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Introduction



For most of its long history philosophy has had more than its share of dangerous people armed with dangerous ideas. On the strength of their supposedly subversive ideas, Descartes, Spinoza, Hume and Rousseau, to name but a few, were variously threatened with excommunication, obliged to postpone publication of their works, denied professional preferment, or forced into exile. And most notorious of all, the Athenian state regarded Socrates as so baneful an influence that they executed him. Not many of today’s philosophers are executed for their beliefs, which is a pity – to the extent, at least, that it is a measure of how much the sense of danger has ebbed away.


Philosophy is now seen as the archetypal academic discipline, its practitioners firmly closeted in their ivory towers, detached from the problems of real life. The caricature is in many ways far from the truth. The questions of philosophy may be invariably profound and often difficult, but they also matter. Science, for instance, has the potential to fill the toyshop with all sorts of wonderful toys, from designer babies to GM foods, but unfortunately it has not provided – and cannot provide – the instruction book. To decide what we should do, rather than what we can do, we must turn to philosophy. Sometimes philosophers get swept along by the sheer delight of hearing their own brains turning over (and it can indeed make entertaining listening), but more often they bring clarity and understanding to questions that we should all care about. It is precisely these questions that this book aims to pick out and explore.


It is customary on these occasions for authors to heap most of the credit on others and to reserve most of the blame for themselves; customary, perhaps, but strangely illogical (since credit and blame should surely stick together), so hardly commendable in a book on philosophy. In the spirit of P.G. Wodehouse, therefore, who dedicated The Heart of a Goof to his daughter, ‘without whose never-failing sympathy and encouragement [the] book would have been finished in half the time’, I gladly apportion at least some of the credit (etc.) to others. In particular, I happily give the credit for all the timelines and many of the displayed quotations to my good-humoured and industrious editor, Keith Mansfield. I would also like to thank my publisher at Quercus, Richard Milbank, for his unflagging confidence and support. And my greatest thanks go to my wife, Geraldine, and children, Sophie and Lydia, without whose never-failing sympathy …





01 The brain in a vat


‘Imagine that a human being has been subjected to an operation by an evil scientist. The person’s brain has been removed from the body and placed in a vat of nutrients which keeps the brain alive. The nerve endings have been connected to a super-scientific computer which causes the person to have the illusion that everything is perfectly normal. There seem to be people, objects, the sky, etc.; but really all the person is experiencing is the result of electronic impulses travelling from the computer to the nerve endings.’


A nightmare scenario, the stuff of science-fiction? Perhaps, but of course that’s exactly what you would say if you were a brain in a vat! Your brain may be in a vat rather than a skull, but your every experience is exactly as it would have been if you were living as a real body in a real world. The world around you – your chair, the book in your hands, your hands themselves – are all part of the illusion, thoughts and sensations fed into your disembodied brain by the scientist’s super-powerful computer.


You probably don’t believe you are a brain floating in a vat. Most philosophers probably don’t believe they’re brains in vats. But you don’t have to believe it, you only have to admit you can’t be certain that you’re not. The problem is that, if you do happen to be a brain in a vat (and you just can’t rule out the possibility), all the things you think you know about the world will be false. And if that’s possible you don’t really know anything at all. The mere possibility appears to undermine our claims to knowledge about the external world. So is there any escape from the vat?








In popular culture


Ideas such as the brain in a vat have proved so thought-provoking and suggestive that they have led to numerous popular incarnations. One of the most successful was the 1999 movie The Matrix, in which computer hacker Neo (played by Keanu Reeves) discovers that the world of 1999 America is in fact a virtual simulation created by a malign cyber-intelligence and that he and other humans are kept within fluid-filled pods, wired up to a vast computer. The film presents a dramatic elaboration of the brain-in-a-vat scenario, all the main elements of which are reproduced. The success and impact of The Matrix is a reminder of the force of extreme sceptical arguments.









Vat origins The classic modern telling of the brain-in-a-vat story above was given by the American philosopher Hilary Putnam in his 1981 book Reason, Truth, and History, but the germ of the idea has a much longer history. Putnam’s thought experiment is essentially an updated version of a 17th-century horror story – the evil demon (malin génie) conjured up by the French philosopher René Descartes in his 1641 Meditations on First Philosophy.


