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Syllabus

Knowledge and Its Limits

An Introduction to Contemporary Epistemology

Philosophy 4

Bence Nanay

Summer 2004

Short course description: 
This course will be an introduction to contemporary epistemology. 

Approximate schedule:
Week 1. Introduction: Knowledge and Belief

Week 2. Beliefs, Desires and other Building Blocks of the Mind 

Week 3. Knowledge: Justified True Belief?

Week 4. Epistemic Internalism

Week 5. Epistemic Externalism 

Week 6. The Structure of Knowledge: Foundationalism and Coherentism

Course requirements and grading: 

Two very short essays during the term and a short final paper. These two components will each make up half of the grade.

Readings: 

We will use the following three books: 

Michael Williams: The Problem of Knowledge. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001. (required)

David Rosenthal (ed.): The Nature of Mind. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991. (required)

Wray, Brad (ed.): Knowledge and Inquiry. Readings in Epistemology. New York: Broadview Press, 2002. (recommended)

The majority of the assigned and recommended readings can be found in one of the three books. Some further readings can be found on my website. 

Course website (with lots of handouts and other course material): 

socrates.berkeley.edu/~nanay
Syllabus 

General description: 

Usually the philosophical significance of thinking about the concept of knowledge is shown with the help of sceptical arguments: how do you know that you are not dreaming that you read this syllabus? In this course, scepticism plays only a minor part, the emphasis will be on the differences between knowledge and other important ways of getting in touch with the world, such as perception and belief. 

The six units of the course will roughly (but not entirely) correspond the six weeks of the course. Also, the reading list is still preliminary. 

Unit 1. Introduction: Knowledge and Belief

The structure of the course can be described as a zooming in process: our starting point is the notion of mental states, then we narrow down the enquiry to a special case of these, intentional states. Finally, we will focus on a special case of intentional states, knowledge. In other words, the most important questions of contemporary epistemology will be discussed together with the most important questions of philosophy of mind. In this unit, a brief introduction is given to the main philosophical theories of mind, such as dualism, behaviorism, physicalism and functionalism. Two returning themes of the course are introduced: whether and in what sense can animals and small children think (or know) and whether and in what sense can computers think (or know). 

Readings: 

Gilbert Ryle: Descartes' Myth. (Rosenthal Ch. 4.)

Hilary Putnam: The Nature of Mental States. (Rosenthal Ch. 21.)

Recommended: John Searle: Minds, Brains, and Programs. (Rosenthal Ch. 55.)

Unit 2. Beliefs, Desires and other Building Blocks of the Mind

The main question we examine in this unit is the notion of mental content. Some of our mental states, thoughts or beliefs are about something; they refer to something. My thought about Paris refers to something far away from here: Paris. Some central questions about the content of mental states are examined, which are directly relevant to some central questions in epistemology: whether and in what sense the content of a mental state depends on the external world (externalism/internalism), whether the content of a mental state depends on the content of other mental states (holism/atomism) and whether the content of a mental state can be explicated in purely naturalistic terms (naturalism).

Readings: 

Robert Stalnaker: On What's in the Head (Rosenthal Ch. 59.)

Fred Dretske: The Intentionality of Cognitive States. (Rosenthal Ch. 37.) 

Daniel Dennett: True Believers. (Rosenthal Ch. 36.)

Recommended: Tyler Burge: Individualism and the Mental. (Rosenthal Ch. 57.)


Recommended: Roderick Chisholm: from First Person. (Rosenthal Ch. 34.)

Unit 3. Knowledge: Justified True Belief? 

There has been considerable discussion in 20th century epistemology regarding the conditions of knowledge, a dialogue in large part inspired by a long standing intuition that knowledge is true belief plus some third condition. Contemporary discussions have revolved around the proposal that knowledge is justified true belief. In this unit of the course we will focus on the notion of justification and especially on the question whether, how and in what sense our perception can justify our beliefs. 

Readings: 

Michael Williams Ch. 1. The Standard Analysis.

Edmund Gettier: Is Justified True Belief Knowledge? (Wray Ch. 2.1.)

Hilary Putnam: Brains in a Vat. (Wray Ch. 2.4, also on the website)

Recommended: Michael Williams: Ch. 15. Seeing and Knowing 

Unit 4. Epistemic Internalism 

Contemporary theories of knowledge can be divided roughly into internalist and externalist theories. According to epistemic internalism, what transforms true belief into knowledge is something internal to the agent in the sense that the subject can tell just upon reflection whether it obtains. Internalist theories accordingly emphasize things like having evidence for our beliefs or following certain epistemic obligations.

Readings: 

Michael Williams: Ch. 5. Agrippa's Trilemma

Richard Fumerton: The Internalism/Externalism Controversy (Wray Ch. 1.6.)

Unit 5. Epistemic Externalism

Externalist theories of knowledge essentially involve the denial of various internalist conditions for knowledge. They emphasize non-cognitively accessible items, such as reliability of belief formation and the proper functioning of one's cognitive faculties. These are facts that a person cannot tell simply upon introspection whether they obtain. We also examine whether and in what sense these externalist theories of knowledge could be considered naturalistic. 

Readings: 

Michael Williams Ch. 2. Knowledge without Evidence.

Alvin Goldman: What is Justified Belief? (Wray Ch. 1.5.)

W.V. Quine: Epistemology Naturalized (Wray Ch. 3.1.)

Unit 6. The Structure of Knowledge 

Epistemology is also interested in the architecture or structure of the set of our (justified) beliefs and knowledge. Foundationalist theories maintain that some of our beliefs (and knowledge) are foundational. These beliefs are justified or constitute knowledge in an immediate way (without being based on other beliefs), and all other beliefs (and knowledge) are based on them. Coherence theories emphasize that beliefs are justified or constitute knowledge only by virtue of cohering with other beliefs. The overall structure of knowledge is more like a web of belief than a building with a foundation and superstructure.

Readings: 

Michael Williams Ch. 7-8. Foundations, The Problem of Basis. 

Michael Williams Ch. 10-11. Coherence, The Myth of the System. 

Robert Audi: The Foundationalism-Coherentism Controversy (Wray Ch. 1.4.)

Recommended: Michael Williams Ch. 14. Knowledge in Context. 

Recommended: Laurence BonJour: Can Empirical Knowledge Have a Foundation? (Wray Ch. 1.2.)

