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What is Empiricism?
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THIS BOOK IS ABOUT EMPIRICIST PHILOSOPHERS WHO BELIEVE THAT HUMAN KNOWLEDGE HAS TO COME FROM OBSERVATION. MOST EMPIRICISTS THINK THAT IT’S QUITE POSSIBLE THAT ONLY WE EXIST, AND NOTHING ELSE.






Knowledge and Belief


I’m sitting at my computer, after a long day, beginning the first few pages of this book, when without any warning a huge, leathery hippopotamus walks into the room.
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THEN I WAKE UP. I’VE BEEN DREAMING. I LOOK AROUND ME, AND THE COMPUTER’S STILL HERE. SO ARE ALL MY BOOKS, GLASSES, A JAR FULL OF PENS, AND A MUG OF COLD TEA. THE SUN IS SHINING OUTSIDE, AND THE TREES ARE MOVING IN THE WIND.





Now I’m confident that I’m awake. Everything I see, hear, smell, touch and taste is real, this time. Knowing about the world through the senses is the most primitive sort of knowledge there is. I couldn’t function without it. But is it possible that I am mistaken, just as I was about the hippopotamus? How certain can I be about my perceptions of trees, jamjars and that cup of cold tea?


Most people assume that the world is pretty much as it appears to them. They believe a cat exists when they see it cross the road. But philosophers are, notoriously, more demanding. They say that beliefs are plentiful, cheap and easy, but true knowledge is more limited, and much harder to justify. This is why philosophers normally begin by separating knowledge from belief.
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I PERSONALLY BELIEVE IN THE CONTINUED EXISTENCE OF THIS ROOM AND THE GARDEN OUTSIDE, BUT NOT IN THAT HIPPOPOTAMUS. I ALSO THINK MY BELIEFS ABOUT THE REALITY OF MY IMMEDIATE SURROUNDINGS ARE JUSTIFIED BECAUSE THEY SEEM NATURAL, NORMAL AND OBVIOUS.





That’s enough to convert my beliefs into knowledge. But there is always a slight possibility that I am wrong. The world might not be as I believe it to be. Problems like these worry philosophers called “empiricists”, because they think that private sensory experiences are virtually all we’ve got, and that they’re the primary source of all human knowledge.
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Inside and Outside


One thing we do know is that our senses sometimes mislead us. White walls can appear yellow in strong sunlight. Surgeons can stimulate my brain so that I “see” a patch of red that isn’t there. I can have hippopotamus dreams, and so on. My sense experiences are at least sometimes created by my mind – or somehow in my mind. These comparatively rare “mistakes” have led many philosophers to insist that all my perceptions are “mediated”.
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WHEN I LOOK OUT OF THE WINDOW, AT THOSE TREES, IT SEEMS TO ME THAT I SEE THEM AS THEY ARE, DIRECTLY.





But I don’t. What I see is a wonderful illusion created by my mind. Of course, I am totally unaware of that fact because my perceptions seem so natural, automatic and rapid. Psychologists tell me that what I actually see is a kind of internal picture, and they devise all sorts of tests and puzzles to prove it.



Originals and Copies


They say that the trees provide me with a “tree sensation” in my mind, and it’s that which I see, not the trees themselves. If that is true, then all I ever see are “copies” of those trees, which I assume are very similar in appearance to the originals.
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But, if I think about this even harder, then I realize I have no way of telling how accurate these copies are, because I cannot bypass my mind to take another “closer look” at the originals.


Perhaps the original trees are nothing like the cerebral “copies” at all, or worse still, don’t even exist!


The more I think about perception, the weirder it becomes, and the more I realise that I must be trapped in my own private world of perceptions that may tell me nothing about what is “out there”.
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PERHAPS THERE’S JUST ME, AND NOTHING ELSE! SUDDENLY I FEEL DIZZY.






Questions Lead to Uncertainty


This kind of unnerving conclusion is typical of philosophy. You ask simple questions which lead to unsettling bizarre answers.
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THAT WHICH I KNEW, I NOW DO NOT KNOW AT ALL. SO IS THERE ANYTHING AT ALL I CAN BE SURE ABOUT?





If there isn’t, how can empiricist philosophers claim that all human knowledge comes from experience? If no one can ever be sure where “experiences” come from in the first place, how reliable are they?



