Ch. 3 Epistemology
Lecture 1. The Rationalist's Confidence: Descartes
Chapter section: A. The Rationalist's Confidence: Descartes 
i. Preamble 
a. Epistemology is the study of knowledge. 
b. Rationalists believe that reason can give us knowledge of reality. 
c. Empiricists believe that knowledge of the world is acquired through the senses. 

ii. Descartes lived in the time of Galileo, who raised the doubt that what we think that we see we might not really see at all. Because of this, Descartes reasons that we could be mistaken in all of our perceptions. 

iii. Thus, in his Meditations, he begins by doubting all that he knows. Once he finds a belief that is indubitable, then he can argue for the truth of other beliefs—this is his method of doubt, wherein he uses doubt as a tool to arrive at truth that we can know with certainty. 

iv. In his famous dream argument, he argues that we could be just dreaming, which would cause our senses to be wrong. He argues that God could be deceiving him about mathematical truths, which otherwise seem indubitable, and even that God could be an evil genius whose only job is to deceive him.
Descartes finds that the only thing that he cannot doubt is the fact of his own existence. If he doubts his existence, he still must exist to doubt it. In the second meditation, he attempts to get rid of the idea of the evil genius. Descartes decides that the evil genius could not possibly fool him about his own thinking, thus the "I" that he knows to exist is a thinking thing. 

v. Descartes uses the premise "I exist as a thinking thing" to prove the existence of God. He does this by claiming that because he can think of an infinite, necessary being, then such a being must exist (this argument is presented in Chapter 5). Once he establishes this, he rebuilds his beliefs. But he relies on reason to establish the existence of God, and then he claims that God gave him reason to begin with (reason is apparently indubitable). This is called the Cartesian circle. 

vi. Descartes claims that certain beliefs are self-evident or "clear and distinct" on the basis of intuition and reason alone. He believes that there are some kinds of knowledge that we know independent of experience (for example, reason and the claim "I exist"). This belief is why Descartes is considered a rationalist. 
Lecture 2. Innate Ideas and the Empiricist Theory: John Locke Chapter sections:
B. Innate Ideas Concerning Human Understanding: John Locke
C. Two Empiricist Theories of Knowledge 
i. Locke rejected Descartes' "intuitions" that allowed him to restore his system of belief. He therefore rejected Descartes' exclusively deductive method and supplanted it with a method appropriate to generalizations from experience, or induction. Locke also modified the demand for "perfect certainty" and allowed for probability. 

ii. Locke's Essay Concerning Human Understanding is built on a single premise: namely that all our knowledge comes from experience. He refuses to accept the notion that we have innate ideas. 

iii. The tabula rasa or "blank tablet" view of the mind is Locke's most famous epistemological concept. Leaving aside special concerns that involve only "the relations between ideas" (mathematics, logic, etc.), all of our ideas are derived from experience. 

iv. In his theory, Locke uses three familiar terms: sensation, ideas (our immediate perception of an object), and quality (what we have called attribute—redness, roundness, etc.). 

v. Locke distinguishes between primary qualities and secondary qualities. Primary qualities are those properties of the objects themselves, size and shape. These qualities are inherent in the objects. Secondary qualities are those properties that we notice objects as having—color, texture, etc. (the properties that affect our sense organs)—but that don't exist independently of the objects to which they belong. 

vi. For Locke, substance is (problematically) "we know not what." We do not know what underlies the qualities, but he hesitates to reject the notion of substance because it is senseless to talk about qualities if there is no substance. 

vii. Berkeley's thesis is called subjective idealism. It is the doctrine that there are no material substances, no physical objects, only minds and ideas in mind. 

viii. This emerges from Locke's position in three steps: First, it accepts the argument that we have no idea what a substance might be; we can know only qualities. 
Second, the distinction between primary qualities and secondary qualities cannot be a distinction between properties inherent in the objects as opposed to properties that the objects simply cause in us.
Third, once one has agreed that all knowledge of the world is based on experience, the question becomes: Why should we ever think that there is anything other than our experiences? Locke argues that objects cause our experience, but if we have only experiences, how can we justify that there are objects that cause our experiences? 

ix. Berkeley spells this out in Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge. Berkeley's central thesis is that "to be is to be perceived." There is nothing other than these perceptions, or "ideas," and it is nonsense to suppose that there are things outside of the mind "like" our ideas—for "nothing is like an idea but another idea." He argues that primary qualities, too, can be ideas only and not properties of matter. 

