to Hannah's knowledge attribution in the high 

standards context that put pressure on these dimensions, analogously to how Benvolio's various 

challenges put pressure on different dimensions of the aptness of "Juliet is the sun".  Consider: 

CERTAINTY  

H: I know that the bank is open on Saturday 

S: Do you feel absolutely certain? 

H: Well now you’ve said that I’m doubting myself 

EVIDENCE  

H: I know that the bank is open on Saturday 

S: How do you know - did you check the hours online this morning? 

H: Well no, but I was here two weeks ago. 

In CERTAINTY, Sarah challenges the non-face-value truth of Hannah's knowledge attribution. 

Specifically, she challenges the aptness of the frame between source and target domain by 

challenging the extent to which the dimension of being maximally psychologically certain does in 

fact apply to the target domain. In EVIDENCE, Sarah challenges the aptness of the frame between 

source and target domain by challenging the extent to which the dimension of being supported 

by good evidence does in fact apply to the target domain. If it is right that metaphor is context-

sensitive in this second, dimension-related way, then metaphor theory has a neat account of why 

these different and seemingly unrelated challenges might result in context variability across 

contexts.  

6.3.3. A complication: is metaphor underpinned by contextualist mechanisms?  

I have argued that a metaphor based epistemic fictionalism fares better than epistemic 

contextualism when it comes to interpreting the linguistic data, and just as well as epistemic 

contextualism on explaining everyday context variability. There is a complication to the metaphor 

picture, however, concerning the ongoing debate in metaphor theory about the mechanism which 

underpins metaphor. In particular, the debate concerns how exactly uttering a metaphorical 

sentence succeeds in communicating the relevant non-face-value content. Two popular 
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responses to this question are that metaphor operates on implicature and that metaphor is 

context-sensitive
84

. On the implicature view, hearers first parse metaphorical sentences at face-

value, and only when the face-value content violates a conversational maxim (truth or relevance, 

typically) access the implicated metaphorical communicated content. On this view, the face-value 

content of a metaphorical utterance is its only semantic content, and the content that is asserted 

by utterances of metaphorical sentences. The non-face-value content is communicated by 

conversational implicature. In contrast, on the contextualist view, metaphorical sentences enjoy 

more than one semantic content: the face-value content, the non-face-value content, and perhaps 

others. Which content gets activated is determined in part by features of the context. On this 

view, any given non-face-value content is one of at least two, and typically many, semantic 

contents, and is directly asserted by speakers.   

The complication, then, is that positing that knowledge is metaphorical might appear to kick the 

real question down the road - that is, the question of explaining context variability in what 

sentences of the form “S knows that P” communicate. I've said that metaphor gives us a nice way 

of explaining this variability, but as it turns out, the question of how metaphor does this is left 

open - and worse, the principal options in this debate are precisely those familiar from the debate 

between epistemic contextualists and their critics. If we favour the contextualist view of metaphor, 

we might wonder what explanatory powers are gained by positing metaphor to begin with, as 

opposed to being traditional face-value epistemic contextualists. On a metaphor contextualist 

picture of knowledge, to say “S knows that P” semantically expresses at least two contents, the 

face-value one and the non-face-value one. Which one is active in any one context depends in 

part on features of the context. But the epistemic contextualist might well object that epistemic 

contextualism already generates this result, minus the appeal to metaphor and the distinction 

between face-value and non-face-value content. On the other hand, the arguments that favour 

implicature views in metaphor theory are the very ones that epistemic contextualists seek to resist 

when applied to knowledge, and so those persuaded by epistemic contextualism are unlikely to 

favour an implicature view of metaphor. 

There are two responses to this concern, the first highly conciliatory: that it is open to the 

contextualist to take metaphor as one possible candidate underlying semantic mechanism, 

alongside 'gradable adjectives' and 'indexical’. Indeed, a contextualist troubled by apparent 

dissimilarities between knowledge and these other context sensitive categories might welcome 

another option, especially one that is already as entrenched in everyday language as metaphor is. 

On this view, epistemic fictionalism would be a version of epistemic contextualism.  

Indeed, appeal to metaphor theory explains why knowledge fares poorly on the tests for context 

sensitive terms discussed in §6.3.1.. On this view, metaphorical sentences are uncontroversially 

context sensitive, and yet do not admit of modifiers. The following for example do not work: 

(24) Juliet is very / quite / extremely / moderately the sun 

(25) My lawyer is very / quite / extremely / moderately a shark 

                                                
84

 See Grice (1989), Martinich (1984), Camp (2006) Arsenault (2020) for implicature accounts of 

metaphor. See Crimmins (1998), Hills (1997), Carston (2002), Recanati (2004), Bezuidenhout (2001) for 

contextualist accounts of metaphor.  
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(26) That surgeon is very / quite / extremely / moderately a butcher.  

 

Yet metaphor is context sensitive, and allows modifiers to specified dimensions of similarity:  

(27) Juliet is the sun. She is extremely beautiful.  

(28) My lawyer is a shark. She's really ruthless. 

(29) No, my surgeon isn't a butcher - he wasn't at all careless  

 

The same is the case for knowledge talk. The following read fine: 

(30) S knows that P. S's evidence for P is extremely good. 

(31) S doesn't know that P. S's evidence for P isn't at all good.  

 

Neither do metaphors readily admit of comparatives and superlatives. The following does not 

work: 

(32) Juliet is more the sun than the other ladies of Verona 

(33) My lawyer is the most shark 

 

But again, we can easily apply comparatives and superlatives to specified dimensions of similarity 

between the target and source domains: 

(34) Juliet is the sun, and the other ladies of Verona are the moon. Juliet is more radiant 

than the other ladies of Verona. 

(35) My lawyer is a shark. She's the most ruthless person I've ever met. 

 

Metaphor does not lend itself to clarification regarding the standards that are in operation. We 

cannot say: 

(36) Juliet is the sun for a girl, but not the sun for a celestial body 

(37) My lawyer is a shark for a person, but not a shark for an animal  

 

But when speaking metaphorically, one can clarify whether they intend to communicate the face-

value or non-face-value content of their utterance: 

(38) Oh, I don’t mean Juliet is literally the sun. I meant that she’s radiant.  

(39) No, I’m not talking metaphorically, the lawyer in that cartoon is an actual shark 

 

One can also clarify the salient dimension along which the metaphor is apt: 

(40) Bill is a bulldozer. Not in the sense that he’s pushy, but he never admits defeat in the 

face of an obstacle 

 

Likewise, although such sentences are not found in everyday speech, in knowledge talk we can 

in principle clarify whether we intend to communicate the face-value or non-face-value content 

of an utterance: 
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(41) S knows that P. Not in the sense that S can rule out the possibility that S is a BIV, but 

in the sense that S’s epistemic position with regards to P is good enough  

 

And we can also clarify the salient dimension along which the metaphor is apt: 

(42) I know that the bank is open. Now that we’re talking about it I’m starting to feel unsure, 

but I do clearly remember it being open two weeks ago. 

