

  [image: frn_fig_001]




  



  



 



  


     

  	

     

  S




  



  	



  
KEPTICAL PHILOSOPHY





  



  




     

   

     

  	



  for




  



  




      

 

     

  	

     

  




  



  	



  EVERYONE





  



  


  

  






  


  






   

      

   



  



 



  


     

  	

     

  S




  



  	



  
KEPTICAL PHILOSOPHY





  



  




     

   

     

  	



  for




  



  




      

 

     

  	

     

  




  



  	



  EVERYONE




  



  


  

  






  




  

  RICHARD H. POPKIN




  & AVRUM STROLL






  






  [image: frn_fig_002]









  

     

  Published 2002 by Prometheus Books




  Skeptical Philosophy for Everyone. Copyright © 2002 by Richard H. Popkin and Avrum Stroll. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, digital, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, or conveyed via the Internet or a Web site without prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.




  



  Inquiries should be addressed to




  Prometheus Books




  59 John Glenn Drive




  Amherst, New York 14228–2197




  VOICE: 716–691–0133, ext. 207




  FAX: 716–564–2711




  WWW.PROMETHEUSBOOKS.COM




  06 05 04 03 02 5 4 3 2 1




  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data




  


  

  Popkin, Richard Henry, 1923–




  Skeptical philosophy for everyone / Richard Popkin & Avrum Stroll.




  p. cm.




  Includes bibliographical references and index.




  ISBN 1–57392–936–0 (alk. paper)




  1. Skepticism. I. Stroll, Avrum, 1921– II. Title.




  B837 .P67 2001




  149'.73—dc21 2001049237




  Printed in the United States of America on acid-free paper




  




 



  To Julie Popkin and Mary Stroll,




  who have aided and abetted us throughout this venture, with the most heartfelt thanks.









   



   



   

    

  


     

  	

     

  




  



  	



  
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS





  



  




    

   

     

  	

     

  




  



  	



  




  



  




      

 

     

  	

     

  




  



  	



  




  



  


  

  






  


  

  We would like to thank three assistants who helped very much in getting this volume together—Sarah Burges, Stephanie Chasin, and Gabriella Goldstein. We hope that the work is worthy of their efforts.













  



 



  


     

  	

     

  1




  



  	



  WHY DO PEOPLE PHILOSOPHIZE?




  



  




     

   

     

  	

     

  




  



  	



  




  



  




      

 

     

  	

     

  




  



  	



  




  



  


  

  






  






  INTRODUCTION




  Why do people marry? Why do people play tennis? Why do they philosophize? There are, of course, many answers to these questions. People marry for all sorts of reasons: for love, for companionship, for money. They play tennis for love of the game, for exercise, for money. They philosophize for various reasons—even for money. Let us ignore most of these. We propose in this chapter to concentrate on one that is important. It is this: In the course of every human life certain pressing problems arise that cut deep, often to the bone. They typically demand a decision, or some kind of sensible response or action. Yet the issues they raise are complex and difficult to resolve. To deal with them requires deep reflection and careful deliberation. It is this kind of thought process that is traditionally called “philosophizing.” People philosophize because they need to grapple with certain kinds of urgent problems.




  What sorts of problems are these? It is difficult to give an exact definition. But here are some examples: Does life have any meaning or purpose? Does God exist? Is there life after death? Can one really be sure of what is right or wrong? Is suicide ever justifiable? Is lying always wrong? Is abortion a case of murder? Should I, a pacifist and democrat, join the army if my country is attacked by a totalitarian state? The list of such problems is virtually endless. It is important to emphasize that reflection about such matters is common and that nearly every human being at some time or other has engaged in it. How rigorously one probes any of these issues is what distinguishes the “professional” philosopher from the ordinary person. The difference is a matter of degree, of how deeply one is prepared and able to explore such dilemmas. In the remainder of this chapter we shall attempt to describe what the professionals do. But it should be kept in mind that ordinary persons are doing much the same thing, only, perhaps, less systematically.




  This point is important and worth expanding upon before we enter the technical domain of professional philosophy. A glance at the world today reveals that human beings are beset by problems that require profound thought and judicious action. These issues are not restricted to academics; they affect nearly everyone. Though the Cold War between the Soviet Union and the major Western powers has now vanished, the threat of nuclear annihilation has not. Nuclear weapons have been dispersed to various nations and perhaps even to terrorist organizations. The possibility of their use cannot be discounted; if they were ever used the consequences would be horrendous. The world population is increasing astronomically, causing major pollution, the exhaustion of natural resources, starvation, and disease. There are extremely tense political confrontations in large sectors of the globe: in the Balkans, the Middle East, Korea, Africa, and India. Any of these could erupt into major wars affecting everyone. In all of these situations the picture is one of nations, groups, individuals, and even whole races taking adversary positions toward one another. What accounts for these attitudes—the bitterness, hatred, and lack of tolerance that seem to be the order of the day?




  No doubt each case requires a specific explanation, and none is likely to be simple. Yet each derives from a specific philosophical position. Such positions may and typically do arise from different sources, but they may also have the same source. For instance, fundamentalist groups in both the Middle East and the United States find common ground in a tradition that derives from the Bible. Yet this common source may also serve to divide them. Religious warfare often stems from differing construals of how a given text is to be understood and in the assessment of a group’s fidelity to the principles contained in that document. Such antagonisms turn on differing interpretations about the importance and value of the individual person, the purpose and function of the state, and the degree to which it is justified in controlling individual conduct. Such matters as whether women should wear veils in public, or whether abortion is justifiable, create profound divisions that are not easily reconcilable. In nearly all of the cases mentioned above—racism, conservation of resources, the population explosion, the range of control that the state should exercise—conflicting sets of principles or disagreements about the interpretations of commonly accepted principles seem to be at the core of these disputes, and nearly all of them represent different philosophical attitudes and convictions.




  It is sometimes claimed that philosophy as a subject is no longer of any importance to the contemporary, technologically oriented person, yet the situations we have mentioned belie such an affirmation. It is obvious that to the degree that differences in fundamental lifestyle and conviction divide people there is no more important subject for study in the world today than philosophy. Accordingly, if one is to acquire some understanding of the forces that motivate human beings, one must acquire some understanding of the nature of philosophy and its influence on human action.




  Our effort in this work is to make such comprehension possible. But this, as we shall see, is not a simple job. Setting Oriental philosophy aside, one can trace Western philosophy back nearly three thousand years. It is difficult to compress into a neat general account the full range of activities that in the West have been called “philosophy.” In some respects philosophy has changed dramatically from its earliest beginnings among the Greeks, and yet in other respects it has not changed at all. As an intellectual activity, it seems to deal with new problems and with the same old problems. How can one capture the nature of the subject if these activities seem so contrary?




