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I am at present, as you can all see, in a room and not in the open
air; I am standing up, and not either sitting or lying down; I have
clothes on, and am not absolutely naked; I am speaking in a fairly
loud voice, and am not either singing or whispering or keeping
quite silent; I have in my hand some sheets of paper with writing
on them; there are a good many other people in the same room in
which I am; and there are windows in that wall and a door in this
one.
Now I have here made a number of different assertions; and I
have made these assertions quite positively, as if there were no
doubt whatever that they were true. That is to say, though I did
not expressly say, with regard to any of these different things
which I asserted, that it was not only true but also certain, yet by
asserting them in the way I did, I implied, though I did not say,
that they were in fact certain - implied, that is, that I myself knew
for certain, in each case, that what I asserted to be the case was,
at the time when I asserted it, in fact the case. And I do not think
that I can be justly accused of dogmatism or over-confidence for
having asserted these things positively in the way that I did. In the
case of some kinds of assertions, and under some circumstances,
a man can be justly accused of dogmatism for asserting something
positively. But in the case of assertions such as I made, made
under the circumstances under which I made them, the charge
would be absurd. On the contrary, I should have been guilty of
absurdity if, under the circumstances, I had not spoken positively
about these things, if
This is a revised version of the Howison Lecture, delivered at the University of
California at Berkeley in 1941. It was originally published in Philosophical
Papers (George Allen & Unwin, London: 1959).
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I spoke of them at all. Suppose that now, instead of saying 'I am
inside a building', I were to say 'I think I'm inside a building, but
perhaps I'm not: it's not certain that I am', or instead of saying 'I
have got some clothes on', I were to say 'I think I've got some
clothes on, but it's just possible that I haven't'. Would it
not sound rather ridiculous for me now, under these
circumstances, to say 'I think I've got some clothes on' or even to
say 'I not only think I have, I know that it is very likely indeed
that I have, but I can't be quite sure'? For some persons,
under some circumstances, it might not be at all absurd to
express themselves thus doubtfully. Suppose, for instance,
there were a blind man, suffering in addition from general
anaesthesia, who knew, because he had been told, that his
doctors from time to time stripped him naked and then put his
clothes on again, although he himself could neither see nor feel the
difference: to such a man there might well come an occasion
on which he would really be describing correctly the state of
affairs by saying that he thought he'd got some clothes on, or that
he knew that it was very likely he had, but was not quite sure. But
for me, now, in full possession of my senses, it would be
quite ridiculous to express myself in this way, because the
circumstances are such as to make it quite obvious that I don't
merely think that I have, but know that I have. For me now, it
would be absurd to say that I thought I wasn't naked, because by
saying this I should imply that I didn't know that I wasn't,
whereas you can all see that I'm in a position to know that I'm
not. But if now I am not guilty of dogmatism in asserting
positively that I'm not naked, certainly I was not guilty of
dogmatism when I asserted it positively in one of those
sentences with which I began this lecture. I knew then that I
had clothes on, just as I know now that I have.
Now those seven assertions with which I began were obviously,
in some respects, not all of quite the same kind. For instance:
while the first six were all of them (among other things) assertions
about myself, the seventh, namely that there were windows in
that wall, and a door in this one, was not about myself at all. And
even among those which were about myself there were obvious
differences. In the case of two of these - the assertion that I was
in a room, and the assertion that there were a good many other
people in the same room with me - it can quite naturally be said
that each gave a partial answer to

the question what sort of environment I was in at the time when I
made them. And in the case of three others - the assertions that I
had clothes on, that I was speaking in a fairly loud voice, and that
I had in my hand some sheets of paper - it can also be said,
though less naturally, that they each gave a partial answer to the
same question. For, if I had clothes on, if I was in a region in
which fairly loud sounds were audible, and if I had some sheets of
paper in my hand, it follows, in each case that the surroundings of
my body were, in at least one respect, different from what they
would have been if that particular thing had not been true of me;
and the term 'environment' is sometimes so used that any true
statement from which it follows that the surroundings of my body
were different, in any respect, from what they might have been is
a statement which gives some information, however little, as to
the kind of environment I was in. But though each of these five
assertions can thus, in a sense, be said to have given, if true, some
information as to the nature of my environment at the time when I
made it, one of them, the assertion that I was speaking in a fairly
loud voice, did not only do this: it also, if true, gave some
information of a very different kind. For to say that I was
speaking in a fairly loud voice was not only to say that there were
audible in my neighbourhood fairly loud sounds, and sounds of
which it was also true that they were words; it was also to say that
some sounds of this sort were being made by me-a causal
proposition. As for the sixth of the assertions which I made about
myself - the assertion that I was standing up - that can hardly be
said to have given any information as to the nature of my
environment at the time when I made it: it would be naturally
described as giving information only as to the posture of my body
at the time in question. And as for the two assertions I made
which were not about myself at all - the assertions that there were
windows in that wall and a door in this one - though they were, in
a sense, assertions about my environment, since the two walls
about which I made them were, in fact, in my neighbourhood at
the time; yet in making them I was not expressly asserting that
they were in my neighbourhood (had I been doing so, they would
have been assertions about myself) and what I expressly
asserted was something which might have been true, even if
they had not been in my neighbourhood. In this respect they were
unlike my assertion that I was in a room, which could not have
been true,
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unless some walls had been in my neighbourhood. From the
proposition that there is a door in that wall it does not follow that
that wall is in my neighbourhood; whereas from the proposition
that I am in a room, it does follow that a wall is in my
neighbourhood.
But in spite of these, and other, differences between those
seven or eight different assertions, there are several important
respects in which they were all alike.
(1) In the first place: All of those seven or eight different
assertions, which I made at the beginning of this lecture, were
alike in this respect, namely, that every one of them was an
assertion, which, though it wasn't in fact false, yet might have
been false. For instance, consider the time at which I asserted that
I was standing up. It is certainly true that at that very time I might
have been sitting down, though in fact I wasn't; and if I had been
sitting down at that time, then my assertion that I was standing up
would have been false. Since, therefore, I might have been sitting
down at that very time, it follows that my assertion that I was
standing up was an assertion which might have been false, though
it wasn't. And the same is obviously true of all the other
assertions I made. At the time when I said I was in a room, I
might have been in the open air; at the time when I said I had
clothes on, I might have been naked; and so on, in all the other
cases.
