Philosophy AS – Summer Term 2001

Assignment : 
Do you think there is anything we (or you) can be certain of? If not, explain why not. If there is something, say what, or give an example. Make reference to philosophers you have studied.

A good answer will include some or all of the following elements :

· An interpretation of ‘certainty’. I would suggest something like this : a certainty is a proposition whose truth value (T or F) is known and can be given without any element of doubt. This entails that the proposition is well-formed and well defined, so it can have a truth value (‘clouds are pretty’ cannot be known with certainty, but ‘clouds consist mainly of water vapour’ might be knowable with certainty). 

If you don’t like technical language, you could go for the simpler formula : a certainty is something which cannot be doubted.

You might like to distinguish between theoretical certainty and practical certainty (something which cannot reasonably be doubted).

Don’t attempt to define ‘certainty’ by tautology (e.g.: ‘a certainty is something you are certain of’). I know this is especially difficult for foreign students, as you don’t all have as many words as a native English speaker. But it is a mistake to be carefully avoided. When you have written essays about truth and knowledge, some of you have written things like ‘knowledge is when you know something is true’. This is about as useful as saying that sklatrification is when you sklatrify something  properly – it doesn’t help, does it!!


· You might distinguish between a priori and a posteriori knowledge (you should always underline those words, to show that they are not English). You could go on to say that a posteriori knowledge of the world is always mediated (good word) by the senses, and therefore is always subject to a practical uncertainty (you can never be 100% certain your senses are not deceiving you – at worst, you can never be 100% certain you are not dreaming, or simply a brain in a vat being manipulated &c.). 


· You might say that some forms of a priori knowledge – principally logical truths and linguistic tautologies – can be 100% certain. However, these say nothing about the world. I know for certain that if something is not black then it is not black. So what? I know that all bachelors in the world are unmarried. So what? I don’t even know if there are any bachelors in the world.


· You might mention Descartes, who assumed, for the sake of argument, that all empirical knowledge (good word) could be doubted, except for the fundamental awareness of thought. This led him to his one, basic certainty : ‘I think, therefore I am’. There are two formulations of this basic idea. In one, having considered the possibility that he might be being deceived by a malicious demon, he says that if he is being deceived as to whether he exists or not, then he must exist (to be deceived). So he cannot be being deceived as to this. Therefore, he exists. In the other, he says, ‘Maybe I don’t exist’ is a thought. All thoughts have a thinker. Therefore, the doubt defeats itself. This leads directly to the line, ‘I think, therefore I am’. 

A good student will distinguish between these two arguments. 

A simple version of Descarte’s argument might be : I think I am thinking. Therefore, I am thinking, or I couldn’t think I was thinking. Therefore, I can be certain that I am thinking. Therefore, I can be certain that I exist, or else I couldn’t be thinking.

Notice the basic formula here : 
 
blah, blah, blah
 
therefore, blah, blah, blah
 
therefore, blah, blah, blah
Good arguments follow in logical sequences like this.


· You might say that Descartes was a fool. This would probably be true, but wouldn’t go down well with the examiners.


· You might mention immediate knowledge, of such things as whether you are in pain or not. So long as you understand what the meaning of ‘pain’ is (and I don’t recommend trying to analyse how you could know this in this essay), it is arguable that if you think you are in pain, then you are. If it feels as if your foot hurts, then you know for 100% certain that it feels as if your foot hurts. Maybe some sadistic doctor has wired up your foot nerves to your hand – but that wouldn’t change the fact that you knew it felt as though your foot hurt.


· If you have time, you might further analyse practical certainty. You might say, OK, I cannot be theoretically 100% certain of this, but in all practical dealings, whatever the stakes, I do and will behave as if this were true. I cannot be 100% certain, in theory, that driving a metre long nail through my heart will do me serious damage. But no one, however, persuasive or philosophically clever, could ever persuade me to drive such a nail through my heart, because I know it will do me serious damage. In practice, I am certain.

You might mention the test in a criminal court – someone must be found guilty ‘beyond all reasonable doubt’. There may still be doubts – the alleged criminal might have been framed by the Ghost of Christmas Past, as a revenge attack because he mistook the alleged criminal for Charles Dickens. But that is not reasonable. In fact, it is silly. No one would ever go to prison if you allowed such doubts. Timothy McVeigh will hang because we are certain he is guilty. Nobody in the world, except perhaps a few deranged freaks (who fail the reasonableness test), both know the story and think he is innocent – he even says he is guilty. 

Or, you might say that there are some things which I cannot doubt without upsetting all my other beliefs. They are 100% certain given the world I think I live in. I believe I am older than all of you. It is possible that you are all members of an alien species, and all several hundred years old, and that this whole planet is a special nursery designed to bring me up and train me. You are all acting. But if I were to allow that possibility, everything else I thought I believed would change. In practice, I am certain that this is not the case. 

In the context of practical certainty, you might mention simple empirical knowledge. I know, with very near to 100% certainty, that on planet earth, massive things fall if you drop them in a vacuum. If I hold out a ball and let go, it will fall. How do I know this? Because in millions of ‘experiments’, done by me and others, it has always happened. Probability theory leads me to something like 99.9999999% certainty that the ball will drop. However, some philosophers, notably David Hume (important name – 18th century Scottish empiricist) have questioned whether experiment can ever yield the ‘laws’ of nature and this probability theory (known as the theory of induction) is still subject to considerable controversy. 


· As well as all these kinds of thoughts, you might say something you have thought of, quite different from any of the above. If you are an intuitive sort of person, you might claim you have intuitive certainty about some things, even though you can’t justify them. Or you might say that nothing is certain – everything is true to different people in different ways and all truth is subjective. But (and this is important) an essay based entirely on your own, unsubstantiated ideas will not get good marks unless you happen to be a creative genius – and even then, the examiners might be boring old dodderers who cannot recognise creative genius. It is better to play safe and impress with some knowledge of tried and tested ideas.

PS – I get carried away when I write stuff like this for you. I know you find it much harder to express philosophical thoughts clearly and comprehensively and I don’t expect huge great long theses from you. But do try to produce something, even if you are not happy with it. This term we must practise, practise, practise, and I must have material from you to discuss with you.

Mr P