 

Finally, as I argued in chapter 4, metaphor does not admit of mid-sentence shift. For once the 

face-value reading of a fragment of discourse is in play in a conversational context, then this 

reading carries over to the entire sentence. It seems, then, that metaphorical sentences also fail 

to pass the tests for context-sensitivity. Yet this does not indicate that metaphorical sentences have 

only one meaning. Rather, it shows that the context-sensitivity of metaphorical sentences does 

not come out linguistically in the same way as non-metaphorical sentences. Therefore, the 

epistemic contextualist who is disturbed by the difficulty of fitting knowledge talk into a category 

of uncontroversially context-sensitive terms might welcome the suggestion that knowledge talk is 

context-sensitive because metaphorical.  

The second, less conciliatory response that the epistemic fictionalist can give to the epistemic 

contextualist is that epistemic fictionalism is not explanatorily inert, even on a contextualist view 

of metaphor theory. Contra what some critics of epistemic contextualism have argued (e.g. 

Pritchard 2018, Wright 2005), contextualism is not a theory which privileges any one epistemic 

standard over another. According to epistemic contextualism, whether a sentence of the form “S 

knows that P” denotes one epistemic standard over another in any particular context is a function 

of the standards at play in that context. Crucially, there is no such thing as a context-free reading 

of “S knows that P”. No standard is "more proper" (Davis 2015:36) than any other, but rather 

each standard is proper in a context only insofar as it is the standard operative in that context. 

This means that on epistemic contextualism, there is nothing more correct about the sceptic's 

standards. Indeed, in most contexts, the sceptic's standards are improper.  

However, this means that epistemic contextualists must appeal to an error theory to explain why 

the standards of a context are so easily raised so that one can, with ease, find themselves in context 

in which “S knows that P” expresses a false proposition, but conversely only with difficulty bring 

the standards back down. In particular, they need to posit an error theory to explain why the 

sceptic's standards are very easy to induce, but only with difficulty dismissed again. If all contexts 

are equal from the perspective of no-context, why does the sceptic so easily succeed in inducing 

her context? On the flip side, why does the anti-skeptic struggle to re-induce the context in which 

sceptical standards do not apply?   

On epistemic fictionalism, “S knows that P” at face-value communicates what the sceptic 

demands, and so the context where most utterances of this sentence are false can easily be 

induced. In contrast, once the face-value reading is operative in a context, it is very difficult to 

reinstate the non-face-value reading when in conversation with a non-cooperative interlocutor. In 

general, more demanding standards are closer to the face-value reading and share more 

similarities with the source domain. It is thus far easier to introduce into a conversational context 
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possibilities which push a dissimilarity between the target domain and the source domain, than it 

is to introduce a similarity. Epistemic fictionalism therefore explains why it is easier to raise the 

demandingness of standards operative in a context than it is to lower them.  

6.4 Sceptical Pragmatic Invariantism   

Like epistemic contextualism, sceptical pragmatic invariantism is another view which explains 

context variability by appeal to a widespread and relatively uncontroversial linguistic mechanism, 

and as such might at first blush appear preferable to epistemic fictionalism. This section aims to 

motivate the claim that those sympathetic to sceptical pragmatic invariantism would do well to 

endorse epistemic fictionalism.  

According to sceptical pragmatic invariantism (henceforth: SPI), utterances of sentences of the 

form “S knows that P” assert a proposition that is typically false, for example, that ‘S is infallible 

with regards to P’. Nevertheless, many such sentences are assertable because despite being false, 

they pragmatically implicate something true, perhaps, that S is justified in believing that P, or has 

ruled out all of the relevant alternatives to P. According to SPI, the content implicated by an 

utterance is in part fixed by the context, and therefore, whether a sentence is assertable varies 

with context. Here is how Dinges (2016:2579) characterises SPI’s explanation of context 

variability in cases like BANK, using the character of DeRose as the protagonist: 

DeRose indeed fails to know that the bank will be open in the bank cases. This means that 

his knowledge denial in the high standards case is literally true and that his knowledge 

ascription in the low standards case is literally false (because invariantism is correct). The 

knowledge denial seems appropriate (or even true) simply because it is true. The 

knowledge ascription seems appropriate (or even true), not because it is true, but because 

it has a true implicature. These are the basic ideas behind SPI.  

Understanding context variability in terms of variability in implicated content is not unique to 

sceptical invariantism. Indeed, several non-sceptical invariantists also spell out variations in 

intuitions regarding assertability in terms of the general linguistic mechanism of Gricean 

implicature
85

. According to Griceans, speakers communicate implicated content by getting 

hearers to recognise that the face-value reading of their utterance would violate a 

conversational maxim. The hearer reconciles the speaker's utterance with the general 

expectation that the speaker is nevertheless co-operative, i.e., communicating something 

relevant and informative, if not at the level of what is strictly asserted, then at the level of what 

is implicated, extracting the proposition communicated by (one of) the non-face-value reading 

of the speaker’s utterance. The speaker wishes to communicate a specific content to the 

hearer via implicature and aims to get the hearer to work out what that content is, trusting that 
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 See for example Rysiew (2001, 2007), Dougherty and Rysiew (2009) Brown (2006, 2018), Black (2005), 

Bach (2005). The pragmatic sceptical invariantist holds that knowledge attributions are typically false, but 

in everyday contexts are nevertheless assertable on account of their implicating something true. In 

contrast, the moderate pragmatic sceptical invariantist holds that many knowledge attributions are true, 

but that nevertheless some of these true knowledge assertions are unassertable in particularly demanding 

contexts, on account of implicating something false. 
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the hearer will make the right inferences based on the utterance provided in the context. In 

Grice’s (1975) classic example, a philosophy professor tasked with writing his student a letter 

of recommendation for a philosophy post writes that the student is punctual and has good 

handwriting. If taken at face-value, such a communication would violate the conversational 

maxim of relevance: the student’s handwriting does not qualify them for a job in philosophy. 

The letter writer expects the reader to retrieve the implicated content that the student is a poor 

philosopher. In the same way, proponents of SPI posit that speakers assert the false 

proposition “S knows that P” in order to implicate some other, typically true content.  

As discussed in chapter 5, a significant portion of metaphor theories classify metaphor in 

general as implicature. So just as was the case for epistemic contextualism and an epistemic 

fictionalism underpinned by contextualist theories of metaphor, not all versions of epistemic 

fictionalism are in conflict with sceptical pragmatic invariantism. For example, a force 

epistemic fictionalism based on Camp’s implicature metaphor theory would hold that uttering 

sentences of the form “S knows that P” asserts a false face-value content – S is infallible with 

regards to P – in order to thereby implicate some other proposition, e.g. that S is a good 

informant with regards to P. This version of epistemic fictionalism would be a version of 

sceptical pragmatic invariantism, rather than a competitor to sceptical pragmatic invariantism
86

.  