  Historically, philosophers have offered many accounts, definitions, characterizations, and descriptions of what they are doing—and some of these are incompatible with one another. Some authors have asserted, for example, that philosophy is dedicated to explaining the ultimate nature of reality, while others have rejected this description and have stated that philosophy is not a fact-finding activity and therefore cannot tell us anything about reality. It has been affirmed that philosophy is a rational activity in which good reasons are adduced in support of a particular conclusion. On this view philosophy is identical with argumentation. Yet others have denied that the use of reason and argument in philosophy is either important or even relevant, and some of these persons, mainly skeptics, have claimed that no arguments in philosophy are any good. From the skeptical perspective, argumentation is thus pointless and a waste of time. It was widely held for centuries that philosophy is the Queen of the Sciences, that is, the most synoptic and universal science, as distinct from such particular sciences as biology, chemistry, and physics. But this thesis has also been challenged and indeed today is hardly accepted at all. The attempt to provide a coherent, consistent, and precise account of the subject thus seems to be an attempt to embrace within a simple model a gamut of apparently incompatible theories, practices, outlooks, and traditions. How can one possibly impose some sort of order on such a wide array of diverse conceptions?




  In order to respond to the question, What is philosophy? we shall pose and then answer six questions in this book. These are: (1) Why do people philosophize? (2) Do humans possess knowledge of the external world, including knowledge of the minds of others? (3) What is the relationship between mind and body? (4) Is there a supreme being? (5) What is the good for man? and (6) Is an ideal society possible? In answering these queries we shall be covering most of the main branches of philosophy—epistemology (or the theory of knowledge), the philosophy of mind, philosophy of religion, ethics, and political philosophy. Our approach to these topics is both historical and analytic. We shall be referring to the main views developed by major philosophers of the past and present, and at the same time considering these views critically, that is, asking whether and to what degree they can be defended or rejected as correct. These two approaches, the historical and analytic, will be given a further, special twist in what follows. Unlike any other text with which we are familiar, ours will emphasize the skeptical challenges that have been developed in each of these areas. The justification of this unusual emphasis will be given below and in the individual chapters that follow.




  A SPECIFIC EXAMPLE: EUTHANASIA




  As we have indicated above, philosophical problems are typically complex and composed of various strands: factual, scientific, technological, and moral. They involve elements of judgment, decision, the comparison of cases with one another, the drawing of precise distinctions, and so forth. We will illustrate some of the complexities such problems generate by considering the case of euthanasia, which will involve most of the elements just mentioned. It is the kind of problem that raises fundamental concerns for parents, senior citizens, many married persons, close friends and associates of the ill, legislators, sociologists, social workers, psychologists, physicians, and, of course, philosophers. Let us begin by drawing a distinction—this is the first move that a philosopher must make in order to acquire a perspicuous understanding of the problem.




  Euthanasia must be distinguished from cases of suicide on the one hand, and physician-assisted death on the other. Suicide, for example, is an activity in which a person takes his or her own life. It is primarily an individual action, that is, taken by the person in question. If another person helps that individual to die—say, by injecting drugs or by throwing the individual off a cliff—those actions would not be considered suicide. The person who ultimately does commit suicide may, of course, discuss the prospective action with others before engaging in the act, but the resulting action is basically individual in character.




  Euthanasia, in contrast, necessarily involves at least one other person. Yet, euthanasia, as a multiparty action, must be distinguished from other multiparty interactions, in particular from physician-assisted death, even though in both cases one of the parties will be responsible for the other’s death. The difference between euthanasia and physician-assisted death, in part though not wholly, consists in the relationship that doctors in Western countries have to their patients. Generally speaking, physicians are bound by the Hippocratic Oath, a moral/professional code which forbids physicians to knowingly and intentionally harm persons whose health and well-being are in their care. Thus, an immediate moral issue arises when a physician (such as Dr. Jack Kevorkian) provides medication or other means to assist persons who are terminally ill to end their lives. Many doctors believe that such actions are prohibited by the Hippocratic Oath, and accordingly there is considerable controversy about the propriety of physican-assisted death. What counts as “physican-assisted death” is itself complex. Is a physician who refuses to put an elderly, comatose patient on a life-support respirator assisting that patient to die? That case seems to be different from one in which the physician removes a life-support system from a terminally ill patient. In such an instance there is a direct intervention by the doctor. Providing drugs that ease pain but which may end the patient’s life is still a different sort of case. Let us distinguish all of these, and in speaking of physician-assisted death refer only to those cases where there is active intervention by the doctor to terminate a patient’s life, such as turning off a respirator. It is this issue that has caused such a furor within and outside the medical community.




  Physician-assisted death is also illegal in many states. Dr. Kevorkian has been tried several times in Michigan, for example, and juries had exonerated him on all such occasions until, in 1999, he was found guilty of giving a fatal dose of a drug to a patient dying of a terminal disease. In some states suicide is regarded as illegal and, in principle, a person who tries but fails to commit suicide can be subject to legal sanctions; but in practice such cases are hardly ever brought to court by prosecutors.




  Both legal and moral issues also arise in standard cases of euthanasia, but the latter are not usually tied to a specific code such as the Hippocratic Oath. Thus, a wife who assists her terminally ill husband to die is not bound by any particular provision that makes her action immoral. If the act is judged to be immoral or reprehensible, it will be for different reasons. It is therefore essential to distinguish such cases from those that involve physicians or others with specific institutional obligations, such as priests, ministers, or rabbis, that may forbid euthanasia. We should thus draw a distinction between physician-assisted death and euthanasia, since the evaluation of those actions will be importantly different.




  Let us now look at euthanasia itself. This will also be found to be complex, but let us start with a prototypical case. A husband and wife who have been married for a long time have been discussing what would happen if one of them developed a lingering, extremely painful, and ultimately fatal illness, such as Lou Gehrig’s disease (amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, or ALS), for which there is no known cure. Suppose they agree now, while they are still in good health, that if something like this should happen, the suffering party will ask for his or her life to be terminated, perhaps by the administration of sleeping pills or a fatal injection. The important points to notice in this arrangement are three: (1) there is now a contract or agreement between the parties, which will be implemented if and when one of them becomes disabled; (2) the contract has been entered into voluntarily by both parties, each of whom is in good health and of sound mind; and (3) one of the parties has agreed actively to intervene in order to terminate the life of the other. This last point is especially important. If the healthy party does nothing and simply allows his or her spouse to die naturally, this would not be a case of euthanasia. Some specific action must be taken for the act to qualify as such.




  Let us now suppose that one of the parties, the husband, falls ill. At this point we enter the realm of scientific fact. There may be all sorts of different diagnoses of the case made by physicians, and there may be disagreements, even between experts, about what is wrong with him and what his prospects are. However, the assessment that the patient is in pain is not determined in the same way as the assessment or diagnosis that he is suffering from a specific disease. The latter is an objective matter that does not wholly depend on the patient’s feelings. But whether the patient is in pain or not, and how bad the pain is, are pieces of information that can be conveyed to physicians only by the patient himself. Thus, not only are there degrees of pain and diverse thresholds for bearing pain, but the exact status of the patient’s feelings and suffering is primarily a subjective matter. Because that is so, the patient’s wife may be faced with a difficult decision. Is the pain really unbearable? How much suffering can and should husband bear before she should take the drastic action of terminating his life? How long should she wait? Are there any alternatives to euthanasia? What she elects to do is thus a personal decision, and, of course, it is possible for her to be mistaken. Indeed, one of the complaints voiced about Dr. Kevorkian is that he acted too quickly in some cases. But a parallel issue might arise (say, if the couple has children) in a case of euthanasia. The children might feel that their father should not have been put to death, and that the action of their mother was precipitous. A spouse who must make the decision to proceed thus bears an enormous responsibility, and the mere existence of the contract does not necessarily justify one’s intervening at a particular time.