Descartes’s aim was to reconstruct the edifice of human knowledge on unshakeable foundations, for which he adopted his ‘method of doubt’, – he discarded any beliefs susceptible to the slightest degree of uncertainty. After pointing out the unreliability of our senses and the confusion created by dreams, Descartes pushed his method of doubt to the limit:


‘I shall suppose … that some malicious demon of the utmost power and cunning has employed all his energies in order to deceive me. I shall think that the sky, the air, the earth, colours, shapes, sounds and all external things are merely the delusions of dreams which he has devised to ensnare my judgment.’


Amongst the debris of his former beliefs and opinions, Descartes espies a single speck of certainty – the cogito – on the (apparently) sure foundation of which he begins his task of reconstruction (see Cogito ergo sum).


Unfortunately for Putnam and Descartes, although both are playing devil’s advocate – adopting sceptical positions in order to confound scepticism – many philosophers have been more impressed by their skill in setting the sceptical trap than by their subsequent attempts to extricate themselves from it. Appealing to his own causal theory of meaning, Putnam attempts to show that the brain-in-a-vat scenario is incoherent, but at most he appears to show that a brain in a vat could not in fact express the thought that it was a brain in a vat. In effect, he demonstrates that the state of being an envatted brain is invisible and indescribable from within, but it is unclear that this semantic victory (if such it is) goes far to address the problem in relation to knowledge.








The simulation argument


Ordinary people may be tempted to dismiss the sceptic’s nightmarish conclusions, but we should not be too hasty. Indeed, an ingenious argument recently devised by the philosopher Nick Bostrom suggests that it is highly probable that we are already living in a computer simulation! Just consider …


In the future it is likely that our civilization will reach a level of technology such that it can create incredibly sophisticated computer simulations of human minds and of worlds for those minds to inhabit. Relatively tiny resources will be needed to sustain such simulated worlds – a single laptop of the future could be home to thousands or millions of simulated minds – so in all probability simulated minds will vastly outnumber biological ones. The experiences of both biological and simulated minds will be indistinguishable and both will of course think that they are not simulated, but the latter (who will make up the vast majority of minds) will in fact be mistaken. We naturally couch this argument in terms of hypotheticals about the future, but who is to say that this ‘future’ hasn’t already happened – that such computer expertise has not already been attained and such minds already simulated? We of course suppose that we are not computer-simulated minds living in a simulated world, but that may be a tribute to the quality of the programming. Following the logic of Bostrom’s argument, it is very likely that our supposition is wrong!









‘The computer is so clever that it can even seem to the victim that he is sitting and reading these very words about the amusing but quite absurd supposition that there is an evil scientist who removes people’s brains from their bodies and places them in a vat of nutrients.’
Hilary Putnam, 1981


Scepticism The term ‘sceptic’ is commonly applied to people who are inclined to doubt accepted beliefs or who habitually mistrust people or ideas in general. In this sense scepticism can be characterized as a healthy and open-minded tendency to test and probe popularly held beliefs. Such a state of mind is usually a useful safeguard against credulity but may sometimes tip over into a tendency to doubt everything, regardless of the justification for doing so. But whether good or bad, being sceptical in this popular sense is quite different from its philosophical usage.


The philosophical sceptic doesn’t claim that we know nothing – not least because to do so would be obviously self-defeating (one thing we could not know is that we know nothing). Rather, the sceptic’s position is to challenge our right to make claims to knowledge. We think we know lots of things, but how can we defend those claims? What grounds can we produce to justify any particular claim to knowledge? Our supposed knowledge of the world is based on perceptions gained via our senses, usually mediated by our use of reason. But are not such perceptions always open to error? Can we ever be sure we’re not hallucinating or dreaming, or that our memory isn’t playing tricks? If the experience of dreaming is indistinguishable from our waking experience, we can never be certain that something we think to be the case is in fact the case – that what we take to be true is in fact true. Such concerns, taken to an extreme, lead to evil demons and brains in vats …


Epistemology is the area of philosophy concerned with knowledge: determining what we know and how we know it and identifying the conditions to be met for something to count as knowledge. Conceived as such, it can be seen as a response to the sceptic’s challenge; its history as a series of attempts to defeat scepticism. Many feel that subsequent philosophers have been no more successful than Descartes in vanquishing scepticism. The concern that in the end there is no sure escape from the vat continues to cast a deep shadow over philosophy.


the condensed idea


Are you an envatted brain?






