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Preface

The prime intent of the book is one of innovation. By and large its chapters address issues that are under-examined in the present state of discussion, their inherent interest notwithstanding.

Some chapters of the book are (usually revised) versions of essays contributed to the professional literature over the 2004–2015 period. Details regarding this prior publication are provided in the footnotes.

The linking thread of these investigations is their pragmatic dimension, inherent in the idea that rational inquiry is itself a practice—albeit one that functions in the ideationally cognitive rather than physically manipulative realm. And as a practice it has its aims and functions which in their turn provide for the standards of adequacy and efficacy that establish the criteriological norms of our cognitive proceedings.

I am indebted to Estelle Burris for her ever-competent help in preparing this material for publication.

Pittsburgh PA

April 2015




Chapter 1

Factual Knowledge in the Perspective of Pragmatic Idealism

Knowledge as an Idealization

Claims to propositional knowledge of matters of fact are absolute and categorical. One cannot know something that is false. It makes no sense to say “I know that p but it may not be true” or “I know that p but am not certain of it.” And even to concede knowledge is to claim it for oneself. One cannot meaningfully say “X knows that p but I don’t.” Of course the indefinite “X knows something that I don’t” may well be true, but one cannot identify the item at issue: to describe it as a known fact is to claim knowledge of it. And this situation means that the certainty inherent in its very conception renders knowledge something of an idealization.

Some claims have an entirely subjective (experiential, “phenomenological”) nature. (“That looks like an apple to me.”) But these are claims about oneself, not about the realities of the real world. To say that the object is an apple claims far more—for example, real apples must have cores, must come from apple trees, must rot away over time, none of which facts we have actually determined. In such cases we make a leap from the seemings and appearances put before us in actual experience and the objective realities of the matter. And so, where objective factual claims are concerned—claims about reality rather than appearance—there is always an epistemic gap between our warrant of justification in making a claim and the objectively real facts of the matter. To reemphasize: claims to factuality idealize matters—they reach beyond what we actually have in hand to reach out into the fog that lies beyond.

Inquiry as a Practice

We obtain our factual knowledge through inquiry. Inquiry as such is the practice of question-resolution. And as a rational practice it falls within the scope of practical reason and stands subject to all the ground-rules of practical activity.

The common format of all such pragmatic reasoning in matters of cognition is that they make the move from a premiss of the format

•	In the prevailing circumstances we are rationally entitled to maintain A to a conclusion of the format

•	A is actually the case

In the logico-deductive order of things such an inference would only be valid in the presence of the further (enthymematic) premiss

•	Whatever we are rationally entitled to maintain is actually true.

And this of course is all too obviously false. We do not—and cannot—warrantedly accept this as a correct thesis in the factual order of things. But we can and do so accept it as a working presumption in the practical order of things.

And here the justification for so proceeding rests on considerations relating to the order of procedural, practical rather than theoretical/factual deliberations. For in treating the As as though they were Bs one does not, of course, subscribe to the generalized contention: (∀x)(Ax → Bx). Rather, one subscribes to an inferential policy of procedure to the effect that when considering something that is an A one proposes to claim it as a B as well—that one will proceed to treat the As also as Bs. And what is needed to justify this is not the universal generalization stated above, but rather a validation of the procedurally benign situation that normality, ordinarily and by and large the As are Bs as well—and conversely. The policy at issue is not fail-proof but only statistically safe, providing for error-avoidance in ordinary or normal conditions. It is something that one “can get away with” in the ordinary course of things. And this, of course, is something that will work out only in a cognitively benign world. What it represents is not a fact but an idealization.

Knowledge as an Estimate of the Truth of Things

How is our putative knowledge related to the world’s realities? Over the centuries a wide variety of conceptions have been in play here, specifically including the contentions that the information we take ourselves to know is related to the world realties by way of:

•	Describing: Our knowledge describes the way in which matters actually stand in the world.

•	Symbolizing: Our knowledge is a sign that symbolizes how things actually stand.

•	Mirroring: Our knowledge mirrors reality.

•	Mapping: Our knowledge maps the landscape of reality providing a map whose features corresponded to how things stand in reality.

