A Priori Knowledge
· Having knowledge about something without experiencing it
· A posteriori knowledge is how you know about something after having experienced it
· We know contingent features of the world a posteriori
· It could be the case that human beings were normally born with twelve fingers; it could have been the cause that smoking is good for you
· Some things that we know seem to be justified by means of thought alone
· I know that 2+2=4
· I know that I can construct an equilateral triangle on any straight line
· I know that killing innocent human beings for no good reason is wrong
· These things are known a priori
· A priori truths are necessarily true, i.e., they could not have been otherwise
· I cannot conceive of a world in which 2+2 does not equal 4 and it is virtuous to kill innocent human beings for no reason
· How do we know the necessary features of the world without having to appeal to experience??
· What reason do we have for thinking that we actually possess such knowledge?
· Plato’s forms
· The forms are theoretical perfect versions of concepts that exist in the mind
· We are born with innate knowledge of the forms which we must recollect
· This theory of knowledge lasted through the Medieval period (in the form of neo-Platonism) and into the early modern period (rationalism)
· It provided Christian scholars with a way to account for our knowledge of god, who cannot be perceived
· The only part it changed was the metaphysics of it – the way the soul came into the body
· Rationalism
· Metaphysical knowledge must be attained by means of the intellect alone
· Our knowledge of god, substance, soul, causality, and the like, is not based on experience
· Rationalists did away with the theory of forms, but insisted that our a priori knowledge is based on innate ideas – ideas that were implanted in our minds at birth by god
· These innate ideas are accessed by means of the faculty of rational intuition (recollection under a different name)
· Empiricism
· Empiricists from the early modern era to the present deny that we have a priori knowledge of reality
· This empiricism has come in two varieties: moderate empiricism and radical empiricism
· Modern empiricists do not deny that we have a priori knowledge, but they do deny that it is knowledge of reality
· If a priori knowledge does not concern reality, what does it concern?
· It concerns the meanings of our concepts
· An analytic statement is true/false solely in virtue of the meanings of its constituent expressions
· All bachelors are unmarried men
· Bachelor = unmarried man
· All bachelors are bachelors
· Analytic statements do not convey any information – they are reducible to empty identity statements of the form a = a
· These statements are empty because they are true no matter what a stands for
· Synthetic statements are non-analytic statements; they convey information about the world
· Moderate empiricists claim that all a priori truths are analytic
· 2+2=4
· 2=1+1
· 4=1+1+1+1
· (1+1)+(1+1)=1+1+1+1
· Therefore, a priori knowledge is not knowledge of the world, but knowledge of the meanings of our linguistic expressions
· This knowledge is necessarily true because it is reducible to logical identities
· Also claim that all synthetic statements are known a posteriori, i.e., on the basis of experience
· All of our information about the world comes to us by means of experience
· Synthetic a priori
· Immanuel Kant carves a new path between rationalism and empiricism
· He introduces an important new category of knowledge: synthetic a priori knowledge
· 2+2=4 does tell us something: it tells us that when we count (1+1)+(1+1) and 1+1+1+1, we will get the same number
· The shortest distance between two points is a straight line
· The concept of a straight line is qualitative, having nothing whatsoever to do with distance
· However, these statements are necessarily true, and therefore, they do not convey information about the contingent features of the world that are apprehended by means of experience
· Instead, they express the preconditions of experience – this is why they are necessarily true
· You must experience objects as being in space and time, and therefore, subject to the laws of geometry and arithmetic
· You must experience spatio-temporal objects as being causally related
· If these things were not true, then experience could tell us nothing at all about what is the case
· Synthetic a priori knowledge doesn’t tell us what the world happens to be like’ it tells us how the mind is bound to perceive and understand the world
· The world as we experience it – Kant calls this the phenomenal world – must obey the laws of arithmetic. Euclidian geometry, causality, Newtonian mechanics, etc.
· What about the world as it exists from human minds – what Kant calls the noumenal world – does it obey these laws?
· We can’t possibly know!
· Our knowledge is limited to the world as we are bound to perceive and understand it, i.e., the phenomenal world
· This is Kant’s doctrine of transcendental idealism
· We have cognitive access to one side of the world, and a world that we do not have cognitive access to. We can’t perceive it with our minds, what is the world like independently of our minds? We don’t know
· Kant’s doctrine of synthetic a priori knowledge encountered severe challenges from 19th and 20th century science
· The first challenge came from the discovery of non-Euclidean geometries – these are geometries that do not obey the parallel postulate
· The parallel postulate – despite being an integral part of Euclidian geometry – is not necessarily true
·  can conceive of what it would be like to live in a world that did not obey Euclidean laws
· The second challenge came from Einstein’s General Theory of Relativity, which tells us that spacetime is curved by the presence of mass energy
· The properties of spacetime must be determined empirically
· Our geometrical knowledge is not synthetic a priori
· The third challenge came from quantum theory, which seems to postulate the existence of non-causal interactions
· The principle of causality is not only not necessarily true – it is false!
· In the wake of Kant’s failed doctrine of synthetic a priori knowledge, some philosophers retreated to moderate empiricism (logical positivists), while others (naturalists) advocated for a radical empiricism which rejects the existence of a priori knowledge altogether
· Radical empiricism: all knowledge is a posteriori, i.e., justified empirically
· Willard Van Orman Quine – most famous radical empiricist
· He uses the doctrine of epistemological holism and the underdetermination thesis
· Epistemological holism
· Beliefs are always tested as part of a vast belief network and never in isolation
· If b1 ad b2 and b3… and Bn, then R
· Rather than if B1, then R
· The expanding universe model
· Underdetermination thesis
· Theory is always undetermined by empirical data
· A set of empirical data is compatible with a very large number of theories
· When a theory conflicts with the data, we are free to change any part of the theory to alleviate the inconsistency
· The theory of phlogiston
· If any belief can be revised in the face of empirical evidence, then no belief is known a priori – every belief is sensitive to empirical evidence
· There are some beliefs that we are reluctant to revise because doing so would make our network of beliefs overly complicated, eg: the laws of logic and arithmetic
· But this does not make them immune to revision!
· They are simply well entrenched
· Modern Rationalism
· Quine’s epistemological holism assumes that all beliefs are empirically tested together
· Anyone who believes that there is a priori knowledge will reject this assumption
· Some beliefs are justified without appealing to experience
· How are these beliefs justified?
· They are justified by means of a priori intuition
· I have an intellectual intuition that tells me that 2+2=4
· What am I intuiting in cases of a priori knowledge?
· Universals – universal properties that belong to objects
· The universal Two is what all pairs of objects have in common
· [bookmark: _GoBack]And we’re back to Plato!