  Let us complicate the case slightly. In the contractual agreement both parties may have also agreed that even if the prospective patient decides to change his or her mind, that fact should not override the original decision to terminate his or her life. That is, the patient might agree at the time of his or her original decision that it should not be set aside if he or she suddenly decides otherwise. In such an instance, the original contract would recognize that at the moment of termination the patient may not be wholly rational or in a position to make a proper decision; the healthy party is thus authorized from the outset to carry out the original agreement no matter what.




  Once again, a profound judgmental question is raised at this juncture. Suppose the husband changes his mind and decides he does not want to undergo euthanasia. His wife now has a serious problem: whether or not to end her husband’s life against his current wishes. One can imagine heartrending scenes at this moment: an ill person pleading not to be put to death and his spouse torn by anxiety about what she should do. If despite all this, the wife decides to proceed as they had originally planned, is her action justified? Can she be absolutely sure that her husband is not rational now? Would it not be better to wait? If she waits, then she has not carried out the original agreement, and is acting irresponsibly. So what should she do?




  At this point, philosophical issues begin to arise. Can one ever be sure what another is thinking or really wants? And if one cannot, what should one do in this kind of circumstance? When such doubts are generalized the outcome may be a kind of paralysis with respect to any action. Is one ever in possession of the kind of certainty that would justify any action, drastic or otherwise? Still, let us not push the skeptical challenge too far in this particular situation. We shall look at skepticism in detail later on. Apart from any theoretical form of skepticism, the healthy spouse finds him- or herself in a difficult situation if the invalid has suddenly changed his or her mind. How can one rationally determine what the best course of action should be in such a case?




  There are numerous possible variations on the standard case besides that just mentioned. Suppose, for instance, that a healthy person cannot bring him- or herself to put his ailing spouse to death? At that moment, it is just too difficult to do—to see a human being with whom one has lived for years die at one’s own hands. But if this is the ultimate decision, then the contract has been violated. Should the unwilling or unable spouse be held responsible for failing to act, and by whom? Can anyone ever be held responsible for refusing to put another to death?




  But let us ignore these complications and return to the standard case. Who is right with respect to euthanasia? On this point there are a spectrum of differing answers. At one end of the spectrum, it is argued that euthanasia is always wrong, since it requires someone knowingly and intentionally to kill another person who has not committed any offense against society, has not done any harm to anyone else, and thus is not guilty of any legal or moral offense. In effect, the contention is that this amounts to killing the innocent. The position thus rests upon a philosophical principle, that no one is ever justified in killing the innocent. That principle, in turn, rests upon another: Justice requires that equal crimes should be treated equally, and that it is unjust to punish people differently for the same crime. Where no crime has been committed, then no penalty should be exacted. But this is precisely the situation in standard cases of euthanasia; the person being put to death is innocent of any crime. It follows from this perspective that the action is always wrong. The argument thus seems to be a variant of the right-to-life position on abortion, where it is argued that abortion is never justified since it amounts to killing the innocent.




  This position is controversial. A completely opposite point of view holds that there are overriding reasons that justify taking the life of another. A proponent of this view might argue that in real life the principle that equal offenses deserve equal punishment has many exceptions. Suppose two people are convicted of robbing a bank. One of them is a hardened criminal, arrested and convicted many times for various offenses. His stealing is part of a pattern of behavior. The second person has recently lost his job, his family is starving, and it is his first brush with the law. Many juries would hold it unreasonable—indeed, unjust—to give the two individuals identical sentences. There are other grounds for holding that the killing of the innocent is sometimes justified. In cases of war, for instance, it is not generally held to be immoral to kill an enemy soldier in order to protect one’s country. From this philosophical perspective the fundamental question is, What grounds can one advance in support of taking the life of another? A typical response would assert that if the patient is terminally ill, if no drugs will relieve unbearable pain, and if no cure or prospect of a cure is in sight, then one is acting compassionately in ending that individual’s life. It is the optimal course of action in that particular circumstance. Those in favor of abortion access might advance similar reasons: When the life of the mother is at stake, or if the pregnancy is the result of rape or incest, then terminating the pregancy is justified. The argument is thus that there are considerations that are more important than the maintenance of life. These essentially have to do with the quality of life. On that view, although life is an important value, it is not necessarily the most important value. There are thus overarching factors that justify euthanasia. In between these two radically different positions one can find a host of intermediate views, all of them defended on rational grounds.




  Which of these positions is correct is not an issue we shall attempt to debate here. Our point is rather to show that the issues raised are not only legal, sociological, medical, and practical, but to a great extent are concerns of a different type or order, namely, philosophical. This can be shown by asking the question, How much pain should a person suffer before his spouse is justified in terminating his existence? The answer to this question clearly involves conceptual issues, requiring for their resolution such matters as whether one is ever entitled knowingly and deliberately to terminate the life of the innocent, whether a society that legalizes euthanasia is just, and so forth. Such matters fall squarely into the domain of philosophy. In the next section, we shall try to bring out, in terms of this example, what is meant by describing a problem as “philosophical” and, in so doing, will try to explain how such problems involve and yet transcend scientific, legal, medical, or practical solutions.




  Generally speaking, the sorts of issues we have mentioned—abortion, racism, control of the environment, contraception—involve considerations of principle that have been discussed by philosophers of the past and present. From these kinds of problems important and influential theories have developed, such as those of Plato, Aristotle, Thomas Hobbes, John Stuart Mill, and others. In the course of this book we hope to show how seemingly simple and ordinary features of our human experience can give rise to conceptual difficulties that have led to the development of theories for solving these problems. Such reflection is what it means to philosophize.




  SIX INGREDIENTS OF A PHILOSOPHICAL PROBLEM




  Philosophical problems are typically complex, and exhibit strands that are factual and nonfactual




  It is sometimes not sufficiently stressed that factual, technological, and scientific factors often play roles in philosophical problems. This is true in the case of euthanasia. As we have indicated, there may be a debate among physicians about the nature of the patient’s illness: What is it exactly? Is it progressive? Is it generally unbearably painful? Is it terminal? Whether a spouse should intervene to end her husband’s life may well depend on the answers to some or all of these questions. But suppose it is agreed by the experts that the disease is progressive, it will be increasingly painful, and it is terminal. At that point, the question of potential intervention arises. But the decision to intervene or not to intervene is not factual. As we have pointed out, all sorts of other factors may now come to the fore: Can I really bring myself to kill my spouse? Even if I can, should I? Is this the right time or should I wait? It is clear that these are not scientific or factual issues. One characteristic of a philosophical problem is that it crucially involves considerations that go beyond the merely factual or scientific.




  A philosophical problem is not solvable solely by an appeal to the facts




  This statement is true if the statement that philosophical problems are not wholly factual is true. We believe that both statements are true. Normally, a philosophical problem does not arise through a lack of factual information. Consider the previous case of the two persons arrested for stealing money. The facts are all there for the jury to decide. They are given accurate information about the backgrounds and the characters of the accused. There is no question but that both persons stole some money. The jury’s problem is now of a different order: How shall these two persons be treated? Is it just to punish them equally, or not? The answer or answers the jury members arrive at are not wholly determined by the facts in the two cases, but by considerations of a different kind. Note that we are not claiming that factual information does not play a role in the solution or resolution of philosophical problems. Clearly it does, as described in the above situation. Our claim is that such problems cannot be resolved merely by an appeal to the facts. In the cases of the two thieves, we can imagine a debate among the jurors, some of whom might argue that, independent of the histories of the accused persons, equal crimes should be treated equally, and some of whom argue that background factors should be taken into consideration in dispensing justice. Each side will argue its case, that is, advance philosophical grounds for its position.