•	Decipherment: Our knowledge deciphers (decodes) the meaning that the relation of the messages that realty sends us where we observe it 

Each of these different analogies represents views of the matter of knowledge/ reality relationships that are in some ways instructive and correct but in other ways defective. Each analogy is only partially adequate: each conveys some useful information at first sight but ultimately goes wrong;

In the final analysis, then, our putative knowledge is to be seen as an endeavor to provide a reasonable estimate of the truth of things. The process of estimation affords the best analogy seeing that only in ideal circumstances will there be an identity here.

Scientific vs. Everyday Knowledge

Our putative knowledge is not created equal. It can be graded along different lines of evaluation and the most prominent of these is comparative certitude. Here a hierarchy of possibilities confronts us:

•	actual knowledge

•	warranted acceptance (putative knowledge)

•	belief

•	conjecture, surmise

•	speculation, supposition

•	hypothesis, assumption

Moreover, even actual and authentic knowledge can differ in point of detail, precision, exactness. Thus we can know exactly what the price of an item is, or approximately and what it is, or even merely as a rough ballpark figure. And the sliding scale for precise measurement to rough estimation can make a great deal of difference here.

Then too knowledge can differ as regards the importance or significance of the information it affords: such parameters as certitude, precision, and significance are crucial factors for its evaluation. It can be unilluminating as the number of blades of grass in the front lawn, or as vital at the number of people fallen victim to a spreading epidemic?

The term information may be regarded as a more familiar designation for our purported knowledge, seeing that functioning as a pursuant surrogate for knowledge. For a claim can function as such notwithstanding the realization that it may in the end have to be abandoned. Information carries no categorical guarantees but only affords the truth as we see it.

Many centuries ago, Aristotle already wrote:

It is the mark of an educated person to look for assurance in each class of things only insofar as the nature of the subject admits: it is clearly just as foolish to accept plausible reasoning from a mathematician as to ask a rhetoric to give scientific proofs.1

Aristotle’s thesis is as true as it was in the day he wrote it. The practicalities of the situation may well preclude the actual realization of what is available only on ideal conditions.

Cognitive Subjectivity: Self-Perceived (or Putative) Knowledge

Let us now turn to the self-perceived (or putative) knowledge that individuals take themselves to know: the information they think to have at their disposal. And let us employ an agent-correlative operative K*p for: “x takes himself to know that p.” This operator behaves itself much like the traditional K—with the important exception that we now no longer have Kxp → p. Overall, a knower’s putative knowledge is simply a particular version of actual knowledge. Putative knowledge can be designated as information, taken in its broader sense, with mis-information included. But this sort of “knowledge” is fallible in nature.

Insofar as we concede to our knowers rationality and the capacity for logic the principles that govern K will govern K* as well. In particular the totality of a known putative knowledge will also be consistent. Insofar as actual knowledge constitutes a system (i.e., in point of consistency or coherence) so does—or should—putative knowledge also do so. And from a logical standpoint that version should resemble reality in point of such logical features as consistency.

Increased security can always be purchased for our estimates at the price of decreased accuracy. We estimate the height of a tree at around 25 feet. We are quite sure that the tree is 25 × 5 feet high. We are virtually certain that its height is 25 × 10 feet. But we are completely and absolutely sure that its height is between 1 inch and 100 yards. Of this we are “completely sure” in the sense that we are “absolutely certain,” “certain beyond the shadow of a doubt,” “a certain as we can be of anything in the world,” “so sure that we would be willing to stake our life on it,” and the like. For any sort of estimate whatsoever, there is always a characteristic trade-off between the evidential security or reliability of the estimate, on the one hand (as determinable on the basis of its probability or degree of acceptability), and, on the other hand, its contentual definiteness (informativeness, detail, exactness, precision, etc.). The situation is one of cognitive complementarity among parameters of positivity that stand on a teeter-totter relationship where one can be augmented only at the expense of the other.

