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HOW CAN WE KNOW WHETHER
OUR WORLD IS REAL?

CHAPTER 3: DO WE KNOW THINGS?
CHAPTER 4: CAN WE PROVE THERE IS
AN EXTERNAL WORLD? Together,
these chapters examine knowledge,
radical doubt, and the possibility of
simulation.

1 THE SHIFT FROM REALITY TO
KNOWLEDGE

• The reality question asks what
actually exists.

• The knowledge question asks what
we are justified in claiming to know.

• A world could be real even if we
misunderstand its ultimate
foundation.

REALITY AND KNOWLEDGE ARE
RELATED — BUT THEY ARE NOT

THE SAME.

2 WHAT IS EPISTEMOLOGY?

Epistemology is the philosophical
study of knowledge. It asks what
counts as knowing, how evidence
supports belief, and where human
understanding reaches its limits.
• BELIEF: You accept that a claim is

true.
• TRUTH: The claim actually is true.
• JUSTIFICATION: You have good

reasons for accepting it.
These three ingredients form a
classic starting point. Philosophers
also debate whether additional

safeguards against lucky guesses are
necessary.

3 BELIEF IS NOT THE SAME AS
KNOWLEDGE

• A confident but false belief cannot
become knowledge merely because
it feels convincing.

• A lucky guess may be true without
being well supported.

• A carefully reasoned conclusion can
still be mistaken if its evidence is
misleading.

The central problem is whether
ordinary experience provides
sufficient support.

4 CERTAINTY VERSUS PRACTICAL
KNOWLEDGE

Absolute certainty leaves no
possibility of error. Everyday
knowledge usually works with strong
evidence, reasonable confidence, and
the possibility of correction.
• You can reasonably know where

you parked without proving the
impossibility of every deception.

• Skepticism becomes dangerous
when it demands certainty before
allowing any knowledge at all.

5 DESCARTES'S METHOD OF
DOUBT

Rene Descartes deliberately
questioned beliefs that could
conceivably be mistaken. His goal
was to discover whether anything
could survive the strongest possible
doubt.
• The senses occasionally mislead us.
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• Dreams can resemble waking
experience.

• A powerful deceiver might
manipulate perception and belief.

IF AN EXPERIENCE CAN BE FAKED,
DOES IT STILL PROVE WHAT

CAUSED IT?

6 THE DREAMING CHALLENGE

While dreaming, people often believe
that they are awake. The sights,
sounds, emotions, and apparent
surroundings can seem entirely
convincing.
• The challenge is not that every

experience is a dream.
• The challenge is that experience

alone may not conclusively
establish that we are awake.

• An extremely convincing simulation
creates a modern version of the
same uncertainty.

7 THE EVIL-DEMON THOUGHT
EXPERIMENT

Descartes imagined a powerful
deceiver capable of creating the
complete appearance of an external
world. Everything could seem normal
while its underlying explanation was
radically different.
The thought experiment tests the
strength of our evidence. It does not
claim that such a deceiver actually
exists.

8 THE MODERN TECHNOLOGICAL
VERSION

• A BRAIN IN A VAT could receive
artificial signals resembling
ordinary perception.

• A FULL SIMULATION could generate
a consistent environment, apparent
physical laws, and shared
experiences.

• A PERFECT SIMULATION might
reproduce every observation
available from inside it.

SAME EXPERIENCE. DIFFERENT
POSSIBLE EXPLANATIONS.

9 WHAT SURVIVES RADICAL
DOUBT?

Descartes reached a famous
conclusion: thinking itself establishes
that a thinker exists. Even a deceived
thinker must exist in some form to
experience the deception.

I THINK, THEREFORE I AM.

That conclusion supports awareness
of present thought. It does not, by
itself, prove what kind of external
world produces our experiences.

10 THE SKEPTICAL ARGUMENT

1 Ordinary experience suggests
that an external world exists.

2
A perfect simulation could
produce those same
experiences.
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3 The available evidence might fit
either explanation.

