Introduction

We live in a strange and perplexing world. Despite the explosive growth of
knowledge in recent decades, we are confronted by a bewildering array of
contradictory belicfs. We are told that astronomers have made great progress in
understanding the universe in which we live, yet many people still believe in
astrology. Scientists claim that the dinosaurs died out 65 million years ago, yet some
insist that dinosaurs and human beings lived simultaneously. Apollo 11 landed on
the moon in 1969, but it is rumoured in some quarters that the landings were faked
by NASA. A work of art is hailed as a masterpiece by some critics and dismissed as
junk by others. Some people support capital punishment, while others dismiss it as
a vestige of barbarism. Millions of people believe in God, yet atheists insist that
‘God is dead’. Faced with such a confusion of different opinions, how are we to
make sense of things and develop a coherent picture of reality?

Given your school education, you might think of knowledge as a relatively
unproblematic commodity consisting of various facts found in textbooks that have
been proved to be true. But things are not as simple as that. After all, if you had
attended school one hundred or five hundred years ago, you would have learned a
different set of ‘truths’. This suggests that knowledge is not static, but has a history
and changes over time. Yesterday’s revolution in thought becomes today’s common
sense, and today’s common sense may go on to become tomorrow’s superstition. So
what guarantee is there that our current understanding of things is correct? Despite
the intellectual progress of the last five hundred years, future generations may look
back on our much-vaunted achievements and dismiss our science as crude, our arts
as naive, and our ethics as barbaric.

When we consider ourselves from the perspective of the vast reaches of time and
space, further doubts arise. According to cosmologists, the universe has been in
existence for about 15 billion (15,000,000,000) years. f we imagine that huge
amount of time compressed into one year running from January to December, then
the carliest human beings do not appear on the scene until around 10.30 p.m. on 31
December, fire was only domesticated at 11.46 p.m., and the whole recorded history
occupies only the last ten seconds of the cosmic year. Since we have been trying to
make sense of the world in a systematic way for only a minute fraction of time, there
is no guarantee that we have got it right. Furthermore, it turns out that in cosmic
terms we are also pretty small. According to astronomers, there are ten times more
stars in the night sky than grains of sand in all the world’s deserts and beaches. Yl
we flatter ourselves that we have discovered the laws that apply to all times and all
places. Since we are familiar with only a minute fraction of the universe, this sceims
like a huge leap of faith. Perhaps it will turn out that some of the deeper truths aboul
life, the universe and everything are simply beyond human comprehension.

Common sense

Most people do not think that there is a problem of knowledge and they sce
knowledge as nothing more than organised comnion sensc. While there may 1K
something to be said for this view, the trouble is that much of what passes (0F
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common sense consists of little more than vague and untested beliefs that are based
on such things as prejudice, hearsay and blind appeals to authority. Moreover
many things that at first seem obvious to common sense become less and _mmm‘
obvious the closer you look at them.

Yet we need some kind of picture of what the world is like if we are to cope with
it effectively, and common sense at least provides us with a starting point. We all
have what might be called a mental map of reality which includes our ideas of
what is true and what is false, what is reasonable and what is unreasonable, what is
right and what is wrong, etc. Although no one but a fool would tell you .ﬁow:u up
your mental map and abandon your everyday understanding of things, you should
- at least occasionally - be willing to subject it to critical scrutiny.

To illustrate the limitations of our common-sense understanding of things, let us
make an analogy between our mental maps and real geographical maps. Oo:mamn
the map of the world shown below, which is based on what is known as the
Mercator Projection. If you were familiar with this map as you grew up, you may
unthinkingly accept it as true and be unaware of its limitations. ‘

Figure 1.1 The Mercator Projection
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95:; of as many different ways as you can in which the world map shown in
Figure 1.1 is:

a inaccurate

b based on arbitrary conventions

c culturally biased.

2 Do you think it would be possible to make a perfect map of a city? What would

such @ map have to look like? How useful would it be?

Among the weaknesses of the above map are the following:

1 It distorts the relative size of the land masses, so that areas further from the
equator seem larger than they are in reality. The distortion is most apparent
when we compare Greenland to Africa. According to the map they are about
the same size, but in reality Africa is fourteen times bigger than Greenland.

2 It is based on the convention that the northern hemisphere is at the top of
the map and the southern hemisphere at the bottom. Although we are used
to this way of representing things, the reality is, of course, that the world
does not come with a label saying ‘This way up'!

3 The map is eurocentric in that it not only exaggerates the relative size of
Europe, but also puts it in the middle of the map.

Now compare the Mercator Projection with another map of the world, known as
the Hobo-Dyer Equal Area Projection.