Nevertheless, mirroring the epistemic contextualism objection, the sceptical pragmatic 

invariantist may ask: why think that the pragmatic mechanism is that of metaphor, as opposed to 

straightforward Gricean implicature? What does epistemic fictionalism add to the explanation of 

how sentences of the form “S knows that P” succeed in communicating their content? The 

remainder of this chapter argues that epistemic fictionalism is well placed to respond to two 

objections that straightforward non-metaphor Gricean sceptical practical invariantism faces. To 

illustrate this point, I compare standard Gricean SPI to an epistemic fictionalism on which the 

fictional mechanism is metaphor, on a Gricean implicature understanding of metaphor. I also 

comment briefly on how non-implicature based metaphor fictionalism might address these two 

objections, but the focus will be on a Gricean implicature metaphor fictionalism. This focus 

should not be read as endorsing Gricean implicature as the correct account of metaphor, or even 

of metaphor fictionalism. Rather, the aim is to show how if one is already persuaded by standard 

SPI, then spelling out the pragmatic mechanism in terms of metaphor confers advantages. That 

is to say, I hope to make plausible the claim that if one is already persuaded by standard SPI, 

then one has good reason to become a fictionalist.  
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 On many theories of loose talk, loose talk also communicates content via implicature. Indeed, Dinges 

writes that “proponents of SPI typically hold that the knowledge claim in the low standards scenario is a 

case of loose use” (2016:2580). On this view, uttering a sentences of the form "S knows that P" implicates 

that S is close enough for present purposes to knowing that P. Since loose talk is discussed in §1 of this 

chapter, I won’t discuss it further in this section, but do wish to note that the discussion on implicature in 

general also applies to theories of loose talk on which loose talk conveys its communicated content via 

implicature.   
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6.4.1. Knowledge attributions in thought 

Baumann (2011) argues against both moderate and sceptical pragmatic invariantism by pointing 

to the fact that sentences of the form “S knows that P” are equally as felicitous when they are 

believed or thought, without being asserted. Imagine that it is the low stakes case: Hannah has 

gone to the bank alone, and seeing the queue, she forms the belief that the bank will be open on 

Saturday, and from this she forms the belief that she will be able to deposit her cheque tomorrow. 

Hannah’s belief appears felicitous in the low stakes case. The sceptical invariantist analysis of the 

original case was that Hannah asserts something false (e.g. ‘my evidence entails that the bank will 

be open tomorrow’) in order to implicate something true (e.g. ‘my evidence is sufficiently strong 

such that we may rely on the bank being open tomorrow’). But this implicature-based analysis 

does not apply at the level of belief, since beliefs do not carry implicatures. Beliefs cannot flout 

conversational maxims as there is no audience to go searching for an alternative non-face-value 

meaning. So, sceptical pragmatic invariantism cannot explain why beliefs of the form “S knows 

that P” appear appropriate and felicitous in most contexts, despite being false
87

.  

Metaphor fictionalism is well-equipped to explain knowledge attributions in thought. Metaphor 

is a thoroughly cognitive phenomenon, framing thoughts and perceptions as well as language 

(Lakoff and Johnson 1980, Thibodeau and Boroditsy 2011, Semino et. al. 2018). And indeed, 

almost all metaphor theories posit that metaphorical content is expressed in thought as well as in 

language. Non-implicature theories of metaphor have a straightforward reply to the cases raised 

by Baumann: metaphorical meanings are lodged into the semantics of metaphorical sentences, 

and so metaphorical meanings are expressed in both thought and assertion. In the low standard 

BANK case, the belief “I know that the bank is open” metaphorically communicates the non-

face-value content “my evidence is sufficiently strong such that we may rely on the bank being 

open tomorrow”, rather than the face-value content ‘my evidence entails that the bank will be 

open tomorrow’. As discussed in chapter 5, that metaphorical sentences might contain a tacit 

operator, or perhaps they contain context-generated ad hoc metaphorical concepts.  

The case is not so straightforward for implicature theories of metaphor. Indeed, Baumann’s 

objection could be reformulated into an objection to implicature theories of metaphor in general: 

implicature metaphor theories of metaphor posit that in uttering a metaphorical sentence 

speakers say something false, to implicate something true. But this analysis does not explain how 

it is that metaphorical sentences in belief and thought succeed in communicating the non-face-

value content. The implicature theorist says that in uttering the sentence “Juliet is the sun”, 

Romeo implicates that she is radiant and worthy of worship. But it seems that Romeo’s belief or 

thought that Juliet is the sun communicates the same content as his utterance of “Juliet is the 
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 Although see Dinges (2016) for an invariantism-friendly solution. 
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sun”
88

. How is this possible, if detecting conversational maxim flouting is what enables the 

expression of the metaphor’s pragmatically implicated non-face-value content?
89

 

An initially plausible solution might be to think of thought as a conversation with oneself, 

governed by the same conversational maxims as a conversation. However, this suggestion is not 

in keeping with how implicature is supposed to work. Implicature works because speakers trust 

hearers to work out that a conversational maxim has been broken, and trust them to search for 

a likely alternative meaning. This does not apply to conversations with oneself – one would 

already be aware they are using speech to communicate its non-face-value content. Speaks 

(2008:113) goes as far as to write into the definition of an implicature that it precludes the 

sentence being used to communicate the implicated content in thought: “the fact that a sentence 

S may be used in conversation to communicate (convey, assert) P can be explained as a 

conversational implicature only if S cannot be used by an agent in thought to judge (think) P.” 

A better response is for the metaphor theorist to argue that metaphor in thought is a matter of 

what using the metaphor enables the thinker to achieve, that they could not otherwise have 

achieved (or could not otherwise as easily have achieved) using exclusively face-value meanings. 

In general, we should not expect language in thought to function in precisely the same way as 

language in conversation, for the latter is always shaped by what the speaker is attempting to get 

the hearer to read into their utterances. Griceans in particular think that all intrapersonal spoken 

communication, not just implicature and metaphor, is governed by adherence to conversational 

maxims. The Gricean metaphor theorist posits that when using metaphors in speech, a speaker 

utters a metaphorical sentence such as “You’re the cream in my coffee” in order to communicate 

to the hearer something akin to “You make me feel proud and happy”. Metaphor in spoken 

language is a matter of a speaker getting the hearer to believe some proposition (e.g. ‘you make 

me feel proud and happy’) from some other (albeit, false at face-value) proposition 

communicated by their utterance (e.g. ‘you are the cream in my coffee’). Uttering the latter 

proposition succeeds in communicating the former proposition because the hearer recognised 

that the speaker’s utterance, if taken at face-value, would violate a conversational maxim of 

relevance or quality. This sparks engagement into an inferential process such that the hearer, too, 

comes to see how they (as the subject) can play a role to the speaker that is somehow structured 

along the lines of cream in coffee. Perhaps, the speaker gets the hearer to recognise some salient 

similarity between the role that the hearer (as the subject) plays in the speaker’s life and the role 

that cream plays in a cup of coffee, or perhaps the speaker calls to the hearer’s mind common 

associations with cream in coffee.  

Analogously, the Gricean can say that metaphor use in private thought is a matter of the thinker 

coming to believe some proposition (e.g., 'The subject is my pride and joy') from reflecting on 

some other (albeit false at face-value) proposition (e.g., 'The subject is the cream in my coffee'). 