	Timeline


 



	c.375BC


	Plato’s cave






	
AD1637

	The mind–body problem






	1644

	Cogito ergo sum






	1655

	The ship of Theseus






	1690

	The veil of perception






	1974

	The experience machine
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	The brain in a vat










02 Plato’s cave


Imagine you have been imprisoned all your life in a dark cave. Your hands and feet are shackled and your head restrained so that you can only look at the wall straight in front of you. Behind you is a blazing fire, and between you and the fire a walkway on which your captors carry statues and all sorts of objects. The shadows cast on the wall by these objects are the only things you and your fellow prisoners have ever seen, all you have ever thought and talked about.


Probably the best known of the many images and analogies used by the Greek philosopher Plato, the Allegory of the Cave, appears in Book 7 of Republic, the monumental work in which he investigates the form of the ideal state and its ideal ruler – the philosopher king. Plato’s justification for giving the reins of government to philosophers rests on a detailed study of truth and knowledge, and it is in this context that the Allegory of the Cave is used.


Plato’s conception of knowledge and its objects is complex and many-layered, as becomes clear as the parable of the cave continues.


Now suppose that you are released from your shackles and free to walk around the cave. Dazzled at first by the fire, you will gradually come to see the situation of the cave properly and to understand the origin of the shadows that you previously took to be real. And finally you are allowed out of the cave and into the sunlit world outside, where you see the fullness of reality illuminated by the brightest object in the skies, the Sun.


‘Behold! human beings living in an underground den … Like ourselves … they see only their own shadows, or the shadows of one another, which the fire throws on the opposite wall of the cave.’
Plato, c.375 BC


Interpreting the cave The detailed interpretation of Plato’s cave has been much debated, but the broad significance is clear enough. The cave represents ‘the realm of becoming’ – the visible world of our everyday experience, where everything is imperfect and constantly changing. The chained captives (symbolizing ordinary people) live in a world of conjecture and illusion, while the former prisoner, free to roam within the cave, attains the most accurate view of reality possible within the ever-changing world of perception and experience. By contrast, the world outside the cave represents ‘the realm of being’ – the intelligible world of truth populated by the objects of knowledge, which are perfect, eternal and unchanging.


The theory of Forms In Plato’s view, what is known must not only be true but also perfect and unchanging. However, nothing in the empirical world (represented by life within the cave) fits this description: a tall person is short next to a tree; an apple that appears red at noon looks black at dusk; and so on. As nothing in the empirical world is an object of knowledge, Plato proposed that there must be another realm (the world outside the cave) of perfect and unchanging entities which he called ‘Forms’ (or Ideas). So, for instance, it is by virtue of imitating or copying the Form of Justice that all particular just actions are just. As is suggested in the Allegory of the Cave, there is a hierarchy among the Forms, and overarching them all is the Form of the Good (represented by the Sun), which gives the others their ultimate meaning and even underlies their existence.








Platonic love


The idea with which Plato is most commonly associated today – so-called Platonic love – flows naturally from the sharp contrast made in the Allegory of the Cave between the world of the intellect and the world of the senses. The classic statement of the idea that the most perfect kind of love is expressed not physically but intellectually appears in another famous dialogue, Symposium.









The problem of universals Plato’s theory of Forms and the metaphysical basis that supports it may seem exotic and overelaborate, but the problem that it seeks to address – the so-called ‘problem of universals’ – has been a dominant theme in philosophy, in some guise or other, ever since. In the Middle Ages the philosophical battle lines were drawn up between the realists (or Platonists) on one side, who believed that universals such as redness and tallness existed independently of particular red and tall things; and the nominalists on the other, who held that they were mere names or labels that were attached to objects to highlight particular similarities between them.


The same basic distinction, usually expressed in terms of realism and anti-realism, still resonates throughout many areas of modern philosophy. So a realist position holds that there are entities ‘out there’ in the world – physical things or ethical facts or mathematical properties – that exist independently of our knowing or experiencing them. Opposed to this kind of view, other philosophers, known as anti-realists, put forward proposals in which there is a necessary and internal link or relation between what is known and our knowledge of it. The basic terms of all such debates were set up over 2000 years ago by Plato, one of the first and most thoroughgoing of all philosophical realists.


