Lesson Plan - Day 2

Epistemology Class

Goals:

· Generate interesting, student-led discussion

· Discuss how issues in theory of knowledge connect to question of what the value of knowledge is, and the question of how/why we use intuitions

· Bring up worries about the use of intuitions

Materials:  handout

Lesson
1. Class (lecturish):  Re-cap the move from skepticism from Gettier and beyond

1.1. Decartes thought that knowledge required certainty, but this led to skepticism

1.2. Cartesian skepticism seems wrong (or to be avoided), so we want a theory of knowledge that does not lead to skepticism (so one not requiring certainty)

1.3. One analysis of knowledge which seemed plausible is the justified true belief theory (JTB)

1.3.1. Intuitively, to know X one must take X to be true, so knowledge requires belief
1.3.2. Intuitively, knowledge is factive, so it requires that what is known is true (make sure you point out and define “factive” on handout)

1.3.3. Intuitively, what is known can’t be believed without reason; knowledge requires justification
1.4. Gettier in 1963 provided two cases which fit the JTB account but which intuitively were not knowledge

1.4.1. POCKET CHANGE and SPANISH FORD on handout (names my own)

1.4.2. Does anyone not have the intuition that Smith’s belief does not count as knowledge in these two cases?
1.4.3. What are these cases supposed to show?
1.4.3.1. If our intuitions tell us what is and what is not knowledge, then the JTB account is false, because it gives a different result than our intuitions

1.4.3.2. So, we need a new analysis of knowledge which does not say that these two cases are cases of knowledge

1.4.4. If we maintain that justification, truth, and belief are necessary components of knowledge, what is a plausible and straightforward theory which can deal with the two Gettier cases?
1.4.4.1. DISCUSS
1.4.4.2. One idea:  knowledge is JTB + can’t be arrived at through false beliefs (i.e. by inference from a false belief)

1.4.4.2.1. Is there a Gettier case for this theory?
1.4.4.2.2. FAKE SHEEP, since there is JTB, and no inference, just belief based directly on experience – you see that there is a sheep in the field

1.4.4.2.2.1. One might say that there is a false belief in the FAKE SHEEP CASE, the belief that the rock is a sheep, but this is not involved in an inference to “There is a sheep in that field.”

1.4.4.2.2.2. If we said that anytime there is any false belief in your head, you can’t have knowledge, then no one would ever know anything

1.4.4.2.2.3. Might say that this false belief necessarily accompanies the true one (since you can’t believe that there is a sheep in the field unless you believe “That is a sheep”) but this might also true for many cases of knowledge (maybe)

1.4.4.2.3. FAKE BARN (TRUE) is also a Gettier case for this theory

1.4.5. What do Gettier cases have in common?
1.4.5.1. Well, they seem to all be cases where one believes X, and X ends up being true largely due to luck (of which the believer is not aware)

2. Class:  Lay out the basics of Goldman’s view

2.1. NORMAL BARN vs FAKE BARN (TRUE)

2.1.1. Goldman wants to explain why Henry knows “That is a barn” in NORMAL BARN but not in FB(T)

2.2. What is Goldman’s view of what knowledge is?
2.2.1.1. Two ways of reading Goldman – as giving necessary components of knowledge (but not sufficient components, so not an analysis) or as giving an analysis

2.2.1.2. Quotes on page 3 of handout

2.2.1.3. Also, his analysis of perceptual knowledge is a biconditional, so he probably intends this to be more or less an analysis (which needs a tiny bit of precisification)

2.2.1.4. Belief B is knowledge -> (<->) formed by a mechanism which forms true beliefs in the circumstances which actually obtain [factiveness] and in relevant counterfactual situations

2.2.1.5. According to this view, why does Henry not know in FAKE BARN (TRUE)?
2.2.1.5.1. FAKE BARN (FALSE) is relevant

2.2.1.5.2. Is FAKE BARN (FALSE) relevant to NORMAL BARN?

2.2.1.5.2.1. Can’t be,otherwise wouldn’t know that is a barn

2.2.1.6. Does this view take care of other Gettier cases (say they are not knowledge)?
3. Class:  Get into the unclear and/or controversial details of Goldman’s view