As is the case in the interpersonal spoken context, the thinker exploits the false proposition 
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 As it happens, this is close to Romeo’s situation. When he utters this sentence, he is alone and (excluding 

the play’s audience) has no interlocutors to detect any maxim flouting and retrieve the implicated content.  
89

 Nogales (2012: 999) discusses a related point, noting that “we are perfectly able to interpret a metaphor 

found on a scrap of paper, despite a complete lack of knowledge of illocutionary features, something that 

would be impossible if metaphorical content depended on illocutionary features”.  
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communicated by a face-value reading of their thought or belief (e.g. ‘the subject is the cream of 

my coffee’) in order to more easily bring out how the subject plays a role to the thinker that is 

somehow structured along the lines of cream in coffee. As in the interpersonal spoken case, 

thinking metaphorically in this way might draw the thinker’s attention to salient similarities 

between the role that the subject plays in the thinker’s life and the role that cream plays in a cup 

of coffee, or enable the thinker to exploit common associations with cream in coffee. Thought 

and belief, metaphorical or otherwise, is not constrained by conversational maxims – but when 

the thinker wishes to utter sentences to communicate the proposition expressed by her thought 

or beliefs, the utterances are so constrained. In the same way, metaphorical sentences in thought 

are not constrained by conversational maxims, and play the role of aiding the thinker in her 

practical and theoretical reasoning. But when the proposition expressed by the metaphorical 

sentence is uttered as part of a conversation, then the speaker gets the hearer to retrieve the 

speakers’ intended meaning by getting the hearer to engage in an inferential processes aimed at 

retrieving the non-face-value meaning
90

.  

Here, then, is how a Gricean metaphor fictionalist explains contextual variations in felicity of 

beliefs and thoughts which communicate propositions of the form “S knows that P”. In the low 

stakes case, Hannah comes to believe a true non-face-value proposition (e.g. that she has 

sufficient evidence in support of the proposition that the bank will be open tomorrow) from some 

other albeit false at face-value proposition (e.g. I know that the bank will be open tomorrow). 

Her belief is felicitous in the context because the proposition communicated by the non-face-

value reading of her belief is true. In the high-stakes case, the proposition communicated by the 

non-face-value reading of her belief is false, and so the belief is not felicitous. The same principle 

applies to knowledge denials. In the low-stakes case, the proposition communicated by the non-

face-value reading of “I don’t know that the bank will be open tomorrow” is infelicitous because 

the proposition communicated by a false non-face-value reading is false. Metaphor fictionalism, 

then, explains how knowledge talk can be used in thought to communicate its non-face-value 

content
91

. 

Furthermore, the function of metaphor appears to cohere better with the function of knowledge 

talk than does the function of Gricean implicature in general. In typical cases of implicature, 

speakers choose to communicate their intended meaning via implicature because they wish to 

avoid being reported as having asserted the implicated content (Camp 2006). In the famous letter 

writing case, the referee chooses to communicate via implicature precisely because she does not 

wish to overtly commit herself to the propositional content ‘the student is a poor philosopher’. 

Given this, we might wonder why speakers would communicate content regarding epistemic 

positions via implicature. After all, knowledge attributions are not typically the types of speech 

acts that speakers wish to distance themselves from. That speakers do overtly and obviously 
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 Thank you to David Austin for helping me to understand how Gricean metaphor theorists treat 

metaphor in thought.  
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 This is not to endorse a Gricean picture of metaphor as the correct account of metaphor: I leave the 

question of which picture of metaphor is correct open. The point is rather that if one is otherwise 

persuaded by a Gricean SPI picture, then further fleshing the view out so that the underlying pragmatic 

mechanism is that posited by Gricean metaphor confers advantages over the ‘bare’ Gricean SPI view. 
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commit to the communicated content is precisely what enables knowledge talk to serve its 

functions of recommending informants and ending inquiry.  

Of course, this is not the only function of implicature and it is possible that knowledge talk is an 

example of implicature for purposes other than politeness and a desire to avoid overt 

commitment. What might this be? A possibility already discussed is §1 of this chapter that 

knowledge talk is communicated via implicature for emphasis. Another perhaps more plausible 

option is that using implicature increases verbal efficiency: one of the uses of implicature is to 

enable the communication of multiple contents through the utterance of a single content, thus 

avoiding the laborious task of asserting each content that they wish to communicate (see Levinson 

2000: 28–31; Camp 2006: 3; Wilson and Sperber 2012: 62). For example, one might assert the 

single content “there is a petrol station around the corner” to implicate a multitude of contents, 

including “the petrol station is open”. However, this does not seem to apply to the case of 

knowledge talk. Following Meibauer (2009:378), Dinges (2016) distinguishes between additive 

implicature and substitutional implicature. Additive implicature conveys an implicated content 

in addition to the asserted content, as in the above example where implicated content ‘the petrol 

station is open’ is communicated in addition to the asserted content ‘there is a petrol station 

around the corner’. In contrast, substitutional implicature conveys the implicated content instead 

of the asserted content. For example, someone might sarcastically assert “John’s a fine friend” in 

order to implicate instead that John is a poor friend. Dinges argues, convincingly, that an SPI 

which posits that knowledge talk typically communicates via implicature must posit substitutional 

implicature. For speakers who utter sentences of the form “S knows that P” clearly do not intend 

to communicate both that S is infallible with regards to P, and additionally that S is in a good 

enough position with regards to P for S’s purposes. Therefore, it is implausible that on SPI 

knowledge talk serves the function of communicating multiple contents, of which the asserted 

content is one.  

In contrast, metaphor fictionalism has a clear answer as to why the implicated metaphorical 

content would be communicated by uttering a sentence that is false on a face-value reading. The 

metaphor frame ‘S knows that P’ structures how we think about being in a good epistemic 

position with regards to P, making the high standards and the sense in which we can take a 

proposition as given salient. Metaphor fictionalism, even an implicature-based metaphor 

fictionalism, is therefore well placed to respond to the objection that implicature theories cannot 

explain how beliefs communicate non-face-value content.  

6.4.2. The awareness objection  

Kyriacou (2021:124) writes that critics of SPI often rely on a “single, often quickly aired” 

objection: the objection from semantic awareness. Roughly, the objection is that everyday 

speakers and hearers are not aware of using ‘know’ to communicate the content that SPI 

proposes. Given that the semantic intuitions of everyday speakers and hearers is generally a 

reliable indicator as to what speakers use their uttered words to mean, positing widespread 

semantic blindness counts against SPI. I will argue that although this objection does apply to 

‘bare’ Gricean SPI, cashing out SPI in terms of metaphor fictionalism avoids the problem.  
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Following Kyriacou, we can distinguish between two variants of the semantic awareness objection. 

