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1.
Introduction & Tutor’s Guide

Introduction

This unit builds on knowledge already acquired in the Epistemology section of the unit Problems in Philosophy at Higher.  Consequently it is intended for those candidates who have already successfully completed the unit Problems in Philosophy (H) at Higher, who wish to take further their studies in Epistemology.

The aim of this unit is to encourage a deeper understanding of the complexities of epistemological problems by exploring aspects of familiar problems in greater detail, and by identifying the connections between one problem and another.  Students were introduced to two epistemological problems in the unit Problems in Philosophy (H), namely, the challenge of scepticism, and the problem of induction.  As an essential preliminary to the discussion of the two central problems, students were also introduced to the tripartite definition of knowledge.
  However, this definition of knowledge was never examined in any great detail, but simply assumed as a given (even the sceptics did not challenge this understanding of what knowledge is).  Now in the first part of this unit the very definition of knowledge comes under greater scrutiny.  We will be looking at one of the most important claims in modern epistemology, namely, Edmund Gettier’s assertion that the traditional three conditions for knowledge (truth, belief and justification) are not sufficient.

If Gettier forces a revision in our understanding of what knowledge is, the problem of induction naturally raises other issues of epistemological importance which were never addressed at Higher.  The problem of induction is closely connected to issues concerning the nature of perception, since it is via perception that our experience and knowledge of particular objects and events are acquired.  In this unit we will be looking at two theories of perception, the common-sense theory of perception, or direct realism, and representative realism (sometimes referred to as indirect realism).  

The two topics of this unit are obviously related.  Perception is put forward as a source of knowledge; but we will be unable to judge of its credentials unless and until there is an acceptable definition of knowledge.  By contrast, if we take perception as fundamental, perhaps our definition of knowledge must be made to accommodate perception rather than the other way round.  In either case, we are looking for complementary answers to both questions.

Areas of study:

· Gettier’s challenge to the standard definition of knowledge 

(The ‘Gettier Problem’)

· Possible responses to Gettier (the addition of the Indefeasibility Condition and the Causal Theory of Knowledge)

· Two Theories of Perception (direct and indirect realism).

Learning and Teaching Approaches

Ideally, the Advanced Higher would be best dealt with in a class where there are sufficient numbers for discussion, debate and peer and tutor critical analysis, but many students (and centres) throughout the country may have to consider a degree of supported self-study in their approach.  A number of the books listed in ‘Further Reading’ are particularly suitable for students - and tutors -who may find themselves in such a situation.  In addition there are a number of useful web sites which make accessible to students at Advanced Higher a number of primary and secondary sources for the study of Epistemology.  A few of these are listed in the ‘Further Reading’ section at the back. 

Discussion is an important aspect of learning at this level which borrows from the tutorial model of tertiary education.  Students presenting short papers or essays to the class (although classes will tend to be small) should be encouraged to pursue further (guided) reading.  This procedure will not only allow them to develop investigative skills, but it will also enable students to analyse critically each other’s work, which is likely to prove a considerable motivating factor.  Many of these areas are necessarily abstract and at times complex.  Students will benefit from learning and teaching approaches which build on what they already know; which encourage the development of their inquiring minds (at times beyond the strict confines of the unit); and which lead them to expressing themselves both in discussion and in essays in a ‘reasoned and structured manner’. 

By the end of this unit students should be able to:

· present and discuss Gettier’s challenge to the tripartite definition of knowledge

· present and critically evaluate the indefeasibility theory of knowledge

· present and critically evaluate the causal theory of knowledge

· present and critically discuss direct realism

· present and critically discuss representative realism.

2.  Student Guide

This unit is designed for those candidates who have successfully completed the unit Problems in Philosophy at Higher, and who now wish to develop further their knowledge of epistemology.  It is assumed that you are familiar with the challenge of scepticism, the problem of induction, and the tripartite definition of knowledge as justified, true belief.  In this unit you will be introduced to related issues that were not dealt with at Higher.  For example, the tripartite definition of knowledge was just assumed and not critically examined.  It is now time to look closely at this definition.  Moreover, the problem of induction raises issues concerning the nature of perception, since it is by means of perception that we come to know anything about the external world, knowledge which then serves as premises in inductive arguments.  So you will be asked to reconsider the tripartite definition of knowledge in the light of what is known as the Gettier problem.  You will also spend time thinking about what it is that you really see when you open your eyes.  

Areas of study

· Gettier’s challenge to the standard definition of knowledge

· Two responses to Gettier’s challenge

· Two Theories of Perception.

What skills do I need to learn and develop further?

Knowledge and understanding involves providing accurate descriptions, definitions, accounts of problems, references to appropriate source material, and any point of information which explains the main features of the selected topic accurately and to a degree appropriate to the level.

Analysis involves a further stage of the examination of the issue of problem by focusing attention on a putative solution (here called a ‘response’) put forward by various philosophers.  This may mean identifying the premises and unstated assumptions employed in the response, breaking the argument down into its component parts, and detailing how the response can be seen as a possible solution to the problem.  

Evaluation involves making suitably well supported judgements about the responses and supporting arguments, commenting on whether the arguments are valid, and if so, whether the response as a whole is coherent.  At this stage you should be in a position to consider your own response to the problems dealt with in the classic texts.

Typically, the outcomes of the unit are expressed in ways which help you to use the knowledge and skills mentioned.  You will be asked to complete two essays each of which will cover all the outcomes for one prescribed problem or issue.  The essays should be approximately 1000 words in length.  However, you should not waste time counting words.  Answers which are relevant, informative and well structured will not be penalised if they are more or less than 1000 words.  