4 We may be unable to rule out
the simulation hypothesis.

5 The skeptic questions whether
ordinary knowledge survives.

6 Chalmers challenges the leap
from simulation to unreality.

11 WHY AN EXPERIMENT MAY NOT
SETTLE IT

Suppose scientists design a test for
simulated reality. The instruments,
measurements, laboratories, and
researchers could all belong to the
same simulated environment.
• A negative test might exclude a

particular imperfect simulation.
• It would not necessarily exclude

every possible simulation.
• Evidence gathered inside a world

may not reveal what lies outside its
framework.

12 THE ASYMMETRY OF
DISCOVERY

It might be possible to discover that
we are simulated if those running the
simulation reveal themselves or
demonstrate control over its
underlying system.
The reverse is harder: perfectly
ordinary observations may never
prove that no deeper simulation
exists.

CONFIRMING A SIMULATION MAY
BE EASIER THAN RULING ONE

OUT.

13 CHAPTER 4: ANSWERING THE
SKEPTIC

Philosophers have proposed several
ways to defend knowledge of an
external world. Chalmers tests
whether those responses still work
when highly sophisticated
simulations are considered.

14 FOUR HISTORICAL RESPONSES

• DESCARTES: A good God would not
systematically deceive us — but
that assurance depends on
disputed assumptions.

• BERKELEY: Reality is closely
connected to perception — but
hidden processes could still sustain
those perceptions.

• VERIFICATIONISTS: Untestable
claims are meaningless — but
Chalmers argues that unverifiable
claims can still have meaning.

• PUTNAM: Language may rule out
certain brain-in-a-vat claims — but
that does not eliminate every
simulation scenario.

15 RUSSELL'S APPEAL TO
SIMPLICITY

Bertrand Russell favored the simplest
explanation of ordinary experience. A
straightforward external world can
initially look simpler than a world
plus hidden simulators.
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• Simplicity is often useful when
competing explanations fit the
same evidence.

• A simple explanation is not
guaranteed to be true.

• If advanced simulations are
widespread, dismissing them as
needlessly complicated becomes
less persuasive.

16 MOORE'S COMMON-SENSE
PROOF

G. E. Moore defended the external
world by pointing to his hands: if
hands exist, then something outside
the mind exists.
• The skeptic objects that the

argument assumes exactly what is
being challenged.

• A simulated Moore could
confidently point to simulated
hands.

• Common sense establishes what
appears present, but not
necessarily its ultimate foundation.

17 THE SIMULATION RIPOSTE

Chalmers repeatedly applies a
revealing test: imagine a simulated
version of a philosopher presenting
the same supposed proof that
simulation is impossible.
• The simulated philosopher could

reason exactly as we do.
• The reasoning would still lead that

philosopher to a mistaken
conclusion.

• Therefore, the argument cannot
guarantee that we are not
simulated.

IF A SIMULATED THINKER COULD
USE YOUR PROOF, YOUR PROOF
MAY NOT EXCLUDE SIMULATION.

18 CHALMERS'S IMPORTANT
REVERSAL

Traditional skepticism often assumes
that if we are simulated, ordinary
objects are unreal. Chalmers rejects
that assumption.
• A simulated tree can still be a real

tree within the simulated
environment.

• A simulated hand can still be a real,
digitally constituted hand.

• Ordinary knowledge can survive
even when the world has an
unexpected deeper foundation.

WE MAY NOT KNOW THE
ULTIMATE FOUNDATION — BUT WE

CAN STILL KNOW OUR WORLD.

19 THREE LEVELS TO KEEP
SEPARATE

• EXPERIENCE: What appears in
consciousness.

• WORLD STRUCTURE: The stable
objects, relationships, and causes
we encounter.

• ULTIMATE FOUNDATION: Whatever
deeper reality produces or sustains
that structure.

Knowing the structure of our world
does not necessarily require knowing
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everything about its deepest
foundation.

