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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
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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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and reality consists only of ideas and the minds that perceive them. Our sense experi-
ence does not represent an external reality as Locke thought; our sense experience is
reality. Locke’s view is vulnerable to skeptical criticism because he admits that there is
a gap between our sensations and reality. Berkeley, however, tries to defeat skepticism
by doing away with the gap entirely. He contends that there is no gap because material
objects do not exist; only ideas exist along with the minds that perceive them.

Let’s allow Berkeley to make his case:

L
George Berkeley, Of the Principles of Human Knowledge

I. It is evident to any one who takes a survey of the objects of human knowledge, that
they are either ideas actually imprinted on the senses, or else such as are perceived by
attending to the passions and operations of the mind, or lastly, ideas formed by help of
memory and imagination, either compounding, dividing, or barely representing those
originally perceived in the aforesaid ways. By sight | have the ideas of light and colours
with their several degrees and variations. By touch | perceive, for example, hard and
soft, heat and cold, motion and resistance, and of all these more and less either as
to quantity or degree. Smelling furnishes me with odours; the palate with tastes; and
hearing conveys sounds to the mind in all their variety of tone and composition. And
as several of these are observed to accompany each other, they come to be marked by
one name, and so to be reputed as one thing. Thus, for example, a certain colour, taste,
smell, figure, and consistence having been observed to go together, are accounted
one distinct thing, signified by the name apple. Other collections of ideas constitute
a stone, a tree, a book, and the like sensible things; which, as they are pleasing or dis-
agreeable, excite the passions of love, hatred, joy, grief, and so forth.

I1. But besides all that endless variety of ideas or objects of knowledge, there is
likewise something which knows or perceives them, and exercises divers operations,
as willing, imagining, remembering about them. This perceiving, active being is what |
call mind, spirit, soul, or myself. By which words | do not denote any one of my ideas,
but a thing entirely distinct from them, wherein they exist, or, which is the same thing,
whereby they are perceived; for the existence of an idea consists in being perceived.

111. That neither our thoughts, nor passions, nor ideas formed by the imagination,
exist without the mind, is what every body will allow. And (to me) it seems no less
evident that the various sensations or ideas imprinted on the sense, however blended
or combined together (that is, whatever objects they compose), cannot exist otherwise
than in a mind perceiving them. | think an intuitive knowledge may be obtained of this,
by any one that shall attend to what is meant by the term exist, when applied to sens-
ible things. The table | write on, | say, exists, that is, | see and feel it; and if | were out
of my study | should say it existed, meaning thereby that if | was in my study | might
perceive it, or that some other spirit actually does perceive it. There was an odour, that
is, it was smelled; there was a sound, that is to say, it was heard; a colour or figure, and
it was perceived by sight or touch. This is all that | can understand by these and the like
expressions. For as to what is said of the absolute existence of unthinking things with-
out any relation to their being perceived, that seems perfectly unintelligible. Their esse
is percipi, nor is it possible they should have any existence, out of the minds or thinking
things which perceive them.

IV. It is indeed an opinion strangely prevailing amongst men, that houses, moun-
tains, rivers, and in a word sensible objects have an existence natural or real, distinct
from their being perceived by the understanding. But with how great an assurance
and acquiescence soever this principle may be entertained in the world; yet whoever
shall find in his heart to call it in question, may, if | mistake not, perceive it to involve
a manifest contradiction. For what are the forementioned objects but the things we
perceive by sense, and what do we perceive besides our own ideas or sensations; and
is it not plainly repugnant that any one of these or any combination of them should
exist unperceived? . . .

V1. Some truths there are so near and obvious to the mind, that a man need only
open his eyes to see them. Such | take this important one to be, to wit, that all the choir
of heaven and furniture of the earth, in a word all those bodies which compose the
mighty frame of the world, have not any subsistence without a mind, that their being
(esse) is to be perceived or known; that consequently so long as they are not actually
perceived by me, or do not exist in my mind or that of any other created spirit, they
must either have no existence at all, or else subsist in the mind of some eternal spirit:
it being perfectly unintelligible and involving all the absurdity of abstraction, to attri-
bute to any single part of them an existence independent of a spirit. To be convinced of
which, the reader need only reflect and try to separate in his own thoughts the being of
a sensible thing from its being perceived. . . .

VIII. But say you, though the ideas themselves do not exist without the mind, yet
there may be things like them whereof they are copies or resemblances, which things
exist without the mind, in an unthinking substance. | answer, an idea can be like noth-
ing but an idea; a colour or figure can be like nothing but another colour or figure. If we
look but ever so little into our thoughts, we shall find it impossible for us to conceive a
likeness except only between our ideas. Again, | ask whether those supposed originals
or external things, of which our ideas are the pictures or representations, be them-
selves perceivable or no? if they are, then they are ideas, and we have gained our point;
but if you say they are not, | appeal to any one whether it be sense, to assert a colour is
like something which is invisible; hard or soft, like something which is intangible; and
so of the rest.”

To provide further support for his theory, Berkeley takes aim at Locke’s distinc-
tion between primary and secondary qualities. He claims that primary qualities are
just as mind-dependent as secondary qualities are, for primary qualities can also
vary according to the state of our senses, and primary qualities are inseparable from
secondary qualities.

IX. Some there are who make a distinction betwixt primary and secondary qualities:
by the former, they mean extension, figure, motion, rest, solidity or impenetrability,
and number: by the latter they denote all other sensible qualities, as colours, sounds,
tastes, and so forth. The ideas we have of these they acknowledge not to be the resem-
blances of any thing existing without the mind or unperceived; but they will have our
ideas of the primary qualities to be patterns or images of things which exist without
the mind, in an unthinking substance which they call matter. By matter therefore we are
to understand an inert, senseless substance, in which extension, figure and motion,
do actually subsist. But it is evident from what we have already shown, that extension,
figure, and motion, are only ideas existing in the mind, and that an idea can be like
nothing but another idea, and that consequently neither they nor their archetypes can
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exist in an unperceiving substance. Hence it is plain, that the very notion of what is
called matter, or corporeal substance, involves a contradiction in it.

X. They who assert that figure, motion, and the rest of the primary or original
qualities, do exist without the mind, in unthinking substances, do at the same time
acknowledge that colours, sounds, heat, cold, and such like secondary qualities, do
not, which they tell us are sensations existing in the mind alone, that depend on and
are occasioned by the different size, texture, and motion of the minute particles of
matter. This they take for an undoubted truth, which they can demonstrate beyond all
exception. Now if it be certain, that those original qualities are inseparably united with
the other sensible qualities, and not, even in thought, capable of being abstracted from
them, it plainly follows that they exist only in the mind. But | desire any one to reflect
and try, whether he can, by any abstraction of thought, conceive the extension and mo-
tion of a body, without all other sensible qualities. For my own part, | see evidently that
itis not in my power to frame an idea of a body extended and moved, but | must withal
give it some colour or other sensible quality which is acknowledged to exist only in the
mind. In short, extension, figure, and motion, abstracted from all other qualities, are
inconceivable. Where therefore the other sensible qualities are, there must these be
also, to wit, in the mind and nowhere else. . . .

XIV. | shall further add, that after the same manner as modern philosophers prove
certain sensible qualities to have no existence in matter, or without the mind, the same
thing may be likewise proved of all other sensible qualities whatsoever. Thus, for in-
stance, it is said that heat and cold are affections only of the mind, and not at all pat-
terns of real beings, existing in the corporeal substances which excite them, for that
the same body which appears cold to one hand, seems warm to another. Now why
may we not as well argue that figure and extension are not patterns or resemblances of
qualities existing in matter, because to the same eye at different stations, or eyes of a
different texture at the same station, they appear various, and cannot therefore be the
images of any thing settled and determinate without the mind? Again, it is proved that
sweetness is not really in the said thing, because, the thing remaining unaltered, the
sweetness is changed into bitter, as in case of a fever or otherwise vitiated palate. Is it
not as reasonable to say, that motion is not without the mind, since if the succession of
ideas in the mind become swifter, the motion, it is acknowledged, shall appear slower
without any alteration in any external object.

XV. In short, let any one consider those arguments which are thought manifestly
to prove that colours and tastes exist only in the mind, and he shall find they may
with equal force be brought to prove the same thing of extension, figure, and motion.
Though it must be confessed, this method of arguing doth not so much prove that
there is no extension or colour in an outward object, as that we do not know by sense
which is the true extension or colour of the object. But the arguments foregoing plainly
show it to be impossible that any colour or extension at all or other sensible quality
whatsoever, should exist in an unthinking subject without the mind, or in truth, that
there should be any such thing as an outward object.™+

Berkeley’s most interesting argument against the existence of material objects is a
purely logical one: He contends that they cannot exist because their existence would
be logically absurd. The commonsense view is that material objects continue to be
even when no one has them in mind. But, says Berkeley, this would mean that they
can be conceived of as existing unconceived, that we can think about things that no

one is thinking about—a logical contradiction. Therefore, Berkeley concludes, the
claim that material objects exist is false.

Critics have taken issue with this argument. They agree that in one sense it is
impossible to conceive of something unconceived: It is impossible to contemplate a
thing that is at the same time not being contemplated. But they maintain that there
is no incoherence in believing the assertion that an entity exists unconceived. No
contradiction lurks here. If so, the concept of a material object is not, as Berkeley
charges, “a manifest repugnancy.”

