Lesson Plan - Day 1

Epistemology Class

Goals:

· Grab students' attention

· Get students thinking about the main questions of epistemology (what is knowledge and justification) and what the desiderata are of a theory of knowledge/justification

· Get students thinking about the methodology of epistemology and philosophy and how this relates to the main questions of epistemology

· Get students in a position to appreciate the reading for the next week, and the main issues of the course

Materials  1 handout

Lesson

 1  Class:  Introduce self, students

 1.1  Pass around sign in sheet- Get students' email addresses

 1.2  Student introductions

 1.2.1  Previous knowledge of epistemology (classes they've taken, etc.)

 1.2.2  Interest in the course / research interests

 2  Class:  Does epistemology matter?

 2.1  If you were going to teach a class on epistemology, what is the first thing you would discuss?  The first argument or philosopher or concept?

 2.1.1  Maybe Hume, or Descartes, or Socrates, but almost definitely skepticism; it's the basic question in epistemology, the basic challenge almost everyone in epistemology feels they need to address

 2.1.2  Skepticism is a worry about whether or not we have knowledge about the external world, or whether or not we are justified in our beliefs about the external world

 2.1.3  What are the targets of skepticism?  What does skepticism question?

 2.1.3.1  Whether we know external objects exist, or as we think they are

 2.1.3.2  Whether we know other minds exist

 2.1.3.3  Whether we have knowledge of the past

 2.1.3.4  Whether we can have knowledge of the future, or of things outside our experience

 2.1.4  Skepticism is based on worries about our ability to gain accurate information about the external world from our senses, or memory, or induction.  Skepticism is based in a large part on establishing doubts about our methods of learning about the external world.  Why is this?

 2.1.4.1  Because skepticism has to show that we might be wrong, which means that it has to show that the falsity of our beliefs is compatible with the “evidence” we have

 2.1.4.2  In order to do that, it has to show how it is that our methods for gathering “evidence” could go wrong

 2.1.5  One moral of skepticism is (or is supposed to be) that we cannot acquire knowledge or cannot be justified by using such and such a method (experience, memory, induction).  What is the significance of this?

 2.1.5.1  You would normally think it would be that we would doubt our senses, be hesitant to rely on them, etc.

 2.2  Consider the movie “The Matrix”

 2.2.1  In that movie, Keanu Reeves' character comes to doubt his senses (in a restricted range of cases); he believes that what his senses show him is not real

 2.2.2  One might think that this is what the skeptic is trying to get us to accept

 2.2.3  Why does Keanu Reeves come to doubt his senses in the Matrix?  What does it take to create this doubt?

 2.2.3.1  It takes evidence that his senses actually deceive him

 2.2.4  Can philosophy offer this sort of evidence?

 2.2.4.1  Probably not

 2.2.4.2  There probably is no such evidence, and skeptical challenges generally don't attempt to give it, but rather to show why we might be deceived

 2.2.4.3  Philosophy is generally concerned with necessary truths, not contingent truths.  “We are deceived is contingent,” but “We might be deceived” is necessary

 2.3  Can people come to doubt their senses, their memory, or induction, or change their use of / reliance on these, given merely philosophical skeptical challenges?

 2.3.1  I don't think so; I think we aren't equipped to be able to do that

 2.3.2  Now, it is possible in principle (or logically, or metaphysically possible), but in practice we simply will not do it; I take this to show that it is not possible in reality for us to do so

 2.4  We might ask:  If people cannot or will not change in response to skeptical worries, why care about skepticism?  It doesn't seem to matter whether or not we respond to it.  So why argue about it?

 2.5  Another argument regarding skepticism:

 2.5.1  If it is not the case that basing our beliefs on method M gives us justification for our beliefs, then we ought to not use method M.

 2.5.2  If we ought to do X, then we can do X.

 2.5.3  Therefore, if it is not the case that basing our beliefs on method M gives us justification for our beliefs, then we can not use method M.

 2.5.4  It is not the case that we can not use perception/memory/induction.

 2.5.5  Therefore, basing our beliefs on perception/memory/induction gives us justification for our beliefs.

 2.5.6  You could probably run the same argument using knowledge rather that justification

 2.5.7  The moral of this argument is that we know, right now, that perception/memory/induction give us justification or knowledge; why argue about it?

 2.6  Why does skepticism matter?

 2.6.1  Why did Descartes contemplate skepticism?

 2.6.1.1  To give himself a solid foundation in the sciences

 2.6.1.2  Meaning that he explored skepticism because he was trying to figure out what he should and should not believe, what were and were not good methods for forming beliefs

 2.6.2  What could contemplating skepticism tell us about ways of getting “evidence” other than experience/memory/induction?

 2.6.2.1  If we figure out why we are justified in trusting our senses, or why it is that our senses give us knowledge, we will have a better understanding of what other mechanisms we should trust or which give us knowledge

 2.6.2.2  For example, if we ended up being coherentists, we might have to respect any coherent set of beliefs – we couldn't criticize people who disagreed with us, as long as they were coherent

 2.6.2.3  Thinking about skepticism might tell us that we should believe things we do not currently believe, or that we should use or respect methods which we don't currently.

