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FOREWORD

Epistemology or theory of knowledge has always been one of the most important - if
not the most important - field of philosophy. New arguments are constantly brought
to bear on old views, new variants are marshalled to revive ancient stands, new
concepts and distinctions increase the sophistication of epistemogical theories.

There are a great many excellent textbooks, monographs as well as anthologies
consisting of articles in epistemology. Similarly, there are useful philosophical
dictionaries which contain a great number of relatively short entries, and general
philosophical handbooks which also touch epistemological issues. This volume of
27 essays grew out from the interest to see a handbook which is devoted entirely to
the historical roots and systematic development of theory of knowledge. It is not
intended to compete but to supplement the already existing literature. It aims at giving
both beginners and more advanced students as well as professionals in epistemology
and other areas of philosophy an overview of the central problems and solutions of
epistemology. The essays are self-contained and stil often rather extensive discussions
of the chosen aspects of knowledge. The contributions presuppose very little
familiarity with previous literature and only a few of them require the mastery of
even elementary logical notation. This, we hope, makes the volume also accessible
to the philosophically interested wider audience. :

The contributors were asked to provide substantial, up-to-date, self-contained
and balanced surveys of the various subareas and more specific topics of
epistemology, with reference to literature. It was also suggested that each entry
should be initiated with a short historical introduction to the problem area. Although
the authors were asked to give a fair treatment to views which they themselves do
not favour, they were also asked to voice their own views. This can be seen in the
current volume, and as editors we have not even tried to create consensus where
none exists. This way of proceeding is of course inevitable in philosophy. We have
welcomed discussion and even passionate views, and only wish that we are not held
responsible for the views of the contributors.

The volume starts with an historical introduction to epistemology, and there are
sections for such traditional systematic topics as the sources of knowledge and belief,
knowledge acquisition, truth and justification. Apart from these we stil wished to
ive plenty of space for the various areas in the kingdom of knowledge, such as
science, mathematics, the humanities and the social sciences, religion, and language.
Similarly, we stil wanted to give voice to some traditional and more recent special
topics in epistemology, such as evolutionary epistemology, relativism, the relation
between epistemology and cognitive science, sociology of knowledge, epistemic
logic, knowledge and art, and feminist epistemology.

This volume has taken a long time to complete. We want to thank all
contributors not just for insightful entries but also for their patience and
understanding during the process. Our special thanks goes to Professor Jaakko
Hintikka who has supported the project from the start, and to Professor Robert Audi
who not only agreed to write one of the key entries but also gave valuable advice on
the entire project.

vii



viil FOREWORD

When editing this book for publication we have been assisted by a number of
graduate students from the Departments of Philosophy and of Moral and Social
Philosophy at Helsinki University. We would like to thank George Gebhard, Tomi
Kokkonen, Taneli Kukkonen, Erika Mattila, Sami Paavola, Timo Viitala and Juhani
Yli-Vakkuri in particular for their help in correspondence, desk editing and more
generally in preparing the handbook for publication.

Helsinki, August 2003

Ilkka Niiniluoto, Matti Sintonen, Jan Wolenski
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JAN WOLENSKI

THE HISTORY OF EPISTEMOLOGY

1 INTRODUCTION

Although there are many different classifications of philosophical problems, the
division of philosophy into ontology (or metaphysics), epistemology, and axiology
(ethics and aesthetics) still seems the most efficient and general one. Thus,
epistemology belongs to the main parts of philosophy. However, the terms which
now denote this field, namely ‘epistemology’ and ‘theory of knowledge’, appeared
not very long ago, later than terms indicating metaphysics, ethics, aesthetics or even
ontology. As late as in the 17th century there was no single word referring to
epistemology. At that time as well as in the 18th century, epistemological problems
were considered in books like (I give the English titles) Rules for the Direction of
Mind (René Descartes), An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (John Locke),
A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge (George Berkeley), An
Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding (David Hume), New Essays on Human
Understanding (Gottfried Leibniz) or Critique of Pure Reason (Immanuel Kant).
Kant placed his central epistemological views under the label ‘transcendental
aesthetic’, following the meaning of aisthesis as referring to cognition by senses. As
a matter of fact, Kant also used (in his Critique of Aesthetic Judgement) the term
‘aesthetics’, more precisely, its German counterpart Aesthetik, in a more
contemporary fashion, i.e., to denote matters of beauty. Earlier, Alexander G.
Baumgarten in his Sciagraphia encyclopaediae philosophicae (1769) proposed the
word gnoseologia, which gained some popularity and is sometimes employed even
now. The German word ‘Erkenntnistheorie’ (theory of knowledge) became popular
after Eduard Zeiler’'s influential paper “Bedeutung und Aufgabe der
Erkenntnistheorie” (1862), but this name and its cognates were used earlier. Thomas
Krug’s, Aligemeine Handwdrterbuch der philososophischen Wissenschaften (1827)
proposed the label ‘Erkenntnislehre’. Ernst Reinhold (the son of Karl L. Reinhold, a
leading post-Kantian philosopher) in Versuch einer neuen Theorie der menschlichen
Vorstellung-svermogen und Metaphysik (1832) had the term “Theorie der
Erkenntnis”. It was James E Ferrier who introduced the label ‘epistemology’ in his
Institutes of Metaphysics (1854). Other words were also proposed to baptize our
field: ‘“Wissenschaftslehre’ (Johann G. Fichte, Bernard Bolzano), ‘Wissenschafts-
theorie’ (Eugen Diihring), ‘criterology’ (Neo-Thomists), and ‘noetics’ (also Neo-
Thomists). However, the words ‘epistemology’ and ‘Erkenntnistheorie’ (as well as
their translations into other languages) are most popular nowadays.

The terminological variety noted above is not incidental and displays different
ideas attached to epistemological concern. If epistemology is understood
extensively, it covers everything that focuses on knowledge or cognition:
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4 JAN WOLENSKI

psychology, sociology, logic, history, physiology, pathology, axiology, metaphysics,
and several other things. On the other hand, epistemology conceived more
restrictively investigates the sources, values (cognitive), principles, and limits of
knowledge. This general characterization can be made more detailed by further
explanations, for example:

“[Epistemology] [...] The theory of knowledge. Its central questions include the origin of knowledge, the
place of experience in generating knowledge, and the place of reason in doing so; the relationship
between knowledge and certainty, and between knowledge and the impossibility of error; the possibility
of universal [...] scepticism; and the changing forms of knowledge that arise from new conceptualizations
of the world. All of these issues link with other central concerns of philosophy, such as the nature of truth
and the nature of experience and meaning. It is possible to see epistemology as dominated by two rival
metaphors. One is that of building or pyramid, built on foundations. In this conception it is the job of the
philosopher to describe especially secure foundations, and to identify secure modes of construction, so
that the resulting edifice can be shown as to be sound. This metaphor favours some idea of the ‘given’ as
a basis of knowledge, and of a traditionally defensible theory of confirmation and inference as a method
of construction [...] The other metaphor is that of a boat or fuselage, that has no foundations but owes its
strength to the stability given by its interlocking parts. This rejects the idea of a basis in the ‘given’,
favours ideas of coherence and [...] holism, but finds it harder to ward off [...] scepticism.” (S. Blackburn,
The Oxford Dictionary of Philosophy, Oxford University Press, Oxford 1994, p. 123).

The typical epistemological problems are like the following: What is
knowledge?; Is knowledge based on senses or reason? Is certainty attainable? What
is truth? Are there ultimate limits of knowledge? Although it is difficult to delimit
sharply both ways of understanding epistemology, classical epistemological
questions form a relatively stable tradition which can be sufficiently identified
through history.

This chapter is intended as a historical survey of epistemology, basically in its
restrictive understanding, but taking into account its relationships with other
philosophical disciplines and fields outside philosophy. Since the size of this text is
limited, the history of epistemology given here must be concise. I will try to stress
those facts from the history of epistemology which had a real historical significance,
especially for contemporary discussions, in particular within the analytical turn of
philosophy. Hence, I must omit many interesting details as well as positions
belonging to other philosophical traditions (this restriction is perhaps the most
relevant with respect to the last chapter). However, it does not mean that non-
analytical epistemological thinking is entirely neglected, also because the borderline
between analytical and non-analytical philosophy is imprecise in many respects. 1
will particularly focus on post-Cartesian philosophy. Here is the reason: One can ask
which part of philosophy should be taken as the starting point for the whole
philosophical enterprise. According to the tripartite division of philosophy into
ontology, epistemology, and axiology, three possibilities appear, and, in fact, each of
them has been executed in the history of philosophical thought. Leaving aside
axiologically oriented philosophy (although, as we will see, it was sometimes very
important in the history of epistemology), the development of philosophy can be
divided into two periods. Roughly speaking and admitting some exceptions which I
will not mention here, pre-Cartesian philosophy was definitely ontologically
oriented, but post-Cartesian thought became largely preoccupied with epistemology.
In this sense, Descartes is the father of modern philosophy. In fact, cogito, ergo sum,
whatever it is (a principle, inference or performance), clearly suggests that an
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ontological statement (I am) is based on an epistemological datum (I think).
Similarly, Berkeley’s esse = percipi may be interpreted as an attempt to define an
ontological category (existence, being) by an epistemological one (perception).
Although it is possible that post-Kantian philosophy is more balanced with respect
to the relation between ontology and epistemology, Descartes’ philosophy certainly
is an important turning point in the history. This justifies my plan.

Let me also note that my survey does not cover the latest period (roughly
speaking, after World War II, except the later British analytic philosophy) of the
development of epistemology. It means that fairly recent epistemology is out of the
scope of this chapter. The reason is that I do not intend to interfere with historical
remarks made by other authors of this volume which, as a whole, is simply a report
on epistemology at the present stage of its development. Finally, let me say a word
about references to this chapter. All references occur in the main text and mention
only the titles and dates of some work; most titles are given in English. In order to
make the history of epistemology better accessible from this survey, I include dates.
of lives of most philosophers mentioned. The bibliography at the end of this chapter
lists a selection of works exclusively devoted to the entire history of epistemology,
its particular periods or major problems; no works about the views of particular
thinkers are mentioned. The reader interested in further details can consult
bibliographies attached to particular items in The Encyclopedia of Philosophy. ed.
by P. Edwards, Macmillan, New York 1967 and The Routledge Encyclopedia of
Philosophy, ed. by E. Craig, Routledge, London 1998, as well as references in other
papers in this volume. Moreover, everybody interested in the development of
philosophical ideas should consult Historisches Worterbuch der Philosophie, ed. by
J. Ritter et al., v. 1-10, Benno Schwabe-Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, Basel-
Darmstadt 1971-1999, further volumes in preparation. Useful historical information
is also included into A Companion to Epistemology, ed. by J. Dancy and E. Sosa,
Blackwell, Oxford 1992. In many cases I use terminology derived from Kazimierz
Ajdukiewicz, Problems and Theories of Philosophy, trans. by H. Skolimowski and
A. Quinton, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 1973 which seems to me the
clearest introduction to philosophy. Last but not least, I want to express my debt to
Timothy Childers (the Czech Academy of Sciences, Institute of Philosophy) for
careful reading of this text and extensive comments, which lead to numerous
fundamental revisions and improvements, stylistic and substantial as well.

1. ANCIENT PHILOSOPHY

All accessible sources document that the first Ionian philosophers were almost
wholly dominated by problems of metaphysics and cosmology. The first
epistemological remarks can be found in Heraclitus (the dubious value of senses),
the Pythagoreans (the theories of direct cognition) and the Eleats (Parmenides: the
identity of thinking and being) in the 6th century B. C. Perhaps the invention of the
deductive method by the Pythagoreans and the Eleats had the most significance for
the further development of epistemology; due to this discovery, Parmenides could
develop a very radical rationalism. Epistemology was further pushed by Empedocles
(ca.490-ca.430) in his conception of sense-cognition and Anaxagoras (ca.500-
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ca.428/27) who introduced the concept of rous (reason, but rather global than
individual). The first more complete conceptions of knowledge were elaborated by
Democritus (ca.460-ca.360; a version of critical realism, together with the
distinction between primary and secondary qualities) and the Sophists, particularly
Protagoras (481-411; relativism, conventionalism, pragmatism, elements of
scepticism). Finally, Socrates (469-399) stressed the role of general concepts in
knowledge.

It was Plato (427-347) who derived far-reaching consequences from Socrates’
view about generality. First of all, Plato defined knowledge (episteme) as a true
justified belief which was contrasted by him with a mere opinion (doxa) This
distinction explained the possibility of error, because only an opinion, not
knowledge, may be erroneous. Plato’s theory of knowledge was closely related to
his ontological conception. Knowledge as a distinguished cognitive state has its own
object, namely Forms. Thus, knowledge must be general, because Forms are such;
knowledge is of course absolutely certain. Opinion is generated by senses, concerns
changing things and is at most probable, never certain. The famous metaphor of the
cave in the Republic illustrates well Plato’s view about the cognitive situation of
human beings. We have two different worlds and two different ways of access to
them: by reason to Forms and by senses to things. As a matter of fact, only the world
of Forms is truly real, and this essentially contributes to Plato’s view that only
episteme is genuine knowledge. Plato’s view on opinion in Republic was more
complex. He distinguished ignorance which is objectless and belief with the sensible
world (something between existence and non-existence) as its object. Thus, belief
has some shadow of knowledge.

Plato divided episteme into two kinds: intuitive (noesis) and discursive (dianoia).
The latter is modelled by mathematics and it is somehow restricted in its value.
Noesis is the highest form of knowledge; it is the faculty which leads us to
Goodness. It shows that Plato, although strongly influenced by mathematics, did not
attribute it the highest cognitive value. Plato understood that this picture required
completion by a conception of the origin of knowledge. He proposed a myth of
metempsychosis. According to Plato, the soul which is the real knowing subject is
immortal and embodied in various human beings. The soul, when it is outside a
body, lives in the world of Forms and has direct cognitive access to them. The
epistemic acts of human beings consist in recollection (anamnesis) of the knowledge
acquired by souls due to their participation in the world of Forms. This situation is
illustrated in the dialogue Meno in which a slave boy discovers a geometrical
theorem without any prior knowledge of geometry.

Plato introduced several important epistemological insights. Even if the dualism
of senses and reason was present before Plato, he completed this distinction, made it
sharp and derived far-reaching consequences from it. Plato developed the first full-
blooded radical rationalism. This view appeared in Plato in two dimensions: as
apriorism (methodological rationalism), i.e., the view that only intellectual cognition
is valuable, and as nativism (genetic rationalism), that is, the view that knowledge is
inborn. He was also a radical foundationalist. On the other hand, Plato’s
epistemological views gave rise to several difficult questions which are ever now
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discussed. The definition of knowledge as true justified knowledge is a source of
constant trouble in epistemology. To be fair, Plato himself was conscious of
difficulties arising in this context, in particular, that it leads to the rejection of
opinion as a form of knowledge: this was his reason for introducing the distinction
between ignorance and belief. Since most contemporary epistemologists do not
agree with this restrictive view of knowledge, we encounter a very characteristic
ambiguity of the word ‘knowledge’. On the one hand, many philosophers divide
knowledge into episteme and doxa, but, on the other hand, some try to defend
Plato’s definition of knowledge and apply it to doxa. It usually leads to serious
difficulties. Plato was also a predecessor of irrationalism, because his concept of
noesis can be (in fact, it was) interpreted as referring to a kind of contemplation.

Aristotle (384-322), a student of Plato, rejected the apriorism and nativism of his
teacher. Instead, the Stagirite developed instead an empirical account of knowledge.
According to Aristotle, knowledge always begins with sense experience concerning
particular substances and is a posteriori. This view as well as methodological
empiricism (aposteriorism) concerning cognition was conjoined by Aristotle with
the moderating role of reason. It was necessary because Aristotle retained Plato’s
idea of episteme. For Aristotle, knowledge (as episteme) has forms (as components
of substances, not as Platonic independent entities) as its objects. Aristotle used here
his theory of substances as entities composed of matter and form. Since forms are
always in individual substances, we grasp things as instances of general essences. In
more recent terminology, we perceive particulars as instances of universals.
Basically, the process of grasping consists in abstraction performed by an active
capacity to judge which is imposed upon passive perception.

The complex structure of cognitive acts explains, according to Aristotle, how it
is possible to form general propositions on the base of a posteriori knowledge. First
evident principles are the starting point of theoretical (scientific) knowledge which
proceeds by chains of logical deductions based on syllogisms (recall that Aristotle
invented logic as an independent science and developed the theory of the syllogism).
Thus, science as a result of knowledge forms an assertive-deductive system with
evident axioms at its beginning. Here we have the picture of scientific method that
was dominant until the Renaissance, i.e., for almost twenty centuries. Euclides’
Elements, Ptolemey’s Almagest were perhaps the highest applications of Aristotle’s
methodological ideas. Although it is true that Aristotelian methodology became an
obstacle for the development of science in the Middle Ages and later, Aristotle
himself cannot be accused as being guilty for this situation; as a theoretician of
science, he did his best, perhaps even more. Of other epistemological views of
Aristotle’s, his conception of truth was particularly important. He defined truth in
many places, but two statements became the most influential:

(a) “To say of what is that it is not, or of what is not that it is, is false, while to say of what is that its is,
and of what it is not that it is not, is true.” (Metaphysics 1011 b)

(b) “{...] he who thinks the separated to be separated and the combined to be combined has the truth,
while he whose thought is in a state contrary to that of the objects is in error.” (Metaphysics 1051 b).
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Other epistemological problems considered by Aristotle concerned, for example,
the value of probable inferences (in Topics) and practical knowledge (phronesis).
The Stagirite essentially contributed to epistemology as a genuine part of
philosophy. He not only offered new solutions (empiricism) and new devices
(mature logic), but also widened the scope of epistemology (practical knowledge,
probable arguments). Although Aristotle’s empiricism is at odds with Plato’s
rationalism, both great Greeks had something in common in their epistemology,
namely the concept of episteme. Aristotle distinguished four kinds of cognitive
activities: perception, memory, experience, and scientific knowledge, i.e., just
episteme starting from evident principles and proceeding by deduction. Contrary to
Plato, he did not denigrate perception, memory or experience as cognitively devoid
of any value, but, on the Aristotelian view, episteme was essentially superior to any
other kind of cognition.

The post-Aristotelian hellenistic schools, which appeared in the end of the 4th
century B. C., were preoccupied with ethics, particularly with the question of the
availability of happiness. For Epicureans, Stoics, and Sceptics other philosophical
problems were simply subordinated to the ethical enterprise. The Epicureans
developed a very radical sensualist epistemology consistent with their materialism.
The Stoics were also empiricists, but they admitted intuition (katalepsis). Scepticism
was perhaps the purest epistemological current of ancient philosophy. Ironically,
although sceptical maxims proposing ways to achieve happiness are only of
historical significance, the sceptical challenges have become one of the most stable
ingredients of epistemology. For scepticism, epistemology was simply an
introduction to ethics and had no intrinsic value. In order to show that happiness
requires abstaining from decisive statements, the ancient sceptics invented several
arguments intended to prove that knowledge is impossible. Knowledge is gained
either directly or indirectly. Direct knowledge (knowledge by perception) is
impossible for ten reasons (so called tropes, according to Aenesidemus): (1)
different living creatures perceive objects differently; (2) different human beings
perceive objects differently; (3) different senses give different perceptions; (4) the
same senses give different perceptions depending on various circumstances; (5)
perception sometimes depends on distances and locations of perceived objects; (6)
perception of an object is often mediated by some other objects, for example air; (7)
perception can depend on quantitative properties of perceived objects and their
composition; (8) perception is involved in several relations between the perceiver
and the perceived objects; (9) perception can depend on expectations; (10)
perception can depend on social factors, for example, education or religion. Now
consider the status of indirect knowledge, that is, knowledge gained by inference. It
can be deductive or inductive. However, deductive inference is plagued either by
petitio principii or regressus ad infinitium or must appeal to premises justified by
direct knowledge. Results burdened by petitio or regressus cannot be regarded as
genuine knowledge, because both situations are logically unacceptable. Any appeal
to direct knowledge is equally dubious because of the tropes mentioned. Thus,
deductive inference does not provide knowledge. The situation of inductive
inference is not better, because its premises do not provide full justification of
inductive conclusions. Since direct knowledge, indirect knowledge by deduction,
and indirect knowledge by induction exhaust all available generators of knowledge,
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scepticism considers the thesis asserting the impossibility of knowledge as
demonstrably proved. The classical Sceptic, for example, Pyrrho of Ellis (ca.376-
ca.286) recommends the following strategy. All possible statements are isostenic
(have an equal epistemic value); in particular, if A is a statement, not-A is a
statement, both are isostenic. The best we can do consists in abstaining from
decisive opinions. Thus, the Sceptic says: I do not know that A and I do not know
that non-A, and contrasts this attitude with that of dogmatic and academic
philosophers. We find the locus classicus of this view in the following words of
Sextus Empricius (2nd century B. C.):

“The natural result of any investigation is that the investigators either discover the object of search or
deny that it is discoverable and confess it to be inapprehensible or persist in their search. So, too, with
regard to the objects investigated by philosophy, this is probably why some claimed to have discovered
the truth, others have asserted that it cannot be apprehended, while others again go on inquiring. Those
who believe they have discovered it are the ‘Dogmatists’, specially so called — Aristotle, for example, and
Epicurus and the Stoics and certain others; Cleitomachus and Carncades and other Academics treat it as
inapprehensible; the Sceptics keep on searching.” (Qutlines of Pyrronism 1, 1-4.)

It is important to see the difference between the Academician, for example,
Carneades (214-129) and the Sceptic. The latter does not assert anything, the
Academician asserts that nothing is true; yet both protest against the claim of the
Dogmatist that truth is attainable, and this is the reason why both are counted as
sceptics in the wide sense.

