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Theme 3: Origin of Knowledge
Origin of concepts: innatism and empiricism
Rather than the origin of knowledge we address here a more modest issue: the origin of concepts. There has been fundamental research in epistemology since Plato postulated the existence of innate ideas opposed to the sophistic thesis that knowledge is perception. Each position offers a discordant version regarding the source of our concepts: innatism profess the thesis that there are some innate ideas, while empiricism holds the thesis that all ideas arise from experience, yet it should be shaded. In fact, innatism postulates that there are innate ideas that have an objective content, while empiricism rejects it, despite that it accepts the existence of concepts independent from experience. Therefore the issue of the origin of concepts is inevitably connected with that of their objective validity.

Empiricism is the belief that our concepts arise from experience following a process that initiates with sensations. The classical starting point of empiricism assumes that human mind is originally a tabula rasa, a sort of clean board where nothing is printed, and that it begins to acquire its contents with the sense-impressions. Broadly speaking, all our concepts derive from original impressions that produce sensations in our mind, impressions our memory retains so that our understanding can be able to build concepts through a process of abstraction that sets aside superficial differences between perceptive contents (empirical contents) in order to set up more general and abstract notions, the concepts. No doubt, such process accounts for the categories we have of the objects we observe since we are born: through this process we form our background of ideas about qualities, substances, species either of natural and artificial objects, and regular and recurrent processes.

An evidence of the empiricist thesis’ validity is that born-blind or dumb cannot come to produce any notion of colours or sounds. With no experience of something, we cannot get to know it. This again should be shaded, for it is not really the case if we take it in its literal sense. Despite the fact that we have never seen an albino person, it would not be difficult to form the concept thereof, given that we already have the necessary elements to build it: “person” and “whiteness”. Accordingly, we should restrain the former assertion in the sense that we can know nothing unless we know its basic elements it consists in, as it were the mental atoms or simple sensations which form a compound concept as “albino”. This quite widens the number of concepts, beyond objects (compounds) we can actually observe. 

In contrast, innatism is the belief that there are some concepts that cannot be derived from experience, therefore being “innate”. Firstly we’ll draw a map of the concepts included in this category, in order to see later the arguments justifying this belief. These concepts are indeed widely general and abstract, with little intensional content and a large extension, as they apply just about to everything. There are on the one hand metaphysical particular notions as “God”, “minds”, “universals”; general ontological notions as “substance”, “cause”, “essence”, “existence”, “matter”, “possibility”, “actuality”, etc.; secondly, logical and mathematical categories as “identity/contradiction”, “resemblance/difference”, “unity/plurality”, “number”, “whole/part”, “infinite”, ‘point”, “straight line”, “parallel lines”, and there are also other philosophical notions, aesthetical as well as ethical: “beauty”, “sublimity”, “good/evil”, “duty”, etc., although these are not the object of theoretical epistemology, which is our subject here.

What is our belief that such ideas are innate based on? To begin with, we should be clear that, however long the sample above mentioned may seem, it is actually short compared with the huge number of concepts our minds possess, which, in addition is always increasing. In other words, the innatist holds that there are quite a few ideas of this genre, and that in order to build the rest of concepts we need experience. Consequently, between the innatist and the empiricist there are great coincidences as regards to the origin of almost all our concepts. But the controversy about the origin of our concepts turns around just the short number claimed to be innate.

Innatists usually appeal to the mathematical sort of concepts, which are ideal in order to prove their thesis: the concepts of unity, numbers, and science that has been built upon such abstract notions, arithmetic, are the proof that there is knowledge we don’t acquire from experience, as is for instance history or botanic. It is in such sciences that we can talk of an acquisition, that is, of interiorizing external contents. For instance, we wouldn’t know what is there under our skin were it not because it has been observed throughout the history by physicians and scientists, who have described and transmitted their observations.

Now let’s think in such a mathematical notion as one “point”, which is a geometrical entity without extension: therefore, if it doesn’t occupy any extension, how have we come up with such an idea, if we start from the principle that all our concepts derive from experience? Or the notion of infinite, which by its own nature cannot be experienced, for so long as we keep counting we shall always be equally far from the infinite. Or the logical notion of identity, which we apply to everything, from minds to sand grains. We cannot have built the notion of identity from experience because it doesn’t belong to it. Identity is an essential property of everything, we cannot split anything in two parts in order to check empirically if it is identical with itself; consequently we cannot know it through any sensation.