But from the fact that a given assertion might have been false,
it always follows that the negation or contradictory of the proposition asserted is not a self-contradictory proposition. For to say
that a given proposition might have been false is equivalent to
saying that its negation or contradictory might have been true; and
from the fact that a given proposition might have been true, it
always follows that the proposition in question is not selfcontradictory, since, if it were, it could not possibly have been
true. Accordingly all those things which I asserted at the beginning
of this lecture were things of which the contradictories were not
self-contradictory. If, for instance, when I said, 'I am standing
up' I had said instead 'It is not the case that I am standing up',
which would have been the contradictory of what I did say, it
would have been correct to say 'That is not a self-contradictory
proposition, though it is a false one'; and the same is true in the
case of all the other propositions that I asserted. As a short
expression for the long expression 'proposition which is

not self-contradictory and of which the contradictory is not selfcontradictory' philosophers have often used the technical term
'contingent proposition'. Using the term 'contingent' in this sense,
we can say, then, that one respect in which all those seven
propositions which I asserted at the beginning of this lecture
resembled one another was that they were all of them contingent.
And before I go on to mention some other respects in which
they were all alike, I think I had better now at once say some
things about the consequences of this first fact that they were all
of them contingent - things which are very relevant to a proper
understanding of the use of the word which forms the title of this
lecture, the word 'certainty'.
The first thing I want to say about the consequences of the fact
that all those propositions were contingent is this: namely, that
from the mere fact that they were all of them contingent, it does
not follow that they were not all known to be true - nay more, it
does not follow, in the case of any particular person whatever,
that that person did not know them to be true. Some philosophers
have in fact suggested that no contingent proposition is ever, as a
matter of fact, known to be true. And I am not now disputing that
suggestion, though I do in fact hold it to be false, and intend, in
the course of this lecture to dispute it. All that I am asserting now
is that, even if it is a fact that no contingent proposition is ever
known to be true, yet in no case does this follow from the mere
fact that it is contingent. For instance, that I am now standing up
is a contingent proposition; but from the mere fact that it is so,
from that fact alone, it certainly does not follow that I do not
know that I am standing up. If it is to be shown - as many
philosophers think they can show - that I do not know now that I
am standing up, some other argument must be brought forward
for this contention, over and above the mere fact that this
proposition is contingent; for from this fact, by itself, it certainly
does not follow that I don't know that I am standing up. I say that
this is certain, and I do not know that anyone would dispute it.
But if I were asked to defend my assertion, I do not know that I
could give any better defence than merely to say that the
conjunctive proposition 'I know that I am at present standing up,
and yet the proposition that I am is contingent' is certainly not
itself self-contradictory, even if it is false. Is it not obvious that if I
say 'I know that I am at present
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standing up, although the proposition that I am is contingent', I
am certainly not contradicting myself, even if I am saying something which is false?
The second thing I want to say about the consequences of the
fact that all those seven propositions were contingent is something
which follows from the first: namely that from the fact that they
were contingent it does not follow, in the case of any single one
among them, that it was possible that the proposition in question
was false. To take, for instance, again, the proposition that I was
then standing up: from the fact that this proposition was
contingent, it does not follow that, if I had said 'It is
possible that it is not the case that I am standing up', I should
have been saying something true. That this is so follows from my
former contention that the contingency of the proposition in
question does not entail that it was not known to be true,
because one, at least, of the ways in which we use expressions of
the form 'It is possible that p' is such that the statement in
question cannot be true if the person who makes it knows for
certain that p is false. We very, very often use expressions of the
form 'It is possible that p' in such a way that by using such an
expression we are making an assertion of our own ignorance on a
certain point - an assertion namely that we do not know that p is
false. This is certainly one of the very commonest uses of the
word 'possible'; it is a use in which what it expresses is often
expressed instead by the use of the word 'may'. For instance, if I
were to say 'It is possible that Hitler is dead at this moment' this
would naturally be understood to mean exactly the same as if I
said 'Hitler may be dead at this moment'. And is it not quite plain
that if I did assert that Hitler may be dead at this moment part at
least of what I was asserting would be that I personally did not
know for certain that he was not dead? Consequently if I were to
assert now 'It is possible that I am not standing up' I should
naturally be understood to be asserting that I do not know for
certain that I am. And hence, if I do know for certain that I am,
my assertion that it is possible that I'm not would be false. Since
therefore from the fact that 'I am standing up' is a contingent
proposition it does not follow that I do not know that I am, it also
does not follow from this fact that it is possible that I am not. For
if from the contingency of this proposition it did follow that it is
possible that I am not standing up, it would also follow that I do
not know that I am standing up: since from

'It is possible that I am not standing up' there follows 'I do not
know that I am standing up'; and if p entails q, and q entails r, it
follows that p entails r. Since, therefore, our p ('the proposition "I
am standing up" is contingent') does not entail our r ('I do not
know that I am standing up'), and since our q ('It is possible that I
am not standing up') does entail our r, it follows that our p does
not entail our q: that is to say, the fact that the proposition T am
standing up' is contingent does not entail the consequence that it
is possible that it is false that I am standing up. In no case
whatever from the mere fact that a proposition p is contingent
does it follow that it is possible that p is false. But this, of course,
is not to deny that it may, as a matter of fact, be true of
every contingent proposition that it is possible that it is false. This
will be true, if no contingent proposition is ever known to be true.
But even if this is so, it still remains true that from the mere fact
that a proposition is contingent it never follows that it may be
false; this remains true because from the mere fact that a proposition is contingent it never follows that it is not known to be
true, and never follows, either, in the case of any
particular person, that that person does not know it to be true.
In the above paragraph I confined myself to saying that there
is at least one common use of expressions of the form 'It is
possible that p', such that any person who makes such an
assertion is asserting that he personally does not know that p is
false; and hence the only conclusion to which I am so far entitled
is that the mere fact that a given proposition p is contingent does
not entail the consequence that what is expressed by 'it is possible
that not-p' will be true, when 'possible' is used in the way in question.