20 BOOK-CLUB DISCUSSION
QUESTIONS

1. Must knowledge be absolutely
certain, or can strong evidence be
enough?

2. How is believing something
different from actually knowing it?

3. Could you conclusively prove that
you are awake right now?

4. Does a perfect simulation threaten
reality, knowledge, both, or
neither?

5. Is Descartes's thinking self a firm
foundation for knowledge?

6. Can scientific instruments detect
what exists outside the reality
containing them?

7. Does the simplest explanation
deserve preference when
alternatives are technologically
plausible?

8. Is Moore right that ordinary
common sense outweighs
philosophical doubt?

9. If your hands were digitally
constituted, would they still be
your hands?

10. What difference would
discovering a simulation make to
everyday life?

21 POSITIONS YOUR GROUP CAN
COMPARE

• RADICAL SKEPTIC: Without
certainty, claims about the external
world remain doubtful.

• COMMON-SENSE REALIST: Ordinary
experience provides sufficient
evidence for ordinary knowledge.

• SIMULATION AGNOSTIC: The
ultimate foundation of reality may
remain permanently uncertain.

• VIRTUAL REALIST: Even if we are
simulated, the world we experience
can still be genuine.

22 THE QUESTION TO CARRY
FORWARD

UNCERTAINTY ABOUT WHAT
REALITY IS MADE OF DOES NOT

ERASE REALITY.

NEXT: CHAPTER 5 — IS IT LIKELY
THAT WE ARE IN A SIMULATION? The
discussion moves from what we can
know to how seriously the simulation
hypothesis should be considered.

23 AUTHORITATIVE READING
REFERENCES

• David Chalmers: Teaching with
Reality+

• University library: official chapter
contents

• Author interview: knowledge and
simulation

Original discussion guide and
analysis; no extended copyrighted
passages reproduced.

https://consc.net/realityteaching/
https://consc.net/realityteaching/
https://urn.ub.unibe.ch/urn%3Ach%3Aslsp%3A9780241320716%3Aihv%3Apdf
https://urn.ub.unibe.ch/urn%3Ach%3Aslsp%3A9780241320716%3Aihv%3Apdf
https://futureoflife.org/podcast/david-chalmers-on-reality-virtual-worlds-and-the-problems-of-philosophy/
https://futureoflife.org/podcast/david-chalmers-on-reality-virtual-worlds-and-the-problems-of-philosophy/


REALITY+ DAVID J. CHALMERS

CHAPTERS 3-4  |  THE KNOWLEDGE QUESTION

BOOK CLUB READING COMPANION PAGE 6

24 PLATO | ANCIENT GREECE

KNOWLEDGE, APPEARANCE, AND
THE CAVE

• BORN: About 428/427 BCE; Athens,
Greece.

• DIED: About 348/347 BCE; Athens.
Exact ancient dates are uncertain.

• LIVED / WORKED: Primarily Athens;
founded the Academy and traveled
in the Mediterranean.

• CENTRAL IDEAS: Distinguished
knowledge from opinion; explored
truth, justification, appearance, and
the allegory of the cave.

• CHALMERS CONNECTION: His
questions about justified belief and
misleading appearances help frame
modern debates about virtual
worlds.

25 RENE DESCARTES | FRANCE

DREAMING, DOUBT, AND THE EVIL
DEMON

• BORN: March 31, 1596; La Haye en
Touraine, France.

• DIED: February 11, 1650;
Stockholm, Sweden.

• LIVED / WORKED: France and the
Dutch Republic; spent his final
months in Sweden.

• CENTRAL IDEAS: Methodical doubt,
dreams, the evil demon, mind-body
dualism, and the certainty of
thinking.

• CHALMERS CONNECTION: The
modern simulation replaces his
deceiver: convincing experience
may not reveal its ultimate source.
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26 GEORGE BERKELEY | IRELAND

PERCEPTION, IDEAS, AND REALITY

• BORN: March 12, 1685; County
Kilkenny, Ireland.

• DIED: January 14, 1753; Oxford,
England.

• LIVED / WORKED: Dublin and
Cloyne, Ireland; Newport, Rhode
Island; later Oxford.

