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ABSTRACT: 

„Performative‟ transcendental arguments exploit the status of a subcategory of self-falsifying 

propositions in showing that some form of skepticism is unsustainable. The aim of this paper is 

to examine the relationship between performatively inconsistent propositions and transcendental 

arguments, and then to compare performative transcendental arguments to modest transcendental 

arguments that seek only to establish the indispensability of some belief or conceptual 

framework. Re-conceptualizing transcendental arguments as performative helps focus the 

intended dilemma for the skeptic: performative transcendental arguments directly confront the 

skeptic with the choice of abandoning either skepticism or some other deep theoretical 

commitment. 

 

 

Many philosophers, from Aristotle and St. Thomas Aquinas to Jaakko Hintikka, C.I. 

Lewis, and Bernard Lonergan, have claimed that some skeptical propositions regarding 

knowledge, reason, and/or morality can be shown to be self-defeating; that is to say, they have 

claimed that the very upholding of some skeptical position is in some way incompatible with the 

position being upheld, or with the implied, broader dialectical position of the skeptic in question. 

Statements or propositions alleged to have this characteristic also sometimes are called „self-

falsifying,‟ „self-refuting,‟ „self-stultifying,‟ „self-destructive,‟ or „pointless.‟ However, 

proponents of the strategy of showing skepticism to be self-defeating have not in general 

adequately distinguished between two types of self-defeating proposition: self-falsifying and 

self-stultifying. In the first part of this paper I distinguish between self-falsifying and self-

stultifying propositions, and introduce the notion of performative self-falsification. In the second 

part I discuss classical transcendental arguments, „modest‟ transcendental arguments, and 

objections to each. In the third part I introduce two types of transcendental argument—each 
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labeled “performative”—corresponding to two types of performatively self-falsifying 

proposition, and I compare them to modest transcendental arguments.  

 

I. 

Particularly important to understanding performative transcendental arguments are self-

referential statements and propositions. A „statement‟ can refer to an act (in the sense of a 

stating), in which one expresses a proposition with prima facie fact-stating intent.
1
 Such 

affirmative acts are carried out in a variety of ways, including by speaking, writing, and thinking. 

„Statement‟ can also refer to the product of a stating: namely, the claim thereby made (given 

what is stated plus the context of the stating). It is in this latter sense that statements are ascribed 

truth values, depending on whether the claim in question is true or false. A „proposition‟ is the 

content of the statement: it is that which is affirmed via the statement, independently of context. 

The result of someone uttering (or writing, etc.) the sentence “Roses are red” with the intention 

of sincerely affirming that fact is, then, the making of a statement; the proposition thereby 

affirmed is that roses are red.  

Statements and, by extension, propositions can be self-referential. As Joseph Boyle, 

Germain Grisez, and Olaf Tollefsen explain in their discussion of self-referential arguments, “a 

statement is self-referential if and only if the proposition which is affirmed refers to some aspect 

of the statement—that is, either to the sentence, or to the performance of affirming or uttering, or 

to the proposition itself.”
2
 In the case of self-referential statements, there may be ways for the 

same proposition to be stated that would not involve self-reference. Propositions also can be 

called self-referential: Boyle et al continue, “certain propositions are self-referential in any 

possible stating of them. Such propositions inevitably refer to themselves or to the performances 
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of their statements or to the sentences by which they are expressed.”
3
 They give as examples the 

proposition that all statements can be made in English, and the proposition that all propositions 

are either true or false. 

Self-referential statements can be performatively self-verifying or self-falsifying. That is 

to say, some aspect of their affirmation itself may verify or falsify what is affirmed. Hintikka 

famously put forth “cogito” and “sum” as examples of self-verifying statements.
4
 A statement is 

performatively self-verifying if some aspect of its being stated verifies the proposition it affirms. 

“I exist” could be thought to be self-verifying insofar as the fact that a thinks that P entails that a 

exists.
5
 If this is right, then, conversely, the denial that one exists is self-falsifying. What is 

distinctive about statements like “I do not exist,” or “nothing can be asserted,” is that they are 

self-falsifying not because they are internally logically inconsistent or imply their own falsity (as 

with “All statements are false” and “It is raining and it is not raining”), but because what they 

assert is in some way inconsistent with their being asserted. Thus they are „performatively‟ self-

falsifying. A wide variety of statements might be thought to be performatively self-falsifying, 

depending on other background assumptions one holds. Take, for example, the statement “I have 

had no contact with material objects,” which certainly is not obviously self-falsifying. Yet Kant 

argues that the possibility of organizing one‟s thought sequentially depends on the application of 