There is a standard objection against scepticism and academism, raised by
Clement of Alexandria (ca.l50-ca.215), one of the first Christian philosophers. Let §
be a statement expressing the sceptical or academic view. Now we ask: what about S
itself? If it is isostenic with respect to negation (scepticism) or asserted as not true
(academism) it looses its strength, according to Clement and similar critics. The
Pyrronists explained that they expressed their views as guesses or posits. The answer
given by Carneades was that all statements should be regarded as merely probable.
In fact, the thesis that no truth is attainable is consistent with probabilism. Moreover,
the ancient sceptics sometimes accepted statements de se as epistemically legitimate.
Thus, according to this view, scepticism is not a thesis about the external world, but
about perceiving human beings. This point shows an interesting aspect of
scepticism. It seems that ancient scepticism criticized the concept of episteme as
something concerning the external world, but admitted considerations of cognitive
activities from a subjective point of view. Putting it in another words: scepticism
rejects knowledge as episteme. but tolerates epistemology. Thus, on the sceptical
view, everybody who admitted knowledge of the external world as episteme was
dogmatic, independently of whether it was generated by reason or senses: Plato,
Aristotle, the Epicureans, and the Stoics belonged, according to scepticism, to the
dogmatic variety. It shows how the concept of episteme was widespread in ancient
philosophy. Scepticism is important not only because it challenged epistemologists.
From the contemporary point of view, the main merit of scepticism consisted in
introducing an alternative epistemology with relativism, probabilism, anti-
foundationalism, and coherentism as the main points. Thus, both epistemological
metaphors mentioned by Blackburn can be applied to ancient epistemology:
dogmatism falls under the metaphor of a pyramid with solid foundations, but
scepticism favours the allegory of a boat. However, a warning is here in order: the
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difference between the two positions, particularly as described in modern terms, was
not perceived in this way by ancient philosophers, because they were more
interested in practical issues than in theoretical epistemology. The axiological
orientation of scepticism probably prevented its representatives from a fuller
development of fallibistic epistemology.

The fall of Antiquity brought the irrationalism of Neo-Platonism, particularly in
Plotinus (ca.205-270). It is not surprising if we recall that Plato himself was close to
irrationalism. Plotinus replaced noesis by non-verbalized contemplation directed to
the One, a counterpart of the World of Forms. Since Neo-Platonism strongly
influenced early Christian philosophy, elements of irrationalism became its standard
ingredients. Augustine of Hippo, the last great ancient philosopher (or the first
medieval philosopher, if you like) completed the Platonic version of Christianity. An
important point derived by Augustine (354-430) and all later Christian philosophers
was that human beings could be successful in knowledge of God, and that the
revelation had to be accepted as an unquestionable source of knowledge. Augustine
followed Plato and Neo-Platonism in nativism, although with some modifications
demanded by religious principles: ideae innatae are the ultimate results of God’s
creation. Augustine proposed the conception of illuminatio (enlightenment) as a
condition of knowledge. Illuminatio is a result of the God’s free grace, something
which human beings obtain or not, independently of their merits. However,
Augustine was not a radical irrationalist. He rejected Tertulian’s dictum credo qua
absurdum (I believe, because it is an absurd) as a correct account of the status of
religious belief. Augustine, although he considered faith as something infinitely
superior to reason, aimed at an agreement between both. Thus, he was a predecessor
of the view expressed by a famous formula fides quaerens intellectum (faith looking
for understanding). Augustine was also a predecessor of some important later views.
In particular, he introduced a voluntarist account of judging, and his syllogism
dubito, ergo sum anticipated Descartes’ cogito, ergo sum, but this connection was
not perceived for a long time.

2. MEDIEVAL PHILOSOPHY

Most philosophical problems considered in the Middle Ages directly or indirectly
concerned relations between faith and reason or theology and philosophy. The early
solution proposed by Dionysius the Pseudo-Aeropagite (ca.500) was fairly Neo-
Platonic with a mystical stance. According to him, human capacities are too
restricted in their cognitive powers to produce knowledge of divine matters. This
view resulted with an idea of negative theology: human beings can know what God
is not, but positive knowledge exceeds their cognitive capacities. Dionisius’ views
became popular due to translation of his work into Latin by John Scot Eriugena
(ca.810-ca.877), the most remarkable thinker of the so called Dark Ages (5th
century-10th century). Eriugena retained the main principle of negative theology,
but, contrary to Dionysius, tried to reconcile reason and faith by a pantheistic view
that human beings are manifestations of God. Thus, Eriugena made a step toward a
more rationalistic account of the relation between theology and philosophy.
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The Augustinian principle fides quaerens intellectum was reintroduced by
Anselm of Canterbury (1033-1109). Anselm was fully convinced that there was
harmony and coherence between theology and philosophy. However, according to
his view, a full understanding of theology requires the intervention of reason.
Perhaps Anselm’s ontological proof of the existence of God is the most impressive
sign of his theological rationalism. Anselm’s optimism concerning the natural
harmony between theology and philosophy was doubted by Peter Abelard (1079-
1142). He was also a rationalist but of a different kind than Anselm. Abelard was the
first great practicioner of the scholastic method understood as consideration of
contradictory opinions in order to achieve a proper solution. His work Sic et Non
lists several incoherences from Holy Scripture as well as earlier writings of
theologians and philosophers. According to Abelard, nothing is free of rational
doubt. Hence, it is not proper to assume an initial validity of theological authorities.
He demanded rational solutions of the contradictions he raised. Perhaps it was the
first example of critical rationalism. Moreover, Abelard offers conceptualism as a
solution of the problem of universals. The problem of universals principally belongs
to ontology, but it always had a definite significance for epistemology (see the
section on Aristotle below).

European medieval philosophy was strongly influenced by Muslim philosophers,
because Arabs transmitted a great deal of ancient philosophy to Europe, but for other
reasons as well. Islamic philosophers became influential commentators on and
interpreters of ancient masters, particularly Aristotle. Ibn Sina (Avicenna) (980-
1037) and Ibn Rushd (Averroes, the Commentator) (1126-1198) were important for
the development of medieval Aristotelism with a more empirical flavour. Moreover,
Averroes formulated the thesis of the superiority of philosophy over theology; this
view was later transformed into the so called Latin Averroism (the theory of double
truth). In order to complete this brief excursion into Islamic philosophy, let me
mention that Al-Farabi (ca.870-950) defended the priority of faith over reason. Thus,
the principal solutions of the problem how theology was related to philosophy were
developed inside Arabic philosophy.

The 13th century was the golden age of medieval philosophy. Albert the Great
(ca. 1200-1280) and Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) succeeded with a synthesis of
Christianity and Aristotelism. Thomas followed Aristotle’s epistemology in all
essential points. In particular, he accepted genetic empiricism which was captured
by a Latin formula nihil est in intellectu, quod non prius fuerit in sensu (nothing is in
the intellect unless it first appeared in the senses). Perhaps the important innovation
was that the first principles were necessary propositions. This view was rather a
strengthening of Aristotle than a rival account. However, Aquinas could not use
directly the Stagirite in solving the theology/philosophy problem, because this
question did not exist in ancient philosophy. Aquinas’ solution is as follows. There
are theological truths which are inaccessible for rational demonstration, for example
the dogma about creatio ex nihilo, On the other hand, we have theological truths
which are logically provable, for example the existence of God. Thomas’ Five Ways
of proving God’s existence differ from Anselm’s ontological argument. Aquinas
proofs are basically Aristotelian in their spirit: they start from premises which assert
something about the world (for example, every being has its cause), then proceed by
metaphysical principles (for example, any series of causes must terminate), and end
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with the statement asserting that God exists. These proofs reveal Aristotelian
empiricism by their appeal to premises about the real world. However, it is also clear
why Aquinas insisted so strongly that the first principles should be necessary.
Finally, we have also truths of reason which have no theological import. Now, it is a
question why a genuine contradiction between theology and philosophy is
impossible. According to Aquinas, it is so because philosophy and theology are
given by God who cannot create inconsistencies. Hence, any alleged contradiction is
merely temporary and sooner or later will be resolved by the human mind. Although
this view is not literally Aristotelian, its general spirit is such, because it aims at a
compromise between theology and philosophy.

Jan Fidanza (Bonaventure) (ca.1217-1274), Siger of Brabant (ca. 1240- ca.1284)
and Roger Bacon (ca.1214-1292) were other important figures in epistemology of
the 13th century. Bonaventure was opposed to rationalism and empiricism. He
favoured mysticism and defended the necessity of revelation without any conditions.
The mystical orientation was later continued in Germany by Meister Eckhart
(ca.1260-1327) and Nicholas of Cusa (1401-1464), who came back to negative
theology. Siger was strongly influenced by Averroes. In particular, Siger
transformed the Commentator’s view about the superiority of philosophy over
theology into the theory of double truth. There are theological truths and
philosophical truths. Both belong to different epistemological orders and cannot
remain in any logical conflict. This theory welcomed an allegoric interpretation of
religious truth in order to solve alleged inconsistencies between products of faith and
reason. Latin Averroism influenced Dante Aligheri (1265-1321) and Marsilius of
Padova (ca. 1275-1342) in their political philosophy. It was also important for later
scholasticism, and became a philosophical basis of contemporary fideism, a kind of
religious philosophy considering faith as a purely subjective matter. Bacon based his
philosophy on his practice as a scientist. He proposed an empiricistic epistemology
based on experiment and mathematics.

Thomas Aquinas (a Dominican father) and Jan Fidanza (a Franciscan father)
were personal friends. However, Franciscan philosophers later became opponents of
Thomism. Duns Scotus (ca. 1266-1308) and William of Ockham (ca. 1285-1349)
became the most important representatives of this stream. Scotus, famous for his
subtle conceptual distinctions, was mostly interested in metaphysics and theology.
His doctrine about haeceitas (the individual essence) justified the necessity of
knowledge. He also revived the voluntarism of Augustine. Although Scotus was a
realist with respect to universals, his theory of haecceitas was a step toward
nominalism, radically developed by Ockham. This ontological view resulted in a
rejection of cognition of natural kinds (species). Cognition was restricted to
particulars and consisted in abstraction from properties of singular things. For
Ockham, universals were reduced to signs; this view culminated in the “terministic”
tendency of logic which began in the 13th century. Ockham was a radical empiricist
and came close to phenomenalism and scepticism. He defended the theory of double
truth with its separation of theology and philosophy and considered metaphysical
problems as more connected with will than intellect.

Ockham’s philosophy helped in the rise of a new scientific methodology in the
end of scholasticism. Jean Burridan (ca. 1295-1358), a student of Ockham, Thomas
Bradwardine (?-1349), Nichole of Autrecourt (ca. 1300-1369), and Nichole Oresme
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(ca.1325-1382) relied on experience and mathematics. The theory of impetus, an
inner disposition of moving bodies, was the most significant result of this new
scientific outlook. The theory of impetus broke with Aristotelian mechanics based
on teleology and the principle that any movement must be caused by another
movement. This change prepared the ground for the Galilean revolution in physics.

There is one particular epistemological idea with which the Schoolmen were
particularly preoccupied, namely that of truth. The most famous description of the
concept of truth was given by Thomas Aquinas:

(c) “Veritas est adequatio intellectus et rei, secundum quod intellectus dicit esse quod est vel non esse
quod non est.” (De Veritate 1,2).

The first of this formulation defines truth as the agreement (adequatio) of thought or
mind (intellectus) and thing (rei), whereas its second part formulation (from the
word ‘secundum’) basically repeats the content of (a) of Aristotle. Thomas Aquinas
attributed the adequatio formula to Isaac Israeli, a Jewish philosopher. However, this
reference is erroneous because the term adequatio, crucial in (c), does not occur in
Israeli. This term was introduced by Wilhelm of Auvergne in his comments on
Avicenna.

Then, it was used by Albert the Great and adopted by Aquinas who also used the
words confomitas, convenientia and correspondentia. Anyway, (c) became the
standard account of the theory of truth which is labelled “the classical (or
correspondence) theory of truth”. It is remarkable that no term in Aristotle can be
literally translated as adequatio although (b) contains and idea of correspondence.
Also Abelard commented on Aristotle’s definition of truth in various places, and his
statements can be summarized by the following formula: “a sentence ‘p’ is true if
and only if it refers to an existing state of affairs”. Some authors claim that Abelard
anticipated the semantic definition of truth.

It is true that medieval philosophy was governed by principles derived from
theology and religion. However, we very often encounter a common error that
consists in looking at the philosophy developed in this long period (about 1000
years) as completely uniform. It was quite the opposite: inside a general religious
framework, many mutually conflicting views arose. On the other hand, it is also true
that this pluralism was suspicious for religious authorities. In fact, the Church used
administrative means to block the development of some ideas. Eriugena, Abelard,
Bacon, Siger, Ockham and numerous other philosophers were officially condemned
by the Church authorities; some of them were also personally repressed. Even
Aristotelian philosophy was regarded as somehow heretical before Aquinas
succeeded in Christianizing it. This fact allows for a better understanding of
Averroism, which was an attempt to achieve a peaceful co-existence of faith and
reason. However, this proposal was rejected, and the hostility of the Church toward
the rise of modern science became paradigmatic for a long time: the trial of Galileo
was a symptom of this situation. In general, the main merit of medieval
epistemology lies in giving a variety of epistemic foundations for religion as a
human phenomenon. Although the Church chose a particular solution, namely
Thomas’ view, based on Aristotelian empiricism, of the natural coherence between
faith and reason, all other possibilities, for example, the theory of double truth, were
proposed. Since scholasticism became a negative pattern of philosophy and its
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method in the Renaissance, medieval philosophy was almost completely rejected in
the beginning of modern times. Perhaps this fate did not give full justice to many
very subtle scholastic views, but, on the other hand, modern history began with a
clear demand: do philosophy in an opposite manner than the Schoolmen did!

3. MODERN PHILOSOPHY SINCE DESCARTES TO KANT

The Renaissance was very good for art, literature, and science, but less favourable
for philosophy. This might have been caused by the fact that the Renaissance men
very often identified scholasticism with philosophy. Since scholasticism was
rejected, philosophy did not gain a particularly strong interest. Scholasticism was
also linked, correctly, of course, with Aristotle’s thought. Hence, the Renaissance
attitude against the scholastic style of doing philosophy opened the door for other
philosophies neglected during the last period of medieval philosophy. Platonism,
Stoicism, and Epicurean hedonism became much more popular than Aristotelism
philosophy. They were mainly employed as the foundation for a new philosophical
anthropology, more centered around human matters and cultivating aesthetic values.
Renaissance philosophers were not afraid of eclecticism, and this attitude did not
help in discovering new original views. However, some features of Renaissance
culture and some particular philosophical events were of certain importance for the
future development of philosophy, in particular epistemology. The general climate
of the Renaissance liberated science and philosophy from the bounds of theology.
Moreover, the scientific revolution triggered by Copernicus and Kepler, and
advanced by Galileo, sooner or later, influenced philosophy. Copernicus presented
himself as a mathematician. In fact, the achievements of mathematics in science as
well as the development of mathematics itself in the 16th century (especially, the
origin of ‘symbolic’ algebra in Viete and Cardano) partly prepared the ground for
the Cartesian revolution in philosophy. Two philosophical facts were of special
importance for the development of epistemology: French scepticism (Michel
Montaigne, 1533-1592, Pierre Charron, 1541-1603) and Francis Bacon’s (1561-
1626) empiricism in England; the former influenced Descartes, but the latter was
continued by the great British empiricists.

As 1 have already mentioned (more than once, in fact), René Descartes (Renatus
Cartesius) (1596-1650) became a revolutionary philosopher. Speaking most
generally, he radically changed the priorities of philosophy, because, according to
him, philosophy should and could find its starting point in epistemology. Moreover,
he conceived of philosophy as completely autonomous, in particular independent of
theology. He trusted reason and considered philosophy as mathesis universalis on
which all other knowledge was based. Guided by these views, Descartes created a
philosophical system which was new and original, not comparable with anything
else since Plato and Aristotle. It was outlined in many books of which the following
are of special importance for epistemoiogy: Rules for the Direction of Mind (1618-
1629), Discourse on the Method for Properly Conducting Reason and Searching for
Truth in the Sciences (1637), Meditations on First Philosophy (1641). Descartes,
being himself a distinguished mathematician (he discovered analytic geometry),
demanded that philosophy had to be based on a proper method. He looked for the
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fundamental starting point, obvious and free of any doubt. He demonstrated the
importance of this point by probing so called methodological scepticism. Descartes
took seriously the sceptical challenge, although he did not believe that scepticism
could be true. Thus, methodological scepticism was a way to overcome scepticism
of the ancient kind. The main idea of methodological scepticism consisted in
doubting everything that could be subjected to a reasonable, i.e., coherent doubt.
Can we doubt that God exists? We can — says Descartes. Can we doubt that the real
world exists, provided that God exists? We can — says Descartes. In particular, we
cannot exclude that there is the malicious demon who constantly deceives us.
However, if we are doubting, we are thinking, and if we are thinking, we are. Thus,
Descartes says, if I am thinking, therefore I am (= I exist). Cogito, ergo sum — this
phrase became one of the most famous philosophical sentences. We must accept
cogito, ergo sum as correct, because its denial is contradictory. Assume that I say: it
is not true that if I am thinking, I exist. By simple rules of sentential logic, we
obtain: I am thinking and I do not exist. However, existence of an act of thinking
without a subject who is thinking, seems impossible. Thus, we have an indubitable
axiom for any further philosophical proceeding. Cogito, ergo sum was not new (see
the section on Augustine above), but Descartes derived from it new consequences.
Descartes supplemented his refutation of scepticism via methodological
scepticism by a special insight of the proper method. Thinking about the method,
Descartes was very strongly influenced by mathematics. He considered mathematics
as a collection of indubitable truths, necessary, logically interconnected truth and
independent of experience. Thus, mathematics and its method provides a pattern of
knowledge in its most perfect sense. The proper method is governed by several rules
the most important of which are: (a) never accept anything true without having self-
evident knowledge of its truth; (b) encountering a difficulty, divide its examination
into as many factors as possible; (c) always start with the simplest elements and
proceed from them to more complex wholes; (d) be sure that your enumerations and
catalogues of problems are complete, that is, nothing has been left out; (e) always
proceed step by step, in particular, reduce complicated and obscure propositions to
simpler items, then come back, checking everything by intuition of the basic
simples. Analysis, reduction to the simples and checking by intuition are the most
fundamental features of Descartes’ method, and their mathematical provenience is
obvious. Descartes believed that this method provided an access to clarae et
distinctae ideae, clear and distinct ideas. And he defined truth as a proposition
consisting of clear and distinct ideas. The cogifo argument and the analytic method
are instruments which produce certain knowledge; the quest for certainty was the
most essential Cartesian claim. On the other hand, certainty is not automatically
achieved by reason. Mind has not only the intellectual faculty, but is also equipped
with freedom of will (the faculty of choice); in particular, sensations are passive and
cannot constitute ideas by themselves. Hence, judgments are made by cooperation of
intellect and will. Since the latter has a larger extent than the former, the result (a
judgment) can be erroneous, that is, ideas involved in it are unclear or not distinct. It
is Descartes’ explanation of how error is possible. Let me note that voluntarism was
another, probably unconscious, Augustinian motive in Descartes’ philosophy.
Descartes, armed with cogito, ergo sum and the method of analysis, began to
construct his system. Roughly speaking, he intended to obtain philosophy as
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metaphysics and theology, general natural philosophy, and various more specialized
fields, like medicine or mechanics. He conceived of his system as hierarchically
organized, proceeding from more abstract things to less abstract ones. Comparing
his methodological scepticism with his idea of a complete system of knowledge, we
see that Descartes liked to rebuild everything that he rejected on his way on cogito,
ergo sum. He wanted to prove that God exists, that we exist, and that we are living
surrounded by existing things. He understood perfectly that he could not build his
system from cogito, ergo sum only. Since we have, via cogitationes. an access to the
content of our consciousness, we must try to find clear ideas which populate our
mind. Descartes found three ideas of this kind: God, soul and body. They are ideae
innatae, innate ideas, and thereby are clear and distinct. God, soul and mind are
substances with special attributes: God is infinite, soul (mind) thinks (res cogitans),
and body is extended (res extensa). Now, Descartes’ main task was to prove that
particular substances exist. Roughly speaking (the matter is more ontological than
epistemological), he proved the existence of God via pointing out that He must exist
for His perfection; it is a version of the so called ontological proof (see the fragment
about Anselm above). The existence of res cogitantes and res extensae were
established on the basis of God’s existence; details must be neglected here. A special
problem was connected with the mutual relation of soul and body. For Descartes,
they were generally independent (in this respect, he accepted dualism) with the
exception of human beings where res cogitans and res extensa are interconnected.
Descartes formulated the so called psychophysical problem (the mind-body
problem), one of the most frequently debated philosophical questions. Although it is
mainly an ontological problem, it often influenced epistemology so strongly (for
example, the foundations of cognitive science) that it should be mentioned on this
occasion.