• CENTRAL IDEAS: Idealism and
immaterialism: reality is intimately
connected with perception, ideas,
and minds.

• CHALMERS CONNECTION: Chalmers
questions whether appearance
exhausts reality: a computer could
sustain experiences while
remaining hidden.

27 BERTRAND RUSSELL | BRITAIN

SIMPLICITY AND THE EXTERNAL
WORLD

• BORN: May 18, 1872; Trellech,
Monmouthshire, now Wales.

• DIED: February 2, 1970;
Penrhyndeudraeth, Wales.

• LIVED / WORKED: Cambridge and
London, England; the United States;
later Wales.

• CENTRAL IDEAS: Analytic
philosophy, mathematical logic,
scientific reasoning, and preference
for simpler explanations.

• CHALMERS CONNECTION: Chalmers
tests whether simplicity can
exclude simulation; a simpler
theory is not automatically true.
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28 G. E. MOORE | ENGLAND

COMMON SENSE AND TWO HANDS

• BORN: November 4, 1873; Upper
Norwood, London, England.

• DIED: October 24, 1958;
Cambridge, England.

• LIVED / WORKED: London and
Cambridge; studied and taught at
Trinity College.

• CENTRAL IDEAS: Common-sense
realism, analytic philosophy, ethics,
and the claim that visible hands
prove an external world.

• CHALMERS CONNECTION: A
simulated Moore could hold up
simulated hands; confidence alone
cannot establish their deepest
foundation.

29 RUDOLF CARNAP | EUROPE /
USA

VERIFICATION, SCIENCE, AND
MEANING

• BORN: May 18, 1891; Ronsdorf,
Germany.

• DIED: September 14, 1970;
California, United States.

• LIVED / WORKED: Germany, Vienna,
and Prague; later Chicago and Los
Angeles.

• CENTRAL IDEAS: Logical
empiricism, scientific language,
verification, and the Vienna Circle.

• CHALMERS CONNECTION: Chalmers
rejects the claim that a simulation
hypothesis becomes meaningless
simply because conclusive testing
is difficult.
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30 HILARY PUTNAM | UNITED
STATES

LANGUAGE AND THE BRAIN IN A
VAT

• BORN: July 31, 1926; Chicago,
Illinois.

• DIED: March 13, 2016; Arlington,
Massachusetts.

• LIVED / WORKED: France,
Philadelphia, Princeton, and the
Boston-Cambridge area; taught at
Harvard.

• CENTRAL IDEAS: Philosophy of
language, meaning, reference,
scientific realism, and the
brain-in-a-vat argument.

• CHALMERS CONNECTION: Chalmers
evaluates whether meaning and
reference can refute skepticism,
then argues they cannot dismiss
every simulation.

31 BIOGRAPHICAL SOURCE LINKS

• Plato: philosophy encyclopedia
• Descartes: Stanford encyclopedia
• Berkeley: University of St Andrews
• Russell: Nobel Prize biography
• Moore: philosophy encyclopedia
• Carnap: Stanford encyclopedia
• Putnam: Harvard memorial

32 PICTORIAL SYMBOLS
EXPLAINED

• PLATO: Cave shadows represent
appearances mistaken for reality.

• DESCARTES: A dreamlike mirror
suggests uncertain perception.

• BERKELEY: A tree and eye connect
reality with perception.

• RUSSELL: Balanced scales suggest
simpler explanations.

• MOORE: An upraised hand
represents his common-sense
proof.

• CARNAP: Diagrams represent
verification and scientific logic.

• PUTNAM: A brain in a vessel
illustrates radical skepticism.

Portraits are original, AI-generated
interpretive illustrations; they are not
historical photographs or
reproductions of copyrighted
artworks.

https://iep.utm.edu/plato/
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/descartes/
https://mathshistory.st-andrews.ac.uk/Biographies/Berkeley/
https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/literature/1950/russell/biographical/
https://iep.utm.edu/moore/
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/carnap/
https://news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2023/11/hilary-whitehall-putnam-89/