At the bottom of innatist arguments lies the evidence that certain concepts are a priori, that is, prior to any sensation: otherwise, we could never qualify anything as a “thing”, or a “property”, or say it is “one” or “identical”. Innatism is not only the doctrine that such concepts are independent from experience, but that experience is not independent from these a priori concepts. That it is not possible without them, because it is the product of applying such categories to the shapeless world of sensations. It is the idea that Plato formulated with his well known example that two logs are never equal to one another: in order to say that they are equal (furthermore, that they are “two”), and that they are more or less equal, we must first have the concept of equality. If someone objects that we have learned the concept of equality through experience of equal things, the likely reply is that if we need experience of equal things to construct the concept of equality, how could we know they were equal the first time we saw them, given that this notion cannot be conveyed by the senses, as they cannot tell us that they are two (or three or four) logs?

We can try the same test with any other of the above mentioned concepts, that we would come to similar conclusions. And geometrical notions seem to be still closely related to our vision, but think on the notion of “mind”, of “personal ego”: it is a vulgar notion that everyone uses with no trouble at all, but nobody has ever seen such a thing, neither in an external experience, obviously, or in any internal one: as Hume put it, “For part, when I enter most intimately into what I call myself, I always stumble on some particular perception or other, of heat or cold, light or shade, love or hatred, pain or pleasure. I never can catch myself at any time without a perception” (A treatise of human nature). With examples like these he comes to show that there are indeed innate concepts, because the existing gap between our sensations and certain concepts is so wide that no process or intermediate forms are able to bridge it.

Nature of our knowledge: rationalism and empiricism

Now, the problem of the origin is intimately related to the problem of the nature, rational or empirical, and the objective validity or our knowledge. As we have seen, from an empiricist standpoint, experience is the only source of knowledge, what means that in the end it depends on sensations. If there is to be objective knowledge, we must obtain it from our senses. The limits of our knowledge are the limits of experience, we cannot go further without risking to fall in error and illusion. We must make it clear that empiricists do not reject the existence of mathematics and logic, which are purely rational sciences that need no experience or our sense-data at all.  What they reject is that they provide any objective knowledge of external reality. For them, objective knowledge can only be empirical. The properties a triangle consists in, is an abstract question that lies within the scope of geometry, and can proved without having recourse to any empirical observation; but whether there is anything in the world which is triangular or not, this is another question, a matter of fact and falls within the scope of empirical knowledge. Mathematics cannot advance a single step in knowing reality without the guidance of our senses.

On the other hand, rationalists assert that there is a fundamental affinity or isomorphism between the external reality and the ideas of our reason: in other words, the laws of nature and the laws of reason are identical and, therefore, real objects (not apparent ones) and rational concepts (not empirical ones) are the same. Then only reason is able to reveal and demonstrate the fundamental truths of nature, with or without experience. Galileo gave the most genuine expression to this spirit: “Philosophy is written in this great book always open before our eyes (I mean the universe); but it cannot be understood unless we learn its language and to know the characters in which it is written. It is written in mathematical language, and its characters are triangles, circles and other geometrical figures, without which it is impossible for us human beings to understand any word; without them we are lost in a dark labyrinth” (Il saggiatore). In other words, the structure of nature is in itself rational, and only reason, not our senses, has a legitimate right to discover its laws.

Conventionalism
But in addition to these two sources of our concepts (reason and experience), there is a third one, convention, the more or less explicit or tacit agreement of a collective body to admit and validate a concept. According to this conception, (1) the attributes of concepts are arbitrary, they do not correspond to any real thing in the world, nor are they related to our sense-experience or the frame of our brain; (2) each category has definite attributes, in such a manner that there is no superposition between a concept and others next to it, that is, they are neat, and it is easy to determine whether an object belongs to one or other concept, depending on the criterion we arbitrarily have chosen to differentiate them; and (3) all the individuals belonging to the extension of the concept belong to it equally, there are no model instances or any concept’s “light zone” more or less resembling to the model beside  a “penumbra zone” of individuals vaguely related to the model. Some linguistic theories hold that concepts are closely associated to words, so that they are relative to culture and natural language and different from other cultures and natural languages.

As proof of it is usually mentioned the colour concepts and their physical cause. For instance, the fact that we have seven or eight names for colours, or only one for white, while in other cultures there are only two names for all colours, or many names for what we refer to as white. Any categorization is then re3lative to each culture. The colours physical stimulus is a small slice of the electromagnetic spectre, below and above which we don’t perceive the light. Within this slice the variation from a “colour” to the next depends on the wavelength and frequency. Nothing at the level of physical stimuli, or the neuronal electric impulses transmitted to the brain can differentiate qualitatively the red, yellow, green, etc. colours. This means that it is ourselves who wantonly introduce the colour categories, according to the dominant criterion in the natural language and the culture we live in. We get used to call “green” a certain slice of the spectre. The conventionalist believes that the origin of concepts is a collective and arbitrary “stipulation” that could have been decided in a different way, so that it isn’t natural, it does not derive from reason or experience, but is artificial.