Descartes’ epistemology was based on two fundamental views: radical apriorism
and nativism. Both were not new, we encountered them in Plato (see above).
However, Descartes justified his principles entirely by epistemological analysis, and
without any direct appeal to ontology or metaphysics. In fact, his metaphysical
theses were secondary to epistemology. Thus, he began a tradition in which
ontological views are consequences of epistemological analysis; it does not mean
that every post-Cartesian philosopher executed this pattern, but many did. Another
feature of Descartes’ epistemology consists in psychologism. Cogito, ergo sum and
the conception of innate ideas are based on psychological analysis; for example, the
rejection of genetic empiricism appeals to the passivity of sensations. Another
symptom of Descartes’ psychologism is his use of the word ‘idea’. Contrary to the
older tradition, although not without justification in the linguistic usage of the Latin
word, ideas were for him concepts in the psychological sense. Descartes’ trust in
reason was derived from the indubitable accessibility of the content of mind. Thus,
he was a foundationalist: he believed in the ultimate foundation of knowledge
consisting in accessibility of clear and distinct ideas. His philosophy also had
important methodological consequences. First, he, like nobody before him, defended
the perfection of mathematical method. Secondly, his claim that extension was the
only real attribute of corporeal bodies justified the geometrization of physics, a
program to which Descartes contributed himself. However, his physics lost to the
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Galileo-Newton project based on another idea of quantitative properties, not only
geometrical.

Descartes’ philosophy raises several problems and doubts. Is Cartesian dualism a
proper solution, and, in particular, is his interactionism consistent with dualism? Or
more specifically: how can such different substances mutually interact? These
questions concern the mind-body problem. The next doubt question concerns the
non-circularity of his ontological arguments derived from epistemology. For
example, Descartes proved the existence of God starting from the thesis that we
possess the idea of God which had to be created by Him. Still another question
results from the analysis of cogito, ergo sum. Is it an inference or a statement? The
occurrence of the word ergo suggests the first view. Now, if cogito, ergo sum is an
inference, it is an enthymeme. What about the lacking premise which seems to be
needed in order to conclude ‘I am’? The full reasoning seems this: Since (a) if I am
thinking, I am, and (b) I am thinking, therefore (c) I am. The danger of circularity is
clear. These and other problems have been discussed since Descartes’ works
appeared. And they are still being discussed. However, Descartes’ influence was
enormous. He decided the future course of European philosophy. In particular, he
began the great tradition of modern European rationalism occurring in almost every
domain of philosophy and science. For example, the Port-Royal School in grammar
used Cartesian views in developing the so called rational grammar based on the
assumption that fundamental grammatical categories were innate (this idea was
recently revived by Noam Chomsky who called his linguistics ‘Cartesian’).
‘Axiomatic’ systems of natural law, initiated in the Netherlands by Hugo Grotius,
are another part of Cartesian heritage. The French style of doing science, which
consists in looking for ultimate simple conceptual elements, is still another example.
And, of course, the philosophical ideas of Pascal, Spinoza and Leibniz would be
difficult to understand without an appeal to Descartes’ heritage. The same concerns
his opponents. Thus, René Descartes deserves the name of ‘the father of modern
philosophy’.

Descartes sent his Meditations on First Philosophy to several philosophers. They
formulated objections to which Descartes prepared extensive answers. Thomas
Hobbes (1588-1679) was among the critics. In his objections, Hobbes agreed with
Descartes about the paradigmatic character of mathematics, in particular geometry.
Hence, he also shared the Cartesian view that extension as a geometrical property
was an attribute of bodies. However, Hobbes questioned Descartes’ analysis of
cogito, ergo sum. because it did not prove the independent character of mind. For
Hobbes, the statement ‘I am thinking’ did not exclude that the thinking subject was
corporeal. Hobbes was interested not only in epistemology and ontology, but also,
and even more, in political philosophy. Continuing the tradition going back to Roger
Bacon and William of Ockham, and revived by Francis Bacon, Hobbes based his
philosophy on empiricism. In a sense, he laid the ground for the golden period of
British empiricism in the 17th and 18th centuries. This formation began with John
Locke (1632-1704).

Locke directed his epistemology, elaborated in an extensive treatise An Essay
Concerning Human Understanding (1689/1690), explicitly against Descartes,
particularly against the nativism of the latter. Instead, he developed genetic
empiricism, a theory which claims that the mind is a tabula rasa (a pure
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blackboard), unless experience writes some signs on it. However, there is something
common in Locke and Descartes, namely the trust in the accessibility of mental
contents. Even more, Locke, like Descartes, believed in the indubitability of the
results of the direct knowledge of mental contents. Thus, Locke was also a
foundationalist, but of a different kind, connected with empiricism. As a matter of
fact, foundationalism was a common view shared by rationalists as well as
empiricists from Descartes to Kant. For Locke, experience was the only source of
knowledge, and there were two kinds of it: sensation and reflection. The former was
‘outer’, but the latter ‘inner’ and provided access to mental contents. Let us start
with reflection and its role in generating knowledge. According to Locke, reflection
is a conscious awareness of our mental activities and their results. Due to reflection,
the mind is able to acquire the direct intuitive knowledge that consists in
apprehending ideas without any mediation of other ideas; Locke, like Descartes,
uses the word ‘idea’, in the psychological sense. Intuitive knowledge is certain. The
mind does not need to prove or check it, because this kind of knowledge is
accommodated, similarly as light by eyes, only by a directed activity. For example,
we know that something which is red is also not blue by experiencing colours in this
way. Intuition also operates in the domain of memory; in fact, Locke was the first
philosopher who seriously analyzed memory as a cognitive faculty. It is important
that everybody is subject to cognition of this kind. In particular, we intuitively grasp
whether ideas mutually agree or not. Thereby, intuitive knowledge is common and
indubitable; such is the Lockean argument against scepticism. The intuition
described is decisive for the certainty and evidence of our knowledge, in the domain
of logic and mathematics as well. Both represent demonstrative knowledge as
knowledge based on mediating ideas. For example, when we prove the sum of the
angles of a triangle is equal to two straight angles, we must also use other ideas,
because we cannot directly compare the ideas involved in our demonstration. The
certainty of demonstrative knowledge recurs to the certainty of knowledge generated
by intuition, although there is an important difference between both kinds of
cognition. Intuition does not require any activity, it is present or not. On the other
hand, demonstration is always active. It happens that demonstration is a remedy for
doubts this situation never occurs in the case of intuition. Nevertheless, grasping the
agreement or disagreement of ideas also constitutes the foundation of demonstrative
knowledge. Intuitive and demonstrative cognition forms knowledge which is certain.
Intuition plays one more important role. It provides simple ideas. All others are
complex and achieved by association or abstraction. In order to complete the
remarks on reflection, it is interesting to note its close conceptual relation to
introspection, which became the main method of psychology in the first period of
the development of this field.

Sensation provides knowledge about particular individual objects. Two problems
arise here. First, it is indubitable by intuition that we have ideas in our minds.
However, it is not certain whether ideas have real counterparts. Locke defended the
view that they had, appealing to the causal theory of perception. According to
Locke, our senses are not able to produce sensations without external causes: since
sensations are momentary, and senses themselves are almost always potentially
subjected to sensations, the explanation of the latter has to recur to external objects
and their effects on our senses. Further, Locke argued that there is an interesting
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difference between ideas given in memory and those given by sensations. We can
influence our acts of remembering, but sensations occur involuntarily. It means that
sensations have outer causes. We often feel pleasure or annoyance connected with
sensations, but these feelings do not arise in related rememberings, although ideas
occurring in sensations and memory are common. It also indicates that we must
appeal to external causes in order to explain the genesis of sensations. Finally, the
credibility of the existence of outer reality is strengthened by the evidence of various
senses. Thus, our firm belief that real counterparts of our ideas actually exist,
although it does not reach the level of absolute certainty, provides the practical
certainty which means more than mere probability. Thus, we have in Locke three
levels of knowledge, according to its certainty. Intuitive knowledge is on the highest
level and has the maximum degree of credence. Then, we have demonstrative
knowledge which is certain by demonstration. Finally, outer sensations provide
practically certain knowledge. Moreover, we have several modes of beliefs assessed
by probability, for example, conjecturing, guessing, doubting, etc. To some extent,
Locke reintroduces the ancient distinction of episteme and doxa, although the scope
of the former was for him broader than for Plato and his followers.

The second problem concerns the question of how far the representation of
objects by ideas fits real properties of represented things. Here, we must point out
the ambiguity of the word ‘idea’ in Locke, similar to that in the writings of
Descartes, but much more dangerous in the case of Locke. As I have already
remarked, Locke used the word ‘idea’ in its psychological sense as referring to
presentations or concepts as products of mental acts. On the other hand, ideas
represent objects as they are grasped under this or that aspect. Hence, if we say that
ideas are objects of reflection, it means that we contact things as-represented-so-and-
so by ideas. This immediately raises the question of whether all constituents of
representations actually represent real properties of outer things. Locke’s celebrated
answer was negative and consisted in his famous distinction between primary and
secondary qualities. Roughly speaking, only primary qualities correspond to
objective properties, but secondary qualities are subjective products of senses. The
list of primary qualities is rather narrow and covers, in its minimal version, shape,
size and mobility; in other places Locke also adds number, solidity, and texture. The
rest, in particular, colour, taste, sound, smelling, etc. belongs to secondary qualities.
It is important that Locke’s distinction was strongly rooted in the physics of the 17th
century. In fact, Locke was the first philosopher who heavily used the physical ideas
of Galileo and Newton in philosophy. Physically speaking, primary qualities
correspond to properties which are quantitatively expressed in physical equations.
Consequently, secondary qualities are purely qualitative and have no mathematical
meaning, unless we relate them to primary (now, we can say expressible by
mechanics) attributes. By the way, we find here another sharp contrast between
Locke and Descartes; for the latter, only geometrical attributes are fully objective.
Locke was inspired by physics, but his argumentation was not limited to a repetition
of arguments derived from mechanics. His basic aim consisted in the
epistemological legitimization of the primary/secondary qualities distinction. He
achieved this task by pointing out that primary qualities were experienced by all
senses. Besides, he maintained that touch is the distinguished sense and it informs us
about objective properties better than the other senses. The view based on the
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distinction between primary and secondary qualities is called critical realism. It is
usually contrasted with naive realism, that is, the view that the world is just such as
it appears. Using Lockean language, the difference between critical and naive
realism is this: for naive realism, all qualities are primary, and all represent objective
features of the world, but for critical realism, some qualities are primary and other
secondary, and only the former correspond with objective properties. Critical
realism was proposed by Democritus in antiquity. However, Democritus was led by
very vague intuitions, derived mainly from metaphysics. It was Locke who argued
for critical realism by epistemological arguments. Locke was not original in his
genetic empiricism either, because Aristotle and Thomas Aquinas preceded this
view. In fact, the formula nihil est in intellectu quod non prius fuerit in sensu was
shared by the Stagirite and Aquinas as well as by Locke. The latest differed from his
honourable predecessors concerning the scope of the sources of knowledge. Locke’s
empiricism, contrary to that of Aristotle or Thomas, was not sensualistic, because it
admitted reflection as a device for the production of ideas. However, the most
important difference between Locke and the older empiricists concerned method. In
contrast with Descartes, Locke followed the father of modern philosophy in general
methodological flavour. Locke’s method was psychological, because mental
contents were the starting point of his further investigations. In particular, he
claimed that the relations between ideas and objects could be conceptually
characterized only after taking into account object-as-represented-so-and-so by
ideas. Locke, like Descartes, proceeded by the reconstruction of the genesis of our
ideas, and analytically by extracting simple and evident ingredients of cognition.
And, last but not least, Locke, similarly as Descartes, executed metaphysics by
deriving metaphysical conclusions from epistemologically justified assumptions.
Perhaps Locke’s deep ideological connections with the Cartesian revolution caused
that all problems and difficulties of modern empiricism were related rather to him,
not to his empiricist predecessors. Almost everything that is discussed in the
contemporary theory of perception, directly or indirectly goes back to Locke’s
philosophy of sensations. Also his broadening of the concept of knowledge
essentially determined later discussions concerning this concept.

The difficulties of Lockean empiricism are numerous and serious. They are
conceptual, for example, the ambiguity of the word ‘idea’. They are also substantial,
for example, the difference between hallucinations and sensations with real
counterparts: the causal analysis of sensation does not explain hallucinations.
George Berkeley (1685-1753) was the first to raise objections against Locke. It was
a quarrel inside the same family because Berkeley also belonged to the empiricist
camp. Berkeley (his main work Principles of Human Knowledge appeared in 1710)
radicalized Locke’s view in two respects. Berkeley proposed an empiricism based
on sensualism and nominalism. Sensualism meant the rejection of reflection.
Thereby, all ideas were conceived as directly or indirectly derived from sensory
experience. Nominalism denied the existence of general ideas obtained by
abstraction; thus, for example, the general triangle as an idea, admitted by Locke as
neither right, nor acute, nor obtuse disappeared under Berkeley’s assumptions.
Mathematics was about sensible objects, for instance, shapes drawn on a blackboard.
These radicalizations entailed further solutions. Locke himself had some doubts
concerning the concept of substance: he was not certain whether existence of the
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substance, understood as the substratum of all things, was consistent with
empiricism or not. The problem of the objectivity of some properties was solved by
Locke with the help of the distinction of primary and secondary qualities. However,
he was inclined to regard the substance in the above sense as something
unknowable, but still existing. Berkeley argued that this view was a piece of
redundant metaphysics; there was no place for substance independent of sensations
in his picture of the world. For Berkeley, Locke’s arguments for the existence of
external things were insufficient. Neither the distinction between reflection and
sensation nor an appeal to agreement of evidence provided by different senses
proved that external things correspond to ideas; note that Berkeley, in comparison
with Locke, restricted the scope of the term ‘idea’ to particular sensations and their
complexes. There is no property of our ideas which could serve as a base for
concluding that our sensations correspond to actual things.

Berkeley found the solution in subjectivism: he considered all qualities as
secondary in the Lockean sense, but without any appeal to external things. We
experience only mental contents, and they are the only reality accessible to
sensations. Immaterialism was the next consequence of Berkeley’s views about
perception: there are not material things. Everything in Berkeley was summarized by
his famous dictum: esse = percipi (‘to exist’ means no more than ‘to be perceived);
the full content of this slogan is obvious if one remembers that, for Berkeley, the
scope of experience consists of particular sensations. Berkeley understood, of
course, that his views were at odds with ordinary beliefs on which other people and
numerous things existed. He did not want to advance a view which would be so
inconsistent with the common sense. He tried to overcome his subjectivism by an
appeal to God who sees everything constantly and introduces stability into the
flexible world of sensations. Additionally, he pointed out that this was the cause of
why many people had the same sensations. Since Berkeley’s explanation of the
objectivity of sensations belongs rather to metaphysics than to epistemology, it can
be left here without further comments. However, Berkeley’s esse = percipi deserves
more attention. Traditionally, esse is an ontological or metaphysical concept, and
percipi belongs to the vocabulary of epistemology. Thus, the basic Berkeleyan
equality is simply a reduction of ontology to epistemology, perhaps the most
complete in the whole history of philosophy. Berkeley also understood that his
epistemological theory went against suggestions of mathematical natural science. He
criticized fundamental concepts of mathematics, in particular the concept of
infinitesimals (infinitely small quantities). Some commentators say that Berkeley
correctly recognized logical unclarities in this concept, but it is only partly truth; in
fact, he was guided by his nominalism which forced the view that every line must
have a limited number of points. He also rejected Newtonian mechanics for
absoluteness of space and time, the concept of force and admission of causal
relations between phenomena. For Berkeley, there was nothing in our sensory
experience that could justify these categories. Berkeley’s philosophy, similarly as
radical scepticism, is usually considered as oddity. His extreme sensualism and
subjectivism (subjective idealism) did not find many defenders. But, on the other
hand, Berkeley provided a challenge for everybody who wanted to derive the
objectivity of knowledge from the analysis of sensory perception. He did this by
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showing difficulties in Locke’s epistemology form the point of view its coherence
with science and ordinary beliefs.

The controversy between Berkeley and Locke showed that the relation between
mental contents and external entities was the main issue. In Locke’s opinion this
relation obtains, i.e., there exist, at least in some cases, its second terms, namely
objects. Berkeley, on the other hand, radically denied this position. The same
problem was considered by David Hume (1711-1776), the third of the great British
(‘British’ because Hume was Scottish, and Berkeley Irish; only Locke was English).
His epistemology was extensively elaborated in Treatise on Human Nature (1739-
1740) and once more explained with some refinements in Enquiries Concerning
Human Understanding and Concerning the Principles of Morals (1748). Hume’s
general solution was equally anti-Lockean and anti-Berkeleyan: he regarded the
problem as pointless. According to Hume, the only problem for epistemology
consists in investigations concerning the empirical correctness of our mental
contents. The rest is and must be silence. Hume did not deny that belief in the
existence of the external world is of considerable practical importance for human
beings. What he denied was theoretical possibility of solving the Locke--Berkeley
controversy.

The method applied by Hume followed that used by Locke and Berkeley, and
consisted in a genetic analysis of our mental contents. Hume distinguished
impressions and ideas. Roughly speaking, the former correspond with sensations in
Locke’s sense. Seeing, hearing, etc. consists in having impressions; hence, they are
direct sensory experiences; in fact, Hume spoke also about impressions generated by
passions, but this topic, as related to his moral philosophy, can be omitted here. On
the other hand, ideas arise when we remember, think, imagine, etc. Clearly, ideas
represent indirect sensory cognition. It should be noted that Hume restricted the
extension of the term ‘idea’ still more than Berkeley did. Hume rejected not only
abstract, but also complex ideas, that is, ideas consisting of many impressions; if an
idea is general, it is so in given circumstances and for a given subject, never
automatically by a faculty called abstraction. Consider thinking. Presumably, it
consists in connecting or disconnecting impressions. This process generates ideas.
Thus, ideas are rather products of thinking than complexes of impressions. However,
there is a close genetic link between impressions and ideas, because the former are
pictures of the latter. The development of cognition can be described in the
following way. Everything starts with impressions. Mental operations give rise to
ideas. Now, ideas concur in some constant associations. Hume distinguished three
principles of such associations: (a) by similarity; (b) by proximity in space and time;
(c) by causal inference.

Now, the crucial question for Hume is: which ideas and claims based on them
are empirically legitimate? Hume divided the objects of cognition into two groups:
relations of ideas and matters of facts. The relations of ideas are not subjected to
factual claims, but they constitute the domain of mathematics. Mathematics is
certain, but completely devoid of any factual content. Hence, the problem of
empirical legitimation of our statements is restricted only to claims concerning
matters of facts. If such claims were reducible to impressions, the questions would
be very simple, because cognitions based on impressions are certainties.
Unfortunately, factual statements exceed the impressional base, because they go
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beyond currently given experiences. Hume examined two ideas which were usually
taken as the base for factual claims, namely the idea of causality and the idea of
substance. Contrary to Berkeley, Hume took seriously Newtonian physics which
seemed to appeal to causality and substance. Hence, he regarded his analysis as
important for the foundations of science. Hume did not deny that we observed
constant successions of events, more strictly ordered sequences of impressions or
ideas. However, he pointed out that we have no logical reason to conclude that
succesive connections are necessary; according to Hume’s impressive dictum: post
hoc does not mean propter hoc. Thus, the traditional account of causality as a
necessary and universal relation fails, because there are no logical or empirical
grounds for claiming that the causal nexus has such properties. Logical derivation of
necessity and universality of causality is impossible, because logical demonstrations
are restricted to the domain of relations between ideas. Moreover, the empirical
justification is here obviously insufficient, because the causal connection between
phenomena usually exceeds its experiential base. In particular, we cannot logically
exclude that future data will provide evidence forcing the rejection of a given
connection, earlier regarded as universal. Neither can we appeal to the principle that
every event has its cause, because this argument is simply circular: it assumes the
thesis which is to be proved. What remains is reducible to already observed
successions grasped by the mind. In particular, instincts are responsible for grouping
ideas into more or less stable sequences of ordered items. In fact, we can only expect
that regularities will also appear in the future. The criticism of the concept of
substance was similar. This concept arises as an effect of linking of coexisting ideas
into stable wholes. Also this operation is legimitated neither by logic nor by
empirical evidence, but finds its explanation in instincts. Hume’s attack on
substance was stronger than the Berkeleyan criticism, because it dispensed with all
kinds of substance, while Berkeley had at least acknowledged a spiritual reality. The
belief in causality and substance had its justification, or rather explanation, in
practical reason, but no theoretical import. Thus, we should say goodbye to the
concepts of causality and substance: they are metaphysical redundancies in science
and in daily life. Clearly, Hume’s criticism solves the problem of the relation
between mental contents and their alleged objects. The solution points out that the
problem itself is meaningless: it admits neither a positive nor a negative way out.
This view is faithful to empiricism and introduces elements of scepticism.

Hume refined the former empiricism in many respects. He rejected Bacon’s
belief that experience could justify necessary connections between facts, Locke’s
critical realism in favour of pure phenomenalism, and Berkeley’s esse = percipi.
Briefly, he purified empiricism of metaphysical (in his understanding) elements like
causality and substance that have no empirical justification. Hume introduced into
epistemology two important novelties, namely, the view that logic and mathematics
are devoid of factual knowledge, and the new approach to knowledge consisting in a
departure from Plato’s conception of episteme. Since factual knowledge is never
certain, we must admit that it is only probable. This feature was not considered by
Hume as a pejorative mark, because it exhibited the fundamental feature of
knowledge produced by experience. Both Humean novelties opened new
epistemological perspectives. In particular, he discovered a new kind of empiricism,
namely, moderate methodological empiricism, connected with full genetic
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empiricism: all knowledge is genetically empirical, but its part is devoid of factual
content. Thus, Hume tried to incorporate the traditional virtues of mathematics,
namely universality, certainty and necessity into empiricism. This line was followed
by logical empiricism in the 20th century which also shared Hume’s rejection of
metaphysics. Hume’s criticism set down challenges for friends of causality and
substance, and they had to deal with his arguments. There are still other points in
Hume’s philosophy which became important for later epistemology. He was a
radical naturalist and thereby a pioneer of naturalized epistemology. His thesis that
is-sentences do not imply ought-sentences, and his theory of moral sense are central
for the epistemology of ethics. On the other hand, Hume’s theses give rise to several
doubts and questions. Is his picture of the development of mental contents correct?
Do we really have no arguments for the reality of causal connections and
substances? What does it mean that factual knowledge is probable? Is the probability
objective or subjective? Thus, challenges stemming from Hume’s criticism touch
not only friends of the view criticized, but also his own solutions. In general, all
problems of causality, induction, physical (natural, real, etc.) necessity, laws of
nature and logical probability are, so to speak, surrounded by Hume’s views.
Perhaps this variety of questions stimulated by Hume is the best measure of his
enormous significance for the further development of epistemology.