3.1.  “Relevant” is a two place predicate – a relation, not a property

3.1.1. (for example, “red” is a one place predicate (a property), whereas “bigger” is two place (a relation))

3.1.1.1. The truth of sentences with one place predicates depends just on one thing (X’s redness depends only on X), whereas N-place predicates depend on N things (“X is redder than Y” depends on X and Y) 

3.1.2. A given counterfactual situation is only relevant to some belief in some situation

3.1.2.1. It’s not the case that FAKE BARN (FALSE) is relevant flat out (as it would be if relevance was one place/non-relational)

3.1.2.2. Otherwise, either Henry would know in FAKE BARN (TRUE) (b/c FAKE BARN (FALSE) would not be relevant) or would not know in NORMAL BARN

3.1.2.3. Rather, FB(F) is relevant to FB(T) but not NB

3.1.2.4. What a counterfactual is relevant to is an interesting question – it’s probably relevant to a belief in a situation, not to a belief (since Henry has arguably the same belief in FB(T) and NB, nor to just a situation (since Fred could have the belief “The sky is blue” in FB(T) and know it, so that FB(F) must not be relevant to that belief)

3.2. Goldman suggests that relevant might be four place – relevance is relativised to speakers in contexts; whether some given counterfactual is relevant to some belief in some situation depends on facts about the person saying whether or not it is relevant, and the context in which they are speaking

3.2.1. Quote on handout page 3
3.2.2. This view is similar to a view called contextualism (on handout)

3.2.2.1. Contextualism about knowledge says that the proposition expressed by a knowledge sentence (and thus the truth of a knowledge sentence) depends on facts about the speaker’s psychology and the context in which the sentence is uttered
3.2.3. Is this (this reconstruction of Goldman’s view) a plausible view of knowledge?
3.2.3.1. DISCUSS
3.2.4. If this view is correct, what is good about knowing?
3.2.4.1. DISCUSS
3.2.4.2. My ideas (some vague worries):

3.2.4.2.1. My worry is that this a very low bar for knowledge

3.2.4.2.2. Someone could know even if they used what they thought was a terrible way of thinking (on the assumption that this is a sufficient condition for knowledge, not just necessary) as long as some speaker thinks that the counterfactuals in which the way of thinking generate false beliefs are not relevant

3.2.4.2.3. People get a lot of leeway to use methods of thinking they are in a position to judge are not reliable, just in case they feel that the counterfactuals in which they are wrong are not relevant

3.2.4.2.4. So it seems to make knowledge something which you can acquire without being a good thinker

3.2.4.2.5. However, knowing is a sign of being a good thinker from one’s own perspective (if I know X, according to myself (I’m the speaker who determines what is relevant)) then at least I’ve done a good job according to my epistemic lights

3.2.4.2.6. But aren’t norms there to give us something to aspire to?  This just seems to make knowledge based on what we currently think is good, not to give us a way of figuring out what really is good

3.2.4.2.7. On the other hand, it is useful for identifying who we ought to trust, according to our own views of what good thinking is; if I think X knows Y, then I think X has used mechanisms to form belief Y that I think are good mechanisms, so X is at least somewhat trustworthy

3.3. Let’s focus on the other version of Goldman’s view, that knowledge is not relevant to speakers and contexts

3.3.1. Does this solve skepticism?

3.3.1.1. It better, so whatever the criteria are for determining relevance, they better make evil demon worlds non-relevant to non-evil demon worlds

3.3.2. What are plausible criteria that make counterfactuals relevant?
3.3.2.1. DISCUSS
3.3.2.2. Some ideas:

3.3.2.2.1. Why is FB(F) relevant to FB(T) but not NB?
3.3.2.2.1.1. Take student answers and see if these can explain why other Gettier cases are not knowledge, but also avoid skepticism

3.3.2.2.1.2. Also ask, do these give us useful accounts of knowledge

3.3.2.2.1.3. can they be gettierized?