the concept of alteration to one‟s own mental states.
6
 And alteration (he further claims) must be 

exhibited in the sensory intuition of objective alteration.
7
 This experience can be no mere 

inference on the basis of a pattern of sensation, since the recognition of any such pattern depends 

on the organization of one‟s experiences sequentially. Thus an experience of objective alteration 

must have taken place, or else the skeptic would have been unable to organize her own thoughts 

in time. Though Kant does not explicitly take this further step, it is a short step to the following: 
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since the organization of one‟s own thoughts in time is, obviously, a necessary condition of any 

complex, conscious act of affirmation, including the act of making the claim that one has had no 

contact with material objects, then any such statement is performatively self-falsifying.
8
 

Performatively self-falsifying statements suggest more general performatively self-

falsifying propositions. For example, the putative status of the statement “I do not exist” as self-

falsifying suggests a kind of self-falsifying status for the proposition that no one exists: any 

attempt to affirm this proposition will produce a self-falsifying statement. Similarly, if the 

statement “I have had no contact with material objects” is self-falsifying as Kant‟s views would 

imply, then the proposition that no one has had any contact with material objects is also self-

falsifying.
9
 The conditions of the meaningful affirmation of a self-falsifying proposition cannot 

be satisfied unless the proposition is false; to affirm such a proposition involves one in a kind of 

performative inconsistency, because the truth of the proposition affirmed is inconsistent with its 

actually being affirmed.  

Depending on one‟s background assumptions, a wide range of propositions could count 

as performatively inconsistent (some of these, perhaps, more controversially than others). 

Following are some familiar propositions that are candidates for performative self-falsification, 

in that they each turn out (in the context of certain background assumptions) to be performatively 

self-falsifying:
10

 

 It is impossible to affirm anything. 

 Everything is in flux. If so, no reference to things in the world or their qualities (including 

that of being in flux) would be possible. [Plato, Theatetus] 

 No thinking thing (or thought) exists. [Descartes, Second Meditation] 

 There is no supreme being. The thought of a supreme being would be impossible unless a 

supreme being were the ultimate origin of the reality contained objectively in the idea of 

such a being. Thus any expression of doubt about the existence of a supreme being 

proves the existence of such a being. [Descartes, Third Meditation] 

 No one has had any contact with material objects. [Kant] 
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 No proposition is meaningful if it is neither a tautology nor empirically verifiable. If true, 

then this proposition would be meaningless. So if it can be (meaningfully) affirmed, then 

it is false. [Grisez
11

] 

 All persons are and always have been brains in vats. If true, given content-externalism, 

no one could refer to brains and vats. So this proposition would be inexpressible.
12

 Given 

externalist commitments with regard to reference, then, this proposition, if genuinely 

expressible, is false. [Putnam] 

 True and false descriptions cannot be distinguished. If not, then language has no 

descriptive use, and this proposition could not be meaningfully affirmed. [Kekes
13

] 

 Our belief-forming practices are not reliable. If not, then most of what we say is false, 

and so our utterances could not be part of a public language. If not, then none of our 

utterances, including any attempt to affirm this proposition, would be meaningful. 

[Davidson
14

]  

 The passage of time is an illusion. P.J. Zwart claims that any act of thinking or asserting 

requires succession. If so, any affirmation of this proposition would demonstrate its 

falsity.
15

 

 

Again, note that all of the above propositions are self-falsifying only given certain theoretical 

background assumptions. The above propositions fall into two rough categories: several self-

referentially apply to the act of thinking or uttering them, and several to their own 

meaningfulness or to their own successful acts of referring or denoting.  

It has sometimes been the case that performatively self-falsifying propositions have been 

inappropriately lumped together with another kind of proposition under a single description. For 

example, Hugo Meynell includes “I never have good reason for the statements I make” on his list 

of “self-destructive” statements.
16

 By virtue of this status, he says, such statements cannot be 

true, so their contraries must be true. But he is wrong to represent that statement as self-

falsifying: “I never have good reason for the statements I make” is not necessarily false; rather, it 

is either false or without epistemic warrant. This proposition is neither self-falsifying nor 

performatively inconsistent. Unlike a self-falsifying proposition, the proposition itself does not 

imply that its own affirmation should be impossible, and the affirmation of this proposition does 

not itself demonstrate that it is false. Rather, what the proposition says or implies is inconsistent 

with one‟s being epistemically entitled to affirm it.
17

 By way of further illustrating this contrast 
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class, it is interesting to note a number of propositions discussed by familiar figures that meet 

this description, given other background presuppositions implied by their views:  

