Lesson Plan - Day 3

Epistemology Class

Goals:

· Generate interesting, student-led discussion

· Discuss some aspects of 20th century debate about justification

· Show how this debate connects to meta-epistemological questions, such as the value of justification and the goal of epistemology

Materials:  handout

Lesson

1. Class:  review Agrippa’s trilemma which sets up the problems in analyzing justification

1.1. A belief is inferentially justified iff it is justified by other justified beliefs

1.2. If a belief B is inferentially justified, then

1.2.1. There is an infinite series of inferentially justified beliefs, each of which justifies the next belief in the series, and one of which justifies B (infinitism)

1.2.2. There is some non-inferentially justified belief which is involved in the justification of B (foundationalism)

1.2.3. B is justified by some belief(s) which inferentially justify themselves (coherentism)

1.3. All of these seem problematic for one reason or another; the project in giving an analysis of justification is showing which one works (because the alternative is saying none of our beliefs are justified)

2. Class:  Set out BonJour’s criteria for what is required for a good (justified) theory of justification, so that we can apply it to each theory in turn

2.1. Handout quote from BonJour
2.2. What is BonJour’s claim in this quote?
2.2.1. If a theory of justification is a good theory, then whatever it says justification is must be something that, when had, makes a belief more likely to be true

2.2.2. According to BonJour, can you be justified unless you are in possession of a good theory of justification?  In other words, can someone be justified without knowing what justification is?
2.2.2.1. BonJour claims not (more on this when we talk about externalism/reliabilism)

2.2.2.2. If you consider the argument on page 113 (Belief B has feature X, Beliefs having feature X are likely to be true, etc), you can see that he thinks that this is an argument that a thinker makes when they form a justified belief (because each premise must be justified, which starts the regress again)

2.3. Meta-justification (handout) Now, if you think your theory of justification is a good theory, then you must have a reason to think this; this reason needs justification; meta-justification is justification for the claim that one’s theory of justification shows that justification is truth-conducive
2.4. Is it plausible that people need meta-justification in order to be regularly justified?  DISCUSS
3. Class:  Lay out some terms and ideas we’ll be coming to over and over again in this discussion (both of BonJour and Klein)

3.1. epistemic justification versus other types of justification (handout)
3.1.1. could be morally justified in having some belief, or prudentially justified

3.1.2. e.g. you are a bad person if you don’t believe that all life is sacred (moral justification)

3.1.3. e.g. you’ll live a better life if you believe you are smart and lucky (prudential justification)

3.2. epistemic reasons versus causal reasons (handout)
3.2.1. epistemic reasons are reasons that are relevant to epistemology – like evidence, for example.  It’s very hard to define “epistemic reason” because there is controversy about whether certain types of causal reasons, which are not evidence, can be epistemic reasons

3.2.2. often when we talk about the reasons someone believes something, we say, “Well, that’s how she was raised,” or “You believe what you want to believe.”  We are describing what brought someone to believe something, but not the evidence they have for it

3.2.3. Consider someone who has a belief implanted in their brain by brainwashing, versus someone who comes to accept the belief through careful reasoning.  In both cases we have reasons for their belief, but in one case, we have causal reasons, in the other we have epistemic reasons

3.2.4. The clear cases of causal, non-epistemic reasons are very different from clear cases of epistemic reasons.  But the question is, to what extent is the line between causal and epistemic reasons blurred?  Is there a distinction between causal 

4. Class:  BonJour’s argument against foundationalism (lay it out, do not discuss in detail yet)

4.1. foundationalism is the view that there are basic beliefs

4.1.1. basic beliefs (handout) are beliefs which do not require inferential justification
4.2. Consider some (allegedly) basic empirical belief B

4.2.1. B is supposed to be justified

4.2.2. In order to be justified, according to BonJour, the believer must justifiably believe that the properties which make B justified are truth conducive; thus, there must be meta-justification M for B

4.2.3. If that’s right, then M must be empirical, a priori, or some thing else

4.2.4. Or else it’s wrong

4.2.5. (See handout)

4.3. (i) is a problem, because what justifies the empirical belief B would be another empirical belief, which is either basic or non-basic

4.3.1. If basic, then apply the same argument

4.3.2. If non-basic, requires a basic belief

4.4. (ii) is a problem, because the truth conduciveness of justification is contingent, and it is hard to see what a priori justification there could be for a contingent proposition

4.4.1. it’s contingent because B is empirical (gained through senses), and empirical beliefs are not necessarily true, and empirical “justification” is possibly not truth conducive (e.g. in an evil demon world)

4.5. (iii) is problematic because meta-justification either involves  mental state with content (e.g. perceiving that B) or not

4.5.1. but we need some justification for accepting that the content of our mental states accurately represents the world, so this does not solve the regress

4.5.2. if meta-justification does not involve mental states with content, then this is basically externalism (b/c justification does not require a mental grasp of our justification)

5. Class:  BonJour (and Klein) versus externalism (THIS SHOULD BE MAIN FOCUS OF DISCUSSION ABOUT BONJOUR)
5.1. Option (iv) is that we can be justified without meta-justification, without justification for thinking we are in a truth-conducive state

5.2. This is externalism (handout), which is the view that justification comes from having a certain relation to the world, without any requirement that the believer have justification for thinking they are in that relation
5.2.1. Reliabilism is a similar view (a belief is justified iff formed via a reliable mechanism) (Devon brought up last week)

5.3. So, an externalist would say something like, “As long as the state you are in (or the method you used) actually is truth conducive, you are justified in your belief, even if you have no idea that the method you used to form it is truth conducive.”