Some have faulted Berkeley’s theory in another way. They ask, Why do pat-
terns of sensations present themselves to us as if they were entirely independent of
our minds? That is, why do the configurations of sense data behave like material
objects, seemingly existing unperceived and beyond our control? Berkeley’s answer
is that things are never unperceived, for God continually perceives them and thus
causes them to be as they are. God inserts a grand, intricate panoply of ideas into
our minds—sensations that constitute for us a real world of God’s making. What
we think of as material objects are instead repeating patterns of sense experience
caused by God.

Like the rationalist Descartes, Berkeley the empiricist ultimately brings in God
to explain how knowledge is possible. But to many, his explanation of the peculiar
nature of our sense experience is not as good by far as the commonsense explanation:
Material objects exist independently of us and cause the patterns of our sensations.
‘They think the God theory leaves too much unexplained; to them, the material-
object theory seems simpler and more consistent with scientific understanding of
perception. As Bertrand Russell says,

[E]every principle of simplicity urges us to adopt the natural view,
that there really are objects other than ourselves and our sense-data
which have an existence not dependent upon our perceiving them.™

Hume

So, in their own ways, Descartes, Locke, and Berkeley wrestled with the great
epistemological questions: Do we have knowledge? And if so, what exactly do we
know? In the end they all concluded that we do indeed have knowledge, but they
differed on its extent. In contrast, David Hume—the renowned Enlightenment
thinker and preeminent British philosopher—argued for a thoroughly consistent
empiricism that led him to a skepticism so extensive that few others dared follow
his lead.

Hume insists that whatever knowledge we have is of two kinds: “relations of
ideas” and “matters of fact.” The former include truths of mathematics and truths
of logic (such as “Either it’s raining or it’s not raining” and “No bachelors are
married”); they are derived from reason. The latter consist of information about
the world and are based entirely on sense experience. We can come to know
relations of ideas with certainty, but they are not informative about reality. We
know that “Either it’s raining or it’s not raining” is true, but the proposition tells
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He was born in Edinburgh, Scotland, was edu-  Virtuous man.”
cated at its university, and spent most of his literary
career in the city of his birth. By age sixteen he was already well versed in classical
literature, logic, metaphysics, philosophy, and ethics. Later, in a three-year period,
he read, in his words, “most of the celebrated Books in Latin, French & English.”

He wrote essays on politics, ethics, and economics, as well as major philosophical
treatises. The first (and some say the greatest) of the latter was A Trearise of Human
Nature (1739), followed by An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding (1748)
and An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals (1751). In An Enquiry Concern-
ing Human Understanding, his masterpiece in epistemology, he argued for a stronger
and more encompassing skepticism than any other major philosopher dared em-
brace. His skepticism extended to induction, causation, the external world, the self,
miracles, and the existence of God. (His Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion was
such a scorching attack on religious belief that he delayed its publication until after

us nothing about whether it is actually raining. It simply states an obvious logi-
cal truth. Matters of fact, on the other hand, are informative about the world,
but they cannot be known with certainty. So contrary to the rationalists, Hume
maintains that reason is not a source of knowledge about the world. In line with
the empiricists, he holds that knowledge about the world can be acquired only
through experience.

But how much can we really know through experience alone? That is, what can
we know about matters of fact? Hume's answer: very little. He says that the infor-
mation derived from experience—what he calls perceptions—consists of sense data
(such as sights, odors, and sounds) and inner psychological states (such as hate, fear,
love, and desire). Perceptions are of two types: impressions and ideas. Impressions are
what we directly and vividly experience, the raw sense data and psychological states.
Ideas are our less vivid thoughts and reflections about impressions. The experience of
a bright red color when you look at a rose is an impression. Your thoughts or imag-
inings about the original rose experience is an idea. Hume uses this terminology

his death.) His doubts about all these ideas sprang naturally from his consistent and
thoroughgoing empiricism, in which assertions can count as knowledge only if they
can be traced back to experience. He boldly declared, “When we run over libraries,
persuaded of these [empiricist] principles, what havoc must we make? If we take in
our hand any volume; of di y or school metaphysics, for instance, let us ask, Does
it contain any abstract reasoning concerning quantity or number?No. Does it contain any
experimental reasoning concerning matter of fact and existence? No. Commit it then o
the flames: for it can contain nothing but sophistry and illusion.”

Despite his tough-minded philosophy, Hume was blessed with a cheerful
disposition, which probably helped him cope with the gloomy skepticism of his
studies. He said that reason could not cure his melancholy, but distraction and rec-
reation could. As he put it, “I dine, I play a game of backgammon, I converse, and
am merry with my friends; and when after three or four hours’ amusement, I would
return to these speculations, they appear so cold, and strained, and ridiculous, that
1 cannot find in my heart to enter into them any farther.” But he did enter into
them again many times—and so laid down a challenge to future thinkers to try to
answer his philosophical doubrs.

By all accounts, Hume was a decent, generous, and honorable person, admired
and liked by everyone who knew him. A contemporary of Hume’s, Adam Smith,
the renowned philosopher and economist, said of Hume that “upon the whole, 1
have always considered him, both in his life-time and since his death, as approach-
ing as nearly to the idea of a perfectly wise and virtuous man, as perhaps the nature
of human frailty will admit.”

to make his central point: For something to count as knowledge, it must be based
on impressions or on ideas derived from impressions. And for a statement to be
meaningful, it must ultimately refer to impressions. Here is Hume outlining these
distinctions:
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Every one will readily allow, that there is a considerable difference between the per-
ceptions of the mind, when a man feels the pain of excessive heat, or the pleasure of
moderate warmth, and when he afterwards recalls to his memory this sensation, or
anticipates it by his imagination. These faculties may mimic or copy the perceptions of
the senses; but they never can entirely reach the force and vivacity of the original senti-
ment. The utmost we say of them, even when they operate with greatest vigor, is, that
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they represent their object in so lively a manner, that we could almost say we feel or see
it: But, except the mind be disordered by disease or madness, they never can arrive at
such a pitch of vivacity, as to render these perceptions altogether undistinguishable. All
the colours of poetry, however splendid, can never paint natural objects in such a man-
ner as to make the description be taken for a real landscape. The most lively thought is
still inferior to the dullest sensation.

We may observe a like distinction to run through all the other perceptions of the
mind. A man in a fit of anger, is actuated in a very different manner from one who only
thinks of that emotion. If you tell me, that any person is in love, | easily understand
your meaning, and form a just conception of his situation; but never can mistake that
conception for the real disorders and agitations of the passion. When we reflect on our
past sentiments and affections, our thought is a faithful mirror, and copies its objects
truly; but the colours which it employs are faint and dull, in comparison of those in
which our original perceptions were clothed. It requires no nice discernment or meta-
physical head to mark the distinction between them.

Here therefore we may divide all the perceptions of the mind into two classes or
species, which are distinguished by their different degrees of force and vivacity. The
less forcible and lively are commonly denominated Thoughts or Ideas. The other spe-
cies want a name in our language, and in most others; | suppose, because it was not
requisite for any, but philosophical purposes, to rank them under a general term or ap-
pellation. Let us, therefore, use a little freedom, and call them Impressions; employing
that word in a sense somewhat different from the usual. By the term impression, then,
| mean all our more lively perceptions, when we hear, or see, or feel, or love, or hate, or
desire, or will. And impressions are distinguished from ideas, which are the less lively
perceptions, of which we are conscious, when we reflect on any of those sensations or
movements above mentioned. . ..

All the objects of human reason or enquiry may naturally be divided into two kinds,
to wit, Relations of Ideas, and Matters of Fact. Of the first kind are the sciences of
Geometry, Algebra, and Arithmetic; and in short, every affirmation, which is either in-
tuitively or demonstratively certain. That the square of the hypothenuse is equal to the
squares of the two sides, is a proposition, which expresses a relation between these
figures. That three times five is equal to the half of thirty, expresses a relation between
these numbers. Propositions of this kind are discoverable by the mere operation of
thought, without dependence on what is any where existent in the universe. Though
there never were a circle or triangle in nature, the truths, demonstrated by Euclid,
would for ever retain their certainty and evidence.

Matters of fact, which are the second objects of human reason, are not ascertained
in the same manner; nor is our evidence of their truth, however great, of a like nature
with the foregoing. The contrary of every matter of fact is still possible; because it can
never imply a contradiction, and is conceived by the mind with the same facility and
distinctness, as if ever so conformable to reality. That the sun will not rise to-morrow
is no less intelligible a proposition, and implies no more contradiction, than the affir-
mation, that it will rise. We should in vain, therefore, attempt to demonstrate its false-
hood. Were it demonstratively false, it would imply a contradiction, and could never be
distinctly conceived by the mind.*®

Hume argues not only that whatever we know about the world must be grounded
in our perceptions, but also that we can be sure only of those perceptions. We know
just our experience and can only guess what lies beyond it. It’s as if we are locked in

a windowless room and must speculate about what it’s like outside based on a video
we can watch indoors. The video may or may not resemble the outside world, but it’s
the only information we have.