And it, may be thought that there is another use of 'possible'
such that from 'p is contingent' there does follow 'it is possible
that p is false'. The fact is that the expression 'logically possible'
has often been used by philosophers in such a way that many
might be tempted to think that it is a mere synonym for 'not selfcontradictory'. That it is not a mere synonym for this can, I
think, be seen from the fact that the expression 'it is not selfcontradictory that I am not standing up' is not English at all,
whereas the expression 'It is logically possible that I am not
standing up' certainly is English, though it may be doubted
whether what it expresses is true. If, however, we consider the
expression 'the proposition that I am not standing up is not selfcontradictory' I think it would not be incorrect to say that the
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words 'logically possible' are so used that in this expression they
could be substituted for 'not self-contradictory' without changing
the meaning of the whole expression; and that the same is true
whatever other proposition you might take instead of the
proposition that I am not standing up. If this be so, then it follows
that, in the case of any proposition whatever, from the proposition
that that proposition is not self-contradictory it will follow that the
proposition in question is also logically possible (and vice versa);
in other words, for any p, 'p is not self-contradictory' entails 'p is
logically possible'. But this being so, it is very natural to think that
it follows that you can also take a further step and say truly
that, for any p, 'p is not self-contradictory' entails 'It is
logically possible that p'; for surely from 'p is logically possible' it
must follow that 'it is logically possible that p'. Certainly it is very
natural to think this; but for all that, I think it is a mistake to think
so. To think that 'p is logically possible' must entail 'It is logically
possible that p' is certainly a mere mistake which does not
do justice to the subtlety of the differences there may be in the
way we use language. And I think it is actually a mistake to say
that 'p is not self-contradictory' entails 'It is logically possible that
p', even though it does entail 'p is logically possible'. Consider the
following facts. 'It is logically possible that I should have been
sitting down now' certainly does entail The proposition that I am
sitting down now is not self-contradictory'. But if this latter
proposition did entail 'It is logically possible that I am sitting down
now' then it would follow that 'It is logically possible that I should
have been sitting down now' entails 'It is logically possible that I
am sitting down now'. But does it? Certainly it would be quite
unnatural for me, who know that I am standing up, to say the
latter, whereas it would be quite natural for me to say the former;
and I think perhaps we can go further and say that if I said the
latter I should be saying something untrue, whereas if I said the
former I should be saying something true; just as if I said 'I might
have been sitting down now', I should be saying something true,
whereas if I said 'I may be sitting down now7,1 should be saying
something false. In short I think that even the expression 'It is
logically possible that so-and-so is the case' retains the
characteristic which we have seen to belong to one ordinary use of
the expression 'It is possible that so-and-so is the case', namely
that it can only be said with truth by a person who

does not know that the so-and-so in question is not the case. If I
were to say now 'It is logically possible that I am sitting down' I
should be implying that I don't know that I'm not, and therefore
implying something which, if I do know that I'm not, is false. I
think that perhaps philosophers have not always paid sufficient
attention to the possibility that from the mere fact that a given
proposition, p, is not self-contradictory, it perhaps does not follow
that any person whatever can say with truth 'It is logically possible
that p is true'. In the case of a non-self-contradictory proposition
such as the proposition that I am at present sitting down, if there
be a person, for instance some friend of mine in England, who
does not know that this proposition is false, then, in his case, from
the conjunction of the fact that the proposition is not selfcontradictory with the fact that he does not know it to be false, it
does follow that he could say with truth 'It is logically possible that
Moore is at present sitting down'; but if there be another person,
myself for instance, who does know that the proposition is false, it
is by no means dear that from the mere fact that the
proposition is not self-contradictory - from that fact alone - it
follows that I can truly say 'It is logically possible that I am at
present sitting down'. From the conjunction of the fact that the
proposition is logically possible with the fact that I know it to be
false, it does follow that I can truly say 'It is logically possible that
I should have been sitting down at this moment7; but from the fact
that I can truly say this, it certainly does not follow that I can also
truly say 'It is logically possible that I am sitting down'; and it is
certain that in fact the two are incompatible: that, if I can truly say
'It is logically possible that I should have been sitting down now'
then it follows that I cannot truly say 'It is logically possible that I
am sitting down now'. Perhaps, however, our use of the
expression 'It is logically possible that so-and-so is the case' is not
dearly enough fixed to entitle us to say this. What is important is
to insist that if 'It is logically possible that p is true' is used in such
a way that it does follow from 'p is not self-contradictory', by
itself, then from 'It is logically possible that p is true', it does not
follow that p is not known to be false. And if a philosopher does
choose to use 'It is logically possible that p is true' in such an
unnatural way as this, there will be a danger that he will
sometimes forget that that is the way in which he has chosen to
use it, and will fall into the fallacy of thinking that from 'It is
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logically possible that p is true' there does follow 'p is not known
to be false'.
The third thing which I wish to say about the consequences of
the fact that those seven assertions with which I began this paper
were assertions of contingent propositions, is this: that this fact is
quite compatible with its being true that every one of those seven
things that I asserted was not only true but absolutely certain.
That this is so again follows from the fact that the mere
contingency of a given proposition, p, never entails, in the case of
any person whatever, that that person does not know p to be true.
It follows from this fact, because if any person whatever does at a
given time know that a given proposition p is true, then it follows
that that person could say with truth at that time 'It is absolutely
certain that p'. Thus if I do know now that I am standing up, it
follows that I can say with truth 'It is absolutely certain that I
am standing up'. Since, therefore, the fact that this proposition is
contingent is compatible with its being true that I know that I am
standing up, it follows that it must also be compatible with its
being true that it is absolutely certain that I am standing up.
I think that possibly some people might be inclined to object to
what I have just said on the following ground. I have just said that
if a person can ever say with truth, with regard to any particular
proposition p, 'I know that p is true', it follows that he can also
truly say 'It is absolutely certain that p is true'. But an objector
might perhaps say: 'I admit that if a person could ever truly say "I
know with absolute certainty that p is true" then it would follow
that he could also truly say "It is absolutely certain that p is true".
But what you said was not "know with absolute certainty" but
"know"; and surely there must be some difference between
"knowing" and "knowing with absolute certainty", since, if there
were not, we should never be tempted to use the latter expression.
I doubt, therefore, whether a mere "I know that p" does entail "It
is absolutely certain that p"'. To this objection I should reply: I do
not think that the only possible explanation of the fact that we
sometimes say 'I know with absolute certainty that so-and-so' and
sometimes merely 'I know that so-and-so' is that the latter can be
properly used to express something which may be true even when
what is expressed by the former is not true: I doubt therefore
whether 'I know that p' does not always entail T know with
absolute certainty that p'.