We left rationalism with Descartes. This tradition was developed by his
continental followers, partly as a response to British empiricists. However, there was
one notable exception among the post-Cartesians, namely, Blaise Pascal (1623-
1662). He was a brilliant mathematician and physicist, but these circumstances did
not influence his philosophy. Pascal turned his attention to practical matters and
argued that knowledge which satisfied high Cartesian standards was not able to deal
with the real problems of human life. Thus, reason is useless for human worries.
These issues require insights taken from the ‘heart’ and faith. Pascal stands out
because the irrationalism expounded in the age of reason. He was a predecessor of
existentialism in many respects, but he did not find followers until in the 19th
century in Soren Kierkegaard.

The epistemological and metaphysical motifs of Descartes’ philosophy were
adopted by Benedict Spinoza (1632-1677), a Dutch philosopher of Jewish origin.
Spinoza, like Descartes, believed in the power of reason. In particular, he maintained
that the world was intelligible and thereby accessible to rational knowledge. This
belief is evident from the title of his main work Ethics Demonstrated in a
Geometrical Manner (1677) which directly indicates the application of a rational
mathematical method to philosophical problems. The word ‘ethics’ is misleading,
because Spinoza’s opus magnum is basically an ontological-epistemological treatise.
Both aspects are closely related. In particular, Spinoza argued that his improvement
of Cartesian dualism led to a specific account of knowledge. Spinoza replaced the
dualism of res cogitans and res extensa by a kind of monism based on an
identification of God and nature. Thinking and extension became modi, rather
parallel than interconnected, of unified substance in Spinoza’s ontological model.
Spinoza, like Plato, distinguished knowledge and opinion. The latter is provided by
senses and concerns particular modi taken in separation. Moreover, we need
knowledge referring to the relations between both modes, and to substance as such.
The domain of reason produces rational knowledge. Thus, for Spinoza, knowledge
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and rational knowledge are the same. Nature (substance) appears as res cogitans or
res extensa, but ontologically it is united. This unity is causa sui and its existence is
intuitively certain. Nothing more can be said about substance. In particular,
substance is not determined; it has no particular properties. According to Spinoza,
omnis determinatio est negatio, that is, every predication about substance turns it
into its opposite. This is a mysterious aspect of Spinoza’s philosophy, especially of
his rationalistic epistemology, because it seems that the indeterminacy of substance
blocks its rational description. Hence, intuition in Spinoza’s sense is quite different
from Cartesian intuition, because the latter leads to clear and distinct ideas, while the
former is more similar to mystical contemplation than to knowledge modeled by
mathematics. Perhaps this is the main reason that Spinoza’s epistemology is
considered to be much less interesting than his metaphysics. Moreover, his appeal to
mathematics in Ethics is rather declarative and verbal than substantial.

Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (1646-1716) was the greatest successor of Descartes.
He did for rationalism something similar to what Hume did for empiricism: both
offered much more perfect versions of related epistemologies than their
predecessors. In stressing that Leibniz was a rationalist, one should realize that his
interests, like in the case Spinoza, were more metaphysical than epistemological;
yet, both philosophers tried to develop epistemologies closely connected with their
metaphysical views. One of Leibniz’s major works has an interesting title, namely
New Essays Concerning Human Understanding (1704, published in 1765). This
immediately recalls Locke’s treatise An Essay Concerning Human Understanding.
This similarity is not incidental. In fact, Leibniz’s work is a systematic polemic
against Lockean empiricism; it is interesting that Leibniz, having received
information about Locke’s death, decided not to publish his book. Leibniz was
inclined to accept Locke’s account of knowledge as a description of the mechanism
of cognition. For example, Leibniz agreed with Locke that we encountered concrete
ideas earlier than abstract ones. However, according to Leibniz, Locke did not
explain the nature of knowledge and overlooked this issue when he pointed out that
the external world causally influenced our mental contents. In general, empiricism
cannot solve the problem of the nature of knowledge, because a careful analysis of
the soul proves that it cannot be dependent on something else. Leibniz modified the
empiricist maxim already mentioned nihil est in intellectu, quod not prius fuerit in
sensu by adding nisi intellectus ipsae (except the reason itself). Hence, the source of
knowledge must reside in the soul itself, namely in reason and its faculties. Leibniz
argued also for the autonomy and self-sufficiency of the soul in a metaphysical way,
using his theory of monads, but this aspect of his system can be omitted here. We
have a direct access to our soul (mental reality) and this is the only thing that is
directly accessible to us. The soul possesses ideas and sensations; although the
origin of sensations is causal, the soul has the material for all sensations in advance.
Ideas were understood by Leibniz as immediate direct objects expressing the
essence and properties of things. Leibniz was a nativist, but, contrary to Descartes,
he did not consider all contents existing in the soul to be clear or even conscious. In
particular, we can have empty ideas that do not refer to anything, for example the
fastest motion (Leibniz did not know that the fastest notion is the speed of light).
Sensations are usually unclear and confused. According to Leibniz, we always have
the so-called small perceptions which are mostly unconscious, but constantly
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influence our soul. It is the soul, as an active force, which forms clear and distinct
ideas from dark elements. The soul acts in a mathematical way. Hence, mathematics
is a pattern of rationality. Leibniz was a great mathematician and there is nothing
strange in the fact that his rationalism was mathematically oriented. Leibniz, who
had a great understanding of logical matters, suggested a special language (calculus
ratiocinator, lingua universalis) suitable for expressing and solving every problem.
The solutions would be purely combinatorial, strict rules being assumed in advance.
Lebniz hoped that future philosophers, instead of conducting interminable
discussions, would calculate and thereby reach agreement.

Leibniz distinguished two kinds of truth: truths of facts and truths of reason.
They correspond to two general principles of our thinking. The first principle says
that everything has sufficient reason for its existence. This is the principle of
sufficient reason and governs the domain of the truths of facts. Every truth of reason
is reducible by a finite combinatorial procedure (resolution) to the principle of
contradiction, which is the second general principle of thought. The truths of reason
can be known with absolute certainty of mathematics is once more an example.
Every truth is a priori, because its predicate is contained in its subject. Basically,
every truth is necessary, true in all possible worlds (this important idea was actually
introduced by Leibniz) and can be established qua truth by analysis of its subject
and predicate. However, this is possible only for God who knows everything in
advance. Human beings must regard truths of facts as contingent, i.e., not true in all
possible worlds, and a posteriori. but this is related only to our epistemic capacities,
not to the nature of things. Our cognitive situation requires some instruments of
cognition in order to assess the credibility of empirical judgements. Leibniz was the
first philosopher who clearly observed that truth, necessity, apriority and the
objective certainty are coextensive properties of knowledge on the radical
rationalistic account. On the other hand, he saw equally clearly that these properties
were, except for mathematics, not accessible to human beings. In particular, doing
empirical science requires modest epistemic qualifications. Thus, Leibniz outlined
perhaps the most radical rationalism, but, on the other hand, his epistemology gives
justice to empirical scientific practice. At least one point in Leibniz could bother
other rationalists, namely that the virtues and faculties of reason became essentially
dependent on various very strong metaphysical hypotheses, particularly on the
existence of God. Leibniz’s rationalism became influential due to its popularization
by Christian Wolff (1669-1764) who set down the foundations of German general
philosophical education known as deutsche Schulphilosophie (German
schoolphilosophy).

The philosophers of French Enlightenment, called les philosophes, were mainly
interested in social and political matters. Most of them accepted empiricism and
criticized religion. These attitudes lead to rationalism, but in another sense than
Cartesianism. The new rationalism (perhaps the word ‘anti-irrationalism’ is a better
label) also trusted the natural faculties of reason, but, contrary to Descartes and his
followers, rational knowledge was not understood as departing from experience. It
does not mean that les philosophes rejected Cartesianism at all. For example, they
liked methodological scepticism, but as a way of excluding irrationalism. In general,
the rational attitude consists, according to les philosophes, in the reasonable and
sound use of experiential data. The famous Encyclopedia, that is, Rational
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Dictionary of Sciences, Arts and Crafts, usually called The Great French
Encyclopedia, 1751-1753, is perhaps the most complete account of the spirit of anti-
irrationalism. Three epistemological views of particular French thinkers of the
Enlightenment are worth mentioning. Etienne Bonnot de Condillac (1715-1780)
developed a version of sensualism. He intended to improve Lockean empiricism by
combining it with rigorous Cartesian method. Condillac believed that empiricism,
Cartesian method and Newtonian physics could save philosophy. His sensualism
was presented in his book Treatise on Sensations (1754) in which a well-known
metaphor of the statue was elaborated. The statute served as a model of empirical
knowledge. At the beginning, the statute had no active senses. Then, its senses were
activated step by step beginning with smell. Condillac tried to show how the
knowledge of the statute grew, depending on the new capacities acquired by new
senses. Jean le Rond D’Alembert (1717-1783), a mathematician and philosopher,
was (together with Denis Diderot) one of the main editors of Encyclopedia, He
wrote an introductory essay to it, in which he expressed his main philosophical
views. According to D’ Alembert, scientific knowledge is the only one that deserves
to be regarded as the knowledge. It must be certain, but it can be certain if it refers
only to facts. D’ Alembert did not reject psychic facts, but he denied that science
could be based on them. Thus, real science investigates external facts. D’ Alembert’s
position was not only empiricist; it was also positivistic. As a positivist, D’ Alembert
dismissed all metaphysical problems concerning the very essence of the world. In
that, he was similar to Hume. On the other hand, D’Alembert’s positivism was
different than that of Hume, because D’ Alembert believed in the certainty of factual
knowledge, while Hume was a probabilist. Thus, two kinds of positivist philosophy
originated in the 18th century. In general, French philosophers of the Enlightenment
trusted science very much: scientism prevailed, and D’Alembert was its main
apostle. However, there was a notable exception: Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-
1778). Although he shared the main social and political ideas of les philosophes, he
did not agree with their theoretical philosophy. Rousseau accused civilisation of
degenerating and corrupting people. He was against science as a pattern of
knowledge and favoured intuition. Hence, contrary to the main stream of the
Enlightenment, Rousseau was an irrationalist. This feature of his philosophy made
him a predecessor of Romanticism.

Immanuel Kant (1720-1804) claimed that he carried the Copernican revolution
in philosophy. Kant was disappointed by rationalism as well as by empiricism. He
intended to provide a synthesis of both main currents of epistemology. More
specifically, Kant wanted to achieve a compromise between Hume’s empiricism
(Kant once said, Hume awoke him from dogmatic slumbers) and Leibniz’s
rationalism. He was educated in the tradition of Wolff and deutsche
Schulphilosophie. Kant developed his theoretical philosophy in his opus magnum
Critique of Pure Reason (1781, sec. ed. with important revisions 1787). It was the
first of three critiques (others are Critique of Practical Reason, 1788 and Critique of
Judgment. 1790), and, hence, Kant’s mature philosophy is called ‘critical’ in
contradistinction to his early philosophy, termed ‘precritical’. Kant’s project was to
answer the fundamental philosophical problems concerning knowledge, existence,
and values by a critique of reason. Thus, perhaps more than anyone, Kant realized
the Cartesian project of building philosophy on the basis of epistemology.
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Kant introduced two divisions of propositions. First, he distinguished analytic
and synthetic propositions, according to their logical form. The structure ‘S is P’
represents propositions in general. Now it can happen that the content of the
predicate-concept P is contained in the subject-concept S. Any such proposition is
analytic. On the other hand, if the content of P exceeds the content of S, we are
dealing with a synthetic proposition. This logical distinction was supplemented by
an epistemological division: a proposition is a priori if its truth is independent of
experience, and it is a posteriori if its truth cannot be established without an appeal
to experience. As a result we have four mutually exclusive categories of
propositions: analytic a priori, analytic a posteriori, synthetic a priori, and synthetic
a posteriori. Now the distinction inside analytic propositions into a priori and a
posteriori is redundant, because, according to Kant, analytic propositions are a
priori. Thus the primary purely combinatorial division into four categories is
reduced to three kinds of propositions: analytic, synthetic a priori and synthetic a
posteriori. Propositions which are a priori can be either analytic or synthetic,
propositions which are synthetic can be either a priori or a posteriori. There is one
obvious weakness in Kant’s definition of analytic propositions. It does not apply to
negative propositions. Kant was aware of this situation. Although he remarked that
his criterion of analyticity could be extended to negative propositions, he never
explained fully how to do this. Probably he maintained that his proposal that, all
analytic propositions are reducible to the principle of contradiction, solves the
problem of negative analytic propositions.

Historically speaking, Kant’s distinctions among propositions help us understand
some important positions in epistemology. For example, Plato’s episteme consists of
a priori propositions. With some further assumptions, one can identify discursive
episteme in Plato’s sense with the corpus of true analytic propositions, although
intuitive episteme covers true synthethic a priori propositions. Hume’s position
admits only propositions that are either analytic (concerning relations of ideas) or
synthetic a posteriori (matters of facts). Leibnizian truths of reason are of course a
priori, and his truths concerning facts are synthetic a posteriori. However, this is so
only from the human epistemic perspective, since for God all truths are analytic, and
therefore a priori. In general, aposteriorism (methodological empiricism) and
apriorism (methodological aposteriorism) can occur in radical or moderate versions.
Under Kant’s distinctions, radical apriorism (Plato, Leibniz) admits only a priori
truths, i.e., either analytic or synthetic a priori as legitimate pieces of knowledge;
radical aposteriorism (Locke, Berkeley) only a posteriori, that is, synthetic a
posteriori, moderate apriorism (a possibility discovered by Kant himself) admits all
kinds of truth, that is, analytic, synthetic a priori, and synthetic a posteriori, while
moderate aposteriorism (Hume) admits only analytic and synthetic a posteriori.
Now, the comparison of various possibilities immediately points out what Kant
meant as the compromise between empiricism and rationalism (the Copernican
revolution): it is moderate apriorism. If we look at Kant’s philosophy from this
perspective we easily understand his objections to Hume and Leibniz. Kant did not
agree with Hume’s rejection of propositions which are synthetic a priori, but
Leibniz, according to Kant, went too far in apriorism, because he considered all
truths a priori as analytic. It is clear why the question ‘How are synthetic a priori
propositions possible?” became central for Kant. Since only synthetic propositions
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extend our knowledge, Kant’s main problem can also be formulated in the following
way: how is it possible to extend our knowledge by steps which are a priori. that is,
without any appeal to experience? And still another formulation: how is it possible
to have universal and necessary truths (universality and necessity were considered
by Kant as attributes of a priori propositions) referring to facts?

For Kant, there was no problem with analytic propositions and synthetlc a
posteriori propositions. Logic is analytic, singular empirical propositions are
examples of the synthetic a posteriori. The real problem concerns the synthetic a
priori. Kant was convinced that synthetic a priori propositions occurred in our
knowledge. He intended to explain their possibility, not existence. Kant maintained
that to explain possibilities of something, one must undertake transcendental
arguments, i.e., proceed by transcendental deduction. These arguments consist in
assuming premises necessary for understanding the factuality of something. Thus,
we know that synthetic a priori propositions exist. However, something must be
assumed in order to show that unless it were true, the synthetic a priori would be
impossible. Clearly, the existence of synthetic a priori propositions cannot be
derived directly from experience. On the other hand, one must analyze knowledge,
including experience itself, in order to find elements which legitimize the synthetic a
priori, Kant realized his task in three parts. First, he developed transcendental
aesthetics considered as the theory of forms of pure sensory intuition. Then, he
passed to transcendental analytic, that is, the theory of categories used by reason,
and, finally, he ended the opus with transcendental dialectics which, according to
Kant, proved the impossibility of metaphysics.

For Kant, sensory experience is the starting point of knowledge. However,
experience is always ordered by temporal and spatial relations. Time and space
manifest themselves as universal and thereby necessary ingredients of all
experiences. Since universality and necessity cannot be (pace Hume and Leibniz)
derived from experience alone, we must recognize that time and space are a priori:
they are rational (existing in reason) forms of sensory intuition. If we cancel all
empirical content with our experiences, space and time still remain. This is an
outline of Kant’s derivation of space and time as transcendental conditions of
sensory experience. Mathematics is the repertoire of synthetic a priori propositions
based on time and space. Arithmetic recurs to temporal relations, geometry appeals
to space. Since every synthetic proposition is an effect of synthesis of subject and
predicate, space and time are responsible for the synthesis of mathematical
propositions.

Theoretical physics is for Kant another domain in which syntethic a priori
propositions occur. But truths of theoretical physics have a different nature than
propositions of arithmetic and geometry. The new kind of synthetic a priori truths,
discovered by transcendental analytic, is based on categories as a priori concepts
possessed by reason. Due to categories like causality, quality, modality, etc. (Kant
distinguished 24 categories, related to 24 forms of propositions), we can form
(synthesize) theoretical principles of natural science, for instance, the basic law of
the Newtonian mechanics. Mathematics, which consists of synthetic a priori truths
based on space and time, and natural theoretical science, i.e., synthetic a priori
truths based on categories, exhaust the proper knowledge in which the synthetic a
priori is involved. However, reason also has a tendency to transgress its own
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cognitive faculties and enter into metaphysical speculations. Kant, using ingenious
arguments, tried to prove that metaphysics is in principle impossible. For Kant,
traditional metaphysics consisted of rational psychology, rational cosmology and
rational theology. Each part of metaphysics produces antinomies, because we can
prove and disprove that the soul is simple and complex (showing that rational
psychology is impossible), that the universe is finite and infinite (showing that
rational cosmology is impossible), and that God exists and does not exist (proving
that rational theology is impossible). The only metaphysical thesis that can be
established theoretically, that is, by analysis of pure reason, is that there are
phenomena and noumena (Dinge an sich). The latter are unknowable, but, via
transcendental arguments, we must accept their existence in order to explain the
existence of the former: noumena are causes of phenomena. Kant did not reject the
existence of the immortal soul and God, but he argued about these matters
practically, not theoretically: the soul and God were derived from postulates of
practical reason. Yet Kant very strongly separated being (Sein) and oughtness
(Sollen).

Kant influenced the further course of epistemology in many respects. He
introduced a new epistemological position, namely moderate apriorism. His
distinction of analytic and synthetic propostions became one of the most important
conceptual devices. The view that logic is analytic, but mathematics synthetic a
priori became one of the main positions in the foundations of formal science; in
particular, mathematical intuitionists share this view. Transcendental arguments,
phenomenalism with simultaneous acceptance of the existence of the real world as
something outside phenomena, the critique of the ontological argument for the
existence of God based on the observation that existence is not a predicate, a sharp
border between being and oughtness, not only logical as in the case of Hume, but
also ontic and epistemological or practical justification of ethical categories became
the constant subject of philosophical debates. Kant had devoted defenders and
radical critics. Perhaps no philosopher was so extensively commented upon and
perhaps the formula ‘every post-Kantian is proper-Kantian’ describes Kant’s
influence more properly than similar statement in the case of any other philosopher.
But maybe, the following remark is of a special importance. Kant sharply
distinguished de jure-questions and quid facti-questions. While the former refer to
the problem of legitimacy, e.g., of the synthetic a priori and require transcendental
arguments, the latter concern factual questions, e.g., whether there are such and such
phenomena. Kant, like nobody else, considered epistemology as concerning de jure-
questions. The real importance of this view is obvious for any attempt to naturalize
epistemology, especially today, when the theory of knowledge is often regarded as a
part of cognitive science. When one stresses Kant’s influence, it does not mean that
his philosophy has no weak points, independently of its historical importance. What
does it mean that Dinge an sich exist, but that they are unknowable? Is not it Kant’s
account of things-in-themselves is a piece of obscure metaphysics? What are
transcendental arguments? Are they logical in the usual sense or do they require a
special transcendental logic? How does Kant’s theory of space deal with non-
Euclidean geometries? What is reason in Kant’s sense? It is individual reason or
something transcendental? Was Kant a psychologist? These and other questions as
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well as different answers to them decided that Kant’s heritage became extremely
diversified.

It is clear that British empiricism was attacked by rationalism, and why it was so.
However, it was done not only from the rationalistic point of view. Thomas Reid
(1710-1796), a Scottish philosopher, shared empiricism, but did not agree with the
account of knowledge developed by Locke, Berkeley, and Hume. Reid wrote three
important treatises Enquiry into the Human Mind on the Principles of Common
Sense (1764), Essays on the Intellectual Powers of Man (1785) and Essays on the
Active Powers of Man (1788). The title of the first book indicated the direction of
Reid’s epistemology and his attack on his predecessors. The expression ‘common
sense’ is the key term here. According to Reid, British empiricists, mainly Berkeley
and Hume, advanced a philosophy that was completely at odds with common sense.
Reid particularly strongly attacked the view that ideas in the psychological sense are
media between our minds and things. He agreed that sensory experience was the
primary source of knowledge. However, according to Reid, knowledge concerns not
ideas but things and their qualities directly. Thus, ideas are natural signs referring to
qualities and there is no reason to distinguish primary and secondary qualities. In
this function, ideas are similar to words which signify directly something. This
analogy shows that mind transcends itself and reaches the real world. Reid was a
direct realist: our knowledge is acquired directly without any mediation of ideas.
Moreover, the principles of common sense must be obeyed, because their
abandonment leads to absurdities as in the case of Berkeley or unjustified scepticism
in the style of Hume. Reid, who was not properly appreciated in his time, began a
new kind of epistemology, namely a commonsense empiricism based on direct
realism. His influence was local, mainly limited to Scotland. However, in a more
general perspective, he was a predecessor of G. E. Moore and the theory of direct
perception.

