
Week 2: Knowledge as a Natural Kind
________________________________________________________________________________

Introduction
ree Questions:
1. How ought we to arrive at our beliefs?
2. How do we arrive at our beliefs? 
3. Are the processes by which we do arrive at our beliefs the ones by which we ought to arrive at 

our beliefs?

Question 1 is squarely in the normative realm, while question 2 (and to some extent 3) is squarely in 
the descriptive one. What is the relationship between these questions? And which is the business of 
epistemology as opposed to, e.g. psychology?

e Traditional Approach
According to the traditional approach, there’s a clear division of labour going on. Epistemologists 
are exclusively concerned with (1). Psychologists are exclusively concerned with (2). At the end of 
the day, the two can come together to compare notes and try to answer (3). 

e proponents of naturalized epistemology challenge the idea of this division of labour. ey argue 
that it’s a mistake to relegate epistemology to question (1). In so doing, they challenge ideas about 
the relationship between philosophy and natural sciences, as well as the traditional conception of 
what is distinctive about philosophical methodology: namely conceptual analysis. 

Quine’s Challenge
Quine’s support for naturalized epistemology is continuous with his defense of holism and his 
rejection of the analytic/synthetic distinction. He thinks that at the heart of the traditional 
conception of epistemology lie old, discredited dogmas that doom the whole enterprise.

Quine suggests epistemologists should learn from the philosophy of mathematics.  

e Analogy with Mathematics
Consider mathematics. Traditionally foundations of mathematics pursue a divide-and-conquer 
approach. 

Conceptual project: concerned with clarifying concepts by defining them
Doctrinal project: concerned with establishing laws by proving them. 

Ideal outcome: obscurer concepts would be defined from clearer ones and less obvious laws would 
be proven from more obvious ones. Overall the goal is to maximize clarity. What we’d like is to 
reduce all concepts of mathematics to the concepts of logic. And since the truths of logic are either 
obvious or potentially obvious, this would put mathematics on a firm footing.

Alas, as Quine points out, this is not to be had: mathematics reduces not to logic but logic and set 
theory. is does not make reduction philosophically uninteresting but it scales back its ambition: 
we cannot hope to put mathematics on an epistemically certain foundation. 

Lessons for Epistemology
Note that the traditional epistemic project has an analogous structure. ere’s the purely conceptual 
part, trying to analyze the relevant epistemic concept in terms of simpler ones. And then there’s the 
normative project.



If this project does not work in mathematics, why should it work in epistemology? 

Moreover, there is a substantive, underlying problem here: the division into the conceptual and the 
substantive just isn’t plausible. 

Recall Quine on holism: 
our statements about the external world face the tribunal of sense experience not 
individually, but only as a corporate body. (1953 [1980], p. 41)

In the end, we can only test our theories as a whole, not sentence-by-sentence. 

Naturalized Epistemology
Quine suggests that we should re-conceive our idea of epistemology: it is no longer the pre-requisite 
to science, but rather continuous with it: 

Epistemology, or something like it, simply falls into place as a chapter of psychology and 
hence of natural science. It studies a natural phenomenon, viz., a physical human 
subject. is human subject is accorded a certain experimentally controlled input – 
certain patterns of irradiation in assorted frequencies, for instance – and in the fullness 
of time the subject delivers as output a description of the three-dimensional external 
world and its history. e relation between the meager input and the torrential output is 
a relation that we are prompted to study for somewhat the same reasons that always 
prompted epistemology; namely, in order to see how evidence relates to theory, and in 
what ways one’s theory of nature transcends any available evidence. 

Isn’t this circular? Yes, but not in a bad way: 
my position is a naturalistic one; I see philosophy not as an a priori propaedeutic or 
groundwork for science, but as continuous with science. I see philosophy and science as 
in the same boat...ere is no external vantage point, no first philosophy. All scientific 
findings, all scientific conjectures that are at present plausible, are therefore in my view 
as welcome for use in philosophy as elsewhere. 

is allows us to draw on science to answer traditional epistemic problem: 
For me then the problem of induction is a problem about the world: a problem of how 
we, as we now are (by our present scientific lights), in a world we never made, should 
stand better than random or coin-tossing chances of coming out right when we predict 
by inductions which are based on our innate, scientifically unjustified similarity 
explanation. 

Why are we reliable? 
ere is some encouragement in Darwin....Creatures inveterately wrong in their 
inductions have a pathetic but praiseworthy tendency to die before reproducing their 
kind. 

