Lesson Plan - Day 4

Epistemology Class

Goals:

· Generate interesting, student-led discussion

· Discuss what the uniquely epistemic goal or value might be

· Discuss why understanding the epistemic goal is important

· Consider some different ideas about a) the desiderata of a good epistemic goal, and b) how such a goal might relate to justification

Materials:  handout

Lesson

1. Class:  Establish the key vocabulary they will need to understand in order to follow the discussion today

1.1. epistemic X versus non-epistemic X:

1.1.1. remember last week we discussed epistemic justification versus moral or prudential justification

1.1.2. epistemic justification was a sort of justification that epistemologists are concerned with when they are doing epistemology

1.1.3. last week we also talked about epistemic reasons versus causal reasons

1.1.4. epistemic reasons are what someone has for example when they have evidence for some belief; an example of causal reasons are what caused someone to believe something (e.g. brainwashing)

1.1.5. So, what is an epistemic X?  

1.1.5.1. Well, it's the sort of X which epistemology is (uniquely?) concerned with

1.1.5.2. Today we'll mostly be talking about epistemic goals, which are the goals that epistemology are concerned with, as opposed to the goals that morality is concerned with (doing the morally right thing, bringing about the best state of affairs, being just, etc), for example

1.1.5.3. It's hard to say much more than that, because for any X, it is often controversial what exactly the epistemic X is

1.1.5.4. For example, last week we saw that it is very hard to say where epistemic reasons and causal reasons differ, since for some epistemologists, a causal reason can also be epistemic (e.g. ESP) even though we have no evidence that it is a good reason, but to other epistemologists it can't

1.2. intrinsic versus extrinsic good

1.2.1.  If I gave you $20, would that be good?  Why?  (b/c you can buy things you like with it)  Why is it good to be able to buy things you like? (b/c it makes you happy)  Why is it good to be happy?  ???

1.2.2. Happiness is, arguably, and intrinsic good.  Money, on the other hand, is an instrumental good, and instrumental goods are a kind of extrinsic good

1.2.3.  What does “intrinsic good” mean?

1.2.3.1. Intrinsic goods are those things that are good in and of themselves; arguably, they require nothing else to be good

1.2.3.2. A sign that something is an intrinsic good is that, when asked why it is good, there is no answer to be given

1.2.4. Extrinsic goods are non-intrinsic goods; they get their goodness from their relationship to other things

1.2.4.1. The most common examples are instrumental goods – things that are good because they are useful for some purpose

1.2.4.2. However, there are also other kinds of extrinsic goods – consider for example a piece of the Mona Lisa.  Assume that beautiful things are intrinsically good, just for the sake of argument.  Why is the piece of the Mona Lisa good?  Is it good for the purpose of making the Mona Lisa?  That seems very odd.  Rather, what makes it good is that it is a part of something good

1.3. naturalism

1.3.1. This is a tough one to define, because I don't think anyone quite knows exactly what it is

1.3.2. Roughly, it is the thesis that only natural things and properties “really” exist, and that all non-natural things and properties are really just built up from natural things and properties one way or another

1.3.3. Now, what this really means, who knows?  It depends so much on what one considers natural.

1.3.3.1. Everyone agrees that the stuff scientists talk about is (mostly) natural

1.3.3.2. Although maybe numbers and theories really aren't natural

1.3.3.3. One might think that something like “America” is not a natural thing (because scientists don't talk about countries)

1.3.3.4. So America would have to be composed of natural things (maybe people, or the atoms that make people up, etc.)

1.4. occurrent versus non-occurrent belief

1.4.1.  We went over this last week.  Does anyone remember what it means?

1.4.2. Do you believe the following:  2+2=4?  Of course.

1.4.3. Did you believe it right before I said it?  Of course.  But was it on your mind?  No.

1.4.4. You can believe things even when they are not present to your mind in any way. These are non-occurrent beliefs (beliefs that are not occurring to you at this moment)

1.4.5. Many people think beliefs are some sort of disposition

1.4.5.1. A disposition is a tendency for something to happen

1.4.5.2. A belief might be a tendency to assent to a proposition, or to act as if a propositions were true

1.4.6. Arguably you can believe things that have never occurred to you.

1.4.7. For example, is 47 prime?  You may never have thought about that question before, yet you might want to say that you believe it is (remember this from Klein)

1.4.7.1. After all, you do have the disposition to say 47 is prime

1.4.7.2. Part of the question is, how strong does this disposition have to be?  Does it have to be a disposition to react without much thought?  Etc.