 The principle of non-contradiction is false. If true, there would be no reason to believe 

any thesis, including this one. So, whenever affirmed, this proposition is either false or 

irrational. [Aristotle, Metaphysics Γ
18

] 

 There is no free choice. If true, belief or non-belief is inevitable, so there could be no 

question of being justified in believing any thesis. So there could be no rational assent to 

any proposition, including this one. [Epicurus
19

]  

 No human knowledge is immune to revision. This is a proposition any affirmation of 

which must presuppose its own immunity to revision. [Lonergan
20

]  

 There are no valid imperatives of right doing. Any affirmation, if it is to be justified, 

must obey constraints on justified affirmation. But this proposition denies any constraints 

on any kind of action, including affirmation. [Lewis
21

]  

 There can be no synthetic a priori knowledge. The affirmation of this proposition—itself 

neither analytic nor a posteriori—implies a claim to the possession of synthetic a priori 

knowledge. [Grisez
22

]  

 No grounded beliefs are possible. [Meynell] 

 Eliminative materialism [EM] can be articulated and defended. If EM is true, then there 

are no beliefs, and if there are no beliefs, then a belief in EM cannot be defended (i.e., 

made worthy of belief). So either EM is false or the affirmation of EM is indefensible. 

[Swinburne
23

] 

 

We could call propositions of this sort „self-stultifying.‟ Such propositions are to be 

distinguished from performatively self-falsifying propositions. In short, if a performatively self-

falsifying proposition is affirmable, it is not true; if a self-stultifying proposition is true, it is not 

rationally defensible. It is inconsistent to affirm a self-stultifying proposition because that one is 

justified in making a claim is a pragmatic implication of making that claim. This inconsistency is 

not performative, however: sincerely affirming such a proposition means only that one is 

implicitly committed to its being false, not that it is. The very fact of the performance of the 

proposition—as opposed to the content of the proposition itself—says nothing about whether it is 

justified.
24

  

Affirmations of genuinely performatively inconsistent propositions involve the speaker 

(or writer or thinker, etc.) in a species of self-referential contradiction. A proposition can 



 7 

undermine itself other than logically in a number of ways. In his discussion of the alleged self-

referential inconsistency of eliminative materialism, Andrew Cling distinguishes between the 

justificatory, semantic, and pragmatic presuppositions of theories.
25

 “The justificatory 

presuppositions of a theory T,” he explains, “are the necessary conditions of „T is justified,‟ the 

semantic presuppositions of T are the necessary conditions of „T is meaningful,‟ and the 

pragmatic presuppositions of T are the necessary conditions of „T is asserted.‟”
26

 In addition to a 

theory being logically self-referentially inconsistent, a theory can be inconsistent by virtue of 

itself denying or implying the contrary of one of its justificatory, semantic, or pragmatic 

presuppositions. Performative inconsistency derives from the self-referential denial of semantic 

or pragmatic presuppositions—in other words, a performatively self-falsifying proposition denies 

a necessary condition if its being meaningfully affirmed.
27

 (The affirmation of a self-stultifying 

proposition, by contrast, denies one of its justificatory presuppositions.) This is what renders the 

performance of the proposition via affirmation inconsistent, because any such successful 

performance is proof of the meaningful affirmability of the proposition. As the distinction 

between semantic and pragmatic presupposition suggests, we can further divide performatively 

self-falsifying propositions into two categories: those that imply that they cannot be 

meaningfully asserted, and those that imply that the act of asserting them is impossible, 

independently of any questions about meaning or reference.  

As I shall discuss in the third section, there is a close connection between performatively 

inconsistent propositions and transcendental arguments. Further, we can identify two types of 

transcendental argument, distinguished by their respective association with the two types of 

performatively inconsistent proposition. Before getting to that, I must introduce transcendental 
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arguments and discuss the „modest‟ approach to such arguments that was developed to avoid 

certain general worries about them. 

 

II. 

Transcendental arguments are partially non-empirical, anti-skeptical arguments focusing 

on necessary enabling conditions of coherent experience, or of the possession or employment of 

some kind of knowledge or cognitive ability, where the skeptic is not in a position to question the 

fact of this experience, knowledge, or cognitive ability, and where the revealed preconditions 

include what the skeptic questions. Such arguments take as a premise some obvious fact about 

our mental life—such as some aspect of our experience, knowledge, beliefs, or cognitive 

abilities—and add a claim that some other state of affairs is a necessary condition of the first one. 