Now, the crucial point is that natural science eschews the security of definiteness. In science we operate at the right-hand side of the diagram: we always strive for the maximal achievable universality, precision, exactness, and so on. The law-claims of science are strict: precise, wholly explicit, exceptionless, and unshaded. They involve no hedging, no fuzziness, no incompleteness, and no exceptions. In stating that “the melting point of lead is 327.545°C at standard pressure,” the physicist asserts that all pieces of (pure) lead will unfailingly melt at exactly this temperature; he certainly does not mean to assert that most pieces of (pure) lead will probably melt at somewhere around this temperature. By contrast, when we assert in ordinary life that “peaches are delicious,” we mean something like “most people will find the eating of suitably grown and duly matured peaches a relatively pleasurable experience.” Such statements have various sorts of built-in safeguards like “more or less,” “in ordinary circumstances,” “by and large,” “normally,” “if other things are equal,” and the like. They are not laws but rules of thumb, a matter of practical lore rather than scientific rigor. For with scientific knowledge we deliberately accept risk by aiming at maximal definiteness—and thus at maximal informativeness and testability. This means that theories of natural science take no notice of what happens ordinarily or normally; they seek to transact their explanatory business in terms of high generality and strict universality—in terms of what happens always and everywhere and in all circumstances. In consequence, we must recognize the vulnerability of our scientific statements. The fact that the theoretical claims of science are “mere estimates” that are always cognitively at risk and enjoy only a modest life-span has its roots in science’s inherent commitment to the pursuit of maximal definiteness. Its cultivation of informativeness (of definiteness of information) everywhere forces science to risk error. “But it is surely unlikely that science will ever give up on atoms!” you say. Quite true! But what we are dealing with here is clearly not a scientific theory at all, but a vast family of scientific theories, a great bundle loosely held together by threads of historical influence and family resemblances. There is not much that Rutherford’s atoms, and Bohr’s, and our contemporary quantum theorists’ have in common. As such, the “atomic theory” is no more than a rough generic schema based on the more or less metaphorical intuition that “matter is granular in the small, composed of tiny structures separated in space,” This is surely incomplete and indeterminate—a large box into which a vast number of particular theories can be fitted. It claims that there are atoms, but leaves open an almost endless range of possibilities as to what they are like. This sort of contention may well be safe enough; at this level of schematic indiscriminateness and open-endedness, scientific claims can of course achieve security. But they do so only at the expense of definiteness—of that generality and precision which reflect what science is all about.

The quest for enhanced definiteness is unquestionably a prime mover of scientific inquiry. The ever-continuing pursuit of increasing accuracy, greater generality, widened comprehensiveness, and improved systematicity for its assertions is the motive force behind scientific research. And this innovative process—impelled by the quest for enhanced definiteness—drives the conceptual scheme of science to regions ever more distant from the familiar conceptual scheme of our everyday life. For the ground rules of ordinary life discourse are altogether different. Ordinary-life communication is a practically oriented endeavor carried on in a social context: it stresses such maxims as “Aim for security, even at the price of definiteness;” “Protect your credibility”; “Avoid misleading people, or—even worse—lying by asserting outright falsehoods”; “Do not take a risk and ‘cry wolf.’”

The ideal of a conjointly maximal security and definiteness of information is not going to be realizable in practice. Achieving knowledge is not so much a matter of truth-specification as truth-estimation. Only in unrealizably idealized circumstances can the ideals of secure cognition be realized with substantial matters of fact.

Validation Issues

After all, it is one thing to say that we are rationally entitled to maintain that p and something rather different to say that p is true. The Tarski equivalence 

p ≡ p is true

certainly holds good, but its analogue 

p ≡ we are rationally entitled to maintain p (or: to maintain that p is true)

does not. We do and must recognize that in such cases there is a possibility of a slip between the cup and the lip—between p’s being a rationally cogent claim and p’s actually being true. When we are rationally entitled to claims that p we do not have it that p is true, but only that p represents our best available estimate of the truth of the matter. The move from rational entitlement to truth is not a logically valued inference: it is merely a matter of practical policy.

One salient paradigm of cogent practical reasoning in epistemology runs as follows:

•	A is the most strongly evidentiated available answer to the question Q.

•	It is important for us (for whatever reason) to resolve the	question Q.

•	Nothing within the range of available information shows (or even strongly suggests) that A is false.


∴ We are rationally entitled to maintain A

∴ [We maintain that] A is the case

Again, another paradigm of cogent practical reasoning in epistemology runs as follows:

•	If A were the case, this would explain (in the context of presently available information) why B should be the case, which it indeed is.

•	If A were not the case, this would leave us with no explanation) or with not comparably good explanation) for B.



