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286 Chapter6 Knowledge and Skepticism

René Descartes,
Meditations on First
Philosophy

6 Is there any way you
can tell whether you
are awake or dream-
ing? Is Descartes right
that he cannot tell the
difference? Explain.

7 Is there any way you
can determine whether
you are living in the
Matrix? Can you tell
whether an evil genius
is systematically deceiv-
ing you? Why or why
not?

René Descartes,
Meditations on First
Philosophy

All that up to the present time | have accepted as most true and certain | have learned
either from the senses or through the senses; but it is sometimes proved to me that
these senses are deceptive, and it is wiser not to trust entirely to any thing by which we
have once been deceived.

But it may be that although the senses sometimes deceive us concerning things
which are hardly perceptible, or very far away, there are yet many others to be met with
as to which we cannot reasonably have any doubt, although we recognise them by
their means. For example, there is the fact that | am here, seated by the fire, attired in a
dressing gown, having this paper in my hands and other similar matters.

At the same time | must remember that | am a man, and that consequently | am
in the habit of sleeping, and in my dreams representing to myself the same things or
sometimes even less probable things, than do those who are insane in their waking
moments. How often has it happened to me that in the night | dreamt that | found my-
selfin this particular place, that | was dressed and seated near the fire, whilst in reality
| was lying undressed in bed! At this moment it does indeed seem to me that it is with
eyes awake that | am looking at this paper; that this head which | move is not asleep,
that it is deliberately and of set purpose that | extend my hand and perceive it; what
happens in sleep does not appear so clear nor so distinct as does all this. But in think-
ing over this | remind myself that on many occasions | have in sleep been deceived
by similar illusions, and in dwelling carefully on this reflection | see so manifestly that
there are no certain indications by which we may clearly distinguish wakefulness from
sleep that | am lost in astonishment. And my astonishment is such that it is almost
capable of persuading me that | now dream.*

After this insight, Descartes discovers that his skepticism goes even deeper. Sup-
pose, he says, that an evil genius or god has set out to systematically deceive me. This
being could delude me about every kind of thought I could possibly have. I can’t be
sure that this is not the case. I can’t be certain that all my thoughts are not the work
of an evil entity that infuses my mind with false sensations and ideas, making an
external reality appear to exist. And if I am not certain of this, I can’t know anything
that I previously thought I knew, including such seemingly obvious things as the
truths of mathematics.

Nevertheless | have long had fixed in my mind the belief that an all-powerful God ex-
isted by whom | have been created such as | am. But how do | know that He has not
brought it to pass that there is no earth, no heaven, no extended body, no magnitude,
no place, and that nevertheless [| possess the perceptions of all these things and that]
they seem to me to exist just exactly as | now see them? And, besides, as | sometimes
imagine that others deceive themselves in the things which they think they know best,
how do | know that | am not deceived every time that | add two and three, or count the
sides of a square, or judge of things yet simpler can be imagined?

As we have seen, Descartes’ assumption is that knowledge requires certainty.
He holds that for beliefs to count as knowledge, we must be certain of them—they
must be so well supported as to be beyond all possible doubt. But some philoso-
phers claim that this requirement for knowledge sets the bar too high. They reject
Descartes’ skeptical arguments because they are convinced that knowledge demands
not beyond-all-doubt certainty, but only reasonable grounds for believing. After all,
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Living in the Matrix

Descartes’ evil genius scenario is the forerunner of some similar what-if tales told by philoso-
phers and others in our own times. In one of them, you are no at the mercy of 2 malicious
demon; you are instead a brain in a vat of chemicals in a laboratory. Your brain is hard-wired
to a computer, which a brilliant (but probably crazy) scientist is using to give you experiences
that are indistinguishable from those you might have if you
were not a wired-up marinating brain. The question is, How
could you ever be certain that you are not such a brain in a va2?

The same sort of question arises about the predicament
of humans in the movie 7he Matrix. Intelligent computers
have enslaved the human race, encasing everyone in pods
and electronically feeding simulations of the real world into
their brains. As Christopher Grau says,

These creatures have fed Neo [the movie’s protag-
onist] a simulation that he couldn’t possibly help
but take as the real thing. What's worse, it isn't
clear how any of us can know with certainty that
we are not in a position similar to Neo before his
“rebirth.” . . . A viewer of The Matrix is naturally led
to wonder: how do | know | am not in the Matrix>

Christopher Grau, “Bad Dreams, Evil Demons, and the Experience

Machine: Philosophy and The Matrix,” in Philosophers Explore the  Figure 6.4 The Matris, like a lot of other
Matrix, ed. Christopher Grau (New York: Oxford University Press,  moviies, raises philosophical questions—
2005), 10-23. specifically, epistemological questions.

Some philosophers think the skeptical implications of Matrix-type scenar-
ios can be countered through an argument based on inference to the best
explanation. What would such an argument look like? Do you agree that it
can successfully counter the skeptical scenarios?

they say, we often claim to know many propositions that are not certain. We insist
that we know that grass grows, that some dogs have fleas, that Africa exists, and Nolfouaabon n.avse

knowledge.

that Abraham Lincoln lived and died in America—yet none of these statements is ~ _,,  po

beyond all possible doubt.
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s fraught with inconsistencies, discrepancies,
 are), how can you ever be sure that the
? Can you really know anything? How
ese skeptical concerns?

Adrift in doubt, Descartes wonders whether there is anything at all he can know.
But just when it seems that he can know nothing, he comes upon a truth that he
cannot possibly doubt: He exists:

René Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy

The Meditation of yesterday filled my mind with so many doubts that it is no longer
in my power to forget them. And yet | do not see in what manner | can resolve them;
and, just as if | had all of a sudden fallen into very deep water, | am so disconcerted
that | can neither make certain of setting my feet on the bottom, nor can | swim and
so support myself on the surface. | shall nevertheless make an effort and follow anew
the same path as that on which | yesterday entered, i.e. | shall proceed by setting aside
all that in which the least doubt could be supposed to exist, just as if | had discovered
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René Descartes

Descartes (1596-1650) did his philosophical work in
a time of intellectual, scientific, and religious change,
an era of revolutionary new thinking that would eventu-
ally transform the Western world. He was a contemporary
of Galileo and Kepler, coming along after Copernicus  Figure 6.5 René Descartes (1596
did his work and before Newton did his. While trying  1650), philosopher, mathematician,
to reconcile the old ideas with the new, he sparked 2 and eminent rationalist.
quiet revolution of his own and became the father of
modern philosophy.
He was born in La Haye, France, educated in philosophy and mathematics
at the Jesuit College of La Fleche in Anjou, and trained in the law at Poitiers. He
served for a while in the Dutch army, where he did much of his early philosophical
thinking, supposedly inspired by dreams he had while sleeping in a “stove-heated
room.
He was such a bright student that he easily advanced beyond his teachers, and
he quickly realized that their arguments and reasoning were defective. Knowl-
edge in general, he thought, is on very shaky ground, and thar state of affairs is