  A philosophical problem is fundamentally a conceptual problem




  If such problems are not merely factual or scientific problems, then what additional considerations must be brought to bear in their resolution? The question gives rise to a third feature of philosophy, namely, that it is primarily a conceptual activity. This is a somewhat complicated notion which can be explained by contrasting conceptual and factual problems. Because of its importance, we shall spend a little time explaining the point.




  Suppose the question is, “How far is it from Vancouver, British Columbia, to New York City?” Before answering the question, certain clarifications are in order. We obviously have to know what the words in the question mean. But let us assume that the context will make that query clear, for example, that we are speaking of distance by road, rather than distance by air. Given this understanding, the answer to the question will be straightforwardly factual. It will consist of remarks such as, “It is 2,850 miles,” or “I drove it last year and according to my odometer it was 2,933 miles,” and so on. The information contained in such answers might be arrived in various ways: by driving the distance personally and seeing what one’s mileage reads, by checking the distance on a road map, and so forth. The key point is that the facts resolve the issue: No special conceptual residue remains when such answers are given.




  But the issue of euthanasia—and, indeed, all philosophical problems—is not simply decided by an appeal to matters of fact. The problem of abortion provides a good example of what is meant by a conceptual problem. Let us consider the issue in some detail for a moment. The extreme right-to-life position advances the following considerations in support of its position: First, it argues that from the moment of conception, a human fetus is a human being, and that all human beings are persons. Second, as mentioned above, it states that such persons are innocent of any crime. Third, it contends that it is necessary to find a consistent set of principles—that is, a reasonable philosophy—that would justify killing them. Fourth, it affirms that since similar cases must be treated in similar ways, such principles would justify the abortion of a prenatal child only if they would also justify the killing of an innocent postnatal infant. Fifth, it holds that no considerations can be found that would justify the latter course of action, and, accordingly, it concludes that no principles can be found that justify the former. Therefore, abortion is never justified.




  The pro-choice position attacks each of these premises and disagrees with the conclusion. But to bring out the special nature of a conceptual problem, let us simply concentrate on the first premise of the extreme right-to-life argument. It holds, as indicated, that the fetus from the moment of conception is a both a human being and a person. Some advocates of the pro-choice position hold that the so-called conceptus or zygote is not a human being, let alone a person, although it has the potentiality of becoming both. This contention is supported by an analogy. Suppose everyone agrees that cutting down an oak tree is, in a specific case, a bad thing to do. Yet those same persons would agree that an acorn is not an oak tree, so destroying an acorn that eventually might become a tree is not identical with destroying a tree. According to this comparison, the conceptus or zygote is like an acorn. It is not yet a human being, and is certainly not a person. The zygote is simply a mass of living tissue, analogous to a benign growth, and is not yet human since it lacks all human features or characteristics. It can thus be excised and abortion can be thought of as analogous to a surgical procedure that eliminates an unwanted cyst or tumor.




  Let us set aside this position and concentrate on a more common variant of it, namely the notion that the conceptus is not a person. On this pro-choice position, which is less extreme than the previous, it is conceded that the conceptus or zygote is a human being, but it is denied that it is as yet a person: something with a mind, feelings, desires, thoughts, and so forth. Curiously enough, this point of view is sometimes advanced by persons with religious commitments. A common formulation of their position would state that the conceptus or zygote does not yet have a “soul,” and therefore is not yet a person. A well-known philosopher who denies that the conceptus or zygote is a person puts her position in this way: “At this place, however, it should be remembered that we have only been pretending throughout that the fetus is a human being from the moment of conception. A very early abortion is surely not the killing of a person.”1




  In the famous Roe v. Wade decision of 1973, the United States Supreme Court agreed that fetuses “are not fully legal persons,” and that a woman has the right to an abortion. The decision also mentioned that the right to an abortion is not absolute, and is limited by the state’s right to regulate medical practice to protect maternal health. Justice Harry A. Blackmun wrote that “a state may properly assert important interests in safeguarding health, in maintaining medical standards, and in protecting potential life.”




  What we wish to emphasize in describing the difference between the extreme right-to-life and the pro-choice positions is that the issue of whether a conceptus or fetus is a person is not a factual issue. Everyone would agree on the key facts involved in conception. The facts include such pieces of information as the following: The female germ cell, or “ovum,” is fertilized by the male germ cell, the “spermatozoan.” When this occurs, the cell possesses a full complement of twenty-three pairs of chromosomes, one in each pair from each parent. At that stage, the ovum is called a “single-cell zygote.” Within twenty-four hours, the single cell begins to divide. It acquires sixteen cells by the third day, and continues to grow as it moves through the Fallopian tube into the uterus. During the first week, it implants itself in the uterine wall, and then is called a “conceptus.” By the end of the second week, it is firmly embedded in the uterine wall, and from this point until the eighth week it is called an “embryo.” Some human features appear by the fourth week—the embryo acquires a face and incipient limbs—and by the eighth week brain waves can be detected. From this point until birth at nine months, it is called a “fetus.”




  The facts, as just described, are not disputed by either side. The question is, rather, When does the fertilized egg become a person? But as one examines the facts they do not speak to that issue. Is a “single-cell zygote” a person? Or is the “conceptus” a person? Is neither a person? The facts are silent. So how is the judgment to be made? That clearly depends on the point of view one takes, and, no doubt, such positions are complex. They may arise from religious or nonreligious perspectives. But whatever their origins, they are not determined solely by rehearsing the scientific facts. The issue of whether an unborn child is a person or not must thus be resolved in some different way. This is the typical situation in dealing with philosophical issues. Such issues typically turn on crucial premises that are conceptual in character. Our third point, then, is that philosophical problems are conceptual and not straightforwardly factual.




  
Philosophical problems arise from perplexity




  In the case of the problem of abortion, for instance, there is a perplexity about the relationship between bits of tissue and persons. When do pieces of flesh become persons? If a person is not merely flesh, what it is? Is it some kind of nonmaterial entity, and if so, how can we identify it? If one is speaking of the soul, for instance, what is that? Where does it exist and how do we know what it is like? Where does it come from? This particular question gives rise to one of the deepest and most intractable philosophical issues, the so-called Mind/Body Problem. We shall explore the problem later in this chapter, but one can already sense the nature of the difficulty. Philosophers from the time of the Greeks to the present, theologians of all stripes, and ordinary persons have been puzzled about the relationship between personhood and the material constitutents that constitute living objects. When the Gospel According to Saint John states that “the word was made flesh” (1:14), we have a theological version of this problem.




  Philosophy begins in wonder, as Aristotle once said. In words different from his, we might say that philosophers are concerned to make sense of the world—a world that for all sorts of reasons they find puzzling or baffling: a “booming, buzzing confusion,” as William James called it. Thus, there is need for clarification, explication, and the overcoming of difficulties. If the guiding principles of the world were obvious philosophizing would not be necessary, and indeed would not arise at all. But given that the world is a puzzle, reflection about its characteristics is unavoidable and is an essential ingredient in the human psyche.