Summary of the outcomes and performance criteria for this unit

OUTCOME 1

Demonstrate knowledge and understanding of the problem or issue.

Performance criteria

(a) Present a detailed description of the problem of issue.

(a) Make relevant reference to appropriate sources.

OUTCOME 2

Analyse in a reasoned and structured manner one response to the problem or issue.

Performance criteria

(a) Present a detailed account of the response.

(a) Explain how the response can be seen as an attempt to deal with the problem or issue.

OUTCOME 3

Evaluate in a reasoned and structured manner the response to the problem or issue.

Performance criteria

(a) Evaluate in a reasoned and structured manner the merits and deficiencies of the response.

(a) Present a conclusion with supporting arguments.

Evidence requirements

Evidence for all outcomes will be provided in the form of an essay for each prescribed issue.

Therefore two essays are required: one in relation to the tripartite definition of knowledge, one on theories of perception.
3.
The Tripartite Definition of knowledge

Knowledge has traditionally been defined as justified true belief.  When presented more formally it reads as follows: 

A knows that p if and only if:

1) p is true

2) A believes that p (i.e., is confident that p is true)

3) A can justify the belief that p.

In this definition ‘A’ stands for any person who claims to know something, and ‘p’ stands for any proposition.

All of this will be very familiar to those who have completed the unit Problems in Philosophy at Higher.  However, despite the fact that much time was spent looking at the sceptic’s challenge that knowledge so defined is impossible, attention was almost entirely focused on just one of these criteria, namely the third one concerning the nature of justification.  The alleged ‘infinite regress’ of reasons was taken to show that the third criterion could never be met.  In response to this epistemologists looked at various forms of justification (forms of foundationalism which identify allegedly ‘self-evident’ propositions which bring an end to the regress of reasons, or coherentism) in order to deal with this challenge.

However, the first two criteria in the tripartite definition of knowledge were not examined at all.  Examination of these two criteria raises profound questions concerning the nature of truth (conflicting theories of which abound), and the relationship between belief and knowledge.  Neither of these issues will occupy us here.  They are mentioned only to point out that there is much of substance concerning the nature of knowledge that remains to be examined.

In this unit we will look at two issues arising out of the discussion concerning the challenge of scepticism and the problem of induction.  First, we will look at Gettier’s assertion that the three conditions for knowledge outlined above are not sufficient for knowledge, i.e., that even if the conditions were met, we could still not say that A knows that p.  We will consider two possible responses to the Gettier challenge.  Second, we will look at the nature of perception.  Induction relies on perception, as does the foundational empiricists’ use of experience as a source of self-evident propositions.  We will critically examine two theories of perception.  

3.1
The Gettier Problem

In 1963 Edmund Gettier published a three page article which has had a profound effect on modern epistemology (‘Is Justified True Belief Knowledge?’  Analysis, 

Vol.  23, 1963, p.  121-3).
  What Gettier shows is that it is possible for a belief to be true and justified and yet still not count as knowledge.  Gettier accomplishes this by means of counter-examples, i.e., by imagining circumstances in which the three criteria are met, but in such a way that we are left with the gut feeling that knowledge has not been achieved.  

Consider the following case (not actually taken from Gettier’s article, but one which preserves all the key features of his work).  You are looking at a farmer’s field and at some distance you see what you take to be a sheep.  As far as you are aware your vision is perfectly fine (you had it checked last week), so you formulate the justified belief that there is a sheep in the farmer’s field.  Now your vision is in fact perfectly fine, but given the distance and the weather conditions, it is not as sharp as it usually is, and it turns out that what you took to be a sheep was in fact a dog.  Nonetheless, unbeknownst to you, there actually is a sheep in the farmer’s field (hidden behind a tree, and so unnoticed).  

Now the question is this:  does your justified true belief that there is a sheep in the farmer’s field count as knowledge?  Most would say that this couldn’t count as knowledge because the belief’s turning out to be true was a complete accident.  You might believe something that is in fact true, and you might have been justified in some sense in your belief, but there seems to be too much luck involved for this to be counted as a genuine knowledge claim.  But if this is the case, then the tripartite definition of knowledge cannot be satisfactory: for here we have the three conditions met, but no genuine knowledge claim.  So the three conditions, while perhaps necessary, are not sufficient for knowledge.

Most epistemologists have accepted that Gettier’s counter-examples do indeed show that something is wrong with the tripartite definition of knowledge.  For despite the fact that the counter-examples are often a bit farfetched, they all rely on just two basic assumptions which most find acceptable.  These assumptions are: 

i)  that a false belief can be justified

ii)  that anything which follows from a justified belief is itself justified.

That (i) is acceptable is in fact implied by the tripartite definition of knowledge itself.  For if it were not the case that a false belief could be justified, there would not have been any reason to bother with the first criterion of knowledge, that whatever is claimed must be true.  It is because false beliefs can be justified that the further stipulation is required.  

As for (ii), this is a fundamental principle of epistemology.  The point of developing laws of logic and studying the various forms of valid argument is the belief that they are truth preserving.  So if one is justified in believing something, and something else follows from it by means of a valid argument, not to accept this further conclusion as justified would be to cast doubt on the canons of logic.  This raises a question concerning what it might mean to accept one belief as justified but not what follows from it.  (The finer points concerning this principle need not detain us further.)