Hume'’s strict empiricism leads naturally to skepticism about a notion that we
usually assume without question: causality. We believe the world is filled with causes
and effects; we think one thing causes another, and the two are somehow physically
linked. Every day of our lives we draw countless conclusions based on our assump-
tions about cause-and-effect relationships. But Hume argues that we have no good
grounds for believing that causes and effects are related the way we think they are.

To be fully acquainted, therefore, with the idea of power or necessary connexion, let us
examine its impression; and in order to find the impression with greater certainty, let
us search for it in all the sources, from which it may possibly be derived.

When we look about us towards external objects, and consider the operation of
causes, we are never able, in a single instance, to discover any power or necessary con-
nexion; any quality, which binds the effect to the cause, and renders the one an infallible
consequence of the other. We only find, that the one does actually, in fact, follow the
other. The impulse of one billiard-ball is attended with motion in the second. This is
the whole that appears to the outward senses. The mind feels no sentiment or inward
impression from this succession of objects: Consequently, there is not, in any single,
particular instance of cause and effect, any thing which can suggest the idea of power
or necessary connexion.

Figure 6.10 The movement of one billiard ball may accompany that of another—but where is
the evidence of a causal connection?
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Knowledge comes, but
wisdom lingers.
— Alfred Lord Tennyson

David Hume, An
Enquiry Conceming
Human Understanding

19 Why does Hume
conclude that we have
no evidence for causal
relationships between
events? Do you agree
with him? Why or why
not?
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From the first appearance of an object, we never can conjecture what effect will
result from it. But were the power or energy of any cause discoverable by the mind, we
could foresee the effect, even without experience; and might, at first, pronounce with
certainty concerning it, by the mere dint of thought and reasoning. . . .

But to hasten to a conclusion of this argument, which is already drawn out to too
great a length: We have sought in vain for an idea of power or necessary connexion, in
all the sources from which we could suppose it to be derived. It appears, that, in single
instances of the operation of bodies, we never can, by our utmost scrutiny, discover
any thing but one event following another; without being able to comprehend any force
or power, by which the cause operates, or any connexion between it and its supposed
effect. The same difficulty occurs in contemplating the operations of mind on body;
where we observe the motion of the latter to follow upon the volition of the former;
but are not able to observe or conceive the tie which binds together the motion and
volition, or the energy by which the mind produces this effect. The authority of the will
over its own faculties and ideas is not a whit more comprehensible: So that, upon the
whole, there appears not, throughout all nature, any one instance of connexion, which
is conceivable by us. All events seem entirely loose and separate. One event follows
another; but we never can observe any tie between them. They seem conjoined, but
never connected. And as we can have no idea of any thing, which never appeared to
our outward sense or inward sentiment, the necessary conclusion seems to be, that we
have no idea of connexion or power at all, and that these words are absolutely without
any meaning, when employed either in philosophical reasonings, or common life.”

Hume asserts that neither reason nor experience can provide us with evidence
that causal relationships exist. We can observe no power or force that enables causes
to produce events. Our perceptions do not give us any reason to believe that one
thing makes another thing happen. All we observe, says Hume, is one event as-
sociated with another, and when we repeatedly see such a pairing, we jump to the
conclusion that the events are causally connected. We make these inferences out of
habit, not logic or empirical evidence.

In making judgments about causes and effects, we reason inductively. That is, we
assume that events that followed one another in the past will do the same in the future,
that the future will be like the past. We presuppose, in other words, the principle of
induction. Because of previous experience, we expect night to follow day, fire to burn,
bread to nourish, and dogs to bark. Likewise, the whole scientific enterprise runs on
this principle, with scientists making inferences from empirical regularities to predic-
tions about events to come. At first glance, it might seem that no one would seriously
question the legitimacy of inductive reasoning. But Hume does:

As to past Experience, it can be allowed to give direct and certain information of those
precise objects only, and that precise period of time, which fell under its cognizance:
But why this experience should be extended to future times, and to other objects,
which for aught we know, may be only in appearance similar; this is the main question
on which | would insist. The bread, which | formerly ate, nourished me; that is, a body
of such sensible qualities, was, at that time, endued with such secret powers: But does
it follow, that other bread must also nourish me at another time, and that like sensible
qualities must always be attended with like secret powers? The consequence seems
nowise necessary. At least, it must be acknowledged, that there is here a consequence

drawn by the mind; that there is a certain step taken; a process of thought, and an
inference, which wants to be explained. These two propositions are far from being the
same, | have found that such an object has always been attended with such an effect,
and | foresee, that other objects, which are, in appearance, similar, will be attended
with similar effects. | shall allow, if you please, that the one proposition may justly be
inferred from the other: | know in fact, that it always is inferred. But if you insist, that
the inference is made by a chain of reasoning, | desire you to produce that reasoning.
The connexion between these propositions is not intuitive. There is required a me-
dium, which may enable the mind to draw such an inference, if indeed it be drawn by
reasoning and argument. What that medium is, | must confess, passes my comprehen-
sion; and it is incumbent on those to produce it, who assert, that it really exists, and is
the origin of all our conclusions concerning matter of fact. . . .

For all inferences from experience suppose, as their foundation, that the future
will resemble the past, and that similar powers will be conjoined with similar sensible
qualities. If there be any suspicion, that the course of nature may change, and that the
past may be no rule for the future, all experience becomes useless, and can give rise to
no inference or conclusion. It is impossible, therefore, that any arguments from experi-
ence can prove this resemblance of the past to the future; since all these arguments are
founded on the supposition of that resemblance. Let the course of things be allowed
hitherto ever so regular; that alone, without some new argument or inference, proves
not, that, for the future, it will continue so. In vain do you pretend to have learned the
nature of bodies from your past experience. Their secret nature, and consequently, all
their effects and influence, may change, without any change in their sensible qualities.
This happens sometimes, and with regard to some objects: Why may it not happen
always, and with regard to all objects? What logic, what process of argument secures
you against this supposition2*

Hume asks, Do we have any grounds whatsoever for believing the principle of
induction? What justifies our assumption that the future will be like the past?> He
argues that the principle cannot be an a priori truth, and it cannot be an a posteriori
fact. It cannot be the former because the denial of an a priori truth (such as “All
bachelors are unmarried”) is self-contradictory, and the denial of the principle of
induction is not like that. It cannot be the latter because no amount of empirical
evidence can show it to be true. Why? As Hume observes, to maintain that the prin-
ciple of induction is an a posteriori fact is to say that it can be established by experi-
ence (that is, inductively). That is equivalent to saying that the principle of induction
can be proved by the principle of induction—which is to beg the question. Arguing
in a circle like this offers no support to the principle at all.

This difficulty of justifying the assumption that the future will be like the past is
known as the problem of induction, and it has incited generations of thinkers to try to
solve it. They have explored whether there are grounds for believing that the inductive
principle—so indispensible in science and daily life—is true. All the while we use the
principle to make all kinds of inferences and predictions, which usually serve us well.

Hume, for his part, holds that we rely on the principle of induction not because it
is an established truth, but because it is a habit of mind. Because of our long experi-
ence of seeing one event repeatedly follow another, we develop a feeling of expecta-
tion that they will always follow one another.
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20 what is Hume's
argument against the
principle of induction?
Does his view imply
that we must discard all
inductive reasoning or
scientific research? Why
or why not?

Science is organized
knowledge. Wisdom is
organized life.
—Immanuel Kant
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By now you probably know that Hume’s skepticism extends beyond causality
and induction to the existence of the external world. He reasons that because all we
can directly know is our experience, we can never be sure that an external world ex-
ists beyond our internal perceptions:

By what argument can it be proved, that the perceptions of the mind must be caused
by external objects, entirely different from them, though resembling them (if that be
possible) and could not arise either from the energy of the mind itself, or from the
suggestion of some invisible and unknown spirit, or from some other cause still more
unknown to us? It is acknowledged, that, in fact, many of these perceptions arise not
from any thing external, as in dreams, madness, and other diseases. And nothing can
be more inexplicable than the manner, in which body should so operate upon mind as
ever to convey an image of itself to a substance, supposed of so different, and even
contrary a nature.

It is a question of fact, whether the perceptions of the senses be produced by ex-
ternal objects, resembling them: how shall this question be determined? By experience
surely; as all other questions of a like nature. But here experience is, and must be en-
tirely silent. The mind has never any thing present to it but the perceptions, and cannot
possibly reach any experience of their connexion with objects. The supposition of such
a connexion is, therefore, without any foundation in reasoning.s

Provoked by Hume’s radical skepticism, philosophers have expended a great deal
of energy trying to show that his views on causality, induction, and the external
world are partly or wholly unfounded. But the brilliant Hume has put forward some
compelling arguments, and they have proven hard to counter.

WRITING TO UNDERSTAND:
CRITIQUING PHILOSOPHICAL VIEWS SECTION 6.3

. Summarize and evaluate Locke’s case against innate ideas. Does he
successfully show that innate ideas do not exist?

. Assess Locke’s argument that we can have knowledge of an external
world despite our being directly aware only of sense data. Do you
agree with him, or do you side with his critics who say that we can
know only the contents of our minds?