3.3.2.2.2. I think it might have to do with the similarity of the counterfactual situation to the actual situation, and the likelihood of the false belief occurring in the counterfactual situation

3.3.2.2.2.1. Consider MOSTLY NORMAL BARN; that situation is very similar to NORMAL BARN, but since there is a low chance of coming up with a false belief, it is not relevant

3.3.2.2.3. So relevance may be based on likelihood of being wrong; knowledge comes from methods of reasoning which are very likely to generate true beliefs

3.3.2.2.4. This is similar to a view called reliabilism; reliabilism is the view that a belief B is justified iff it is formed by a reliable (likely to produce true beliefs) mechanism; if knowledge is JTB+something else, then if true belief formed by reliable mechanisms (+ something else)

3.3.2.3. If this is true, what good is knowledge?  PROBABLY A GOOD IDEA TO PUT THIS DISCUSSION OFF UNTIL NEXT WEEK WHEN WE DISCUSS BONJOUR’S ARTICLE
3.3.2.3.1. One problem with reliabilism is cases like NORMAN; we can know without having any idea that we know, so that we can’t always be guided in our processes by norms like “Reason in ways that generate knowledge.”

3.3.2.3.2. However it could be helpful to identify people who we should trust (certainly if other people use reliable mechanisms, even unknowingly, they are trustworthy) and as an aspiration, something to strive towards
4. Class – What is the point of worrying about Gettier cases?

4.1. What is Zagzebski’s argument?
4.1.1. My reconstruction:

4.1.1.1. For any viable theory of knowledge, knowledge is true belief plus X, where X does not entail truth

4.1.1.2. We can always build a thought experiment where X is combined with false belief, due to bad luck

4.1.1.3. We can always change the thought experiment so that the belief is true (through luck) without changing the amount of X

4.1.1.4. This will give us a Gettier case.

4.1.1.5. Thus, for any viable theory of knowledge, there is a Gettier case

4.1.2. Why premise 1?  If X entails truth, then we have almost no knowledge (b/c there is nothing about our most of our beliefs which makes them so they must be true)

4.1.3. Why premise 2?  X doesn’t entail knowledge

4.1.4. Why premise 3?  I’m not sure.  Probably because X and truth are supposed to be somewhat independent

4.1.5. Why premise 4?  Zagzebski 1999 argues that the great goods cannot come about due to luck (citing Aristotle)

4.2. Assuming she is right, what are the consequences?
4.2.1. We either accept that X entails knowledge (and thus that we have little knowledge) or accept that knowledge often/always requires luck (which involves abandoning our intuitions about Gettier cases)

4.2.2. Is it OK to accept that Gettier cases are cases of knowledge?
4.2.2.1. DISCUSS
4.2.2.2. IF DISCUSSION STALLS, CONSIDER ZAGZEBSKI 1999 (“What is Knowledge?”) page 4 of handout

4.2.2.2.1. Does this view avoid Getttier problems?
4.2.2.2.1.1. Not as far as I can tell; POCKET CHANGE, for example, is still knowledge according to this theory, b/c Smith is as intellectually virtuous as can be, and this virtue certainly causes the true belief

4.2.2.2.1.2. She might revise her view to be that the virtuous actions are the ONLY cause but then we know almost nothing – most knowledge relies on some luck (e.g. that we are not deceived by an evil demon)

4.2.2.2.2. Let’s say her view does not avoid Gettier problems; does this make it a bad view?
4.2.2.2.2.1. If knowledge is supposed to be the highest epistemic good, what could be better than what she’s describing?  In POCKET CHANGE, we can’t fault Smith, and something good happened.  What more do we want?

4.2.2.2.2.2. Consider SAVE BABY versus DANGEROUS SAVE BABY (a moral Gettier case); moral good does not disappear in such cases, why should epistemic good?