P S p— = S 1y

Figure 1.2 Hobo-Dyer Projection

I'his projection accurately reflects the relative sizes of the land masses (although &
distorts thelr shape); it has the southern hemisphere at the top and the northess
hemisphere at the bottom; and it is centred on the Pacific rather than Furope T8
fact that most people find this map disorienting itustrates the geip that abiisss
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ways of thinking have on our minds and how difficult it is to break out of them.

The point of this excursion into maps is to suggest that, like the Mercator
Projection, our common-sense mental maps may give us a distorted picture of
reality. Our ideas and beliefs come from a variety of sources, such as our own
experience, parents, friends, teachers, books and the media, and since we don’t have
time to check up on everything to make sure that it is true, there are likely to be all
kinds of inaccuracies, half-truths and falsehoods woven into our mental maps.
Furthermore, it can be difficult for us to think outside the customs and conventions
with which we are familiar and see that there may be other ways of looking at
things. Finally, there may be all kinds of cultural biases built into our picture of the
world. If you ask an English person to name the greatest writer and greatest scientist
of all time, they will probably say Shakespeare and Newton. If you ask the same
question to an Italian, they are more likely to say Dante and Galileo.

One final point to draw out of this discussion is that, while different maps may
be more or less useful for different purposes, there is no such thing as a perfect map.
A perfect map of a city which included every detail down to the last brick and blade
of grass would have to be drawn on a scale of 1:1. Such a map would, of course, be
useless as a map, and would in any case quickly become out of date. We might call
this the paradox of cartography: if a map is to be useful, then it must of necessity
be imperfect. There will, then, always be a difference between a map and the
underlying territory it describes. To sum up in a well-known slogan that is worth
keeping in mind throughout this book: ‘the map is not the territory’.

1 What relevance do you think the slogan ‘the map is not the territory” has to our
search for knowledge?

2 Look at the painting below by the Belgian surrealist René Magritte (1898-1967)
called The Betrayal of Images (1928-29). What do you think of the title of the
painting? What has this got to do with our discussion?

Leci nest nas une fufe.

Figure 1.3

1 The problem of knowledge




Certainty

If there are problems with our common-sense picture of the world, perhaps we should
abandon our everyday understanding of things and limit ourselves to what is certain.
For it has often been thought that certainty is what distinguishes knowledge from mere
betiet. The idea here is that when you know something you are certain it is true and
have no doubts about it; but when you merely believe it, you may think it is true, but
you are not certain. At first sight, this seems reasonable enough; but when you start to
look crltically at the things we normally claim to know, you may begin to wonder if
any of them are completely certain!

List in order the five things in life that you are most certain of. Compare your list
with someone else’s. Can you come to any agreement?

Consider, for example, the following four statements:

1 I know that Neil Armstrong landed on the moon in 1969.

2 I know that strawberries are red.

3 Iknow that if a is bigger than b and b is bigger than ¢, then a is bigger than c.
4 | know that murder is wrong.

I imagine you would say that all of the above statements are true. But how do you
know? You might say that you know that Neil Armstrong landed on the moon in 1969
because you read it in an encyclopaedia; you know that strawberries are red because
you can see that they are red; you know that if a is bigger than b and b is bigger than c,
then a is bigger than ¢ because you can reason it out; and you know that murder is
wrong because it is intuitively obvious. However, if you ask yourself whether you are
100 per cent certain that these statements are true, doubts may begin to creep in. A
quick look at each of the four ways of knowing - language, perception, reason and
emotion — suggests that they cannot simply be taken at face value.

! Language

Fanguage enables us to acquire knowledge from other people, and we claim to

know a great many things because we have been told them or we have read them
somewhere. However, the authority of other people is not always a reliable source of
knowledge, and even the so-called experts sometimes ‘get it wrong'. If you arc Into
conspiracy theories, you might ask how we can be sure that the alleged American
moon landings were not an elaborate CIA-inspired hoax.

2 Perception

Much of our knowledge is based on personal experience, but our senses somethines
decetve us. For example, if you are colour blind, you might not sce strawberries 45
ret. We shall have more to say about this in Chapter 4. For the time being, you
might like to conslder Figure 1.4,
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Figure 1.4

Believe it or not, the two table tops above are exactly the same shape and size. This
suggests that we should not blindly trust our perception and assume that it gives
us certainty.

3 Reason

Statement 3 above might seem less open to doubt than the others, and some
philosophers have claimed that reason gives us greater certainty than perception. In
practice, however, people do not seem to be very good at abstract reasoning and they
are liable to make all kinds of errors. To illustrate, assuming that some dentists are
drunkards and no cyclists are drunkards, does it follow that some cyclists are dentists?
The answer is that it does not — but we may well struggle to see that this is true.