. Evaluate arguments for and against Berkeley’s subjective idealism. Do
you accept or reject his theory? Why or why not?

. Suppose someone claims that he can easily refute Berkeley’s idealism
by simply kicking a rock or eating an apple. Does this demonstration
show that Berkeley’s view is false? Explain.

. Do you agree with Hume that any belief not based on perceptions
(which includes all theological and metaphysical beliefs) cannot be
knowledge and is completely meaningless? Give reasons for your view.
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6.4 THE KANTIAN COMPROMISE

Immanuel Kant was sure that knowledge was possible, that we can know many
things about the world, most notably countless propositions in mathematics and sci-
ence. But Hume had raised serious doubts about the possibility of this knowledge,
and his extreme skepticism shocked Kant into trying to show that Hume was wrong.
Kant declares,

1 openly confess, the suggestion of David Hume was the very thing,
which many years ago first interrupted my dogmatic slumber, and
gave my investigations in the field of speculative philosophy a quite
new direction. | was far from following him in the conclusions at
which he arrived.*

Hume had maintained that knowledge of the world comes entirely from ex-
perience; we know nothing unless our knowledge can be traced back to perceptions
(sense data and internal states). Moreover, he had insisted that we have access only to
these inner experiences. We have direct awareness of our own perceptions, but not of
the world beyond them. This means that the empirical laws and principles of science,
which scientists regard as universal and changeless, cannot be known. They cannot
be known because they assert more than experience is capable of establishing. This
skeptical conclusion, Hume had argued, applies even to the principle at the heart of
the scientific enterprise—the law of cause and effect. He had maintained that our
experience cannot reveal to us any causal connections, for all we can actually per-
ceive is some events following other events. And even if we could repeatedly observe
a particular sequence of cause and effect, we still could not conclude that the se-
quence would happen the same way in the future. We may drop a baseball from the
roof of a house and watch it fall downward, and we may repeat this little experiment
a hundred times with the same result. But according to Hume, we have no basis for
inferring—and therefore do not know—that exactly the same thing will happen on
the hundred-first try. So Hume’s view meant that scientists could never legitimately
conclude that they had discovered a universal, changeless law of nature. They could
not know what they thought they knew. This was the conclusion that so exasperated
Kant—and that set him on his quest to disprove it.

To map out the epistemological differences between Hume and Kant, we can
apply some terms that Kant himself used. Two of these terms we have already met:
a priori statements (statements known independently of or prior to experience)
and a posteriori statements (statements that depend entirely on sense experience).
Two new terms are analytic and synthetic. An analytic statement is a logical truth
whose denial results in a contradiction. For example, “All brothers are male” i
analytic. To deny it—to say that “it is not the case that all brothers are male”—is
to say that some males are not males, which is a contradiction. Or consider, “All
bodies are extended (occupying space).” To deny this is to say that something ex-
tended is not extended—another contradiction. Analytic statements are necessar-
ily true (cannot be false), but trivially so. They are true but tell us nothing about the
world. The statement about brothers is obviously true but does not tell us whether

And sceing ignorance is
the curse of God, Know-
ledge the wing wherewith
we fly to heaven

—William Shakespeare

An analytic statement is 2
logical truth whose denial

results in a contradiction.
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A synthetic statement
is a statement that is not
analytic.

21 Contemporary
scientists assert that in
the realm of subatomic

particles, some events
are not caused. Does
this fact prove false
Kant's claim that the
law of cause and effect
is a synthetic a priori
truth?

any brothers exist. A synthetic statement is one that is not analyrtic. It does tell us
something about the world, and denying it does not yield a contradiction. Science
specializes in synthetic statements, and so do we in our everyday lives. Examples
include “Every event has a cause,” “The planets orbit around the sun,” “From noth-
ing comes nothing,” “Water boils at 100 degrees C at sea level,” and “Abraham
Lincoln was born in the United States.”

Both Hume and Kant agree that we can know analytic statements without
appealing to experience (that is, a priori). (Remember, Hume refers to such state-
ments as “relations of ideas.”) Through reason alone we can come to know such
analytic a priori propositions as “All brothers are male” and “All bodies are ex-
tended.” But Hume also holds that we can know synthetic propositions (those
thar are informative about the world) only a posteriori (only through experi-
ence). And this synthetic a posteriori knowledge (“matters of fact”) is limited:
We cannot know what our perceptions cannot detect. According to Hume, we
are not able to directly observe causality at work, and we cannot infer universal
propositions or laws based on limited, local observations. The empiricist path
to knowledge, then, is detoured by skepticism. Kant, on the other hand, insists
that synthetic a priori knowledge is possible. We can indeed know things about
the world, and we can know them independently or prior to experience. Because
this knowledge is a priori, it is both necessarily true and universally applicable,
a far cry from Hume’s extensive skepticism. Kant says we can know that every
event has a cause (a synthetic truth), and we can acquire this knowledge a priori,
through our powers of reason:

Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason

... if we seek an example from the understanding in its quite ordinary employment,
the proposition, “every alteration must have a cause,” will serve our purpose. In the
latter case, indeed, the very concept of a cause so manifestly contains the concept of
a necessity of connection with an effect and of the strict universality of the rule, that
the concept would be altogether lost if we attempted to derive it, as Hume has done,
from a repeated association of that which happens with that which precedes, and from
a custom of connecting representations, a custom originating in this repeated associa-
tion, and constituting therefore a merely subjective necessity.”

So Kant's epistemology is neither entirely empiricist nor fully rationalist. He
departs radically from tradition by finding a third way—one that sees merit and
error in both theories of knowledge. In line with the empiricists, he holds that all
knowledge has its origins in experience, but that doesn’t mean experience alone is
the source of all our knowledge. With a nod to the rationalists, he maintains that
experience by itself is blind, but that doesn’t mean we can acquire knowledge of the
world through reason alone. Kant says that Plato took this latter route and, like a
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Immanuel Kant

Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), a small-town man of

conventional living, started a revolution in philosophy

and earned the title of the greatest philosopher of the

last three hundred years. A superficial look at his life would

lead many o think he was about as dull and as unimagi-  Figure 6.11 Immanuel
native as one could get. He was born, lived all hislife,and  kant (1724-1804), quiet
died in Kénigsberg, East Prussia (now Kaliningrad). His  revolutionary.

habits were so regimented that the good folk of his town

could set their watches to his punctual daily stroll.

But appearances can be deceiving. Kant had many friends, was charming and
interesting in conversation, participated in many of the scholarly debates of his
time, and made exciting discoveries in both science and philosophy. Early in his
career he wrote about physics and astronomy and predicted the existence of the
planet Uranus, which was found three-quarters of a century after his death.

Kant studied at the University of Konigsberg for six years, later served as a pri-
vate tutor, and then in 1755 began lecturing at the university, an appointment that
lasted over forty years. He taught physics, mathematics, geography, philosophy
(all the main areas of study), and more. Most of his writings reflected his relentless
search for the proper philosophical foundations or methods in science, metaphys-
ics, and ethics. In epistemology, he effected his Copernican revolution by turning
the conventional assumptions about knowledge upside down. To acquire knowl-
edge, he said, the mind does not conform to reality—rather, reality conforms to
the mind. Thus, he found what he thought was a third path to knowledge between
empiricism and rationalism, extracting from each their grains of truth and chang-
ing epistemology forever.

He published his greatest work, The Critique of Pure Reason, in 1781. After
that came an extraordinary procession of other influential writings, including Pro-
legomena to Any Future Metaphysics (1783), Groundwork of the Metaphysic of Morals
(1785), Metaphysical Foundations of Natural Science (1786), Critigue of Practical
Reason (1788), and Religion Within the Limits of Reason Alone (1793).

dove trying to fly in empty space with no air resistance, found himself trying to rea-
son about reality with no raw material (experience) to reason about:

There can be no doubt that all our knowledge begins with experience. For how
should our faculty of knowledge be awakened into action did not objects affecting
our senses partly of themselves produce representations, partly arouse the activity of

Immanuel Kant,

Gritique of Pure Reason
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“The wish to talk to God

is absurd. We cannot

talk to one we cannor
comprehend—and we can-
not comprehend God; we
can only believe in Him.
—Immanuel Kant

22 What is the point
Kant is making with
the example of a dove
flying in empty space?
Who do you think is
closer to the truth
regarding the nature of
a priori truth—Plato or
Kant?

Where is the Lifc we have
lost in living? Where is the
wisdom we have lost in
knowledge? Where is the
knowledge we have lost in
information?

—T. S. Eliot

our understanding to compare these representations, and, by combining or separat-
ing them, work up the raw material of the sensible impressions into that knowledge
of objects which is entitled experience? In the order of time, therefore, we have no
knowledge antecedent to experience, and with experience all our knowledge begins.

But though all our knowledge begins with experience, it does not follow that it all
arises out of experience. For it may well be that even our empirical knowledge is made
up of what we receive through impressions and of what our own faculty of knowledge
(sensible impressions serving merely as the occasion) supplies from itself. If our fac-
ulty of knowledge makes any such addition, it may be that we are not in a position
to distinguish it from the raw material, until with long practice of attention we have
become skilled in separating it.

