
1. What does Schwitzgebel mean 
by 1% skepticism? 

2. Explain one of his arguments for 
1% skepticism? 

3. Explain one practical 
consequence that he thinks 
follows from 1% skepticism.



1% Skepticism 
Eric Schwitzgebel



DEGREES OF CREDENCE 
Your (degree of ) credence in a proposition p is 
your degree of belief that p is true. 

Asking whether someone does or should believe 
something is clumsy. It’s an all-or-nothing matter. 
Asking about degrees of credence is more 
precise and nuanced. 

A credence can be represented a percentage, or 
a number between 0 (none) and 1 (full).



DEGREES OF CREDENCE 
Instead of asking whether you should believe something 
(all or nothing), we can ask what your credence in its 
truth should be. 

A general rule: it is rational to match your credence in p 
to the quantity and quality of your evidence for it.  

Evidence in favor should increase your credence, 
evidence against should lower your credence. 

If you have perfect evidence that the chance of 
something is X%, then your credence in it should be X%.



DEGREES OF CREDENCE 
For example, we have extremely good 
evidence that about 1 in every 47 million 
flights crashes.  (source: http://www.planecrashinfo.com/cause.htm) 

Assuming this is accurate, your credence that 
your flight will crash should be 0.00002%. 

I.e., it would be rational for you to believe that 
there is a 0.00002% chance that your next 
flight will crash.



DEGREES OF CREDENCE 
Assuming that I am an average resident of 
America and that our cause-of-death statistics are 
accurate, I should have the following credences 
about how I will die: 

heart disease or cancer: 14.285% 
intentional self-harm: 0.971% 
automobile accident: 0.893% 
assault by firearm: 0.281% 
bicycle fatality: 0.020% 
lightning: 0.000735%

(source: http://www.nsc.org/NSCDocuments_Corporate/2014-Injury-Facts-Odds-Dying-43.pdf)



DEGREES OF CREDENCE 
Degrees of credence should follow the laws of 
probability theory.  

For example, for all of the ways I might die, the 
sum of my credence in all of them put together 
shouldn’t be more than 100%. 

And if the outcome of two events A and B are 
independent of each other, my credence in A and 
B both happening should be my credence in A 
multiplied by my credence in B.



DEGREES OF CREDENCE 
We are not always rational. Sometimes our actual 
credences don’t fit with our evidence. A famous 
example used by Kahneman and Tversky: 

Linda is 31 years old, single, outspoken, and very bright. She 
majored in philosophy. As a student, she was deeply concerned 
with issues of discrimination and social justice, and also 
participated in anti-nuclear demonstrations. 

Which is more probable? 
1. Linda is a bank teller. 
2. Linda is a bank teller and is active in the feminist 
movement.



SKEPTICISM 
“A radically skeptical scenario…is any 
scenario in which a large chunk of the ordinary 
beliefs that we tend to take for granted is 
radically false” (16)



SKEPTICISM 
So, a question: 
What degree of credence should I have 
that I am currently in a skeptical scenario?



1% Skepticism 

You should have a 
credence that you are 
currently in a skeptical 
scenario that is somewhere 
between 0.1% and 1%.







Credence that human minds can be 
simulated: 

Given that assumption, credence that 
humanity will eventually succeed at this: 

Given that assumption, credence that 
they’ll choose to run billions of short 
simulations of 20th Century Humans: 

Given that assumption, odds that you 
are currently in a short simulation:





Practical Consequences 

Should being a 1% skeptic change what 
I do? 

Schwitzgebel says yes, in some small 
but perhaps significant ways.



teacher takes  
attendance 

(50%)
no attendance 

(50%)

go to class 0 -1

sleep in -2 +3

A Simple 
Decision 
Matrix

columns represent 
possible states of 
the world, and my 
credence in them

rows represent 
different 

actions I’m 
deciding 
between

numbers in each cell represent the 
value of that row’s action given 

that column’s state of the world.

-0.5

+0.5

The expected 
utility of an 

action is the sum 
of the number in 
each cell in a row 
multiplied by the 

credence in its 
column’s state.

In general, it is 
rational to do 

whatever has the 
highest expected 

utility.



I am having a 
dream in which 

I can fly 
(0.15%)

I am having a 
dream in which 

I can’t fly 
(0.15%)

I’m not 
dreaming 
(99.7%)

I leap up, trying 
to fly +100 -1.05 -0.1

I don’t leap. -1 -1 0

+0.05

-0.003

Should I Try to Fly?


