Lesson Plan - Day 5

Epistemology Class

Goals:

· Generate interesting, student-led discussion

· Have the students practice analysis of difficult texts; assess the analysis they have done of the reading prior to coming to class

· Methodology issues:  how to use general intuitions

· Compare two approaches to the value of knowledge and assess each

· By considering the similarities and differences of each approach, understand what we might want out of a theory of the value of  knowledge and why

· Important because an understanding of the value of knowledge should constrain one’s theory of knowledge

· Connect what we discuss in this week to previous discussions, so students can see how issues of value of knowledge are important to the practice of epistemology

Materials:  handout

Questions for students before class:
· What do Zagzebski and Jones’ agree on?

· What are Z & J’s views on why knowledge is as valuable as it is?

· What are the most important differences between these views?

· Is one a better theory than the other?

· Is one theory or another better equipped to deal with the issue of what the fundamental goal of epistemology is (the stuff we talked about in week 4)?

Lesson

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

1.1. Mere true belief (as opposed to knowledge)

1.1.1. The discussion today is about knowledge.  The starting point is the intuition that knowledge is more valuable than true belief that falls short of knowledge

1.1.2. Let’s call true belief that fall short of knowledge (and is not justified) mere true belief.
1.1.3. One big question is – is knowledge more valuable than justified true belief

1.1.3.1. If it were, then we could include justified true beliefs in “mere true belief”

1.1.3.2. I’m not sure what the answer is (I’ve seen some people claim that knowledge is more valuable than JTB, for example Brogaard “Can Virtue Reliabilism Explain the Value of Knowledge?”)

1.1.3.3. Since everyone agrees that knowledge is more valuable than unjustified true belief, we can stick with the definition of mere true belief, but we could change it to say mere true belief is all true belief which is not knowledge (including justified true beliefs) if it turned out that knowledge > JTB

1.2. General intuition vs. specific case intuition:

1.2.1. Specific case intuitions are what we have in Gettier cases, or in NORMAN, etc.

1.2.2. These are the bread and butter of analysis – intuitions about specific objects (e.g. people) in specified situations

1.2.3. General intuitions are intuitions like “Knowledge > JTB;” these are intuitions about types of things, or properties, or universals

1.2.4. Other general intuitions – “Knowledge can’t come from luck,” “In order to be justified in believing X, you have to be active in arriving at the belief” (this is Devon’s claim from week 3) “Can’t be held responsible for what was outside your control”

2. Class:  What do Zagzebski and Jones’ agree on?
2.1. The starting point of both Zagzebski’s view and Jones’ view is that knowledge is more valuable than mere true belief (the core intuition)

2.1.1. First question:  is this intuitive to us? DISCUSS (this might be an easy discussion, probably everyone shares this intuition)

2.1.1.1. Pretty much everyone I’ve seen talking about this shares the intuition (DePaul, for example, Brogaard 2005, Riggs, 2002)

2.1.2. Second question:  how exactly should we formulate this intuition?
2.1.2.1. it’s the foundation of both their views, so we better know what they mean

2.1.2.2.  Have students formulate the intuition and criticize formulation

2.1.2.2.1. Possible formulation:  any knowledge is more valuable than any mere true belief

2.1.2.2.1.1. This can’t be right, knowing that I have a piece of lint in my pocket is more important than the mere true belief that the code which deactivates the nuclear bomb is 1234?

2.1.2.2.2. Possible formulation:  some knowledge is more important than any true belief, or All knowledge is more important than some true belief?

2.1.2.2.2.1. Both of these are too weak.  Yes, they are true (probably any knowledge is more valuable than the lint mere true belief, and knowing the code to the bomb might be more valuable than any mere true belief) but I think we want more than that

2.1.2.2.3. Good enough for now formulation:  The knowledge that x is more valuable than the mere true belief that x, holding circumstances as constant as possible.