Transcendental arguments most commonly have been deployed against a position denying the 

knowability of some extra-mental proposition, such as the existence of an external world or other 

minds. Such an argument centers on a claim that, for some extra-mental proposition P, the 

indisputable truth of some proposition Q about our mental life requires that P.
28

 The form of an 

anti-skeptical transcendental argument [TA] can be outlined as follows: 

(1) Some proposition Q about our mental life, the truth of which is immediately apparent. 

(2) The truth of some extra-mental proposition P is a necessary condition of Q. 

(3) Therefore P. 

 

For example (from Kant): 

(1a) I make judgments about the temporal order of my own mental states. 

(2a) I could not make judgments about the temporal order of my own mental states 

without having experienced enduring substances independent of me undergoing 

alteration. 

(3a) Hence independent, enduring substances exist. 
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TAs have been subjected to sweeping criticisms claiming that no such argument can 

succeed. Barry Stroud argued that, to any claim that the truth of some proposition is a necessary 

condition of some fact about our mental life, the skeptic can always reply that it would be 

enough for it merely to appear to be true, or for us merely to believe that it is true.
29

 TAs, then, at 

best demonstrate how things must appear, not how they must be. Stroud claimed that no TA can 

succeed in showing that a proposition questioned by the skeptic is true without presupposing 

some sort of verificationism-derived principle stating that to hold a belief we must be in a 

position to determine its truth or falsity. But such a principle is implausible and would make the 

TA it underlies redundant. The only alternative, Stroud continued, is to reduce how things are to 

how they seem to be—in other words, to embrace idealism. But most would consider this option 

equally unacceptable. 

Despite his criticism, Stroud remains optimistic about methodology similar to that 

exhibited in TAs: he now proposes the possibility of successful “modest” TAs, distinguished by 

their less ambitious goals. Rather than show that some belief doubted by the skeptic is true, a 

modest TA [MTA] seeks to show only that the belief is “invulnerable” to skepticism.
30

 He 

defines an invulnerable belief as one that cannot be found to be false consistently with its being 

found to be held by people. One way to show that a belief is invulnerable to skepticism is by 

showing that it is “indispensable”: that is, by showing that it cannot be abandoned consistently 

with our having a conception of the world at all. For example, if P.F. Strawson was right in 

claiming that we cannot think of an independent world without thinking of it as containing 

enduring particulars, then we cannot think of people in the world as having beliefs about 

enduring particulars without thinking of the world as containing enduring particulars.
31

 Doubt 

about the accuracy of others‟ beliefs presupposes an independent world of believers holding 
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beliefs about enduring particulars and so also presupposes enduring particulars. Such beliefs are 

therefore “invulnerable” to doubt: the skeptic cannot question such beliefs without thereby 

committing herself to the existence of enduring particulars—if she even ascribes such beliefs to 

others, then she must hold that some beliefs involving the existence of enduring particulars are 

true. None of this demonstrates that there are any enduring particulars: the indispensability of a 

belief just means that we cannot help but believe it to be true, and its consequent invulnerability 

just means that it could never be defeated by further evidence or argument. This invulnerability 

would show that we cannot “take seriously the possibility that although we have all those beliefs 

and experiences, the world is not in fact the way we believe it to be.”
32

  

A belief in the existence of something questioned by a skeptic may also be invulnerable, 

according to Stroud, if judgments regarding such things are “irreducible” to any other kind of 

judgment. He says that beliefs about the colors of things belong to this category. If thoughts 

about the colors of objects cannot be reduced to thoughts about anything else, he argues, we 

cannot find persons to have beliefs about colors and consistently find all those beliefs to be 

false.
33

 His claim rests on establishing that, if we thought that things were not really colored, we 

would be unable to identify perceptions of color—that is, we could not offer a description of 

someone‟s having a particular perception of color adequate to uniquely pick out that perception. 

“Color terms,” he explains, “when not used to predicate color of an object mean what they do 

because they are „holistically‟ tied to the meanings they have in such predicative applications.”
34

 

That is to say, we must presuppose a causal story involving colored objects in any kind of 

adequate reference to color or color-perception. If our very use of the term is dependent on its 

use in predicative applications, then we could not consistently pick out perceptions of color, even 

in ourselves, if we did not think of objects as colored. As “metaphysical „unmaskers‟” of the 
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illusion of the existence of color in the world, we could not identify perceptions of, say, yellow 

as those perceptions one characteristically has when in the presence of yellow objects: 

Nor could we identify perceptions of yellow as perceptions of the property that people 

believe to belong to objects that are yellow. We would admit no objects that are yellow. It 

would get us no further to say that perceptions of yellow are perceptions of that property 

that people believe to belong to objects that they believe to be yellow. That specification 

is not unique. There are many properties that people believe to belong to objects they 

believe to be yellow….Perceptions understood as „intentional‟ perceptions of something 

are identified and distinguished from one another only in terms of what they are 

perceptions of.
35

 