4.2.2.3. If we say that Gettier cases are knowledge, could we still be doing conceptual analysis?
5. Class:  Gettier cases and philosophical methodology

5.1. define reflective equilibrium:  a method of analysis which involves taking our intuitions about X, beliefs about general principles about X, and other theoretical considerations (e.g. on what makes a good theory) and attempting to achieve coherence (or more) between them, potentially by revising or rejecting some of them
5.1.1. wide versus narrow:  reflective equilibrium gets wider the more beliefs (of different sorts and on different subjects) you try to get coherent; so if you include beliefs about metaphysics in trying to analyze knowledge (e.g. you must have knowledge about certain metaphysical kinds, which have certain properties), this is pretty wide
5.1.2. intuitions are data for this method, but can be rejected if need be

5.1.3. interesting question (the answer to which I’m not sure):  can this still be conceptual analysis?

5.1.3.1. no?  Because concepts have a strong tie to intuitions, so that we cannot say some intuitions about X don’t telling us what X is

5.1.3.2. yes?  Because concepts cause intuitions but other factors can affect them, understanding our concepts will help us recognize this better

5.2. Two types of Gettier cases (group them and let students try to differentiate (see handout))

5.2.1. helpful:  what makes the belief true plays no causal/evidential role in establishing the belief

5.2.2. dangerous:  there is some fact of which the subject is unaware which would defeat the subject’s knowledge/justification if they knew of it

5.3. Are our intuitions different (or less strong) about each type of case?  Can we say that one type of Gettier cases give us good intuitions, but not the other type?
5.3.1. DISCUSS
5.3.2. It makes sense (to me) to think about helpful cases as not knowledge, because they are cases in which ones belief forming mechanisms have become detached from reality to some extent; the truth of the belief and the possession of the belief seem too detached

5.3.3. However, it is harder (for me) to see why dangerous cases should not be knowledge; I don’t see why having knowledge should be so sensitive to defeaters we are unaware of.

5.3.4. This sort of discussion is looking for relatively narrow reflective equilibrium; we want our views about what knowledge is and how it should work to cohere with our intuitions

5.4. Is there a causal explanation why we might have the wrong intuitions in one case rather than another?
5.4.1. define error theory – a theory which explains why people make bad judgments about certain questions/issues
5.4.2. DISCUSS
5.4.3. Maybe because we know of the defeaters in dangerous cases and unconsciously believe the subject should have  known about them

5.5. Are our intuitions malleable?

5.5.1. Read BAD PRESS, BOOK THEIF, ITALIAN LETTER

5.5.2. What are your intuitions about these case?
5.5.3. Are these Gettier cases?  (they have been offered as such)

5.5.4. Are they helpful or dangerous?  (dangerous)

5.5.5. Are they different in kind from FAKE BARN (TRUE)?  (maybe in amount of luck, but that’s degree, not kind)

5.5.6. Does anyone have different intuitions about FAKE BARN (TRUE) now?
5.6. Lycan (“Evidence We Do Not Possess”) argue (re. BAD PRESS etc)

5.6.1. These cases are based on the existence of defeaters

5.6.2. Defeaters involve factors which come in degrees, and there is a spectrum of cases ranging from those in which there is no knowledge (because justification is defeated) (e.g. ITALIAN LETTER) to those in which the defeaters exist but there still is knowledge (e.g. something like ITALIAN LETTER, but where the letters are still very far from me); the cases on this spectrum differ in the degree to which they possess the factors relevant to defeat

5.6.3. However, defeat and knowledge do not come in degrees, so there should be a point at which a case becomes a Gettier case, but a case only a tiny bit different than it in degree is not

5.6.4. This seems bizarre/wrong

5.6.5. Since intuitions are mixed about these dangerous Gettier cases, and saying that they are not cases where there is knowledge requires there to be this weird sharp cut-off point, we should say that they do involve knowledge

5.7. Note that this is an attempt to achieve reflective equilibrium