This, then, is a question which at least calls for closer examination, and does not al-
low of any off-hand answer:—whether there is any knowledge that is thus independent
of experience and even of all impressions of the senses. Such knowledge is entitled a
priori, and distinguished from the empirical, which has its sources a posteriori, that is,
in experience. . . . Mathematics gives us a shining example of how far, independently
of experience, we can progress in a priori knowledge. . . . Misled by such a proof of the
power of reason, the demand for the extension of knowledge recognises no limits. The
light dove, cleaving the air in her free flight, and feeling its resistance, might imagine
that its flight would be still easier in empty space. It was thus that Plato left the world
of the senses, as setting too narrow limits to the understanding, and ventured out
beyond it on the wings of the ideas, in the empty space of the pure understanding. He
did not observe that with all his efforts he made no advance—meeting no resistance
that might, as it were, serve as a support upon which he could take a stand; to which
he could apply his powers, and so set his understanding in motion.**

But Kant cannot simply assert that synthetic a priori knowledge is possible and
leave it at that. He must show how it’s possible. His starting point is the prem-
ise (which he thought obvious) that science and mathematics do give us necessary,
universal knowledge about the world. From there he argues that something must
therefore be fundamentally wrong with both empiricism and rationalism, because
these theories fail to explain how this kind of knowledge is possible. In Hume’s em-
piricism, he says, sense experience can shine no light on the outer world, leaving in
profound doubt the existence of external objects, causality, and scientific laws. And
rationalism promises access to synthetic knowledge while ignoring sense experience,
where such knowledge begins. To Kant, only a drastically different approach could
demonstrate how synthetic a priori knowledge could be justified.

Actually, to call Kant’s approach drastically different is an understatement, for
what he proposed was a full-fledged revolution in epistemology that he thought was
comparable to the Copernican revolution in science. At a time when the prevail-
ing (and Church-sanctioned) belief was that the sun orbited the earth, Nicolaus
Copernicus (1473-1543) thought the better theory was that the earth orbited the
sun. Copernicus turned out to be right, and he arrived at his answer through a
stunning reversal of the received view. In similar fashion, Kant thought he had in-
stigated his own revolution by turning the traditional perspective on knowledge
upside down. For centuries the conventional view was that knowledge is acquired
when the mind conforms to objects—that is, when the mind tracks the external world.
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Figure 6.12 Copernican sun-centered (heliocentric) system of planetary motion. Copernicus
proposed a reversal of the old earth-centered theory. How was Kant's epistemological system
just as revolutionary?

But Kant proposed the opposite: objects conform to the mind. He argued that sense
experience can match reality because the mind stamps a structure and organization
on sense experience. Synthetic a priori knowledge is possible, he said, because the
mind’s concepts force an (a priori) order onto (synthetic) experience. The idea is not
that our minds literally create the world, but that our minds organize our experience
s0 we perceive it as recognizable objects. The empiricists see the mind as a passive
absorber of sense information, but Kant says the mind is an active shaper of experi-
ence into objects that we can know a priori. As he says,

Hitherto it has been assumed that all our knowledge must conform to objects. But all
attempts to extend our knowledge of objects by establishing something in regard to
them a priori, by means of concepts, have, on this assumption, ended in failure. We
must therefore make trial whether we may not have more success in the tasks of meta-
physics, if we suppose that objects must conform to our knowledge. This would agree
better with what is desired, namely, that it should be possible to have knowledge of
objects a priori, determining something in regard to them prior to their being given. .. .
If intuition must conform to the constitution of the objects, | do not see how we could
know anything of the latter a priori; but if the object (as object of the senses) must
conform to the constitution of our faculty of intuition, | have no difficulty in conceiving
such a possibility.”

23 what is Kant's
Copernican revolution?
Is his theory of know-
ledge more plausible
than rationalism or
empiricism? Explain.
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According to Kant, the mind shapes raw experience by organizing it in accord-
ance with certain fundamental concepts such as time, space, and causality. All our
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conceptualized sense data, a world that Kant calls phenomena. What the world is in
itself outside our experience Kant calls noumena, a reality forever beyond our ken.

Chs s Tl pien experience is sifted and sorted through the mind’s “conceptual processor,” without Kant’s insight about conceptualized experience might sound odd, but he was

pared with that of which which we could make no sense of the bewildering flow of sights, sounds, smells, and on the right track, anticipating findings in modern science by two centuries. Re-

we are ignorant, other perceptions. Our raw sense data may consist of a blur of red, for example, but by search in developmental and cognitive psychology shows that our perceptions are
—Plato

interpreting this information in light of basic concepts (roundness, space, time, past not the result of the mind’s passive recording of sensations. Our perceptions are, to

experience, etc.), our minds perceive a red rose. We therefore know the world only as a large degree, constructed; they originate with our unfiltered sense experience and

PHILOSOPHY NOW

Conceptualizing the World

of perceptual information; instead, our
minds take the raw data of experience
and rework them in light of the concepts
and beliefs already in our heads. Our
minds must “conceptualize” the raw sen-
sory input so we can understand it. We
do this so often and so extensively that
we are hardly aware of the process. Con-
sider these three examples of “ambiguous
figures.” In each case, its possible to see
the figure in two ways—even though the
visual input is the same in both.

None of this is controversial. It be-
comes so when we claim that our im-
mediate, raw sense data are determined
entirely by our concepts or theories. This
would mean thar we experience only
what our concepts allow us to see and
that we never see the world objectively.
Many philosophers reject this view be-
cause, among other things, it implies
that we would never be able to experi-
ence anything new or surprising. But
this result seems highly implausible.

Kant's view of the mind as an actively constructive faculty
is echoed in contemporary psychological research, which
shows that our minds constantly construct and interpret
our perceptions. That is, our senses are not mere recorders

Figure 6.13 What do you see here—a duck or a rabbit?
Although the image does not change, your interpretation can
vary so you see either a duck or a rabbit (but not both at the
same time). If you change your interpretation of the image, you
see something different.

Figure 6.15 Do you see a woman’s face here—or the silhouette
of a saxophone player?

Do these examples prove Kant’s constructivist theory of knowledge? Or do
they just show that much of our sensory input is conceptualized? Do they
show that our conceptualized experience is nothing like what is actually

Figure 6.14 Depending on how you conceptualize this figure, “out there"?
you will see a young woman or an old woman.
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24 what does Kant

mean by “Thoughts
without content are
empty, intuitions
without concepts are
blind”? Do you agree
that at least some of
your perceptions are
conceptualized?

Immanuel Kant,
Critique of Pure Reason

It is therefore correct to
say that the senses do not
err—not because they
always judge righely, but
because they do not judge
aall.

—Immanuel Kant

then are interpreted by the mind according to our preexisting ideas. For example,
our experience may consist only of red sensations in dim light, but because we have
reason to believe we are looking at a red rose and already have in mind the relevant
concepts, we perceive a red rose. We hear only a muffled sound in the next room,
but because of our expectations, we perceive the sound as a telephone ring. When
we look at a car in the far distance, the image we see is tiny. But because of previ-
ous experience and our understanding of how the size of objects stays constant,
we perceive the car as having normal dimensions and being actually much larger
than we are.

This is how Kant explains the role of sense experience and concepts in our per-
ception of reality:

Our knowledge springs from two fundamental sources of the mind; the first is the ca-
pacity of receiving representations (receptivity for impressions), the second is the power
of knowing an object through these representations (spontaneity [in the production] of
concepts). Through the first an object is given to us, through the second the object is
thought in relation to that [given] representation (which is a mere determination of the
mind). Intuition [raw sense data] and concepts constitute, therefore, the elements of all
our knowledge, so that neither concepts without an intuition in some way corresponding
to them, nor intuition without concepts, can yield knowledge. . . . Our nature is so consti-
tuted that our intuition can never be other than sensible; that is, it contains only the mode
in which we are affected by objects. The faculty, on the other hand, which enables us to
think the object of sensible intuition is the understanding. To neither of these powers
may a preference be given over the other. Without sensibility no object would be given
to us, without understanding no object would be thought. Thoughts without content are
empty, intuitions without concepts are blind. It is, therefore, just as necessary to make
our concepts sensible, that is, to add the object to them in intuition, as to make our intu-
itions intelligible, that is, to bring them under concepts. These two powers or capacities
cannot exchange their functions. The understanding can intuit nothing, the senses can
think nothing. Only through their union can knowledge arise.*

Kant thought his theory of knowledge corrected the errors of rationalism and
empiricism and expelled the skepticism that these views engendered. In their theo-
ries the rationalists had bet heavily on reason as the key to knowledge; the empiri-
cists had bet everything on experience. Kant tried to show that genuine knowledge is
a synthesis of both reason and experience. He argued that we can know many things
about the world—cause-and-effect relationships, the truths of mathematics, the laws
of science—and we can know they are necessarily, universally, and a priori true. We
can, in other words, take hold of synthetic a priori knowledge. We can obtain it
because our thinking is framed by fundamental concepts that guarantee our experi-
ence will take a predetermined form. And we can be sure the truths we discover are
universal because all our minds possess the same cognitive structure determined by
the same set of innate concepts. In short, Kant’s answer to the rationalists, empiri-
cists, and skeptics is that we know the world because we, in effect, constitute it.

