Lesson Plan - Day 7

Epistemology Class

Goals:

· Generate interesting, student-led discussion

· Consider whether or not intuitions can be calibrated (important because if we are to use intuitions, then we should be able to test their reliability)

· Consider what the sources of intuitions might be (important because one way to evaluate their reliability is to see where they come from)

· Consider if there are reasons why we shouldn’t use intuitions which are specific to epistemology)

Questions for students to consider:
· Cummins has two arguments against using intuitions – the calibration argument, and the argument about sources.  What are the two arguments?  Are they both good?  Does he need both arguments?

· There are three parts to my paper – establishing that my argument is needed (so showing why Cummins’ argument, e.g., is not good enough), making my argument against epistemic intuitions, and giving an alternative to using them.  How does each part work (specifically, how do I respond to Cummins’ two arguments?)?  Do you agree with each part? Why or why not?

Materials:  handout

Lesson

1. Class:  What is an intuition?
1.1. As we use it, intuition refers not the faculty (e.g. I always trust what my intuition tells me) but to the products of that faculty (I have the intuition that…)

1.2. Have students define the term.

1.3. Ways of guiding their definition:

1.3.1. What are some clear cases of intuitions?
1.3.2. What are some clear cases of non-intuitions?
1.3.2.1. I think the most obvious of these are conclusions to arguments

1.3.2.2. Another good example:  results of mathematical calculations

1.3.2.3. How about rememberings?  Sensory perceivings?

2. Class:  Is there something about that sort of thing which makes us justified in using them?
2.1. What other types of experience / mental phenomena are intuitions similar to?
2.1.1. For example, I think they are more like perception than desire, for example

2.1.2. Might say that they are like beliefs, since both beliefs and intuitions seem true, but perceptions also seem true and unlike beliefs, perceptions and intuitions seem true without apparent reason

2.2. Are we justified in trusting these phenomena?
2.3. If we are justified in trusting these phenomena, why not intuitions?
2.3.1. Maybe we don’t know how intuitions work?  But we didn’t know how perception worked for a long time, and we were still justified in trusting it

2.3.2. We know it makes mistakes?  But we know perception makes mistakes, and we are still justified in trusting it

2.3.3. We don’t have to trust it?  Because we can certainly ignore our intuitions, but it is not clear that we can ignore our perceptions.

2.4. Are we justified in trusting intuitions because we have no choice but to use them? (MAYBE GROUP?)
2.4.1. Consider BonJour’s argument, which is that we need intuitions in order to avoid skepticism

2.4.2. Premise 2:  Why might it be true?

2.4.2.1. This is basically BonJour’s argument about metajustification

2.4.2.2. For some method X to be justified, then you must be justified in believing that you should use X

2.4.2.3. But if you are an externalist, then X can give you justification even if you are not justified in believing that X gives you justification

2.4.2.4. Further, for an externalist, X might tell you that X gives you justification, which is perfectly acceptable if X is reliable

2.4.2.5. Of course, since some of us are internalists, then this premise goes through

2.4.3. Premise 3:  Why might it be true?

2.4.3.1. Well, if you are not a reliabilist of some sort, then methods can’t justify themselves

2.4.3.2. We get our beliefs about method from intuitions?

2.4.3.3. Is that true?  Think about last week.

2.4.3.4. BonJour thinks that we can’t get logic from word meaning or anything like that, because in order to even apply word meaning, we need logic (so that we understand a word can’t mean X and not X, for example)

2.4.3.5. But here’s my worry:  if our justification in using logic depends on our justification in using intuitions, then on what does our justification for using intuitions depend?  BonJour wants this to be foundational.  But why not say logic is foundational?  It is self-justifying, doesn’t require intuitions to justify it.

2.4.3.5.1. I think BonJour would say that logic causally comes from intuitions

2.4.3.5.2. But one could say, no – we simply believe the laws of logic, and our feeling that they are true is just those beliefs being occurrent, rather than an intuition that they are true.