But after | have recognised that there is a God—because at the same time | have also
recognised that all things depend upon Him, and that He is not a deceiver, and from that
have inferred that what | perceive clearly and distinctly cannot fail to be true—although
1 no longer pay attention to the reasons for which | have judged this to be true, provided
that | recollect having clearly and distinctly perceived it no contrary reason can be brought
forward which could ever cause me to doubt of its truth; and thus | have a true and cer-
tain knowledge of it. And this same knowledge extends likewise to all other things which
| recollect having formerly demonstrated, such as the truths of geometry and the like;
for what can be alleged against them to cause me to place them in doubt? Will it be said
that my nature is such as to cause me to be frequently deceived? But | already know that
| cannot be deceived in the judgment whose grounds | know clearly. Will it be said that
| formerly held many things to be true and certain which | have afterwards recognised
to be false? But | had not had any clear and distinct knowledge of these things, and not
as yet knowing the rule whereby | assure myself of the truth, | had been impelled to give
my assent from reasons which | have since recognised to be less strong than | had at the
time imagined them to be. What further objection can then be raised? That possibly | am
dreaming (an objection | myself made a little while ago), or that all the thoughts which |
now have are no more true than the phantasies of my dreams? But even though | slept
the case would be the same, for all that is clearly present to my mind is absolutely true.®

Being a thoroughgoing rationalist, Descartes believes that he apprehends substan-
tial truths about the world through reason. He would admit that through perception
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intolerable. So he set out on his long quest for knowledge that was as logical and
certain as a mathematical proof. Along the way, he reshaped mathemarics by in-
venting coordinate geometry. (Remember “Cartesian coordinates™)

He developed a rationalistic theory of knowledge whose starting point was a
recognition of personal existence (“I think therefore I am”). Reason is the source
of substantial knowledge, and sense experience has only a subordinate role. His
epistemology would be influential and controversial for centuries to come. His
metaphysics has also affected succeeding generations. He posited a stark division
between mind and matter, with the two somehow interacting (an interaction that
he could not adequately explain). His Discourse on the Method was published in
1637, Meditations on First Philosophy in 1641, Principles of Philosaphy in 1644, and
The Passions of the Soul in 1649.

In 1649 he agreed to tutor the philosophically minded Queen Kristina of
Sweden. But the work demanded an unpleasant departure from his usual routine
of sleeping in: He was asked to begin lessons at 5:00 a.m.! The change allegedly
caused his demise; he contracted pneumonia and died. (Another notable philoso-
pher, Grotius, had visited Kristina in 1644 and suffered an identical fate. Kristina
seems to have been very tough on famous philosophers.)

he learns simple facts such as the color of a flower and the position of the sun in the sky.

But in many other cases, he says, knowledge of the external world is obtained through
an “intuition of the mind,” not sense data. Here is Descartes explaining this point:

Let us begin by considering the commonest matters, those which we believe to be the
most distinctly comprehended, to wit, the bodies which we touch and see; not indeed
bodies in general, for these general ideas are usually a little more confused, but let us
consider one body in particular. Let us take, for example, this piece of wax: it has been
taken quite freshly from the hive, and it has not yet lost the sweetness of the honey which
it contains; it still retains somewhat of the odour of the flowers from which it has been
culled; its colour, its figure, its size are apparent; it is hard, cold, easily handled, and if
you strike it with the finger, it will emit a sound. Finally all the things which are requisite
to cause us distinctly to recognise a body, are met with in it. But notice that while | speak
and approach the fire what remained of the taste is exhaled, the smell evaporates, the co-
lour alters, the figure is destroyed, the size increases, it becomes liquid, it heats, scarcely
can one handle it, and when one strikes it, no sound is emitted. Does the same wax
remain after this change? We must confess that it remains; none would judge otherwise.
What then did | know so distinctly in this piece of wax? It could certainly be nothing of all
that the senses brought to my notice, since all these things which fall under taste, smell,
sight, touch, and hearing, are found to be changed, and yet the same wax remains. . .
We must then grant that . . . it is my mind alone which perceives . . . this piece of
wax. . . . But what is this piece of wax which cannot be understood excepting by the

René Descartes,
Meditations on First
Philosophy

9 Does Descartes
succeed in showing
that knowledge of
the external world is
gained by an intuition
of the mind? Does his
argument show that
empiricism is false?
Why or why not?

6.3 THE EMPIRICIST TURN

Most empiricists have rejected skepticism while denying ra-
tionalist claims (such as the doctrine of innate ideas), building
their theories of knowledge on the supposed firmer ground
of sense experience. But the differences among the greatest
empiricists are stark. Locke argues that we can know much
about things external to our minds; Berkeley agrees that we
can have knowledge but denies the reality of material objects;
and Hume insists that the scope of our knowledge is much
narrower than most people realize, raising skeptical doubts
about the existence of the external world and the inductive
methodology of science.

Locke

In Locke’s philosophical masterwork, An Essay Concern-
ing Human Understanding (1689), he builds a case against
rationalism and for a thoroughgoing empiricism. First, he
contends that the rationalist notion that we are born with
knowledge (“innate principles,” as he says) already imprinted
on our minds is unfounded. The rationalist argues, says
Locke, that since all people seem to possess knowledge of cer-
tain universal principles (such as truths of logic), this knowl-
edge must be inborn. How else could everyone have come by this knowledge? Locke
replies that there are no such universal principles, and even if there were, they could
have easily arisen through sense experience. They need not be present at birth. Here
is Locke’s critique of innate ideas:
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Figure 6.7 John Locke (1632-1704).

John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding

1. The way shown how we come by any knowledge, sufficient to prove it not innate.
It is an established opinion amongst some men, that there are in the understanding
certain innate principles; some primary notions, characters, as it were, stamped upon
the mind of man, which the soul receives in its very first being; and brings into the
world with it. It would be sufficient to convince unprejudiced readers of the falseness
of this supposition, if | should only shew (as | hope | shall in the following parts of
this discourse) how men, barely by the use of their natural faculties, may attain to all
the knowledge they have, without the help of any innate impressions; and may arrive
at certainty, without any such original notions or principles. For | imagine any one will
easily grant, that it would be impertinent to suppose, the ideas of colours innate in a
creature, to whom God hath given sight, and a power to receive them by the eyes, from
external objects: And no less unreasonable would it be to attribute several truths to
the impressions of nature, and innate characters, when we may observe in ourselves
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10 Locke says that
universal agreement
on principles does not
prove that they are in-
nate. Why does he say
this? Is he right?

11 In response to
Locke’s point about
children, suppose a
rationalist insists that
children’s minds are
not fully developed
and so cannot yet have
knowledge of innate
principles—therefore,
their lack of innate
knowledge does not
prove anything. Is this a
good argument?

faculties, fit to attain as easy and certain knowledge of them, as if they were originally
imprinted on the mind.

But because a man is not permitted without censure to follow his own thoughts in
the search of truth, when they lead him ever so little out of the common road; | shall set
down the reasons that made me doubt of the truth of that opinion, as an excuse for my
mistake, if | be in one; which | leave to be considered by those who, with me, dispose
themselves to embrace truth, wherever they find it.

2. General assent, the great argument. There is nothing more commonly taken for
granted, than that there are certain principles, both speculative and practical, (for they
speak of both), universally agreed upon by all mankind: Which therefore, they argue,
must needs be the constant impressions, which the souls of men receive in their first
beings, and which they bring into the world with them, as necessarily and really as they
do any of their inherent faculties.

3. Universal consent proves nothing. This argument, drawn from universal con-
sent, has this misfortune in it, that if it were true in matter of fact, that there were
certain truths wherein all mankind agreed, it would not prove them innate, if there can
be any other way shewn how men may come to that universal agreement, in the things
they do consent in, which | presume may be done.

4. What is, is; and it is impossible for the same thing to be, and not to be; not
universally assented to. But, which is worse, this argument of universal consent, which
is made use of to prove innate principles, seems to me a demonstration that there
are none such; because there are none to which all mankind give an universal assent.
| shall begin with the speculative, and instance in those magnified principles of dem-
onstration; “Whatsoever is, is;” and “It is impossible for the same thing to be and not
to be;” which, of all others, | think have the most allowed title to innate. These have so
settled a reputation of maxims universally received, that it will, no doubt, be thought
strange, if any one should seem to question it. But yet | take liberty to say, that these
propositions are so far from having an universal assent, that there are a great part of
mankind to whom they are not so much as known.

