Matthew Beltz

Take-Home Exam #3

Part II


And it all comes down to this, my last paper of the year.  I’d like to start out with a quote I believe is Walt Whitman’s, “Do I contradict myself?  Very well then, I contradict myself.  I am complex; I contain multiples.”  Contradiction seems to be a human condition.  Let’s face it, we don’t think everything through, and we are not good at synthesizing our various, random thoughts.  With that in mind, I will try to provide for you, as well as myself, a comprehensive vision of my epistemology.  


I began this class thinking mostly that we have little if any actual knowledge.  I still believe this.  I consider knowledge to be something that is infallible, indubitable.  These would probably include mathematical and logic truths.  It may include cogito, ergo sum, but my hero David Hume seems to think otherwise so I am “suspending judgment.”  In my opinion, making a claim of Knowledge is an extremely strong statement with many dangerous consequences.


I would say I am skeptical, but perhaps not a skeptic.  I think one has to be honest and admit that one does not have infallible evidence for most things we claim to know.  But I also realize it is both impossible and impractical to doubt everything.  As the cliché goes, “If you don’t stand for something, you’ll fall for anything.”  I suppose one could stand for skepticism, but it doesn’t work for me.  Even Sextus had to believe he had feet (so that he’d put his sandals on) and that he needed food (so he would eat).  I think the idea of “suspending judgment” works very well when the decision is not forced, as James would say.  But I am forced to at least temporarily believe in this keyboard as I type.  I wouldn’t say I know this keyboard exists, I don’t feel I have sufficient evidence, but I do believe this keyboard exists.  We’ll look at this more in conjunction with volition.


A central belief for me is that everyone perceives the world differently through their varying perceptions.  I can only know the world through my eyes, my ears, and my senses.  Moreover, no one has had the same past experiences as me; past experiences that influence the way I view the world in the present.  I think this view closely resembles phenomenology in that I feel the only thing I can know about the world is what appears to me.  Like Kant, however, I am interested in the “thing-in-itself.”  I understand that it is somewhat contradictory to ask questions about something accepted as unknowable, but I think Kant says something here that is important.  Phenomenology states that the appearances are “real,” and I agree that they are “real to me.”  But I don’t want to say they are real for everyone.  I think phenomenology carries a certain objectivity about the world, I prefer Kant who seems to say that the world as we perceive it is not necessarily how the world really is.  


On your little handout you ask for me to discuss the Gettier problem.  I don’t think it is so much of a big deal.  The Gettier problem is just yet another example that shows what we think we know, we don’t really know.  The truth is elusive.  Knowledge, like pretty much every word ever created, has a certain vagueness to it.  As you alluded to once in class, there is no reason to assume a vague concept will yield to an accurate analysis.  Justified, true belief is a reasonable guesstimate for knowledge.  You might want to add a “no false assumptions” but I think all these new adjustments are rather dry academic stuff.  As long as I can show that a belief is not necessarily justified or true, then I won’t have to deal with the rest of it.


We discussed structures of justification in class as a means for determining what we can call knowledge.  I would like to analyze these structures in terms of knowledge and also in terms of belief.  For me to say I have justification for knowledge, I require infallibility.  Thus I would favor a foundational structure of knowledge.  Any claims that can be thought of as infallible would form a solid foundation and any knowledge that can be derived from such claims would be considered justified knowledge claims.  I realize this is very strict.  For me, this would limit my knowledge to a great deal of math and logic, but almost nothing regarding “the world.”


As I stated before, I don’t think we can survive without believing.  Therefore I feel the best description of the way we justify our beliefs is through a moderate-foundational structure.  Certainly anything we claim to know, we would also claim to believe, thus this would form a strong center.  The remaining beliefs would have to cohere to the foundational beliefs as well as to each other.  Thus, most of what we believe is by way of coherence justification.  I believe coherence gives one enough evidence to feel justified in making a belief claim; I do not believe it is enough evidence to be justified in making a knowledge claim.


