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Lecture 1 - Knowing something and justifying it.

(A) Critical rational thinking

What is it that you need to learn if you are to pass this course?

Teaching you philosophy will necessarily involve some historical accounts, facts about dates and names and the like.   After all, the discipline is some 2500 years old…

BUT

I want you to make and understand a distinction between history of philosophy and philosophy proper. 

If you were to write an essay for example that simply listed dates and names this would not be philosophy proper, would not help you much in passing this course.

Names and dates are not unimportant but they’re not philosophically very interesting in themselves.  Let me give you some names and dates.

Pythagoras – something like 580-500BC “all is number” and birth of mathematics, but Pythagoras was a mystic and his maths was intimately entwined with the mysticism producing a very early form of philosophy, a sort of proto-philosophy.

Plato – roughly, as there is some debate and difference of a few years exist – Born, 428 BCE – Died, 348 BCE – 80 years old when he died.  

Socrates, Born, 469 BCE - Died/Executed, 399 BCE.  

Aristotle, Born, 384 BCE – Died, 322 BCE – year after death of Alexander the Great, whom he taught.

Philosophy here is presented as a story.  It tells me something but that something is not really that interesting as philosophy.  What is philosophy proper then?  

Firstly…of course it is what philosophers do.  

This practice formed itself primarily in the examples of Socrates, Plato and Aristotle; the birth of western philosophy.  So we can see that whilst we might think the first story – the history story – is interesting to philosophy, in fact we can understand that if it’s interesting this is only because it is a story about  philosophy, not a philosophical story.  

NOTE: this is an introduction to western philosophy – there are other traditions: Indian and Chinese most notably, although a number of contemporary African philosophers also talk of a distinct African philosophy also.

What is philosophy proper?

Secondly …

Critical Rational thinking. 

· Critical thinking

· Rational thinking 

Rational Thinking – is understood by examining/studying things like the laws of thought and structures of validity.  Logic investigates this, at least in one form.  Rational thinking is not just logic though…for example, it is generally the varieties of human rationality we’re generally interested in.  

This means it is worth remembering that in general the study of rationality as a human (or, less question beggingly, as embodied or enacted) practice rather than as a logical practice involves more than logic.

Why – because otherwise we’d only be interested in anything that could perform logical inferences as they would be rational – computers perform logical inferences (electricity literally directed through logic gates) but can’t really be said to be ‘rational beings’ – or at least not rational in any way that is interesting at the moment – perhaps when we get to AI consciousnesses then maybe.  At the moment humans have a sort of peculiar power of rationality that it seems cannot be studied by simply studying machines.  Whilst some philosophers are purely interested in an abstract, almost machine like rationality (and this can be a negative impression of logical or mathematical approaches to life) in general philosophers are interested in rational thinking as it can be applied or of relevance to human beings.  

The study of rationality thus involves the study of logic but a lot more too.

This is because we have to accept a lot more than merely logical thought into any idea of human rationality.  Still the idea of rational thinking can’t accept anything so what exactly is taken as rational?  This is difficult to pin down but in effect this is the role of reasonable inferences.  Obviously we still need to know what is reasonable and we can debate that – the idea though is that rational thinking is expressed in reasonable inferences and thus the way to examine thinking to see how rational or otherwise it might be is to examine the inferences involved in a particular thought or argument.  

Critical Thinking – this is a more complex idea.  In essence it rests upon the premiss that what we think we know and what we do actually know do not necessarily coincide.  Just because you or I have a particular opinion or idea doesn’t mean much in terms of the validity or value of that idea.   Indeed everyone could have an idea that they shared and it be still valueless, invalid or just plain wrong.

Here consider the following problem.  Take 2 ideas.  One of them is only had by me.  I’m the only person in the universe who has this idea.  The other is shared by everyone (including me of course).  Is the first idea less valid than the second because only I have it?  No.  Yet we commonly assume and work with the principle that the more people have the same thought the better it is.  Our whole society in the West is in fact based on some such idea, that the more people think something, the better that thing must be, which of course must mean the more true it is since we all presumably agree that a true idea is better than a false one?    

Perhaps we haven’t been fair to the person who holds the idea no-one else holds and we let that person persuade us of the truth of their idea.  They continue and persuade a lot of people that theirs is a good idea.  Of course, we can all hopefully see that just because someone persuades us of an idea doesn’t make it more true than before we believed it.  Still, our society seems to have some of these implications since it works with the principle that the more people believe something the better.