4 Emotion

Some of the things that we claim to know strike us as intuitively obvious or are
based on our gut feelings. The trouble is that what is intuitively obvious to me may
not be intuitively obvious to you, and gut feelings are far from being a sure guide to
the truth. You only have to consider debates about such things as abortion or
capital punishment to sce the extent to which people may have conflicting
intuitions on important issues. And it would surely be arrogant simply to assume
that my intuitions are right and yours are wrong. Emotions may provide us with
the energy to pursue knowledge, but it is far from clear that they are infallible
guides to the truth.

Radical doubt

So far, we have raised some preliminary doubts about knowledge that is derived
from language, perception, reason and emotion. But, following the French
philosopher René Descartes (1596-1650), there is perhaps one statement that you
think is absolutely certain — namely that ‘I exist’. Surely that is something that
cannot sensibly be doubted?
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Well, If pushed, T might say that 1 am not even sure about that! In the movie The
Trinnen Show o character called Truman Burbank lives on an island called Seahaven
and leads an apparently ordinary life. As the movie progresses, we learn that
Truman's entlre Hie Is being filimed 24 hours a day and broadcast live on TV, and
that his wife, famlly, friends and acquaintances are all paid actors. Truman himself
is unaware of thls and he mistakes his illusory world for reality. So how can you be
certaln that you are not living a Truman-Show-type life and that the people around
you ar¢ not shinply actors? Some philosophers have even speculated that the whole
of 1ife might be a dream. Perhaps you will awake in a few minutes and realise that
you have heen having the strangest dream in which you were a creature called a
human belng, living on a planet called Earth. Although such a radical supposition
does not prove that you do not exist, it does suggest that your life might be
completely different from what you thought.

1 Do you think it is seriously possible that you could be dreaming right now?
2 Do you think that some areas of knowledge are more certain than others?

Relativism

Sometimes people react to this lack of certainty by swinging to the opposite
cxtreme and embracing a position known as relativism. According to relativism,
there is no such thing as absolute truth that exists in an objective way independent
of what anyone happens to believe is true. Instead, truth is relative and may be
different for different individuals or for different cultures. So rather than say that
something is true or false in an unqualified way, the most we can do is say that it is
‘true for me’ or ‘false for you'. Since there are no grounds for saying that one
opinion is better than another, we must therefore conclude that all points of view
are of equal value.

Since there are disputed questions in all areas of knowledge, relativism might at
first seem an attractive position. Rather than insist that I am right and you are
wrong, it is surely more attractive to say that one and the same knowledge claim
can be true tfor me and false for you?

Despite its attractions, relativism leads to as many difficulties as equating

for the child’. For, no matter
what the child believes, Santa
Claus does not in fact exist.

The fact that we take seriously
the idea that someone might be
wrong in their beliefs suggests
that relativism is false. Indeed, it
could be argued that the
statement ‘All truth is relative’ is
self-contradictory. For if we ask
ourselves about the status of the
statement itself, we seem to run
into difficulties — as can be seen
from the dialogue in Figure 1.5.
On the one hand, if it is
absolutely true that all truth is
relative, then there is at least one
absolute truth — namely the truth
that all truth is relative. On the
other hand, if it is only relatively
true that all truth is relative, then
if a consistent relativist meets
someone who says ‘It is not true
for me that all truth is relative’,
they are hardly in a position to
argue with them.

‘All truth is
relative.

)
‘I guess not

because | said
that all truth is
relative.

()

‘Yes!’

‘Hang on! | need
to think about
this...’

Y Y

‘Really? Is
that true?’

T T
‘Absolutely true?’

q

T —
‘So the statement

“All truth is relative”
is only relatively

L true! Right?’

o T TE
‘So it could be
true for you and

ﬁ not true for me?’

Figure 1.5 The dialogue of relativism

Read the dialogue taken from a novel White Noise by Don Delillo (see Reading
resources, page 19). What doubts does Heinrich cast on his father’s claim that it is
raining? Which, if any, of these doubts do you think are reasonable?

What should we believe?

We have seen that neither common sense, nor certainty, nor relativism can give us
a quick solution to the problem of knowledge. So what should we believe? There is
no simple answer to this question, and TOK is, in any case, more concerned with
how you believe something than with what you believe. Whatever you believe, you
should, for example, try to support your beliefs with evidence and be able to
consider and respond to criticisms of your views.

knowledge with certainty. Consider the question of whether or not the earth Is
round. According to a relativist we would have to say it is true for me and false (or o
mcember of the flat-earth society. But surely there is an objective fact of the matter
independent of what I or anyone else may happen to think? After all, the carth
cannot be both round and flat. In view of this, I think that what people reatly mean
wlien they say that something is ‘true for them’ is that they beficve 1t is true. Yon
ire, of course, entitled to believe what you like, but the mere fact that you belleve
that something is true doesn’t mean that it actually is true. A young chllcd might
belleve that Santa Claus exists, but it only confuses the issuc to say that 101§ "G