  A philosophical problem requires a rational explanation




  The next feature of philosophy is connected with the need for a rational explanation of things. Not any old explanation will do; it must be an account in which good reasons are given in support of a particular conclusion. We have seen in the case of abortion that both the extreme right-to-life and pro-choice positions satisfy this requirement. Each is a reasoned viewpoint that leads to a well-supported conclusion. More generally, one might say that a rational explanation makes an appeal to a system of principles. In the case of abortion, such principles might include a theory about the nature of personhood, about the rights that the unborn have, about the conditions under which some rights are said to override others when rights conflict, and so forth. This is a complex array of notions, and unless one is careful, it might be inconsistent. It is easier to measure consistency when a theory is made explicit, and this requires a critical assessment of it. The explanation ultimately presented by the philosopher—say, whether abortion is justifiable or not—thus quickly escalates to a higher level of theoretic generality. Accordingly, the fifth feature of philosophy consists in the requirement that an explanation be rational, that it appeal to a set of principles that are cogent and consistent, and that such principles amount to a theory applying to the issue at hand.




  Philosophical problems lead to deep explanations




  What is the advantage of philosophical theorizing? The answer is that it provides a deeper understanding than any commonsense or habitual interaction with the world. The aim of the philosopher is to penetrate superficial phenomena and to reach and articulate their underlying principles. A scientist does much the same sort of thing. It was a remarkable discovery, made only in the nineteenth century, that ice, steam, and water, whose observable properties radically differ, are all composed of H2O. It is this kind of penetration of the familiar to arrive at a fundamental level of comprehension that is also characteristic of philosophy. The philosopher who notes that all phenomena obey the laws of mechanics may arrive at the conception that human beings, trees, and sewing machines are all, in some profound sense, mechanical objects, subject to the laws of physics in terms of their behavior. From such an insight some philosophers have inferred that human beings are simply machines. On their view, the commonsense notion that there is a soul or a mind that differs in kind from the body is wrong. There is simply chemical and electrical activity in the human brain that initiates action. As the seventeenth-century philosopher Thomas Hobbes said, “What is the heart but a pump, and the nerves so many strings?”




  Whether such a view is right or wrong is open to debate, but that it is a deep insight cannot be denied. It is characteristic of the great philosophers of the past and present to have plumbed the depths to create new understandings of relationships never previously recognized.




  From Plato to the present, philosophers have searched for essences, or common qualities or the fundamental principles, that connect particular cases, and thus provide for understandings that transcend the familiar and commonplace.




  Summary




  The preceding list of six features is not, of course, exhaustive. They are simply among the more important characteristics of philosophical activity. We can summarize what a person does when he or she philosophizes.




  Philosophy is a complex, intellectual activity that (a) involves reflection about the world and its inhabitants; (b) is a conceptual, rather than a straightforwardly scientific, empirical, or factual discipline; (c) is a rational activity, demanding the use of argument in an attempt to support a particular conclusion; (d) arises in part because the world is complex and not well understood, and is therefore directed toward clarifying or resolving problematic issues or doctrines; (e) involves the quest for deeper explanations to get at what is fundamental and not superficial; and (f) does so by developing a theory or theories to account for the matters under consideration. The problems of euthanasia and abortion illustrate many of these features. They raise questions about what is true, or right, and what kinds of actions are ultimately justifiable.




  PHILOSOPHY AND THE PRACTICAL




  Having produced, above, a certain picture of philosophy, we must now, in the interests of accuracy, modify it somewhat. In dealing with euthanasia and abortion, we were discussing problems having significant social, political, and legal implications. We might thus have inadvertently created the impression that all philosophical problems are essentially practical problems. But this is not true and, unless qualified, would be highly misleading.




  In confronting problems that have little or no practical implication, philosophy is similar to science. Science in its purest forms must be distinguished from technology, for example. It is concerned with understanding the world, and arises from human curiosity. Technology, in contrast, arises from the need to solve practical problems, and is thus primarily concerned with changing the world. Many of the most important scientific (as distinct from technological) discoveries have no practical implications. The Newtonian revolution changed the scientific picture from a geocentric to a heliocentric conception. This change was unquestionably of monumental historical importance. It revolutionized man’s apprehension of the nature of the earth and its status in a broader range of astral phenomena. It also applied to such matters as the religious story told in the Bible, and for many thinkers had antireligious implications. Yet in a certain sense, Isaac Newton’s discoveries had no practical implications for ordinary daily life. With the possible exception of religious practice, the practical, everyday activities of most human beings continued in more or less the same fashion after Newton’s work had become disseminated.




  But the same cannot be said of technology. It has drastically changed the way we live. The invention of the automobile, the telephone, computers, and even such earlier technologies as the printing press, gunpowder, and the saddle for horses greatly altered the practical activities of human beings. It is possible for a civilization to develop a high degree of technology without ever developing science: This was true of China for most of its lengthy history. Indeed, even today its science is imitative of developments in the West.




  Philosophy is like pure science in some ways, and is like technology in others. It has both an abstract, nonpractical side and an important, applied side. Let us, for a moment, turn to its nonpractical side. Some of the deepest and most stubborn problems are of this sort, and some of the most ingenious theories have been developed in an effort to solve them.




  Here is a classical example. It is generally agreed that there is something called “the world,” or “the universe.” For the moment, we shall bypass the issue of what it is. The question we wish to pose is, Where did it come from? This question goes beyond anything that science can currently answer. According to present physical theory, the universe evolved from a dense, comparatively tiny object, an “original atom,” which exploded, sending pieces outward. These pieces have become galaxies, stars, planets, and other sorts of celestial objects. But the question that the philosopher poses is, Where did the original object come from? Let us assume that the big bang theory of what happened is correct. This conjecture does not tell us where the primal atom originated. Was it caused by something else: say, a supreme being, God? But if so, where did God come from? It seems plausible to hold that if anything exists, it must have been caused by something else. But then there could be no absolute first cause. But if there was no first cause, then there is no second, third, and so on cause. Hence, if no first cause, then no last cause, and therefore no present universe. Since there is a present universe, however, there must have been a first cause that was uncaused. We thus have a difficult puzzle. It seems true to say that universe must have a first cause, which is uncaused, but it also seems true to say that there could not be any uncaused cause, since everything must have a cause. So where did the universe come from?




  This is a dilemma that many of the greatest philosophers, such as Saint Thomas Aquinas and Benedict de Spinoza, have addressed and to which they have offered answers. We shall explore their views later in this book. The point we are emphasizing now is that many philosophical problems, such as this about the existence of a first cause, raise mind boggling perplexities. Yet neither they, nor the theories designed to solve them, have any obvious practical implications. It is thus important to realize that purely intellectual dilemmas constitute much of the subject matter of philosophy.