 

Stroud goes on to argue that this is the case even if we attribute perceptions of color to others by 

reference to our own case: without implicit reference to the colors of things independent of 

ourselves, we cannot uniquely pick out our own perceptions of color either by definite 

description or ostension.
36

 But if we could not consistently identify perceptions of color, then we 

could not consistently identify beliefs about color: “This would mean that no one could 

consistently reject all truths about the colors of objects while retaining the capacity to understand 

the color vocabulary we need to attribute perceptions and beliefs about color to ourselves and our 

fellow human beings.”
37

 Stroud further proposes that beliefs about value are similar to beliefs 

about color in this way.
38

 (He goes on to suggest that evaluative beliefs may also be 

indispensable, since, in order to have a conception of the world rich enough for skepticism, we 

must see ourselves and other believers as acting in it, and making sense of agency requires the 

attribution of beliefs about value.) 

Stroud admits that invulnerability “does not imply we know the things in question, and it 

does not imply that they are true.”
39

 It does, however, imply that “we could never see ourselves 

as holding the beliefs in question and being mistaken.” This is not a direct reply to epistemic 

skepticism, but it may, he says, provide some “reassurance” against skepticism, depending on the 

kind of skepticism in question. Stroud‟s argument about enduring particulars, for example, 
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makes explicit a conceptual connection entailing a connection between having beliefs of one sort 

(such as belief in an independent world) and having beliefs of another sort (such as beliefs 

regarding enduring particulars). The skeptic now sees what else is presupposed in raising 

questions about a certain kind of belief. The skeptic is not proven wrong, but is shown to be 

incapable of consistently raising a particular kind of doubt. Christopher Hookway 

sympathetically describes the impact of MTAs on skepticism as giving us permission to “resist” 

skeptical doubts by showing we need not take their challenge seriously.
40

 This result, he claims, 

legitimates existing confidence by preventing doubt from arising. Since I have not proven them 

to be true, the falsity of my beliefs remain a logical possibility. But if an MTA demonstrates the 

invulnerability of my belief, I cannot consistently affirm doubts about the matter—and so I need 

not concern myself with such doubts.  

 Stroud‟s approach is not without its difficulties. His first MTA undermines those who ask 

questions like, “Are those who believe in enduring particulars correct in doing so?” His answer is 

that the skeptic who questions that belief simultaneously questions and presupposes the existence 

of an objective world-order. Doubts regarding belief in enduring particulars can be disregarded 

once we have demonstrated that such doubts, because they presuppose believers who are 

members of an independent world, presuppose enduring particulars. But this answer does not do 

the job it is supposed to do. The skeptic still could consistently ask, “Is the proposition that there 

are enduring particulars true?” This question does not presuppose an independent world of 

believers holding beliefs about enduring particulars and so also presuppose enduring 

particulars.
41

 This just is not the right kind of argument to show that doubt about enduring 

particulars is inconsistent: at best, this argument could only show that doubt about others‟ beliefs 
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in enduring particulars is inconsistent. But this falls short of what we would hope for an anti-

skeptical argument aimed at authorizing belief in enduring particulars. 

This could just be a weakness in the particular line of reasoning alluded to by Stroud. 

Consider instead his argument about colors. It would be a consequence of his reasoning about the 

dependence of the meaning of color-references on predicative applications of the term that both 

the statement “All beliefs about color may be false” and the proposition that there are no colors 

in the world are inconsistent. According to his reasoning, the meaningful affirmation of any 

proposition concerning colors (including the denial that there are colors in the world) will be tied 

to the predicative use of the concept, so any reference to color-beliefs pragmatically implies the 

speaker‟s willingness to predicate colors of some objects. So the skeptic, assuming she accepts 

certain background assumptions about reference, cannot consistently question the existence of 

color by any means. Unlike his first argument resting on the indispensability of beliefs about 

enduring particulars, Stroud‟s argument resting on the irreducibility of judgments about color at 

least in principle has what it takes to demonstrate an inconsistency in the relevant variety of 

skepticism. 