Knowers and knowing 1 The problem of knowledge 11




12

The role of judgement

Since we live in a world in which there are few black and white certainties, you will
probably have to rely more on judgement than proof in deciding what to believe.
One important aspect of good judgement is the ability to balance scepticism with
open-mindedness. Take the claim that aliens have visited the earth at some time in
the past - something which opinion polls suggest is believed by around one-third of
Americans. We should be sceptical enough to question some of the flimsy evidence
that has been put forward to support this claim, but open-minded enough to allow
that it is possible that a technologically advanced civilisation may have evolved and
sent envoys to our planet. We must then engage in the difficult task of assessing the
halance of evidence and coming to a provisional conclusion.

‘The great marketplace of beliefs in the so-called information age is, of course, the
Internet. Surfing around, you can quickly find websites devoted not only to a whole
range of academic subjects, but also to a dizzying array of paranormal phenomena,
conspiracy theories and urban legends. Since we live in a credulous age, we should
cultivate a healthy scepticism as an antidote to intellectual - and financial -
gullibility. (If you are too gullible, you will find plenty of charlatans and hucksters
out there who will be only too willing to relieve you of your money.)

The danger of gullibility

Now, you may personally believe in some or other paranormal phenomenon or
conspiracy theory, and at some point it may even be shown to be true. However, no
one is willing to believe everything they read on the Internet, and we all have limits
beyond which we conclude that a belief is absurd. I very much doubt that you
would take seriously any of the following headlines from the Weekly World News,
which styles itself as ‘America’s wildest and zaniest supermarket tabloid’:

‘Amazing New Proof of Life After Death’ (11 January 1999)

‘Faith Healer Cures Sick Pets with the Power of Prayer’ (13 August 1999)

‘US Scientists Bring Mummy Back to Life’ (27 August 1999)

‘Washington Think Tanks are Riddled with Space Aliens’ (1 October 1999)
‘First Marriage Between Human and Space Alien Still Going Strong'’

{8 October 1999)

‘Dog Reincarnation: Five Ways to Tell if Your Dog was a Human in a Past | ife!
(12 November 1999)

“fop Psychic Warns: Hitler is Coming Back’ (21 January 2000)

“I'op Scientist says Sicko Space Aliens are Stealing Our Women and Turning them
into Prostitutes’ (6 April 2000)

‘Your Dead Pet’s Ghost May be Peeing on Your Carpet’ (16 May 2000)

The danger of scepticism

Despite the above comments, there is also a danger in belng too sceptical; for yom
may then close your mind to new ideas that chalenge the conventional wisies
Ihere are many examples of ideas that were ridiculed when they first appeaisiins
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were later shown to be true. For example, until the early nineteenth century,
scientists dismissed the idea that stones could fall from the sky as superstition; but
we now take the existence of meteorites for granted. Similarly, when Alfred Wegener
(1880-1930) suggested the theory of continental drift in 1912, it was rejected by his
contemporaries; but it was resurrected in the 1960s as part of the theory of plate
tectonics. The moral of the tale is that just because an idea does not fit our currently
accepted theories does not necessarily mean that it is wrong. For it is always possible
that it is our theories that need to be changed. Thus if we are too sceptical the
danger is that intellectual progress will grind to a halt and knowledge stagnate.

So we need to find a balance between being open to new ideas that challenge our
current way of thinking, and keeping in mind that human beings are credulous animals
who are sometimes willing to believe strange things on the basis of slender evidence.

- ‘ F
“For goodness sake, man, SNAP OUT OF IT...I!! We’re NOT aliens from outer
space!! We're PIXIES! from your GARDEN..!! IS THAT SO DIFFICULT TO
UNDERSTAND...2!1?”
Figure 1.6

o Comment on the following quotation, and explain why you either agree or

disagree with it:

‘My view is that there is such a thing as being too open-minded. | am not open-
minded about the earth being flat, about whether Hitler is alive today, about
claims by people to have squared the circle, or to have proven special relativity
wrong. | am also not open-minded with respect to the paranormal. And | think it is
wrong to be open-minded with respect to these things, just as | think it is wrong
to be open-minded about whether or not the Nazis killed six million Jews in World
War 11" [Douglas Hofstadter)
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Reasonable knowledge

In trying to dctermine whether or not a knowledge claim is reasonable, two
pretiminary criteria may serve as useful guides: (1) evidence and (2) coherence.