But even if 'I know that p' can be sometimes properly used to
express something from which T know with absolute certainty that
p' does not follow, it is certainly also sometimes used in such a
way that if I don't know with absolute certainty that p, then it
follows that I don't know that p. And I have been and shall be
only concerned with uses of 'know7 of the latter kind, i.e., with
such that 'I know that p' does entail 'I know with absolute
certainty that p'. And similarly, even if there are proper uses of the
word 'certain', such that a thing can be 'certain' without being
'absolutely certain', there are certainly others (or at least one
other) such that if a thing is not absolutely certain it cannot be
truly said to be certain; and I have been and shall be concerned
only with uses of 'certain' of this latter kind.
Another comment which might be made upon what I have said
is that, even if there is one use of 'absolutely certain' such that, as
I said, it is never logically impossible that a contingent proposition
should be absolutely certain, yet there is another use of 'absolutely
certain' such that this is logically impossible -a sense of 'absolutely
certain', that is to say, in which only propositions whose
contradictories are self-contradictory can be absolutely certain.
Propositions whose contradictories are self-contradictory have
sometimes been called 'necessary truths', sometimes 'a priori
propositions', sometimes 'tautologies'; and it is sometimes held
that the sense in which such propositions can be 'certain', and
therefore also the sense in which they can be 'known to be true',
must be different from the sense (if any) in which contingent
propositions are sometimes 'certain' and 'known to be true'. That
this may be so, I do not wish to deny. So far as I can see, it may
be the case that, if I say, 'I know that' or 'It is certain that' 'it is
not the case that there are any triangular figures which are not
trilateral', or 'I know that' or 'It is certain that it is not the case that
there are any human beings who are daughters and yet are not
female', I am using 'know that' and 'it is certain that' in a different
sense from that in which I use them if I say 'I know that' or 'It is
certain that' 'I have some clothes on'; and it may be the case that
only necessary truths can be known or be certain in the former
sense. Accordingly, my statements that from the fact that a given
proposition, p, is contingent it does not follow that p is not known
and is not certain, should be understood to mean only that there is
at least one sense in which 'known' and 'certain' can be properly
used,
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such that this does not follow; just as all that I asserted positively
before about the phrase 'It is possible that' was that there is at
least one sense in which this phrase can be properly used, such
that 'p is contingent' does not entail 'It is possible that p is false'.
Finally, there is one slightly puzzling point about our use of the
phrases 'it is possible that' and 'it is certain that', which might lead
some people to suspect that some of the things I have been
saying about the consequences which follow from the fact that a
given proposition is contingent are false, and which therefore I
think I had better try to clear up at once.
There are four main types of expression in which the word
'certain' is commonly used. We may say 'I feel certain that. . .', or
we may say 'I am certain that. . .', or we may say 'I know for
certain that . . .', or finally we may say 'It is certain that . . .'. And
if we compare the first of these expressions with the two last, it is,
of course, very obvious, and has been pointed out again and
again, that whereas 'I feel certain that p' may quite well be true in
a case in which p is not true - in other words that from the mere
fact that I feel certain that so-and-so is the case it never follows
that so-and-so is in fact the case - there is at least one common
use of 'I know for certain that p' and 'It is certain that p' such that
these things can't be true unless p is true. This difference may be
brought out by the fact that, e.g., 'I felt certain that he would
come, but in fact he didn't' is quite clearly not self-contradictory;
it is quite clearly logically possible that I should have felt certain
that he would come and that yet he didn't; while, on the other
hand, 'I knew for certain that he would come, but he didn't' or 'It
was certain that he would come but he didn't' are, for at least one
common use of those phrases, self-contradictory: the fact that he
didn't come proves that I didn't know he would come, and that it
wasn't certain that he would, whereas it does not prove that I
didn't feel certain that he would. In other words, 'I feel certain
that p' does not entail that p is true (although by saying that I feel
certain that p, I do imply that p is true), but 'I know that p' and 'It
is certain that p' do entail that p is true; they can't be true, unless
it is. As for the fourth expression 'I am certain that. . .' or 'I am
quite sure that...' (it is perhaps worth noting that in the
expressions 'I feel certain that . . .' and 'I am certain that . . .' the
word 'sure' or the words 'quite sure' can be substituted for the
word 'certain'

without change of meaning, whereas in the expressions 'I know
for certain that. . .' or 'it is certain that. . .' this is not the case)
these expressions are, I think, particularly liable to give rise to
fallacious reasoning in philosophical discussions about certainty,
because, so far as I can see, they are sometimes used to mean the
same as 'I feel certain that. . .' and sometimes, on the contrary, to
mean the same as 'I know for certain that'. For instance, the
expression 'I was quite sure that he would come, but yet he didn't'
can, it seems to me, be naturally used in such a way that it is not
self-contradictory - which can only be the case if it is in that case
merely another way of saying 'I felt quite sure that he would
come . . .'; but if on the other hand a philosopher were to say to
me now (as many would say) 'You can't be quite sure that you
are standing up', he would certainly not be asserting that I can't
feel certain that I am - a thing which he would not at all wish to
dispute - and he certainly would be asserting that, even if I do feel
certain that I am, I don't or can't know for certain that I am.
There is, therefore, a dear difference in meaning between 'I feel
certain that . . .' on the one hand, and 'I know for certain that . . .'