EXAMPLE; democracy, rule of the majority.  

Democracy rests, at least in part, on the assumption that democracy is a good thing because it enables the majority to decide rather than an unelected minority or autocratic rule.  

On the basis of what, however, do we make this assumption?  

Do we all agree that just because an opinion is shared by a lot of people means that it is a good opinion?  

Democracy in fact is a system of tyranny and it has been argued, quite reasonably, that it ends up being the tyranny or the ordinary leaving no room for genius, creativity, the new, or even critical rational thinking, since all of this involves time, energy and effort not usually put in by the majority of people.  (Alexander de Tocqueville, for example, claimed in his book Democracy in America (1835), that there could be something called a ‘tyranny of the majority’, as did John Stuart Mill in his book On Liberty (1859).  Each understands this in their own way and neither thinks democracy is a negative thing by any means but we can, I think, suggest that in the ‘tyranny of the majority’ the questions of the truth is not the most important thing and other factors are at work).
The way people are in fact means that they will not decide on an issue on the basis of critical rational thought but merely on the basis of their own opinions which are usually formed by their prejudices.  Critical rational thought is a toll which can empower us in the face of the tyranny of the majority and what we might call an associated ‘tyranny of opinion’.

The idea of critical thought is that it enables us to make a distinction between having a thought and thinking that the thought is right simply because we – or anyone else – has it.  This can be expressed in terms of another distinction;

First Major DISTINCTION

· Episteme (science, knowledge)

· Doxa (opinion, prejudice/dogma)

What’s the difference between these two?  Well one argument has it that you can have a false opinion but you cannot have false knowledge…thus episteme is true by definition, unlike doxa.

The difference then (for this account) is in the relation to truth.

This is not the only way to think of the difference between Episteme and Doxa – other philosophers have related the distinction to stupidity for example, where doxa forms a sort of common unthinking though process, a kind of domesticated indoctrination we all undergo and then accept.  A kind of passivity that simply says “This is the way the world is…and always has been …and always will be”.

There is disagreement on quite what the distinction between Episteme and Doxa is about but a lot of philosophers share the thought that the distinction is right in some way, or worth thinking about.  It’s a good philosophical distinction in other words.

What you need to do, then, in order to begin to understand philosophy is hopefully becoming clearer – it involves things like;

· An interest in truth

· The ability to make and understand distinctions

· The expression of this interest in truth and ability to make distinctions through argument (valid inference not ‘arguing’)

Inference not arguing – arguing is the sort of thing you might do down the pub (about football, the university course you’re doing, the new lecturer etc) – this is opinion. Philosophical argument consists of valid inferences and sound premises.
Some examples of valid argument structures and names of inferential relations: 

	Modus ponens
	Modus tollens
	Disjunctive syllogism

	
	
	

	If P then Q
	If P then Q
	Either P or Q

	P
	Not-Q
	Not-P

	–––––––––––
	–––––––––––
	–––––––––––

	Q
	Not-P
	Q


Sentence examples.

	MP
	MT
	DS

	
	
	

	If you’re a woman then you can give birth.
	If you’re an animal then you can’t speak.
	Either you’re an animal or you’re a man.

	
	
	

	You’re a woman.
	You can’t speak.
	You’re not an animal.

	
	
	

	Therefore you can give birth.
	Therefore you’re an animal.
	Therefore you’re a man.


Modus (method) Ponens (affirmation) – If we assume or are given both ‘if p then Q’ AND ‘p’, then by Modus Ponens we have ‘Q’ – called ‘affirming the consequent’

Modus (method) Tollens (denial) – If we assume or are given both ‘if p then Q’ and ‘not Q’, then by Modus Tollens we have ‘not p’ – called ‘denying the antecedent’

Modus P and T – sometimes translated more literally from the Latin as ‘mood of affirmation’ or ‘mood of denial’

These are some of the commonly accepted valid inference structures then.  Arguments – in philosophy exams and essays – need to be using and understanding these sort of things.  Think sentence by sentence – often key passages in one paragraph or a few pages can be understood in terms of a few sentences that we sketch out – we do so to study the inferences, judge whether we accept or refuse them, want to take them on board and use them etc.  Studying inferences, rational argument, critical thought – elements that often need expressing and communicating – to other philosophers (in your case to your lecturer) – commonly involves certain shorthands or ‘jargons’ being used.  These we can think of as ‘formulas’.  Formulas provide a focal point for a discussion, something to begin thinking around, through and with.

