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Knowledge in the Eyes of the Beholder

Goldman makes an interesting addition to the epistemological discussion when he presented the article, Discrimination and Perceptual Knowledge.  Possibly in response to skeptic's reaction to A Causal Theory of Knowing, Goldman has tried whenever possible to satisfy the critic with his theory while allowing no room for alternate possibilities.  Goldman focuses on the ability to discriminate or differentiate between alternatives that are serious and ones that are irrelevant.  He argues that:  "A person knows that p,... only if the actual state of affairs in which p is true is distinguishable or discriminable by him from a relevant possible state of affairs in which p is false."  (Goldman. 1976. 88)  Goldman focuses his argument on the ability to discriminate between alternatives that are "serious" rather than "idle"-basically the ability to discount the skeptics alternative hypothesis when they are inherently possible and rational, but highly improbable in the current situation.   He leaves that decision, however, up to the speaker to make.  Goldman argues that the speaker's linguistic and psychological context are important as well as the similarity in which the speaker would find the argument relevant.  


 Goldman becomes a little too lenient for comfort in this situation, for even he admits that the relevancy of alternatives depends on whether or not the speaker even envisions those alternatives.  It can be argued, however, that this is how knowledge is obtained.  In the sciences, many instances of knowledge are acquired through either ignoring some data or through finding "enough" data to support your hypothesis.  Most scientific discoveries have been revised primarily because other alternatives were found that made the first theory incorrect and therefore no longer knowledge.  However, just because that is how knowledge is discovered, does not mean that this should be the formula for the formation of knowledge.  


The current method through which we obtain knowledge is flawed (which is possibly why the study of epistemology began).  In the acquisition of divine truth and knowledge, we need to be more stringent in our definition of guidelines for knowledge.  The discrimination of alternate hypothesis (and thus the  acquisition of knowledge) can not be up to the discrimination of the speaker, for that which one believes to be true, and has justified to be true, and has evidence for that truth is not necessarily true.  
Often the realization of its falsity requires an outside third person perspective.  Many would argue that the role of the third person could be performed by the "conscious" or inner observer, but it can also be argued that as human beings we have a difficult time creating alternate hypothesis once we have attached some form of belief to our particular truth.  Creating new synaptic passageways in our brain often requires new experiences and stimuli and it is difficult to create those in the abstract without outside influence.  Goldman addresses this issue, but perhaps does not truly believe in its importance.   He admits that in defining his argument he needs to assume some "psychological regularities concerning the selection of alternatives.  Among these regularities is the fact that speakers do not ordinarily think of "radical" alternatives, but are caused to think of such alternatives, and take them seriously, if the putative knower's circumstances call attention to them.."  (Goldman. 1976. 90)  He continues to assume that radical or unusual alternatives are not ordinarily entertained or taken seriously.  This does not mean, however, that the method we formulate for the acquisition of knowledge should not allow room for the relevance of alternative hypothesis.  Unfortunately, some of the more radical alternatives should be taken seriously...for they often lead to scientific breakthroughs.  It is hard to determine at what level Goldman disqualifies alternative hypothesis, for he neglects to give a definitive definition of what is considered radical, and the article would suggest that he leaves that decision up to the reader. 


The basis of Goldman's argument, that the perception of knowledge is ultimately up to the speaker (who is directly affected by environmental and personal psychological factors) seems to support the idea that knowledge is in the eye of the beholder.  In trying to defend himself from critics, he has formulated a hypothesis that is not affected by outside criticism.  He argues that alternatives presented by others can be disqualified if the speaker does not find them relevant or similar to his/her certain situation.  Where it does seem impossible to create a epistemological theory that is totally protected from philosophical alternatives, it seems dangerous to use such a wide brush in setting boundaries for relevant justifications and arguments.  If one creates a theory that satisfies even in the "brain in the vat" case, it also allows for a definition of knowledge that is too accommodating for instances of not-knowledge to slip through the cracks.  