or 'It is certain that . . .' on the other. But the point with which I
am at present concerned is whether there is not also a difference
of importance between each of these expressions 'I feel certain
that. . .', 'I am certain that. . .', and 'I know for certain that . . .',
on the one hand, and 'It is certain that. . .' on the other. The first
three expressions are obviously, in spite of the important
difference I have just pointed out between the first and the last of
them, alike in one important respect - a respect which may be
expressed by saying that their meaning is relative to the person
who uses them. They are alike in this respect, because they all
contain the word 'I'. In the case of every sentence which contains
this word, its meaning obviously depends on who it is that says
that sentence; if I say 'I am hot', what I assert by saying this is
obviously something different from what any other person would
be asserting by saying exactly the same words; and it is obvious
that what I assert by saying so may quite well be true even though
what another person asserts by saying exactly the same words at
exactly the same time is false. 'I am hot' said by me at a given
time, does not contradict 'I am not hot' said by you at exactly the
same time: both may perfectly well be true. And in the same way,
if I say 'I
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feel certain that there are windows in that wall' or 'I know for
certain that there are windows', I, by saying this, am making an
assertion different from, and logically independent of,
what another person would be asserting by saying exactly the
same words at the same time: from the fact that I feel certain of or
know for certain a given thing it never follows, in the case of any
other person whatever, that he feels certain of or knows
the thing in question, nor from the fact that he does does
it ever follow that I do. But if we consider, by contrast, the
expression 'It is certain that there are windows in that wall', it
looks, at first sight, as if the meaning of this expression was not
relative to the person who says it: as if it were a quite impersonal
statement and should mean the same whoever says it, provided it
is said at the same time and provided the wall referred to by the
words 'that wall' is the same. It is, indeed, obvious, I think, that a
thing can't be certain, unless it is known: this is one obvious point
that distinguishes the use of the word 'certain' from that of the
word 'true'; a thing that nobody knows may quite well be
true, but cannot possibly be certain. We can, then, say that it is a
necessary condition for the truth of It is certain that p' that
somebody should know that p is true. But the meaning of
'Somebody knows that p is true' is certainly not relative to the
person who says it: it is as completely impersonal as 'The sun is
larger than the moon', and if two people say it at the same time,
then, if the one by saying it is saying something true, so must the
other be. If, therefore, 'It is certain that p' meant merely
'Somebody knows that p is true', then the meaning of 'It is
certain that p' would not be relative to the person who says it, and
there would then be an important difference between it, on
the one hand, and 'I feel certain that p' or 'I know for
certain that p' on the other, since the meaning of these two is
relative to the person who says them. But though 'Somebody
knows that p is true' is a necessary condition for the truth of 'It is
certain that p', it can be easily seen that it is not a sufficient
condition; for if it were, it would follow that in any case in which
somebody did know that p was true, it would always be false for
anybody to say 'It is not certain that p'. But in fact it is quite
evident that if I say now 'It is not certain that Hitler is still alive', I
am not thereby committing myself to the statement that nobody
knows that Hitler is still alive: my statement is quite consistent with
its being true that Hitler is still alive, and that he himself and other
persons know
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that he is so. The fact is, then, that all that follows from 'Somebody knows that p is true' is that somebody could say with truth 'It
is certain that p': it does not follow that more than one person
could; nor does it follow that there are not some who could say
with truth 'It is not certain that p7. Two different people, who say,
at the same time about the same proposition, p, the one 'It is
certain that p is true', the other 'It is not certain that p is true', may
both be saying what is true and not contradicting one another. It
follows, therefore, that, in spite of appearances, the meaning of 'It
is certain that p' is relative to the person who says it. And this, I
think, is because, as I have implied above, if anybody asserts 'It is
certain that p' part of what he is asserting is that he himself knows
that p is true; so that, even if many other people do know that p is
true, yet his assertion will be false, if he himself does not know it.
If, on the other hand, a person asserts 'It is not certain that p' his
assertion will not necessarily be true merely because he personally
does not know that p is true, though it will necessarily be false if
he personally does know that p is true. If I say 'It is certain that p',
that I should know that p is true is both a necessary and sufficient
condition for the truth of my assertion. But if I say 'It is not
certain that p', then that I should not know that p is true, though it
is a necessary, is not a sufficient condition for the truth of my
assertion. And similarly the expression 'It is possible that p is true'
is, though it looks as if it were impersonal, really an expression
whose meaning is relative to the person who uses it. If I say it,
that I should not know that p is false, is a necessary, though not a
sufficient, condition for the truth of my assertion; and hence if two
people say it at the same time about the same proposition it is
perfectly possible that what the one asserts should be true, and
what the other asserts false: since, if one of the two knows that p
is false, his assertion will necessarily be false; whereas, if the other
does not know that p is false, his assertion may be, though it will
not necessarily be, true. On the other hand, if it were right to use
the expression 'It is logically possible that p' as equivalent to 'p is
not self-contradictory', then the meaning of 'It is logically possible
that p' would not be relative to the person who says it.
To sum up this digression. What I have said about the consequences of the fact that all those seven propositions with which I
opened this lecture were contingent, is firstly (1) that this fact
does not entail the consequence that I did not, when I
made
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them, know them to be true; (2) that it does not entail the
consequence that I could then have said with truth about any of
them 'It is possible that this is false'; and (3) that it does not
entail the consequence that I could then have said with truth
about any of them 'It is not absolutely certain that this is true'. It
follows that by asserting that those seven propositions were
contingent, I have not committed myself to the view that they
were not known to be true or that it was not absolutely certain
they were. But on the other hand, even if I am right in saying
that these consequences do not follow from the mere fact that
they were contingent, it, of course, does not follow from this
that I did know them to be true, when I asserted them, or that
they were absolutely certain. The questions whether, when I first
said that I was standing up, I did know that I was, and whether,
therefore, it was absolutely certain that I was, still remain
completely open.
(2) A second respect, in addition to the fact that they were all
of them contingent, in which all those seven propositions resembled one another, was this: In the case of every one of them
part at least of what I was asserting, in asserting it, was something from which nothing whatever about the state or condition
of my own mind followed - something from which no psychological proposition whatever about myself followed. Every one
of them asserted something which might have been true, no
matter what the condition of my mind had been either at that
moment or in the past. For instance, that I was then inside a
room is something which might have been true, even if at the
time I had been asleep and in a dreamless sleep, and no matter
what my character or disposition or mental abilities might have
been: from that fact alone no psychological proposition whatever
about myself followed. And the same is true of part at least of
what I asserted in each of the other six propositions. I am going
to refer to this common feature of all those seven propositions,
by saying that they were all of them propositions which implied
the existence of an external world - that is to say, of a world
external to my mind. These phrases 'external world' and
'external to my mind' have often been used in philosophy; and I
think that the way in which I am now proposing to use them is in
harmony with the way in which they generally (though not
always) have been used. It is indeed not obvious that my assertion that I was standing up implied the existence of anything

external to my body; but it has generally been clear that those
who spoke of a world external to any given individual, meant by
that a world external to that individual's mind, and that they
were using the expression 'external to a mind' in some metaphorical sense such that my body must be external to my mind.