1.5. diachronic versus synchronic

1.5.1. diachronic means “over time”

1.5.2. synchronic means “at one time”

1.5.3. Later we'll talk about diachronic goals; one's performance relative to a diachronic goal is evaluated over time, whereas relative to a synchronic goal it is evaluated all at once

1.5.4. For a virtue ethicist, for example, moral evaluation is diachronic – you look at how someone behaves over time to see if they are a good person

1.5.5. For other types of ethicists, moral evaluation is synchronic – you are evaluating an act, and to do so you see if it meets certain criteria at this time (e.g. conforms with categorical imperative)

2. Class:  Set up the discussion of epistemic goals

2.1.  Why do we care what the epistemic goal is?  Why even think there is an epistemic goal?

2.1.1. Imagine someone is playing a game, and they ask you if some move is a good move.  What do you have to think about in order to say?

2.1.2. You need to know how to win the game – what the goal of the game is

2.1.3. Typically, in order to decide if some thing is good, you need to know what it is supposed to good relative to

2.1.4. Unless it is intrinsically valuable

2.1.5. Since epistemology seems like a distinct field of philosophy, it should have distinct stuff (epistemic Xs)

2.2. Epistemic stuff (we'll focus on justification) is supposed to be valuable

2.3.  Does it seem like justification, or evidence, or warrant, is instrinsically valuable?  DISCUSS

2.3.1. Well, one sign of intrinsic value is that you ask “Why do you want that?” or “Why do you care about that?” and a) there is no answer and b) the very question seems weird

2.3.2. Does that seem to be the case for justification?


2.4. If epistemic stuff is valuable, then it is extrinsically valuable

2.4.1. This means it is valuable relative to something of value

2.4.2. Things of value are typically seen as goals, or ends (because valuable things are to be pursued)

2.4.3. So it makes sense to talk about the goal of epistemology, but we could also talk about the end of epistemology – the good thing at which epistemology is aimed

3. Class:  Is the epistemic goal some epistemic property?

3.1. David argues that the epistemic goal should involve only non-epistemic properties.  Why?

3.1.1.  What is the point of thinking about the epistemic goal?

3.1.1.1. It is supposed to explain why epistemic properties like justification are good

3.1.2.  Can the epistemic goal serve this purpose if it is not good/valuable?

3.1.2.1. No – something can only be extrinsically valuable if has a relationship to something valuable

3.1.3.  So the epistemic goal must itself be valuable.  If it was composed partly of epistemic properties, then these properties must be valuable. What's the problem with that?

3.1.3.1. They are either intrinsically valuable or extrinsically valuable.

3.1.3.2. If they are extrinsically valuable, then we still need a deeper epistemic goal to give them value.

3.1.3.3. Is it plausible that any epistemic goal is intrinsically valuable?

3.2. Another argument might depend on naturalism

3.2.1. Epistemic properties can be seen as non-natural

3.2.2. So if we were naturalists we might want to be able to reduce them to natural properties

3.3. Contrast this with moral good

3.3.1. Do we need to give an account of moral good in terms of non-moral properties?

3.3.2. Some people think so, but this is much less obvious

3.3.3. Moore's open question argument – for any reduction of good to natural properties, one can ask “yes, but is that good?” and the question will be open

3.3.4. Does this make as much sense for epistemic stuff?  Say we reduce epistemic good to something having to do with truth, would it make sense to say, “Yes, but is truth epistemically good?”

4. Class:  Lay out how to use the epistemic goal to evaluate theories of justification (so we can talk about this later when looking at David's criticisms of different versions of truth-goal)

4.1. Justification is supposed to be good relative to the epistemic goal

4.2. So for any putative epistemic goal, we ask “Are all cases of justified belief good relative to that goal?”  If not, then it's not the right goal

5. Class:  What is the epistemic goal?  (note:  this should be the focus of the whole day)

5.1. Everyone agrees that it has to do with believing true things and not believing false ones

5.2. But there are many contenders for what exactly this means

5.3.  TAKE STUDENT SUGGESTIONS ABOUT WHAT A PLAUSIBLE TRUTH GOAL WOULD BE

5.4. T (the simple version) – believe p iff p is true

5.4.1.  Is there anything wrong with this goal?  What does David think is wrong with this goal?

5.4.1.1. It cannot be achieved for two reasons

5.4.1.1.1. There are truths so complex/long we cannot think about (the propositions can't fit in our minds)

5.4.1.1.2. There are infinite truths and we can't have infinite beliefs

5.4.2.  Why is saying that the goal cannot be achieved show that it is not the epistemic goal?

5.4.2.1. Is this ought implies can?  You can't say you should do something if you can't do it?

5.4.2.2. Can't we have aspirational goals?  Goals which we know we can't achieve but still strive to achieve anyway?  Goals which would be great if we could achieve them, and getting closer to them is definitely good?