5. Not on the mind naturally imprinted, because not known to children, idiots, etc.
For, first, it is evident, that all children and idiots have not the least apprehension or
thought of them; and the want of that is enough to destroy that universal assent, which
must needs be the necessary concomitant of all innate truths: It seeming to me near a
contradiction, to say, that there are truths imprinted on the soul, which it perceives or
understands not; imprinting if it signify any thing, being nothing else, but the making
certain truths to be perceived. For to imprint any thing on the mind, without the mind’s
perceiving it seems to me hardly intelligible. If therefore children and idiots have souls,
have minds, with those impressions upon them, they must unavoidably perceive them,
and necessarily know and assent to these truths: Which since they do not, it is evident
that there are no such impressions. For if they are not notions naturally imprinted, how
can they be innate? and if they are notions imprinted, how can they be unknown? To
say a notion is imprinted on the mind, and yet at the same time to say, that the mind
is ignorant of it, and never yet took notice of it, is to make this impression nothing. No
proposition can be said to be in the mind which it never yet knew, which it was never
yet conscious of. For if any one may, then, by the same reason, all propositions that are
true, and the mind is capable ever of assenting to, may be said to be in the mind, and to
be imprinted: Since, if any one can be said to be in the mind, which it never yet knew, it
must be only, because it is capable of knowing it, and so the mind is of all truths it ever
shall know. Nay, thus truths may be imprinted on the mind, which it never did, nor ever

shall know: For a man may live long, and die at last in ignorance of many truths, which
his mind was capable of knowing, and that with certainty. So that if the capacity of know-
ing, be the natural impression contended for, all the truths a man ever comes to know,
will, by this account, be every one of them innate; and this great point will amount to no
more, but only to a very improper way of speaking; which, whilst it pretends to assert
the contrary, says nothing different from those, who deny innate principles. For nobody,
| think, ever denied that the mind was capable of knowing several truths. The capac-
ity, they say, is innate, the knowledge acquired. But then to what end such contest for
certain innate maxims? If truths can be imprinted on the understanding without being
perceived, | can see no difference there can be, between any truths the mind is capable
of knowing in respect of their original: They must all be innate, or all adventitious: In vain
shall a man go about to distinguish them. He therefore that talks of innate notions in the
understanding, cannot (if he intend thereby any distinct sort of truths) mean such truths
to be in the understanding as it never perceived, and is yet wholly ignorant of. For if these
words (to be in the understanding) have any propriety, they signify to be understood: So
that to be in the understanding, and not to be understood; to be in the mind, and never
to be perceived; is all one, as to say any thing is, and is not in the mind or understand-
ing. Iftherefore these two propositions, “Whatsoever is, is,” and “It is impossible for the
same thing to be and not to be,” are by nature imprinted, children cannot be ignorant of
them; infants, and all that have souls, must necessarily have them in their understand-
ings, know the truth of them, and assent to it.”®

For Locke, the mind does not come into the world already inscribed with ideas
or knowledge. On the contrary, he says, the mind is unmarked “white paper” void of
any ideas until sense experience gives it content. From where does the mind obtain
“all the materials of reason and knowledge”? he asks. “To this I answer, in one word,
from experience. In that all our knowledge is founded.”"

Rationalists like Descartes would say that our most important items of knowledge
must be innate because they could not possibly have come from sense experience.
‘They would maintain, for example, that our knowledge of the concept “infinity” and
of the proposition “Every event has a cause” must be prenatally imprinted on our
minds because we can never observe instances of these in reality. Through sense ex-
perience we can become acquainted only with finite things, not an infinity of things;
and we can observe only a limited number of events, not all events. Locke, however,
holds that we can grasp such ideas by first having sense experience related to them
and then extrapolating the ideas from the sense data. We can, for example, have
the concept of infinity by experiencing finite things and multiplying and extending
them in our imagination until we approach the idea of the infinite.

Locke tries to defeat the skeptic by showing how our sense experience can reveal
the existence of an external world. He says we must distinguish between the objects
of our experience (external objects) and the experience of those objects (sensations,
or sense data). Physical objects cause sensations in us, and we are directly aware only
of those sensations (or ideas, as Locke calls them). So we have direct knowledge not
of external objects, but of the sense data related to those objects. But if all we ever
really know are sense data, how can we be sure they give us an accurate picture of
the external world?
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No man’s knowledge
here can go beyond his
experience.

—John Locke

12 Evaluate Locke’s
point about extrapolat-
ing ideas from sense
data. Is it plausible? Is it

a good response to the
rationalist?
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Al our knowledge has its
origins in our perceptions.

—Leonardo da Vinci

" John Locke,
An Essay Conceming

* Human Understanding

Locke’s answer is that sensations caused by external objects somehow represent
those objects and thereby give us knowledge of them. Sensations are, Locke says,
“resemblances” of external things. But he points out that not all of our sensations
faithfully reflect reality. He distinguishes between two kinds of properties that ex-
ternal objects can have. Primary qualities are objective properties such as size, solid-
ity, and mobility. They are in material objects, independent of our senses, and would
be possessed by the objects even if no one was around to sense anything. Secondary
qualities are subjective properties such as the color red or the smell of roses. They are
in the mind, in that they depend on the operation of the senses. They exist only when
someone experiences them. For Locke, we can have objective knowledge of mate-
rial objects because some of our sense data represent the objects’ primary qualities,
which are objective characteristics of them.

Locke’s theory of knowledge, however, has been sharply criticized by both ratio-
nalists and empiricists. The main criticism is that Locke has not given us any good
reason to think that our sense data are proof of the existence of an external reality.
After all, according to Locke, we directly experience only our sensations, or ideas;
we only indirectly perceive external objects. We have no way of jumping out of our
subjective point of view to compare our sense experience with the objective world.
For all we know, our sense data present a radically distorted or thoroughly false
picture of reality.

Here is Locke’s answer to this charge:

1. Is to be had only by sensation. The knowledge of our own being we have by intuition.
The existence of a God reason clearly makes known to us, as has been shown.

The knowledge of the existence of any other thing, we can have only by sensation:
For there being no necessary connexion of real existence with any idea a man hath in
his memory, nor of any other existence but that of God, with the existence of any par-
ticular man; no particular man can know the existence of any other being, but only
when by actual operating upon him, it makes itself perceived by him.

For the having the idea of any thing in our mind, no more proves the existence of
that thing, than the picture of a man evidences his being in the world, or the visions of
a dream make thereby a true history.

2. Instance, whiteness of this paper. It is therefore the actual receiving of ideas
from without [outside], that gives us notice of the existence of other things, and makes
us know that something doth exist at that time without us, which causes that idea in
us, though perhaps we neither know nor consider how it does it. For it takes not from
the certainty of our senses, the ideas we receive by them, that we know not the man-
ner wherein they are produced: V. g. whilst | write this, | have, by the paper affecting
my eyes, that idea produced in my mind, which whatever object causes, | call white;
by which | know that that quality or accident (i.e. whose appearance before my eyes
always causes that idea) doth really exist, and hath a being without me. And of this, the
greatest assurance | can possibly have, and to which my faculties can attain, is the testi-
mony of my eyes, which are the proper and sole judges of this thing, whose testimony
| have reason to rely on as so certain, that | can no more doubt, whilst | write this, that
| see white and black, and that something really exists, that causes that sensation in
me, than that | write or move my hand; which is a certainty as great as human nature is
capable of, concerning the existence of any thing, but a man’s self alone, and of God.