Arguments relying on the relative necessity of some conceptual framework or set of 

beliefs, however, have been subject to a certain general objection. First, to provide some 

response to the epistemic skeptic, an indispensability argument would have to show that a given 

belief is indispensable as such, rather than just indispensable for us. And to do that, says Stephan 

Körner, is impossible: we can only argue for the uniqueness of a conceptual or doxastic 

framework on the basis of our own concepts and beliefs.
42

 Secondly, as Robert Stern puts it, if 

indispensability “is weaker than infallibility in so far as it leaves open the possibility that our 

belief that p is false, how can p be immune from doubt?; and if it is immune from doubt though 
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possibly false, isn‟t this a vice rather than a virtue?”
43

 If the “necessity” of some set of beliefs or 

conceptual framework just follows from our own inability to think outside that framework, then 

the discovery of this necessity is just a discovery about our own limitations, rather than a 

discovery about the world around us.
44

 

This concern is reflected in two challenges to Meynell‟s recent reiteration of the classical 

claim that radical skepticism about reason is self-defeating. His argument is, effectively, a 

modest transcendental argument. He simply points out that, in stating the impossibility of 

rationally supporting any statement one makes, one presupposes the possibility of rationally 

supporting statements. (Such a claim, then, is self-defeating in the sense of being self-stultifying, 

as defined above.) The framework under which we suppose that it is possible to rationally 

support claims is, in other words, indispensable, and the belief that it is possible to do so is 

invulnerable. 

The skeptical stance is defended by Corbin Fowler in his response to Meynell.
45

 Fowler 

essentially accuses Meynell of circularity, in that he relies on the laws of logic in presenting an 

argument that skepticism about reason cannot coherently be put forth. So long as knowing that P 

is understood to entail being able to show that we know that P, Fowler argues, the skeptic can 

always phrase her attack purely negatively: for example, “where is the proof that logical 

consistency is always to be valued more than logical inconsistency?”
46

 The skeptic, in other 

words, can limit herself to pointing out that the believer has insufficient evidence for her beliefs. 

The alternative, skeptical scenario need not even be stated—so the alleged inconsistency of its 

affirmation need not be a problem.  
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Fowler‟s reply might seem a little disingenuous. Lonergan explains why in describing the 

situation from the point of view of the radical skeptic who refuses to accept reason‟s self-

justification: 

Am I a knower? The answer, Yes, is coherent, for if I am a knower, I can know that fact. 

But the answer, No, is incoherent, for if I am not a knower, how could the question be 

raised and answered by me? No less, the hedging answer, I do not know, is incoherent. 

For if I know that I do not know, then I am a knower; and if I do not know that I do not 

know, then I should not answer. Am I a knower? If I am not, then I know nothing. My 

only course is silence. My only course is not the excused and explained silence of the 

sceptic, but the complete silence of the animal that offers neither excuse nor explanation 

for its complacent absorption in merely sensitive routines.
47

 

 

In questioning the epistemic foundation of a given position, one implicitly commits oneself to 

the possibility of the alternative. The possibility of the state of affairs ~P, in other words, is a 

pragmatic implication of questioning our belief that P obtains. But a successful PTA would show 

that the skeptic‟s implied commitment to the very affirmability of her doubt is incompatible with 

the skeptical scenario implied by the proposition affirmed. The skeptic would have to give up 

either her skepticism or the very ability to assert it.
48

  The skeptic‟s silence, in other words, could 

not even be explained by the skeptic herself to herself; the skeptic would not stand in accusatory 

silence but would be taken out of epistemological contention altogether.
49

 A well-founded 

modest transcendental argument would show that the skeptic cannot consistently or coherently 

question one‟s warrant for believing that P; the next, implicit step in lines of reasoning like 

Lonergan‟s is to claim that one is at least prima facie warranted in believing that P (especially 

given some other reasons for believing it) if the claim that ~P obtains is performatively 

inconsistent.  

The question seems to come down to whether it is fair for the skeptic, when confronted 

with a modest transcendental argument, to advert to a non-conceptualizable possibility. For all 

the questions about that move, it still looks like sleight-of-hand to announce a discovery about 
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our conceptual framework, and then without further ado announce that concerns about that 

conceptual framework being reflected by reality are rendered moot. Even if one is reduced to 

raising this concern in the abstract, it still seems like a legitimate worry.  

 

III. 

So MTAs that aim to silence the skeptic by establishing invulnerability of belief or 

conceptual framework remain controversial. To get the job done decisively it seems we need a 

stronger sort of TA directed at establishing the truth of some proposition doubted by the skeptic. 

Is it true that all TAs are subject to Stroud‟s general criticism? And can TAs have value even if 

they fall short of irrefutably refuting skepticism? I will conclude by bringing out the value of 

TAs in general via a discussion of a class of TAs that work by implicating the skeptic in a 

performative inconsistency.
50

 Consider Descartes‟ Cogito argument. Even as he agrees in 

principle with Stroud‟s rationale for rejecting standard TAs, Stern points out that Descartes‟ 

Cogito argument (a) can be read as a transcendental argument of standard form directed at 

skepticism regarding knowledge of one‟s own existence, and (b) the argument, even when 

viewed as such, is not subject to Stroud‟s general criticism of TAs.
51

 Stern notes that the Cogito 

argument can be cast in the following way: 

(1b) I think. 