After Kant, epistemology was never the same. Anyone who has seriously tried to
fathom the nature and extent of our knowledge has had to contend with his insights
and arguments. That is not to say that everyone who has delved deeply into Kant has
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agreed with him. Some philosophers doubt that everyone uses the same set of basic
concepts to make sense of the empirical world. They point to anthropological and
psychological research showing that not every culture uses the same set of concepts
(the same conceptual scheme) to interpret and organize their experience. Other crit-
ics have argued that Kant’s theory does not adequately explain our certainty that
facts about the world must be consistent with logic and mathematics. We think that
truths of logic and mathematics are true necessarily and universally regardless of the
structure of our minds. But Kant wants us to believe that logical and mathematical
concepts do depend on the innate structure of our minds. This implies that the
structure of our minds could possibly change to make 5 + 12 = 13, or make the
statement “All brothers are male” false.

These and many other criticisms of Kant’s work will be debated for generations
to come—which is proof of his lasting influence.

WRITING TO UNDERSTAND:

CRITIQUING PHILOSOPHICAL VIEWS SECTION 6.4

. How is Kant’s theory of knowledge different from rationalism, empiri-
cism, and skepticism?

. In what way is Kant’s view a “Copernican revolution™

. Explain how Hume and Kant differ on knowledge of the law of cause
and effect. Which view seems more plausible to you? Why?

. Explain Kant's distinction between phenomena and noumena. What
would a skeptic say about this distinction? What would Hume say?
‘Which of these three views is most plausible?

. Kant assumes that our experience will always be shaped by a fixed set
of fundamental concepts. But it seems possible that human nature and
its innate concepts (if there are any) could change radically over time
through evolution. What are the implications of this for Kant’s notion
of conceptualized experience?

6.5 A FEMINIST PERSPECTIVE ON KNOWLEDGE

Feminism, as both a movement and an approach to social and intellectual issues,
is concerned with identifying and remedying harm and disadvantage arising from
biases against women. Feminists argue that such prejudices are common throughout
society and academia, and that they lead to the widespread discrediting of women’s
ideas and experiences and the relegating of women to subordinate roles. Feminist
philosophy is an attempt to address the disparagement or subordination of women
in philosophy and related fields, and feminist epistemology tries to do the same in
theories of knowledge.

Doubt is not a very agree-
able state, but certainty is a
ridiculous onc.

—Voluaire
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25 Does the fact that
some famous phi-
losophers held nega-
tive views of women
impugn the nature of
the philosophical enter-
prise? Why or why not?

In philosophy, there is no single outlook that can be called feminist; rather, there
are several different viewpoints and approaches that deserve the name. The common
thread is an emphasis on gender and on how it shapes the issues at hand. Alison
Ainley, a feminist philosopher, notes the diversity of the philosophical projects:

Alison Ainley, “Feminist Philosophy”

Feminist approaches to philosophy can take place at a number of levels and from
different perspectives, and indeed this has been identified as a notable strength. For
example, feminists have presented philosophical critiques of philosophers’ images of
women, political critiques of the organization of the discipline of philosophy, critiques
of philosophy as masculine, historical research into the work of past women philoso-
phers whose work may have been unjustly disregarded, and positive contributions to
philosophy from a feminist perspective. Feminist philosophers may take some or all
of these approaches to be important, but, generally speaking, feminist philosophy will
assume the question of sexual difference to be a philosophical issue at some level and,
depending on the point of departure, produce very different ways of theorizing about
this question. Although women tend to work in this area, not all women philosophers
are necessarily feminist philosophers (although there may be feminist implications in
their work).*s

Feminist thinkers have had good reason to suspect bias in the philosophical en-
terprise. It is easy in philosophy’s history to find eminent male philosophers dismiss-
ing, devaluing, or ignoring the female intellect—even though women philosophers
have been present in every age, from the classical period to modern times. (Some im-
portant male philosophers have afforded women more respect—for example, Plato
and John Stuart Mill—and some have developed ideas that have been put to use in
feminist writings—for example, David Hume and John Dewey.) Louise M. Antony
points out some of the more notorious examples of bias:

Louise M. Antony, “Embodiment and Epistemology”

Although women were largely ignored by the major philosophers, whenever we were
discussed, we were denigrated. Strikingly, the insult often involved a philosopher’s ex-
plicitly denying to women some characteristic that that philosopher had elsewhere
held to be essential to full personhood, making us, by definition, less than human.
Thus Aristotle, who defined “man” as a rational animal, claimed that women’s reason
was defective in that it was “without the power to be effective.” Locke, who thought
that “man” could transcend natural power relations by means of civil agreement, still
found it obvious that in case of conflict between husband and wife, “the rule . . . natu-
rally falls to the man’s share, as the abler and the stronger.” Rousseau, who took free-
dom to be the distinguishing mark of humanity, held that it followed from the different
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natures of men (“active and strong”) and women (“passive and weak”) that “woman is
made to please and be dominated” by man. Perhaps most notoriously of all, Kant, who
made acting from apprehension of the categorical imperative the essence of moral
agency, averred that “I hardly believe that the fair sex is capable of principles.”¢

Feminist epistemology focuses most of its attention on the “situated knower” and
“situated knowledge”™—that is, on how knowledge arises from the unique perspec-
tives and practices of those involved in knowing. The basic claim is that gender has
skewed traditional epistemology toward the dominant male perspective and has thus
adversely affected women and other disadvantaged groups. Feminist philosophers
say the remedy is to develop theories of knowledge based on alternative conceptions
of gender and power, banishing the ill effects of the traditional view in the process.
According to Elizabeth Anderson,

Elizabeth Anderson, “Feminist Epistemology and Philosophy of Science”

Various practitioners of feminist epistemology and philosophy of science argue that
dominant knowledge practices disadvantage women by (1) excluding them from in-
quiry, (2) denying them epistemic authority, (3) denigrating their “feminine” cognitive
styles and modes of knowledge, (4) producing theories of women that represent them
as inferior, deviant, or significant only in the ways they serve male interests, (5) pro-
ducing theories of social phenomena that render women’s activities and interests, or
gendered power relations, invisible, and (6) producing knowledge (science and tech-
nology) that is not useful for people in subordinate positions, or that reinforces gender
and other social hierarchies.?”

Eve Browning Cole, another feminist philosopher, characterizes traditional epis-

temology like this:

Eve Browning Cole, Philosophy and Feminist Criticism

[T]here is widespread agreement that the dominant theories of knowledge provided by
the Western philosophical tradition have focused on a specific kind of knowledge which
is, as Lorraine Code has described it, “a commodity of privilege.” Asking such ques-
tions as “How do | know that there is a cat on the mat?” assumes that any “I” might
be substituted for any other, that conditions of knowing are homogeneous and can be
generally specified. All potential knowers have a presumed equal access to the view of
the cat, and the epistemologist’s job is to explain what is going on in their viewing and
whether it amounts to knowledge or something else. But the fact of the matter is that
ideal viewing conditions simply do not obtain for all potential viewers; in our society,
knowledge conditions are vastly different for members of groups differentiated by gen-
der, race, class, age, economic status, and so forth. An aged woman who cannot get

If women be cducared for
dependence; that is, to act
according to the will of
another fallible being, and
submit, right or wrong,
to power, where are we to
stop?

—Mary Wollstonecraft
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point in the preceding
passage? Do you agree
with her?
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Nothing can be more ab-
surd than the practice that
prevails in our country of
men and women not fol-
lowing the same pursuits
with all their strengths and
with onc mind, for thus,
the statc instead of being
whole is reduced to half.
—Plato

out to see her social worker, or who fears going downtown on the bus alone, will be
ignorant of important benefits to which she may be entitled; in this sense, she will not
be in a position to view that particular cat on its mat. Traditional epistemologies have
not regarded such situations as problematic or interesting; they have not regarded
them at all. Yet surely these are situations in which the social and situational differ-
ences among knowers are crucial for determining the kind of knowing that can take
place. Epistemologies that do not have room for these differences doom themselves
to irrelevance at best, and at worst they perpetuate injustice—for, as we have already
stressed, knowledge is power.**

To develop alternatives to traditional theories of knowledge, feminist philoso-
phers have explored three epistemological paths: feminist empiricism, feminist stand-
point theory, and feminist postmodernism. Feminist empiricism is probably the least
controversial. It doesn’t want to abolish established theories; instead, it calls for a
deeper, more rigorous application of empiricism, a theory with a long history. As
Cole says:

One way to react to all this is that prescribed by the feminist empiricist, who suggests
that philosophy’s shortcomings with regard to white women, to women and men of
color, to lesbians, and to all the nonprivileged, can be remedied by a more careful
adherence to what is after all philosophy’s stated mission: the pursuit of wisdom, the
search for truth. What has produced the lamentably flawed history of philosophy has
been a pattern of failures to live up to the basic scenario of empiricist knowing: the
unbiased observation of the face of the universe. Prejudice and bias have been all too
clearly present, clouding the judgment of the philosopher and skewing the resultant
description.