3. This, though not so certain as demonstration, yet may be called knowledge,
and proves the existence of things without us. The notice we have by our senses, of
the existing of things without us, though it be not altogether so certain as our intuitive
knowledge, or the deductions of our reason employed about the clear abstract ideas
of our own minds; yet it is an assurance that deserves the name of knowledge. If we
persuade ourselves, that our faculties act and inform us right, concerning the existence
of those objects that affect them, it cannot pass for an ill-grounded confidence: For
| think nobody can, in earnest, be so sceptical, as to be uncertain of the existence of
those things which he sees and feels. At least, he that can doubt so far (whatever he
may have with his own thoughts) will never have any controversy with me; since he can
never be sure | say any thing contrary to his own opinion. As to myself, | think God has
given me assurance enough of the existence of things without me; since by their dif-
ferent application | can produce in myself both pleasure and pain, which is one great
concernment of my present state. This is certain; the confidence that our faculties do
not herein deceive us is the greatest assurance we are capable of, concerning the ex-
istence of material beings. For we cannot act any thing but by our faculties; nor talk of
knowledge itself, but by the help of those faculties, which are fitted to apprehend even
what knowledge is. But besides the assurance we have from our senses themselves,
that they do not err in the information they give us, of the existence of things without
us, when they are affected by them, we are farther confirmed in this assurance by other
concurrent reasons.

4. Because we cannot have them but by the inlets of the senses. First, it is plain
those perceptions are produced in us by exterior causes affecting our senses; because
those that want [lack] the organs of any sense, never can have the ideas belonging to
that sense produced in their minds. This is too evident to be doubted: And therefore we
cannot but be assured, that they come in by the organs of that sense, and no other way.
The organs themselves, it is plain, do not produce them, for then the eyes of a man in
the dark would produce colors, and his nose smell roses in the winter: But we see no-
body gets the relish of a pine-apple, till he goes to the Indies, where it is, and tastes it.

5. Because an idea from actual sensation, and another from memory, are very dis-
tinct perceptions. Secondly, because sometimes | find, that | cannot avoid the having
those ideas produced in my mind. For though when my eyes are shut, or windows fast,
| can at pleasure recall to my mind the ideas of light, or the sun, which former sensa-
tions had lodged in my memory; so | can at pleasure lay by that idea, and take into my
view that of the smell of a rose, or taste of sugar. But, if | turn my eyes at noon towards
the sun, | cannot avoid the ideas, which the light, or sun, then produces in me. So that
there is a manifest difference between the ideas laid up in my memory, (over which,
if they were there only, | should have constantly the same power to dispose of them,
and lay them by at pleasure) and those which force themselves upon me, and I cannot
avoid having. And therefore it must needs be some exterior cause, and the brisk acting
of some objects without me, whose efficacy | cannot resist, that produces those ideas
in my mind, whether | will or no. Besides, there is nobody who doth not perceive the
difference in himself between contemplating the sun, as he hath the idea of it in his
memory, and actually looking upon it: Of which two, his perception is so distinct, that
few of his ideas are more distinguishable one from another. And therefore he hath cer-
tain knowledge that they are not both memory, or the actions of his mind, and fancies
only within him; but that actual seeing hath a cause without.

6. Pleasure and Pain, which accompanies actual sensation, accompanies not the
returning of those ideas, without the external objects. Thirdly, add to this, that many of

The Empiricist Turn 297

13 Has Locke provided
good reasons to think
that our sense data
prove the existence

of an external world?
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those ideas are produced in us with pain, which afterwards we remember without the
least offence. Thus the pain of heat or cold, when the idea of it is revived in our minds,
gives us no disturbance; which, when felt, was very troublesome, and is again, when
actually repeated; which is occasioned by the disorder the external object causes in our
bodies when applied to it. And we remember the pains of hunger, thirst, or the head-
ache, without any pain at all; which would either never disturb us, or else constantly
do it, as often as we thought of it, were there nothing more but ideas floating in our
minds, and appearances entertaining our fancies, without the real existence of things
affecting us from abroad. The same may be said of pleasure, accompanying several
actual sensations: And though mathematical demonstration depends not upon sense,
yet the examining them by diagrams gives great credit to the evidence of our sight, and
seems to give it a certainty approaching to that of demonstration itself. For it would be
very strange, that a man should allow it for an undeniable truth, that two angles of a
figure, which he measures by lines and angles of a diagram, should be bigger one than
the other; and yet doubt of the existence of those lines and angles, which by looking on
he makes use of to measure that by.

7. Our senses assist one another’s testimony of the existence of outward things.
Fourthly, our senses in many cases bear witness to the truth of each other’s report,
concerning the existence of sensible things without us. He that sees a fire, may, if he
doubt whether it be any thing more than a bare fancy, feel it too; and be convinced by
putting his hand in it. Which certainly could never be put into such exquisite pain, by a
bare idea or phantom, unless that the pain be a fancy too: Which yet he cannot, when
the burn is well, by raising the idea of it, bring upon himself again.

Thus | see, whilst | write this, | can change the appearance of the paper: And by de-
signing the letters tell before-hand what new idea it shall exhibit the very next moment,
by barely drawing my pen over it: Which will neither appear (let me fancy as much as
1 will) if my hands stand still; or though | move my pen, if my eyes be shut: Nor when
those characters are once made on the paper, can | choose afterwards but see them as
they are; that is, have the ideas of such letters as | have made. Whence it is manifest,
that they are not barely the sport and play of my own imagination, when | find that the
characters, that were made at the pleasure of my own thoughts, do not obey them; nor
yet cease to be, whenever | shall fancy it; but continue to affect my senses constantly
and regularly, according to the figures | made them. To which if we will add, that the
sight of those shall, from another man, draw such sounds, as | beforehand design they
shall stand for; there will be little reason left to doubt, that those words | write do really
exist without me, when they cause a long series of regular sounds to affect my ears,
which could not be the effect of my imagination, nor could my memory retain them in
that order.

8. This certainty is as great as our condition needs. But yet, if after all this any one
will be so sceptical, as to distrust his senses, and to affirm that all we see and hear, feel
and taste, think and do, during our whole being, is but the series and deluding appear-
ances of a long dream, whereof there is reality; and therefore will question the existence
of all things, or our knowledge of any thing; | must desire him to consider, that if all be
a dream, then he doth but dream, that he makes the question; and so it is not much
matter, that a waking man should answer him. But yet, if he pleases, he may dream
that | make him this answer, that the certainty of things existing in rerum natura, when
we have the testimony of our senses for it, is not only as great as our frame can attain
to, but as our condition needs. For our faculties being suited not to the full extent of
being, nor to a perfect, clear, comprehensive knowledge of things free from all doubt

and scruple; but to the preservation of us, in whom they are; and accommodated to
the use of life; they serve to our purpose well enough, if they will but give us certain
notice of those things, which are convenient or inconvenient to us. For he that sees a
candle burning, and hath experimented the force of its flame, by putting his finger in
it, will little doubt that this is something existing without him, which does him harm,
and puts him to great pain: Which is assurance enough, when no man requires greater
certainty to govern his actions by, than what is as certain as his actions themselves.
And if our dreamer pleases to try, whether the glowing heat of a glass furnace be barely
a wandering imagination in a drowsy man’s fancy; by putting his hand into it, he may
perhaps be wakened into a certainty greater than he could wish, that it is something
more than bare imagination. So that this evidence is as great as we can desire, being
as certain to us as our pleasure or pain, i.e. happiness or misery; beyond which we
have no concernment, either of knowing or being. Such an assurance of the existence
of things without us is sufficient to direct us in the attaining the good, and avoiding the
evil, which is caused by them; which is the important concernment we have of being
made acquainted with them.