  TWO LEVELS OF SKEPTICISM




  We indicated earlier that the previous picture of philosophy, as concerned with providing a cogent account of the world, has been challenged by various forms of philosophical skepticism. In the chapters that follow we shall bring out the nature of these challenges. But it is important to notice that they are philosophical in character. They express the doubts of sophisticated reflection, and should be distinguished from everyday, practical doubts, which are more local. The latter allow for the existence of knowledge and certainty in some some cases, while denying it in others. All doubts, whether practical or philosophical, begin from concerns about the propriety of claims made about daily events and experiences. A politician might promise to provide funds for schools and the environment, but experience teaches persons to accept his avowals with a grain of salt; a lover utters remarks that an experienced companion soon learns to question; a theologian provides an argument about the exact date of the creation of the universe, and so forth. Many events and interactions in everday life give rise to queries about the veracity of things people say.




  But for most persons such doubts tend to be specific and temporary. They do not give rise to a general skepticism about all assertions, promises, and verbal commitments, and they surely do not end in outlooks that challenge the very existence of knowledge and certainty. It is the philosophical forms of skepticism that go this extra distance. They also typically arise from reflection on everyday experience. But as the philosopher ponders these matters, he or she may come to feel that human beings live in a world in which the commonly accepted veracities are more vulnerable than are ordinarily supposed. As such reflections deepen and as their scope widens, the result may be profound doubts about the very existence of other persons, of a world external to the mind of the doubter, and so forth. In such cases, we have arrived at classical forms of philosophical skepticism.




  To the ordinary person, such doubts may seem fantastic and bizarre. Yet the train of reflection leading to them may seem, upon careful scrutiny, to be without flaw. We shall have to examine such lines of reasoning carefully in what follows. One thing we can say categorically: In the history of Western philosophy, philosophical skepticism has been taken very seriously. It is unquestionably one of the fundamental traditions in Western thought, running from its beginnings among the ancient Greeks to the present time.




  Here is how a recent commentator describes the importance of philosophical skepticism. In The Skeptic Way, Benson Mates writes:






   If philosophical authors were to be ranked in order on the basis of their relative influence on the subsequent history of Western philosophy, Plato and Aristotle would be at the top of the list, no doubt. But a good case can be made that the third place should be assigned to a rather obscure Greek physician of the second century A.D., Sextus Empiricus. . . . His writings were immensely influential. Due largely to the work of Richard Popkin and his students and associates, it is now clear that the rediscovery and publication of these works in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries led directly to the skepticism of Montaigne, Gassendi, Descartes, Bayle, and other major figures, and eventually to the preoccupation of modern philosophy, right down to the present, with attempts to refute or otherwise combat philosophical skepticism.2







  As these remarks make plain, one cannot write an introductory book about philosophy without a detailed examination of the history and contemporary importance of skepticism. Therefore, beginning in the next chapter, this topic will play a fundamental role in the discussions that follow.




  GETTING INTO THE SUBJECT




  No brief introduction, such as we have tried to provide above, can function as a substitute for the reader’s getting involved in the subject. To understand the nature of this activity one must steep oneself in particular texts, in the political, social, and historical contexts that give rise to real problems for real people. We will thus emphasize in this book that the particular historical setting in which a problem arises is critical for a full appreciation of the issues that were under debate. Textbooks can make living issues seem abstract and unreal. We shall try to avoid such an approach.




  Here, again, let us refer to the Mind/Body Problem. It takes many forms historically. In early Christian theology, it dealt with the question of how a spiritual being, such as Christ, could also be material, that is, a human being composed of flesh and blood. As we enter a new millennium, the problem has dropped its theological gloss. Now the issue is whether the brain—a complex material object—is the same thing as the mind, something which does not seem material at all. The current debate thus involves such questions as: What are thoughts? What are beliefs? What are intentions? Are they simply various forms of neural activity, that is, neurons firing at 40 Herz, and so forth? Or are they sui generis kinds of things, not describable in physical, material, or mechanical terms? The current debate is in some respects the same as it was in the year 300 C.E., and in some respects, because of scientific developments, it is quite different.




  Because the historical circumstances are so important, we feel that that there is no better procedure for coming to understand the nature of this discipline than a study of the history of philosophy. Such an approach will recreate the intellectual and social climates in which the great problems of human life arose, and will indicate how they were viewed, both by their contemporaries and by later thinkers, and how they were addressed in various temporal periods. In the chapters that follow, we attempt to recreate some of these ambiences, thus adding flesh to the bare bones we have uncovered in this introduction. By this method, the reader will add a deeper dimension to his or her exposure to the subject and its impact on human lives. We shall begin with the theory of knowledge, or epistemology, as it is also labeled. We shall then proceed to discuss the other major domains of the discipline: metaphysics, ethics, political philosophy, and the philosophy of religion. In all of these discussions, we shall keep a close eye on the role played by various forms of skepticism.
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  1. Judith Jarvis Thomson, “Symposium on Abortion,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 1, no. 1 (1971): 47–56.




  2. Benson Mates, The Skeptic Way: Sextus Empiricus’s Outlines of Pyrrhonism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), p. 4.
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  DOES ANYONE EVER KNOW ANYTHING?




  





  


     

   

     

  	

     

  




  



  	



  




  



  




      

 

     

  	

     

  




  



  	



  




  



  


  

  






  






  IS RADICAL SKEPTICISM BELIEVABLE?




  Epistemology is the field of philosophy in which skepticism finds its natural turf. As the name indicates, epistemology provides theories about the nature, origin, and limits of human knowledge. The persistence and long history of this discipline presuppose that many philosophers have believed and still believe that knowledge exists and that through a careful and intensive intellectual effort they can describe its essential characteristics. But skeptics challenge this point of view. They cast doubt on such theories, often in the form of arguments, but sometimes using nonargumentative techniques. We shall focus on these challenges in what follows. But let us begin with some intuitive remarks that support the notion that knowledge exists.




  Suppose two nonphilosophers are having a discussion about the history of baseball, and that they are mostly in agreement about which players were on which teams. They concur that in the 1930s Lou Gehrig and Babe Ruth were members of the New York Yankees, that in the 1960s Sandy Koufax and Don Drysdale were Los Angeles Dodgers, and so forth. A philosopher listening to their conversation might say that such assertions as “Sandy Koufax pitched for the Los Angeles Dodgers” and “Babe Ruth played right field for the Yankees” were things that both speakers knew. These remarks could be taken as examples of pieces of knowledge. It thus seems obvious that many persons know all sorts of things: their own names, the names of their spouses and children, their home addresses, and where they work.




  Now it also might be that in their discussion there was some discord. They might have disagreed, for example, about whether Babe Ruth ever played for the Boston Braves. Either he did or he didn’t. If one asserts that he did, and the other demurs, it is a logical truth that one of them must be wrong and the other right. A person who is wrong about this matter cannot be said to know what he is claiming. Suppose both also agree that Hank Aaron played for the Dodgers. In this case, the facts show that both are wrong.




  A philosopher, listening to their conversation, might infer that there are some things about baseball history that both know, some things that one of them knows but that not both know, and some things that neither knows. The philosopher might generalize from their conversation and conclude that there are many things humans know and many things they do not know. This would be the commonsense position. It seems obviously true. Yet it is this position that the radical skeptic challenges. According to such a skeptic, nobody really knows anything.




  The skeptic’s position seems prima facie peculiar. Given the previous discussion, how can one plausibly suggest that nothing is known? After all, didn’t both discussants know that Sandy Koufax was a Dodger? What possible considerations could justify such a counterintuitive posture? Isn’t it too extreme to be credible? Oddly enough, the answer is no. The fact that skepticism has had such a long and lively career suggests that it must have real substance, and that the commonsense view described above, when scrutinized, is less compelling than it seems. The skeptic is urging such scrutiny, asking that we look deep into and beyond the obvious. Let us describe some of the considerations that make this request persuasive.