In defence of Socrates In his Allegory of the Cave Plato sets out to do more than illuminate his distinctive views on reality and our knowledge of it. This becomes clear in the final part of the story. Having ascended to the outside world and recognized the nature of ultimate truth and reality, the released prisoner is anxious to re-enter the cave and disabuse his benighted former companions. But accustomed now to the bright light of the world outside, at first he stumbles in the darkness of the cave and is considered a fool by those who are still held captive. They think that his journey has ruined him; they don’t want to listen to him and may even try to kill him if he persists. In this passage Plato is alluding to the usual plight of the philosopher – ridicule and rejection – in attempting to enlighten ordinary people and to set them on the path to knowledge and wisdom. And in particular he is thinking of the fate of his teacher, Socrates (his mouthpiece in Republic as in most of his other dialogues), who refused throughout his life to temper his philosophical teachings and was finally, in 399 BC, executed by the Athenian state.








In popular culture


There is a clear echo of Plato’s Allegory of the Cave in the writing of C.S. Lewis, the author of the seven fantasy novels that together form The Chronicles of Narnia. At the end of the final book, The Last Battle, the children at the centre of the stories witness the destruction of Narnia and enter Aslan’s land, a wonderful country that encompasses all that was best in old Narnia and the England they remember. The children finally discover that they have in fact died and passed from the ‘Shadowlands’, which was but a pale imitation of the everlasting and unchanging world they now inhabit. Despite the obvious Christian message here, the influence of Plato is clear – one of countless examples of the enormous (and often unexpected) impact the Greek philosopher has had on Western culture, religion and art.









the condensed idea


Earthly knowledge is but shadow
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03 The veil of perception


How do we see (and hear and smell) the world? Most of us uncritically suppose that physical objects around us are more or less as we perceive them to be, but there are problems with this commonsensical notion that have led many philosophers to question whether we in fact observe the outside world directly. In their view we only have direct access to inner ‘ideas’, ‘impressions’ or (in modern terms) ‘sense data’. The 17th-century English philosopher John Locke used a celebrated image to elucidate this. Human understanding, he suggested, is like ‘a closet wholly shut from light, with only some little openings left, to let in external visible resemblances, or ideas of things without’.


But there is a big snag with Locke’s conception. We may suppose that the ideas that enter the closet are more or less faithful representations of things outside it, but in the end it is a matter of inference that these inner representations correspond closely to external objects – or indeed to anything at all. Our ideas, which are all that we have direct access to, form an impenetrable ‘veil of perception’ between us and the outside world.


In his 1690 Essay Concerning Human Understanding Locke gave one of the fullest accounts of what are known as ‘representational’ models of perception. Any such model that involves intermediate ideas or sense data drives a wedge between us and the external world, and it is in the fissure so formed that scepticism about our claims to knowledge takes root. It is only by re-establishing a direct link between observer and external object that the veil can be torn and the sceptic vanquished. So, given that the model causes such problems, why adopt it in the first place?








The cartesian theatre


In modern terms, Locke’s model of perception is called ‘representative realism’, in distinction to the ‘naïve’ (or ‘common-sense’) realism to which all of us (even off-duty philosophers) adhere most of the time. Both views are realist, in that they are committed to an external world that exists independently of us, but it is only in the naïve version that redness is thought of as a simple property of the tomato itself. Although Locke may have given the classic statement of the theory, the representational model of perception did not start with him. It is sometimes disparagingly referred to as the ‘Cartesian theatre’, because in Descartes the mind is effectively a stage on which ideas (perceptions) are viewed by an inner observer – the immaterial soul. The fact that this inner observer, or ‘homunculus’, itself appears to require an inner observer of its own (and so on to infinity) is but one of the objections raised against the theory. Nevertheless, in spite of these objections, the model has remained highly influential.









Primary and secondary qualities The unreliability of our perceptions forms an important part of the sceptic’s weaponry in attacking our claims to knowledge. The fact that a tomato can look anything from red to black depending on the lighting conditions is used by the sceptic to cast general doubt over our senses as a reliable pathway to knowledge. Locke hoped that a perceptual model in which inner ideas and outer objects were separated would disarm the sceptic. His argument depended crucially on a further distinction – between primary and secondary qualities.


The redness of a tomato is not a property of the tomato itself but a product of the interaction of various factors, including certain physical attributes of the tomato such as its texture and surface structure; the peculiarities of our own sensory system; and the environmental conditions prevailing at the time of the observation. These properties (or rather non-properties) do not belong to the tomato as such and are said to be ‘secondary qualities’.