3. Class:  If we are justified in using intuitions, is this prima facie justification?
3.1.1. Prima facie justification is justification which is defeasible

3.1.2. Something is defeasible if there could be a defeater for your justification – some fact or evidence that would make you lack justification

3.1.3. Incorrigible justification is justification that cannot be defeated (hard to think of examples; maybe if you use logic completely properly and reason to the truth?  I’m a bit dubious that there is any incorrigible justification.  Maybe you are incorrigibly justified in believing things about yourself as a result of introspection?  Maybe some of your beliefs about your own mental states are incorrigible justified?)

3.2. If our intuitions only give us prima facie justification, then what sort of thing would be a defeater?
3.2.1. Well, proof that an intuition was wrong

3.2.1.1. That would defeat justification for that intuition; how about for intuitions in general?

3.2.1.2. But how often do we get this?

3.2.1.2.1. One of Cummins’ points is that we rarely have evidence in philosophy that our intuitions are right or wrong

3.2.1.2.2. For the intuitions we can check, are they right or wrong more often?

3.2.2. How about evidence that we generally can’t check whether or not intuitions are right or wrong?
3.2.2.1. This is what Cummins offers (the calibration argument)

3.2.2.2. Why might this be a defeater?

3.2.2.2.1. Because it says that we don’t really have reasons to think that our intuitions are right?

3.2.2.2.2. But the point of prima facie justification is that we are justified in the absence of defeaters; we do not need further evidence that intuitions are right

3.2.2.2.3. However, if we had reasons to worry about intuitions being wrong, and could not calibrate, then the two of these together might be a defeater

3.2.3. How about evidence that the source of intuitions will not generate true intuitions?
3.2.3.1. Note that we could show that the source will always generate false intuitions, but that would not be evidence that intuitions are bad evidence

3.2.3.2. Rather, we have to show that the source regularly produces bad intuitions

3.2.3.3. Is showing that e.g. 80% of intuitions are false necessarily a defeater?
3.2.3.3.1. Consider that your eyes are not effective ways of learning about the majority of things in the universe (e.g. atoms)

3.2.3.3.2. Why is this not a defeater for vision in general?

3.2.3.3.3. It isn’t because we know when vision works and when it doesn’t – it’s been calibrated

3.2.3.4. What we need is the calibration argument as well to really be a defeater

3.3. So, to really defeat use of intuitions, we need to show that we should expect mistakes, and that we cannot calibrate our intuitions to see when they make mistakes

4. Class:  Cummins’ calibration argument

4.1. What is calibration?

4.1.1. Determining to what extent and under what conditions a tool is accurate

4.2. What is Cummins’ argument supposed to show?
4.2.1. That we either can’t calibrate our intuitions or we do not need intuitions

4.3. Why does Cummins think this?
4.3.1. Well, how do we calibrate a tool (e.g. a telescope)?

4.3.1.1. We use the tool to measure things where we know the correct answer, and see how it does

4.3.2. So, in order to calibrate intuitions, what would we need?

4.3.2.1. We’d need to know the correct answer to some philosophical questions

4.3.3. Why is this problematic?

4.3.3.1. We don’t usually know the answer to philosophical questions except via intuitions

4.3.3.2. We can’t calibrate something by comparing its results to results gained using it, because this at best shows us that it is consistent, not accurate

4.3.3.3. if we could calibrate intuitions, then we would not need intuitions

5. Class:  What is wrong with Cummins’ argument?
5.1. One way to criticize arguments is to apply analogous arguments to analogous situations, and see if you get absurd results

5.1.1. If you do, see where the analogous argument goes wrong

5.1.2. Then see if you can make a similar criticism in the original argument

5.2. Make it more general:

5.2.1. In order to calibrate some tool X, you need access to answers to questions of the sort X gives you, gained without using X