There are a number of ways in which epistemologists have responded to Gettier’s counter-examples.  The first is to try to find something wrong with them, but this has not proved particularly effective.  Even if Gettier’s own examples can be dealt with, there are always others in the same mould which pose a significant challenge to the tripartite definition of knowledge.  So epistemologists have tried to live with the counter-examples and do one of two things:

(a)  fix the old definition by adding additional conditions, or

(b)  revise the tripartite definition itself in order to accommodate the counter-examples.

It is to these responses that we can now turn.

3.2
The Indefeasibility Condition

One of the standard reactions to Gettier-style counter-examples is the feeling that something has gone wrong with the justification of the belief that p.  Some might even suggest that in these examples believers were not really justified in believing p at all since they were right only by accident or good fortune.  However that may be, one way to respond to the Gettier problem is to add an extra condition to the current three in such a way as to shore up the nature of the justification used to convert a true belief into knowledge.  One prominent approach in this line makes use of the notion of indefeasibility.  

Let us define this notion by beginning with its opposite.  The essence of defeasibility is as follows:

A justification for belief in p is defeasible if, when further evidence comes to light, the original justification is no longer as strong or secure as it was.

For example, I may quite justifiably believe that Rangers or Celtic will win the league this year given my current information about the state of Rangers/Celtic and the opposition.  However, this justification is defeasible because new information could come to light which would have the effect of making me less confident that one of them will win.  I might find out that in relation to one or both teams:  the coach is leaving, key players are really hiding serious injures, there is no money for new players, and some of the other teams are playing much better than anyone had anticipated. 
By contrast, 

A justification for belief in p is indefeasible if it survives intact (and is perhaps even strengthened) despite the discovery of new information.  

When applied to the Gettier problem, the new condition becomes the following: 

A knows that p if

1)  p is true

2)  A believes that p

3)  A can justify that p, and

4)  A’s justification of p is indefeasible.

The argument is that one’s justification of p converts belief in p into knowledge if, and only if, the justification remains strong (perhaps even improves) despite any new information coming to light.  Another way of formulating the indefeasibility condition is to say more specifically that no justification that is based on a falsehood is indefeasible.  (Note that it is not claimed that such beliefs are not justified, simply that the justification is not indefeasible.).  This is closely related to the first formulation because discovery of a falsehood in your beliefs is precisely the sort of new information that can drastically weaken the original justification.

Consider how this might apply to the Gettier problem by reviewing the case outlined above.  If you were told that a sheep-like dog had been seen in the vicinity of the farmer’s field, the justification for your belief that there is a sheep in the farmer’s field would be weakened.  It is weakened because you now have to consider the possibility that what you saw was a sheep-like dog (not a sheep), and you are likely to lose confidence in your ability to identify correctly an object at such a distance under those viewing conditions – despite the fact that you know that your vision is excellent.

Problems with the Indefeasibility Condition

There are a number of problems with the suggestion that the tripartite definition of knowledge can be amended successfully with the addition of the indefeasibility condition.  Perhaps the most obvious are the following:

a)  If the indefeasibility condition is adopted, does this not make redundant the first criterion, i.e., that p be true?  While a false belief can be defeasibly justified, it is impossible for an indefeasibly justified belief to be false.  If so, why retain the first criterion?

It is not obvious that this is really a problem (as Dancy points out in Contemporary Epistemology, p.29).  Perhaps it is now made clear why truth is an important ingredient in knowledge, whereas it had been only intuitively appreciated before the Gettier problem arose.

b)  A real concern arises when one considers how new truths are added to one’s body of evidence.  Are truths added one at a time, or are they added all together?  The difficulty is that however one answers this question further problems emerge.  Let us see how.

If truths are added one at a time, or in small bunches in piecemeal fashion, then one faces the real possibility that one will find oneself flip-flopping back and forth between knowledge and mere belief as each new truth threatens to overturn one’s justification only to find this latest truth itself overturned by the next truth to be discovered.  This is not an intuitively satisfactory state of affairs.  Moreover, how will any one be able to be sure that there is not some further truth to be discovered that will not either justify or defeat my current beliefs?  These difficulties then push one towards the claim that all truths must be in before a justification can be deemed indefeasible.  But this approach faces two serious difficulties.  

First, it is not clear what the expression ‘all truths’ means.  How does one count truths?  But perhaps more damaging, if we really know something only if we have access to all truths, then there is very little if anything that we can know, for we simply do not have access to all truths (even if this is a coherent notion).  Reflections like these might lead one to embrace a form of ‘fallibilism’, the view that while scientific beliefs are among the best justified, making it rational to believe them, it is nonetheless possible that they are in fact false.

Now it ought to be said that an analysis of knowledge cannot be deemed false or incoherent simply because it would make knowledge impossible.  Perhaps knowledge is a fantasy.  But for those who believe that there is good reason to think that we do in fact know at least some propositions, this objection is enough to drive them into other lines of thought concerning the definition of knowledge.

3.3
The Causal Theory of Knowledge

The difficulties encountered with the original tripartite definition of knowledge, and the attempt to shore it up by adding the indefeasibility condition have encouraged some to rethink the definition of knowledge in a more radical way.  One such line of thought, the so-called Causal Theory of Knowledge, proposes to define knowledge without reference to justification at all.  This is quite a radical approach because it has always been thought that one had to have the right sort of justification (perhaps an indefeasible one) in order to ‘convert’ a true belief into knowledge).  Indeed, many have thought that Gettier’s counter-examples show, not that there is anything fundamentally wrong with the tripartite definition, but simply that one must be more rigorous about what one accepts as a justification.