One strand objects to positing that speakers are unaware of the face-value semantic meaning of 

the term ‘knows’. According to SPI, the face-value semantic meaning of the words 'knows' is that 

posited by the sceptic, something which everyday speakers and hearers appear unaware of. For 

example, Montminy (2009:652) writes that invariantism posits a “very puzzling type of error”, 

namely, that “ordinary speakers lack access to the conventional meaning of knowledge sentences: 

although they are informed about all the relevant facts, they are unable to make a correct, literal 

use of such sentences”. The second strand of the awareness objection is that in typical cases of 

implicature, speakers realise that there is a gap between the face-value meaning of the sentences 

that they use and the content that they intend to use those sentences to express, while speakers 

who engage in knowledge talk exhibit no such awareness. Dinges, for example, argues that SPI 

violates the principle that in cases of implicature "people are aware of the discrepancy between 

what they say and what they implicate" (2016:2588). This version of the objection is stronger in 

the sense that it does not hold that speakers who implicate are always able to spell out precisely 

what the face-value meaning of their sentences is: rather, it suffices that they are capable of 

detecting a gap between the face-value meaning of their utterance and the non-face-value meaning 

that they wish to express, even if they are unable to articulate precisely what the gap amounts to. 

The awareness objection in both its iterations is reminiscent of the phenomenological objections 

to fictionalism discussed in Chapter 5, and I argued there that metaphor theory is well placed to 

answer these objections. In a nutshell, a lack of semantic awareness is to be expected on epistemic 

fictionalism, because it is typical to not notice the face-value semantic meanings of commonly 

used metaphors. Despite this, confrontational contexts do reveal what, following Yablo (2010), 

the fictionalists call ‘felt gaps’ between face-value and non-face-value content, and so metaphor 

theory also meets its version of the ‘implicature awareness’ objection. In what follows, I take a 

closer look at formulations of the awareness objections which target SPI, and argue that metaphor 

fictionalism has the resources to address them.  

Let's start by considering the main piece of evidence that defenders of the awareness objection 

appeal to: intuitions regarding the felicity of responses in a series of dialogues. Specifically, 

defenders of the semantic awareness objection argue that in cases where a speaker communicates 

via implicature, hearers and speakers alike respond in ways that indicate that they do in fact 

recognise that they have used a form of implicature. In contrast, they argue that speakers who 

utter sentences of the form “S knows that P” do not exhibit such recognition. 

Blome-Tillman takes exaggeration as a particular form of implicature, and asks us to compare 

the following two exchanges:    

(1)  Exaggeration: 

A: I've been waiting forever!  

B: That's absurd; no human being could ever wait that long. 

A: Oh c'mon—I was just exaggerating! 
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(2)  Exaggeration K: 

H: I know that the bank will be open tomorrow. 

S: That's absurd; no human being could ever know that. 

H: Oh c'mon—I was just exaggerating
92

 

A’s response to B seems entirely felicitous. Blome-Tillman argues that competent language users 

typically recognise that a face-value reading of A’s first utterance would violate the maxim of 

Quality on account of it being transparently false, triggering the search for an implicated non-

face-value reading. That A’s first utterance is intended to implicate a non-face-value content is 

evidenced by the felicity of A’s final utterance. In contrast, H’s response does not strike us as 

felicitous. Blome-Tillman argues that if SPI were correct, H’s final remark should strike hearers 

as being equally as felicitous as A’s final remark. But unlike typical cases of implicature, speakers 

and hearers of sentences of the form “S knows that P” appear to be unaware of a face-value 

reading of the utterance, or indeed that there is a gap between what their utterance communicates 

on a face-value reading and what the speaker is using it to communicate.  

Blome-Tillman argues that the same considerations rule out the metaphor version of SPI, as 

evidenced by the differences in felicity in the final line of the following two dialogues (2013:4301): 

Metaphor: 

A: She's made of stone, this girl. 

B: That's absurd; human beings aren't made of stone. 

A: Oh, c'mon—I was speaking metaphorically! 

Metaphor K: 

H: I know that the bank will be open tomorrow. 

S: That's absurd; no human being could ever know that. 

H: Oh, c'mon—I was speaking metaphorically! 

I think that there are two related explanations for why H’s response in ‘Metaphor K’ sounds 

infelicitous while A’s response in ‘Metaphor’ sounds felicitous, and on neither is H’s response 

infelicitous on account of being false. First, we should not expect speakers to identify what 

mechanism they are using to communicate their intended content. A’s response is felicitous 

because B is obviously responding to the face-value reading of the metaphor, and in so doing, 

B’s challenge makes it salient to hearers (A included) that A is speaking metaphorically. A 

expected B to respond to the non-face-value content that A wished to communicate to B, and 
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prior to B’s challenge had perhaps not even considered whether their utterance carries a face-

value meaning. However, in making it obvious that they are responding to the face-value content, 

B makes the face-value reading salient to A, and forces A to either rephrase or recant – which 

here, A does by clarifying that they were speaking metaphorically. In contrast, S’s challenge in 

‘Metaphor K’ does not obviously – if at all – indicate that S is responding to any face-value reading 

of their original utterance. Without more context, it is unclear precisely what the nature of S’s 

challenge is – they could just as plausibly be challenging the non-face-value content of H’s original 

utterance. That is to say, S could be challenging whether given H’s evidence (i.e. that H was at 

the bank two weeks ago on Saturday), any human being could be in a good enough position to 

act as in informant with regards to the proposition that the bank will be open tomorrow. Hence 

S’s challenge does not make salient to H that H is speaking metaphorically, and further does not 

make it apparent to H that the cooperative conversational move is to rephrase or recant, for 

example by clarifying that H is speaking metaphorically. 

A critic of metaphor fictionalism might respond that even if S’s challenge were much more 

explicit – e.g. “that’s absurd; no human being could ever know that the bank is open tomorrow, 

because no human being could rule out the possibility that they are a brain in a vat being deceived 

into believing that there is an external world containing banks to be open tomorrow” – H’s reply 

of “Oh, c'mon—I was speaking metaphorically!” would still seem infelicitous. However, this is 

not a fatal objection to metaphor fictionalism. As discussed in chapters 3 and 4, many 

metaphorical sentences often are not registered as metaphorical by speakers or hearers, 

especially if the metaphors are conventional and familiar. Consider the following dialogue with a 

conventional metaphor: 

 Musical Notes 

C: Her singing voice is amazing, she doesn’t miss a note.  

D: That’s absurd; it isn’t possible to hit or miss notes. She is vibrating her vocal cords at 

the correct frequency.  

 C: Oh, c'mon—I was speaking metaphorically! 

D’s response is highly uncooperative, but technically legitimate. Likewise C’s response is correct, 

but might not sound entirely natural. Indeed, talk of hitting and missing notes might not strike us 

as metaphorical on first hearing; this is because this talk is standardly use to communicate it’s 

non-face-value meaning, such that it’s perhaps hard to hear the face-value reading at all. On the 

picture defended in this thesis, whether a sentence is metaphorical is a function of whether it 

succeeds in communicating its implicated content in virtue of a structural mapping between the 

source domain and the target domain, irrespective of whether speakers are aware of such a 

mapping. Therefore, even when a fragment of discourse is metaphorical, the sentence “I was 

speaking metaphorically!” might not always sound natural.  