 3  Class:  What is skepticism (with all the above said, let's review skepticism a bit)

 3.1  Two main kinds of skepticism:

 3.1.1  Cartesian  What does Descartes try to show in the first meditation and how does he show it?

 3.1.1.1  Shows that we lack knowledge from our senses

 3.1.1.2  Has to show three things:

 3.1.1.2.1  (i) Method X has possibility of error

 3.1.1.2.2  (ii) We cannot determine if we are making an error using X

 3.1.1.2.2.1  This is very important, if we could tell when we were in error, then in the absence of those signs we would know we were not in error, and thus that we could trust X

 3.1.1.2.2.2  This is one reason why Descartes' dream argument is not strong enough to give rise to skepticism

 3.1.1.2.3  (iii) Knowledge is impossible given (i) and (ii) [e.g. because knowledge requires certainty]

 3.1.2  Agrippean / Pyrrhonian

 3.1.2.1  Tries to show we lack justification

 3.1.2.2  Claims:

 3.1.2.2.1  (a) if any belief is well justified, its justification must involve

 3.1.2.2.1.1  self justifying belief or something which does not require justification

 3.1.2.2.1.2  circular set of reasons

 3.1.2.2.1.3  infinite regress of reasons

 3.1.2.2.2  (b) none of these three options confers justification

 4  Class:  How could one respond to skepticism?

 4.1  Cartesian:

 4.1.1  One can argue no possibility of error

 4.1.1.1  Putnam for example (externalism about meaning shows we can't be wrong about certain claims)

 4.1.1.2  Typically not very fruitful

 4.1.2  Criticize (iii), by arguing that knowledge does not require certainty

 4.2  Agrippean/Pyrrhonian

 4.2.1  Showing some fourth alternative

 4.2.2  Arguing that (b) is wrong, and justification is possible for one of the three disjuncts

 4.3  Both of these main strategies require arguing about what knowledge or justification is

 4.4  How do we do that?

 5  Class:  Philosophical methodology reviewed

 5.1  We need an understanding of knowledge and justification in order to respond to Cartesian or Agrippean skepticism.  How do we get this understanding

 5.2  Analysis:  How do we analyze knowledge (or justification)?  How do we analyze anything in philosophy?

 5.2.1  Take a bunch of instances of X and a bunch of instances of not-X, and come up with a set of conditions which all Xs have an which all not-Xs lack at least one of

 5.2.2  This set of conditions should be sufficient for Xness, and each condition should be necessary for Xness

 5.2.3  How do we criticize such a set of conditions?

 5.2.3.1  Pointing out Xs which lack one of the conditions

 5.2.3.2  Pointing out nonXs which have all the conditions

 5.2.4  Note that analysis requires that we can identify Xs and nonXs prior to having an analysis of X

 5.3  Intuitions (or word use) are how we usually identify Xs

 5.3.1  Intuitions are feelings “That is an X”

 5.3.2  Word use is probably a version of using intuitions, philosophers will say “We wouldn't call that X,”

 5.4  Why think that intuitions or word use is a guide to Xness and/or non-Xness?

 5.4.1  Traditionally, it was because philosophers thought they were studying concepts

 5.4.2  Whatever a concept is, it is probably something which is either determined by word meaning or which determines word meaning

 5.4.2.1  mental representations (which cause us to use words a certain way)

 5.4.2.2  Fregean senses (which basically are word meanings)

 5.4.2.3  abstract objects (which ones are determined by word use)

 5.4.3  Basically, conceptual analysis can't go wrong using intuitions (at least, so it is thought)

 5.4.4  Do we really just want to analyze our concept of knowledge/justification?

 5.4.4.1  What's the point of analyzing knowledge?

 5.4.4.2  Respond to skepticism.

 5.4.4.3  What's the point of responding to skepticism?

 5.4.4.4  Get insight into what we should believe, or what methods we should use.

 5.4.4.5  If knowledge is whatever our concept of it is, and our concept is constituted or determined by how we use the word, then what's the point?

 5.4.4.6  What we should believe will just be whatever is in line with our current practices, not very likely to be surprising or interesting

 5.4.4.7  And potentially not very useful, if our current practices are not the best

 5.4.4.8  So conceptual analysis is problematic

 5.4.5  However, we cannot just ignore our concepts; a theory of X has to be about X, and what Xs are is determined in part by our concepts

 5.5  Analysis need not be just conceptual analysis

 5.5.1  Property analysis

 5.5.2  Direct contact with universals via intuitions

 6  Class:  Next week's readings

 6.1  Readings are about what knowledge is

 6.2  The classic response to Cartesian skepticism is to lower the bar for knowledge; knowledge need not require certainty

 6.2.1  But knowledge still is factive – what is known must be true

 6.2.2  Knowledge requires belief – can't know something unless you think it is true, and thinking it is true is believing it

 6.2.3  Knowledge doesn't require certainty, but it does require good reasons for belief

 6.2.4  This is the JTB theory of knowledge – knowledge is justified true belief

 6.3  Classic intuitive counterexamples to it – Gettier cases

 6.3.1  Since Gettier, every theory of knowledge has had to be able to say Gettier style cases are not knowledge; this has been really hard

 6.3.2  Some people call this “de-Gettierizing;” it's basically coming up with a set of conditions that do not include Gettier cases as knowledge, but still include normal cases of knowledge

 6.4  We will read the original Gettier article (it's real short)

 6.4.1  Also, an overview of some of the main cases

 6.4.2  A theory of knowledge by Goldman which (impliictly) tries to De-Gettierize

 6.4.3  An argument that there can be no successful de-Gettierization

 6.5  When you read, think about the following:

 6.5.1  What methodology are they using

 6.5.2  Where they use intuitions, do you agree with the intuitions?  Do you think they are trustworthy?

 6.5.3  Are they doing conceptual analysis or something else (or a combination)

 6.5.4  Is the account of knowledge Goldman gives really helpful, useful (other than as a response to skepticism)?

 6.5.5  If Gettier cases are unavoidable, does this matter?  Would it be OK if Gettier cases were counted as knowledge?

 6.5.6  And of course analyze the arguments and see where you stand on the views being offered; can you criticize the views, give counterarguments, etc?