Accordingly a proposition which implies the existence of my
body does, for that reason alone, with this use of terminology,
imply the existence of a world external to my mind; and I think
that the reason why it is said to do so is because from the
existence of my body at a given time nothing whatever logically
follows as to the state or condition of my mind at that time. I
think, therefore, that I am not saying anything that will be
misleading to those familiar with philosophical terminology, if I
say, for the reason given, that each of those seven assertions
implied the existence of something external to my mind; and that
hence, if I did know any one of them to be true, when I asserted
it, the existence of an external world was at that time absolutely
certain. If, on the other hand, as some philosophers have
maintained, the existence of an external world is never absolutely
certain, then it follows that I cannot have known any one of
these seven propositions to be true.
(3) A third characteristic which was common to all those seven
propositions was one which I am going to express by saying that
I had for each of them, at the time when I made it, the evidence
of my senses. I do not mean by this that the evidence of my
senses was the only evidence I had for them: I do not think it
was. What I mean is that, at the time when I made each, I was
seeing or hearing or feeling things (or, if that will make
my meaning clearer, 'having visual, auditory, tactile or organic
sensations'), or a combination of these, such that to see or hear
or feel those things was to have evidence (not necessarily
conclusive evidence) for part at least of what I asserted
when I asserted the prop osition in question. In other words,
in all seven cases, what I said was at least partly based on 'the
then present evidence of my senses'.
(4) Fourth and finally, I think that all those seven assertions
shared in common the following characteristic. Consider the
class of all propositions which resemble them in the
second respect I mentioned, namely, that they imply the
existence of something external to the mind of the person who
makes them. It has been and still is held by many
philosophers that no
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proposition which has this peculiarity is ever known to be true -is
ever quite certain. And what I think is true of those seven
propositions with which I began this lecture is this: namely, that,
if I did not know them to be true when I made them, then those
philosophers are right. That is to say, if those propositions were
not certain, then nothing of the kind is ever certain: if
they were not certain, then no proposition which implies the
existence of anything external to the mind of the person who
makes it is ever certain. Take any one of the seven you like: the
case for saying that I knew that one to be true when I made it is
as strong as the case ever is for saying of any proposition which
implies the existence of something external to the mind of the
person who makes it, that that person knows it to be true.
This, it will be seem, is not a matter of logic. Obviously it is
logically possible, for instance, that it should have been false then
that I knew I was standing up and yet should be true now that I
know I am standing up. And similarly in the other cases. But
though this is logically possible - though the proposition 'I know
that I am standing up now, but I did not know then that I was' is
certainly not self-contradictory - yet it seems to me that it is
certainly false. If I didn't know then that I was standing up, then
certainly I know nothing of the sort now, and never have known
anything of the sort; and, not only so, but nobody else ever has.
And similarly, conversely (though this also is not a matter
of logic), if I did know then that I was standing up then I certainly
also know that I am standing up now, and have in the past
constantly known things of the sort; and, not only so, but millions
of other people have constantly known things of the sort:
we all of us constantly do. In other words, those seven
propositions of mine seem to be as good test-cases as could have
been chosen (as good as, but also no better than thousands of
others) for deciding between what seems to me to be the only real
(though far from the only logically possible) alternatives -namely
the alternative that none of us ever knows for certain of the
existence of anything external to his own mind, and the
alternative that all of us - millions of us - constantly do. And it was
because they seemed to me to be as good test-cases as could be
chosen for deciding this that I chose them. But can we decide
between these two alternatives? I feel that the discussion of this
question is frightfully difficult; and I feel sure that better and more
decisive things could be said
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about it than I shall be able to say. All that I can do is to discuss,
and that very inadequately, just one of the types of argument
which have sometimes been alleged to show that nobody ever has
known for certain anything about a world external to his mind.
Suppose I say now: T know for certain that I am standing up; it
is absolutely certain that I am; there is not the smallest chance that
I am not'. Many philosophers would say: 'You are wrong: you do
not know that you are standing up; it is not absolutely certain that
you are; there is some chance, though perhaps only a very small
one, that you are not'. And one argument which has been used as
an argument in favour of saying this, is an argument in the course
of which the philosopher who used it would assert: 'You do not
know for certain that you are not dreaming; it is not absolutely
certain that you are not; there is some chance, though perhaps
only a very small one, that you are'. And from this, that I do not
know for certain that I am not dreaming, it is supposed to follow
that I do not know for certain that I am standing up. It is argued:
If it is not certain that you are not dreaming, then it is not certain
that you are standing up. And that if I don't know that I'm not
dreaming, I also don't know that I'm not sitting down, I don't feel
at all inclined to dispute. From the hypothesis that I am dreaming,
it would, I think, certainly follow that I don't know that I am
standing up; though I have never seen the matter argued, and
though it is not at all clear to me how it is to be proved that it
would follow. But, on the other hand, from the hypothesis
that I am dreaming, it certainly would not follow that I am not
standing up; for it is certainly logically possible that a man should
be fast asleep and dreaming, while he is standing up and not lying
down. It is therefore logically possible that I should both be
standing up and also at the same time dreaming that I am; just as
the story, about a well-known Duke of Devonshire, that he once
dreamt that he was speaking in the House of Lords and, when he
woke up, found that he was speaking in the House of Lords, is
certainly logically possible. And if, as is commonly assumed, when
I am dreaming that I am standing up it may also be correct to say
that I am thinking that I am standing up, then it follows that the
hypothesis that I am now dreaming is quite consistent with the
hypothesis that I am both thinking that I am standing up and also
actually standing up. And hence, if, as seems to me to be
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certainly the case and as this argument assumes, from the
hypothesis that I am now dreaming it would follow that I don't
know that I am standing up, there follows a point which is of
great importance with regard to our use of the word
'knowledge', and therefore also of the word 'certainty' - a point
which has been made quite conclusively more than once by
Russell, namely that from the conjunction of the two facts that a
man thinks that a given proposition p is true, and that p is in fact
true, it does not follow that the man in question knows that p is
true: in order that I may be justified in saying that I know
that I am standing up, something more is required than the
mere conjunction of the two facts that I both think I am and
actually am -as Russell has expressed it, true belief is not
identical with knowledge; and I think we may further add that
even from the conjunction of the two facts that I feel certain that I
am and that I actually am it would not follow that I know
that I am, nor therefore that it is certain that I am. As regards
the argument drawn from the fact that a man who dreams that he
is standing up and happens at the moment actually to be standing
up will nevertheless not know that he is standing up, it should
indeed be noted that from the fact that a man is dreaming
that he is standing up, it certainly does not follow that he
thinks he is standing up; since it does sometimes happen in a
dream that we think that it is a dream, and a man who thought this
certainly might, although he was dreaming that he was standing
up, yet think that he was not, although he could not know that he
was not. It is not therefore the case, as might be hastily assumed,
that, if I dream that I am standing up at a time when I am in fact
lying down, I am necessarily deceived: I should be deceived only
if I thought I was standing when I wasn't; and I may dream that I
am, without thinking that I am. It certainly does, however,
often happen that we do dream that so-and-so is the case,
without at the time thinking that we are only dreaming; and in
such cases, I think we may perhaps be said to think that what we
dream is the case is the case, and to be deceived if it is not the
case; and therefore also, in such cases, if what we dream to be
the case happens also to be the case, we may be said to be
thinking truly that it is the case, although we certainly do not know
that it is.