(B) Formulas

So far then, a general outline of what you’re going to need to learn to do.  I emphasise the active verb term – doing.  Philosophy is something that must involve, at whatever level, you doing it.  

BUT (lots of people go wrong here) it also involves you doing it within the tradition or at least in relation to the tradition.  There has been much thought, many arguments and numerous criticisms made in philosophy during its history – it is irrational to assume you can ignore everything and just reach some truth on your own through some peculiar special power you have.  Just because you have a thought, even an interesting thought, doesn’t make it worth anything.  It needs to be expressed, tested and compared to others thoughts.  To assume you can do philosophy without at least understanding a few philosophers is to let a naïve egotism take the place of critical, rational thinking.  It is to let doxa or opinion take the upper hand over episteme or knowledge.

What exactly is knowledge?  This is the concrete question we are going to fix on as the guiding thread of this introductory course.  A basic philosophical question, a basic question full stop.  So the next thing to mention in terms of passing this course, is that you will need to focus the general skills you need to develop on the specific question of knowledge.

First of all, note the shape and form of the question.  It is a definitional question: what is X.  The answer must take the form of X is Y.  What will Y be – a definition but not in the sense of a dictionary definition, rather in the sense of a formula that will enable us to make the distinctions we want to make (in this case between episteme and doxa).  

This is not the only way of doing philosophy of course but it is a common and acceptable way – the construction of philosophical formulas.  Formulas, of course, make one think of maths, or chemistry and there is a sense of that you might have got from looking at logic, where the rules of inference are generalised into basic formulas, such as ‘If p then q’. 

What sorts of formulas exist to help us answer the question of knowledge?

Let's begin with a common and standard modern approach - Justified True Belief.
(C) Justified True Belief (JTB)

Let’s begin with some basic distinctions we probably all understand intuitively to be the case.

To know something is different from :
Believing something







Feeling something







Seeing something

However: If I know X then I must also believe it.  How could I know but not believe something?  I could know and not feel or know and not see but to know and not believe?  This seems strange, even though it seems like there is some sort of difference.  

The difference is exactly what the episteme/doxa distinction is intended to capture.  

The distinction is difficult to pin down when it comes to knowing and believing because in knowing X I can be said to believe X in a particular way.  

What way? 

I believe it, it is in fact true and I have a justification for believing it – in other words, I’m going to be able to give you an account of why I believe this thing – if that account is utterly persuasive then we would have knowledge.

Types of belief

We can understand my beliefs as capable of being either experiential or propositional.

The formula of JTB applies to propositional knowledge, things we can state and which we can understand to be the case or not.  JTB is not applied to ‘know how’ for example, or to knowledge by acquaintance, such as knowing our way round the campus or Greenwich town.

This distinction in types of knowing is important to remember – one of the most famous distinctions is between ‘know how’ and ‘know that’, motivated by Gilbert Ryle in the book The concept of mind (1949).

Know how = skill, ability

Know that = propositional 

Example of a statement and the difference in knowing or believing it:

(a) I know the earth is round 

Is equivalent to

(b) I believe the earth is round is a justifiable and true statement

What the phrase ‘I know’ is doing in statement (a) is precisely expressing my belief that…the statement in question is justifiable and true.  If you want to apply the JTB test to a proposition then it should be capable of being reformulated from (a) to (b).
JTB requirements: 


1. statement is true (objective component)

2. you believe it is true (subjective component)

3. there is a good reason – justification - to believe it (inter-subjective component / externalism / internalism) 

or as an argument formula

S knows that p iff (‘iff’ means ‘if and only if’) 

(i) p is true; 

(ii) S believes that p; 

(iii) S is justified in believing that p

Elements of the formula are;

Justified 
(intersubjective element – need to be able to give a justification)

True 

(objective – the fact of the matter are as the propositions states)

Belief 

(subjective – there is some person who actually holds the claim)

Problems with this account
· Hallucinations

· False evidence

(For more on these problems with JTB  you might want to look at (in addition to the course reader that is, for you who are keen) An introduction to philosophical analysis, John Hospers,  pp.18-32.) 