2.1.2.2.3.1. Obviously mere true belief that x in one circumstances is more valuable than knowing x in some other circumstances 

2.1.2.2.3.2. e.g. if the bomb is not ticking down, knowing the code is less important than the mere true belief about the code is in the circumstances where the bomb is ticking down

2.1.2.2.3.3. But we can’t hold the circumstances completely constant, because then the subject couldn’t know in one and merely truly believe in the other

2.1.2.2.3.4. Note that what gets the value is the bit of knowledge – one might wonder what exactly that is (this gets to a question Patrick raised in personal conversation on Day 3); is it the belief that has the value?  Isn’t this more or less the same as saying a certain mental state, or even a disposition, is more valuable than another?  May come back to this later

2.1.3.  Third question:  Once we have a formulation we are happy with, is that formulation intuitive?
2.1.3.1. For me, it certainly becomes less intuitively compelling.  If you ask me, Is that what you originally meant, I’d say, “I guess,” but I don’t feel as strongly about it anymore

2.1.3.2. One might say that it is intuitive in the sense that it seems like it might be right, and survives intuitive counter-example

2.1.3.2.1. But if that’s right, how strong of evidence is for it’s truth?

2.1.3.2.1.1. Lots of things seem right and we haven’t counter-exampled them yet, but we don’t use them as the cornerstone of our other theories

2.1.3.2.1.2.  What if it were really hard to build a theory which accorded with this formulation.  How important would it be to do so?  Would you take it to be absolutely necessary that any theory of knowledge was in accord with this intuition?
2.1.3.2.1.3. I think this is an important point about intuitions, especially general intuitions.

2.1.3.2.1.4. Specific case intuitions are often very easy to formulate:  “X is (or is not) Y.”

2.1.3.2.1.5. General intuitions are often less easy to formulate

2.1.3.2.1.6. You might have the intuition that some general statement is true, but exactly what proposition are you saying is intuitively true?

3. Class:  Some interesting consequences of the core intuition

3.1. Can we use this intuition to motivate or solve the Gettier problem?

3.1.1. Remember before we said that we might deal with the Gettier problem by showing that one or another set of intuitions (about helpful or dangerous cases) were wrong

3.1.2. If we had a principled way of showing this, that would be nice

3.1.3. At the same time, we might show why we should trust some or all Gettier intuitions by showing how they accord with the value of knowledge intuition

3.2. How to do it:

3.2.1. Compare two situations which are as similar as possible, but in one S intuitively knows that X (mental state A), and in the other S intuitively merely believes that X (mental state B)

3.2.2. If mental state A is equally valuable to mental state B, what does this say?  This is evidence (not conclusive) that either know in both or don’t know in both

3.2.3. If mental state A is more valuable than mental state B, then what?  Seems that A is a case of knowledge and B is a case of mere true belief (again, not conclusive)

3.3. FAKE BARN (TRUE) versus NORMAL BARN (dangerous Gettier case)

3.3.1.  Intuitively, is Henry’s belief better in one case than the other?
3.3.1.1. I personally find this question totally opaque.  How about:

3.3.1.2. Is Henry better off in one case than the other?
3.3.1.2.1. Seems obvious that yes, he is better off in NORMAL BARN

3.3.1.2.2. Note that it makes more sense to talk about Henry’s state being more valuable than Henry’s belief itself

3.3.2. Now, if NORMAL BARN is better than FAKE BARN (TRUE), what might this show?

3.3.2.1. That Henry knows in one not the other

3.3.2.2. This is consistent with the intuition

3.3.2.3. But notice, in week 3 we found it easier to say our intuitions were wrong about dangerous cases; but here we have reason to trust them

3.4. Try POCKET CHANGE and 2, see what you can get

3.4.1. Originally I had the intuition that there was no difference, but now I don’t know

3.4.2. Plus all sorts of confounds – Smith is better off getting the job, for example

3.4.2.1. FAKE SHEEP versus FAKE SHEEP 2

3.4.2.2. Why can’t we check our intuitions with POCKET CHANGE or SPANISH FORD?

3.4.2.3. Because in order to come up with a situation in which Smith’s belief is knowledge, we are going to have to give them some true beliefs (that Jones will get the job, and owns a Ford)

3.4.2.4. But then Smith is clearly better off, which might throw off our intuitions

3.4.2.5. I do have the intuition that I’m better off in the case where I intuitively know

3.4.2.6. So it looks like Gettier cases all accord with our value intuitions?

4. Class:  What else do Z & J agree on?
4.1. A certain view of how knowledge gets its value doesn’t work

4.1.1. Zagzebski at one points calls this the “machine-product” theory

4.1.2. Jones calls it instrumentalism

4.1.3. As Jones sees it, it is the view that knowledge gets its value from some sort of means-ends connection to truth

4.1.3.1. E.g. that the processes which lead to knowledge are a means to the end of truth

4.1.3.2. Or that being justified is a means to the end of truth

4.1.4. Z.’s view is a little more opaque, but I take it she’s talking about basically the same thing

4.2.  What is the argument?
4.2.1. Have the students spell it out as carefully as possible.

4.2.2. Maybe “If property X is valuable, then something which has property X will not be more valuable if produced by something which is a means to X.”