I agree, therefore, with that part of this argument which
asserts that if I don't know now that I'm not dreaming, it follows

that I don't know that I am standing up, even if I both actually am
and think that I am. But this first part of the argument is a
consideration which cuts both ways. For, if it is true, it follows
that it is also true that if I do know that I am standing up, then I
do know that I am not dreaming. I can therefore just as well
argue: since I do know that I'm standing up, it follows that I do
know that I'm not dreaming; as my opponent can argue: since you
don't know that you're not dreaming, it follows that you don't
know that you're standing up. The one argument is just as good as
the other, unless my opponent can give better reasons for asserting
that I don't know that I'm not dreaming, than I can give for
asserting that I do know that I am standing up.
What reasons can be given for saying that I don't know for
certain that I'm not at this moment dreaming?
I do not think that I have ever seen clearly stated any argument
which is supposed to show this. But I am going to try to state, as
dearly as I can, the premisses and the reasonings from them,
which I think have led so many philosophers to suppose that I
really cannot now know for certain that I am not dreaming.
I said, you may remember, in talking of the seven assertions
with which I opened this lecture, that I had 'the evidence of my
senses' for them, though I also said that I didn't think this was the
only evidence I had for them, nor that this by itself was
necessarily conclusive evidence. Now if I had then 'the evidence
of my senses' in favour of the proposition that I was standing up,
I certainly have now the evidence of my senses in favour of the
proposition that I am standing up, even though this may not be all
the evidence that I have, and may not be conclusive. But have I,
in fact, the evidence of my senses at all in favour of this
proposition? One thing seems to me to be quite clear about our
use of this phrase, namely, that, if a man at a given time is only
dreaming that he is standing up, then it follows that he has not at
that time the evidence of his senses in favour of that proposition:
to say 'Jones last night was only dreaming that he was standing
up, and yet all the time he had the evidence of his senses that he
was' is to say something self-contradictory. But those
philosophers who say it is possible that I am now dreaming,
certainly mean to say also that it is possible that I am only
dreaming that I am standing up; and this view, we now see,
entails that it is possible that I have not the evidence of
my
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senses that I am. If, therefore, they are right, it follows that it is
not certain even that I have the evidence of my senses that I am; it
follows that it is not certain that I have the evidence of my senses
for anything at all. If, therefore, I were to say now, that I
certainly have the evidence of my senses in favour of the proposition that I am standing up, even if it's not certain that I am
standing up, I should be begging the very question now at issue.
For if it is not certain that I am not dreaming, it is not certain that
I even have the evidence of my senses that I am
standing up.
But, now, even if it is not certain that I have at this moment the
evidence of my senses for anything at all, it is quite certain that I
either have the evidence of my senses that I am standing up or
have an experience which is very like having the evidence of my
senses that I am standing up. If I am dreaming, this
experience consists in having dream-images which are at least
very like the sensations I should be having if I were awake and
had the sensations, the having of which would constitute 'having
the evidence of my senses' that I am standing up. Let us use the
expression 'sensory experience', in such a way that this
experience which I certainly am having will be a 'sensory experience', whether or not it merely consists in the having of dreamimages. If we use the expression 'sensory experience' in
this way, we can say, I think, that, if it is not certain that I am not
dreaming now, then it is not certain that all the sensory experiences I am now having are not mere dream-images.
What then are the premisses and the reasonings which would
lead so many philosophers to think that all the sensory experiences
I am having now may be mere dream-images - that I do not know
for certain that they are not?
So far as I can see, one premiss which they would certainly use
would be this: 'Some at least of the sensory experiences which
you are having now are similar in important respects to dreamimages which actually have occurred in dreams'. This seems a
very harmless premiss, and I am quite willing to admit that it is
true. But I think there is a very serious objection to the procedure
of using it as a premiss in favour of the derived conclusion. For a
philosopher who does use it as a premiss, is, I think, in fact
implying, though he does not expressly say, that he himself
knows it to be true. He is implying therefore that he himself
knows that dreams have occurred. And, of course, I think
192

CERTAINTY

he would be right. All the philosophers I have ever met or heard
of certainly did know that dreams have occurred: we all know that
dreams have occurred. But can he consistently combine this
proposition that he knows that dreams have occurred, with his
conclusion that he does not know that he is not dreaming? Can
anybody possibly know that dreams have occurred, if, at the time,
he does not himself know that he is not dreaming? If he is
dreaming, it may be that he is only dreaming that dreams have
occurred; and if he does not know that he is not dreaming, can he
possibly know that he is not only dreaming that dreams
have occurred? Can he possibly know therefore that dreams have
occurred? I do not think that he can; and therefore I think that
anyone who uses this premiss and also asserts the conclusion that
nobody ever knows that he is not dreaming, is guilty of an
inconsistency. By using this premiss he implies that he himself
knows that dreams have occurred; while, if his conclusion is true,
it follows that he himself does not know that he is not dreaming,
and therefore does not know that he is not only dreaming that
dreams have occurred.
However, I admit that the premiss is true. Let us now try to see
by what sort of reasoning it might be thought that we could get
from it to the conclusion.