‘No man’s knowledge … can go beyond his experience.’
John Locke, 1690


At the same time, a tomato has certain true properties, such as its size and shape, which do not depend on the conditions under which it is observed or indeed on the existence of an observer at all. These are its ‘primary qualities’, which explain and give rise to our experience of the secondary qualities. Unlike our ideas of secondary qualities, those of primary qualities (Locke thought) closely resemble the physical objects themselves and can afford knowledge of those objects. For this reason it is with primary qualities that science is largely concerned, and crucially, with respect to the sceptical challenge, it is our ideas of primary qualities that are proof against the sceptic’s doubts.








‘I refute it thus’


Today Berkeley’s immaterialist theory is seen as a virtuosic if eccentric metaphysical tour de force. Ironically, though, Berkeley regarded himself as the great champion of common sense. Having deftly exposed the pitfalls in Locke’s mechanistic conception of the world, he proposed a solution that seemed obvious to him and which dismissed all the dangers at a stroke, banishing both sceptical and atheistic concerns. It would be even more galling for Berkeley that his place in the popular imagination today is limited to Samuel Johnson’s famous though uncomprehending rebuttal of immaterialism, recorded in Boswell’s The Life of Samuel Johnson: ‘Striking his foot with mighty force against a large stone, [he exclaimed] “I refute it thus.”’









Stuck in Locke’s closet One of Locke’s earliest critics was his Irish contemporary, George Berkeley. Berkeley accepted the representational model of perception in which the immediate objects of perception were ideas, but he recognized at once that far from defeating the sceptics, Locke’s conception risked surrendering all to them. Holed up in his closet, Locke would never be in a position to check whether his supposed ‘resemblances, or ideas of things without’ actually resembled the external things themselves. He would never be able to lift the veil and look on the other side, so he was trapped in a world of representations and the sceptic’s case was made.


‘It is indeed an Opinion strangely prevailing amongst Men, that Houses, Mountains, Rivers, and in a word all sensible Objects have an Existence Natural or Real, distinct from their being perceived.’
George Berkeley, 1710


Having lucidly set out the dangers of Locke’s position, Berkeley came to an extraordinary conclusion. Rather than tear through the veil in an attempt to reconnect us with the external world, he concluded instead that there was nothing behind the veil to reconnect with! For Berkeley, reality consists in the ‘ideas’ or sensations themselves. With these, of course, we are already fully and properly connected, so the dangers of scepticism are evaded, but at quite a price – the denial of an external, physical world!


According to Berkeley’s idealist (or immaterialist) theory, ‘to exist is to be perceived’ (esse est percipi). And so do things cease to exist the moment we stop looking at them? Berkeley accepts this consequence, but help is at hand – God. Everything in the universe is conceived all the time in the mind of God, so the existence and continuance of the (non-material) world is assured.


the condensed idea


What lies beyond the veil?
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04 Cogito ergo sum


Stripped of every belief that could conceivably be doubted, adrift in a sea of seemingly bottomless uncertainty, Descartes desperately casts about for some foothold – some firm ground on which to rebuild the edifice of human knowledge …


‘I noticed that while I was trying to think everything false, it was necessary that I, who was thinking this, was something. And observing that this truth, “I am thinking, therefore I exist” [cogito ergo sum], was so firm and sure that all the most extravagant suppositions of the sceptics were incapable of shaking it, I decided that I could accept it without scruple as the first principle of the philosophy I was seeking.’


And so came the Frenchman René Descartes to think what is certainly the most famous and probably the most influential thought in the history of Western philosophy.


‘Je pense, donc je suis.’
René Descartes, 1637


The method of doubt Descartes was himself at the vanguard of the scientific revolution sweeping through Europe in the 17th century, and it was his ambitious plan to cast aside the tired dogmas of the medieval world and to ‘establish the sciences’ on the firmest of foundations. To this end he adopted his rigorous ‘method of doubt’. Not content to pick out the odd rotten apple (to use his own metaphor), he empties the barrel completely, discarding any belief that is open to the slightest degree of doubt. In a final twist, he imagines an evil demon intent only on deceiving him, so that even the apparently self-evident truths of geometry and mathematics are no longer certain.


It is at this point – stripped of everything, even his own body and senses, other people, the entire world outside him – that Descartes finds salvation in the cogito. However deluded he may be, however determined the demon to deceive him at every turn, there has to be someone or something to be deluded, someone or something to be deceived. Even if he is mistaken about everything else, he cannot doubt that he is there, at that moment, to think the thought that he may be thus mistaken. The demon ‘will never bring it about that I am nothing so long as I think that I am something … I am, I exist, is necessarily true whenever it is put forward by me or conceived in my mind.’