Not only this. Also the science and any specialized knowledge, especially if it deals with cultural realities and facts has its own lexicon artificially elaborated that has been agreed as the standard  by the discipline practitioners, each one with a content sort of arbitrary. This is the case of such specific words of scientific language as “gravitational field”, H2O,  that have replaced the natural notions of “weight” and “water”. And most of all, notions of cultural realities like “enlightened despotism”, “democracy”, “Romanticism” or “Neoclassicism”. Even more, it must also be said that these cultural concepts can be given a “stipulative” use that make them even more artificial: for instance “poverty”, or “legal age” when it comes to statistic research regarding the poverty percentage in a society or the population with a right to vote. The more we depart from spontaneously acquired concepts (without the effort that study requires), and under this category I include the concepts of natural species and elements like “water”, “sun” or “horse”, and the further we move into a socio-cultural context and learn words like “contract”, “Inquisition”, “software”, etc., the more plausible becomes the conventionalist theory about the origin of concepts.

Theme 4: The problem of objectivity
The external-world reality: realism and phenomenalism
In this unit we are going to explore the objectivity of perception, not of concepts, which are analyzed in the previous unit and in “The problem of universals”. As has been said before, objectivity is the most polemic issue in epistemology: the fidelity of our representations regarding the real world. Ideal objectivity could be fulfilled whenever our representations fitted the represented objects, and would not in the opposite case. In the history of philosophy there is a sceptical position that raises reasonable doubts, and a number of other positions that look for solutions to avoid them. Among the latter, the two possibilities that have been more exhaustively explored are realism and phenomenalism. Even though the discussion began with the Greek philosophers, the conflict comes to the fore in all its dimensions in Modern times and recently. The most extreme positions are naïf realism and idealism. Between them we find critical realism and phenomenalism (we will use this expression, not so confusing as the other). In the 20th Century philosophy new forms of direct but not naif realism, as is G.E. Moore’s.

Sceptical doubts
We are going to begin the exposition with the sceptical critiques. In general they consist in arguments that undermine our belief in objectivity, arguments that do the sap work in order to expose their weakness: for that reason they are called here ‘sapping’ reasoning. A sound theory of knowledge cannot neglect the sappers, as well as good software cannot ignore hackers, which make their vulnerability surface. But sceptical arguments are good-will sappers, for they pretend to protect truth against vane hopes and illusions. That’s why a philosophy holding the knowledge objectivity should run the gauntlet, should find ‘shores’ to shore up vulnerable spots.

The first sapper is human error: it appeals to the mistrust our errors cause on our beliefs. Given that we sometimes are wrong without noticing and mistake one thing for another, we should always mistrust our perceptions, because when we fall in error we are not aware of it, or even worse we are convinced to be right, and so we should never trust such certainty: this way of doubting doesn’t really affect our sensations reliability, but of our judgement only when it judges upon them so that it gives them an identity they lack, as for instance when we are unaware of calling a person with any other’s name, or mistake a person for his twin.

The second is known in the trade as the ‘perceptive relativities” argument, according to which reality as we perceive it cannot correspond to reality in itself because what we perceive varies depending on the external conditions (for instance the colour depending on the light) and the senses (for instance sensorial adaptation to the environment with the subsequent phenomena of dazzling or deafening in sudden changes of light or sound); therefore what we perceive depends on the interrelation between objects and subject. This doubt affects the external world independence from the subject. It raises the likeliness that the world be different from what we perceive, just a ‘manner’ of viewing it that can vary individually or in different species. We cannot contrast our sense-data with anybody else’s, nor with bats, for instance, which see through their ears.

The third and most radical, is the illusions argument, as mirages, deliriums or hallucinations provoked by fever, psychosis or psychotropic drugs. He who experiences any of such states cannot help prima facie believe what he sees, even though afterwards he acknowledges its falsity; but there may be instances in which he is not aware and is wrong with no remedy. This sapper deserves a privileged rank in the history of philosophy thanks to Descartes, who founded on it his ‘methodical doubt’ regarding the external-world reality.

He who dreams is often unconscious of being dreaming, but takes the things he experiences to be real. How can we grant that in our wakefulness we live in a real, non-fictive world? If we grounded the difference on the fact that real life is consistent, routinely and shared by others, robust, and that dreaming is absurd, etc. it turns out that there are also fully coherent dreams (for instance, we hear words because we believe we are being addressed, we run because we believe we are harassed). In other words, no objection is sufficient to remove all doubts. But with the difference that now it doesn’t assault us in exceptional circumstances, as with drugs, but in our very everyday routine live. No the sapper boycotts the idea of an outer objective world.

The two first sappers’ purpose is to question the external-world independence; the third, its existence. In both cases our senses reliability as ideal means to objectively represent reality in itself is gravely undermined.

Naïf realism and critical realism