(2b) In order to think, it is necessary to exist. 

(3b) Hence, I exist. 

 

This argument meets the criteria for a TA: it takes a fact about one‟s mental life as a premise, 

adds that some extra-mental fact is a necessary condition of the truth of that premise, and 

concludes that the extra-mental fact holds.
52

 Stern acknowledges that, unlike the other standard 

TAs he considers, this TA does not depend on some gap-closing verificationist or idealist 
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principle: the whole basis for this line of reasoning is that there is no gap between thought and 

existence, or between thinking and thinking that one is thinking, that needs closing.   

On one possible reading, the Cogito argument turns on the claim that the statement, “I do 

not exist” (or better, the proposition that no one exists) is performatively inconsistent. This 

presupposes neither verificationism nor idealism. This suggests a distinct category of TAs that 

directly advert to the performative inconsistency of the very affirmation of the skeptical position 

itself. I shall call such an argument a „performative transcendental argument‟ [PTA].
53

 Note, by 

contrast to PTAs, that a TA as defined above does not require that any premise refer to the very 

act of affirmation of the form of skepticism to be refuted; the premises of the Kantian argument 

(1a)-(3a) outlined earlier, for example, do not. The PTA may or may not deserve consideration as 

a distinct form: we can think of PTAs as a subcategory of TAs, or we can talk in terms of being 

able to re-conceptualize many TAs—along with some other lines of reasoning broadly construed 

as anti-skeptical—as performative. Many commentators have described anti-skeptical TAs as 

always or characteristically having the goal of showing that some form of skepticism is self-

defeating.
54

 However, these interpretations have been clear neither about the notion of 

performative inconsistency nor about the relationship between performatively inconsistent 

propositions and transcendental arguments. Nor have these interpretations distinguished between 

arguments that purport to show that some form of skepticism is performatively self-falsifying 

and arguments that purport to show that some form of skepticism is self-stultifying.
55

  

PTAs resting on performative self-falsification actually break down into two 

subcategories, corresponding to the two subcategories of performatively self-falsifying 

propositions: one in which the impossibility of the act of affirmation of some skeptical position 

is implied by the proposition affirmed, and one in which the meaninglessness of an affirmation 
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of some skeptical position (and thus its impossibility in a different sense) is implied by the 

proposition affirmed. The above argument employing Descartes‟ Cogito is an example of a PTA 

of the first kind. This argument draws on the fact that any attempt to deny that one exists is 

inconsistently to affirm a proposition that denies one of its own pragmatic presuppositions. 

Kant‟s Refutation of Idealism argument, when re-conceptualized as a PTA, is also an 

argument of the first type: his reasoning there implies that the ability to question the existence of 

enduring material objects requires their existence, because any coherent thought requires 

subjective time-ordering, and any subjective time-ordering requires the exhibition of objective 

alteration. The key to the success of this argument lies in how it tackles the appearance-reality 

gap, in that one could reply that the appearance of objective alteration would be sufficient to gain 

the idea of alteration necessary to subjective time-determination. Kant would answer, however, 

that even the appearance of alteration is only possible given subjective time-determination: the 

experience of a change in a object from state A to state B requires that one thinks of one‟s 

experience of state A as occurring before that of state B. The skeptic is forced either to concede 

or to explain how we gain the idea of alteration without objective experience. 

Finally, Zwart finds the assertion that there is no change or temporal passage self-

defeating because any assertion “consists of a succession of words or thoughts, and any 

succession is without time simply inconceivable.”
56

 He relies on the assumption that what is 

change for us cannot exist in a universe without objective temporal passage; at the same time, 

how to account for time‟s apparent flow in the absence of real change is the major hurdle faced 

by the anti-passage theorist. Zwart‟s PTA focuses the discussion on the key issue in the debate 

about the reality of temporal passage. Faced with this challenge, the opponent of passage must 

acknowledge its reality or explain away the apparent inconsistency.  
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For an example of a PTA of the second kind, consider a loose derivation of Putnam‟s 

brain-in-a-vat argument against skepticism. This argument can underlie a TA that depends on the 

skeptic‟s claim being performatively inconsistent. Because of his content-externalism, Putnam 

holds that we cannot refer to brains and vats if we are brains in vats [BIVs] who have never 

actually experienced such things. So, on the premise that the skeptic does wonder about her own 

brain when she wonders whether she is a BIV, she cannot always have been a BIV. Given 

content-externalism, the proposition that all persons are and have always been BIVs is either 

false or—literally—not affirmable by myself or anyone. This proposition, then, denies one of its 

own semantic presuppositions. The problem is not an internal logical inconsistency in the 

thought of someone having always been a BIV; the problem arises when one tries to say 

something that implies that one is a BIV oneself. This observation can be the basis for a PTA: 

(1c) I am able to raise the question as to whether all persons have always been brains in 

vats. 

