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METAPHYSICS  AND  EPISTEMOLOGY





 --"The unexamined life is not worth living." 


                                                           ---- Socrates





Common sense tells us that the world is essentially the way it appears to be. It tells us that there are a number of physical objects like tables, chairs, trees, and human bodies that have existed, do now exist, and will continue to exist in the future very much the way they seem to now. Common sense also tells us that some material object that we call human beings, are conscious beings who think and wonder and have feelings and hopes and are self-consciously aware that they possess these thoughts and feelings. And common sense also leads us to believe that these material objects , including human beings, are only one small part of a much larger object called the earth, which is itself a relatively small body which is surrounded by millions of other bodies which make up the universe.





But how do we know this common sense view of the world is correct? Perhaps we and our whole universe are just one molecule in some fantastically larger object--perhaps a worm. Perhaps that worm is just itself one speck of some yet larger universe. Perhaps the world we see is some crude and inaccurate distortion of a world that is in its own nature very different. Do the appearances with which we are so familiar in our daily lives represent accurately the fundamental nature of things? And even if the do, have we any reason to believe that this is the case? All we can know is the appearance presented to us, and so we can never tell how close it comes to the reality behind it.





We have just raised some of the fundamental questions of metaphysics and epistemology. Metaphysics is the branch of philosophy that is concerned with trying to discern the fundamental nature of reality as it really is, as opposed to how it appears to be. Metaphysicians ask such questions as: Is the physical world the only world? Does the mind really exist? If so, what is the relationship between mind and matter? Is everything in the world totally determined by the laws of nature? Does man have free will? Is there a God? Is there an afterlife?





Epistemology (literally, the theory of knowledge) is the branch of philosophy that is concerned with the questions f what can and cannot be known. It is concerned with such questions as: Can anything be known for certain or is probability the best we can ever get? Are there some areas in which we can higher probabilities than in others? Can we trust our senses to give us reliable knowledge about the world? Are there other ways of knowing than by our senses?





In our everyday life we do not raise these questions. We assume that things are essentially the way they seem tho be and that by observing how things seem to be, we can determine how things really are. This goes not only for the housewife in kitchen, but also for the scientist in the laboratory. these people investigate and test hypotheses all the time, but they assume the basic common sense point of view. It is the task of philosophy to look more deeply into some of these matters and to try to determine whether the assumptions of the common sense viewpoint are defeasible. It is possible that our common sense assumptions are false, and that we have no idea about what the world is really like.





How Do I Know That I Am Not Now Dreaming? Let us start our investigation into metaphysics and epistemology by raising a specific question: How do I know that I am not know dreaming? This question was raised by the father of modern philosophy, Descartes, who published his Meditations on First Philosophy in 1641. Is this a dream? Well, everything seems normal. The page that i am looking at seems clear and sharp to me. The room I am in seems perfectly normal and real. It certainly seems that i am wide awake, and that the question is absurd.





But still we must remember that people have very realistic dreams, dreams in which everything seems to be quite normal. If dreams didn't seem so real to us, than things that happen in dreams would never frighten us. But as we know, we sometimes get quite frightened by a dream because it does seem to be so real. Perhaps I am at this very minute in bed having a most realistic dream dreaming that i am sitting at my desk writing an essay on philosophy. It is certainly possible there might be a dream just like this. How do I know that this is not such a dream?


If I seriously raised the question, "How do I know I am not dreaming?" I might feel that there are things I could do to determine whether it is a dream or not. For example, I could pinch myself, getting up and stretching or reciting "About Ben Adhem." Yet what would this prove? For is it not quite possible to dream that i am doing all these things? We still haven't broken out of the dream world! It does not seem that any test I perform will prove anything, because I can never be sure whether I am actually performing it; and i can never be sure whether the outcome of the test is successful or whether I am only dreaming that the outcome of the test is successful. It is similar to the dilemma of estimating the size of the universe because we have nothing to compare it to. So, in general, it looks as though there is no way of showing that I am now awake and not dreaming.





The following thought may occur to you: I grant that I cannot be sure, cannot prove that I am now awake, but i can at least make it probable that I am still awake. But this would miss the fundamental point of our problem. It is not that I cannot prove that I am awake; it is that there does not seem to be even the slightest reason for thinking that I am now awake. All of the apparent evidences that I have--the way things appear to be now--have no weight at all if I am only dreaming them> No matter how much like waking life all this seems to me to be, the fact remains that I may well be dreaming that everything is going on normally. S the fact that everything seems to be going on normally gives not the slightest weight towards he assumption that I am awake. For all I know, this may be a very realistic dream, and I cannot infer from the realistic appearances that it is not a realistic dream.