∴ We are rationally entitled to maintain A

∴ [We maintain that] A is the case

Given that the step from rational entitlement to truth—from p’s being our best-available estimate of the matter to p’s actually being the case—is not a deductively valid inference, what is it that justifies our taking it?

The answer lies in noting that what is at issue is not a matter of logical inference at all, but one of practical policy and procedure. It is a step in the order of practical reasoning and not one take in the order of theoretical reasoning.

And here the crux lies in noting that the cardinal rule of rational procedure is to adopt the optimally promising course, namely:

To do that which, on the indications available to us in the circumstances, offers the best prospect of realizing the objectives in view.

What validates such a practical policy—be it in the present epistemic context or in that of any other—is the circumstance that

In the circumstances at issue the practical material affords the only—or at least the best and most promising—means for satisfying our aims.

Here there must be either a theoretical account of why the practice is the only available means to goal realization (“this-or-nothing” argumentation) or there must be a course of experience that indicates that none of the available alternative modes of procedure afford a better prospect of goal realization (this-or-nothing-better argumentation). In these practical matters, validation consists in considerations of procedural efficacy. If we are not prepared to accept our best-available estimates of the truth, then we are simply not going to be able to realize our objective of getting at the truth of things.

The incorporation of a claim into the larger body of what we regard as knowledge—the acceptance of a proposition as true—is always a matter for decision and action. Accepting a claim is something that we do—often unconsciously but also often wittingly and deliberately. The aforementioned epistemic gap that affords all objective factual claims is something that cannot be crossed by observation or inference. There is no bridge to cross it: we simply have to take a leap. And this leap has no theoretical or factual justification, their ultimate justification is pragmatism: it is useful for various purposes to make this transit from experience to fact. (Purposes, action, and communication—eating and discussing.) And it is the retrovalidation provided by a track record of successful experience that provides our justification for making that leap which transcends the limits of evidence and experience.

And so what we have here is the pragmatic validation of a particular modus operandi to address a certain issue in the case before us:

1.	Experience shows good results in using the proverbs to resolve comparable cases in the past.

2.	As best we can tell on the basis of theoretical considerations and experiential findings none of the available alternative ways of proceeding offer a better prospect of success in the present case.

3.	There are no case-specific indications why, in the situation now at hand, the procedure should be any less effective than it has been in the general run of past cases.

Such a line of supportive reasoning does not, of course, afford any sort of guarantee of success. But it does go to show that no more promising way of proceeding is available to us. We have to proceed finite de mieux.

The rational individual cannot but acknowledge that one can do no better than that which looks to be optimal by all the available indications. It is a salient rule of rational procedure to accept pro tem—here and now—that the best we can possibly do in the circumstances is good enough as a basis for procedures.

And this means that in cognitive contexts we are rationally authorized—and indeed required—to accept, at least provisionally, that the best evidentiated alternatives among the possible answers to a question is to be treated as true.

What we claim to know is, often as not, not actual knowledge of assured truth but only our best available estimate of the truth of the matter. We treat those claims as though they were actually known to be true, even though this proceeding may in the end turn out no better than an unjustified presumption. In the abstract we are to the distinction between authentic and merely putative knowledge, but in the concrete particular instances that stand before us we are cognitively blind—unable to implement the crucial distinction at issue. “Give me an example of something you actually here and now accept as true but are mistaken about” is a requirement that none of us can possibly honor. In practice we have no alternative but to treat our putative knowledge as the real thing. But of course, amidst the realities of cognitive finitude this will not be the case. Only under ideal—and thus not actually realizable—conditions need our rationally formed truth estimates some down to the real thing.2

Consider in this light—beginning with the former the situation in natural science and mathematics. Neither are we authorized nor minded to claim that the science of the day affords the definitive truth about things—characterizes them as they really are in full and decisive detail. Experience teaches that science is our best available recourse for determining how things work in the world. There is, however, every prospect that our scientific findings alter and progress over time—that later science takes a central view of earlier science and finds much that is in reach of qualification, emendation, and alterative. There is no guarantee that the frontier science of the day will not move on. Science is a resource that offers us the best we can do—the best non-available estimate for how things work in the world. But it offers no guarantees and affords no definitive finalities.

Viewed fallibilistically, yes. And provisionally, yes. But treated as true all the same.

But does this estimative theory of truth not fail with
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