9. But reaches no farther than actual sensation. In fine then, when our senses do
actually convey into our understandings any idea, we cannot but be satisfied that there
doth something at that time really exist without us, which doth affect our senses, and
by them give notice of itself to our apprehensive faculties, and actually produce that
idea which we then perceive: And we cannot so far distrust their testimony, as to doubt,
that such collections of simple ideas, as we have observed by our senses to be united
together, do really exist together.”

Locke asks, in effect, what could possibly cause our sense experience if not ex-
ternal objects? His answer is that we know that external objects are real (and not a
dream or delusion) because the theory that they exist is the best explanation for the
sensations we have. External objects cause our sensations, and this is a much better
explanation for our experience than that an evil genius or our own minds create a
fantasy world that we take to be real.

Berkeley

Like Locke, George Berkeley is an empiricist who rejects skepticism. He be-
lieves that we can indeed acquire knowledge, and that the only path to it is
through sense experience. But beyond these points of agreement, Berkeley veers
sharply away from Locke’s view and from the theories of most other empiricists.
(Caution: At first glance, you may think Berkeley’s theory of knowledge is both
bizarre and wrong. But he provides plausible, and unsettling, arguments for his
view, and generations of philosophers—whether they have agreed with Berkeley
or not—have been forced to take his theory seriously.)

For Berkeley, there are no material objects, no things that exist in the external
world. There are objects to be sure, but they exist only as sensations (what Berkeley
calls ideas) in some mind. They are real only because they are perceived by some-
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14 1s Locke's argu-
ment (an inference to
the best explanation)
successful? Evaluate
its strengths and
weaknesses.

We are drowning in in-
formation and starved for
knowledge
—Unknown

one. Thus he declares in his famous phrase, esse est percipi, “to be is to be perceived.” g gure 6.8 George Berkeley
‘What we usually call physical objects, then, are simply compilations of sense data,  (1685-1753).
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6.1 OVERVIEW: THE PROBLEM OF KNOWLEDGE

This is a serious question: Do you know anything? In other words, do you possess
any knowledge? And here are some equally serious questions: If you do have knowl-
edge, how did you attain it? And if you possess it, how much do you possess—that is,
what is the extent of your knowledge? Do you know only the contents of your own
mind or only mathematical or logical truths? Do you know that there is a God, that
ordinary physical objects exist, that there is an external world (one existing indepen-
dently of your mind), that unobservable entities such as electrons are real, that other
minds besides your own exist, that events have occurred before the present moment?

These questions probably seem odd to you, perhaps even absurd. But among
serious thinkers, they are neither. Trying to find good answers to these is the main
business of epistemology, the philosophical study of knowledge. It is the branch
of philosophy that systematically investigates whether, how, and to what extent we
know things. For well over two thousand years, philosophers have been searching
for answers to these questions because, contrary to what most people believe, the
answers are not obvious, and both the asking and the answering have theoretical
and practical value. We value knowledge for its own sake, regardless of what we can
do with it. When we are at our best, we crave the light simply because it is the light.
But we also value knowledge because it can guide us to our goals, steer us away from
error, and help us succeed in life, however we define success. Knowledge is power.
Whatever our reply to the epistemological questions, if we take them seriously, they
surely will affect how we see the world and what we do in it.

Knowledge comes in different forms, and philosophy is usually concerned with
only one of them. Knowing what something feels like (for example, what influ-
enza feels like) constitutes one form of knowledge. Knowing how to do something

—Socrates

Epistemology is the study
of knowledge.
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Propositional knowledge
is knowledge of a
proposition.

When you know a thing
to hold that you know

it; and when you do not
know a thing, to allow that
you do not know it—this
is knowle

—Confucius

1 Do questions—such
as “Is it raining?"—
count as propositions?

Skepticism is the view
that we lack knowledge in
some fundamental way.

Figure 6.1 Are you dreaming now? How can

you tell?

(for example, how to throw a ball) constitutes another. Knowing that something

is the case (such as knowing that an elm tree grows in the quad) is propesitional

knowledge—knowledge of a proposition. A proposition is a statement that is ei-

ther true or false, an assertion that something is or is not a fact. This kind of

knowledge has been the main focus of philosophers and is our primary concern in
chapter.

Philosophers going back as far as Plato have said that propositional knowledge
has three necessary and sufficient conditions: to know a proposition, (1) you must
believe it, (2) it must be true, and (3) you must have good reasons for—be justified
in—believing it true. On this traditional account, merely believing something is not
enough; what you believe must be true. A belief does not count as knowledge un-
less it is true. But a mere true belief is not knowledge either, because you can have a
true belief and yet not genuinely know. Let’s say you believe for no reason that three
ducks are now swimming on Walden Pond, and suppose your belief is true—there
really are three ducks swimming on Walden Pond. Does your true belief count as
knowledge? According to the traditional view, no—because you have 7o reason to
think that three ducks are now swimming on Walden Pond. You have only a true
belief by accident, a lucky guess, and that’s not knowledge. To have knowledge, your
belief must be true, and you must have good reasons to believe it true. Knowledge,
then, is true belief that is justified. Philosophers disagree about the exact nature of
the required justification, but most accept that knowledge is true belief that is in
some sense backed by good reasons.

Much of the work in epistemology centers around the questions of whether we
have knowledge and, if so, how much we have. Most philosophers believe we have
some knowledge but differ on its extent. They may insist that we possess knowledge
of the existence of an external world, other minds, physical objects, the past and
future, or self-evident truths. But some philosophers embrace
skepticism, the view that we lack knowledge in some fun-
damental way. Skeptics may deny that we have knowledge
in all of the areas just mentioned or maintain that we lack
knowledge in only some of them. In any case, they hold that
many or all of our beliefs are false or unfounded.

Some skeptics argue that we lack knowledge because we
have no way of distinguishing between beliefs that we take
to be instances of knowledge from beliefs that are clearly nor
instances of knowledge. For all we know, we could be halluci-
nating, dreaming, in the grips of an illusion, or mistaken for
some other reason. How do we know that we are not hallu-
cinating or dreaming right now? Hallucinations and dreams
can seem as real as our “normal” experience. If we cannot
distinguish these two, the skeptic says, then we cannot have
knowledge.

Other skeptics raise doubts about the reliability of what
we take to be our normal sources of knowledge—perception,
memory, introspection, and reasoning. We realize that all
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& WHAT DO YOU BELIEVE?

Cognitive Relativism Undone

Are you a cognitive relativist? Do you believe that truth is relative to persons or cultures—that
the truth about something depends on what persons or cultures believe? If so, consider this

common—and potent—criticism of the doctrine:

The most serious flaw of relativism in all its forms is a purely logical one:

It's self-refuting because its truth implies its falsity.

According to the relativist everything is relative. To say that every-
thing is relative is to say that no unrestricted universal generalizations are
true (an unrestricted universal generalization is a statement to the effect
that something holds for all individuals, societies, or conceptual schemes).
But the statement “No unrestricted universal generalizations are true” i:
itself an unrestricted universal generalization. So if relativism in any of its

forms is true, it's false. As a result, it cannot possibly be true.

Theodore Schick, Jr., and Lewis Vaughn, How to Think About Weird Things (2011), 311.