I do not see how we can get forward in that direction at all,
unless we first take the following huge step, unless we say,
namely: since there have been dream-images similar in important
respects to some of the sensory experiences I am now having, it is
logically possible that there should be dream-images exactly like
all the sensory experiences I am now having, and logically
possible, therefore, that all the sensory experiences I am now
having are mere dream-images. And it might be thought that the
validity of this step could be supported to some extent by appeal
to matters of fact, though only, of course, at the cost of the same
sort of inconsistency which I have just pointed out. It might be
said, for instance, that some people have had dream-images which
were exactly like sensory experiences which they had when they
were awake, and that therefore it must be logically possible to
have a dream-image exactly like a sensory experience which is not
a dream-image. And then it may be said: If it is logically possible
for some dream-images to be exactly like sensory experiences
which are not dream-images, surely it must be logically possible
for all the dream-images occurring in a
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dream at a given time to be exactly like sensory experiences
which are not dream-images, and logically possible also for all
the sensory experiences which a man has at a given time when
he is awake to be exactly like all the dream-images which he
himself or another man had in a dream at another time.
Now I cannot see my way to deny that it is logically possible
that all the sensory experiences I am having now should be mere
dream-images. And if this is logically possible, and if further the
sensory experiences I am having now were the only experiences
I am having, I do not see how I could possibly know for certain
that I am not dreaming. 1
But the conjunction of my memories of the immediate past
with these sensory experiences may be sufficient to enable me to
know that I am not dreaming. I say it may be. But what if our
sceptical philosopher says: It is not sufficient; and offers as an
argument to prove that it is not, this: It is logically possible both
that you should be having all the sensory experiences you are
having, and also that you should be remembering what you do
remember, and yet should be dreaming. If this is logically possible, then I don't see how to deny that I cannot possibly know
for certain that I am not dreaming: I do not see that I possibly
could. But can any reason be given for saying that it is logically
possible? So far as I know nobody ever has, and I don't know
how anybody ever could. And so long as this is not done my
argument, 'I know that I am standing up, and therefore I know
that I am not dreaming', remains at least as good as his, 'You
don't know that you are not dreaming, and therefore
don't know that you are standing up'. And I don't think I've
ever seen an argument expressly directed to show that it is not.
One final point should be made dear. It is certainly logically
possible that I should have been dreaming now; I might have
been dreaming now; and therefore the proposition that I am
dreaming now is not self-contradictory. But what I am in doubt
of is whether it is logically possible that I should both be having
all the sensory experiences and the memories that I have and yet
be dreaming. The conjunction of the proposition that I have
these sense experiences and memories with the proposition that
I am dreaming does seem to me to be very likely selfcontradictory.
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NOTE
1 The manuscript of 'Certainty' was recently acquired by
the University Library, Cambridge. The passage reproduced below
comes from the last two pages and constitutes Moore's original
conclusion, which he then deleted, substituting the paragraphs which
follow in the main text. Concerning these paragraphs Casimir Lewy,
the original editor of this paper, wrote 'It should, I think, be
mentioned that Moore was particularly dissatisfied with the last four
paragraphs of this paper, and I believe that he was thinking primarily
of these paragraphs when he wrote, in the Preface, that the paper
contains bad mistakes' (Philosophical Papers, p.251, note 1).
But the sensory experiences I am having now are not the only
experiences I am having. I also have memories of the immediate
past, which are certainly not merely sensory experiences; and these
seem to me to make a big difference. Let me try to explain why.
Suppose that for an hour together I had had the experiences of lying
naked on a white beach, in front of a blue sea, under a bright sun, and
then suddenly had exactly all the sensory experiences I have now,
while at the same time I remembered those utterly different
experiences which I had been having just before. It is certainly
logically possible that this should happen, except that perhaps I could
not remember the experiences of the sea and bright sun without
having some images which would count as sensory experiences, and
which are not among those I have now, and that perhaps also in my
memories of the immediate past now, there are also included some
images, which should count as sensory experiences, and which would
not be included among my sensory experiences in the supposed case.
Suppose, however, that, with these exceptions, the extraordinary almost miraculous - state of things I have tried to describe, had
really happened. My sensory experiences would, ex hypothesi,
except for the possible presence of some memory images which are
not now present, and the possible absence of some which are now
present, be exactly as they are now, but I should remember from the
moment before being naked under a bright sun by a blue sea; what
should I know in such a case? I should certainly not know what to
think; I should be utterly astonished, and I should certainly not know
for certain at the moment that I was not dreaming; it would very
likely occur to me as a possible explanation of the extremely strange
state of things that I might be dreaming.
What does this show? It shows, I think, that the mere fact that it is
logically possible that all the sensory experiences I am now having
might be dream-images is not sufficient to show that I really may be
dreaming - that I do not know for certain that I'm not. For the
conjunction of my memories of the immediate past with those
sensory images may be sufficient to enable me to know that I am not
dreaming.
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But what if the philosopher who thinks he can show that I don't know
that I am not dreaming, says that they are not in fact sufficient, and
gives as an argument in favour of this that I may be merely
dreaming that I remember that my past experiences for some time
have been of standing up and speaking in a room etc., etc.; and not
actually remembering these things? I should reply, first, that this is not
an argument for his position, but a mere reassertion of it; since his
statement 'You may be merely dreaming that you remember' means
only 'You don't know that you are not dreaming'; which is just what he
was asked to give reasons for.
But if he says: 'No/ that is not what I meant: what I meant is that it is
logically possible that you are merely dreaming that you remember'. I
should reply that/ if he merely means by this that this proposition that
I am merely dreaming that I remember is not self-contradictory/ then I
fully admit that it is not; but that, as I said before, it does not follow
from this that I do not know it to be false. What we want from him is
some good reason for thinking that I don't know it to be false.
And here I am at an end. I do not know what good argument can be
brought forward in favour of the view that I do not know that I
remember having heard myself speak for some time past. Perhaps,
someone will say: 'Here is a good argument: we sometimes think that
we remember so and so, and then subsequently find out that what we
thought we remembered was not the case: therefore we can never be
certain in any particular case that we are remembering'. This seems to
me to be as good an argument as the following: we sometimes think
that a person we see is a man, and then subsequently find out that the
person in question was a woman; therefore we can never be quite
certain in any particular case that a person we see is a man - which
surely is as bad an argument as any argument can be.
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