I conclude this section with a few remarks about the concept of truth from
Descartes to Kant. The phraseology of adequatio introduced by the Schoolmen was
very popular. Descartes spoke about the conformity of thought and object, Locke
about the agreement of ideas with existence in nature, Spinoza about the
convenience of ideas with ideated objects, Leibniz about the correspondence
between propositions and something else, Wolff about the consensus of propositions
and things represented by them, and Kant about the adequacy (Ubereinstimmung) of
knowledge to its object. However, these explanations marked quite different
contents. In fact, Descartes defended a kind of the evidence theory: a judgment is
true if it is evident, namely composed of clear elements. In their rationalistic
systems, Spinoza, Leibniz, and Wolff developed the coherence or identity theory of
truth, rather than its classical account. Kant attacked very strongly the
correspondence theory of truth, because, under his general views, it was impossible
to compare the content of knowledge with its independent object. Since the object of
knowledge is construed by reason from experiential material with the help of a
priori ingredients, the formula about the adequacy of knowledge and its object must
mean something different than in Thomas Aquinas. It is a remarkable fact that
foundationalist epistemology from Descartes to Kant was supplemented by such
varying theories of truth.
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5. MODERN PHILOSOPHY AFTER KANT

(A) German idealism and Neo-Kantianism

As 1 have already noted, Kant’s philosophy elicited numerous responses, including
critical ones. The most influential response came from German transcendental
idealists, notably Johann Gottlieb Fichte (1762-1814), Friedrich Wilhelm Schelling
(1775-1854) and Georg Friedrich Wilhelm Hegel (1770-1831). Fichte rejected
Kantian Dinge an sich and argued that the independence of things in their relation to
consciousness is merely an appearance stemming from an unavoidable distinction
between subject and the object. According to Fichte, this distinction is correct,
because it is constituted by the first act of the Self (the Absolute). However, things
are nothing more than presentations, though not of natural consciousness, but of the
transcendental Self. Since the Self creates the subject and the objects, both are of the
same nature. Although he deliberately strengthened transcendental elements much
beyond Kant’s horizon, Fichte came back to the classical rationalistic tradition on
which deduction was the only source of necessary truths. His method was simply
deductive, recurring everything to the first principle of the Self. Fichte’s main work
was Grundlage der gesamten Wissenschaftslehre (1794-1795). It was just this
treatise that introduced the term ‘Wissenschaftslehre’ as a label for epistemology.

If we agree that the relation of the subject to the object became the central
problem of post-Kantian philosophy, Fichte must be recognized as a philosopher
who maximized the role of the Self. Schelling tried to come back to a more balanced
picture of the relation between both categories. Hence, Schelling’s philosophy was
much more concerned with the philosophy of nature than Fichte’s theory. For
Schelling, the Absolute transcends the Self and the Nature. This view determined
Schelling’s metaphysics, which was similar to ontological ideas of Spinoza. In
epistemological matters, Schelling followed Fichte and admitted autonomous
knowledge acquired by the mind itself (intuitus intellectualis, intellektuelle
Anschauung). However, it must be remembered that, like in the case of Fichte’s
Self, the mind is not to be identified with particular human faculties: it is the
transcendental Mind. Schelling’s philosophy, although very speculative, influenced
the philosophy of nature, even the science of the 1st half of the 19th century (Henrik
Steffens in Norway). In general, Schelling’s ideas were welcomed by the
representatives of Romanticism in all areas of this important cultural movement.

It was Hegel who created the most powerful system of German transcendental
idealism, perhaps even the strongest system of idealism since Plato. For Hegelian
epistemology, the principle that thought is identical with being was of the utmost
importance. Since being changes all the time, the same concerns thought. Changes
are not accidental, but regular and evolutionary: higher stages appear after less
advanced ones, according to general necessary rules. Those rules are logical in
character and, hence, Hegel’s idealism is sometimes termed as ‘logical’. However,
Hegel’s logic was conceived as something opposed to traditional formal logic. In
order to stress this difference, Hegel spoke about dialectic as the new logic which
was regarded as the proper method of dealing with changeable reality. In particular,
the dialectic does not preserve the rule of contradiction. In general, dialectic of
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thought and reality proceeds by three stages: thesis, antithesis and synthesis. The last
unifies the former two, which are contrary. Thus, if A is a thesis, not-A is its
antithesis, the dialectical synthesis embraces A and not-A. Therefore, every synthesis
unifies contrary elements in the real whole.

Hegel’s philosophy was radically rationalistic. Everything real is rational, logical
and necessary. However, the dialectic method is not deductive: when Hegel speaks
about entailment, it must be understood as a special intensional relation referring to
dialectic principles, like, for example, the rule of the development by successive
negations or the rule of the unity of oppositions. In fact, Hegel offered a new
philosophical method which was practized by many later philosophers. One more
aspect of Hegel’s epistemology is worth mentioning. For Hegel, reality is essentially
historical. The later stages of evolution cover the former ones: reality brings its own
history, according to Hegel’s famous view. This view was novel and influential,
especially for the development of the epistemology of humanities. It also inspired a
fundamental question: is objectivity possible, independently of a historical
perspective? Hegel’s answer was affirmative: it is possible, but only if we take into
account the transcendental perspective which finds its ultimate realization in the last
stage of the cosmic evolution, that is, in the Absolute Spirit. Anyway, the individual
subject is always subordinated to a totality: state, nation, etc., also from the
epistemological point of view. These views constantly reappeared in the post-
Hegelian philosophy, particularly in Marxism and several other currents interested
in social matters.

The orthodox Hegelianism came to its end in Germany very soon after Hegel’s
death. It was revived by Francis Herbert Bradley (1846-1924) in England. He shared
a general Hegelian idea about the conformity of reality and knowledge. Since
Reality forms a whole whose which parts are interconnected, the same concerns its
knowledge. Every conceptualization of Reality which results with its structuring into
particular separate facts is a simplification and produces only partial and
fragmentary knowledge; in essence, facts must be regarded as our constructs. These
ideas led Bradley to the coherence theory of truth. We can speak of the
correspondence of knowledge and reality as the relation between two integral
wholes. The correspondence theory of truth is correct in this perspective but not with
respect to particular propositions and pieces of reality. Elements of knowledge may
be only partly true, that is, at most they may possess a degree of truth. Since facts
are our constructs, it is impossible to compare them with concrete propositions. We
can only compare propositions with other propositions and investigate internal
coherence inside the whole which constitutes knowledge; consistency and
comprehensiveness are marks of coherence. In the ultimate perspective, coherence
and correspondence are the same: Knowledge and Reality as integrities remain in
mutual correspondence and both are internally coherent, that is, consistent and
comprehensive. Bradley was a very influential philosopher. His ideas attracted many
British philosophers, so that at the turn of century, the British Neo-Hegelian School
arose (John McTaggart, Harald Joachim, Bernard Bosanquet, and others); Brand
Blanshard, an American philosopher also joined this group.

Although transcendentalism was the most important form of German idealism of
the first half of the 19th century, there other idealistic tendencies also appeared of
which ideas of Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768-1834) and Arthur Schopenhauer
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(1788-1866) became particularly important for the development of epistemology.
Schleiermacher, who was also a poet, was strongly influenced by the ideology of
German Romanticism. He translated of all Plato’s dialogues into German. His
literary and translatory work became an important source of his general
philosophical ideas. In particular, Schleiermacher intended to set forth rules
according to which we acquire knowledge. Since thoughts are dressed in linguistic
forms, the ways of operating words were of the utmost importance for
Schleiermacher’s epistemology. Thus, the role of language in knowledge led
Schleiermacher to the idea of hermeneutics as the general theory of understanding.
Formerly, that is, before Schleiermacher, hermeneutics was understood as an art of
interpretation in theology, philology and jurisprudence; it should be rather said that
these disciplines had their own separate hermeneutical rules. Schleiermacher was the
first to propose a general hermeneutics aimed to be a method applicable to any
thought expressed in language. Moreover, Schleiermacher observed that the
understanding of a text was also involved in the situation usually called the
hermeneutical circle: in order to understand a given text, we need to understand
something else, for example another text or culture which also is symbolic in its
essence. The problem whether it is possible to break the hermeneutical circle in
order to obtain a fully objective basis of understanding or whether every
hermeneutical interpretative act is based on an earlier understanding (or at least, a
preunderstanding) became fundamental for later discussions about hermeneutics. In
general, the hermeneutic tradition has constantly been of the center of the
philosophical scene since about 1850. An important figure in this movement was
Wilhelm Dilthey (1833-1911) who claimed that understanding had to be based on
empathy (a special kind of “infeeling” with the reflected objects) and on the
objectivization of the spirit of culture. This last moment, similarly as historicism,
linked Dilthey with the Hegelian tradition. The twofold activity of empathy became
a prototype of the operation of Verstehen. very extensively studied in the
methodology of humanities.

To a great extent, Schopenhauer’s philosophy was a response to Kant. However,
Schopenhauer went in a different direction than transcendental idealists. While
Fichte, Schelling and Hegel were rationalists, Schopenhauer based his philosophy on
irrationalism. The title of his main work The World as Will and Representation
(1818, sec. extended ed. 1844) is very instructive. Schopenhauer’s main
philosophical view is voluntaristic: the world appears as our representation which is
rooted in our will. The analysis of knowledge led him to the view that products of
our imagination are the ultimate data. On the other hand, our self-knowledge
inevitably informs us that we, as subjects, are reducible to the will. Kant’s doctrine
about subjects and Dinge an sich was simplified to the following form: we as
knowing subjects are also objects of knowledge, things in themselves in a sense.
Since will is a constitutive element of everything, and it is irrational, the world and
its knowledge are also irrational. This metaphysical and epistemological view was
supplemented by Schopenhauer’s radical pessimism as a consequence of
voluntarism.

In 1865, Otto Liebman published a small book Kant und die Epigonen. At the
end of each chapter of this work there is a phrase: Es musst auf Kant
zuriickgegangen (One must come back to Kant). Liebmann’s book is directed
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against several post-Kantian philosophers, including not only, Fichte, Schelling,
Hegel and Schopenhauer, but also Johannes Herbart, and Jacob Fries, who regarded
themselves as Kant’s successors. Liebmann argued that they rather essentially
departed from Kant than continued his ideas. Thus, according to Liebmann, we
should come back to Kant himself, because it is the path to renewing philosophy.
Liebmann’s work is usually regarded as the beginning of the Neo-Kantian
movement. It is to some extent controversial how many Neo-Kantian schools should
be distinguished. The present standard account consists in the bipartite division into
the Marburg School and the Badenian (Southwest) School). Ad casuum of this essay,
I will add the third branch, namely the Neo-Friesean School, although I do not insist
that the standard picture of Neo-Kantianism should be necessarily revised. Including
the Neo-Friesean School into Neo-Kantianism is rather dictaded by ad hoc reasons
stemming from the plan of this survey. In general, all Neo-Kantian movements
rejected things in themselves and concentrated on the faculties of the subject as
conditions of knowledge. In a sense, Neo-Kantianism became more epistemological
than its master himself was.

Hermann Cohen (1842-1918), Paul Natorp (1872-1924), and Ernst Cassirer
(1874-1945) were the main representatives of the Marburg School. This school
abandoned Kant’s view that knowledge was a synthesis of empirical data via
aprioristic forms inborn in the mind. Cohen replaced this picture of knowledge with
a much more rationalistic account on which aprioristic forms were conceived as
universal necessary conditions of knowledge to be realized by every subject. Of
course, the Marburgians maintained that Kant himself represented this view, but he
was not consistent and made too many concessions to empiricism and psychologism.
Cohen and his successors were looking for a new pure logic of science. Its outline
was exposed in Cohen’s main work The Logic of Pure Knowledge (1902). Although
the Marburgians worked on all fields of philosophy, including ethics, aesthetics and
social philosophy, the philosophy of exact sciences became their main concern.
Cassirer applied the principles of the Marburg School to a historical and systematic
examination of natural science. He stressed the importance of the distinction
between form and content of knowledge as well as the role of symbolic elements in
all fields of human activity. Due to the role of symbolism, Cassirer considered the
humanity as animal symbolicum. The results of Cassirer’s historical studies are
contained in his monumental work The Problem of Knowledge in the Modem
Science and Philosophy, 3 v1s. (1920); volume 4 was published in English in 1950.

The Badenian Neo-Kantian School started with Wilhelm Windelband (1848-
1915) and achieved its maturity in the works of Heinrich Rickert (1863-1936). For
Windelband and Rickert philosophy was essentially concerned with values. There
are principally three kinds of values: logical, ethical and aesthetic. According to this
division, truth, goodness and beauty are the species of validity (Geltung) of values.
The source of validity is transcendental due to a special kind of consciousness
generating universally valid and intersubjective norms which are displayed by
culture. Thus, the former ontologically oriented ethics and aesthetic were replaced
by an epistemologically oriented philosophy of values. However, the Badenians
claimed that this change did not result in subjectivism. In his main epistemological
work The Object of Knowledge Introduction to Transcendental Philosophy (1892),
Rickert outlined the general epistemological theory. He criticized the traditional



36 JAN WOLENSKI

account of knowledge in which cognition consisted in representing objects in mental
contents. For Rickert, knowledge is based on the epistemological oughtness which
demands that some propositions must be recognized as coherent with
epistemological norms. This oughtness manifests transcendentality of knowledge.
Ontologically speaking, Rickert’s epistemology leads to idealism, because reality
appears as a counterpart of the Subject acting accordingly to transcendental
epistemological rules. The Southwest School was much more interested in the
foundations of humanities than the methodology of natural science. Windelband
introduced a famous distinction of idiographic and nomothetic disciplines. Although
the latter formulate universally valid laws, the former aim at a detailed description of
their objects. Mathematical physics is a paradigm of nomothetic science, but history
is an example of idiographic discipline. Rickert replaced this picture by a more
general division into generalizing and individualizing concept formation. He did this
in one of the most influential treatises in the whole history of the philosophy of the
humanities, namely The Limits of Concept Formation in Natural Science, A Logical
Introduction to the Historical Sciences (1902). For Rickert, we have
Kulturwissenschaften (science of culture) and Naturwissenschaften (natural science).
The individualizing concept formation is characteristic for history which is the base
of science of culture. Since the transcendental character of values requires
recognition of some cultural values, the individualizing concept formation recurring
to values gives a possibility of recognizing the significance of a considered historical
event in the wider historical context.

The Neo-Frisean School was a continuation of the philosophy of Jacob Friedrich
Fries (1773-1843) who was already mentioned among Kant’s Epigonen in
Liebmann’s understanding. Fries criticized Kant in his basic work New Critique of
Reason (1807), revised and published in 1838 under the title New Anthropological
Critique of Reason. Fries’ main objective was to defend critical philosophy against
the excesses of transcendental idealism, particularly that of Fichte. However, Fries
claimed that this task required a reinterpretation of Kantian philosophy. His revision
of Kant consisted in replacing transcendental deduction of a priori categories by
their anthropological explanation. Fries is famous for his triemma which displays
some traditional difficult problems of epistemology. The question is: How to justify
our beliefs? If we claim that all our statements should be justified, we have to reject
dogmatism. Now, we cannot justify everything by logical demonstration, because
this leads to regressus ad infinitum. Hence, we must recur to still another method,
namely the anthropological one. It was the source of the idea of the regressive
method, a special device of justifying our basic beliefs by immediate elementary
experience. Fries claimed that the regressive method should replace Kant’s
transcendental deduction. This proposal is usually qualified as pushing Kant’s
doctrine into psychologism, although Fries did not abandon the category of a priori,
but insisted that it had to be legitimized by the experience of human intellectual
devices.

The Neo-Friesian School was established by Leonard Nelson (1882-1927) who
tried to refine Fries’ ideas concerning the criticism of epistemology. He did this in
his fundamental work On the So Called Problem of Knowledge (1904). According to
Nelson, the traditional task of epistemology, that is, the demonstration of the validity
of knowledge is hopeless. This task is meaningful if we consider results of our
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cognitive acts as at least temporarily problematic. However, it must also concern
epistemology itself under the danger of petitio principii. Moreover, if we agree that
epistemological statements are to be suspended as problematic, we have no chance
to perform our initial task unless regressus ad infinitum or circulus vitiosus are to be
tolerated. Hence, logically correct epistemology is impossible, because petitio
principii, regressus ad infinitum and circulus vitiosus are elementary logical errors.
There is a very nice wording of Nelson’s argument in more recent terminology. The
task of epistemology requires that we should suspend all synthetic propostions.
Thus, we can only assume that analytic propositions are valid. Since analytic truths
do not entail synthetic ones, we have no basis for inferences proving the universal
validity of epistemological principles. It is important to see the real gist of Nelson’s
critique. His conclusions are completely different from sceptical ones. Nelson did
not argue that knowledge was impossible. He intended to prove that epistemology in
its traditional form was inevitably burdened by logical defects. In order to save the
situation, he used the regressive method as a remedy, admitting that it could not lead
to any certainty other than psychological.

The end of the Neo-Kantian movement came after World War 1. Today Neo-
Kantianism is often interpreted as a typical academic philosophy which was not able
to survive the confrontation with the new science and its philosophy. Neo-
Kantianism had serious problems with accommodating the new physics or logic,
but, on the other hand, the influence of this movement on the development of
philosophy was enormous. This qualification concerns particularly the development
of philosophical discussion about the foundations of the humanities and social
sciences. Without any exaggeration we can say that the main points of contemporary
controversies concerning the nature of these fields were stated by the Neo-Kantiants
and Dilthey. It is worth noticing that the Neo-Kantian camp was populated not only
by pure philosophers, but also practitioners of particular disciplines. Max Weber
(sociology), Karl Mannheim (sociology), Florian Znaniecki (sociology), Rudolf
Stammier (law), Hans Kelsen (law), Ernst Troeltsch (history), Karl Vossler
(linguistics), Heinrich Wolfflin (history of art) and Max Dvordk (history of art)
provide sufficiently strong evidence of the significance of Neo-Kantianism. But also
some natural scientists, notably Hermann Helmholtz, were influenced by Neo-
Kantianism. It is not a casual circumstance that sociologists (particularly, Mannheim
and Znaniecki) related to Neo-Kantianism belonged to the pioneers of the sociology
of knowledge. This movement, especially the Badenian School, also contributed to
the view that scientific hypotheses are symbolic creations of the human mind.
Nelson, who was a philosophical hero of David Hilbert, was particularly important.
In fact, Hilbert’s finitism in the foundations of mathematics was an application of
the regressive method. It is perhaps interesting that the Neo-Friesian School was the
only Neo-Kantian School which properly estimated the philosophical significance of
mathematical logic: Paul Bernays, a close collaborator of Hilbert and Kurt Grelling,
a distinguished logician, belonged to the Nelson circle. Rudolf Carnap and Hans
Reichenbach, the leaders of logical empiricism began as Neo-Kantians, and this fact
also shows how strong Neo-Kantianism was.



38 JAN WOLENSKI

(B) Positivism, materialism and psychologism

This variety of standpoints covers several views that tried to reduce epistemology
(and philosophy in general) to special sciences. Positivism arose in France and
continued the anti-irrationalistic and empiristic traditions of the French
Enlightenment. The main principles of positivism were formulated by August
Comte (1798-1857). According to him, knowledge should serve practical needs: we
know in order to predict and we predict in order to be able to realize our tasks,
mainly those, that are connected with improvement of social life. Strongly believing
in the great potential of science for practical ends, Comte divided history into three
long periods: religious (knowledge is based on myths), metaphysical (knowledge is
based on speculation) and positive (knowledge is based on science). Science must be
restricted to facts, because going beyond empirically accessible data leads to
speculation. Comte understood facts naturalistically and physicalistically, and he
rejected inner or psychological facts. He divided sciences into the abstract and
concrete. There are six abstract sciences: mathematics, astronomy (celestial
mechanics), physics, chemistry, biology and sociology. This sequence is not
accidental, because it proceeds from more to less general sciences and, moreover,
less abstract fields are based on more abstract ones. This picture justifies reductive
programs in science, for example, chemistry to physics or sociology to biology.
Concrete sciences are associated with related concrete disciplines, for instance
zoology with biology or history with sociology. This last discipline was a novelty,
because it did not occur in the classifications of sciences proposed before Comte. He
divided sociology into social dynamics (theory of social changes) and social statics
(theory of social structure). Although he did not do any empirical sociological
research, he is commonly regarded as the inventor of sociology. It is important to
stress that Comte’s idea of social science was completely different from that
proposed by Hegelians and Neo-Kantians. Since, for Comte, sociology as a science
must obey the methodological criteria of general science, which are the same for
natural and social disciplines, this claim gave the rise to the positivistic project in
humanities and sociology. It is perhaps an important feature of Comte’s
classification of sciences that it had no room for psychology and philosophy. The
first was rejected for physicalism, and the second became the theory of science. In a
general perspective, Comte offered a foundationalist epistemology regarding
scientific statements as indubitable. He criticized scepticism on the one hand and
probabilism on the other. It is certainly a paradox that his radically scientific attitude
produced a vision of social development, that was fairly speculative.