Causal theorists, like Goodman for example, think otherwise, at least in certain cases.  According to the causal theory:

 A knows that p if:

1)  p is true

2)  A believes that p
3)  The belief that p has the right sort of causal connection to the fact that p.

In other words, a true belief that p is knowledge if it has the right sort of causal connection to the fact that p.  If my belief that p is caused by the fact that p, so that I would not have believed p if p were not the case, or if my belief that p and the fact that p have a common cause, then a new picture of human knowledge acquisition emerges.  

On the old view, human beings come by knowledge when they are able to ‘see’ that a piece of knowledge is entailed by some piece of evidence.  Knowledge is closely bound up with seeing logical relations between pieces of information.  On the causal theory, human beings are more analogous to instruments which ‘register’ the truth.  Indeed the leading analogy for the causal theorist is the thermometer.  A thermometer changes its readings in a law-like fashion in accordance with changes in ambient temperature, giving the reading it does at any given moment because of the surrounding temperature.  

Could such a picture apply equally well to human beings?  Many have thought that it fits well with the current picture of human beings and other animals as the products of natural selection.  Indeed, there is great selective pressure which encourages the development of perceptual systems which register the truth in ever more precise and biologically useful ways.  Perhaps our sensory systems are able to register truths about the environment in much the same way as a thermometer registers the truth about temperature, i.e., in a non-inferential way.  

It is easy to see how this view of knowledge can deal with Gettier’s counter-examples.  Again consider the case outlined above.  The belief that there is a sheep in the farmer’s field was not caused by the sheep in the farmer’s field.  Indeed, it was caused by a sheep-like dog.  The fact that there actually is a sheep in the field is neither here nor there, because this sheep played no part in the formulation of the belief in question, and so this cannot be a genuine knowledge claim.  This view does justice to our intuition that one’s beliefs cannot be true by accident.  By making the fact that would make the belief true a crucial component of the belief formation process, this deep intuition is satisfied.  

Problems with the Causal Theory of Knowledge

Many objections have been raised against the Causal Theory of Knowledge, some more pressing than others.  Let us take these in ascending order of difficulty.

1. There has been some concern in certain quarters about the ability of facts to enter into causal relationships.  Are facts the sort of thing that can enter into causal relationships?  Two reasons seem to be behind the vague suspicion that they can’t.

· The first is the erroneous view that facts cannot be distinguished from the propositions that express them, and since propositions do not enter into causal relationships neither can the indistinguishable facts.  This view cannot be supported simply because states of affairs (being non-linguistic entities) are not propositions (which are linguistic entities).  It is true that states of affairs cannot be identified without language, but this does not mean that language and facts are identical.

· The other is the feeling that only events and intentional agents can be causes.  But if facts are states of affairs, and some states of affairs include events, then there is no obvious reason why facts cannot enter into causal relationships.  In any case this line of thought will only hold good on particular understandings of what it is to be a fact.

2. Some have maintained that the Causal Theory cannot account for knowledge of the future.  Again this is a contentious issue.  Some think it is possible to have knowledge of the future and hold a Causal Theory of Knowledge, particularly if one’s own intentions play a part in determining some aspects of the future.  

Another tack is to concede the point, and restrict the Causal Theory of Knowledge to empirical knowledge of past and present facts or states of affairs.  We will return to this later.

Finally, one could also argue that there is no knowledge of the future to be accounted for in the first place.  If knowledge requires a true belief, and truth is correspondence of belief with fact, then one cannot have knowledge if there are no facts with which to correspond.  But the future does not exist, and so there are no facts that beliefs could correspond to in the first place.

3. Another complaint with the Causal Theory of Knowledge is that it cannot account for a priori knowledge, or knowledge of universal generalisations.

What facts, for example, cause our beliefs concerning logical relations?  What fact causes our belief that all men and women are mortal?  The deaths of particular human beings can cause our belief in their deaths, but these deaths are not the deaths of everyone.

The usual response to this line of criticism is to concede that the Causal Theory of Knowledge, if workable at all, is applicable only to empirical knowledge concerning matters of particular contingent facts.  Consequently, this theory of knowledge will have to be supplemented by another account of knowledge for a priori knowledge and knowledge of universal generalisations.

4. A final worry concerns the reliability of causal relations.  Not all causal processes that generate beliefs necessarily produce true beliefs.  One can think of the testimony of people who may or may not be entirely aware of all the facts about which they are reporting.  What about beliefs produced in even less worthy ways via crystal balls and horoscopes?  Some story needs to be told about how we come to identify a particular causal process as reliable in the first place.  

This point is well taken.  And since supporters of this theory of knowledge are keen to press its merits with respect to empirical knowledge, some philosophical account of perception is required to complete the Causal Theory of Knowledge.

Summary

We have seen why the tripartite definition of knowledge has been challenged.  We have also examined two of the standard responses to the Gettier problem, the addition of a further Indefeasibility Condition, and the Causal Theory of Knowledge.  Neither of these responses is entirely satisfactory.  The indefeasibility approach must make sense of the notion of having ‘all the facts’, and deal with the very real threat that no knowledge whatsoever will be attainable if this is what knowledge really is.  Again, collapsing into scepticism may not necessarily be taken as a sign of error; but we are entitled to look at other possibilities before acquiescing to this (defeatist?) attitude. 