  
SOME PRELIMINARY CONSIDERATIONS IN FAVOR OF SKEPTICISM




  Much of what we think we know comes from seeing, touching, hearing, tasting, and smelling things. I know there is a tree in my front yard because I see it there. I know that motorcycles exist because I can hear them going by, and if I glance out the window, I can see them. Philosophers thus say that some of our knowledge derives from sense experience. It is the sense of touch, the sense of smell, and so forth, that provide us with information about many things. The ordinary person tends to trust the senses, and to assume that the information they generate is reliable. But the skeptic finds such acceptance too facile. Consider some simple counter-cases.




  We use mirrors for all sorts of purposes: to shave, to examine our skin, and to observe the positions of cars behind us on the highway. When one shaves, for example, one assumes that the image of one’s face that appears in the mirror is accurate, and that, because this is so, the process of shaving will be successful. Yet if one thinks about mirrors a little more carefully, one realizes that every mirror image distorts the world’s features. If one holds up an English language book to a mirror, one cannot read it, because the print runs backward. Yet the print on the book does not. One looking in a mirror never sees one’s own face directly, that is, in the way other persons do. What one sees is reversed and subtly altered. We can shave because we adjust our habits to this situation, but it is a mistake to think that one is seeing one’s own face, just as it is.




  There are many ordinary, daily-life situations like this. A straight stick dipped in water looks bent, yet we do not believe it is really bent. Railroad tracks seem to converge in the distance, and yet when we walk to the spot where they apparently merge we find them to be parallel. The wheels of automobiles seen on television seem to be going backyard when the automobile is seen to be moving forward. Yet this is impossible. Such examples of distorted perception could be multiplied endlessly. Each of these sense phenomena is thus misleading in some way. If human beings were to accept the world as being exactly how it looks they would be deluded as to how things really are. They would think the stick in water was really bent, the writing on pages was really reversed, and the wheels were really going backward.




  These are visual anomalies, and they represent the sorts of ordinary occurrences that provide ammunition for the skeptic. Starting from these cases, the skeptic can show that, as we scrutinize them, our commonsense beliefs become increasingly vulnerable to doubt.




  Consider the case of the stick that looks bent when immersed in water. How can one be sure that it does not become bent when put in water? How can one be sure that it is straight when it is out of the water? Of course it looks straight, but it also looks bent. What justifies giving priority to some sense impressions over others?




  A commonsense philosopher might respond by saying that seeing is not a sufficient condition for knowledge. One needs to correct vision by some of the other senses. Thus one might claim that the stick in water is not really bent because one can feel it with his hands to be straight when it is in the water. One corrects aberrant visual sensations by tactile impressions. But the skeptic can easily meet this move. What, he might say, justifies accepting one mode of perception as more accurate than another? After all, there are common occurrences that cast doubt upon the reliability of touch. Suppose one were to cool one hand and warm the other, and then insert both into a bucket of water having a uniform thermometric reading. The water will feel warm to the cold hand, and cold to the warm hand. But, by stipulation, the water has the same uniform temperature, and therefore cannot be both hot and cold at the same time. Does this imply that one is not sensing the water at all? It is an interesting possibility, and some skeptics have argued that such an inference is correct. But whether it is or not, the experiment surely suggests that the tactile sense cannot be fully trusted, either, and in particular that there is no justification for giving it priority over vision.




  Later, we shall see that these preliminary remarks merely scratch the surface. In his famous Dream and Demon Hypotheses, René Descartes propounded even deeper skeptical objections to the commonsense view. He pointed out, for instance, that it is possible for us to have all the sense impressions we normally have when awake, but might be asleep and dreaming. In such a case, we would not be aware of external reality at all. This is radical skepticism in a full-blown form. But let us defer consideration of his arguments until the next chapter and instead return to our theme, which we shall now deepen a bit.




  Suppose in the light of the previous difficulties, it is proposed that no mode of sense perception is sufficient to guarantee that one has knowledge, and hence that one needs to correct the senses by some other mode of awareness, say, by reason. Reason tells us that, despite appearances, it is illogical to believe that parallel steel tracks, without any apparent reason, suddenly converge or that water bends rigid objects such as sticks. So independent of what our senses say, we can count on reason as a corrective that will give us an accurate picture of the world’s features.




  Yet reason has its own difficulties. It suffers from various liabilities: forgetting, jumping to unwarranted conclusions, miscalculations, misunderstandings, and misinterpretations. Almost everybody has forgotten or misremembered something important. One remembers having met Smith at the airport in Boston; yet Smith has never been in Boston. One has added a column of figures incorrectly, getting the wrong sum. So why should one trust reason if its conclusions sometimes run counter to sense perception?




  As these various examples show, the skeptical attitude cannot merely be dismissed. If it is ultimately mistaken, one will have to show how and why. That will require some hard thinking in order to arrive at a clear and defensible explanation of the apparently simple claim that the stick is really straight. A person who attempts to meet this challenge will need to develop a theory for justifying the commonsense belief that our senses are reliable. Such a theory will, in effect, be an attempt to solve the famous problem “Our Knowledge of the External World.” That problem, in its deepest forms, raises two issues. The first is the so-called egocentric predicament, that is, whether there is a reality that exists outside the circle of our own ideas and sense impressions. What reason do we have to believe that anything exists except our own sensations? They are the only things we are directly aware of, and there is no conceivable way of getting outside them to access some supposititious external reality. The second aspect of the problem is, in effect, one that we have touched on in the preceding discussion. How can anyone know what anything is really like if the perceptual evidence is conflicting? Is the water really hot or really cold? This problem, in these dual forms, has bedeviled philosophy since its inception, and in the following pages we shall examine the views of various thinkers who have tried to solve it—as well as the views of radical skeptics who deny that it can be solved.




  SCIENCE, COMMON SENSE, AND SKEPTICISM




  Another highly surprising source of skepticism is to be found in science. It is complicated to show why this is so. Let us begin with some comments about the nature of knowledge. As we have seen from the previous examples, if someone asserts a statement p, but is wrong, that person cannot be said to know that p is true. Thus, one of the main features that characterizes the concept of knowledge is that one cannot know that which is false. If I assert that the moon is only one hundred miles from the earth, that assertion, being mistaken, cannot be a piece of knowledge. In analyzing the concept of knowledge, then, all scholars concur that one cannot know that p if p is false.




  A second criterion that the concept of knowledge must satisfy is that of certainty. This condition is connected with the former. If it is possible to be mistaken about p, then one cannot know that p. Thus, if it is possible that it will rain tomorrow, or possible that it will not rain tomorrow, I cannot know today that it will rain tomorrow or that it will not rain tomorrow. The existence of possibility thus implies a kind of uncertainty in one’s awareness of a given situation. Hence, many writers have argued that if one knows that p, then it is not possible to be mistaken about p. And if this is so, then it is true that if one knows that p one knows that p with certainty. Thus, a second criterion of knowledge (which we shall accept here for purposes of our general exposition) is that if one knows that p, then one knows that p with certainty. It is this particular provision that science rejects and which allows it, therefore, to be described as a form of skepticism.