5.4. What is BonJour’s objection to externalism?  Is this convincing?  To what extent must someone who is a good thinker know, or be justified in believing, that they are a good thinker?  DISCUSS
5.4.1. This is a key issue for Klein, as well, because he thinks it’s OK to only be provisionally justified in believing that you are justified, which is how he defends infinitism from the criticism that someone can never settle the question of whether or not they are justified

5.4.2. Being justified in believing something seems to require a reason that you are aware of what makes you justified – something that gives you an EPISTEMIC reason to believe

5.4.3. But externalists are just talking about CAUSAL REASONS

5.4.4. BonJour thinks that these causal reasons are not epistemic, because a person can have them without being aware that they have them

5.4.5. Consider NORMAN and TRUETEMP; these are cases where, according the externalist views of justification, people are justified in their beliefs.  But intuitively they are not.

5.4.6. Is BonJour’s problem just that these people do not SEEM justified, that intuitively they are not justified?  Or is there a deeper problem?  Is there a reason we should not think of them as justified, other than our intuitions about justification?
5.4.6.1. Think about two things:  one) Eddie’s point that we want people to get the truth in repeatable ways, and two) Adrian’s point that he’d be happy to trust someone who was just “epistemically lucky”

5.4.6.1.1. Does Eddie’s point support reliabilism, or criticize it?

5.4.6.1.2. Is someone who is epistemically lucky a good thinker?
5.4.6.2. If discussion stalls based on the above questions, try this:  Why do we care about being justified?
5.4.6.2.1. Justification is the mark of good thinking.

5.4.6.2.2. What is the point of having such a mark?  How would we use it?  What role does it play in our cognitive life?

5.4.6.2.2.1. In other words, the role that the concept “chair” plays in our cognitive life is that of picking out things for sitting on; the role that “teacher” plays in our cognitive life is picking out people to listen to in class

5.4.6.2.2.2. What role does the concept “justification” play in our cognitive life?  Why do we care about justification?

5.4.6.2.3. One of two reasons things:  either justification is the sign that someone has thought well, or it is something to be strived for

5.4.6.2.4. It seems to me that someone who thinks well should be in a position to reflect on and endorse their own thinking.  Thinking well is supposed to require regular reflection and critical evaluation of one’s own thought processes.  However, in NORMAN and TRUETEMP, the thinkers cannot do so, because they are not aware of their own belief forming mechanisms, nor do they have any evidence about how and why they work.

5.4.6.2.5. Why do we want thinking that allows for reflection and self-criticism?

5.4.6.2.5.1. Because we want thinking that gives repeatable results (this is Eddie’s point from last week)

5.4.6.2.5.2. People who cannot reflect and criticize are not likely to get repeatable results

5.4.6.2.5.3. But if they are reliable, then they will get repeatable results anyway (this is Adrian’s point from last week)

5.4.6.2.5.4. That’s true, for THAT one way of thinking, but people use lots of mechanisms to form beliefs and if they don’t reflect and criticize about one, then likely not to about others

5.4.6.2.6. So, if justification is the mark of thinking well, then externalism seems wrong about justification

5.4.6.2.6.1. BUT, if justification is something to be strived for, then people will still try to reflect on their thought processes and criticize them, so that they can figure out how to achieve justification

5.4.6.2.6.2. So externalism could be true and people would still have to meet all the cognitive norms we have in order to be good thinkers

5.4.6.2.6.3. Some people would end up being justified by accident, but they would not know this; if they are striving for justification, they would still not be content with their position, and if they were not, they would not be good thinkers (because not meeting the norm “strive for justification”)

6. Class:  Why is Klein an infinitist?

6.1. Argument on handout

6.2. Why doesn’t infinitism require that we have infinite minds?
6.2.1. Because we need only have infinite non-occurrent beliefs (which do not take up space in our minds)

6.2.2. This requires that second order dispositions are beliefs – dispositions to form dispositions

6.2.3. S believes P iff S would endorse P in some appropriately restricted set of circumstances
6.3. Probably not time to discuss whether or not this is a plausible view

7. Class:  Is infinitism a good view of justification?

7.1. Klein argues that infinitism avoids dogmatism and allows continuing inquiry into questions, which is good stuff (so that the fact that no question can be settled for sure is a virtue, not a vice)

7.2. Think about the issues BonJour raises against foundationalism:  to be justified in believing X, you not only have to have justification, you have to be justified in believing that your justification is true conducive.  Does infinitism meet that test?  Does infinitism allow for meta-justification?
7.2.1. Klein says that we can be justified in believing X (by having infinite available reasons), but not be completely justified in believing we are justified in believing X (because we are not aware of all of our reasons, so for all we know we might not have infinite reasons)

7.2.2. This is being provisionally justified in believing X is justified

7.2.3. Why would we be only provisionally justified in believing X?

7.2.3.1. Say X is justified by A which is justified by B which is justified by C… etc

7.2.3.2. We also believe that there is a justified reason for A, which is justified by believing that B is justified and justifies A, which is justified in believing that C is justified and justifies B, etc.

7.2.3.3. So it seems that we can be justified full stop in believing X is justified

7.2.3.4. We can’t be SURE, but big deal

7.2.4. But what about meta-justification?  Do we have justified reason for thinking infinite chains of reasons are truth conducive?

7.3. What about the anti-externalist worries BonJour raises?  Externalism is bad because according to it, justification can be had without having thought well (because doesn’t require awareness of one’s own evidence)?
7.3.1. These last two questions are hard to answer for me; maybe infinite chains of reasons are truth conducive, since each link is supposed to raise the possibility of the next link being true.  I just don’t get how infinities like this work

7.3.2. Also, it seems like infinitism makes it in principle possible to investigate your own reasoning in a certain sense, because the reasons which justify some belief all must be available to you

7.3.3. On the other hand, in practice you simply cannot investigate your own reasoning completely because you simply don’t have time to look at all the reasons.