(2c) I could not refer to brains in vats unless some person (that is, myself) were 

acquainted with such things. 

(3c) Hence, it is not the case that all persons have always been brains in vats. 

 

Premise (2c) reflects the alleged performative inconsistency in supposing that all persons, 

including oneself, might always have been BIVs. Unless the skeptic can in some other way 

undermine this argument, she must concede that concerns about our always having been BIVs 

cannot consistently be asserted. This is just the sort of silencing of the skeptic that Stroud is 

looking for with his MTAs. PTAs show, at the very least, that the skeptic must abandon the 

claim to be able to maintain her skeptical position in order to avoid having to concede its falsity 

on pain of inconsistency. One could look at this as another route to invulnerability: in addition to 

indispensability of belief and irreducibility of judgment, one could add performative self-

falsification of (contrary) proposition to one‟s list of reasons for invulnerability of belief. PTAs 
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go further than MTAs, however: since the affirmation of the proposition in question is 

undeniably possible, the skeptic cannot relocate the question to the level of an abstract concern 

about correspondence between one‟s conceptual framework and reality. The skeptic is compelled 

to fight the conclusion on some other grounds. PTAs aim to establish truth rather than mere 

necessity of belief or conceptual framework; where MTAs work to the extent that some 

conceptual framework is indispensable, PTAs work to the extent that some theoretical 

commitments are irrefutable. 

Of course, it is not necessarily that difficult to deny the conclusion of the Putnam-derived 

PTA. It is a consequence of content-externalism that reference is not transparent—that, in other 

words, I do not necessarily know to what I refer. So the skeptic can always admit that the first 

premise may not mean what we think it does, so to speak, and thus that the truth expressed by the 

first premise concerning our mental life is not undeniable or immediately apparent (as any TA 

requires).
57

 With an MTA the skeptic is at best compelled to accept the relative necessity of a 

conceptual framework, but can relocate the skeptical concern to a more abstract level. With a 

PTA (as with classical TAs in general), if the connection between coherent experience or some 

other mental event or capacity and the truth of the proposition doubted by the skeptic can be 

established, then the skeptic is compelled to concede the point or argue for the abandonment of 

some central theoretical commitment. In the case of the Putnam-derived PTA, The skeptic does 

have at least one more option: she can take issue with content-externalism as a theory of 

meaning. That would allow her at least to claim she can raise the question consistently. But even 

if she retains this option, the argument is not without force. The real impact of this argument then 

would not be to establish the truth of the conclusion, but rather to „raise the stakes‟ for the 

skeptic: this argument still demonstrates a connection between the proposition questioned by the 
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skeptic and some other commitments the skeptic may or may not hold.
58

 The strength of this or 

any similar argument will rest on the attachment one feels to those commitments revealed by the 

PTA to be inconsistent with what is demonstrated by the very possibility of affirming the 

skeptical position. 

The confrontational nature of PTAs brings out the value of the larger category of TAs. A 

well-founded PTA shows that the skeptic‟s communication of her claim demonstrates its falsity. 

Such conclusions can always be disputed, but to do so the skeptic may be forced to abandon 

some other deep theoretical commitments; PTAs have the effect of setting up this sort of 

dilemma in a particularly direct and poignant way. As we saw with the Cogito argument, There 

is no formal barrier to the possibility of a successful TA, in that the verification/idealism 

objection is only applicable on a case-by-case basis. Furthermore, we have seen that a TA can 

have robust (though more modest) consequences in terms of inconsistencies among theoretical 

commitments even if the skeptic still has room to deny its conclusion. 

The claim that a given skeptical position is really performatively inconsistent must be 

defended; some of the putatively self-falsifying propositions mentioned above may not be. It 

may be the case that no PTA (or TA) is successful in refuting skepticism, but some may still put 

pressure on skeptics to rethink other positions. It is also interesting to note that arguments of this 

sort are derivable from a number of historically significant lines of reasoning not usually 

associated with transcendental argumentation.
59
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