However, the Causal Theory while more attractive, at least in the case of empirical knowledge, does not offer a theory that can account for all the knowledge claims we would like to make (a priori claims and universal generalisations).  So at the very least we will be looking to supplement the Causal Theory of Knowledge.  But the Causal Theory has been stated without reference so far to theories of perception, the process presumably responsible for our knowledge of the empirical world.  Consequently, it is time to look more closely at the nature of perception.     

4.
Two Theories of Perception

4.1
Direct and Indirect Realism

Our analysis of the Causal Theory of Knowledge has led us to the realisation that a theory of perception is required in order to be able to claim that perception causes true beliefs in a reliable way.  We have also seen that perception is a key feature of the foundational approach adopted by the classical empiricists.  The classical empiricists consider perception to be the one true source of certainty, and the beginning of all knowledge.  Their claim is based on the idea that, whatever else we may be in error about, we can always be certain that things appear to us the way they do.

But perception is anything but straightforward.  In this section we will look at two theories of perception which hold very different implications concerning our ability to know anything about the external world.  The issue that will occupy our attention here concerns what it is that we perceive directly or immediately.  The two theories are Direct and Indirect Realism, and they can be characterised as follows:

Direct realism, (often referred to as naïve realism or common sense realism) maintains that what we perceive immediately are aspects of physical objects in the real world.  In other words, when our perceptual systems are working properly, we are in direct contact with the external world.  Moreover, direct realism maintains that physical objects retain all their properties even when they are not observed.
By contrast,

Indirect realism (or representationalism, or representative realism) maintains that what we immediately perceive is sense data (the effects of objects on our sensory organs, our own ideas and impressions, i.e., internal, non-physical objects).  Another way to put this is that in perception we are indirectly aware of physical objects in virtue of a direct, or immediate, awareness of sense data.  Moreover, indirect realism maintains that physical objects retain only some of their properties when they are not observed.   
As Quine puts it, when we are constructing our scientific theories all we have to go on are the ‘irritations’ of our sensory equipment caused by the external world impinging upon us.  On this view we do not have direct contact with the external world; all we know immediately are the effects of this world upon us.  Indeed, we only come to know anything about the external world by drawing inferences from sense data.

At this juncture some points of clarification will be helpful.

1. First, why is this direct vs. indirect distinction of any interest?  

The assumption guiding both camps is that knowledge of what is perceived directly or immediately is more secure and less open to doubt than knowledge of what is perceived only indirectly.  So if the indirect realist is right, the implication is that knowledge of sense data is secure (because direct or immediate) while knowledge of the external world is problematic because its nature is only inferred from what we know about sense data.  Indeed it is an explicit feature of indirect realism that the world is not entirely as it appears to be in perception.  Some of its features (Locke’s secondary qualities, e.g. colours, tastes, etc.) are not real properties of objects in and of themselves, but a by-product of how they affect our perceptual systems.  This point will occupy us in due course.

2. A second point: the terms ‘direct’ and ‘immediate’ receive very different meanings in the literature (although sometimes these meanings are not mutually exclusive).  In our present context the direct/indirect distinction can be captured by one’s answer to the question: does anything come between the perceiver and the physical world in the process of perception?  The direct realist’s answer to this question is ‘No’.  

By contrast, the indirect realist posits a third entity in the perceptual process.  There is the physical world, a perceiver, and, between the two, a sense datum.  In what follows, all the arguments will be attempting to show either that this third entity is necessary, or that it is not.

3. Other important senses of ‘direct’ and ‘immediate’ are likely to be encountered when consulting works in the Further Reading list.  In order to avoid any confusion it is perhaps worth mentioning what these other senses are so that they will be recognised, and not allowed to confuse one’s understanding of the arguments to be presented here.  It is not uncommon to find the terminology direct/indirect, immediate/mediate used to mark the following distinctions:

a) In some contexts an object is said to be perceived directly if the perceiver need not possess any particular concepts in order to perceive the object.  It is indirectly perceived otherwise.

b) In some contexts an object is said to be perceived directly if the perceiver does not need the help of any background knowledge acquired through learning in order to perceive the object.  It is indirectly perceived otherwise.

c) In some contexts an object is said to be perceived directly if its nature is ontologically independent of the perceiver, i.e., if it has the features it has regardless of whether or not it is being perceived.  It is indirectly perceived otherwise.

These meanings are mentioned in order that readers of the texts in the Further Reading list do not confuse them with the meaning of ‘direct’/‘indirect’ as used in the present discussion.

Now with these preliminaries over, we can turn our attention to the arguments employed in this dispute.

4.2
Problems with Direct Realism (arguments for Indirect Realism)

Argument from Introspection

It would seem that two people could be in very different perceptual states with respect to the same object.  (Consider what a colour-blind person sees when compared to a normally sighted person.)  These perceptual states involve awareness of the content peculiar to that experience.  It is by means of the content of that experience that we come to know anything about physical objects in the external world.  So we are immediately aware of our own sense experiences, and indirectly aware of the objects that cause these experiences.

Argument from Illusion

There is often a difference between the way things look to us and the way things really are.  For example, sticks look bent when half submerged in water, but they are not really bent.  So what we see cannot be the stick itself, because it isn’t bent.  What do we see?  What we see immediately is a sense datum report of the stick, not the stick itself.  To account for the distinction between appearance and reality in cases of illusion we must recognise that we do not perceive reality directly, but only our private sense data.  It is then argued that in all cases it is sense data that we perceive immediately, not just in cases of perceptual illusions.  