Kornblith on Knowledge as a Natural Kind
Epistemologists should not be asking about what our concept of knowledge is. ey should be 
interested in the phenomenon itself: 

As I see it, epistemologists should be trying to understand what knowledge is. ere is a 
robust phenomenon of human knowledge, and a presupposition of the field of 
epistemology is that cases of knowledge have a good deal of theoretical unity to them; 
they are not merely some gerrymandered kind, united by nothing more than our 
willingness to regard them as a kind. (p. 11)



Second, Kornblith points out that we want epistemology to tell us why knowledge is particularly 
valuable. But how could an account of our concept do that? (Our concept of gold does not tell us 
why gold is valuable.)

Like Quine, Kornblith suggests:
I see the investigation of knowledge, and philosophical investigation generally, on the model of 
investigations of natural kinds.

Isn’t this radically at odds with our actual practice of philosophy? What becomes of our 
methodology of relying on intuitions? 

ere are limits to how much interesting work this methodology can do. is is because if 
externalism about meaning is true, we do not have privileged access to what our concepts pick out – 
what their referent is. 

Compare Frank Jackson:
e role of intuitions about possible cases so distinctive of conceptual analysis is 
precisely to make explicit our implicit folk theory and, in particular, to make explicit 
which properties are really central to [the subject matter under study]. For surely it is 
possible to change the subject, and how else could one do it other than by abandoning 
what is most central to defining one's subject? Would a better way of changing the 
subject be to abandon what is less central?

Kornblith disagrees: what we regard as central to our concept has little bearing on the actual subject 
matter. e actual subject matter is determined by the relationship to the world. 

e Rock Scientist Analogy
e rock scientist wants to study a particular kind of rock. She uses her pre-theoretical judgments to 
collect various samples of (what she takes to be) this kind of rock. She then studies the rock 
samples, systematizing her findings. As she learns more and more about the nature of the rock in 
question, her judgments may change. She may revise her initial judgment about color being the 
central feature determining the kind of rock. She may learn to make more subtle discriminations 
between rock samples. 

e initial rock judgments are not really a priori. ey are mediated by background knowledge and 
background theory.  

e judgments at the initial stage of the investigation are inferior to the ones later on, when she has 
gained some more theoretical understanding of the rock in question. 

Kornblith argues:
Intuition must be taken seriously in the absence of substantial theoretical 
understanding, but once such theoretical understanding begins to take shape, prior 
intuitive judgments carry little weight unless they have been endorsed by the progress of 
theory. e greater one's theoretical understanding, the less weight one may assign to 
untutored judgment. (p. 15)

Now, according to Kornblith, exactly the same is true of philosophical intuitions. Initial intuitive 
judgments are a helpful starting point – there may be no alternative starting point. But these 
intuitions are not a priori – they are theory dependent – and they are not evidential bed rock. 



Second, to make progress, we need to look outwards:
From a naturalistic perspective, there are substantial advantages to looking outward at 
the phenomena under investigation rather than inward at our intuitions about them. 
Most obviously, since it is some external phenomenon that we are interested in, we 
should approach it by the most direct means possible, rather than the more indirect 
approach of looking at what we currently believe about it. Aside from being indirect, the 
approach of examining our intuitions clearly robs us of the best available source of 
correctives for current mistakes. (p. 17)

Could our “pre-theoretical” ideas about knowledge turn out to be completely mistaken? Kornblith 
suggests that we may well have to revise them a great deal: they are historically conditioned and 
engrained folk theories are difficult to change. 

Is there room for philosophy as a distinctive enterprise? 
According to Kornblith there is, to some extent. After all, social sciences are not completely 
unconstrained by natural sciences either and yet, there is room for economics as a distinctive 
discipline, with a distinctive methodology. Similarly, with biology and chemistry. 

In recognizing that philosophy is continuous with the sciences, we need not fear that 
philosophy will thereby be ‘eclipsed’ by science. e constraints that science presents for 
philosophical theorizing should be welcomed, for philosophical theorizing 
unconstrained by empirical fact loses its connection with the very phenomena which we, 
as philosophers, seek to understand. Philosophy is an autonomous discipline, in the 
sense that it addresses a distinctive set of questions and concerns, and in this respect it is 
no more nor less autonomous than physics or chemistry or biology. is is surely all the 
autonomy we should want. It is, in any case, all the autonomy that we may have. (p. 27)
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