Positivism rapidly became a very popular philosophy. Its minimalism attracted
many scientists, its optimism many social reformers. It was also in accord with the
development of science in the first half of the 19th century. For example, Comte’s
view that sociology is located as the next abstract science after biology, was
welcomed by philosophers like Herbert Spencer (1820-1903), who tried to build
social science based on Darwin’s theory of biological evolution. The positivist style
of thinking was also influential outside philosophy, particularly in jurisprudence
(legal positivism) and literature (literary positivism). In general, positivism
succeeded Romanticism and its ideology. Positivism found many representatives
among British philosophers. John Stuart Mill (1803-1873) was the most
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distinguished philosopher of British positivism. He shared the general positivistic
principles (naturalism, empiricism, foundationalism) in Comte’s version with one
exception: Mill admitted psychology. Mill was a radical empiricist, both genetic and
methodological. Expressing this in Kantian terms, we can say that, according to
Mill, all propositions admitted as results of knowledge are synthetic a posteriori. He
also contributed to the logic of science. In his famous and influential System of
Logic: Ratiocinative and Inductive (1843), Mill tried to formulate general principles
of empirical inductive research, the so called principles of eliminative induction.
The positivistic thought of Comte, Mill and their allies is called the first positivism.
Richard Avenarius (1843-1896) and Ernst Mach (1838-1916) developed the second
positivism (empiriocriticism). This form of positivism followed Hume’s ideas to
some extent. According to empiriocriticism, knowledge concerns neutral elements
which are neither objective nor subjective. Any question about the nature of
elements is meaningless. Knowledge, which empiriocritics identified with science, is
governed by the principle of economy of thought demanding the simplest conceptual
framework. Thus, explanation of phenomena by looking for their causes rules out
the tasks of science, which remains descriptive and predictive. Since Mach spent his
last years in Vienna, his ideas influenced the Vienna Circle (see (G) below).

The borderline between positivism and materialism is often very rough. In
general, materialism explicitly answers the question of the nature of the world as just
entirely consisting of matter, but such a view is typically qualified as meaningless by
the positivists. On the other hand, the development of materialism was caused by
similar circumstances as those contributing to the rise of positivism, namely the
successes of natural science, in particular chemistry (the atomic theory of John
Dalton) and biology (the first synthesis of an organic compound by Friedrich
Wohler in 1828). The first form of materialism in the 19th century was elaborated
rather by scientists than philosophers. It was the naturalistic materialism of Ludwig
Biichner (1824-1899), Jacob Moleschott (1822-1893) and Karl Vogt (1817-1895).
Their materialism is sometimes termed as vulgar for its radical project of the
reduction of everything to naturalistically understood matter. It was foremost an
ontological view, but with some fundamental epistemological consequences. The
most important of them was this: knowledge is a material process (Vogt: the relation
between thought and brain is similar to that of bile and liver or urine and kidneys)
which can and should be investigated by physiological methods.

Karl Marx (1818-1883) and Friedrich Engels (1820-1895) developed another
form of materialism, which became the general philosophical foundation of
Marxism as an extensive intellectual system. Here, we are only interested in Marxist
epistemology. However, there is a deep controversy about the interpretation of
Marxist philosophy which also concerns epistemological matters. Standardly,
Marxism is described as a whole basically consisting of dialectical materialism
(epistemology and ontology) and historical materialism (social philosophy). If
epistemology is regarded as a part of dialectical materialism, it is usually interpreted
as the theory of reflection of objective reality by the subjective mind. This way of
looking at Marxist epistemology was proposed by Engels and later endorsed by
Vladimir I. Lenin (1870-1924). However, there is also another approach to the
matter, namely interpreting Marxist epistemology through the glasses of historical
materialism, especially the theory of class consciousness and its impact on the
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individual consciousness. This approach is rooted in the early writings of Marx and
Engels (to be more precise, Marx is much more relevant in this respect). Then, it
was continued by Gyorgy Lukédcs in Hungary and the Frankfurt School, but almost
absent (maybe, except Poland) in the Soviet block. This second interpretation is
much more Hegelian than the first, and its main thesis is that class consciousness
always displays current economic situation. If economic life is based on the private
possession of productive means and resources, this fact results in alienation of
consciousness, which also has an individual dimension. Thus, knowledge is
associated with a more or less determinate perspective which displays itself in
ideology, law, morality, religion or philosophy. The total elimination of the
alienation of consciousness is possible only by a change of the economic base into
the system without private industrial property and without class conflicts. It
resembles Hegel’s doctrine of the absolute spirit as the final stage of dialectic
development in which all contradictions are resolved. Independently of historical
controversies about the interpretation of Marxism, it is important to point out that
the second interpretation of Marxism strongly influenced sociology of knowledge.
Thus, the contemporary sociology of knowledge is a child of Neo-Kantianism and
Marxism to a great extent.

I already mentioned psychologism on the occasion of Fries and Mill. In fact.
Fries is usually regarded as one of the founders of psychologism; the other is
Friedrich Eduard Beneke (1798-1854). In the beginning, psychologism served
means of reinterpreting Kant’s philosophy or as a foundation for explaining the
nature of logic. Later, due to the successes of experimental psychology (the first
psychological laboratory was established by Wilhelm Wundt in Leipzig in 1879),
psychologism became very influential in various fields, not only in philosophy, but
also in jurisprudence, history of art and linguistics. It was regarded as a proper
account of the ontological status of various objects investigated by philosophers,
lawyers, historians of art, linguists, etc. Numbers, paintings, sculptures, language,
law, morality, literary works, reasonings, values, etc. were conceived as psychical
objects existing in the human mind. Hence, disciplines investigating such objects
were considered as parts of psychology (perhaps except mathematics: psychologism
was popular in the philosophy of mathematics, not in mathematics itself) This
tendency also concerned epistemology, because looking at knowledge as a
psychological phenomenon seemed fairly natural. Epistemological psychologism
culminated in the book Psychophysiological Theory of Knowledge published by
Theodor Ziehen in 1898.

Criticism of psychologism by Gottlob Frege and Edmund Husserl was effective
to a great extent, but not fully, because this position was always attractive to
philosophy understood as an empirical science. 19th century psychologism was
based on introspective psychology. New prospects for psychologism were linked
with behaviourism (recently Willard van Orman Quine) which arose as an attempt to
transform psychology into science focusing only on external behavioural facts.
Another influence of psychology on epistemology came from Gestalt theory. This
psychological theory was developed by several psychologists (i.a. Christian von
Ehrenfels, Vittorio Benussi, Max Wertheimer, Kurt Koffka and Wolfgang Kohler) at
the end of the 19th. According to Gestaltists, human perception is directed not to
ultimate elements of things and events, but wholes organized as Gestalten. Thus,



THE HISTORY OF EPISTEMOLOGY 41

identification of objects is made in the context of overall Gestalten. This view
particularly influenced the theory of perception. In a sense, the recent proposal of
reduction of epistemology to cognitive science echoes the program of psychologism.
All currents reported in this section, perhaps with the exception of Marxism
interpreted as Hegelianism, offered programs of naturalized epistemology.

(C) Logical objectivism

This position can be attributed to Bernard Bolzano (1781-1848), Hermann Lotze
(1817-1881) and Gottlob Frege (1848-1925) as its founding fathers, at least in the
post-Kantian philosophy. However, one should also remember that several points
characteristic for logical objectivism were also present in Neo-Kantianism.
Bolzano’s Theory of Science (1837) is an extensive treatise on logic and
methodology of science. Although it does not contain any systematic exposition of
epistemology, several Bolzano’s considerations are of the utmost importance for the
analysis of knowledge. Bolzano introduced the concept of proposition in itself, an
objective entity which was independent of particular human acts. This category
enabled Bolzano to fight against scepticism and relativism. For example, he
defended the absoluteness of truth and, against Kant, realism concerning the real
world. Bolzano also defined several important concepts, like analyticity, logical
truth and logical consequence. These definions were given with the help of semantic
terms. Unfortunately, Bolzano’s work was not properly appreciated during his
lifetime or later. He was discovered too late and did not influence the development
of philosophy in the way he deserved.

Lotze revived Platonism but with a new interpretation: he justified ontological
objectivity via epistemological validity, that is, conversely to Plato. Lotze
introduced the idea of Geltung (validity) which became so important for Neo-
Kantians; let me note that the term Geltung was earlier used by Bolzano, but in a
less general meaning. For Lotze, the world of Forms was primarily the realm of
objective mental contents which existed in another mode than that of spatial things.
This world of objective contents is the fundament of epistemological objectivity
which appears as the truth of propositions, independently of mental acts. There we
have a close affinity of Lotze to Bolzano’s account of propositions in themselves.
Universal epistemological validity is responsible for truths a priori. However, they
are not grasped by pure deduction, but discovered as preconditions of rational
thinking. Although this sounds Kantian, Lotze did not regard a priori truths as
innate ingredients of the mind, but rather as elements of the objective realm of
contents. Lotze’s influence was much stronger than Bolzano’s. In particular, Gottlob
Frege participated in Lotze’s course in the philosophy of religion. It is probable that
Frege’s philosophical horizon was Lotzean at least to some degree.

Frege’s main historical merit consists in discovering mathematical logic and
formulating logicism as one of the main positions in the foundations of mathematics.
Until the 1950s, Frege was not perceived as a philosopher, but mainly as a logician.
He certainly influenced philosophy of the first decades of the 20th century at least in
three respects, namely by (a) his criticism of psychologism (a priori truths cannot be
discovered empirically, but psychology is empirical; (b) the distinction between
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sense and reference; (c) the analysis of a priori and analytic truths as reducible to
logic and definitions. However, he also formulated several other ideas relevant for
epistemology, i. a., that truth is indefinable, that the predicate ‘is true’ is redundant,
that the correspondence theory of truth is untenable, that truth is absolute, and that
propositions (thoughts) in the logical sense are independent of particular mental acts.
It is certain that Frege did not read Bolzano, but it is very much debated how far
Fregean ideas were dependent of Lotze. The lack of further historical evidence going
beyond Frege’s participation in Lotze’s course makes it impossible to answer this
intriguing historical question.

Independently of the actual historical influences, the similarity of views
advanced by Bolzano, Lotze and Frege is striking. It is a remarkable fact that all
three were inspired by different circumstances: Bolzano by traditional logic, Lotze
by philosophy, and Frege by mathematical logic. Nevertheless they offered similar
views about knowledge and its foundations. In particular, they proposed the theory
of the objective, atemporal realm which is the subject of genuine knowledge. All
three were realists and anticipated the Popperian idea of the third world as
something between the world of psyche and the world of things. It is interesting that
Frege used the term die dritte Reich which is a strict counterpart of the name “the
third world” in Popper’s sense.

(D) Brentanism and phenomenology

In his Psychology from an Empirical Standpoint (1874) Franz Brentano (1838-1917)
developed a new conception of the psyche and psychology. For him, the psyche is
not a collection of sensations or other psychic atoms, but it consists of mental acts.
The traditional task of psychology, that is, the analysis of the is of the psychic life
and the formation of psychic items according to the laws of association must be
supplemented by a careful description of mental acts. Thus, Brentano contrasted
genetic with descriptive psycholgy, although he did not wholly abandon the former,
but claimed that this approach was not able to give an adequate account of psyche.
Even more, according to Brentano, it was descriptive psychology which captured the
distinctive feature of psychic phenomena, namely intentionality. Brentano
introduced the concept of intentionality in the following way:

“Every mental phenomenon is characterized by what the Scholastics of the Middle Ages called the
intentional (or mental) inexistence of an object, and what we might call, though not wholly
unambiguously, reference to a content, direction toward an object (which is not to be understood here as a
meaning a thing), or immanent objectivity. Every mental phenomenon includes something as object
within itself, although they do not all do so in the same way. In presentation something is presented, in
judgment something is affirmed or denied, in love loved, in hate hated, in desire desired and so on.” (E
Brentano, Psychology from a Empirical Standpoint, tr. by A. C. Rancurello, D. B. Terell, and L. L.
McAlister, Routledge, London 1995, p. 88).

Doubtless, this is one of the most important passages in the history of modern
philosophy. It explains the historical sources of the concept of intentionality, but,
then, it tries to explain this phenomenon. For Brentano, intentionality is a primitive
and fundamental property of mental acts so perfectly and evidently known that the
quoted description should be taken just as an intuitive explanation, not as a
definition. The intentional connection is completely different from the causal nexus.
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It is the main reason why genetic psychology working with the concept of causality
was not able to give an adequate description of psyche. Since Brentano characterized
intentionality as reference to content or direction toward an object, it is clear that
every mental act, according to his view, has some content. Thus, we have the
distinction between acts and their contents. The content of a given act is known by
the evident direct inner experience. It was Brentano’s starting point for various
epistemological theses. In particular, he strongly criticized the correspondence
theory of truth which required a comparison of contents with things. However, such
a comparison is simply impossible; I omit Brentano’s other, more specific objections
against the concept of correspondence. Brentano did not reject Aristotle’s theory of
truth, but proposed to interpret it as a kind of the evidence theory. In his later period,
Brentano became a reist and argued for the existence of concreta as the only objects.
He rejected all irrealia like contents, abstract objects, etc. and claimed that our
knowledge concerned only concreta. This new position did not change his general
epistemological views: realism, antirelativism and antiscepticism.

Brentano was an eminent teacher. His numerous students inherited his main
general epistemological views indicated above. However, there was a point in
Brentano’s approach to intentionality that was unclear; Brentano fairly admitted that
it actually was. Let me once more recall that Brentano spoke about reference to
some content or direction toward an object. Are the phrases ‘reference to some
content’ and ‘direction toward an object’ synonymous? Can we, for instance, say
without a change of meaning that acts refer to objects and are directed toward
contents? Briefly: are contents and objects of acts the same items? Everybody
agreed that there was a great advantage of intentionality-talk, namely it allowed for
an explanation what was going on when one spoke about fictions, because
intentionality was independent of the real existence of what acts were directed to.
Yet the alleged identification of objects and contents was felt to be mysterious. This
problem bothered Alexius Meinong (1853-1920) and Kazimierz Twardowski (1866-
1938). Twardowski resolved the problem by introducing the distinction between
contents and objects of mental acts, particularly presentations. Meinong took
Twardowski’s claim that every act had its own object seriously, and developed the
general theory of objects. Meinong was particularly interested in acts of judging. In
order to give a general account of such acts, he introduced the concept of objective
as the object of judging. Roughly speaking, objectives are items determined by the
content of judgements, independent of the real state of the world. Carl Stumpf
(1848-1936), another Brentanist, introduced the term Sachverhalt (state of affairs) in
order to describe objects of judgments. Later, Stumpf and Twardowski tried to
explain objective contents of subjective acts by the distinction of action and their
products. Moreover, Brentano’s students (Anton Marty (1847-1914) should be
mentioned here) analyzed several epistemological concepts and problems. Perhaps
the defense of the absoluteness of truth (Marty, Meinong, Stumpf, Twardowski)
deserves a special attention, because it was independent of the evidence theory
defended by Brentano himself. The philosophy of probability (Marty, Meinong, but
also Brentano himself) is another direction of the research of this school worth to be
mentioned.

Brentano was a psychologist of a sort, although different than philosophers
described in section (C). The considerations of Meinong, Stumpf and Twardowski
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pushed Brentanism in the direction of logical objectivism, but not radically. It was
Edmund Husserl (1859-1938), also Brentano’s student, who entirely abandoned
psychologism, although his early views belonged to this position. The epoch-making
book Logical Investigations (1900-1901) offered a critique of psychologism in logic
and mathematics. The criticism was similar to that of Frege and inspired by him. In
fact, Frege wrote a critical review of Husserl’s early book Philosophy of Arithmetic
(1891), and the criticism mainly concerned the psychologism strongly present in this
work. Husserl, like Frege, argued that since logic and mathematics were a priori, but
psychology a posteriori, the former could not be reduced to the latter. Husserl
extended his criticism to the whole of epistemology arguing that psychologism
inevitably led to relativism and scepticism. Although Husserl himself admitted that
Brentano was decisive for his philosophical development, Husserl’s phenomenology
became a new quality in philosophy, not reducible to Brentanism. However,
Brentanian themes became constant in Husserl’s thought through its essential
evolution. Roughly speaking, throughout his philosophical career Husserl basically
investigated one problem: the relation between the subject and the object. Clearly,
the concept of intentionality played the central role in this business.

The Husserlian criticism of psychologism implied that epistemology could be
naturalistic, in particular psychological. Unfortunately, none of Husserl’s works
gives a relatively complete account of his epistemology, and we must reconstruct its
tenets from various sources. It is obvious that Husserl was a foundationalist. He
considered this view as a necessary weapon against scepticism and relativism.
Hence, epistemology cannot be superstructured on empirical sciences, like
psychology or physiology. Anyway, Husserl did not reject empiricism, but he
extended this view. His first version of phenomenology, outlined in Logical
Investigations claimed that we should describe phenomena without any assumptions
taken from science or the ordinary world-view. Thus, phenomenology and, a
fortiori. epistemology, was conceived as presupossitionless. “To describe things as
they present themselves to consciousness” — says Husserl’s first principle, termed by
him as the principle of all principles. It is highly probable that the idea of
presuppositionless epistemology was Husserl’s response to Nelson’s argument for
the impossibility of any theory of knowledge. Thus, Husserl defended the idea of
autonomous epistemology, independent of any other discipline, also of ontology. He
hoped that this perspective would allow a coherent fusion of empiricism (in his
understanding) and apriorism. In particular, he admitted synthetic a priori
propositions based on the phenomenological experience directed to essences. At first
Husser!’s phenomenology was realistic. Later, however, he changed this position
and came to the conclusion that the problem of intentionality could not be
satisfactorily solved in the framework of realism. Thus, he passed to transcendental
phenomenology on which he worked to the end of his life. Under this new idea, the
world is constructed by the pure transcendental consciousness (transcendental
idealism). Husserl made several efforts to explain various details of this
construction, especially the problem of intersubjectivity, but he was constantly
dissatisfied with the results of his investigations. The last version of his philosophy
was based on the concept of the life-world (Lebenswelt, the world which is priorly
given to people (note, however, that this concept is differently understood by
particular interpreters of Husserl’s philosophy) and provides a horizon for their
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consciousness. This concept became the source of still another approach to the
sociology of knowledge, proposed by Max Scheler (1874-1928) and Alfred Schiitz
(1899-1959). Not all phenomenologists accepted Husserl’s passing to transcendental
phenomenology and idealism. Roman Ingarden (1893-1970) was one of the most
important defenders of realistic phenomenology. The influence of phenomenology
in contemporary philosophy is enormous. First, phenomenology itself is an
extensive movement with many camps, including the thought of Martin Heidegger
(1889-1976). Second, phenomenology inspired several other philosophical
orientations from existentialism to Marxism and postmodernism. Third,
phenomenology raised several fundamental questions. To mention just one:
intentionality in the context of cognitive science. It is not by accident that we
witness topics like “Husserl and Computer Science”.

(E) Relativism, pragmatism, intuitionism and conventionalism

Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900) was I 'enfant terrible of philosophy of the second
half of the 19th century. His main interest was in criticism of traditional morality
and pedagogy. He proposed a new morality and new ideals based on individualism,
inequality and voluntarism; in this last point he was inspired by Schopenhauer.
Nietzche’s relativism, moral as well as epistemological, was inspired by biology,
particularly by Darwin’s theory of evolution. Thus, knowledge for Nietzsche is a
biological fact, conditioned, like every form of human behaviour, by practical tasks.
Due to that, knowledge must be analyzed from the biological point of view and with
respect to its practical functions. For Nietzsche, this perspective justified relativism.
Knowledge taken from the biological and practical point of view is relative.
Absolute and objective truth is a myth, because we never fully conceive reality. On
the contrary, we apprehend it falsely for various simplifications made in the process
of cognition. In particular, every generalization leads to an inadequacy, relatively to
the degree of generality. However, we regard this simplified and false account of the
world as true, because it is our creation and the object of our belief. Since we live
with myths, we consider them as truths, finally forgetting that they are false.
Nietzsche shocked his contemporaries for his radical moral claims which were at
odds with standard morality. Thus his general epistemological views were in the
shadow of other ingredients of his philosophy.

Pragmatism was the first philosophical novelty to come from the New World.
Charles Sanders Peirce (1839-1914) and William James (1842-1910) are the
founding fathers of pragmatism. However, though James claimed to be only a
popularizer of Peirce, their views were not identical. Peirce questioned the Cartesian
view that we could achieve absolutely certain beliefs. However, this situation does
not justify scepticism. Thus, methods of fixation of beliefs, even fallible, are of the
utmost importance. Peirce wanted to generalize the method of science as the only
reliable warrant of beliefs. He found the key idea in the so called pragmatic maxim:
in order to make concepts clear, one must know how to apply them. The maxim
primarily regards meanings of concepts and propositions, but it also has a
methodological dimension: application of the pragmatic maxim in inquiry requires
criticism and empirical research. According to his general charge against Descartes,
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Peirce maintained that empirical science provided only fallible results. It uses
abduction which looks for logical antecedents on the base of the given statements
assumed to be consequents of something (in more recent terminology, abduction is a
kind of induction in the wide sense), and never ends with certain statements. On the
other hand, Peirce was an epistemological optimist and believed that any good
question could be effectively solved, if our investigation have been performed long
enough and according to correct procedures. Peirce defended epistemological
realism. His theory of truth is fairly complex. Basically, truth consists in the
convergence of opinions. At the first sight, it suggests the consensus theory of truth.
However, if we remember that every question has ‘its correct answer, Peirce’s
philosophy admits the correspondence theory of truth in the ideal limit of inquiry.

