Lesson Plan - Day 6

Epistemology Class

Goals:

· Generate interesting, student-led discussion

· Understand Weinberg, et al,’s argument about intuitive diversity, because the argument gets at the issue of what we are trying to do when we do epistemology, and also what the epistemic goal is

· Understand Sosa’s responses to the argument, which capture some of the key thoughts of defenders of traditional epistemology

Materials:  handout

Lesson

1. Class:  Lay out the argument from intuitive diversity 

1.1. What’s the implied conclusion, and what assumptions are needed?

1.1.1. The implied conclusion is that standard epistemology doesn’t work, or is wrong

1.1.2. The assumption is that if something is xenophobic or parochial, it isn’t getting the right answers

2. Class:  Some critiques of the argument, before we get to Sosa

2.1.  Is premise 3 right?

2.1.1. Not necessarily – if there were reasons to prefer the intuitions of one group to another, this would not be xenophobic or parochial

2.1.2. Can anyone think of a case where we might have reason to think one group has better intuitions about some subject than another?
2.1.2.1. The obvious examples are all moral intuitions

2.1.2.2. Presumably, people in the pre-Civil War South had the intuition that slavery was OK

2.1.2.3. Also, crazy people

2.1.3. So, under what circumstances would it not be xenophobic or parochial to think one group has better intuitions than another?
2.1.3.1. If no reason to think one group has access to different or better sources of information

2.1.3.2. If no reason to think that one group has intuitions distorted by psychological/historical circumstances

2.2. Is premise 2 right?
2.2.1. Well, we have W/N/S’s research to back it up

2.2.2. But let’s take a look at their research (refer to table)

2.2.3. They found significant differences in every case

2.2.4. But only in boldfaced cases did you not have the majority of each group voting the same way as the other group

2.2.4.1. And in every case over 50% of each group agrees with the other group, although I’m not sure what this means

2.2.5. So, only in a few cases do we have substantive disagreement, where one group says X is the answer and the other says not-X

3. Class:  Sosa has two arguments, one that use of intuitions is not parochial, and the other that W/N/S research isn’t that big of a deal.  First one first

3.1. First quote:

3.1.1. What is he trying to say here?
3.1.1.1. I think his point is that, analysis based on intuitions is not parochial, because the intuition is a reason for belief which is distinct from community standards

3.1.2. But this is so weird:  If a politician said “I am not swayed by public opinion, I only respond to opinion polls,” we’d laugh at them.  If intuitions are caused by community standards, then even though intuitions are taken to be reasons, not community standards, it is still community standards which we are basing our philosophical theories on

3.1.3. So he needs to argue in addition that intuitions are not caused by facts about language/cultural-group

3.2. Second quote:

3.2.1. What is he trying to say here?
3.2.1.1. I think he’s trying to say that intuitions are not about language use

3.2.1.2. The question “Is this the same as that?” is not the same as “Does the word for this also apply to that?”

3.2.2. What is his argument:

3.2.2.1. We know that a triangle is not a square

3.2.2.2. This knowledge is not linguistically derived/based

3.2.2.3. This knowledge is intuitively derived

3.2.2.4. Thus, intuitively derived knowledge is not linguistically based/derived

3.2.3. Is the third premise true?  Does our knowledge that a triangle is not a square come from our intuitions?

3.2.3.1. It seems to me that it comes from vision, or from reflective application of our knowledge of the definitions of the terms

3.3. Third quote:

3.3.1. What is he trying to say here, and how does it connect to the previous arguments?
3.3.1.1. We could interpret him as saying that, if you think this knowledge is linguistically based (e.g. because it comes from definitions) then you must at some point require intuitions, or there is an infinite regress

3.3.1.2. He might also make a similar argument about vision:  knowing that a triangle and square are different because we can see they are different involves knowing that things that look different are different, or that things that have different properties are different

3.3.1.3. (this is Leibniz’s law)

3.3.2. Let’s make this into a plausible argument

3.3.2.1. We know that a triangle is not a square

3.3.2.2. Knowing linguistic facts requires intuitively knowing non-linguistic facts (i.e. logical laws)

3.3.2.3. Thus, our knowledge about the triangle and square ultimately involves non-linguistic intuitions

3.3.3. Is he right?

3.3.3.1. Do we require non-linguistic, intuitive knowledge of logic etc. to know anything?

3.3.4. Ultimately, what’s the point?
3.3.4.1. There are some intuitions which are not based in language/cultural practice

3.3.4.2. How does this respond to the intuitive diversity argument?

3.3.4.2.1. Well, using these intuitions would not be parochial

3.3.4.2.2. But how does he go from this to saying that we can use any intuition and be non-parochial?

3.3.4.2.2.1. It’s either that all intuitions are based ultimately on logic, which can’t be wrong

3.3.4.2.2.2. Or it’s that since we can have some sort of direct insight into the way the universe works for logic, why not for everything else?

3.3.4.2.3. Further, and most important, how does this apply to actual differences in intuitions?
3.3.4.2.3.1. If there are actual differences, and our intuitions are based either on logic (at some level) or some kind of direct insight into the universe (which is what Sosa seems to believe)

4. Class:  Sosa’s response to W/N/S’s specific research

4.1. He points out that they may be bringing in extra facts

4.1.1. Does this undermine any use of intuition?

4.1.1.1. After all, if you and I agree on intuitions, can’t it be that each of us are importing extra, and different, facts?

4.1.1.2. We are we allowed to bring up this possibility to explain disagreement, but not to explain agreement?

4.1.1.2.1. one might claim that agreement doesn’t require explanation, but why not?  Why should disagreement require explanation?

4.1.1.2.2. After all, if you and I disagree on whether or not chocolate tastes good, we do not bring in extra facts to explain that; it is no more surprising than our agreement

4.1.2. If we have principled reasons to do this, then it’s OK

4.1.2.1. Data about differences in thought processes between groups

4.2. He also says that they may have different concepts than we do

4.2.1. If they did, wouldn’t this be surprising?

5. Class:  Reformulating the argument

5.1. See handout – Sosa’s responses are (a) and (b)

5.2. What’s wrong with (a) and (b)?

5.2.1. Well, what is the epistemic goal supposed to be?  Truth

5.2.2. And knowledge and justification are supposed to be the good stuff relative to that.

5.2.3. So, if there is only one good stuff, then some cultures must be really wrong about how to get it

5.2.3.1. But for something like truth, this would seem to be really surprising, since everyone needs it to a pretty large degree

5.2.3.2. That is also pretty surprising because intuitions are supposed to give us direct insight into whatever

5.2.3.3. Why ours and not theirs?  That does seem parochial

5.2.4. Or some cultures just might not have the truth goal

5.2.4.1. But that would also be really surprising, since truth is so important to survival