This is not to say, however, that speakers are not on some level aware of a gap between the face-

value readings of the sentences that they assert, and the non-face-value reading that they are using 

them to convey. Returning to the example where the brain in a vat challenge is made explicit, it 
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would perhaps be more natural for H to recant or rephrase, perhaps by protesting that she did 

not intend to rule out the BIV possibility. This suggests that H is aware of some gap between 

what her original utterance says if taken at face-value, and what she meant to communicate by 

uttering it, even if H is not able to identify precisely what linguistic mechanism is responsible for 

the gap. Metaphor fictionalism, then, avoids Blome-Tillman’s version of the awareness objection 

to SPI
93

.  

This brings us on to the stronger formulation of the awareness objection. Targeting loose-talk 

versions of SPI, Dinges argues that in typical cases of implicature, speakers demonstrate 

awareness of a gap between what sentences assert and what speakers use them to communicate, 

while users of knowledge talk do not exhibit such awareness. As evidence, he contrasts the 

felicitousness of the final response in the following dialogue: 

C’mon  

A: It’s three o’clock. 

B: It’s one minute past! 

A: Oh, c’mon. You know what I meant. 

Unlike Blome-Tillman’s examples, the felicity of the ‘Oh, c’mon. You know that I meant’ 

response does not require that speakers be capable of articulating precisely what they meant, or 

via which mechanism. It only requires that speakers are aware that there is some difference 

between what they said and meant, and aware that their interlocutor has responded to the former 
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 I am not convinced that standard Gricean SPI falls foul of Blome-Tillman’s objection, either; for 

Gricean implicature also often goes undetected by speakers in cooperative situations. For example, 

consider the following dialogue between the famous letter writer and a hypothetical admissions 

department:   

Letter Writer  

W: This student has excellent handwriting  

A: We’re not too concerned with handwriting quality, most assignments are typed nowadays 

anyway  

W: Oh, c'mon—I was trying to implicate!  

W’s response also sounds unnatural. Perhaps this is accounted for by the inappropriateness of making 

an implicature explicit, but I think that speakers plausibly do not consciously partition their utterances 

according to whether they communicate content by implicature or by assertion. It seems that speakers 

using implicature are aware of what they are trying to communicate, and also aware of the desire to avoid 

committing too explicitly to what they are trying to communicate, rather than being explicitly aware of the 

fact that they are using implicature.  

This is why confrontational contexts make salient the use of implicature – the admission’s officer could 

have taken a confrontational approach and directly asked “What are you implying? You must know we 

don’t care about that, are you trying to say that the student is unsuited to our programme?”. This 

confrontational context makes salient the use of implicature, and forces the letter writer to either own or 

recant the implicated content of their utterance. Therefore, I agree with Dinges (2016) that whether 

speakers can identify the semantic content on a face-value reading of their utterance and further, whether 

they can identify the specific mechanism by which uttering a sentence succeeds in communicating their 

intended content is not an accurate test for ascertaining whether a given domain of discourse is typically 

used to implicate or assert. 



161 

 

as opposed to the latter. Indeed, in cases of implicature speakers can make sense of challenges 

that respond to the face-value content of the utterance, either due to genuine or deliberate 

misunderstanding, precisely because they are aware of the gap and so aware of the potential for 

misunderstanding. In the above dialogue, A is able to easily parse B’s challenge as responding to 

the face-value content, which indicates that A is aware of a gap between the face-value content 

and the content that A wishes to communicate.  

In contrast, Dinges argues that in the low-standards context, the final response in the following 

dialogue is infelicitous: 

C’mon K 

H: I know that the bank will be open. 

S: I doubt that. The bank could have changed its hours. 

H: Oh, c’mon. You know what I meant! 

Dinges argues that sceptical pragmatic invariantism predicts that H’s final utterance ought to be 

felicitous. If the final utterance were an implicature, then H should be aware of the gap between 

what she said and what she meant, and be able to easily parse that S is responding to what H said 

as opposed to what H meant. Yet, H’s response is not felicitous. Therefore, SPI is to be rejected. 

A natural response on behalf of the SPI proponent is that S does respond to what H meant as 

opposed to what H said. H’s response, then, would be infelicitous because it would violate the 

maxim of Quality. Indeed, had S raised outlandish sceptical possibilities like the BIV possibility, 

the reply “Oh, c’mon. You know what I meant!” would appear entirely felicitous, suggesting that 

when there is a gap between speaker meaning and what is said regarding use of sentences of the 

form “S knows that P”, agents are aware of it and respond appropriately. Perhaps, then, the 

mistake is to assume (as Dinges does) that the bank changing its hours is too unlikely an event to 

count as a serious response to what H intended to communicate with her first utterance in the 

low standards case. That is to say, the proponent of SPI can argue that this particular dialogue 

does not test for whether speakers can parse challenges aimed at what is said (as opposed to what 

is meant) because the challenge straightforwardly addresses what is meant.   

In reply, Dinges argues that if the sceptical invariantist takes this route, she risks rendering SPI 

superfluous. For SPI appeals to implicature to explain the variability in intuitions regarding the 

assertability of sentences of the form “S knows that P” across low and high standard cases, such 

as the bank cases. According to SPI, what explains the variability is precisely that in the low-

standards case, H does not intend to communicate that she can rule out the possibility that the 

bank has changed its hours. Therefore, the SPI proponent cannot easily claim that in the low 

standards case S is responding to what H meant, without undermining SPI’s explanation for 

variability.  

Further, Dinges argues that the proponent of SPI cannot claim that H’s final response is 

acceptable, either, on pain of losing the sense in which higher standard contexts are supposed to 
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be enlightened contexts. As Hawthorne puts it, “as more and more possibilities of error become 

salient to us, we are reaching an ever more enlightened perspective” (2004:164–5). Cohen also 

holds that in a high standards context “one has a feeling of enlightenment regarding the correct 

application of the predicate in question” (2005:58). If this is right, then when S changes the 

context to one where more demanding epistemic standards are operative by making salient the 

possibility that the bank could have changed its hours, H ought to feel ‘enlightened’. But the 

response “Oh, c’mon. You know what I meant!” denies that H feels enlightened, and suggests 

that H had this possibility in mind all along.  

I think that metaphor fictionalism versions of SPI can address both of these worries, and that 

whether H’s reply is felicitous depends on whether H takes S’s challenge to be a genuine attempt 

to respond to what H meant, or an uncooperative and deliberate misunderstanding. Take the 

case where S is being deliberately nitpicky. Perhaps it is part of the shared background 

assumptions between Hannah and Sara that the bank is extremely unlikely to change its hours, 

and so the challenge is responding to what is said as opposed to what is meant in a way that is 

obvious to both of them. In this case, “You know what I mean” is an appropriate response: Sara 

did know what Hannah meant, but chose to respond to what Hannah said, instead. Is this denying 

that making new possibilities salient induces feelings of enlightenment? No. But it does deny that 

Sara has created a more enlightened context by raising the possibility that the bank could have 

changed its hours. Rather, returning to Cohen’s phrasing, what Sara has done is enlighten hearers 

about the “correct application of the predicate in question”. For as metaphor theory predicts, 

when there is conflict about whether the face-value or non-face-value meaning should be taken 

up in a given conversational context, the face-value reading takes priority. In this example, 

Hannah may well feel enlightened as to which meaning wins out in this context, but need not feel 

that the context in general is a more enlightened one. This way of feeling enlightened passes 

Dinges’ awareness test: when challenged, Hannah responds in a way that demonstrates a gap 

between what she said and what she means. She is enlightened as to whether the face-value or 

non-face-value meaning is appropriate, when both are on the table. It is not a requirement of 

passing the test that Hannah were aware of the gap prior to making the claim and prior to being 

confronted with the challenge, back before the face-value reading was on the table. As with 

metaphor in general, speakers may not realise that there is a gap until the challenge is presented 

– hence the feeling of enlightenment.  