Language matters


The well-known Latin form – cogito ergo sum – is found in Descartes’s Principles of Philosophy (1644), but in his Discourse on the Method (1637) the French version occurs (je pense, donc je suis) and in his most important work, Meditations, it does not appear in its canonical form at all. The traditional English translation – ‘I think, therefore I am’ – is unhelpful in that the force of the argument is only brought out by the continuous form of the present tense, so in philosophical contexts it is often rendered ‘I am thinking, therefore I exist.’









The limits of the cogito An early criticism of Descartes, taken up by many since, is that he infers too much from the cogito – that he is only entitled to the conclusion that there is thinking going on, not that it is he that is doing the thinking. But even if we concede that thoughts do indeed presuppose thinkers, it must be admitted that what Descartes’s insight establishes is very limited. First, the cogito is essentially first-personal – my cogito only works for me, yours only for you: it is certainly not beyond the demon’s powers to fool me into thinking that you are thinking (and therefore that you exist). Second, the cogito is essentially present-tense: it is perfectly compatible with it that I cease to exist when I am not thinking. Third, the ‘I’ whose existence is established is extremely attenuated and elusive: I may have none of the biography and other attributes that I believe make me me, and indeed I may still be completely in the clutches of the deceiving demon.


In sum, the ‘I’ of the cogito is a bare instant of self-consciousness, a mere pinprick cut off from everything else, including its own past. So what can Descartes establish on so precarious a foundation?








Origins of the cogito


Cogito ergo sum may be the best known of all philosophical sayings, but its precise origins are not entirely clear. Although it is inextricably linked to Descartes, the idea behind the cogito goes back well before his time. At the beginning of the fifth century AD, for instance, St Augustine wrote that we can doubt anything but the soul’s own doubting, and the idea did not originate with him.









Reconstructing knowledge Descartes may have dug down to bedrock, but has he left himself any materials to start rebuilding? He seems to have set the bar impossibly high – nothing less than demon-proof certainty will do. As it turns out, the return journey is surprisingly (perhaps alarmingly) rapid. There are two main supports to Descartes’s theory of knowledge. First he notes that a distinctive feature of the cogito is the clarity with which we can see that it must be so, and from this he concludes that there is a general rule ‘that the things we conceive very clearly and very distinctly are all true’. And how can we be sure of this? Because the clearest and most distinct idea of all is our idea of a perfect, all-powerful, all-knowing God.


God is the source of all our ideas, and since he is good, he will not deceive us; the use of our powers of observation and reason (which also come from God) will accordingly lead us to truth, not falsehood. With the arrival of God, the seas of doubt very quickly recede – the world is restored and the task of reconstructing our knowledge on a sound, scientific basis can begin.


‘… 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.’
David Hume, 1748


Lingering doubts Very few have been convinced by Descartes’s attempt to climb out of the sceptical hole that he had dug for himself. Much attention has focused on the infamous ‘Cartesian circle’ – the apparent use of clear and distinct ideas to prove the existence of God, whose goodness then warrants our use of clear and distinct ideas. Whatever the force of this argument (and it is far from clear that Descartes in fact fell into so obvious a trap), it is hard to share his confidence that he has successfully exorcized the demon. Descartes cannot (and does not) deny the fact that deception does occur; and if we follow his general rule, that must mean that we can sometimes be mistaken in thinking that we have a clear and distinct idea of something. But obviously we cannot know that we are making such a mistake, and if we cannot identify such cases, the door is once again wide open to scepticism.


Descartes has been called the father of modern philosophy. He has a good claim to the title, but not quite for the reasons that he would have wished. His aim was to dispel sceptical doubts once and for all, so that we could confidently dedicate ourselves to the rational pursuit of knowledge, but in the end he was much more successful at raising such doubts than quelling them. Subsequent generations of philosophers have been transfixed by the issue of scepticism, which has been at or near the top of the philosophical agenda from the day that Descartes put it there.
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05 Reason and experience


How do we come to know things? Is it primarily through our use of reason that we acquire knowledge? Or does experience gained through our senses play the most significant role in the way we get to know the world? Much of the history of Western philosophy has been coloured by this basic opposition between reason and experience as the foundational principle of knowledge. Specifically, it is the main bone of contention between two extremely influential philosophical strands – rationalism and empiricism.