1 Evidence

For a belief to be reasonable there should be some positive evidence in support of it.
Imagine somcone claiming that there are little green men living on Mars. When
you challenge them to support their belief, they say ‘Well, you can’t prove that
there aren’t.” This is a bad argument because the person has given no positive
evidence to support their belief; and although it is difficult to prove that there are
definitely not little green men on Mars, this simply reflects the fact that it is always
difficult to prove a negative. The fact that you can’t prove that something isn’t true
does nothing to show that it is true. The fallacy of thinking that it does is called
argument ad ignorantiam.

e 1 Which of the following is an example of argument ad ignorantiam?

a Since many people claim to have seen ghosts, it is likely that they exist.
b Many members of the Society for the Paranormal believe in ghosts.

¢ Ghosts must exist because no one has proved that they do not.

d it is true for me that ghosts exist.

2 Make up three examples of your own to illustrate the fallacy of argument
ad ignorantiam.

3 How would you go about trying to prove that a species has become extinct?
What has this got to do with our discussion?

We should look not only for evidence in favour of our beliefs, but also for evidence
that would count against them. For, according to psychologists, we have a
disturbing tendency, known as confirmation bias, to notice only evidence that
supports our beliefs. For example, if you believe in astrology, you will tend to notice
the times your horoscope is right and overlook the times it is wrong. To counter
this tendency, you should keep a record not only of how often the horoscope is
right but also of how often it is wrong. ’

2 Coherence

A second criterion for deciding whether or not a belief is reasonable is whether It
coheres, or fits in, with our current understanding of things. Despite appearances, |
don’t think that this criterion contradicts what we said earlier about the need 0
question common sense. When it comes to examining our beliefs, our positlon 15
like that of a sailor who has to rebuild his ship while still at sea. It he dismanthes Hi
ship completely and tries to rebuild it from scratch, he will drown. FlIs only opiis i
to rebuild it picce by piece. Similarly, we cannot cast doubt on atl of our bellefs &8
the same time. The best we can do is examine them one at a time agalnst thy
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background of our other beliefs. If we don’t want to drown, there is simply no other
way to proceed.

What this criterion implies is that, although we should be open to new ideas, the
more unlikely something is relative to the current state of knowledge, the stronger
the evidence in its favour should be before we take it seriously. Consider, for
example, the claims of people such as Uri Geller - ‘the world’s most famous
paranormalist’ — to be able to bend spoons using only mental energy. Given our
current knowledge of the way the world works, it seems unlikely that a spoon can
be bent through non-physical means simply by focusing one’s mind on it. So before
accepting such a belief we should demand good evidence in support of it. As far as I
know, no such evidence currently exists.

o 1 According to the astronomer Carl Sagan (1934-96), ‘extraordinary claims require

extraordinary evidence’. Explain what he meant by this. Do you agree?

2 Explain, with reasons, which of the following statements you think is less likely
to be true.
a The Loch Ness monster exists.
b Some mystics are able to levitate.

3 In a book entitled The Appalling Fraud (L ‘effroyable imposture), the French
author Thierry Meyssan makes the extraordinary claim that a passenger jet did
not hit the Pentagon on 11 September 2001, and that the explosion was instead
caused by a truck load of explosives. Using the criterion mentioned above, how
much evidence would you need in order to be convinced of the truth of
Meyssan’s claim?

Who cares?

At this point, you might ask whether it really matters what we believe. We may laugh
at some of the crazy ideas people hold, but what harm do they do? Don't people have
the right to believe what they like? I am as in favour of freedom of belief as the next
person, but I think it matters what you believe; and although it may sound
undemocratic I think some beliefs are more worthy of respect than others.

One reason why your beliefs and opinions matter is that they are an important -
perhaps defining - part of who you are as a person. So if you want to be something
more than a ‘second-hand self’ who mindlessly repeats the opinions of other
people, you need to make your beliefs and opinions genuinely your own by
subjecting them to critical scrutiny. Socrates (470-399 BCE) once famously said that
‘The unexamined life is not worth living.” Although it would make little sense to be
constantly examining your beliefs, I think that if you never examine them you end
up leading a life that is not genuinely your own.

A second reason why beliefs matter is that people’s beliefs affect their actions;
and, in some cases at least, beliefs can literally be a matter of life and death. For
example, between the fifteenth and seventeenth centuries in Europe, an estimated
half a million people were burnt to death because they were believed to be guilty of
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the ‘crime’ of witchcraft, Fortunately, we no longer burn people to death for
witcheraft; but there is no shortage of dangerous and misguided beliefs in
circulation. Here are two examples:

1 A former chief executive of Philip Morris once claimed that cigarettes are no
more addictive than gummy bears candy. But the statistical evidence suggests
that every cigarette you smoke shortens your life by about the amount of
time it takes to smoke it.

2 In 1997, the leader of an American religious cult called ‘Heaven’s Gate’
persuaded his followers that if they ‘shed their bodies’ they would be beamed
on board a spaceship behind the Hale-Bopp comet and taken to a new world.
39 people committed suicide as a result.

