Epistemology

Research is generally thought of as a basis for making ‘knowledge-claims’.

Epistemology is the study of the nature of knowledge, how it is defined, what can be known, and what are its limits

A major issue in Classical Philosophy

Plato – concerned about criteria for distinguishing knowledge from opinion/belief

Knowledge should be true, certain, unchanging whereas belief, perception and opinion are changing, uncertain and depend upon perspective

Rene Descartes - Rationalism as epistemology

Published the Discourse on Method in 1637 (anonymously) as a preface to a treatise on mathematics and geometry

· sets out his rationalist method of working, knowledge based on mathematical methods

· written against the background of the upheaval and scepticism of mid 16th Century religious and philosophical thought and the Church response – Galileo. 

Rationalist methods for knowledge claims 

From Discourse 2

“These long chains of reasoning, quite simple and easy, which geometers are accustomed to using to teach their most difficult demonstrations had given me cause to imagine that everything which can be encompassed by man’s knowledge is linked in the same way, and that provided only that one refrains from accepting any for true which is not true, and that one always keeps to the right order for one thing to be deduced from that which precedes it, there can be nothing so distant that one does not reach it eventually, or so hidden that one cannot discover it”.
Cartesian doubt

From Discourse 3

“I resolved to pretend that nothing which had ever entered my mind was any more true than the illusions of my dreams.”

Cartesian Foundations

· His own existence as a thinking being

· God’s existence

“reason does not dictate that what we see or imagine thus is true, but it does tell that all our ideas and notions must have some basis in truth, for it would not be possible that God, who is all perfect and true, should have put them in us unless it were so.”

· God would not deceive us, therefore our faculties must be reliable.

 Hume “to have recourse to the veracity of the Supreme Being in order to prove the veracity of our senses is surely making a very unexpected circuit”.

Legacy of Cartesian Rationalism
Dualism: Descartes starting point was to discover the certainty of his own subjective mental life and his own existence as a ‘thinking thing’, this starting point created a set of dualisms that have affected the development of western philosophy: mind and body, idealism and materialism, and of subject and object.

Descartes’ method of extending knowledge by deducing the consequences of principles and axioms that can be observed in experience (Mathematics, Economics)

Belief that scientific theories can reach beyond empirical regularities to discover ‘necessary’ causal connections between observed events (Realism).

John Locke - Empiricism as a naturalist epistemology

Born 1632, interested in medicine and chemistry – friend of Robert Boyle and later of Isaac Newton - influenced by the inductive reasoning based on observation and experiment that he witnessed.

Published An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1689/90).  

His purpose was “to examine our own abilities and see what objects our understandings were or were not fitted to deal with” 

The basis for all knowledge must be grounded in experience.  He starts by denying any innate ideas – all our ideas must be derived from experience, the mind at birth is like ‘white paper’.

Since the mind, in all its thoughts and reasonings, hath no other immediate object but its own ideas, which it alone does or can contemplate, it is evident that our knowledge is only conversant about them.

Reason has a role in manipulating and organising the ideas obtained from experience but adds nothing except judgement.

Knowledge then seems to me to be nothing but the perception of the connexion and agreement, or disagreement and repugnancy, of any of our ideas. In this alone it consists. Where this perception is, there is knowledge; and where it is not, there, though we may fancy, guess, or believe, yet we always come short of knowledge.  For when we know that white is not black, what do we else but perceive that these two ideas do not agree ? 

Empiricism and scepticism

Locke - “mind perceives nothing but its own ideas” - the existence of a real world with real objects and real people in it is not given by our sensory experience alone.  

A persistent sceptic is able to show that empiricism cannot be a foundation for knowledge since it cannot convincingly demonstrate the existence of other minds or other bodies.

Problem of induction and the meaning of general laws

Induction – the process of reasoning that takes us from empirical observations to more general empirical conclusions (scientific laws)

Hume pointed out that belief in induction appears to rest upon the unsupported and distinctly unempirical assumption that nature is uniform

Science and knowledge 

17th Century Enlightenment advances in science “nature is knowable through human experience” gave rise to an empiricist, naturalist and materialist epistemology.

Scientific language provides an objective point of view, the language of the world

 
Objectivity

Ontology

Science as the basis for all knowledge claims

Scientific theory is invented to provide plausible explanations of observed regularities.

Empiricists are sceptical about whether we can know if these theories are true or not – only that they are consistent with our experience.  

Rationalists and realists are more likely to argue that theories can be true

Kant’s great attempt to unify empirical and rationalist epistemology was to stress that the categories we use to organise experience are not given in experience (time, space, external bodies, cause) therefore they must be furnished by the mind.

Positivism as Epistemology

1. We acquire our knowledge from our sensory experience of the world and our interaction with it (empiricism).

2. Knowledge-claims are only possible about objects that can be observed (ontology).

3. Any genuine knowledge-claim is testable by experience (through observation or experiment).

4. Objectivity rests on a clear separation of testable (factual) statements from theory or values.

5. Empirical science can and should be extended to the study of human mental and social life, to establish these disciplines as social sciences (positivism)

6. Empirical science is valued as the highest or even the only genuine form of knowledge (scientism).
Popper - associated with the positivists of the Vienna Circle, he shared their hostility to metaphysics and enthusiasm for naturalism, but did not agree with their emphasis on meaning and verificationism 
His best known, and first, book Logik der Forschung was published in 1939, and it addresses the problem of induction
Popper compelling puts the case that scientific theorising based on the inductive generalisation from observation of numerous cases is insupportable 

Instead he substitutes an epistemology based on falsification, that starts with imaginative hypothesising following by a rigorous testing of the hypothesis against the ‘tribunal of experience’ through experimentation – a hypothesis that survives the ordeal of falsification is corroborated but not proven

· The idea of falsifications was quickly taken 

WVO Quine - his most famous paper “Two dogmas of Empiricism” published in 1953, finally dismantled empiricist/rationalist foundations for knowledge.

Quine argued that a single scientific statement or hypothesis cannot be tested against experience individually in an atomistic way:

First, because there is no clear demarcation between theory statements and empirical statements

Second, because we could retain any hypothesis, come what may, even if it did not appear to fit with our experience by making modifications elsewhere in our system of beliefs

This view is sometimes called the holism thesis or the ‘web of belief’

Thomas Kuhn - educated at Harvard and worked as a physicist

Published his seminal work The Structure of Scientific Revolutions in 1962

He proposed the idea of normal science where the work within a particular scientific discipline was governed by a relatively stable and widely accepted set of theories and practices that he termed a paradigm. 

In time, internal inconsistencies between empirical observation data and the accepted theories in the paradigm become apparent and the established paradigm is overthrown and there is a period of competition and anarchy before a new paradigm is adopted.

Kuhn accepted that the idea implied that science may not be rational – paradigm switches may be the result of political power, cultural values, etc.  

He also supported a thesis of incommensurability – that changes in scientific terminology and practices that occur following a paradigm change mean that we cannot compare paradigms, 

However, he denied that it supported a relativistic conclusion that any theory was as good as any other
