5.4.2.3. Consider the sermon on the mount:  it says we are supposed to try to be like God.  Clearly we can't be perfect, but this makes sense as an aspirational goal.  And it is good, so things can be good relative to it

5.4.3. Maybe it just isn't a goal anyone has because it's so hard to achieve?

5.5. GRASPABLE T:  Believe P iff (P is true and can be grasped)

5.5.1. This less unachievable (because it limits to beliefs which are within our ability to at least grasp) but maybe we still can't have infinite beliefs

5.5.1.1. But is this true?  Consider Klein's infinitism

5.5.1.1.1. We clearly can't have infinite occurrent beliefs, nor can we have infinite beliefs that have (or will) occur to us.  But if beliefs which are never occurrent count as beliefs, then we can potentially have infinite beliefs

5.5.1.1.2. There could be infinite propositions we are disposed to agree to

5.5.2. How much value would achieving this goal have?

5.5.2.1. Infinite?  Seems implausible to me, but I can't say why yet

5.5.2.2. If finite, then each belief adds only infinitesimal amount of value (or some sort of constantly decreasing convergent series).  neither of these seems very plausible

5.6. IMPORTANT T:

5.6.1.  Are there any justified beliefs which are not valuable relative to this goal?

5.6.1.1. Any non-important belief cannot be valuable relative to this goal

5.6.1.1.1. Because if p not important, shouldn't be believed (because supposed to believe all and only the important and true propositions)

5.6.1.2. But this is not true, even trivial beliefs can be justified

5.7. CONSIDERABLE T:  

5.7.1.  Are there any justified beliefs which are not valuable relative to this goal?

5.7.1.1. Well, any non-considered belief would not be valuable relative to this goal, so a non-considered belief could not be valuable

5.7.1.1.1. Because if p is not considered, then should not be believed, because does not contribute to believing all and only the true considered beliefs

5.7.1.2. But this is obviously wrong – non-occurrent beliefs are non-occurrent beliefs, but non-occurrent beliefs can be justified

5.8. SUBJUNCTIVE CONSIDERABLE T:

5.8.1. I just don't get his point here

5.9. DAVID'S T:

5.9.1.  Anything wrong with this one?

5.9.1.1. Doesn't it imply “If P is true, then believe P,” because a belief that is true is a belief which satisfies “If P were true”

5.9.1.2. But then we need infinite beliefs, so same objections apply as with T and GRASPABLE T

6. Class:  Discuss how justification and truth goal are related

6.1.  Justification is supposed to be good relative to truth goal, but how?  The obvious response is it is a means to the end of achieving the goal, but how?  (Diachronic)

6.1.1. Can't be causal – justification can't cause us to achieve truth goal over time, because then beliefs which in the future would lead us to believe false things couldn't be justified

6.2.  Reductio argument

6.2.1. If some belief is true, then it is good relative to truth-goal

6.2.2. If some belief is false, then it is good relative to truth-goal

6.2.3. If (i) and (ii), all and only true beliefs are justified

6.2.4. Why premise (i)?

6.2.4.1. A true belief is either justified or unjustified

6.2.4.2. The justified ones are by definition good relative to truth goal

6.2.4.3. The unjustified ones are still as good or better relative to truth goal than their negation (because help accomplish truth goal at least as well as negation, since negation is false)

6.2.5. Why premise (ii)?

6.2.5.1. A false belief is either justified or unjustified. 

6.2.5.2. The unjustified ones are bad by definition relative to truth goal

6.2.5.3. The justified ones are as good or worse than believing the negation, since the negation would be true

6.2.6.  Why premise (iii)?

6.2.6.1. I'm not sure – maybe on the assumption that any thing which is as good or better relative to truth goal than justified belief must itself be justified?

6.2.7. How do we avoid the reductio argument?

6.2.7.1. Add another epistemic goal in addition to truth goal?

6.2.7.1.1. This better be based on non-epistemic concepts

6.2.7.1.2.  But what would that be? DISCUSS

6.2.7.2. David claims that he can avoid it with his truth goal.  But how does this work?

6.2.7.2.1. All true beliefs satisfy his truth goal, because you do believe them, and they are true, and they are true, and you do believe them

6.2.7.2.2. So his view entails that all true beliefs and some false ones are justified.  This is bad.

6.3. I think David's point is that we should use the truth goal to evaluate methods for forming beliefs, and beliefs get epistemic value by their relation to them

6.3.1. This avoids the reductio argument, because the truth goal is not used to give value to beliefs

6.3.2. This also avoids the problems with diachronic goals, because a mechanism which doesn't promote true beliefs should not be good relative to truth goal

6.3.3. Discuss Rigg's argument against this