  According to most scientists and philosophers of science, scientific theories are based upon observation. Some observations are, of course, about presently occurring events, such as the appearance of a supernova. Such observations might be mistaken for various reasons: the technical equipment may be faulty, or the observer may be tired, hallucinating, or dreaming. For the present, however, let us ignore these kinds of objections. The more immediate point is that all scientific laws are based on past observation. The physical principle that water at sea level boils at 100°C is arrived at through many past observations, conducted over a vast period of time. In the past, and under the appropriate conditions, scientists have always found water to behave in just that particular way. Would any scientist, therefore, be committed to the thesis that it is absolutely certain that water will always boil at 100°C at sea level? The answer is no. It is no because past experience is not an infallible guide to the future. Here is where the notion of possibility excludes certainty. It is possible, for instance, that water has boiled at that temperature for the past 3 million years, but that next week it will start to boil at a different temperature. It could be that the real physical law is cyclical: according to it, water boils at one temperature for 3 million years, at another temperature for the next 3 million years, at the original temperature for the next 3 million, and so on. Since this scenario is possible, then no scientist can know with certainty that water in the future will continue to boil at 100°C. Realizing this possibility, scientists tell us that it is highly probable given past experience that water will continue to boil at 100°C, but that it is not certain.




  Some philosophers of science agreeing with this analysis have attempted to redefine “knowledge” in such a way as to eliminate its connection with certainty. According to their proposal, “knowledge” simply means whatever the scientific community at a given point in time agrees is true. Thus a case of high probability, such as a well-established physical law, is a case of knowledge on that construal. But if one were to accept such a revision, a particular scientific law might have the characteristic that it could be true in the year 2000 C.E. and false in the year 2001 C.E. This consequence, however, would be inconsistent with the condition that one cannot know that which is false. Therefore, this interpretation would have to be rejected as a satisfactory analysis of the concept of knowledge. Since skeptics claim that human beings can never arrive at knowledge and/or certainty, and scientists agree that certitude about the world is not attainable, then science is a form of skepticism. It is not radical skepticism, as we shall see later, but it is skeptical in character nonetheless.




  Apart from this particular feature, science possesses another that calls into account our ordinary, commonsense picture of the world. The commonsense picture is based on everyday experience. Our experience is of a macroscopic world, one whose components we can see, touch, hear, taste, and feel. The macroscopic world is composed of inanimate objects, such as rocks and mountains, and of animate objects, such as insects, animals, and persons. We can all see the sun and the moon, and feel ourselves standing on the earth. Observation makes it plain that the earth is flat, and that the sun moves around it from east to west. Since time immemorial this has been the accepted picture of the cosmos. Yet science tells us that it is all wrong. The earth is not flat; it does not stand still, the sun does not revolve around it, and so forth. It follows that if science is right the information generated by the senses is wrong.




  Consider a second example. The ordinary person tends to think of water as a kind of liquid that is useful for various purposes: for drinking, washing, mixing with other substances. What science tells us about water differs from this conception. It claims that water is H2O. On this view, water is a collection of hydrogen and oxygen molecules. But molecules are things we cannot see. Water is thus not identical with its observable, overt properties, such as its liquidity and transparency, but with some features not accessible to the naked eye. In liquidity and transparency, we see the manifestations of these invisible ingredients, but the essential nature of water is hidden from the ordinary perceiver. Once again, our senses have misled us.




  Let us turn to a third example. Common sense believes that many objects are perfectly solid. The table I am writing on is a good example. But according to scientific theory, the table is mostly empty space and is not really solid. Its perceptible solidity is thus misleading as to its real nature. The truth of the matter is that the table is a cluster of invisible electrical particles occupying mostly empty space. The conclusion to be drawn from these examples (and one could add an extensive list of others) is that common sense is mistaken as to the nature of reality. We have no reason to believe that our ordinary sense experience gives us an accurate picture of the world. In undermining common sense in favor of a highly complex, very counterintuitive picture of the real nature of things, science supports skeptical doubts about the apparent knowledge the senses give us. It demonstrates that they do not provide an accurate account of how things are.




  Let us summarize the discussion in this chapter so far. It began with the commonsense idea that human beings do possess knowledge, indeed plenty of it. But it was agreed that such knowledge mostly derives from sense experience. And as one carefully scrutinizes the information that sense experience generates, it begins to look less solid and reliable than initially assumed. Science lends further support to such doubts. It thus seems patent that we cannot dismiss the skeptic’s concerns. Yet it is an interesting fact that a majority of the greatest philosophers of past and present have rejected skepticism. We shall therefore have to scrutinize their reasons for doing so. Let us call philosophers of this stripe “dogmatists.” By this locution, we do not mean that these philosophers are stubborn or unreasonable. The term is historically used in a technical sense to refer to views that assert that knowledge and certainty are attainable by human beings. That is how we shall employ it in what now follows. We shall begin with the Greeks and, in particular, with Plato, the most famous of all dogmatists.




  PLATO’S THEORY OF KNOWLEDGE




  Plato’s theory of knowledge is extraordinary, the creation of a philosophical genius. It has three main features. (1) It holds that knowledge and certainty exist, and, indeed, that one who knows something knows that thing with certainty. (2) Although affirming that knowledge and certainty exist, it denies that everyone is capable of acquiring knowledge and attaining certainty. It limits this capacity to an elite given special physical and intellectual training. (3) It makes a considerable concession to skeptical reservations about the senses. On Plato’s view, sense experience will never produce knowledge/certainty. In this respect, he concurs with the skeptics. But unlike them, he believes that the acquisition of knowledge and certainty is possible. He argues, therefore, that in order to achieve knowledge and certainty, one must transcend sense experience and employ reason instead. Plato’s theory of knowledge is thus ultimately a form of rationalism.




  In order to explain this complicated and subtle view, we need to describe the social and political conditions, as well as the philosophical theories, that were prevalent in Athens in the fifth century B.C.E. Plato’s theory of knowledge arises, at least in part, as a reaction to the increasing democratization of Athens on the one hand, and to burgeoning relativistic and skeptical philosophies on the other. As he saw the situation, these developments were intimately connected, and both had to be resisted. Let us begin with the sociopolitical background.




  The sociopolitical background




  As distinct from modern Greece, which is one nation with a central government, ancient Greece was a composite of separate city-states, each with its own political system. These ranged from military oligarchies, such as Sparta, to the first known democracy, Athens. Because of commercial and ideological rivalries, these autonomous states engaged in frequent warfare with one another. But in the fifth century B.C.E. they united against a common threat. Persia invaded from the East with an army that later historians have estimated to contain more than a million men. For more than a decade—starting in 490 B.C.E. where, on the plains of Marathon, the Athenians defeated a force of thirty thousand Persians, down to 480 B.C.E.,when the Athenian navy destroyed the Persian fleet at Salamis—the Greeks managed to beat back the Persians. By 466 B.C.E., under the Athenian general Cimon, the Greeks had taken the offensive and were freeing Greek cities in Asia minor. From this period on, the Persians abandoned Europe and never again represented a threat to Greece.


OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
KEPTICAL
PHILOSOPHY

EVERYONE

IRICIELAIRID 5L POPIIIN






OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.jpg
@ Prometheus Books

59 John Glenn Dri
Ambherst, New York 1422