The move from particular cases of illusions to the universal generalisation is not always made explicit, but Ayer argues that ‘perceptions’ whether ‘delusory’ or ‘veridical’ are qualitatively indistinguishable, that is, one cannot tell whether the experience one is having is an illusion or veridical (recall Descartes’ Dream Argument of Meditation I).  On the basis of this claim he then asserts that veridical and delusory perceptions are ‘generically the same’ and since delusory perceptions are of sense data, so too are veridical ones.

Argument from Hallucinations

If in the case of illusion one does not see an object as it really is, in the case of hallucinations one sees what is not there at all.  Mirages, drug induced visions, etc.  provide clear cases in which the appearance/reality distinction can be employed.  In such cases one does see something, but what one sees is an internal, non-physical object, a sense datum.  Again, the argument then invites one to generalise from these particularly extreme cases to a statement concerning all cases of perception in much the same fashion as was presented in the Argument from Illusion.  (Indeed, the two arguments are not always clearly distinguished.)

The Time Lag Argument

It is now recognised that, given the finite speed of light, stars seen in the sky at night may no longer actually exist.  Given the extreme distance of these stars from the Earth, the light we see has taken many years to reach observers here on Earth.  Consequently, it is very likely that some of the stars no longer exist although we will continue to see the light they have reflected for several years to come.  If this is the case, then we cannot be seeing the stars directly, for we cannot see something directly if it does not exist.  So what are we seeing?  Again, a sense datum report.

Arguments from Science  

1. The first argument comes from neurophysiology.  In order for vision to occur the brain must carry out some very sophisticated internal, physiologically based information processing on the stimulus reaching the visual system.  Therefore it does not make sense to think that perception is direct.  What one sees is not an external object, but the product of much internal processing, i.e., a non-physical entity, a sense datum report.  

2. Science, particularly Physics, presents us with a world view that is radically at odds with the world we experience in perception.  According to this view, the world is composed of matter in motion, and the particles of matter (having only size, shape and momentum) do not have secondary qualities.  Yet the world of perception is replete with secondary qualities (colours, smells, feelings, tastes, sounds).  Clearly then we do not perceive the world as it really is, and so do not perceive it directly.

4.3
Problems with Indirect Realism (Arguments in favour of Direct Realism)

The forgoing list of problems with direct realism seems formidable indeed.  But before we look at how a direct realist might respond to these arguments it is worth listing the difficulties experienced by indirect realists.  

The Threat of Scepticism and Solipsism.  

A key element of indirect realism is the view that we must infer the nature of physical bodies from the features of our sense data.  The idea is that the world is the cause of our sense data, and so we should be able to infer something of the nature of the cause from the nature of the effect.  But at least two problems emerge here.  

1. How do we know that the effect resembles its cause?  Since we never have direct access to physical objects, but only to their effects, we never can be sure about the nature of those causes.  While we may be able to argue that there must be an external world to cause our sense data, we are never in a position to say anything else about it.  This leads to radical scepticism.  

2. It also leads to solipsism, for if all that one can know in any secure fashion is private sense data, then one can never by sure that anything else exists apart from your own mind.  Now neither radical scepticism nor solipsism are particularly attractive, nor are they intuitively plausible.  

The Collapse of the Primary/Secondary Quality Distinction.  

Indirect realism relies on the distinction between primary and secondary qualities, primary qualities being those features of sense data that allegedly map on to the real properties of physical objects (quantifiable magnitudes), while the secondary qualities are products of our own perceptual system.  But many are no longer sure that this distinction can be maintained.

The following considerations are often raised in this context:

1. Berkeley argues that it is ridiculous to think that a sense datum or idea resembles a physical object in any sense whatsoever.  ‘An idea is like nothing but an idea.’  This implies that primary qualities are in no better position than secondary qualities with respect to representing the world as it is.

2. If we do not have direct access to physical objects, how could we know which properties they ‘really’ have and which are projected by us?  As a matter of historical fact, users of this distinction have accepted what their favourite scientific theory told them was real, labelled that a primary quality, and relegated everything else to the status of secondary quality.  

3. Even if one takes this approach to a favoured scientific theory the distinction will not hold.  Scientific theories (if taken realistically) tell us what properties a set of objects has.  They do not, however, tell us what properties these objects do not have.  So it is perhaps true that atoms have size, shape and motion (and so these are primary qualities); but as far as the theory can dictate, they might also have many other properties as yet undetected, including, perhaps, colour, odour, taste etc.  So the use of science to draw the distinction between primary and secondary qualities looks uncertain to say the least.

4. Why should we not say that objects have colour, odour, texture, etc.?  If an object reflects light at a certain frequency, a frequency that matches, say, green, in the visual spectrum, why should we hesitate to call it green? 

5. Now if this primary/secondary quality distinction collapses, then indirect realism becomes unstable.  Either it will collapse into a form of idealism (Berkeley) where all properties of sense data are mind dependent, or into a form of direct realism where all properties are taken to be mind independent, i.e., real.  Either way it does not look good for indirect realism.

4.4
Possible Responses to the Foregoing Arguments
These are the more commonly discussed problems with both direct and indirect realism.  A few words can be said about how defenders of these theories might respond.  Since these are still live issues in current epistemology, there is no clear consensus on how these arguments should be appraised and reference to the Further Reading is recommended for more detailed discussions of all these arguments.

The Response of Direct Realism.

a) The arguments from science are not conclusive.  