x. But if there are no other substances beside the mind, why can we not simply "think" things into existence by imagining them? And how can we say that a thing exists when no one is there to perceive it? Berkeley argues that it is because of God. God is the mind that perceives all things. 
Lecture 3. David Hume Chapter section: D. The Congenial Skeptic: David Hume 

i. Hume's Treatise of Human Nature argues that every justifiable belief must be either a "relation of ideas," for example a statement of mathematics or logic, or a "matter of fact" that can be confirmed by appeal to our experience. Hume insists that all knowledge begins with basic units of sensory experience. 

ii. According to Hume, simple ideas are derived from simple impressions. Complex ideas are arrangements of simple ideas. To justify a belief as knowledge, then, we must break the complex ideas into simple ideas and then find the impressions upon which those ideas are based. Most metaphysical ideas cannot be defended by either of the methods that Hume proposes (showing that it is a relation of ideas or a matter of fact). 

iii. Hume points out three unjustified beliefs that we hold: 

i. The idea of causation. From causation, we derive the principle of universal causation, which states that every event has its cause (or causes). We make predictions because of the principle of universal causation. 

ii. In making such a prediction, we presuppose a principle of induction, that is, that the laws of nature that have always held in the past will continue to hold in the future. 

iii. Our belief in the "external world," that is, a physical or material world that exists independently of our impressions and ideas. Hume rejects all notions of substance as unintelligible, like Berkeley, but does not build a metaphysical system and remains wholly skeptical. 

iv. Hume's Attack on Causation
Hume takes causation to be the central idea of all reasoning, that is, all attempts to connect separate ideas together in a single belief. He shows that causation can be neither a relation of ideas nor a matter of fact because we explain our experiences and events by appeal to other experiences and events. We don't know particular causes and effects through reason but rather only through experience. For example, because you have seen the sun rise so many times, you assume that it will do so again. But if you had never seen the sun rise, you would not know what to expect.
Cause and effect always depend upon prior experience.
The idea of cause and effect cannot be a relation of ideas because reasoning alone cannot reveal the causes or effects of particular events. The idea of causation cannot be a matter of fact because we cannot discover the idea of causation through perception. He concludes that the idea of cause and effect must be derived from our experience of the constant conjunction of two events. Our knowledge of causes is arrived at through induction from past experiences. 

v. Hume's Fork
Hume distinguishes two propositions:
(1) I have recognized a certain cause-and-effect relationship in my past experience, and (2) I predict that a similar cause-and-effect relationship will hold in the future also.
This is "Hume's fork." He argues that it is clear that no demonstrative reasoning is available to justify our predictions of the future. But no appeal to experience can justify our propensity to make predictions either. For in order to justify the belief that the future will resemble the past on the basis of our experience, we would be arguing that the future will be like the past because in the past the future has always been like the past; this is "begging the question."
Hume is saying that reasoning alone, without information from experience, cannot tell us anything about the world. His arguments are at the same time skeptical ones because he reasons that even an appeal to experience cannot prove the reality of any of these things. On Hume's account, there is no solution to these skeptical doubts or conclusions. 
Lecture 4. Kant's Revolution 
Chapter section: E. Kant's Revolution 

i. Kant rejected the distinction between language and the world and thus between us and Truth. He thought that our "ideas"—our concepts and language—somehow shape and "set up" the world, imposing upon the world the structures that we experience.

ii. We impose a set of rules on every experience. The word he uses for "set up" is constitutes. We constitute our own experience in the sense that we provide the rules and structures, according to which we experience objects as governed by the laws of nature and the relations of cause and effect.
We can't understand reality outside of the way that we constitute it through our basic concepts, which he calls "categories." He identifies these as the basic rules of the human mind. Thus, there is no point to wondering whether or not our concepts match up to reality because there is no reality without our concepts.
Kant attempts to prove that these concepts are necessary and a priori. Truth is not correspondence between ideas and reality but rather our own system of rules by which we constitute our reality. 

iii. Knowledge is only knowledge of our experience, and we can be certain of the rules of our own experience. Reality is the world of experience, as we constitute it through the concepts of our understanding. The world is real because we constitute it as the way that it is. Thus, a belief can be true, necessarily true, if it is one of those rules that we impose to constitute our experience. In Kant's Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysics he claims that the rules by which we interpret our experience are necessarily true, claims that contradict these rules are necessarily false, claims that are not the rules that constitute experience are either analytic, contingently true or contingently false, and claims that cannot be decided by appeal to the rules of our experience are to be rejected as possible topics of knowledge. 