4.2.3. If that’s the key premise to the argument, why the heck is that true?  Because it’s basically just restating the conclusion in more general terms.

4.2.4. Also, if that is true, how about the claim:  “If property X is valuable, then something which has property X will not be more valuable because of anything else’s relation to property X”

4.2.5. This would eliminate Z’s view and J’s view, unless they posit some new goal (besides truth) to epistemology

4.3.  If Z & J are right, can anything like externalism be a good theory of knowledge?
4.3.1. Well, externalists theories are generally pretty simple – typically all you have are true beliefs plus some sort of account of how they were produced

4.3.2. This will fall to their argument, because there’s nothing there to add value

5. Class:  What is the general solution to this problem?  This is where Z & J start to differ

5.1. Z:  need a way of transferring value from something valuable to knowledge

5.2. J:  need a function knowledge serves that mere true belief doesn’t

6. Class:  What is Z’s view?  (get them to explain it)

6.1. Her view:

6.1.1. Believing is an act

6.1.2. Acts can get value from motivation (as long as the motivation is itself valuable)

6.1.3. Being motivation by the love of valuable things is valuable

6.1.4. Being motivated by love of truth is valuable (b/c truth is valuable)

6.1.5. Knowing requires being motivated by the love of truth

6.2. How is “Acts get value from motivation” different from “product gets value from machine?” (probably don’t spend too much time on this)

6.2.1. According to Z, we already have an example of how acts get value from motivation – in ethics

6.2.2. Doing good acts from good motivation is better than just doing good act

6.2.3. But are the acts themselves better?  Z claims yes, because they confer credit on the agent (agent gets praised for act)

6.2.4. Is there more to it than that?  I’m honestly not 100% clear on this.  She sometimes talks like acting from good motivation just is better than not, regardless of the credit stuff (p.17)

6.3. Why is truth valuable? (probably don’t spend too much time on this)

6.3.1. B/c it helps us live good lives

6.3.2. Especially morally valuable

6.3.3. But you get the utterly bizarre stuff on p. 19 (1st and 2nd paragraphs)

6.3.4. Especially the seeming claim that you only get praise for good acts if they were based on true beliefs

7. Class:  What is J’s view?  (get them to explain)

7.1. Some knowledge is valuable b/c it is a sign that the people who have it are trustworthy informants

7.1.1. For a piece of knowledge to have this value, it must be apparent that the knowledge is had by the knower

7.1.2. This is not always the case

7.1.3. This account of the value of knowledge doesn’t explain all of why we value our own knowledge b/c we do not see ourselves as informants

7.2. Some knowledge is valuable b/c the veracity of the beliefs can be checked by the knower, so these beliefs are more stable and useful

7.2.1. This requires that we know how we came to possess a bit of knowledge

7.2.2. But we do not know this in every case (our names)

7.2.3. Doesn’t account for why I value other’s knowledge – I don’t care that they can check their veracity

7.3. So put the two together, and you can account for the value of most, but not all knowledge

7.3.1. But that’s OK, b/c while knowledge is valuable, not every instance of knowledge is valuable

7.3.2. Knowledge is like fairs – we can value it in general, even if every occurrence doesn’t get us what it is that we value

8. Class:  Where do Z & J conflict?
8.1. Is the value of knowledge necessary or contingent?

8.2. Does J leave out the importance of motivation?

8.3. Does Z leave out the importance of the practical stuff?

� Note to self – In “The Place of Truth in Epistemology” Sosa seems to claim to respond to Zagzebski and Jones’ argument.  But as far as I can tell he only gives a reason why reliable processes are instrumentally valuable, not how this value conveys to their products.  Maybe he’s arguing that reliably produced true beliefs are instrumentally valuable?  On one hand, that seems totally false – these beliefs don’t cause us to believe true things, they constitute believing true things.  Eating cherries isn’t not instrumentally valuable relative to the end of eating cherries is it?  On the other hand, maybe he means that reliably produced true beliefs are instrumentally valuable because they help us produce OTHER true beliefs?  That seems a bit more plausible.  But, non-reliably produced true beliefs combined with reliable BFMs (which you almost always use) would seem to have the same value, so knowing X not always more valuable than merely believing X.  But in any case this second view is closer to the minimal reliabilist view that I think works.





