Session 5: Knowledge without the Given – positive views from Pittsburgh School

· We might begin by trying something like the following: An overt or covert token of ‘This is green’ … expresses observational knowledge if and only if it is a manifestation of a tendency to produce overt or covert tokens of ‘This is green’—given a certain set—if and only if a green object is being looked at in standard conditions. (EPM §35)

· It might be thought that there is something obviously absurd in the idea that before a token uttered by, say, Jones could be the expression of observational knowledge, Jones would have to know that overt verbal episodes of this kind are reliable indicators of the existence, suitably related to the speaker, of green objects. (EPM, §36)

· It might be thought there is an obvious regress in the view we are examining. Does it not tell us that observational knowledge at time t presupposes knowledge of the form X is a reliable symptom of Y, which presupposes prior observational knowledge, which presupposes other knowledge of the form X is a reliable symptom of Y, which presupposes still other, and prior, observational knowledge, and so on? (EPM, §36)

· This charge … rests on too simple, indeed a radically mistaken, conception of what one is saying of Jones when one says that he knows that-p. … The essential point is that in characterizing an episode or state as that of knowing, we are not giving an empirical description of that episode or state; we are placing it in the logical space of reasons, of justifying and being able to justify what one says. (EPM, §36)

· If I reject the framework of traditional empiricism, it is not because I want to say empirical knowledge has no foundation. For to put it that way is to suggest that it is really ‘empirical knowledge so-called,’ and to put it in a box with rumors and hoaxes. There is clearly some point to the picture of human knowledge resting on a level of propositions—[e.g.] observation reports—which do not rest on other propositions in the same way as other propositions rest on them. (EPM, §38)

· Above all, the picture [knowledge resting on a foundation] is misleading because of its static character. One seems forced to choose between a picture in which an elephant rests on a tortoise (What supports the tortoise?) and the picture of a great Hegelian serpent of knowledge with its tail in its mouth (Where does it begin?) Neither will do. (EPM, §38)

· There is no reason to deny the externalist insight that, once one is capable of achieving standings in the space of reasons—for instance capable of committing oneself to the claim that there is a candle in the room—one can become entitled to such standings without being able to give reasons for them. (Brandom, Knowledge and the Social Articulation of the Space of Reasons, p. 905)

· In the picture common to Davidson and Sellars [impressions] are opaque: if one knows enough about one's causal connections with the world, one can argue from them to conclusions about the world, but they do not themselves disclose the world to one (McDowell, Mind and World, p. I45)

· Thus McDowell’s conception of experience, which is defensible against the Sellars–Davidson alternative only given an unexamined commitment to epistemological realism, reflects a rampant Platonism. McDowell’s two moves, his conception of experience offering rational control by the world and his naturalizing account of the status of the space of reasons, are in profound tension with one another. He should keep the latter by dropping the foundationalism on which the former ultimately depends. However, his wish to trace the skeptical predicament to modern naturalism, rather than to more directly epistemological ideas, stands in the way. It makes him want to re-enchant the world, when all we need to do is demystify epistemology. (Williams, M.,1996, Exorcism and Enchantment. The Philosophical quarterly 46 (182) p.99–109. [Review of Mind and World])