iv. Problems
But if we supply our own rules of experience, is there any correct way of describing the way the world is? How do we know that there is only one set of rules? Do different languages have different categories?
Johann Gottlieb Fichte used the pragmatic theory of truth to come to the same conclusion. The evaluation of different realities depends on practical consequences. The Truth, because of Kant, seems to be destined to be replaced by many truths.
Kant rejected this idea because he believed that there is only one possible set of rules and therefore only one way of constituting our experience. Kant calls this argument a transcendental deduction. This argument says that we can infer from various statements that we believe the basic rules of our experience.
Give examples of a transcendental argument. "In order for x to obtain, we must presuppose y; x obtains; therefore, y." 
Lecture 5. Relativism and Absolutism 
Chapter section: F. The Battle in Europe after Kant: Relativism and Absolutism 
1. Hegel 
a. Hegel rejects many key metaphors that have ruled modern philosophy, especially all the "correspondence" metaphors in which the world in itself is on one side and our knowledge is on the other. 
Hegel suggests a holistic worldview in which consciousness and the world are not separate but rather inseparably integrated. In traditional terms, this means that there is no world apart from consciousness.
Hegel argues that we give up the view that consciousness and the self are essentially a feature of the individual. The truth "is the whole"—that is, the unity of all of our consciousnesses and the world. There is no saying what the world might be apart from our conceptions of it. But this does not invite skepticism because the world is nothing but the synthesis of all our possible conceptions of it. 

b. Hegel, like Kant, is an idealist, but Hegel calls himself an absolute idealist. This means that reality is the product of mind—the cosmic mind, "Spirit." Hegel rejects the division of reality (introduced by Kant) into forms of intuition and categories. Instead, he provides a long series of possible conceptions of the world—or "forms of consciousness"—showing that the way we view the world is already determined by our place in history, our language, and our society.
The forms of consciousness emerge from one another by way of improvement or by way of opposition, and there is always the necessary sense that they are moving toward a final end—the correct view, or "absolute knowing."
This idea—that truth is not static but rather develops, as the human mind develops—is perhaps Hegel's most exciting contribution to philosophy. Truth is not being but rather becoming. Knowledge develops through conflict, or what Hegel famously calls a dialectic.
In the introduction to his 1807 masterpiece, The Phenomenology of Spirit, Hegel presents a dialectic of various forms of consciousness, from the most primitive sensory perception to the views of the Enlightenment and "Revealed Religion" (Christianity), culminating in that final stage of "Absolute Knowing." Hegel endorsed the Kantian thesis that the world is nothing other than the way in which we constitute it and argued that there are only different "forms of consciousness," some more perspicuous than others, but none wholly true or false.

c. One of Hegel's followers, Karl Marx, thought that Hegel had turned the dialectic of history upside down. It is not ideas that determine world history, Marx argued, but rather the details of history that determine ideas. From this notion of dialectic, Marx developed his view of history as class conflict, replacing Hegel's abstract "forms of consciousness" with the day-to-day battles of wages, jobs, and profits. 

d. In Reason in History Hegel presents an overview of his notion of "Spirit" (also called the Idea). Spirit, in one sense, is God, but the concept embraces all of humanity, all of history, and all of nature as well. Because the world itself develops and changes, what is true for one generation may become inadequate to the next generation. But this is not relativism because we are slowly approaching an ever-more-adequate conception of truth, a truth that Hegel calls Freedom. Freedom is God's purpose developing through history and humanity. 
2. Schopenhauer 
a. Arthur Schopenhauer claimed to be the only faithful interpreter of what he took to be Kant's central idea, the distinction between the constituted world of our experience and an underlying reality, which can be found in the realm of the Will. But Schopenhauer disagrees with Kant's confidence in the truth of the world of our experience. Invoking the Buddhist conception of the "veil of Maya," Schopenhauer declares our experience of the world to be largely illusion. Meanwhile, the Will, which Kant takes to be rational, becomes an irrational, impersonal, inner force in Schopenhauer. 

b. The most evident manifestation of the Will is sexual desire, the urge to reproduce. Schopenhauer, like the Buddha, stresses the futility of desire, and his philosophy aims at giving us relief from the Will, especially through the power of art. But, Schopenhauer argues in The World as Will and Representation that the Will is ultimate reality and that within its purposeless striving dwell all of the peoples and the creatures of nature. 
3. Nietzsche and Dilthey 
a. Friedrich Nietzsche attacked the traditional notions of truth and knowledge and argued that there can be as many equally "true" worldviews as there are creative people and societies. With Nietzsche, even rationality begins to feel the threat of relativism: Not only is truth out the window, but also coherence and pragmatism are forced to take second place. What comes first? Excitement, adventure, heroism, creativity, and what Nietzsche generally calls the will to power. 