· In the case of the processing carried out by the brain during perception, in what sense are these processes intermediaries between us and the world?  Indeed, all of these processes are causal processes, but they are entirely unconscious.  That is, there is no conscious inference from sense data to objects in the real world, and there cannot be such inferences since we are not in any sense aware of the neurological processes that occur during perception.  If such processing and inference does indeed take place, then they must occur at a sub-personal level, in which case the meaning of the term ‘inference’ has been significantly altered.

· As for the view of the world given by Physics, we must be very careful indeed.  Should we take the theories of Physics to be literally true accounts of the way the world is? There is much debate on this point.  Suffice it to say that one cannot assume a realist interpretation of scientific theories without further argument.  Moreover, does Physics not begin with ordinary sense experience, replete with all its secondary qualities?  If this is the observational basis for the theories of Physics, can these theories be used to reject the observations they are based upon without damaging themselves in the process?

b) The arguments from illusion and hallucination are actually quite weak, since they ask us to generalise from what are in fact rather odd cases.

· The central claims of these arguments are that:

(i) in these cases we are ‘deceived by the senses’, and 

(ii) this deception is enough to warrant the conclusion that what we actually see, not just in these cases, but in all cases, are sense-data.  

· Let us take the first point first.  It seems likely that no one is actually deceived in cases sited by the above arguments. No one is deceived because there are well known conditions under which appearance and reality can be distinguished.  It is important to recognise that the direct realist does not have to maintain that there is never any distinction between appearance and reality.  All that needs to be maintained is that what we see is not a sense datum inside the head of the perceiver.  To this end the direct realist will want to distinguish between the following cases:

1)  where the sense organs are malfunctioning (hallucination)

2)  where the conditions of perception are unusual (illusions)

where the wrong interpretation is placed on what is seen (illusions).  

· Now in each of these cases the direct realist has a way of explaining why things are not the way they appear to be.  Indeed, most illusions can be given a direct realist account.  The visual system responds to information reaching the eye from the external world.  The visual system can only work on the information it receives.  Sometimes the information reaching the eye is deliberately impoverished (as in case where magicians present us with apparently headless ladies, ladies who really just have their heads in a black bag) or interfered with in some unusual manner.  

· For example, the stick that looks bent in water actually looks the way it should given the conditions under which it is viewed.  We know on other grounds that light bends when it travels through media of different densities, hence the bending affect produced by viewing the stick in two media at the same time.  

· As for hallucinations, no direct realist must claim that all perception or sensory experience is veridical.  The sensory systems can malfunction, as in the case of hallucinations.  But again, the fact that this can happen in certain cases is no reason to think that it happens in all cases, which is what the argument is trying to establish.  In fact it is not clear that one could possibly be deceived in all cases.  In order to be deceived, one must be able to distinguish between normal circumstances and ones in which one is actually deceived.

· As to the second point – the fact that you can be made to think that you are seeing a headless lady (by a particularly good magician) when you are in fact seeing a lady with a black bag over her head against a black background, does nothing to establish the claim that you are not actually seeing a lady with her head in a bag – you are seeing a sense datum instead.  

c)  The time lag argument can probably be accommodated.

At issue for the direct realist is the denial of the claim that what one perceives immediately is some non-physical entity in the perceiver’s head.  The fact that the light reaching a current observer is coming from a star that no longer exists shows that the world is not exactly the way we perceive it to be; but this does nothing to show that what we actually perceive is sense data in the head.  What we are perceiving is light reflected from a star, which is a real feature of the external world.  We place a false interpretation on what we see, however, if we take the star we see now as the state of a present star, and not the star at an earlier stage of its history.  The direct realist can allow for a distinction between appearance and reality without falling into a form of indirect realism for reasons given in (b) above.

d)  What does the argument from introspection establish besides the fact that one cannot perceive anything with the sensory organs of another person?

All perception begins with one’s own perceptual apparatus, and in a sense we are all ‘locked in’ to our own bodies.  But does this imply that what we see are sense data?  Is we see is something that comes between us and the world?  The direct realist might even say that it is possible for two people to have the same perceptual experience (as long as ‘the same’ does not mean numerically identical).  If we see by means of light reflected from the surfaces of physical bodies, and this light is reflected in orderly ways according to the laws of photon tracks, then if two people view an object from the same vantage point one right after the other, then both will be receiving structurally identical stimulus, and so having structurally identical perceptions (as long as both are operating within normal parameters).  

There are other approaches a direct realist might take in response to these arguments, and, of course, there are counter responses to be made on behalf of the indirect realist.  But at the risk of descending into ever greater and great detail, these argumentative byways are best left to the student to pursue in his or her private reading.  

The Response of Indirect Realism

Indirect realism is threatened both by the potential collapse of the argument against direct realism and by its own (to many at least) unacceptable consequences.  It is generally accepted that the threats of scepticism and solipsism are real, particularly if the distinction between primary and secondary qualities becomes untenable.  Since the indirect realist places us behind a ‘veil of ideas’ we have no access to the real world itself, access which is required if we are to determine if our sense datum reports actually resemble the world or not.  However, they can appeal to a form of the argument known as the Inference to the Best Explanation.  Such arguments usually have the following form:

1)  p is the case

2)  If q had been the case, then p is what we would have expected

3)  There is a high probability that q is the case.  

One might conclude more modestly with either

3a
It is rational to believe that q is the case, unless some further evidence comes to light which is inconsistent with q (some defeasibility condition).

or

3b
It is rational to proceed as though q is the case, unless some further evidence comes to light which is inconsistent with q (some defeasibility condition).