To give just one famous example: Aristotle, whose allegiance to careful empirical
observation is stated and evinced everywhere in his work, is incorrect about the num-
ber of teeth women have. He asserts that the adult man has thirty-two teeth but the
adult woman only twenty-eight. Now, this cannot have been a function of the difficulty
of observation, as women with countable teeth existed in plenty then as now. Rather,
scholars have hypothesized that Aristotle counted the teeth in the male jaw and, in
the grip of a powerful prejudice, subtracted four to arrive at the number in a woman’s
(smaller) jaw. Another possibility is that he observed the dentition of a woman who had
no wisdom teeth. In either case, Aristotle’s mistake is a result of failing to be a good
enough empiricist rather than something endemic to the method of observation itself.

The feminist empiricist maintains that philosophers and scientists need to be told
to “Look again!” rather than to find a wholly new way of looking. The prospects for a
better philosophical understanding of human existence and its surroundings will im-
prove as larger numbers of women enter the domains in which “received knowledge”
is processed: universities, laboratories, publishing houses, journal editorial boards,
and funding agencies. These women will be placed well to point out mistakes in the
observations of their colleagues and to set up research agendas that promise to avoid
the mistakes of the past.”

Feminist standpoint theory says that different social groups have distinctive
kinds of knowledge acquired through unique experiences, and that some of these
groups may enjoy epistemological advantages over others. In particular, the type of
knowledge derived from women’s experiences may be just as good as or better than
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knowledge acquired by the dominant knowledge-producing group—that is, white,
middle-class men of science. Cole explains:

We noted . . . that philosophy’s history has issued predominantly from the minds of
privileged white males. It was suggested that their position, their standpoint, has had
a decisive influence on the shape history has taken. Though many philosophers have
presumed to speak for all “mankind,” for “Reason itself,” or even for “Absolute Spirit,”
and to be discussing the general “Nature of Mind,” “conditions for knowledge,” and
“the human good,” feminist critics have shown and continue to show the limitations of
such spuriously universal discourse, and to point out large portions of human experi-
ence as yet undreamt of in their philosophy.

This specificity of the traditional standpoint has led some feminist philosophers to
explore the potential of basing an epistemology in a feminist (sometimes in awomen’s)
standpoint. The basic assumption, originating in a Hegelian or Marxian view that the
human selfis essentially shaped by its material activities and situation, is that women’s
lives have differed from men’s lives in ways that would construct clear differences in
their respective world views and self-concepts. Since the making and transmitting of
knowledge are crucially important human activities, women’s “ways of knowing” may
be expected to be no less real than men’s, but they are also quite likely to be very differ-
ent from what traditional epistemology has supplied from the white men’s standpoint.

Feminist-standpoint epistemologies seek to uncover and describe women's
knowledge-making activities as these have originated in and been shaped by women’s
daily work and women'’s values. . . .

Now, standpoint theorists in feminist epistemology look at how these different
work situations (women’s dual-sphere work responsibilities, men’s single-sphere work
responsibilities) shape personality and character along gender-specific lines. Women,
to be proficient workers in both their domains, must become conversant with two dif-
ferent sets of behavior prescriptions: those appropriate to the domestic, personal situ-
ations in which they are caregivers and maintainers of life, and those appropriate to the
more public and male-dominated locations in which they also labor. Behaviorally, then,
and epistemically, they must be able to speak two languages, avail themselves of two
different repertoires of rules dictating appropriate activity. . . .

This brings out an important point concerning standpoint theories. Those who ad-
vocate the construction of a feminist-standpoint epistemology do not merely maintain
that “adding in” this standpoint, derived from women’s experiences and practices tra-
ditionally excluded from philosophy’s purview, will produce better philosophy, science,
politics, etc.; they go further and argue that the feminist standpoint has certain inherent
epistemic advantages over androcentric [male-centered] epistemologies which make it
a better place to stand, so to speak, when engaged in the making of knowledge.>

Critics, however, have argued that standpoint theory undermines itself. The
theory says that the feminist perspective is privileged (for example, better than tradi-
tional theories), and that every perspective is both limited and validated by a group’s
experiences. But there are many different groups and perspectives—how then can
the feminist view be better or less limited than any other?

In philosophy, postmodernism is a distrust or rejection of some of the most
influential epistemological ideas of modernity: objective or scientific truth, objec-
tive reality or fact, universal propositions, foundational knowledge, ultimate jus-
tification, and traditional conceptions of rationality. Feminist postmodernism is
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1 mysclf have never been
able to find out preciscly
what feminism is: I only
know that people call
me a feminist whenever
1 express sentiments that
differentiate me from a
doormat.

—Rebecca West

27 Which view strikes
you as more plausible—
feminist empiricism or
feminist standpoint
theory? Explain.
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similarly skeptical of these notions and sets about systematically “deconstructing”
them (critically analyzing and debunking them). Feminist postmodernists refuse
to accept a basic tenet of feminist standpoint theory: that there can be a single
privileged perspective from which to acquire knowledge. Instead they insist on the
existence of countless perspectives, a plurality of viewpoints, with none able to claim
any epistemological advantage over the others. None can be called objectively true,
because there is no perspective-neutral standard by which to judge objective truth.
Cole characterizes feminist postmodernism like this:

Feminist postmodern epistemologies are thus essentially critical. Only through a thor-
oughgoing deconstruction of “our intellectual heritage” (every word of which phrase
should be questioned), an abjuring of privileged standpoints and claims to objective
truth, and a relentless critique of the relation between knowledge-making and power-
guarding can a liberatory feminist thinking and practice proceed.

In the absence of objective truth, epistemically privileged standpoints, method-
ologies legitimated by experts, and all the other apparatus of traditional knowledge-
seeking, what will make any knowledge claim more reliable than any other? Is this
epistemic anarchism, a situation in which all claims, no matter how bizarre or contra-
dictory, are equally valid? Postmodern feminist epistemologies maintain that know-
ledge claims will find all the legitimation they need in “localized practices,” in the
application they find in contexts socially and historically specific, for which they were
designed. Thus what will emerge is a kind of epistemic pluralism, similar to that seen
in [lesbian epistemologies]; the knowledge | need will be made by me, and those im-
mediately surrounding me, in the work we doj; it will be circulated to the extent that
others’ practices encourage such interaction, and will grow or change in this interactive
process. What | must not do is dictate in advance the shape this knowledge must take
(rational, empirical, justifiable under counterfactual test, etc.) or impose this know-
ledge on anyone else in some kind of intellectual imperialist frenzy.»

Cole also notes the criticisms that have been lodged against the theory by fem-
inists themselves:

Some feminist philosophers express serious concerns about postmodernism as a viable
basis for epistemology or for feminist politics in general. If a radical deconstruction of
gender categories is carried out, where is the basis for the claim that women as such
have anything in common? If gender identity is revealed to be an entirely social con-
struct, a myth told to serve the interests of the lords of culture, where is the basis for
feminist thinking? Sisterhood is not powerful if it is merely a bad dream caused by some
foul cognitive substance we ingested last millennium.

Sandra Harding has expressed concern that the willingness to resign objectivity
and individual autonomy to the dustbin of outmoded obsessions is perhaps a luxury
many feminists would not afford. Western academic women have “had access to the
benefits of the Enlightenment” and thus might give them up more easily than other
women, especially third-world women, who have yet to achieve the political autonomy,
suffrage and legal rights, and degree of access to the benefits of science their Western
sisters enjoy. Thus it is all too easy for Western feminists to criticize the philosophical
foundations on which liberalism and modern science rest; such critical latitude is born
of privilege.

There are also good reasons for caution about the relinquishing of the concept of
objectivity as understood by Western science. Many of the most significant advances
in women'’s political history have been achieved through successfully putting across
the argument that barriers to women’s freedom are based only on prejudice, a mis-
taken and subjective attitude. Appeals to fairness, justice, and dispassionate objec-
tivity have been powerful elements in this argument. Most of us believe that sexism,
racism, heterosexism, and other pernicious attitudes are not objectively defensible,
are based in part on false beliefs and bad faith or moral inconsistency. If we no longer
have a standpoint from which to make these claims, with what justification can we
continue to decry the attitudes? We ought rather to seek to reconceive the notions
of objectivity, justice, and truth than to discard them and leave ourselves rhetorically
helpless.>*

WRITING TO UNDERSTAND:

CRITIQUING PHILOSOPHICAL VIEWS SECTION 6.5

. Some notable male philosophers have assumed that women’s reasoning
ability is inferior to men’s. What conclusion about the philosophical
enterprise do you draw from this? Should the theories of these philoso-
phers be rejected out of hand?

. Is there such a thing as a female nature (a nature whose essence is
female)? Or (aside from basic biological factors) is female or woman
defined variously by society or culture?

. Kant said that women are not capable of grasping principles, thus ex-
cluding women from moral reasoning. Should his theory of knowledge
then be discounted, discarded, or ignored? Why or why not?

. Are all universal statements in science and ethics suspect, as feminist
postmodernists believe? Explain.

. Feminist postmodernism has been accused of being a form of cogni-
tive relativism. Is this charge valid? Why or why not?

Review Notes
6.1 OVERVIEW: THE PROBLEM OF KNOWLEDGE

* Epistemology is the philosophical study of knowledge. Propositional knowledge is
knowledge of a proposition; a proposition is a statement that is either true or false,
an assertion that something is or is not a fact.