B

1 Do you think we should respect the beliefs of a racist or sexist person?
Give reasons.

2 Find some examples of beliefs that you think are both misguided and dangerous.

The French philosopher Voltaire (1694-1778) once said that ‘People who believe
absurdities will commit atrocities.” Although most people who hold eccentric beliefs
show no interest in massacring their neighbours, I think there is an element of
truth in Voltaire’s comment. A society in which ‘anything goes’ is a fertile breeding
ground for fanatics and extremists of all kinds. Some historians have observed that
the rise of Hitler in Germany was accompanied by a growing interest in various
kinds of pseudo-science. The psychologist Viktor Frankl (1905-97), who was a
survivor of a Nazi concentration camp, sees a direct link between the two: ‘I am
absolutely convinced that the gas chambers of Auschwitz, Treblinka, and Maidanek
were ultimately prepared not in some ministry or other in Berlin, but rather at the
desks and in the lecture halls of nihilistic scientists and philosophers.’ If there is any
truth in this claim, then each of us has the responsibility, at least occasionally, to
take a critical look at our own beliefs and prejudices.

Conclusion

At the beginning of this chapter, we saw that it is difficult to form a coherent
picture of reality in the modern world. The way we see the world is shaped by our
history, and by culture and psychology; and since in cosmic terms we have not
been around very long, we may wonder if we have any privileged access to the
truth. We then looked at three possible solutions to the problem of knowledge
common sense, certainty and relativism — and we saw that none ot them Is entlicly
adequate. Since the problem of knowledge has no easy solution we must usg Ouf
judgement in trying to decide what to believe.

I hope that at this stage you will agree that there is a problem ol knowledge sl that
it is worth spending some time thinking about it. What we now nced 1o do 15 sk i)
more detail at what we mean by the word ‘knowledge’. That is the task of Chapies *
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* The world is a confusing place in which we find a bewildering variety of
different opinions.

* Our common-sense picture of reality probably contains inaccuracies and biases
that we are not aware of.

* We acquire knowledge about the world through language, perception, reason
and emotion, but none of these ways of knowing can give us certainty.

® According to relativism, truth is relative to the individual; but the fact that we
take seriously the idea that someone may be wrong in their beliefs suggests
that relativism is false.

® Since there are few black and white certainties in the world, we have to rely
more on judgement.

* An important aspect of good judgement is finding the right balance between
scepticism and open-mindedness.

* Two preliminary criteria for deciding whether a knowledge claim is plausible
are evidence and coherence.

© Since we are what we believe and our beliefs affect our actions, if we want to
be authentic and responsible we should occasionally subject our beliefs to
critical scrutiny.

Terms to remember

argument ad ignorantiom mental map

certainty open-mindedness
coherence paradox of cartography
common sense paranormal phenomena
confirmation bias relativism

msa.g.s scepticism

gullibility ways of knowing
judgement

Further reading

André Comte-Sponville, The Little Book of Philosophy (Heinemann, 2004), Chapter 5:
‘Knowledge’. A beautifully written chapter on knowledge, scepticism and certainty. Since
it is written by a philosopher, it is quite challenging, but it is worth reading, thinking
about, and then reading again!

Carl Sagan, The Demon Haunted World (Ballantine, 1997). This classic text written from
a scientific and sceptical point of view contains many thought-provoking chapters. Try
Chapter 12, ‘The Fine Art of Baloney Detection’, Chapter 17, ‘The Marriage of Skepticism
and Wonder’, and Chapter 19, ‘No Such Thing as a Dumb Question’.
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& Reading Resources

SCIENCE’S FINEST HOUR

The following dialogue is taken from a novel called White Noise by Don DelLillo.
A father is driving his 14-year-old son, Heinrich, to school. Heinrich begins the
conversation.

Linking Questions

PERCEPTION
How trustworthy are
our senses?

LANGUAGE REASON

18

Does some knowledge
lie beyond language?

RELIGION
Can we know what the
meaning of life is?

THE ARTS
Do the arts give us
knowledge?

HISTORY
Can history be
unbiased?

Knowers and knowing

HUMAN SCIENCES
Can human behaviour
be predicted?

How can we justify
logic?

EMOTION
How reliable are our
feelings and emotions?

NATURAL SCIENCES
How certain is
scientific knowledgo?

‘It's going to rain tonight.’

‘It’s raining now’, I said.

‘The radio said tonight.’ ...

‘Look at the windshield’, I said. ‘Is that rain or isn’t it?’

‘I'm only telling you what they said.’

‘Just because it’s on the radio doesn’t mean we have to suspend belief in the
evidence of our senses.’