Indirect realists can then argue as follows:

1)  Our sense data have the following features:  A, B and C

2)  If the external world contains physical objects and their properties, then these are precisely the features our sense data would be expected to display
3)  There is a high probability that the world contains physical objects and their properties (or one of the other formulations).

There are questions to be asked about this form of argument, however.  Indeed one may wonder if it is a legitimate form of reasoning.  Consider the following argument (taken from Fumerton’s entry ‘Inference to the Best Explanation’ in Blackwell’s Companion to Epistemology).

1)  There are footprints on the beach

2)  If cows wearing boots had walked along this beach these footprints are what we would have expected to find
3)  It is highly probable that cows wearing boots walked along this beach recently.

Clearly no one would accept this argument, despite the fact that it is of precisely the same form as that used by the indirect realist (so plausibly) above.  Clearly this is one possible explanation for the footprints, but one is not likely to consider it the best.  But how does one decide what is to count as an acceptable explanation if the form of the argument itself is not sufficient to the purpose?  These issues would take us too far afield if explored in all their detail; but it is clear that the indirect realist will have to be willing to provide answers if asked to defend themselves.  But while this approach is always open to the indirect realist, one may begin to wonder if it really should be so hard to be able to say anything about the nature of the external world.

Summary

The jury is still out on which of these theories, if either, is to be accepted.  In the first half of this century almost all philosophers were indirect realists.  Since the 1950’s this trend has been reversed.  Some have argued that the direct/indirect distinction is itself nonsensical and ought to be abandoned.  This is the line taken by J.L. Austin in his Sense and Sensibilia.  Further complications are introduced by the fact that these terms are used to mark quite different though often related distinctions.  This is not the place to attempt to resolve these issues.  The role of the support materials is to introduce the reader to the essential points one must know in order to follow what has become an extremely long and drawn-out debate.  With these particulars in mind, the reader will be able to deal confidently with the texts in the Further Reading list (Section 5).  

5.
Student Activities

The following questions and activities can be used to determine whether the essential elements of the material presented in this unit have been mastered.

1) Explain in 400 words or less just what the Gettier problem is.  To prepare, try explaining the problem verbally to a friend or family member who has no background in philosophy.

2) What is your impression of the Gettier counter-examples? 

Do you think they present genuine cases of a justified true belief?

3) The Gettier problem relies on two key assumptions:

(a) that a false belief can be justified, and 

(b) that anything which follows from a justified belief is itself justified.  

Do you accept these assumptions? How might one be able to argue against them?

4) Explain the notion of ‘defeasibility’, and give an example of a defeasible statement.

5) What is the indefeasibility theory of knowledge? 

How does this theory handle Gettier style counter-examples? 

Again give examples.

6) What are the standard objections to the indefeasibility theory of knowledge? How destructive are these objections?

7) Give a brief account of the Causal Theory of Knowledge.

8) The Causal Theory of Knowledge is most plausible with respect to empirical knowledge.  

How serious an objection is it that it cannot handle a priori knowledge, or knowledge of universal generalisations?

9) Can ‘facts’ enter into causal relations?  If not, why not?  Does it matter? 

Can the causal theory be stated without reference to ‘facts’?

10) Is any causal relationship that produces a true belief enough for knowledge? How might one identify a reliable causal relationship?

11) What are the essential features of direct realism and indirect realism?

12) What are the standard objections to direct realism?

13) What importance can be attached to the notion of immediacy or directness in perceptual contexts?

14) Can the direct realist respond effectively to the arguments from illusion and hallucination?

15) If a speck of light see in the sky is coming from a star that no longer exists, do we see the star or a sense datum?

16) How are scientific theories routinely used to defend indirect realism?

17) Why might indirect realism lead to scepticism and solipsism? 

If this is true, how damaging do you think this it to the credibility of 

indirect realism?

18) Is the argument from the best explanation a viable way to reason? 

Why is the indirect realist forced to employ such arguments? 

19) What is the primary/secondary quality distinction? 

How does the indirect realist use this distinction in the statement of its position?

20) What are the standard objections to the primary/secondary qualities distinction?

21) Can the primary/secondary quality distinctions be defended against the standard objections?

22) What do you think we see immediately?

6. Further Reading
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Dancy and Sosa Eds.  A Companion to Epistemology. Oxford: Blackwell, 1993.  (An extremely useful guide to all topics in epistemology.  Contains a further reading list.)

Audi, Robert.  Epistemology: A Contemporary Introduction to the Theory of Knowledge.  London: Routledge, 1998.  (A very useful guide to all aspects of epistemology.  Contains a further reading list.)
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Dreske, Fred.  Knowledge and the Flow of Information.  Cambridge: MA MIT Press, 1981.  (An advanced version of the causal theory of knowledge.  Relevant also to the problem of perception.)
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Theories of Perception

A.J.  Ayer.  The Foundations of Empirical Knowledge.  MacMillan, 1940.  (Contains a classic statement of the arguments from illusion and hallucination.)

MacLachlan, D.L.C.  Philosophy of Perception.  New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, 1989.  (A detailed discussion of all issues relating to perception.)

Austin, J.L.  Sense and Sensibilia.  Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1964.  (A good critique of the arguments from illusion and hallucination presented by A.J. Ayer.)
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Useful web sites

http://www.marxists.org/reference/subject/philosophy/index.htm


A good library source of philosophical texts.
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A wide range of electronic philosophical texts.
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The site for Gettier’s paper.

http://www.ditext.com/


Digital Text International – contains many useful philosophical texts.
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