Peirce did not use the term ‘pragmatism’ very often. This label became central
for James. He also referred to the pragmatic maxim, even to Peirce in this respect,
but he changed its meaning. For James, the pragmatic maxim meant that we should
look for practical consequences of our actions performed on the basis of beliefs.
This point also determined James’ theory of truth: true beliefs are those which lead
to profitable actions (the utilitarian theory of truth), and this account of truth was
relativistic. These points are relevant for James’ radical empiricism that resulted
with antirealism. Now it is clear that James’ pragmatism was different than that of
Peirce; as a matter of fact, Peirce himself realized differences and proposed the term
‘pragmaticism’ for his philosophy. The main differences include: (a) Peirce was a
realist, James defended antirealism: (b) James was a radical empiricist, Peirce
admitted some a priori elements, for example the methodological presuppositions of
science; (c) Peirce’s pragmatism was operational, so to speak, James developed its
utilitarian version; (d) James entirely rejected the correspondence theory of truth,
Peirce accepted it as valid in the ideal limit of inquiry; (¢) James argued for
unlimited relativism, Peirce’s position was much more moderate in this respect.
Pragmatism became a constant element of the American philosophical scene. John
Dewey (1859-1952) joined the founding fathers and is commonly recognized as the
third main representative of pragmatism. The ideas of pragmatism are evident in the
operationism of William P. Brigdman (1882-1961), a philosopher of physics. Then,
the neopragmatists appeared, with Clarence 1. Lewis (1883-1964) and Quine (born
1908) as leading figures who, following Peirce, applied exact logical tools in
philosophical research. Pragmatism influenced not only philosophy, but also other
fields, particularly jurisprudence, becoming the philosophical context for American
legal realism. Although this movement was characteristic of the US philosophy, it
also appeared in Europe where Ferdinand C. S. Schiller (1864-1937) was its main
defender.

Henri Bergson (1859-1941) was the most famous French philosopher at the turn
of the 19th and 20th centuries. He developed an intuitionistic epistemology, more
precisely, irrational intuitionism. He began with a criticism of intellect. According to
Bergson, the competence of intellect is limited to science where analysis is a proper
method. However, intellect fails in the case of the immediate stream of
consciousness data. It cannot be analyzed, because every analysis simplifies its
object, makes it static, stratifies it into parts, puts it into quantitative and mechanical
categories, always considers things relatively to a perspective, and is indirect, being
mediated by a symbolism. Another method, namely one appealing to intuition, must
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be executed in order to apprehend the actual data. Intuition works in a manner
entirely opposite to analysis. In particular, intuition catches its object momentarily
and in its integrity, allows to perception of its dynamics, is independent of specific
perspectives, is qualitative, direct and essence oriented. Bergson did not deny that
science produced a reliable picture of the world, relative to its inherent limitations
and practical tasks of people. However, if we aspire to have true knowledge of
reality, we need to go beyond the scientific perspective and appeal to intuitive
knowledge. Bergson’s popularity at the beginning of the 20th century was not
confirmed by the later influence of his philosophy. Bergson being awarded with the
Nobel prize and being active in the League of Nations did not initiate Bergsonism as
a movement.

Henri Poincaré (1854-1912), Pierre Duhem (1861-1916) and Eduard Le Roy
(1870-1954) pointed out that assertions of propositions presupposed conventions.
Hence, this kind of philosophy is called conventionalism. Poincaré’s
conventionalism was motivated by his work in mathematics and mathematical
physics. He asked for the grounds of axioms of mathematical and physical theories,
for example, the parallel postulate in Euclidean geometry or the second law of
Newtonian classical mechanics (force is equal to mass times acceleration). On the
traditional account, they were theoretical descriptions of facts. Poincaré challenged
this view and argued for the dependence of theoretical axioms on already accepted
stipulations. Such conventions are adopted for various reasons, for example
simplicity, economy, elegance, etc., but not because they are realistically true.
Hence, axioms are implicit definitions of the concepts involved. Duhem derived
similar views from the history of science. Moreover, he developed a holistic account
of physical theories, which was important for a new look at testing in science.
Traditionally, empirical confirmation concerned laws, hypotheses and assertions
about singular facts as possibly separate units of testing. For Duhem, testing is never
performed on isolated elements of science, but it is always directed to whole
theories. Duhem concluded that no theory could be conclusively tested, positively or
negatively. This had crucial consequences for the problem of the so called
experimentum crucis (crucial experiment, that is, deciding between competing
hypotheses). Before Duhem, it was commonly recognized that a positive
experimentum crucis, i. €., an experiment allowing to select a true theory from a
variety of mutually contradictory rivals, was impossible. However, negative
experimenta crucis, that is, procedures rejecting a false theory, was regarded as
possible. Duhem’s famous thesis (nowadays called the Duhem-Quine thesis,
because Quine renewed holistic epistemology) says that also a negative
experimentum crucis is impossible. Le Roy, who studied with Bergson, developed
still another form of conventionalism. He argued for the necessity of conventions
appealing to Bergson’s view that intellect was insufficient for cognitive views. Since
rational procedures must be supplemented by acts of faith, conventions are
unavoidable. A very radical version of conventionalism was proposed by Kazimierz
Ajdukiewicz (1890-1963), in the 30’s. Ajdukiewicz stressed the role of language in
accepting propositions. He extended Poincaré’s conventionalism to observation
sentences. According to Ajdukiewicz, we always assert propositions in a definite
language. Hence, we can change a language instead of rejecting propositions
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threatened by facts. This situation concerns not only theoretical principles as in
Poincare’s case, but also empirical reports.

It might be surprising that this section collects together very different views.
However, relativism, pragmatism, Bergsonism and conventionalism destroyed
certain well-established views, above all the traditional account of facts. All the
views reported in this section stress that there are no brute facts, independent of our
cognitive faculties, expectations, needs, theoretical frameworks, language,
symbolism, etc. Perhaps Ajdukiewicz expressed these ideas in the strongest way.
According to him, the set of concepts of a given language (I omit some additional
clauses imposed by Ajdukiewicz on languages adequate for science) forms the so
called conceptual apparatus. Ajdukiewicz’s main thesis is: the world-picture
essentially depends on an adopted conceptual apparatus and is not uniquely
determined by experience. There are several problems connected with such views.
Do they inevitably lead to relativism or antirealism? Is the classical or
correspondence theory of truth consistent with conventionalism, etc? These
questions belong to the heart of recent epistemology and we should remember that
they go back to views summarized in the present section, similarly as the fallibilism
explicit in Peirce.

(F) Early British analytic philosophy

Analytic philosophy arose in Great Britain as a protest against British Neo-
Hegelianism. Bertrand Russell (1872-1970) and George E. Moore (1873-1958) were
the architects of this movement. Then, Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889-1951) and Frank
P. Ramsey (1903-1930) became prominent representatives of analytic school.
However, Russell and Moore had different inspirations: Russell found it in
mathematical logic (similarly, Wittgenstein and Ramsey), Moore in common sense.
Russell changed his views several times and, in spite of his numerous writings, it is
difficult to find a systematic exposition of his philosophy, in particular,
epistemology. To be sure, he prepared an extensive manuscript The Theory of
Knowledge (1913), but, due to Wittgenstein’s criticism, the book was not published
until 1983. It is not sure whether Russell was inclined to hold all the views
expressed in this work. Russell’s first epistemological interests concerned the theory
of truth. He opposed very strongly the views of Bradley and James. For Russell, any
correct theory of truth must satisfy three general conditions: it must (a) also be the
theory of falsehood; (b) consider the truth of a judgement relationally, that is, define
truth via a relation of judgements to something else; (c) distinguish truth and its
criteria. These conditions forced the rejection of coherentism and pragmatism and
motivated the correspondence theory. Roughly speaking, the Russellian theory
defined truth as the correspondence of a proposition to a fact, and the
correspondence relation was conceived as a structural similarity between
propositions and facts. Russell, also inspired by Wittgenstein, developed a view
called logical atomism. Basically it was an ontological theory on which simple
particular objects formed the ultimate furniture of the universe, and the rest of the
ontological inventory could be logically constructed over the simples. This
ontological theory was supplemented by epistemology based on the distinction
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between knowledge by acquaintance and knowledge by description. The simples are
accessible by acquaintance, that is, direct sensory experience. However, the
constructed items are knowable by description. Besides Russell claimed that
knowledge by description is always reducible to knowledge by acquaintance. This
view was parallel to Russell’s famous theory of descriptions. It illustrates well the
connection of logic and philosophy in Russell. These two views are perhaps the
most important in Russell’s epistemology. He also discussed several other problems,
but his ideas did not influence the further course of philosophy like his theory of
truth and his distinction of two kinds of knowledge. In order to complete this report
on Russell, I only mention that he defended a more or less radical empiricism and, in
the last period of his philosophical development, considered knowledge as a
biological process.

Moore’s philosophical method was different than that of Russell, less based on
formal logical constructions, and more directed to a very careful analysis of
philosophical concepts, problems and theories. Moreover, as I already noted, he
defended common sense as a source of principally correct insights. He argued that
idealism confused perceiving things and the content of perception, and his proof of
the existence of the external world directed against Berkeley was based on this
observation. Moore also criticized Kant for deriving a priori from the properties of
human mind and Bradley for confusing identity and.difference. Thus, Moore
rejected all forms of idealism. He offered a very detailed analysis of perception, a
topic rather neglected in the 19th century. He introduced the convenient term ‘sense-
datum’ and investigated the relation of sense-data to qualities of things. Moore
offered the standard distinction of positions in the philosophy of perception; (a)
direct realism; (b) indirect realism, and (c) phenomenalism; (a) was his favourite
view, but he was not sure about its correctness. In general, Moore defended realism,
the correspondence theory of truth, a moderate empiricism, and, like Russell, the
classical account of knowledge as true justified belief. His ethical theory was very
influential. Moore regarded goodness as a simple non-natural property, recognized
by intuition. According to Moore, every attempt of defining goodness by natural
properties has to fail, because it falls into the naturalistic fallacy. This view became
decisive for subsequent discussions about epistemological aspects of axiology.

Tractatus logico-philosophicus (1922), Wittgenstein’s opus magnum is basically
an ontological treatise. However, it also contains several epistemological views.
Since the limits of the language are, according to Wittgenstein, also the limits of the
world, knowledge is closely related to language: there is no knowledge outside the
language. Wittgenstein considered propositions as pictures of facts and the
correspondence theory of truth became a simple consequence of this view.
Moreover, propositions display or show their sense, but it is impossible to
communicate it. We encounter here the problem of metaphysics. For Wittgenstein,
metaphysics, that is, any attempt to answer questions about the relation between
language and the world is nonsensical and unspeakably. He was consequent and
identified most of his own propositions as meaningless. Tractatus is a difficult and
cryptic book and has many conflicting interpretations, for instance, a Kantian one, in
which language plays in Wittgenstein a similar role as mind in Kant. Independently
of a correct, if possible, interpretation of Wittgenstein’s early views, their influence
was enormous, particularly in the rise and development of logical empiricism.
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Ramsey’s life was short, but his achievements are remarkable. He successfully
worked in mathematical logic, pure mathematics, economics and philosophy. In
epistemology, he advanced two important ideas. First, he elaborated the redundancy
theory of truth. This theory consists in the view that the predicate ‘is true’ is
redundant. Ramsey justified this view by pointing out that the equivalence ‘A is true
if and only if A’ motivates the redundancy of ‘is true’. It adds nothing to the content
of A. In fact, if one asserts a proposition A, that is, seriously uses it, he or she is
inclined to express this attitude in some circumstances by saying ‘A is true’, but
saying A is quite sufficient. More complicated cases are analyzable with the help of
quantifiers, for example, the context ‘all propositions in that book are true’ is
analyzed as ‘for any A, if A is a proposition occurring in that book, then A’. This
simple conception became fairly influential. Ramsey’s second important
epistemological view concerned probability and belief. He developed the subjective
theory of probability and the idea of degrees of belief as measured by actions of a
sort.

(G) Logical empiricism and related views

This movement grouped several philosophers, in general, positivistically oriented
(the 3rd positivism). The centre was located in Vienna (hence the name ‘the Vienna
Circle’), another branch was active in Berlin. Important ideas came from Poland (the
Lvov-Warsaw school). Moreover, several single philosophers were more or less
related to logical empiricism, for example Eino Kaila (1890-1958) in Finland, Karl
Raimund Popper (1910-1989) in Vienna, later in London, and Alfred Ayer (1902-
1994). The Vienna Circle was established by Moritz Schlick (1882-1936), other
prominent members include Rudolf Carnap (1891-1970) and Otto Neurath (1882-
1945). Hans Reichenbach (1891-1953) was the main figure in Berlin. The Lvov-
Warsaw School was established by Twardowski at the beginning of the 20th
century. Ajdukiewicz, already mentioned as a radical conventionalist, and Alfred
Tarski (1901-1983) were particularly important for epistemology in Poland; let me
note that I indicate only those philosophers whose views will be mentioned in this
section. I would like to stress, even very strongly, that the title of this section
“Logical empiricism and related views” should be taken literally. I do not suggest
that Polish analytic philosophy or Popper belonged to logical empiricism in its
classical version. What I do in this section consists rather in grouping together a
variety of views that are interrelated by a proximity of ideas and mutual influences.
In general, logical empiricists proper and their philosophical relatives were strongly
influenced by logic and modern science, particularly physics. Hence, they intended
to create a scientific philosophy.

The Vienna Circle was radically anti-metaphysical. Logical empiricists,
influenced by Wittgenstein and physical discoveries in relativity theory and quantum
mechanics, which suggested that concepts like simultaneity or location were
meaningless unless effectively measurable. Thus, the Vienna Circle defined
metaphysics as consisting of pseudo-sentences, and tried to show that the lack of
meaning can always be demonstrably shown by analysis. A pseudo-sentence is a
sentence in the grammatical sense, but it is neither analytic nor verifiable by
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empirical means (I neglect here various refinements of this principle, called the
principle of verifiability). Metaphysical proclamations are meaningless and, thereby,
devoid of sense. Logical empiricists argued that this view was directly derived from
the logical analysis of language. They reduced philosophy to the logic of science
which was identified with logical syntax at the beginning of the development of this
movement. Hence, traditional problems of philosophy were declared meaningless.
The same concerned epistemology of which only a few problems, for instance, the
genesis of knowledge, were admitted as legitimate. However, a closer analysis
shows that the logical guise of philosophy taken by logical empiricism was
misleading. In fact, this movement elaborated a definite collection of
epistemological views. Logical empiricism evolved from a radical position to a
much more modest one. In general, it was caused by admitting not only syntactic,
but also semantic tools of philosophical analysis.

Let me list the principal epistemological views of logical empiricism, and their
evolution. Genetic empiricism was a commonly accepted view among logical
empiricists. However, it was rather Humean than Millian. It was even more evident
in relation to the problem of the debate about apriorism and aposteriorism. Logical
empiricists identified analycity, aprioricity and necessity of sentences. This proposal
is known as the linguistic theory of the a priori, and it is very close to Hume. Thus,
logical empiricism offered a version of moderate aposteriorism: logic and
mathematics were regarded as analytic, a priori and necessary, and the a priori
knowledge was restricted to them. Some logical empiricists, like Reichenbach and
the early Carnap, included certain Neo-Kantian features into their philosophy.
Schlick and Carnap were foundationalists. They believed that we had a priviledged
access to elementary (protocol) sentences that ascribed empirically knowable
properties to concreta. On the other hand, Neurath defended anti-foundationalism;
he introduced the metaphor of boat mentioned in the Introduction above. However,
foundationalists and anti-foundationalists grouped in the Vienna Circle accepted
physicalism, namely the view that the language of physics was proper for science,
including psychology and the humanities. Thus, they revived naturalism in the
philosophy of psychology and humanities. Genetic epistemology also resulted with
phenomenalism in the philosophy of perception. This view was defended
particularly by Ayer.

In his Theory of Knowledge (1918), Schlick defended the correspondence theory
of truth. However, he distinguished correspondence as similarity or sameness and
correspondence as correlation, accepting the latter understanding of the
correspondence relation. For Neurath, the correspondence theory of truth was
completely meaningless, because it led to metaphysics. Neurath himself developed a
version of the coherence theory of truth. Carnap tried to eliminate the concept of
truth in favour of syntactic notions in his famous Logical Syntax of Language
(1934). In 1933, Tarski published his famous treatise on the concept of truth in
formalized language which became a turning point in the development of
contemporary analytic philosophy. Tarski’s semantic theory of truth was accepted
by Carnap who abandoned his earlier syntactic point of view. Only Neurath
preserved his coherentist view. Since Tarski’s theory is discussed by Marian David
in this volume, I will not enter into further discussion about the semantic definition
of truth.
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As far as the matter concerns the issue of realism, the early logical empiricism
regarded it as a pseudo-problem. The situation changed, largely due to Tarski’s
influence. In fact, the semantic approach to truth suggested realism. This view was
accepted by Kaila and Popper. The latter extended realism to critical rationalism and
logical objectivism (the concept of the third world). Carnap chose a compromise
between traditional realism and principles of logical empiricism. He rejected realism
as a view asserting transcendence of reality, but admitted that we had reasons to ask
for existence matters, relative to a given linguistic framework. This was a sort of
internal realism, using more recent terminology. Realism was also defended by
Ajdukiewicz who proposed semantic epistemology and tried to demonstrate that
semantics provided good arguments against idealism. In particular, Ajdukiewicz
argued that epistemology should use a semantic language, because it was the proper
language for analyzing the relation between cognitive acts and their objects.
According to Ajdukiewicz, idealists employed a language which was similar to
syntactic speech. Since, due to results of formal semantics, semantical properties of
rich languages cannot be defined inside syntax, idealism is defective from the
beginning.

(H) Later analytic philosophy

Wittgenstein radically changed his earlier views. In his Philosophical Investigations,
published posthumously in 1953, he rejected the idea of a perfect language governed
by strict logical rules. Instead, Wittgenstein recommended ordinary talk and
developed a new approach to meaning based on the idea of language games.
Language consists of various, mutually irreducible language games to which
meanings must be relativized. In general, meaning of expressions is displayed by
their uses in real situations. Hence, philosophers can do their best by referring to
concrete applications of words, including epistemologically important contexts, like
‘to know’, ‘to believe’, ‘to see’, etc. Rejecting philosophical reconstructions via
formal logical tools, Wittgenstein agreed people’s behaviour was related to rules. He
accepted so called rule-following, but he did not understand rules as abstract
patterns serving as guides to evaluate actions as correct or not. Rules, according to
Wittgenstein, are individual events, conventional and learnable, particularly useful
in linguistic communications. This also concerns alleged rules related to epistemic
activities. Since Wittgenstein in his second period did not intend to create a
philosophical system, it is difficult to rectify concrete epistemological views from
his fragmentary remarks. Perhaps the most important is his argument against the
possibility of private language, because such a language would make
communication impossible. This argument is sometimes used against idealism.
Wittgenstein was also influenced by Gestalt psychology in his remarks about
perception.

Wittgenstein’s way of doing philosophy favoured descriptive methods, similar to
that praticized by Moore. This attitude, directed against formalism of logical
empiricism, attracted many philosophers, partly due to Moore’s and Wittgenstein’s
influence, and partly to a fairly general disappointment with positivism after World
War II. Gilbert Ryle (1900-1976), another practitioner of informal analysis, was
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intended to explain the difference between theory and praxis. Ryle was influential in
Oxford, but it was John L. Austin who (1911-1960) established ‘ordinary language
philosophy’, also called Oxonian philosophy. Austin practiced philosophical
linguistics or linguistic phenomenology, which completely trusted ordinary
language. According to Austin, all important philosophical concepts and distinctions
were present in ordinary language, which is basically correct. Hence, the main
philosophical task consists in careful analysis aiming at exhibiting the conceptual
machinery of everyday speech. In epistemology, Austin defended direct realism and
the correspondence theory of truth.

5. FINAL REMARKS

I would like to repeat once more that my report about the development of
epistemology is incomplete. Although I did not restrict myself to analytic tradition, I
am fully conscious that I neglected several topics and persons important for other
styles of philosophizing. Soren Kierkegaard, new French rationalists, like Emilé
Meyerson, Leon Brunschvicg or Ferdinard Gonseth, Karl Jaspers, Jean-Paul Sartre,
Jean Piaget, Martin Buber, Emmanuel Lévinas, Hans-Georg Gadamer and many
others certainly deserve the attention of historians of epistemology. One can also
complain that Martin Heidegger was mentioned only once. Of course, this list could
be much longer. However, I hope that my survey will help readers of this book to
better understand of epistemology itself. We can see that several problems and
solutions are recurrent through the development of our subject. It is, as it always
was, difficult to predict the further development of epistemology. Will it be
organized around traditional views, like rationalism, empiricism, etc. or become a
loose collection of concrete questions? Will it be consumed by cognitive science or
preserve its philosophical character and independence of special fields? Who
knows?

Jan Wolenski
The Jagiellonian University
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PART I: SOURCES OF KNOWLEDGE AND BELIEF



ROBERT AUDI

PERCEPTION AND CONSCIOUSNESS

In very general terms, perception is a response to the world. The paradigm cases of
it are responses by the five senses: we see, hear, touch, taste, taste, and smell. But
we also have an awareness of states of our own body, such as the position and
movement of our limbs, and that awareness is at once similar in character to
perception yet not dependent on the five senses. There is a third kind of awareness,
one that is distinct, at least conceptually, from our awareness of our bodily condition
and movements; its object is our own mental states. The first — ordinary perception —
has been called exteroception (“outer perception”), the second interoception (“inner
perception”) or, in a special case, proprioception, though taking this term generically
in the sense of ‘self-perception’ we might conveniently use it to designate the third
case, in which the object of awareness is mental. All three are important for this
study, particularly the first and third. Under the more general rubrics of perception
and introspection (or self-consciousness), these are perennially basic topics in
epistemology, construed as the theory of knowledge and justification.