 Skepticism is the view that we lack knowledge in some fundamental way; cognitive
relativism is the doctrine that the truth about something depends on what a person
or culture believes; subjective relativism is the notion that truth depends on what a
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person believes; cultural relativism is the idea that truth depends on what a culture
believes; a priori knowledge is gained independently of or prior to sense experience;
a posteriori knowledge depends entirely on sense experience; rationalism is the view
that through unaided reason we can come to know what the world is like; empiri-
cism says knowledge of the empirical world comes solely from sense experience; and
subjective idealism is the view that all that exist are minds and their ideas.

6.2 THE RATIONALIST ROAD

* Plato believes that the source of our knowledge is reason. He says 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, concep-
tual, and logical truths. For Plato, reality comprises two worlds: the fleeting world
of the physical accessed through sense experience, and the eternal, nonphysical,
changeless world of genuine knowledge accessed only through reason. This non-
physical world contains the Forms, which are perfect conceptual models for every
existing thing, residing only in the eternal world penetrated by reason alone. Plato
believes in innate knowledge—the idea that knowledge of the Forms is already
present at birth, inscribed in our minds in a previous existence.

In Meno, Socrates attempts to give a proof of the existence of innate ideas by asking
an unschooled boy about a geometry problem. As Socrates asks questions, the boy
comes to the right answer on his own. Socrates claims to have merely helped the
boy recollect knowledge that he already possessed, bringing innate knowledge to

consciousness.

Descartes initially finds reason to doubt all beliefs based on sense experience,
arriving at this conclusion via his dream and evil genius arguments. Then he
pulls himself out of skepticism by realizing that he cannot possibly doubt that he
exists—for if he can have thoughts, he must exist (“I think, therefore I am”). From
this basic idea, he goes on to discover another principle of knowledge acquisition:
If he perceives something clearly and distinctly, he must know it with certainty.
He must know it with certainty because a perfect God would not allow him to

be deceived.

6.3 THE EMPIRICIST TURN

 Locke argues that there is no such thing as innate ideas; universal principles arise
from sense experience.

* Locke says that physical objects cause sensations in us, and we are directly aware
only of those sensations. But the sensations caused by external objects somehow
represent those objects and thereby give us knowledge of them.

* For Locke, primary qualities are objective properties such as size, solidity, and
mobility; they are in material objects, independent of our senses. Secondary

qualities are subjective properties such as the color red or the smell of a rose; they
are in the mind.

* For Berkeley, no material things exist in the external world. There are objects, but
they exist only as sensations in some mind. They are real only because they are per-
ceived by someone. He rejects the notion of material objects because, he says, belief
in them involves a logical contradiction.

* Locke and Hume are both empiricists. Locke says that we can have knowledge of
external objects; Hume asserts that since all we are directly aware of is sense experi-
ence, we have no evidence that external objects exist.

* Hume argues that since all claims about the world must be traced back to sense
experience, and since theological and metaphysical propositions are not linked to
sense experience, such propositions are meaningless.

* Hume contends that we are not justified in believing the principle of induction,
because to be justified it has to be either an a priori truth or an a posteriori fact—
and it is neither.

6.4 THE KANTIAN COMPROMISE

* Kant brought about a Copernican revolution in epistemology. Just as Copernicus
revolutionized astronomy by reversing the traditional theory, so Kant brought forth
a radically different theory of knowledge by arguing for an analogous reversal. In-
stead of accepting the conventional view that knowledge is acquired when the mind
conforms to objects, he argues that objects conform to the mind.

* An analytic statement is a logical truth whose denial results in a contradiction. A syn-
thetic statement is one that is not analytic. A synthetic a priori truth asserts something

about the world that we can know independently of or prior to experience.

 Kant argues that sense experience can match reality because the mind stamps a struc-
ture and organization on sense experience. Synthetic a priori knowledge is possible
because the mind's concepts force an (a priori) order onto (synthetic) experience.

6.5 A FEMINIST PERSPECTIVE ON KNOWLEDGE

 Feminist philosophy is an attempt to address the disparagement or subordination
of women in philosophy and related fields, and feminist epistemology tries to do
the same in theories of knowledge.

* According to Eve Browning Cole, feminists believe that dominant knowledge prac-
tices disadvantage women by (1) excluding them from inquiry; (2) denying them
epistemic authority; (3) denigrating their “feminine” cognitive styles; (4) produc-
ing theories of women that represent them as inferior, deviant, or significant only
in the ways they serve male interests; (5) producing theories of social phenomena
that render women’s activities and interests invisible; and (6) producing knowledge
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(science and technology) that is not useful for people in subordinate positions, or
that reinforces gender and other social hierarchies.

* Feminist empiricism calls for a deeper, more rigorous application of empiricism.
Feminist standpoint theory says that different social groups have distinctive kinds
of knowledge acquired through unique experiences and some of these groups may
enjoy epistemological advantages over others. Feminist postmodernism is skepti-
cal of such notions as objective or scientific truth, objective reality or fact, uni-
versal propositions, foundational knowledge, ultimate justification, and traditional
conceptions of rationality. Feminist postmodernists are devoted to deconstructing
these ideas.

* Some feminists worry that a deconstruction of traditional assumptions about
knowledge and truth could undermine feminist philosophy itself and take away an
important tool for dismantling barriers to women’s freedom.

WRITING TO UNDERSTAND:
ARGUING YOUR OWN VIEWS CHAPTER 6

. This chapter covers the theories of knowledge produced by Plato,
Descartes, Locke, Berkeley, Hume, and Kant. Which one of these do
you think is most plausible, and why?

. Which theory do you think is least plausible? Why?
. Evaluate Locke’s empiricist theory. What is the strongest argument in
its favor? What is the weakest?

. Evaluate Berkeley’s main reason for rejecting the existence of material
objects. Does he successfully prove his case? Do you believe that ma-
terial objects exist? Why or why not?

. Explain Hume’s argument against the principal of induction. Is his
argument sound? In light of the argument, what attitude toward sci-
ence do you think is most reasonable?

Key Terms

analytic statement A logical truth whose
denial results in a contradiction. (311)

a posteriori knowledge Knowledge that
depends entirely on sense experience.
(278)

a priori knowledge Knowledge gained
independently of or prior to sense expe-
rience. (278)

cognitive relativism The doctrine that
the truth about something depends on

what persons or cultures believe. (277)
cultural relativism The view that right
actions are those endorsed by one’s cul-
ture. (277)

empiricism The view that our knowl-
edge of the empirical world comes solely
from sense experience. (278)
epistemology The study of knowledge.
(275)

principle of induction The presumption
that events that followed one another in
the past will do the same in the future,

that the future will be like the past. (308)

propositional knowledge Knowledge
of a proposition. (276)

rationalism The view that through un-
aided reason we can come to know what

the world is like. (278)
skepticism The view that we lack knowl-

edge in some fundamental way. (276)
subjective idealism The doctrine that
all that exist are minds and their ideas.
(280)

subjective relativism The view that right
actions are those endorsed by an individ-

ual. (277)

synthetic statement A statement that is
not analytic. (312)
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6.5 A FEMINIST PERSPECTIVE

ON KNOWLEDGE

« State the central aim of feminist
philosophy and of feminist
epistemology.
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« List some ways that, according
to feminists, “dominant
knowledge practices”
disadvantage women.

« Summarize the principal claims
of feminist empiricism, feminist

B2

standpoint theory, and feminist
postmodernism.

« Understand some of the
criticisms that feminists
have lodged against feminist
postmodernism.

KNOWLEDGE anD SKEPTICISM

CHAPTER OBJECTIVES .

6.1 OVERVIEW: THE PROBLEM
OF KNOWLEDGE

« Understand the nature of
epistemology and the necessary
and sufficient conditions for
propositional knowledge.

« Define skepticism, cognitive
relativism, subjective relativism,
cultural relativism, a priori,

a posteriori, rationalism,
empiricism, skepticism, and
subjective idealism.

6.2 THE RATIONALIST ROAD

« Understand the nature of
Plato’s rationalism, his notion of
the Forms, and his belief about
innate knowledge.

« Explain the point that Socrates
wanted to prove by his
conversation with the slave boy.

« Explain how Descartes arrived
at his skepticism and how he

later came to the conclusion
that he did possess knowledge.

« Show how Descartes argues
for his principle of clear and
distinct ideas.

6.3 THE EMPIRICIST TURN

« Summarize Locke’s critique of
innate ideas.

« Define primary and secondary
qualities.

+ Summarize Locke's attempt to
show that sense data are proof of
the existence of an external world.

« Explain what Berkeley means by
“to be is to be perceived.”

« Understand how Berkeley
argues for his theory that
material objects do not exist.

« State the main differences
between Locke’s and Hume's
empiricism.

« Explain why Hume believes that
all theological and metaphysical
propositions are worthless.

- State Hume's argument against
the principle of induction.

6.4 THE KANTIAN
COMPROMISE

« Understand why Kant believes
that his theory of knowledge is
like the Copernican revolution

« Define analytic statement,
synthetic statement, and
synthetic a priori knowledge.

« Explain how Kant's theory has
both empiricist and rationalist
elements.

« Summarize Kant’s explanation
of how synthetic a priori
knowledge is possible.

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.)

The Rationalist Road 281

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.