Now we come to the various theories for justification.  Again I would like to separate justification for knowledge and belief.  In the case of knowledge, I would be considered an internalist.  If I say I know something, I think I have to be able to show reasons.  Even that is a little tricky.  I may be able to prove something one day, forget the next, and then remember the day after that.  Where, by chance, did my knowledge go?  Is my memory of the reasons justified?  (Memory, hah, that’s risssskay!)  I suppose this is a fair question but I think the limited amount of knowledge claims I would make would make this a rather minor problem.


As to the matter of belief, I consider myself a virtue epistemologist.  I consider my own beliefs as justified only when I feel I have acted with “epistemic temperance” and “epistemic courage.”  I concede that virtues are vague, but I don’t think they are so vague as to not be useful.  Virtues exist on the subjective level only, in my opinion.  When I consider whether a person’s belief is justified or not, I judge them based on my epistemic virtues.  Therefore, if I feel the person actively and honestly sought the truth, then I will accept their belief as justified (even if I personally disagree with the belief).  I consciously do this everyday with others and myself.  It is all about being “mindful” of what one believes.  I will respect a person whose beliefs are directly opposite mine as long as I feel they actively searched the truth while I may not respect someone who believes the same things as me but has done so only through mimicry.  Thus I believe epistemic virtue will lead to the most truthful subjective truth, which is enough justification for belief but not enough for knowledge.

Obviously this could be related to religion beliefs, and believe me we will get there.  For the moment I’d like to raise an objection to virtue epistemology and then try to answer it.  The last Bible study I attended I voiced my feelings regarding justification in the previous paragraph.  The question was raised, “What if people virtuously believed that killing children was good?”  Since I really don’t want to say they are justified, my response would have to be that those people did not follow epistemic virtues.  I would argue that no one could come to that belief if they really thought about it.  But I think my response is pretty weak.  I haven’t taken “Ethics” yet, but my current feeling is that ethics cannot exist out of a context.  For instance, someone may say “Killing people is wrong.”  But most of us would agree that it is okay in self-defense.  So then people would say “Killing is wrong unless it is in self-defense.”  Then someone might ask about killing Hitler as a baby or something (knowing what Hitler would do).  And so the ethic would have to be adjusted again.  I believe this could go on indefinitely.  Therefore I believe ethics can only be determined on a case-by-case basis.  Moreover, ethics (like all other beliefs) are subjective.  So to respond a second time, I can only say I will respect your beliefs as long as they don’t cause significant harm to others or me.  This is a little rough, but I’ll live with it.

This seems like a logical time to move on to ethics a belief, but before we do that I still need to talk about a priori and volition.  So much to say!  First, we’ll look at a priori knowledge.  I honestly don’t know for sure (of course I don’t, I’m a skeptic!), but I would say that synthetic a priori knowledge does not cohere well with my other beliefs.  Therefore I am inclined not to believe it.  When I am not sure, I like to see what David Hume has to say.  I know, I know.  I’m not being a very good virtue epistemologist.  I guess I would have to say my belief is not yet justified.  I better justify it then, eh?  Well I would like to, but I don’t think you tried very hard to give us good arguments against a priori knowledge.  Or at least I don’t remember much.  Let me find the handouts…. Okay, we have Quine and followers who says the distinction is too vague.  I don’t really like this argument, considering I like virtue epistemology.  I would have liked to know more about Hume’s argument on “abstraction.”  You seemed to wave this one off, but I think it has merit.  It makes sense to me that we learn concepts like “2” from seeing lots of 2’s of things.  Also I reject the idea that the “ah ha” notion arises from a priori or innate knowledge.  Rather I would say the “ah ha” is the result of recognizing coherence with foundational beliefs.