Are you still a cognitive relativist?

these sources are fallible, that they sometimes lead us into error. But skeptics ask how
we know that these sources are not a/ways in error. If all these sources are suspect, we
cannot use one to check another. We cannot, for example, use our sense of sight to
check the reliability of our sense of touch. And if we think one mode of perception
is more trustworthy than the others, how do we know that?> We seem forced once
again into skepticism.

Another view that challenges our commonplace ideas about knowledge is
cognitive relativism, the doctrine that the truth about something depends on
what persons or cultures believe. The notion that truth depends on what a person
believes is known as subjective relativism, and the idea that truth depends on
what a culture believes is called cultural relativism. We normally assume that
truth is objective—that it depends on the way the world is. When we assert a
proposition, we generally believe that the proposition is true if and only if it says
the way things are in reality. But the relativist rejects this view, believing instead
that truth is relative to what a person or culture accepts as true. Truth is a mat-
ter of what a person or culture believes—not a matter of how the world is. This
means that a proposition can be true for one person, but not for another. If you
believe that sheep can fly, then it is true (for you) that sheep can fly. If someone else

Cognitive relativism is
the doctrine that the truth
about something depends
on what persons o cul

tures believe.

Subjective relativism is
the view that right actions
are those endorsed by an
individual

Caultural relativism is the
view that right actions arc
those endorsed by onc’s
culture.
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“The recipe for perpetual
ignorance is: be saris-
fied with your opinions
and content with your
knowledge.

—Elbert Hubbard

2 Are you a cultural
relativist? Is the point
about personal fallibil-
ity a valid criticism of
the doctrine?

A priori knowledge is
knowledge gained in-
dependently of or prior to
sensc experience.

A posteriori know-
ledge is knowledge that
depends entirely on sense
experience.

“True knowledge exists in
knowing that you know
nothing

—Socrates

Rationalism is the view
that through unaided rea-
son we can come to know

what the world is like.

Empiricism is the view
that our knowledge of

the empirical world
comes solely from sense
experience.

believes that sheep cannot fly, then it is true (for him) that sheep cannot fly. You
thereby can make something true by believing it to be true. Likewise, if a culture
believes that the earth is flat and that adulterers should be beheaded, then it is true
(for its people) that the earth is flat and that adulterers should be beheaded.

If relativism in cither form is correct, then knowledge would be easy to attain—
perhaps a great deal easier than acquiring objective truth, which demands that our
beliefs somehow link up to the objective world. But for a variety of reasons, most
philosophers have rejected relativism. For one thing, they say, the doctrine implies
several absurdities that render it implausible. They point out, for example, that if we
could make a statement true just by believing it to be true, we would be infallible.
We could not possibly be in error about anything that we sincerely believed. We
could never be mistaken about what time it is or when the French Revolution took
place or whether breaking a promise is morally permissible. Personal infallibility is,
of course, absurd, and this possibility seems to count heavily against subjective rela-
tivism. The same point can be made about cultural relativism.

Philosophers distinguish two ways to acquire knowledge: through reason and
through sense experience. The former is called a priori; it yields knowledge gained
independently of or prior to sense experience. The latter is known as a posteriori; it
gives us knowledge that depends entirely on sense experience. We can come to know
many propositions a priori—for example, that all bachelors are unmarried, thar all
triangles have three sides, that 2 + 3 = 5, and that something is cither a cat or not a
cat. We need not do a survey of bachelors to see if they really are all unmarried; we
can know this just by thinking about it. And we know that “Something is either a
cat or not a cat” is true; it is a simple logical truth—and we know it without having
to observe any cats. It seems that we can also come to know many propositions a
posteriori—for instance, that John the bachelor has red hair, that he just drew a tri-
angle on paper, that he is holding five pencils, and that Tabby the cat is on the mat.
To know these things, we must rely on our senses.

Through the centuries, philosophers have debated whether our knowledge of
the world is fundamentally a priori or a posteriori (if indeed we have knowledge),
and these arguments continue today in many forms in both philosophy and science.
On one side of this divide are the rationalists, who believe that through unaided
reason we can come to know what the world is like. They maintain that some or
all knowledge of the empirical world is a priori, discoverable simply through the
workings of our minds. On the other side are the empiricists, who contend that our
knowledge of the empirical world comes solely from sense experience. We acquire
knowledge entirely a posteriori. We may come to know logical and mathematical
truths through reason, but we can know nothing of empirical reality except through
our senses.

At this point, you may find yourself being more sympathetic to the empiricists
than to the rationalists. After all, you seem to acquire an enormous amount of
information via your five senses. Through them, you grasp that the grass is green,
the stove is hot, the music is loud, the lime is tart, and the rose is sweet. But what
can you know through reason alone? Rationalists would say that you can know a
great deal. Without making any empirical observations, mathematicians can not
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only discover new mathematical truths, but also develop mathematical models that
can accurately describe the empirical world. They can, for example, accurately pre-
dict the existence of astronomical objects and their movements without once looking
through a telescope. Likewise, we know the fundamental truths of logic, without
which reasoning itself would be impossible. We know, for example, that nothing
can both have a property and lack it at the same time, and that for any particular
property, everything either has it or lacks it. Thus we know without looking that
nothing can both be a dog and not be a dog at the same time, there are no square
circles, and married bachelors don't exist. Some rationalists have gone further and
asserted that reason alone can reveal the most important, basic truths about the
world—such as “Every event has a cause” and “The shortest distance between two
points is a straight line.”

Many of the greatest thinkers in history have taken the rationalist approach
to knowledge. Among these we can count Plato (c. 427-347 BCE), René Descartes
(1596-1650), Benedict Spinoza (1632-1677), and Gottfried Leibniz (1646-1716).
The most influential rationalist theory comes from Descartes, the inventor of ana-
lytic geometry and founder of modern philosophy. He thinks sense experience is
an unreliable source of knowledge, so he looks to reason to give all our knowl-
edge a foundation as firm as that which supports unshakeable mathematical truths.
Through reason he hopes to defeat skepticism. His method is first to doubt ev-
erything that he cannot be certain of, a process that leaves him knowing hardly
anything. But through reason alone he soon uncovers what he considers to be self-
evident, certain truths from which he derives other indubitable propositions. In this
way he tries to build an edifice of knowledge that, like an inverted pyramid, rests on
one or two rock-solid foundation stones that support all the others.

The empiricist view of knowledge has been advanced most famously by the
British empiricists John Locke (1632-1704), George Berkeley (1685-1753), and
David Hume (1711-1776). They want to turn Descartes’ pyramid rightside up, rest-
ing all knowledge on a vast foundation of sense data (the content of our experience)
that supports the upper stones. Among these thinkers, Hume probably has been
the most influential, arguing for an uncompromising empiricism that leads to a
far-reaching skepticism that not all empiricists have shared. He holds thar all our
knowledge (aside from purely logical truths) is derived from sense perceptions or
ideas about those perceptions. Like other empiricists, he believes that the mind is
empty—a blank slate—until experience gives it content. We can have knowledge of
something only if it can be sensed, and any proposition that does not refer to what
can be sensed is meaningless. Guided by this latter empiricist principle, Hume is
driven to skepticism about many things that others have taken for granted, including
the existence of the external world, causation, a continuing self, religious doctrines,
and inductive reasoning. His skepticism arises because he thinks that even though
all our knowledge is based on sense experience, we cannot know how the objects
of our sense experience are related. We cannot know, for example, that there is a
cause-and-effect relationship between associated objects. To infer such a connection
is to go beyond what our senses tell us. Our notions of causal connections are merely
matters of custom and habit.

To be conscious that you
arc ignorant s a great step
to knowledge.