5.2.2. If you have answers to the sort of questions X gives you, without using X, you don’t need X

5.2.3. Thus, if you can calibrate some tool X, you do not need the tool

5.3. Apply this to some other tool

5.3.1. E.g. telescopes

5.3.2. Is premise 2 true for telescopes?  No – we can calibrate telescopes in some situations, in which we do not need telescopes, and then use telescopes in other situations in which you need them (can’t get the answer without them)

5.3.3. Consider the example Cummins gives of Galileo calibrating his telescope – he calibrates it by looking at mountains on earth, and then uses it look at mountains on the moon, which he needs the telescope to get at

5.4. What is the lesson for Cummins’ argument against intuitions?

5.4.1. Well, if we can calibrate intuitions in some cases, in which we do not need intuitions, then we can use them in other cases, in which we have no non-intuitive data

5.4.2. Is this plausible?  Do we plausibly have non-intuitive data about enough cases to calibrate our intuitions?

5.5. Consider two philosophers who disagree about some intuition – say some contentious gettier case (like the assassination case); or consider a single philosopher who has clashing intuitions (e.g. knowledge should not involve luck, and that we know stuff)

5.5.1. What do we need in order to be able to use intuitions in this case?  We need a way of saying one person is more reliable than the other (or one intuition is more reliably produced than the other)

5.5.2. Will the kind of calibration Cummins is talking about resolve these sorts of problems?

5.5.2.1. For two people, only if one person is wrong on many cases.  But normally people agree on most of the cases, and only conflict on the controversial stuff

5.5.2.2. For one person, this sort of calibration can do nothing; if they are generally right, then we can’t say which of their conflicting intuitions is right

5.5.3. What we need is more subtle calibration, which can only come from a nuanced understanding of how our intuitions work

6. Class:  Cummins’ argument about the sources of intuitions

6.1. Why does Cummins need to talk about the sources of intuitions?

6.1.1. Even if he shows that we cannot calibrate our intuitions, this is not problematic as long as we have no reason to think they are unreliable (have no defeaters)

6.1.2. So Cummins needs to show that we should doubt our intuitions

6.2. Why does Cummins focus on tacit theories as the source of our intuitions?

6.2.1. For each other source, it requires a theory (tacit or explicit) to work

6.2.2. Explicit theories can’t be evidence for themselves

6.2.3. So intuitions better be caused by tacit theories

6.3. Why does Cummins think tacit theories are not a good source of intuitions?
6.3.1. Innate theories would be based on evolution, which is not going to reliably produce true beliefs

6.3.2. Is that plausible?
6.3.3. learning is also not going to produce accurate theories, because it will be guided by effectiveness

6.3.4. What does this mean?  Is it plausible?
6.3.4.1. I think it means that learning is not aimed at producing true theories, but theories that help us survive

6.3.4.2. But I have no idea why he would think this

6.3.4.2.1. Evolution is aimed at producing views which help us survive because evolution is driven purely by survival

6.3.4.2.2. Traits can (basically) spread in a population only if they are more strongly correlated with survival than their negations; that is, if a trait does not help us to survive better than we would otherwise, it will not spread in the population

6.3.4.2.3. So traits tend to be acquired by the species only when correlated with survival

6.3.4.2.4. Learning, however, doesn’t work this way

6.3.4.2.4.1. We can learn all sorts of things which do not help us survive better than the alternative

6.3.4.2.4.2. And, in fact, our learning mechanisms never know whether or not some belief is better correlated with survival than the alternative, because an individual can only believe something or not; since innate beliefs are help by multiple individuals, their survival promoting properties can be “detected” by evolution since there are actual instances of the belief to compare to actual instances of not having the belief

7. Class:  My argument

7.1. Why do I think my argument needs to be made?

7.1.1. Because intuitions can be a good source of data

7.1.2. And in fact they seem ideally suited for helping us with epistemology

7.2. How do I tacitly respond to Cummins’ calibration argument?
7.2.1. we can calibrate intuitions by understanding how they work

7.2.2. this is a version of his source argument, although I think mine is better grounded in psychology

7.3. How does my argument work?
7.4. Is my argument convincing?
