





What’s Wrong with the Knowledge Argument?





	Frank Jackson’s Knowledge Argument has frustrated and rattled physicalist.  The knowledge argument purports to show that “there are certain features of the bodily sensations especially, but also of certain perceptual experiences, which to no amount of purely physical information includes” (Jackson 556).  This statement refutes physicalism, the doctrine that says that all facts are physical facts.  Jackson dares to ask the question; what is it like to have an experience?  Physicalist have tried to answer the problem of qualia, but have so far been unsuccessful.


	The knowledge argument is usually introduced as a thought experiment.  Imagine some person, whom we name Mary, has been confined from birth to a black and white room.  Everything around her is black and white, even her skin.  She comes to be scientific omniscient as regards to physics and chemistry of color, the neurophysiology of color vision, and every other conceivably relevant scientific fact.  Yet when she is finally released from her captivity and ventures into the outside world, she sees colors themselves for the first time.  She thereby learns something; she learns what it is like to see red and all the other colors.  She learns what it is like to experience phenomenal redness.  This intrinsically perspectival fact she has come to learn contrasts with the view that physicalist hold, that on fact about the mind is anything an objective fact.  By pointing this out, Jackson has crippled the physicalist.


	Physicalist can challenge the argument in two ways.  One is to deny that Mary comes to know a fact and the other is to deny that it is a fact she did not know before leaving her black and white environment.  Critics that say that Mary did not learn a new fact usually arm themselves with the ability hypothesis.  It argues that knowing what it is like to have an experience is not knowledge that something is the case, but instead merely know-how, the possession of an ability.  Knowing how to drive a bike requires knowing many facts about how the bike works, for example.  “But you can know all the facts that there are to know about riding a bicycle…and yet not know how to ride a bicycle” (Mitchell-Jackson 131).  In respect to Mary, she gains the ability to imagine and re-identify various new color experiences.  “According to this reply, it is these abilities, not knowledge that, that Mary lacks when she is in her room and which she will acquire on sensing red” (Mitchell-Jackson 131).  And since it is plausible that one cannot imagine or re-identify experiences one has never had, the ability reply can explain why Mary learns something upon leaving her black and white environment without having to deny physicalism.  That is because what Mary acquires is not factual knowledge at all, but know-how.


	This reply, however, falls short in answering the question of qualia.  One can reject this hypothesis by stating that it just doesn’t seem right to say that what Mary knows when she knows what it is like to see red is not a fact, but an ability.  Others reject it by saying that even if we believe that Mary cannot figure out what it is like to see something red, it is conceivable that she might be able to recognize and separate colors when she is released.  One could not fool Mary by giving her a banana that is blue.  She would notice that the thought in her brain are the ones that occur when one sees the color blue.  For Mary all this can be similar to us just recognizing, discriminating, or remembering color object.  


	Another argument against Mary learning any new facts is called the acquaintance hypothesis.  It states that “one phenomenon can present itself under different descriptions or in different guises” (Mitchell-Jackson 130).  It holds that knowing what it is like to have an experience is to be acquainted with it, where knowledge by acquaintance is an intuitively immediate and non-prepositional form of knowledge.  When one sees a war it might represent itself in a different view than another who sees the same war.  The argument goes on to “insist that sensing red is one phenomenon, which represents itself differently to someone experiencing it as opposed to someone”(Mitchell-Jackson 130).  Mary has a different way of being acquainted with color than we do, but that does not mean that they are different facts.


		The trouble with this reply is that Mary will not say, “Now I know a new way of saying what I knew all along” (Mitchell-Jackson 129).  Her situation with color is not like the situation with language.  With language we do not know when it is right to use the words of the other language.  But Mary should know all there is to know about the circumstances in which various color words are used.


	Another reply stating that Mary already knew the fact of the experience of color is the opacity of knowledge reply.  It states that people might know who David Robinson is, but don’t know that he is the center for the Spurs.  Yet when they learn that he is the center of the Spurs, David Robinson is still one person.  It states that one phenomenon can present itself under different guises or descriptions.


	A rejection to this argument is that Mary already knows all the facts.  “The best explanation of the opacity of knowledge turns on the possibility of knowing some of a thing’s properties without knowing all of them” (Mitchell-Jackson 130).  And if physicalism is true, Mary already has all the facts.  So she cannot be uninformed.


	The knowledge argument has cause some doubters to reply with the there must be a reply argument.  The knowledge argument states that these qualia must be epiphenomenal.  This causes or beliefs and memories to be disregarded as responses to qualia.  “The exposition by qualia freak of the knowledge argument can in no sense be the outcome of the instantiation of qualia” (Mitchell-Jackson 314).


	As yet there have been no decisive arguments towards the knowledge argument.  Jackson’s argument continues to cause frustration to physicalist.  But should cognitive science re-evaluate their research?  I think not.  Only time will tell.
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