Perception is also important in the philosophy of mind, and what follows will
often explore it from that point of view. In the main, however, my task is to clarify
the nature of perception, outer and inner, and detail its role in grounding knowledge
and justification. This requires connecting perception with such psychological
concepts as those of sensation and belief, as well as explaining how it depends on
causal connections to the external world if it is to yield knowledge thereof. Part I
concerns perception through the senses. Part II addresses self-perception: roughly,
perception of oneself as it occurs in introspection.

I PERCEPTION OF THE EXTERNAL WORLD

The five senses may be viewed as corresponding to modes of perception. Seeing is
perceiving in the visual mode, hearing is perceiving in the auditory mode, and so
forth. A major question for both epistemology and the philosophy of mind is
whether perception is always accompanied by some kind of cognitive uptake,
paradigmatically the formation of some belief about the object perceived. It may
appear that it could not otherwise ground knowledge, since it seems clear that
perception is a source of knowledge and justification mainly by virtue of yielding
beliefs that constitute knowledge or are justified. This conclusion would be at best
premature. Even a good foundation need not have anything built on it. Let us first
consider in some detail what perception is and then proceed to explore its relation to
belief and its epistemological role.
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1.1 The Elements and Basic Kinds of Perception

There are apparently at least four elements in perception, all evident in a simple case
like seeing a green field in front of me: (1) the perceiver, me; (2) the object, the
field; (3) the sensory experience, my visual experience of colors and shapes; and (4)
the relation between the object and the subject, commonly considered a causal
relation by which the object produces the sensory experience in the perceiver. To see
the field is apparently at least this: to have a certain sensory experience as a result of
the impact of the field on one’s organs of vision.

Some accounts of perception add to the four items on this list; others subtract.
We must consider both kinds of account and how these elements are to be conceived
in relation to one another. First, however, we should explore some examples of
perception and several perceptual locutions.

There are three quite different ways to speak of perception. Each corresponds to
a different way of perceptually responding to experience. We often speak simply of
what people perceive, for instance of what they see. We also speak of what they
perceive the object in question to be, and we commonly talk of what they perceive in
or about it. Let us start with visual perception. I see, hence perceive, a green field.
Secondly, speaking in a less familiar way, I also see it to be rectangular. Thus, I
might say that from the air one can see it to be perfectly rectangular. Thirdly, T see
that it is rectangular. Perception — in this case seeing — is common to all three cases.

The first case is simple perception, perception taken by itself (here, visual
perception). I simply see the field, and this experience is the visual parallel of
hearing a bird (an auditory experience), touching a glass (a tactual experience), etc.
If the first case is simply a perceiving of some object, the second is a case of
perceiving to be, since it is seeing something to be so: I don’t just see the field, as
where I fly overhead at high speed; I see it to be rectangular. The third case is one of
perceiving that, since it is seeing that a particular thing is so, namely, that the field is
rectangular. These cases represent three kinds (or at least cases) of perception.
Perception of the simplest kind, such as seeing, occurs in all three cases; but,
especially because of their relation to knowledge and justified belief, they differ
significantly. We can best understand these three kinds of perception if we first
focus on their relation to belief.

Perceptual belief

The latter two cases — perceiving that, and perceiving to be — differ from the first —
perceiving of — in implying corresponding kinds of beliefs: seeing that the field is
rectangular implies believing that it is, and seeing it to be a green field implies
believing it to be a green one. If we consider how both kinds of beliefs — beliefs that
and beliefs of (or about) are related to perception, we can begin to understand how
perception occurs in all three cases. In my second and third examples of perception,
my visual perception issues in beliefs that are then grounded in it and can thereby
constitute visual knowledge.

In the first example, that of simple perception, my just seeing the field provides a
basis for both kinds of beliefs. It does this even if, because my mind is entirely
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occupied with what is on the radio as I glance over the field, no belief about the field
actually arises in me. The visual experience is in this instance like a foundation that
has nothing built on it but is ready to support a structure. If, for instance, someone
were to ask if the field has shrubbery in it, then given the lilacs prominent in one
place, I might immediately form the belief that it does and say so. This belief is
visually grounded; it comes from my seeing the field, though it did not initially
come with it.

When beliefs do arise from visual experiences, as is usual, how are they
specifically perceptual? Many of my beliefs arising through perception correspond
to perception that, say to seeing that something is so. I believe, for instance, that the
field is lighter green toward its borders where it gets less sun. But one might also
have various beliefs of the second kind: they correspond to perceiving to be, for
instance to seeing something to be a certain color. Thus, one might believe the field
to be green, to be symmetrical, to be rectangular, and so on. The difference between
these two kinds of belief is significant. It corresponds both to two distinct ways we
are related to the objects we perceive and, secondly, to two different ways of
assessing the truth of what, on the basis of our perceptions, we believe.

The first kind of belief just described is propositional, since it is believing a
proposition — say, that the field is rectangular. The belief is thus true or false
depending on the truth value of that proposition. In holding the belief, moreover, in
some way I think of what I see as a field which is rectangular; I conceive what I take
to be rectangular as a field. The second kind of belief might be called objectual. it is
a belief regarding an object, say the field, with which the belief is actually
connected. This is an object of (or about) which I believe something, say that it is
rectangular.

If I believe the field to be rectangular, there really is such an object, and I have a
certain relation to it. A special feature of this relation is that I can stand in it without
there being any particular proposition I must believe about the field. To see that
there is no particular proposition, notice that in holding this objectual belief I need
not think of what I see as a field; for I might mistakenly take it to be a huge canvass
or a grasslike artificial turf, yet still believe it to be rectangular. I might think of it
just in terms of what I believe it to be and not in terms of what it obviously is. Thus,
although there is some property I must take it to have — corresponding to what I
believe it to be — there is no other particular way I must think of it. Thus, my
perceptual experience need supply no particular notion that must yield the subject of
any proposition I believe: I do not have to believe that the field is green, that the
grass is, or any such thing. Perception leaves us vast latitude as to what we learn
from it. People differ markedly in the beliefs they form about the very same things
they each clearly see.

A related way to see the difference between objectual and propositional beliefs is
this. If I believe something to have a property (to be such-and-such), say I believe a
British Airways plane to be a Boeing 747, this same belief can be ascribed to me
using any correct description of that plane, say as the most travelled plane in their
fleet: to say I believe their most travelled plane to be a 747 is to ascribe the same
belief to me. This holds even if I do not believe the plane meets that description —
and it can hold even where I cannot understand the description, as a child who
believes a tachistoscope to be making noise cannot understand ‘tachistoscope’. By
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contrast, if I have a propositional belief, say that the United Airlines plane on the
runway is the most travelled in its fleet, this ascription cannot be truly made using
just any correct description of that plane, say the plane on which a baby was
delivered on Christmas Day, 1995. I may have no inkling of that surprising fact. In a
different terminology, the position of ‘x’ in locutions of the form of ‘S believes x to
be F’, where ‘S’ ranges over persons and ‘F’ over perceptible properties, is
transparent with respect to substitution (as it is with respect to quantification);
whereas its position in locutions of the form of ‘S believes that x is F’ is opague with
respect to substitution (and also quantification, since believing that x is F does not
entail that there is anything one takes to be F). A rough way to put part of my point
is to say that propositional beliefs about things are about them under a description or
name, and objectual beliefs about things are not (even if the believer could describe
them in terms of a property they are believed to have, such as being noisy). It is in
part because we need not conceptualize things — as by thinking of them under a
description — in order to have objectual beliefs about them that those beliefs are
apparently more basic than propositional ones.

The concept of objectual perception, then, is very permissive about what
propositions one believes about the object perceived. This is one reason why it
leaves so much space for imagination and learning — a space often filled by the
formation of propositional beliefs, each capturing a different aspect of what is
perceived, say that the field is richly green and that it ends at a line of trees. Take a
different example. Suppose I see a distant flare but do not take it to be what it is;
after coming to believe, of this thing that looks blurry and far away, that it glowed, 1
might ask, “What on earth was it that glowed?” Before I can believe the proposition
that a flare glowed, I may have to think about where I am, the movement and fading
of the glow, and so forth. The objectual belief provides a guide by which I may
arrive at propositional beliefs and propositional knowledge.

Perception, conception, and belief

The same kind of example can be used to illustrate how belief depends on our
conceptual resources in a way (simple) perception does not. Suppose I had grown up
in the desert and somehow failed to acquire the concept of a field. I could certainly
still see the green field, and the intrinsic character of my visual experience would
presumably be the same as it is now; from a purely visual point of view the field
might look to me just as it does now. I could also still believe, regarding the field 1
see [ and perhaps conceive as sand artificially covered with something green — that
it is rectangular. But I could not believe that the field is rectangular. This
propositional belief as it were portrays what I see as a field in a way that requires
my having a concept of one. If I believe that the field is rectangular, I should be able
to say that it is and to know what I am talking about. But if I had no concept of a
field, then in saying this I would not know what I am talking about."

Similarly, a two-year-old, say Susie, who has no notion of a tachistoscope, can,
upon seeing one and hearing it work, believe it to be making noise; but she cannot
believe specifically that the tachistoscope is making noise. Her propositional belief,
if any, would be, say, that the thing on the table is making noise. Since, this is true,
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what she believes is true and she may know this truth; but she need not know much
about the object this truth concerns: in a way, she does not know what it is she has
this true belief about. Still, her sensory experience could be qualitatively the same as
that of an adult who has the relevant concept. This possibility bears on how
perception figures in language learning and in translating from one language to
another. Translation would plainly be at best more difficult if we could not assume
similarities among people in perceptual experience.”

The general lesson here is important. A basic way we learn about objects is to
find -out truths about them in this elementary fashion: we get a handle on them
through perception; we form objectual (and other) beliefs about them from different
perspectives; and (often) we finally reach an adequate concept of what they are.
From the properties I believe the distant flare to have (e.g., glowing and slowly
falling), I finally figure out that it is a flare that has those properties. As this
suggests, there is at least one respect in which our knowledge of (perceptible)
properties is more basic than our knowledge of the substances that have them. It is in
part because of this order of comprehensibility that phenomenalism (which is
discussed in some detail below) is as appealing as it is.

Unlike propositional beliefs, objectual beliefs have a significant degree of
indefiniteness and so are best not viewed as true without qualification; they are
accurate or inaccurate, depending on whether what one believes of the object (such
as that it is rectangular) is or is not true of it. Recall Susie. If she attributes
noise-making to the tachistoscope, she truly believes, of it, that it is making noise.
She is, then right about it. But if we say unqualifiedly that her belief about it is true,
we invite the question ‘What belief?” and the expectation that the answer will
specify a particular proposition. We can be right about something without knowing
or even having any notion of what kind of thing it is that we are right about.
Knowledge is often partial in this way. Still, once we get such an epistemic handle
on something we can usually use that to learn more about it.

Corresponding to the two kinds of beliefs I have described are two ways of
talking about perception. I see that the field is rectangular. This is (visual)
propositional perception: perceiving that. I also see it to be rectangular. This is
(visual) objectual perception: perceiving to be. The same distinction apparently
applies to hearing and touch. Perhaps, for example, I can hear that a piano is out of
tune by hearing its sour notes, as opposed to hearing the tuner say it needs tuning.
As for taste and smell, we speak as if they yielded only simple perception: we talk of
smelling mint in the iced tea, but not of smelling that it is minty or smelling it to be
minty. Such talk is, however, quite intelligible on the model of seeing that
something is so or seeing it to be so, and we may thus take the distinction between
perceiving that and perceiving to be to apply in principle to all the senses.

In brief terms, propositional perception entails both conceptualization of the
object perceived and of some property it is perceived to have, whereas objectual
perception entails conceptualization only of the latter — except insofar as taking
something to have a property is conceptualizing it as something having that
property. There is a conceptual openness about objectual perception that is not
present in the propositional case; that conceptually open space can be filled in
indefinitely many ways.*
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It is useful to think of perceptual beliefs as embedded in the corresponding
propositional or objectual perception, roughly in the sense that they are integrally
tied to perceiving of that kind and derive their character and authority from their
perceptual grounding. Thus, my belief that the field is rectangular is embedded in
my seeing that it is. This kind of perception might be called cognitive, since belief is
a cognitive attitude: roughly the kind having a proposition (something true or false)
as its object.’

Both propositional and objectual beliefs are grounded in simple perception: if I
don’t see a thing at all, I don’t see that it has any particular property and I don’t see
it to be anything. Depending on whether perceptual beliefs are embedded in
propositional or objectual perception, they may differ in the kind of knowledge they
yield. Propositional perception yields knowledge both of what it is that we perceive,
and of some property of it, for instance of the field’s being rectangular. Objectual
perception may, in special cases, give us knowledge only of a property of what we
perceive, say that it is green, when we do not know what it is or have any belief as to
what it is. In objectual perception, we are, to be sure, in a good position to come to
know something or other about the object, say that it is a green expanse. Objectual
perception may thus give us information not only about objects of which we have a
definite conception, such as familiar things in a home, but also about utterly
unfamiliar, unconceptualized objects or about objects of which we have only a very
general conception, say “that noisy thing”. This is important. We could not learn as
readily from perception if it gave us information only about objects we conceive in
the specific ways in which we conceive most of the familiar things we see, hear,
touch, taste, and smell.®

1.2 SEEING AND BELIEVING

Both propositional and objectual perceptual beliefs are quite commonly grounded in
perception in a way that apparently connects us with the real, outside world and
assures their truth. For instance, my visual belief that the field is rectangular is so
grounded in my seeing the field that I truly see that it is rectangular. Admittedly, I
might visually (or tactually) believe that something is rectangular under conditions
poor for judging it, as where I view a straight stick half submerged in water (it
would look bent whether it is or not). My visually grounded belief might then be
mistaken. But such a mistaken belief is not embedded in the propositional perception
that the stick is bent — something one does not see is so, since it is false. The belief is
merely produced by some element in the simple perception of the stick: I see the
stick in the water, and the operation of reflected light causes the illusion of a bent
stick. I thus do not see that the stick is bent: my genuine perception is of it, but not
of its curvature.

As this suggests, there is something special about both perceiving that and
perceiving to be. They are veridical experiences, i.e., they imply truth. Thus, when I
simply see the rectangularity of the field, if I acquire the corresponding embedded
perceptual beliefs — if I believe that it is rectangular when I see that it is, or believe it
to be rectangular when I see it to be — then I am correct in so believing. If perceiving
that and perceiving fo be imply (truly) believing something about the object
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perceived, does simple perception — perception of something — which is required for
either of these more complex kinds of perception, also imply true belief? Very com-
monly, simple perception does imply truly believing something about the object
perceived. But could I not hear a car go by yet be so occupied with my reading that I
form no belief about it? Let us explore this.

Perception as a source of dispositions to believe

As is suggested by the case of perception overshadowed by preoccupation with
reading, there is reason to doubt that simple perceiving must produce belief. This
may seem to fly in the face of the adage that seeing is believing. But properly
understood, that may apply just to propositional or objectual seeing. There
perc;aption does produce beliefs. Seeing that golfball-size hail is falling is believing
this.

One may still wonder how I could in fact see the field and believe nothing
regarding it. Must I not see it to be something or other, say, green? And if so, would
I not believe, of it, something that is true of it, even if only that it is green? Consider
a different example. Imagine that we are talking excitedly and a bird flies quickly
across my path. Could I not see it, yet form no beliefs about it? There may be no
decisive answer. For one thing, while there is much we can confidently say about
seeing and believing, ‘seeing’ and ‘believing’ are, like most philosophically inter-
esting terms, not precise.

A negative response might be supported as follows. Suppose I merely see the
bird but pay no attention to it because I am utterly intent on what we are discussing.
Why must I form any belief about the bird? Granted, if someone later asks if I saw a
blue bird, I may assent, thereby indicating a belief that the bird was blue. But this
belief is not perceptual: it is a belief about a perceptible and indeed has visual
(roughly, visualizable) content, but it is not grounded in seeing or any other mode of
perception. Moreover, it may have been formed only when I recalled my visual
experience of the bird. Recalling that experience in such a context may produce a
belief even if my original experience did not. For plainly a recollected sensory
experience can produce beliefs about the object that caused it, especially when I
have reason to provide information about that object.

It might be objected that genuinely seeing an object must produce beliefs. How
else, one might ask, can perception guide behavior, as it does where, on seeing a log
in our path, we step over it? One answer is that not everything we see, including the
bird which flies by as I concentrate on something else, demands a cognitive
response, even if it produces some other kind of response. If I am cataloging local
birds, the situation is different. But where an unobtrusive object I see — as opposed
to one blocking my path — has no particular relation to what I am doing, perhaps my
visual impressions of it are simply a basis for forming beliefs about it should the
situation call for it, and need not produce any belief if my concerns and the direction
of my attention give the object no significance.

There may be an evolutionary explanation for the point that perception does not
entail the formation of all the beliefs it warrants, if indeed of any at all. Certainly, it
is in accord with what seems an economy of nature that beliefs not be formed
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unnecessarily. A single perceptual image, for instance, can contain, in readily usable
form, all the information one needs to navigate an obstacle course. It may yield
beliefs, say about how thin the ice is, the moment a relevant question arises; it may
simply guide one’s walk without yielding beliefs; and there are other ways in which,
independently of producing beliefs, it may contribute to our survivability. Whether
the brain is spared needless activity in these ways or not is an empirical question we
need not pursue. The point is that the analysis of perception provides no good reason
to posit all the perceptual beliefs some philosophers ascribe to perceivers and that
there are preferable ways to explain the data, as will shortly be evident.®

Despite the complexity of the relation between seeing and believing, clearly we
may affirm what is epistemologically most important here. If I can see a bird
without believing anything about (or of) it, I still can see it to be something or other,
and given my perceptual circumstances I might readily both come to believe
something about it and see and know that to be true of it. Imagine that I am alone
and see a dark bird in the distance for just a second, mistakenly taking it to be a
speck of ash. If there is not too much color distortion, I may still both know and
justifiedly believe it to be dark. Granted, I would misdescribe it, and I might falsely
believe that it is a speck of ash. But I could still know something about it, and I
might point the bird out under the misleading but true description, ‘that dark thing
out there’. It is that thing I point at; and I can see, know, and justifiedly believe that
there is a dark thing there. My perception of the bird gives me a ready basis for this
much knowledge and justification, even if the perception occurs in a way that does
not cause me to believe (say) that there is a bird before me. Seeing is virtual
believing, or at least potential believing. It is similar with the other senses.’

The perceptual hierarchy

Our discussion seems to show that simple perceiving need not produce belief, and
objectual perceiving need not yield propositional perceiving. Still, the third kind of
perception is not possible without the first and, I think, the second: I cannot see that
the bird is anything, for example dark, if I do not see it at all, and apparently I must
also see it to be something, say a speck of blue. Thus, simple perceiving is
fundamental: it is required for objectual and propositional perceiving, though it does
not clearly entail either. And since objectual perceiving seems possible without
propositional perceiving, but not conversely, the former seems more nearly
fundamental than the latter.

We have, then, a perceptual hierarchy: propositional perceiving depends on
objectual perceiving, which in turn depends on simple perceiving. Simple perceiving
is basic, and it commonly yields, even if it need not always yield, objectual
perceiving, which, in turn, commonly yields, even if it need not always yield,
propositional perceiving. Simple perceiving, such as just seeing a green field, may
apparently occur without either of the other two kinds, but seeing something to be
anything at all, such as rectangular, requires seeing it, and seeing that it is something
in particular, say green, requires both seeing it to be something and, of course,
seeing it.
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If simple perception does not always produce at least one true belief, it
characteristically puts us in a position to form any number of true beliefs. It gives us
access to perceptual information, perhaps even records that information in some
sense, whether or not we conceptually register the information by forming
perceptual beliefs of either kind. As this suggests, perception by its very nature is
informational; it might even be understood as equivalent to a kind of receipt of
information about the object perceived.'® The point here is that not all perceptually
given information is propositional or even conceptualized. This is why we do not
receive or store all of it in the contents of our beliefs. Some of the information is
imagistic. Indeed, if we think of all the senses as capable of images or their non-
visual counterparts for the other senses — percepts — it is in these sensory
impressions that the bulk of perceptual information apparently resides. Hence the
idea that a picture is worth a thousand words.

It is in part because perception is so richly informative that it normally gives us
not only imagistic information but also what may be called situational justification:
even if I could be so lost in conversation that I do not form any belief about the
passing bird, I am, as I see it pass, normally justified in believing something about it,
concerning its perceptible properties, for instance that it glides.'' There may perhaps
be nothing highly specific that I am justified in believing about it, say that it is a
cardinal. But if I really see it, as opposed to its merely causing in me a visual
impression too indistinct to qualify me as seeing it, then there is something or other
that I may justifiably believe about it.

When we have a clear perception of something, it is even easier to have
perceptual justification for believing a proposition about it without actually
believing it. Just by taking stock of the size and texture of the field in clear view
before me, I am justified in believing that it has more than 289 blades of grass; but I
do not ordinarily believe any such thing about grassy fields I see. It was only when I
sought a philosophical example about perception and belief, and then arbitrarily
chose the proposition that the field has more that 289 blades of grass, that I came to
believe this.

Seeing and Seeing As

What is it that explains why seeing the bird or the field justifies me in believing
something about what I see, that is, gives me situational justification for such a
belief? And does the same thing explain why seeing something enables one to know
various facts about it? One possible answer is that if I see something at all, say a
bird, I see it as something, for instance black, and I am justified in believing it to be
what I see it as being. The idea is that all seeing and perhaps all perceiving is
aspectual perception. We see things by seeing their properties or aspects, for
instance their colors or their front sides, and we are justified in taking them to have
the properties or aspects we see them as having.'?

Let us not go too fast. First, might not the sort of distinction we have observed
between situational and belief justification (doxastic justification) apply to seeing
itself? Specifically, might not my seeing the bird only imply that I am in a position
to see it as something, and not that I do? After all, just because, when I do see
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