‘Our senses? Our senses are wrong a lot more often than they’re right. This
has been proved in the laboratory. Don’t you know about all those theorems
that say nothing is what it seems? There's no past, present or future outside our
own mind. The so-called laws of motion are a big hoax. Even sound can trick
the mind. Just because you don’t hear a sound doesn’t mean it’s not out there.
Dogs can hear it. Other animals. And I'm sure there are sounds even dogs can’t

hear. But they exist in the air, in waves. Maybe they never stop. High, high,
Some MATHEMATICS high-pitched. Coming from somewhere.’
Are <m_ﬂ.m_._n_vmwoz<m or problems be—py{ How does mathematics ‘Is it raining’, I said, ‘or isn't it?’
subjective? of relate to the world? ‘I wouldn’t want to have to say.’
knowledge ‘What if someone held a gun to your head?’
‘Who, you?’

‘Someone. A man in a trenchcoat and smoky glasses. He holds a gun to your
head and he says, “Is it raining or isn’t it? All you have to do is tell the truth
and I'll put away my gun and take the next flight out of here.”

‘What truth does he want? Does he want the truth of someone traveling at
almost the speed of light in another galaxy? Does he want the truth of someone
in orbit around a neutron star? Maybe if these people could see us through a
telescope we might look like we were two feet two inches tall and it might be
raining yesterday instead of today.’

‘He’s holding the gun to your head. He wants your truth.’

‘What good is my truth? My truth means nothing. What if this guy with a
gun comes from a planet in a whole different solar system? What we call rain he
calls soap. What we call apples he calls rain. So what am I supposed to tell him?’

‘His name is Frank J. Smalley and he comes from St Louis.’

‘He wants to know if it's raining now, at this very minute?’

‘Here and now. That'’s right.’

1 The problem of knowledge
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‘Is there such a thing as now? “Now"” comes and goes as soon as you say it.
How can I say it’s raining now if your so-called “now” becomes “then” as soon
as I say it?’

‘You said there was no past, present, or future.’

‘Only in our verbs. That’s the only place we find it.’

‘Rain is a noun. Is there rain here, in this precise locality, at whatever time
within the next two minutes, that you choose to respond to the question?’

‘If you want to tatk about this precise locality while you're in a vehicle that’s
obviously moving, then 1 think that’s the trouble with this discussion.’

‘Just give me an answer, okay, Heinrich?’

‘The best | could do is make a guess.’

‘Either it's raining or it isn’t’, 1 said.

‘Exactly. That's my whole point. You’d be guessing. Six of one, half dozen of
the other.’

‘But you see it's raining.’

‘You see the sun moving across the sky. But is the sun moving across the sky
or is the earth turning?’

‘I don't accept the analogy.’

‘You're so sure that’s rain. How do you know it’s not sulfuric acid from
factories across the river? How do you know it’s not fallout from a war in
China? You want an answer here and now. Can you prove, here and now, that
this stuff is rain? How do I know that what you call rain is really rain? What is
rain anyway?’

‘It’s the stuff that falls from the sky and gets you what is called wet.’

‘I'm not wet. Are you wet?

‘All right’, 1 said. ‘Very good.’

‘No, seriously, are you wet?’

‘First-rate’, I told him. ‘A victory for uncertainty, randomness and chaos.
Science’s finest hour.’

‘Be sarcastic.’

‘The sophists and the hairsplitters enjoy their finest hour.’

‘Go ahead, be sarcastic, I don't care.’

THE UNCERTAINTY OF KNOWLEDGE

According to this article, written in 1987 by Edward Harrison, a professor of physics
and astronomy at the University of Massachusetts, contemporary scientists stand no
closer to the ultimate ‘truths’ than their forebears did.

Knowers and knowing

erhaps you have noticed that

few people are speechless when

it comes to answering the
burning questions. The person
without answers is a nobody. In our
writings, lectures, conversations and
pronouncements over the dining
table we tell one another that life
would be much better if only people
were more educated, had more faith
in religion, devoted greater effort to
the cure of diseases, supported more
vigorously social reform, dieted,
exercised more, flossed their teeth
and voted for this or that political
party. On every side can be heard the
clamour of voices claiming to know
what must be believed and what
must be done.

With a sigh of relief we escape
from this confusion of beliefs into
the quietness and certainty of the
natural sciences. Here, in this lofty
museum of secure knowledge... may
be found the right answers on
display for all to see and examine.
Exhibits and working models reveal
the truth with the utmost clarity.
Some of the latest exhibits, naturally,
are not quite ready for public view
and require finishing touches. Some
display cases - but not many - still
remain empty: but judging by the
activity around them, they will not
stay empty for long. Soon the
screens will be pulled aside,
unveiling to the public view answers
that will explain what the Universe
is all about.