We are going to use a couple of thought experiments to see how the formula of JTB works.  Thought experiments are a philosophers way of testing various ideas (not the only way of course) by experimenting with a practical application.  They take the form of little stories or scenarios and you could usually begin them by telling a story that began ‘Just suppose…’

(i) Hallucination / Holography example –

Just suppose Peter is in an art gallery, looking at a vase in the corner.  He can see the vase, there is in fact an vase there and he believes there is a vase there.  He makes the knowledge claim, ‘I know that there is a vase in the corner in fornt of me’.  It seem like we have a legitimate knowledge claim if we apply JTB – the justification is given by his witnessing it, seeing it; the truth is given by the fact that there is a vase in the corner and he holds this claim as a belief.

Things are never quite what they seem however…  Perfect holography exists and there is, in addition to the vase, also a hidden holographic projector in the corner and there is a hologram of the vase in front of the vase, between us and the vase. The hologram, placed at 10 feet away, makes it look like there is a vase 15 feet away.

Now, it is the case that there is a vase 15feet away.  It is obscured by the hologram and so what we see is an appearance which happens to be true but which could not be.  Forming a belief on the basis of an appearance about what is actual seems to be a bad basis for forming knowledge and yet JTB allows it.

The problem here, it is suggested, is that there is no causal process (Hospers) between the object, the perception and the knowledge claim.  This is different from the idea of appearance as against reality or actuality but on both grounds it seems like there is a problem ascribing knowledge in this case.

Think of hallucinations here.  If what causes my perception and knowledge is a hallucination then it seems plainly unjustified to say that the hallucination provides us with knowledge of the hallucinated object.

(ii) False evidence-

A geologist travels to an island and investigates a volcano, examining old lava flows, testing, measuring and then reporting back his findings in the form of knowledge claims, backed up with justifications (measurements, test results) of the formation of the lava flows.  His report is an accurate representation of the actual truth of the lava flows and his deductions are also all accurate.  There is truth (the lava flows did originate as he says they did), there is justification (scientifically accepted tests, measurements and inferences) and there is belief (he holds the knowledge claims about the lava flow).  Again, this seem slike ti would be a case of knowledge if we apply the criteria of ‘knowledge claims fulfil the criteria of JTB’.

Things are never quite what they seem however…  A cosmic trickster has appeared just before the geologist got to the island, removed all the original lava flows completely and replaced them with exact replicas (down to the molecular and sub-atomic level).  The geologist has been tricked by a fake or by false evidence…

The key point in the hallucination and false evidence is that what we take as justification may be mistaken, even if what we think is the case is in fact the case.  The situation is as we believe it to be but the way we justify our knowledge is wrong - so according to JTB we would be able to say that we know but according to our intuitions this is wrong, these are not situations in which someone has knowledge.

Problems like these often called Gettier Problems after Edmund Gettier

Gettier famously challenged JTB in his article, ‘Is justified true belief knowledge’.  (Available in the course reader – first seminar reading).

What has gone wrong however?  It has been claimed that JTB does not provide sufficient conditions for knowledge claims.

(D) necessary and sufficient conditions

Necessary and Sufficient conditions: a distinction derived from John Stuart Mill.

If C is a necessary condition for E, then E couldn’t happen without C.

But if A, B and C are needed for E, then C is a necessary but not sufficient cause.

The sufficient cause is the set of all necessary conditions.

Strictly speaking (for Mill) the sufficient cause is “that set of conditions on the occurrence of which the effect invariably and unconditionally occurs” (Hospers p.210) – give me all the conditions and the thing will happen.
Gettier, in his short piece, also indicates that the basic idea behind JTB is contained in Plato.  Gettier refers to Theatatus 201a (the numbers refer to collected works). 
You might wonder why we want to look at JTB if Gettier’s objections have discredited it.  Well of course, they haven’t.  Gettier presents certain problems but he hasn’t produced an argument that the JTB is incorrect, emerely thatit might need to be supplemented.  It still serves as a good formula or staring point for us to begin thinking about issues of knowledge.
For next week: 

· Read the first section of the course reader on Gettier problems to discuss in the seminar.  Try to think up a thought experiment that applies the Gettier problem to a knowledge claim.

· Think about your own beliefs – can you set out one or two of these in propositions, and then produce a justification for the beliefs?  Do the jutisfications look adequate – do they seem to have both necessary and sufficient conditions?  If so, what are they?