To Begin at the Beginning


Empiricist philosophy is relatively new. Philosophy as such began very differently, with some ancient Greeks called “Pre-Socratic” philosophers who emphasized the differences between appearance and reality. They said that what we see tells us very little about what is real. True knowledge can only come from thinking, not looking. The first truly systematic philosopher, Plato (427–347 B.C.E.), agreed that empirical or sense knowledge is inferior because it is subjective and always changing.
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I ONLY BELIEVE THOSE TREES ARE “BIG” BECAUSE THEY’RE SLIGHTLY TALLER THAN MY HOUSE. MY “KNOWLEDGE” OF THOSE TREES IS WHOLLY RELATIVE TO ME. WHAT KIND OF KNOWLEDGE IS THAT? EMPIRICAL KNOWLEDGE CAN ONLY EVER BE A MATTER OF “OPINION” OR “BELIEF”.





Plato turned to mathematics instead. Unlike my trees, numbers are abstract, immune from physical change, the same for everyone, and have a permanence, certainty and objectivity that empirical knowledge lacks. Plato believed that real knowledge had to be like mathematics, timeless and cerebral.



Aristotle and Observation


Plato’s famous student, Aristotle (384–322 B.C.E.), disagreed. He thought that it was important to observe the world as well as do mathematics.
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I TRIED TO SHOW HOW ALL NATURAL THINGS FUNCTION AS A RESULT OF THE DIFFERENT CAUSES THAT AFFECT THEM.





Aristotle was not a very methodical scientist by our standards. His observations were often tailored to fit his complex metaphysical theories. Much of what he called “physics” was proved wrong.



Medieval Scholasticism


Aristotle’s works resurfaced via Arabic scholarship in 12th-century Western Europe and eventually dominated medieval intellectual life. Western scholars were overawed by the apparent intellectual superiority of Greek philosophy and timidly assumed that human knowledge was virtually complete.
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IN THE 13TH CENTURY, I RECONCILED ARISTOTELIAN PHILOSOPHY WITH CHRISTIAN THEOLOGY.





This strange synthesis devised by the Dominican cleric St Thomas Aquinas (1225–74) was subsequently taught in the medieval “schools” or universities and became known as “Scholasticism”. Everyone imagined that philosophy and science had more or less reached a dead-end of perfection.



New Ways of Thinking


Medieval science was more concerned with words and definitions than systematic observation of the world. Attitudes began to change in the 16th and 17th centuries. The Reformation helped to loosen the grip of the Church on intellectual life. Modern scientists like Johannes Kepler (1571–1630) and Galileo Galilei (1564–1642) discovered that the universe was not at all as Aristotle had described it. The founder of modern philosophy, René Descartes (1596–1650), described an entirely new kind of science.
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CERTAIN KNOWLEDGE DEPENDS ON INTROSPECTION WHICH RECOGNIZES A FEW “CLEAR AND DISTINCT” IDEAS AS NECESSARILY TRUE.





Descartes, like Plato, remained a “Rationalist” philosopher, convinced that scientific knowledge had to derive from mathematics and logic. He was nevertheless a major influence on empiricist philosophers.


The Cartesian model of the mind as a kind of “private room”, and his corresponding theories of perception, reality, knowledge and certainty, seemed persuasive to most empiricist philosophers.
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WE ONLY EVER PERCEIVE PRIVATE IDEAS, RATHER THAN THE OUTSIDE WORLD. KNOWLEDGE HAS TO BE ASSEMBLED GRADUALLY, FROM THE INSIDE OUT.






Rationalists and Empiricists


Rationalist philosophers maintain that reason is the most reliable source of knowledge. “Knowledge comes from thinking, not looking.”


Geometry provides the best systematic example of infallible, permanent knowledge based wholly on deduction. But empiricists” claim that, although geometrical and mathematical forms of knowledge are “necessary”, they are only reliable because they are “trivial”. Logic and mathematics do no more than “unpack” or clarify the inevitable consequences of a few preliminary definitions or axioms.
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THE ANGLES OF A TRIANGLE HAVE TO ADD UP TO 180 DEGREES – IF YOU ACCEPT THAT THE SHORTEST DISTANCE BETWEEN TWO POINTS IS A STRAIGHT LINE, AND A FEW OTHER AXIOMS. AND, IF ALL CATS HAVE WHISKERS, AND THIS IS A CAT, THEN IT MUST HAVE WHISKERS. BUT THIS IS A CONCLUSION DERIVED FROM WORDS, NOT CATS.






Logic and a Deeper Reality?


Empiricists say that neither geometry nor logic will tell you anything about the real world. The cerebral wonders of mathematics and logic are like chess – “closed” and “empty” systems constituted by their own sets of rules.
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REAL KNOWLEDGE HAS TO ORIGINATE FROM SENSORY EXPERIENCES AS OUR ONLY GUIDE TO WHAT IS ACTUALLY TRUE.
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