Visitors come away feeling
convinced that the end of the search
for knowledge in the natural sciences
is now in sight. The final pieces in

the cosmic jigsaw puzzle are about to
take their place. Even the staff seem
convinced. One or two subatomic
particles remain to be tracked down,
a few items - such as quantising
gravity to make us universally wise
and controlling DNA to make us
physiologically perfect - remain to
be developed, and then everything
fundamental, genuinely worth
knowing, will be revealed for us to
see, as it was, is and will be, forever
and ever, amen.

Confronted with this inspiring
challenge, the humanities, arts,
social sciences and professions, not
relishing the idea of being left far
behind, are hastening to make their
own contributions to the wisdom of
the 20th century. At last, after
groping our way in the darkness for
millennia, we see light at the end of
the tunnel.

It all sounds terribly familiar. The
pages of history are covered with
equivalent certainties and crystalline
clarities. Yet all have vanished into
thin air like the celestial-angelic
spheres of medieval astronomy and
the luminiferous ether of Victorian
physics. Human beings of all
societies in all periods of history
believe that their ideas on the nature
of the real world are the most secure,
and that their ideas on religion,
ethics and justice are the most
enlightened. Like us, they think that
final knowledge is at last within
reach. Like us, they pity the people
in earlier ages for not knowing the
true facts. Unfailingly, human beings
pity their ancestors for being so
ignorant and forget that their
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descendants will pity them for the
same reason.

Light always gleams ahead. The
end to the search for true knowledge
always looms in sight. The one
invariant characteristic of rational
inquiry is the imminence of final
knowledge.

Dare I say - contrary to the
popular belief - that secure
knowledge can never be found? That
our boundless ignorance explains
why we feel so confident of success
in bounded knowledge? That each
discovery creates in the long run
more mystery than it solves? That we
stand no closer to the ultimate
‘truths’ than did our forebears? And
that we are no better intellectually
and morally than the people who
lived a thousand and even ten
thousand years ago?

We have this overwhelming belief
that we are rapidly filling in the
detail of the cosmic picture.
Unfortunately, the picture keeps
changing. One landscape with
figures melts away and a new
landscape with figures emerges

requiring fresh paintwork. The
picture keeps growing bigger and we
cannot help occasionally noticing
how gaps on the canvas are
spreading faster than dabs of paint.

Let me say how I view the
uncertainty of knowledge.
Knowledge must forever change
otherwise it withers. The quest for
knowledge is endless and its greatest
joy is constant surprise. We forever
reshape the scheme of things nearer
to the heart’s desire. Permanent
enlightenment cannot be secured by
bringing down from the
mountaintop infallible laws engraved
in stone. We project our desires and
figure our designs on the face of the
inscrutable, and the inscrutable,
which includes us, seems patient of
endless interpretation. We represent
reality seeking to understand itself.

I feel liberated by this philosophy.
[ find comfort in the thought that
the creative mind fashions the world
in which we live. For it means that
the mind and reality are more
profound than we normally suppose.

Knowers and knowing
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The nature of knowledge _

‘A man with only one theory is a lost man.’
BERTOLT BRECHT, 1898-1956

‘The will to a system is a lack of integrity.’
FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE, 1844-1900

‘Science is the belief in the ignorance of experts.’
RicHARD FEYNMAN, 1918-88

‘Knowledge is the small part of ignorance that we arrange and classify.’
AMBROSE BIERCE, 1842-1914

‘Man is a credulous animal, and must believe something; in the absence of
good grounds for belief, he will be satisfied with bad ones.’
BERTRAND RusSELL, 1872-1970 _

‘We must rise above the obsession with quantity of information and speed of |
transmission, and recognize that the key issue for us is our ability to organize this
information once it has been amassed — to assimilate it, find meaning in it.’

GREGORIAN VARTAN, 1934-

‘Information is acquired by being told, whereas knowledge can be acquired
by thinking.’ FRrITZ MACHLUF, 1902-83

‘It is the mark of an educated man to look for precision in each class of
things just so far as the nature of the subject admits; it is evidently foolish
to accept probable reasoning from a mathematician and to demand from a
rhetorician scientific proofs.’ ARISTOTLE, 384-322 BCE

‘The average man'’s opinions are much less foolish than they would be if he
thought for himself.’ BERTRAND RUSSELL, 1872-1970

‘If S0 million people say a foolish thing, it is still a foolish thing.’
ANATOLE FRANCE, 1844-1924

‘If the world should blow itself up, the last audible voice would be that
of an expert saying it can’t be done.’ PETER UsTINOV, 1921-2004

‘Knowledge is of two kinds. We know a subject ourselves, or we know
where we can find information upon it.’ SAMUEL JOHNSON, 1709-84

‘The more connections and interconnections we ascertain, the more we
know the object in question.’ Jonn DEWEY, 1859-1952