—Benjamin Discacli

3 What facts about the
world can we know
based solely on our
reasoning?
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1 think we ought always
to entertain our opinions
with some measure of
doubr. I shouldn't wish
people dogmatically to
believe any philosophy, not
even mine.

—Bertrand Russell

Subjective idealism is the
doctrine that all that exist
are minds and their ideas.

Applying his own theory of knowledge, John Locke rejects skepticism about
external objects. Like a good empiricist, he believes that all we are directly aware of
is sense data. Our sense experience is caused by external objects, and we can have
knowledge of those objects because our sense data resemble or represent them.

Berkeley, like Locke, also thinks his brand of empiricism can defeat the skeptic,
but he differs with Locke and other empiricists on how sense data relate to the ex-
ternal world. He accepts the empiricist notion of our being aware only of sense data
but rejects Locke’s belief in the existence of material objects. He argues that not only
do we know just our own ideas, but there is no reason to suppose that they resemble
or are caused by material objects. Locke, like most people, presumes that material
objects exist independently of our sense experience, that they are, even when we do
not perceive them. But Berkeley denies this, insisting that it is logically impossible
for physical objects to exist, for we cannot “conceive them existing unconceived.” All
that exist, he says, are minds and their ideas, a view known as subjective idealism.

Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) was shocked by the skepticism that seemed to be
lurking in empiricism in general and in the thoroughgoing empiricism of Hume in
particular. Hume’s view is that we constantly experience countless sensations associ-
ated in various ways, but we cannot know about any necessary connections between
them, the kind of connections that are the central focus of science. Kant agrees that
all our knowledge begins with the raw data of sense experience, but he argues that
our minds impose order on it. Like a cookie cutter stamping out shapes in dough,
our minds mold our sensations into conceptual patterns that determine how we see
the world. Thus our minds impress the concepts of cause and effect, space, and time
onto our experience. Therefore we can know—a priori—that there are necessary
connections between causes and effects and that space and time have definite char-
acteristics, because our mental powers impose this structure on our perceptions. In
this way, Kant tries to save science and our everyday experience from Hume'’s radical
skepticism. In the process he initiates two hundred years of critical scrutiny of his
ideas by generations of philosophers.

WRITING TO UNDERSTAND:

CRITIQUING PHILOSOPHICAL VIEWS SECTION 6.1

1. Consider the skeptic’s charge that we can never be confident about the
reliability of our normal sources of knowledge (perception, memory,
introspection, and reasoning). Does it follow from the fact that we are
sometimes mistaken when we rely on these sources that we are always
mistaken? How would you respond to the skeptic?

. Does cognitive relativism really imply that persons or cultures are
infallible? If so, why would this be a problem for the cognitive
relativist? Do you agree with the doctrine’s critics on this point?
Why or why not?

(cont.)
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WRITING TO UNDERSTAND:

CRITIQUING PHILOSOPHICAL VIEWS cont. SECTION 6.1

3. Suppose a rationalist declares that scientists can know (without once
looking through a telescope) about the physical characteristics of planets
in our solar system. Would this be a plausible claim? Why or why not?

. Suppose Locke is right that all we are ever directly aware of is sense data.
Would this fact make it impossible to know about external objects? How
could we ever know that there is something on the other side of our
sense data? Explain how Locke’s view can lead to skepticism.

. Berkeley denies the existence of material objects. How would you
argue that he is mistaken about this? Hint: Why do you normally
assume that material objects exist and are not merely creations of
your mind? Why do you assume that the world exists while you are
sleeping?

6.2 THE RATIONALIST ROAD

So rationalists hold that we have knowledge, that skepticism is false,
and that through reason we can come to know the most important
truths of reality. They differ, however, on how such knowledge is pos-
sible and how they arrive at their rationalist conclusions. Historically,
two giants stand on the long road of rationalist thought: Plato at the
beginning in ancient Greece and Descartes in Europe at the intersec-
tion of modern philosophy and science.

Plato’s Rationalism

Plato maintained that sense experience alone could not be the source
of knowledge, although many of his contemporaries claimed otherwise.

Some of them assumed that since knowledge must be based on sense Figama 5.2 Platn fc 428 367 acey:

experience, and since sense experience can vary from person to person

or culture to culture, cognitive relativism must be true. If one person says a grape is
sour and another says it’s sweet, there must be no objective fact of the matter, just truth
relative to different persons. Other thinkers thought that since our perceptions are often
illusory, distorted, or otherwise mistaken, sense experience is not a reliable source of

({015 e) 4 Ko oY knowledge. And since our perceptions are the only possible route to knowledge, we must
not know anything. Thus skepticism, they said, is the proper epistemological attitude.

Plato thought that our perceptions were just as unreliable a guide to genuine knowledge
as the relativists and skeptics assumed. But he argued that since we dearly do have
knowledge, we must derive it from a reliable source—and that source has to be reason.

Every great advance in
natural knowledge has
involved the absolute rejec
tion of authority.
—Thomas H. Huxley
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4 is the number five an
objective entity? Is the
preposition over ob-
jectively real? Explain
your reasons. Do your
answers to these ques-
tions give any support
to Plato’s notion of the
Forms?

All men by nature desire
knowledge.
—Aristotle

Plato deduced that we must be able to acquire knowledge because we can
identify false beliefs, and we obviously possess knowledge because we can grasp,
through reason, mathematical, conceptual, and logical truths. We know that
2 + 5 = 7; that a triangle has three sides; and that if A is larger than B and
B is larger than C, then A is larger than C. Plato pointed out that these truths are
objective: They are true regardless of what we think. We do not invent them out of
our imaginations; we discover them. No matter how hard we try, we cannot make
2 + 5 equal 9. Plato reasoned that if such truths are objective, they must also be
about real things. They must refer to an independently existing, immaterial reality
that is beyond sense experience. In addition, he insisted, these truths must also be
immutable and eternal, existing in the immaterial realm unchanged for all time.
Only through our powers of reason can we reach beyond the physical world to
take hold of real knowledge of fundamental truths. Sense experience, in contrast,
can yield only transitory, ever-changing information—mere opinion that is vastly
inferior to everlasting truths.

So for Plato, reality comprises two worlds: the fleeting world of the physical ac-
cessed through sense experience and the eternal, nonphysical, changeless world of
genuine knowledge accessed only through reason. In spelling out the contents of the
latter, Plato articulates the central notion of his philosophy: the Forms. The Forms
(also called Ideas) are perfect conceptual models for every existing thing, residing
only in the eternal world penetrated by reason alone. They are the ideals, or stan-
dards, that we can first come to know and then use to assess the notions and objects
we encounter in our lives. Through reason, we can access the Form of “table” and
thus know the ideal template of “table.” With this knowledge we can understand the
essence of a table and use this understanding to make judgments about all physical
tables. Likewise, when we access the Form “courage,” we know what the ideal of
courage is and can use this knowledge to appraise a particular instance of courage.
As Plato sees it, the truly real world is the world of the Forms—the domain of the
perfect and everlasting. With knowledge of the really real, we can understand the
“less real” realm of the imperfect and transitory.

In Plato’s account, the Forms are universals—properties that can be had by sev-
eral particular things. Every blue thing is a particular instance of the universal prop-
erty of blueness. Every triangular thing is a particular example of the universal of
triangularity. Particulars reside in the temporary, imperfect world of the material;
universals are found in the eternal, perfect world of the really real. We can rise above
mere opinion and attain knowledge only by reasoning our way to the Forms. To do
this is to travel down the rationalist road marked by Plato, the greatest rationalist of
all time.