Volition and self-deception are sooo interesting.  I’m not being sarcastic, they are.  I spend a lot of time thinking about these issues, and the result is I get more and more confused.  I feel my epistemic theory is very complicated when it comes to volition considering I like to separate criteria for belief and criteria for knowledge.  How can someone say their belief is justified but they don’t have knowledge?  It is a thin line, I concede.  But I think if one is virtuous they will perceive this division.  The trick is thinking of belief as a subjective truth and knowledge as objective truth.  In this way there is no self-deception, except perhaps in the statement of the claim itself.  Just as the skeptic paradox, “I know nothing” implies some knowledge; I guess mine does as well.  To answer this I have to say that my statement is part of my subjective truth, but I don’t want to.  I’d like to say that the objective truth is that there is a distinction between subjective and objective truth.  Perhaps I could make an argument based on Hume’s idea of “abstraction,” but I am not ready to make such an argument.

 
I feel I am off on a tangent, back to class stuff.  In Part 1 I go into the advantages and disadvantages of evidentialism versus volition, so I don’t think I need to get into that here.  In Part 1 I stated that volition would be necessary for my ethical theory, and I suppose it is so.  The result of trying to find truly sufficient evidence, in some cases, I believe would lead to “paralysis by analysis.”  If one pictures Dostoevsky’s Underground Man, one can see that (despite Sextus’ claims) suspension of judgment does not work as a practical lifestyle.  As I said before, sometimes you have to believe or go crazy.  (Ever here the song “Standing Outside the Fire” by Garth Brooks, it pertains to this discussion, you might want to play it in class next time.)  I guess that means I am agreeing with James.  As a virtue epistemologist, I require people to actively search out the truth.  But I think that in some cases that search will go on for a lifetime, and thus it is not practical.


The next question is how can someone come to believe something they admit to not having justification for?  I actually think this can be done in conjunction with epistemic virtue.  If I virtuously come to the belief that I will never have sufficient evidence, and I also come to believe that I must make a choice, then I would feel virtuously (or at least virtue-neutral) about my decision to believe one over another.  It is important to not that this would be a belief, not a claim of knowledge.  Realizing that my belief is no better than others with similar justification, I wouldn’t feel that bad about the possibility of my belief being wrong.


Finally we come to the last topic of the night—religion.  Since I wrote Part 1 I’ve been doing a lot of thinking, and I think I’ve worked things out for myself.  In Part 1 I wrote that religion was an example of choosing genuine options; similar to the way James and Pascal portray it.  But I had a problem.  I couldn’t figure out how one got to the point that they were true believers.  Therefore I’d like to change my tune.  

I don’t believe religion is a genuine option because I don’t believe it is forced.  I think one can assume an agnostic stance (saying literally “I don’t know.”).  I don’t think this counts as a choice; it is more a suspension of judgment. I don’t see how it is possible to justify believing with neither evidence nor necessity (force). Instead I’m going to head in a different direction and argue religion is not a matter of volition.  

Given the environment that people are raised in, I can imagine an epistemicaly virtuous person that might conclude that their religion truly is highest and best.  I’m not just talking about people raised in convents.  Children’s minds are easily shaped and the parents and authority figures can have enormous influence on the way someone perceives the world.  These “spectacles” become a part of their subjective reality and greatly affect what they accept as sufficient evidence.  I’m not saying believers necessarily have a skewed view of the evidence.  They have a skewed view of the evidence from my point of view, but my point of view is skewed as well.  Going back to what I said about people having different experiences and different perspectives, I think it is fair to say that different people can virtuously (thus rationally) come to different beliefs on many issues.  I think religion is one of those. (a hint of Skinner here perhaps)

So that’s all I have to say about that.  I didn’t talk about memory or future but I think you got enough of that in my journal.  Suffice it to say that I don’t think we have justification for knowledge, but we do have justification for belief.  That is really what my whole philosophy is about.  We have justification for our beliefs if we arrive at them virtuously, but we must realize that our beliefs are not necessarily the Truth, and that we must respect the beliefs of other epistemicaly virtuous people. 
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