Now, consider the case where Sara genuinely takes herself to be responding to what Hannah 

meant, as opposed to what she said. That is to say, Sara either believes that Hannah intended to 

communicate that her epistemic position is sufficient to rule out the possibility that the bank 

might change its hours, or Sara believes that their current context requires that it be so sufficient. 

The implicature-based metaphor fictionalism analysis of this version of ‘C’mon K’ can mirror 

that of the contextualist analysis given earlier in section 6.3.2.: Sara challenges the aptness of 

Hannah’s metaphorical sentence. Recall that whether “S know that P” is an apt metaphor for 

framing the epistemic position that S is in with regards to P is in part a function of how similar 

S’s epistemic position with regards to P is to infallibilism – and this similarity in turn is a function 

of the context. Here, Sarah pushes a dissimilarity between the source domain (infallible 

knowledge) and the target domain (Hannah’s epistemic position). Hannah can stick to her guns 
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by challenging whether the dissimilarity is sufficient to make the metaphor not apt (e.g. “Well, 

do you think that’s likely?”). But she cannot stick to her guns by saying “Oh, c’mon. You know 

what I meant” because Sarah has either actually succeeded in responding to what Hannah meant, 

and the reply is inappropriate; or Sarah does not know what Hannah meant, and the reply is 

infelicitous because clearly false. Crucially, this analysis does not detract from metaphor 

fictionalism’s analysis of the high-standards context. There, Sarah challenges what Hannah meant 

by challenging the aptness of Hannah’s metaphor; Hannah agrees that the metaphor is not apt; 

and Hannah retracts the implicated content
94

.   

This is not to say that non-metaphor based SPI cannot also meet these challenges, but that 

epistemic fictionalism based on an implicature metaphor theory has the resources to answer 

these objections should make it an attractive option to proponents of SPI. Those already 

convinced by SPI, then, might do well to adopt fictionalism as the way of making good on SPI. 

6.5. Conclusion 

In this chapter, I defended epistemic fictionalism by comparing it to rival views. I argued that 

epistemic fictionalism fares well against three antirealist views: hyperbole, loose talk and 

regulative ideals. In particular, understanding sentences of the form “S knows that P” as 

metaphorical better coheres with the function of knowledge talk, as well as linguistic data on how 

each type of talk behaves.  

In discussing epistemic contextualism and sceptical pragmatic invariantism, I compared each 

view to a fictionalism ground in its ‘counterpart’ way of understanding metaphor. That is to say, 

I compared epistemic contextualism to epistemic fictionalism underpinned by a contextualist 

view of metaphor, and I compared sceptical pragmatic invariantism to epistemic fictionalism 

underpinned by a gricean implicature view of metaphor. In doing so, I hope to have shown two 

things: first, that epistemic fictionalism does not commit one to any particular view of metaphor, 

and leaves open the question of how sentences of the form “S knows that P” communicate the 

non-face-value content; second, that going fictionalist about knowledge talk brings something to 

the table beyond the ‘bare’ context-sensitivity or ‘bare’ implicature already posited by epistemic 

contextualism and sceptical pragmatic invariantism respectively. On the epistemic contextualist 

side, epistemic fictionalism claims that knowledge talk behaves like a metaphor because it is 

metaphorical, and thus is an improvement on contextualist views that posit that knowledge talk 

is merely analogous to a particular type of context-sensitive term. Furthermore, epistemic 

fictionalism has a principled explanation for why the sceptic succeeds in imposing her own 

reading of sentences of the form “S knows that P”, and matches the contextualist explanation of 

everyday context shifts. On the sceptical pragmatic invariantist side, epistemic fictionalism 

provides an explanation for why knowledge attributions in thought succeed in conveying a non-

face-value content, and for responses under challenge.  
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 On the version of SPI that Dinges discusses and objects to, the face-value reading of ‘knows’ is the 

demanding but nevertheless attainable one operative in the high standards bank case. The metaphor 

fictionalist who adopts the same face-value meaning posited by Dinges has an even more straightforward 

explanation for the difference between the high standard and low standard cases, namely, that in the high-

standard case Sarah responds both to what Hannah meant and to what she said.  
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I have limited the discussion to these two views because, like epistemic fictionalism, they posit 

that the sceptical infallibilist is right (at least in one sense) about the face-value reading of 

sentences of the form “S knows that P”, but also that such sentences are typically used to 

communicate other, non-face-value contents. The epistemic contextualist posits that both the 

sceptical infallibilist reading and the communicated content are legitimate face-value readings, 

while the sceptical pragmatic invariantist posits that the former is a face-value reading, and the 

latter a non-face-value reading. In showing how the epistemic fictionalist has the resources to 

address objections to these views while retaining their advantages, I hope to have gone some way 

towards demonstrating that epistemic fictionalism deserves further investigation. 
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Concluding Remarks  

This thesis has outlined and defended a novel view in epistemology: epistemic fictionalism, 

according to which knowledge talk is metaphorical. Understanding knowledge talk as 

metaphorical is to understand the concept of knowledge as being underpinned by a metaphorical 

frame which maps elements of the source domain (knowledge on an infallibilist picture) onto a 

target domain (related to the functions of knowledge talk). According to my epistemic 

fictionalism, a face-value reading of sentences of the form “S knows that P” is that S is infallible 

with regards to P. However, such sentences are not typically used to express their face-value 

content, but to communicate their metaphorical content, roughly: that S is in a good enough 

position with regards to p to act as a reliable informant as to whether P, that S may terminate 

inquiry into whether P, and so on.  

The claim that knowledge talk is metaphorical might initially strike readers as surprising and, 

perhaps, as prima facie implausible. My primary aim throughout this thesis has been to motivate 

epistemic fictionalism as a serious contender worthy of further development and investigation. I 

will now briefly summarise how each chapter contributes towards motivating epistemic 

fictionalism. To start, Chapter 1 canvassed some of the arguments in favour of infallibilism about 

knowledge, and diagnosed epistemologists’ resistance to infallibilism as being due infallibilism 

entailing high-standards scepticism. One of the key motivations for epistemic fictionalism is its 

ability to capture the sense in which sceptical infallibilism is correct, at least as it pertains to one 

reading of sentences of the form “S knows that P”. Chapter 2 addressed the New Apraxia 

objection to sceptical infallibilism, and argued that a concept or discourse domain may be 

functional in spite of typically being used in false sentences, thus motivating a broader class of 

anti-realist views to which fictionalism belongs.  