How is it that we seem to have knowledge of the Forms, however dimly, even
though our senses can tell us nothing about them? Our sense experience can ac-
quaint us only with material objects, but the Forms are not material. It’s as if these
universals were already in our minds waiting to be uncovered. Plato’s answer—
and the answer of most other rationalists—is the doctrine of innate knowledge. He
thinks that knowledge of these immaterial ideals is already present at birth, in-
scribed in our minds (our immortal souls) in a previous existence. We are born with
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this knowledge, and we somehow acquired it before our present lives. Accessing this
knowledge, then, is a matter of using reason to recall what we previously knew in
another life.

To many ears, this recall theory may sound preposterous. But in Meno, Plato
attempts a brilliant demonstration of it. In the dialogue, he depicts the character of
Socrates discussing innate knowledge with Meno. To prove his point, Socrates calls
over an unschooled slave boy and asks him a series of questions about a geometry
problem. Socrates draws a two-foot-by-two-foot square (four square feet) and then
tells the boy to draw another one that is twice the size of the first. Initially the boy
thinks that doubling the length of each side of the square will produce a square
twice as large as the first. So he draws a four-foot-by-four-foot square (sixteen square
feet) but sees right away that that answer cannot be correct. As Socrates asks fur-
ther questions, the boy comes to the right answer on his own. Socrates says that he
merely helped the boy recollect knowledge that he already possessed, bringing innate

knowledge to consciousness.

Plato, Meno

Soc. What do you say of him [the slave boy], Meno? Were not all these answers given
out of his own head?

Men. Yes, they were all his own.

Soc. And yet, as we were just now saying, he did not know?

Men. True.

Soc. And yet he had those notions in him?

Men. Yes.

Soc. Then he who does not know still has true notions of that which he does not
know?

Men. He has.

Soc. And at present these notions are just wakening up in him, as in a dream; but
if he were frequently asked the same questions, in different forms, he would know as
well as any one at last?

Men. | dare say.

Soc. Without any one teaching him he will recover his knowledge for himself, if he
is only asked questions?

Men. Yes.

Soc. And this spontaneous recovery in him is recollection?

Men. True.

Soc. And this knowledge which he now has must he not either have acquired or
always possessed?

Men. Yes.

Soc. But if he always possessed this knowledge he would always have known; or if
he has acquired the knowledge, he could not have acquired it in this life, unless he has
been taught geometry; for he may be made to do the same with all geometry and every
other branch of knowledge. Now, has any one ever taught him? You must know that, if,
as you say, he was born and bred in your house.

5 Socrates explains the
boy’s understanding of
geometry by insisting
that the boy was recol-
lecting knowledge
gained in another life.
What is a plausible
alternative explanation
for the phenomenon?
Which explanation
seems closer to the
truth?
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Plato, Meno

Men. And | am certain that no one ever did teach him.

Soc. And yet has he not the knowledge?

Men. That, Socrates, is most certain.

Soc. But if he did not acquire this knowledge in this life, then clearly he must have
had and learned it at some other time?

Men. That is evident.

Soc. And that must have been the time when he was not
aman?

Men. Yes.

Soc. And if there have been always true thoughts in him,
both at the time when he was and was not a man, which only
need to be awakened into knowledge by putting questions to
him, his soul must have always possessed this knowledge, for
he always either was or was not a man?

Men. That is clear.

Soc. And if the truth of all things always existed in the soul,
then the soul is immortal. Wherefore be of good cheer, and try
to recollect what you do not know, or rather do not remember.

Men. | feel, somehow, that | like what you are saying.

Soc. And |, Meno, like what | am saying. Some things | have
said of which | am not altogether confident. But that we shall
be better and braver and less helpless if we think that we ought
to inquire, than we should have been if we indulged in the idle
fancy that there was no knowing and no use in searching after
what we know not; —that is a theme upon which | am ready to
fight, in word and deed, to the utmost of my power.

Figure 6.3 Roman fresco painting of Socrates.

Opinion is the medium
berween knowledge and
ignorance.

—Plato

“There comes a time when
the mind takes a higher
planc of knowledge but
can never prove how it got
there.

—Albert Einstein

Many thinkers reject Plato’s notion of a preexisting state
in which we acquire knowledge, and they are skeptical of the claim that we are born
with knowledge. But the idea of innate knowledge in some form is still attractive to
rationalist philosophers, for it would explain how we could possess knowledge with-
out relying on sense experience. In any case, both rationalists and empiricists must
provide an explanation of how we seem to know logical and mathematical truths
(and perhaps scientific truths) that we do not arrive at through our senses.

Descartes’ Doubt

In Descartes’ time, the world must have seemed to many to be turning upside down.
Time-honored ideas, established religious doctrines, and traditional attitudes were
being called into question by both new discoveries in science and radically different
religious outlooks on the Continent. This was the era of Galileo, Copernicus, Kepler,
Bacon, Newton, and Martin Luther—thinkers who were dismantling the old ideo-

logical structures piece by piece. Into this world of upheaval and change came the
brilliant Descartes, determined to see if there could be any epistemological certain-
ties in an age of doubt. He hoped that knowledge could be given a foundation as
sturdy as that which buttressed mathematics. If only knowledge of the world could
be as certain as knowledge of geometry!
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Oddly enough, Descartes begins his quest for knowledge by first plunging into
skepticism. He sees that a great many things he thought he knew appear now to be
false. So he decides to “raze everything to the ground and begin again” from a firm
foundation, doubting all beliefs except those that are “certain and indubitable,” be-
liefs that cannot possibly be false. Only beliefs that are certain can count as knowl-
edge, he says. If he has reason to doubt any of them, they are not knowledge. Here
he is at the start of his quest:

René Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy

It is now some years since | detected how many were the false beliefs that | had from
my earliest youth admitted as true, and how doubtful was everything | had since con-
structed on this basis; and from that time | was convinced that | must once for all
seriously undertake to rid myself of all the opinions which | had formerly accepted,
and commence to build anew from the foundation, if | wanted to establish any firm
and permanent structure in the sciences. But as this enterprise appeared to be a very
great one, | waited until | had attained an age so mature that | could not hope that at
any later date | should be better fitted to execute my design. This reason caused me to
delay so long that | should feel that | was doing wrong were | to occupy in deliberation
the time that yet remains to me for action. To-day, then, since very opportunely for the
plan | have in view | have delivered my mind from every care [and am happily agitated
by no passions] and since | have procured for myself an assured leisure in a peaceable
retirement, | shall at last seriously and freely address myself to the general upheaval of
all my former opinions.

Now for this object it is not necessary that | should show that all of these are
false—1 shall perhaps never arrive at this end. But inasmuch as reason already per-
suades me that | ought no less carefully to withhold my assent from matters which are
not entirely certain and indubitable than from those which appear to me manifestly to
be false, if I am able to find in each one some reason to doubt, this will suffice to justify
my rejecting the whole. And for that end it will not be requisite that | should examine
each in particular, which would be an endless undertaking; for owing to the fact that the
destruction of the foundations of necessity brings with it the downfall of the rest of the
edifice, | shall only in the first place attack those principles upon which all my former
opinions rested.*

Descartes soon finds reason to doubt all beliefs based on sense experience, arriv-
ing at this conclusion via his famous dream argument. He notes that “there are no
certain indications by which we may clearly distinguish wakefulness from asleep.™
Our dreams can seem like reality, and in dreams we often don’t know we are dream-
ing. So it is possible that we are dreaming now, he says, and that what we take to be
the real world is in fact not real at all. More to the point, it is possible that our sense
experience—by which we presume to know material reality—is just a dream. If so,
we can’t be certain about anything we think we know through our senses. Therefore,
sense experience can yield no knowledge.