Three key distinctions To understand what is at issue between rationalist and empiricist theories of knowledge, it is useful to look at three key distinctions that are used by philosophers to elucidate the differences between them.


a priori vs a posteriori Something is knowable a priori if it can be known without reference to experience – that is, without any empirical investigation of how things actually stand in the world; ‘2 + 2 = 4’ is known a priori – you do not have to go out into the world to establish its truth. By contrast, if such investigation is needed, something is only knowable a posteriori; so ‘coal is black’, if true, is an a posteriori truth – to verify it, you need to look at a lump of coal.


analytic vs synthetic A proposition is analytic if it does not give any more information than is already contained in the meanings of the terms involved. The truth of the statement ‘All spinsters are unmarried’ is apparent merely by virtue of understanding the meaning and relation of the words used. By contrast, the statement ‘All spinsters are miserable’ is synthetic – it brings together (synthesizes) different concepts and so provides significant information (or misinformation in this case). To establish whether it is true or not, you would have to enquire into the mental state of every unmarried woman.


necessary vs contingent A necessary truth is one that could not be otherwise – it must be true in any circumstances, or in all possible worlds. A contingent truth is true but might not have been if things in the world had been different. For instance, the statement ‘Most boys are naughty’ is contingent – it may or may not be true, depending on how the majority of boys actually behave. By contrast, if it is true that all boys are naughty and that Ludwig is a boy, it is necessarily true (in this case, as a matter of logic) that Ludwig is naughty.








Kantian concerns


The analytic/synthetic distinction has its origins in the work of the German philosopher Immanuel Kant. One of his main objectives in the Critique of Pure Reason is to demonstrate that there are certain concepts or categories of thought, such as substance and causation, which we cannot learn from the world but which we are required to use in order to make sense of it. Kant’s main theme is the nature and justification of these concepts and of the synthetic a priori knowledge that stems from them.









‘Mathematics has not a foot to stand upon which is not purely metaphysical.’
Thomas De Quincey, 1830


There seems to be an obvious alignment between these distinctions: so, on the face of it, an analytic statement, if true, is necessarily so and is known a priori; and a synthetic proposition, if true, is contingently so and is known a posteriori. In fact, however, things are not nearly so neat, and the chief difference between empiricists and rationalists can be captured by the different way they choose to line up these terms. Thus the task of rationalists is to show that there are synthetic a priori statements – that significant or meaningful facts about the world can be discovered by rational, non-empirical means. Conversely, the aim of the empiricist is often to show that apparently a priori facts, such as those of mathematics, are in fact analytic.








Battleground mathematics


In the conflict between empiricism and rationalism, the field of mathematics has been the battleground where the most intense fighting has taken place. For the rationalist, mathematics has always appeared to offer a paradigm of knowledge, presenting a realm of abstract objects about which discoveries could be made by the exercise of reason alone. An empiricist cannot let this go unchallenged, so is obliged either to deny that mathematical facts can be known in this way, or to show that such facts are essentially analytic or trivial. The latter course usually takes the form of arguing that the supposedly abstract facts of mathematics are actually human constructs and that mathematical thinking is at root a matter of convention: in the end there is consensus, not discovery; proof, not truth.









Alternatives to foundationalism Rationalists and empiricists may differ on many things, but they do at least agree that there is some basis (reason or experience) on which our knowledge is founded. So, for instance, the 18th-century Scottish philosopher David Hume may criticize Descartes for his chimerical search for a rock of rational certainty from which he could corroborate all our knowledge, including the truthfulness of our senses. But Hume does not deny that there is any basis, merely that this foundation can exclude our common experience and natural systems of belief.


So both rationalism and empiricism are essentially foundationalist, but there are other approaches that dispense with this basic assumption. An influential alternative is coherentism, in which knowledge is seen as an interlocking mesh of beliefs, all the strands of which support each other to form a coherent body or structure. But it is, though, a structure without a single foundation, hence the coherentist slogan: ‘every argument needs premises, but there is nothing that is the premise of every argument.’








European rivalries


Historically, the British empiricists of the 17th and 18th centuries – Locke, Berkeley and Hume – are often ranged against their Continental ‘rivals’, the rationalists Descartes, Leibniz and Spinoza. But as usual, such easy categorizations obscure much of the detail. The archetype on one side, Descartes, often shows himself to be sympathetic to empirical inquiry, while Locke, the archetype on the other, sometimes appears willing to grant the space that rationalists would give to some form of intellectual insight or intuition.
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