Chapters 3 introduced fictionalism and laid out five criteria for a well-motivated fictionalist view, 

before applying these criteria to inform what epistemic fictionalism might look like, in particular, 

what content sentences of the form “S knows that P” might communicate on a face-value and 

non-face-value reading. Chapter 4 developed my positive proposal, a ‘function-first’ epistemic 

fictionalism underpinned by the mechanism of metaphor frames. It motivated epistemic 

fictionalism by spelling out the practical advantages of knowledge talk being framed in terms of 

infallibilism, and by highlighting how fictionalism retains the advantages of standard sceptical 

infallibilism while avoiding the damaging consequences of scepticism. On the infallibilist side, 

that the face-value reading of sentences of the form “S knows that P” is that posited by the 

infallibilist explains why infallibilism in general, and sceptical conclusions in particular, are 

compelling: they are, literally, true. Yet, epistemic fictionalism avoids the pitfalls commonly 

associated with sceptical infallibilism: sentences of the form “S knows that P” typically 

communicate a true content, and so everyday speakers are not committed to widespread error.  

Chapter 5 moved on to defending epistemic fictionalism by addressing three pressing objections, 

including the phenomenological objection. Chapter 6 compared fictionalism to rival views, 

including other anti-realist views (hyperbole, loose talk and regulative ideals), epistemic 

contextualism and sceptical pragmatic invariantism. I have argued that epistemic fictionalism 

fares well against these views, both in terms of accounting for the function of knowledge talk and 

in explaining how knowledge talk behaves.  
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As noted, I hope to have shown that epistemic fictionalism is a promising view worthy of further 

development. The picture that I have presented here is amenable to being further specified and 

developed in different directions. The general claim that knowledge is metaphorical is 

compatible with a range of different theories on what the face-value and non-face-value readings 

of sentences of the form “S knows that P”. In this thesis, I argued that the face-value reading is 

that posited by the sceptical infallibilist, and the non-face-value reading is closely tied to the 

function of the concept of knowledge. But I have remained impartial on the question of what 

functions the concept of knowledge serves – any theory of the function of knowledge that is 

compatible with it fulfilling the functions that I have outlined may be plugged into my fictionalist 

theory. How this detail is filled in will directly bear on what content knowledge talk typically 

expresses. As such, epistemic fictionalism is compatible with a range of views on what knowledge 

talk typically communicates.  

Epistemic fictionalism is also compatible with a wide range of metaphor theories. Whether one 

opts for a content or force, assertoric or non-assertoric, contextualist or implicature-based picture 

of metaphor will radically impact one’s theory of the mechanics which operate knowledge talk, 

and land one with different types of epistemic fictionalism. I think that this gets the order of 

investigation right: rather than picking the underlying account of her posited fictional discourse 

that best coheres with her target discourse domain, the job of the fictionalist is to establish 

whether a given domain of discourse does belong to a given type of fictional discourse, for 

example, metaphor. The details of the fictionalist view will then be beholden to how that entire 

domain of talk functions. My job in this thesis has been to make plausible the claim that 

knowledge talk is metaphorical talk – what exactly this means for the mechanics of knowledge 

talk is a further question to be answered by appeal to metaphor theory more generally. 

Another aim of this thesis has been to showcase how the methods of function-first epistemology 

can fruitfully be put to work in developing an anti-realist theory. The focus on function has played 

multiple complementary roles, and entered the picture at different levels of analysis. In this sense, 

the scope of function-first epistemology has been pushed beyond investigating a concept’s 

intension, extension and value. To highlight this point, I will conclude by briefly pointing to how 

considerations of function have informed different aspects of the arguments in this thesis, starting 

with the micro level and working outwards.  

First, in constructing the details of my epistemic fictionalist view, considerations of function 

directly inform the content that I take to be communicated by knowledge talk. On epistemic 

fictionalism, sentences of the form “S knows that P” communicate that S is a reliable informant 

with regards to P, that S may end inquiry into whether P, and so on. In this sense, the concept of 

knowledge is directly shaped by the function that knowledge talk exists to serve (Chapter 4).  

The role of function goes beyond this, however. I have argued that keeping an eye trained to the 

function of domains of discourse as a whole illuminates what type of discourse they are. Here, I 

have argued from the claim that knowledge talk serves the function typical of metaphorical talk 

(specifically, of presenting information in cognitively accessible ways) to the conclusion that we 

have good reason to think that knowledge talk is in fact metaphorical. In particular, we have 

reason to think that knowledge talk is metaphorical, as opposed to being hyperbolic, being an 

instance of loose talk or reflective of a regulative ideals (Chapter 5). Considerations regarding the 

function of metaphorical talk in general not only make plausible the claim that knowledge talk is 

metaphorical, but also further vindicate hypotheses about the content that knowledge talk 

communicates. I argued from the claim that my particular construal of epistemic fictionalism (on 
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which sentences of the form “S knows that P” communicate function-related contents) enables 

knowledge talk to serve the function typical of metaphor talk, to the conclusion that we have 

good reason to suppose that these are indeed the contents communicated, as opposed to those 

proposed by Chung (2018) (Chapter 3). In this way, reflecting on the functions served by typical 

examples of a type of talk sheds light both on what type of talk the target discourse is, and on 

what it must be like (for example, what content it must express) to serve the functions typical of 

this type of talk. 

On a wider scale, function plays a pivotal role in the construal of fictionalism itself. I argued that 

a well-motivated fictionalist theory needs some explanation of the function of uttering sentences 

that are typically infelicitous if read at face-value, and that the notion of fiction must be part of 

the explanation of how the discourse domain serves this function. On this picture, that a 

discourse domain be functional - and specifically, that it be functional in virtue of being fictional 

– is a requirement of fictionalism in general. This way of thinking about fictionalism bakes in the 

central function-first principle that a concept has the shape that enables it to fulfil its function, 

and expands the principle to say that a discourse domain comes equipped with the underlying 

mechanism that enables it to fulfil its function, whether this mechanism be a face-value or non-

face-value mechanism.  

Often arguments from function that yield an anti-realist theory such as fictionalism are classed as 

debunking arguments, showing that we have good reason to reject a domain of discourse
95

. In 

contrast to both these debunking arguments and to the New Apraxia arguments (Chapter 2), I 

have argued that considerations of function can vindicate an anti-realist picture of knowledge. 

That is to say, I have argued that starting from considerations of function makes plausible the 

view that knowledge talk is underpinned by the mechanism of metaphor. This is no debunking 

project: that knowledge is functional, and functional because fictional, gives us every reason to 

keep on using our functional, fictional, infallibilist concept of knowledge.  
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 For example, function-led debunking arguments have been levelled at religion (Hobbes 1651, Hume 

1757, Nietzsche 1887); gender (Haslanger 2012); morality (Mackie 1977, Joyce 2001), metaphysics 

(Ladyman and Ross, 2007); social order (Marx, 1867); to name just a few. Although cf: Queloz 2021. 
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