Can anything be known ?  If you have no reason for thinking that you are now awake, then you have no reason for thinking that your present situation is actually what it seems to be. 


For all you know, you might be at this moment back in bed, sound asleep. But not only are all your beliefs about your present situation cast in doubt; all of your beliefs about the whole world and your place in it are also cast in doubt. For example you believe that the earth is round. But this believe is based upon what you seem to remember and seem to know about the laws of nature. All of these might be in error, for it is quite possible that you might wake up and say, " I just had a curious dream; I dreamed that the earth was round." How about your beliefs about your own past, for example, you went to a particular high school ? Here again, this might all be a part of your dream. You might be dreaming you were born in a particular place, that you graduated from a particular high school and so on. Once we admit the possibility that we are now dreaming, all of our beliefs about the world become a part of that dream, and to that extent, they become doubtful. "But," you might say, "how about the belief that people sometimes dream? Isn't that a belief that we must keep if we are to raise these doubts?" No, even that may be doubtful. All we need for our doubts is the possibility, then we see that all our beliefs are doubtful if we can not eliminate that possibility. 





Even the abstract truths of mathematics become doubtful once we raise the possibility of dreaming. It seems as though nothing is safe from doubt once we have raise this possibility. We are, at this point, in very much the same place as Descartes found himself. What did he do? Descartes tried to be skeptical of his own existence. He said, "perhaps I don't exist either." But, 


he continued, "I think that I exist. So, if I don't exist, then I am dreaming that I exist, or in some other way I am deceived into believing that I exist." And then Descartes noticed a very simple, very obvious, but very important truth. He noticed that in order to dream that he exists or otherwise be deceived into thinking that he exists--in other words, in order to think that he exist, he must exist. As Descartes put it, "Cogito ergo sum" ("I THINK, THEREFORE I AM."). "Even if the existence of all else is in doubt, my own existence cannot be doubted by me."And so here we have a very simple but apparently unshakable argument that each one of us can produce to prove his own existence to himself.





From this starting point, Descartes went on to develop a metaphysical system. Descartes' metaphysics is as follows: The basic reality is a divine, all-powerful, all-knowing, all-good God. There also exist, through Gods creation, other sorts of entities. These fall into two classes: there are the physical substances, that is matter, the essential characteristic of which that it occupies space. Then there are also mental substances, or "thinking things"--in other words, minds, the essence of which is to be capable of various kinds of mental activity. In certain cases, these two kinds of substances are in close interaction. A human being is a case of the union of thinking thing (Mind) and a physical thing (the material body). Both components are so closely interdependent one upon the other that they form a single unified system. Descartes philosophy is one of the great achievements of mans intellectual story, but there have been many important criticisms of his philosophy over the years......





Descartes, as we have seen, argued that our beliefs about the world are not certain, because, for all we know, we may simply be dreaming that the world is the way it seems to us to be. What the arguments based upon the possibility dreaming show is not merely that our beliefs about the world might be false, but, more importantly, that our beliefs about the world are unwarranted and justified. The use of the notion of dreaming reminds us that we could be perceiving all the appearances we are perceiving and it might still be the case that things are not really the way they look. For purposes of raising doubts, we might have pointed out not that we might be dreaming, but, for example, that we might be temporarily insane and locked up in some little padded cell having the psychotic hallucination that we are studying philosophy--with the doctors peering in thought the little peep hole, shaking their heads sadly and saying, "Poor guy, he still thinks he is studying philosophy." 





We can characterize this situation more clearly by distinguishing between a person's feeling certain that, for example, Hitler is dead and it is being certain that Hitler is dead. The first is a psychological state--a feeling of utter confidence and lack of slightest hesitance; most of us have such feelings about a number of things. On the other hand, the second is about the actual grounds, evidence, or support for the assertion that Hitler is dead. If it is certain, then the grounds for the assertion must be overwhelming and complete. From the fact that we feel certain it does not follow that it is certain, that is, that our feeling of certainty is justified. Now we often do feel certain about our beliefs about the world, but the possibility of dreams is meant to show us that we may not be justified in feeling certain.