b. Nietzsche's basic claim is a paradox: "Truth is error." In the selections from various works by Friedrich Nietzsche, he discusses confusions involved in our ideas of "truth," "facts," and "knowledge." How and why did philosophers fall in love with the idea of "truth," with the idea that there is another world, more real and better than this one? Despite his enormous influence today, Nietzsche's radical view that "there are no facts, only interpretations" was slow to penetrate his own time. 

c. However, Wilhelm Dilthey promoted the popular and influential doctrine of historicism, which depends on the relativism of both Nietzsche and Hegel.
Historicism is the thesis that truth and rationality are relative to particular peoples at particular times in history and that overall comparison of them, with the intention of finding out which is "true," is totally mistaken.
The apparently relativistic character of historicism provoked a reaction in the form of the phenomenology of Edmund Husserl. 
Lecture 6. Phenomenology, Hermeneutics, Pragmatism, and Feminism 
Chapter section: G. Phenomenology 

i. Phenomenology is the study of the essential structures of the human mind. Because these structures are essential, they can be known to be true, universally and necessarily. Husserl was a new kind of rationalist who believed that the truths of arithmetic and geometry are known, with certainty, by an appeal to a certain kind of intuition, which he called essential intuition. Husserl wanted to save philosophy from relativism, which, he thought, would wind up denying even the basic principles of logic. In "Philosophy as Rigorous Science," he argued against Dilthey. Using Kant's terminology, Husserl attempted to develop a "transcendental phenomenology" that would discover the basic rules of all experience. Because these essential rules of consciousness are the only ones we use to "constitute" our world, they become our new anchor for truth. 

ii. Husserl's battle, from beginning to end, was a battle against relativism, but it was a battle he lost. Just as Kant opened the door to relativism with his view that we constitute our world, Husserl opened it wider with his view that a study of consciousness is the way to do philosophy. His followers showed that there are many different forms of consciousness, and phenomenology, as it developed in France, became a new form of relativism. 
Chapter section: H. Hermeneutics and Pragmatism: Relativism Reconsidered 

i. One attempt to bridge the gap between dogmatic absolutism and solipsistic relativism is hermeneutics.
Hermeneutics is an old term for interpretation, with an eye to getting at the Truth. It is often used to talk about the interpretation of the Bible and other, especially literary, texts. But it is also used in philosophy to refer to the discipline of interpreting and understanding the world, which becomes, in effect, our text.
Wilhelm Dilthey is considered the modern father of hermeneutics. Dilthey was "vehemently antirelativist," although his own historicism can be understood as promoting relativism (see end of Lecture 6 and Husserl above). 

ii. In twentieth century, hermeneutics has been turned into a powerful style of philosophizing by Martin Heidegger. Heidegger argues that life is like a text and that the purpose of our lives is to understand that text. Heidegger was a student of Husserl and was thus a phenomenologist. But in his hermeneutical phenomenology he tries to "uncover" the hidden meanings in the structures of life itself, including our sense of history, which defines human life. 
iii. Hans Georg Gadamer, a student of Heidegger, is the most important proponent of hermeneutics. Gadamer is so wary of the fact that method may distort our understanding that he insists that hermeneutics must resist the temptation to become a method.
Gadamer's hermeneutics does not reject the notion of truth, but it does give up the idea that there is a Truth wholly outside of us that we need a method (rationalism, empiricism, scientific psychology) to discover. He insists that truth must be understood historically, within a tradition, and asks, "Do we need to justify what has always supported us?" 

iv. Hermeneutics has had a recent resurgence in American philosophy. It is allied with and informs pragmatism.
Richard Rorty defends a vision of "solidarity"—which he contrasts with the traditional notion of "objectivity"—which he associates with "pragmatism." His claim is that the pragmatic theory of truth is essentially the theory that truth has a moral standard—the solidarity of a community—rather than a metaphysical one, which is objectivity. He claims that pragmatism defines "truth" as "what is morally best for our community to believe," and using this definition, he claims that it is morally best for us to believe in pragmatism.
Rorty argues that our metaphysical theory of "truth" has political overtones. The belief that there is one single truth can lead to condescension and disrespect toward people who believe differently than oneself. 

v. But is solidarity enough? Isamu Nagami considers the communication between individuals and cultures, which he calls intersubjectivity, and suggests that neither "solidarity" nor "objectivity" is politically "enough." 
Chapter section: I. The Analytic Turn 
Chapter section: J. Feminist Epistemology 

Modern feminism claims that women's knowledge and the pursuit thereof are actually different from men's, arguing that knowledge, as presently established in our language (worldwide), is "patriarchal"—defined and understood through a male perspective only.
See selections from Australian feminist philosopher Elizabeth Grosz and Indian feminist philosopher Uma Narayan. 

