Which is more Certain, Moral Knowledge or

Scientific Knowledge?  Which is more Important?
The chief difficulty in regard to knowledge does not arise over derivative knowledge, but over intuitive knowledge. So long as we are dealing with deriva​tive knowledge, we have the test of intuitive knowledge to fall back upon. But in regard to intuitive beliefs, it is by no means easy to discover any criterion by which to distinguish some as true and others as erroneous. In this question it is scarcely possible to reach any very precise result: all our knowl​edge of truths is infected with some degree of doubt, and a theory which ignored this fact would be plainly wrong.

Bertrand Russell (from The Problems of Philosophy, 1912)

All knowledge must be built up upon our in​stinc​tive [i.e. intuitive] beliefs, and if these are rejected, nothing is left.
Bertrand Russell
[This assertion from Bertrand Russell is extremely con​trov​ersial, for it strikes at the heart of empirical theories of knowledge.  Because so much hangs on the accep​tance or rejection of the primacy of intuition, it might be a useful exercise to discuss which of the following seem to be intuited (i.e. immediately known or directly per​ceived) and which seem to be inferred (i.e. known indirectly by means of a deduct​ive, inductive, or common sense inference): 1) matter; 2) yellow; 3) that a dog itches when we see it scratching; 4) that every thing is what it is and not another thing—historically known as the first principle of logic, the ‘Law of Identity’; 5) the minds of other people; 6) one’s own mind; 7) the self or soul; 8) being]

[The following three passages come from Bertrand Russell’s illuminating book, Human Knowledge: Its Scope and Limits, 1948]
It is clear that knowledge is a sub-class of true beliefs: every case of knowl​edge is a case of true belief, but not vice versa.  It is very easy to give ex​amples of true beliefs that are not knowledge.  There is the man who looks at a clock which is not going, though he thinks it is, and who happens to look at it at the moment when it is right; this man acquires a true belief as to the time of day, but cannot be said to have knowledge... There is the lucky optimist who, having bought a ticket for a lottery, has an unshakeable conviction that he will win, and, being lucky, does win.  Such instances can be multiplied indefinitely, and show that you cannot claim to have known merely because you turned out to be right.

What character in addition to truth must a belief have in order to count as knowledge?  The plain man would say there must be sound evidence to sup​port the belief.  As a matter of common sense this is right in most of the cases in which doubt arises in practice, but if intended as a complete account of the matter it is very inadequate.  “Evidence” consists, on the one hand, of certain matters of fact that are accepted as indubitable, and, on the other hand, of certain principles by means of which inferences are drawn from the matters of fact.  It is obvious that this process is unsatisfactory unless we know the matters of fact and the principles of inference not merely by means of evidence, for otherwise we become invol​ved in a vicious circle or an endless regress.  We must therefore concentrate our attention on the matters of fact and the prin​ciples of inference.  We may then say that what is known consists, first, of certain matters of fact and certain principles of inference, neither of which stands in need of ex​tran​eous evidence, and secondly, of all that can be ascer​tained by applying the principles of inference to the matters of fact.  Traditionally, the matters of fact are those given in perception and mem​ory, while the prin​ciples of inference are those of deductive and induc​tive logic.

There are various unsatisfactory features in this traditional doctrine, though I am not at all sure that, in the end, we can substitute anything very much better.  In the first place, the doctrine does not give an intensional defini​tion [an intension​al definition of a term specifies all the properties required to come to that defini​tion] of “knowl​edge,” or at any rate not a purely intensional definition; it is not clear what there is in common between facts of perception and principles of inference.  In the second place, as we shall see in Part III, it is very difficult to say what are facts of perception.  In the third place, deduction has turned out to be much less powerful than was formerly supposed; it does not give new knowledge, except as to new forms of words for stating truths in some sense already known.  In the fourth place, the methods of infer​ence that may be called in a broad sense “induc​tive” have never been satisfactor​ily formu​lated; when formulated, even if completely true, they only give probability to their conclusions; more​over, in any possibly accurate form, they lack self-evidence, and are only to be believed, if at all, because they seem indispens​able in reach​ing con​clu​sions that we all accept.
The conclusion to which we seem to be driven is that knowledge is a matter of degree.  The highest degree is found in facts of perception, and in the cogency of very simple arguments.  The next highest degree is in vivid mem​ories.  When a number of beliefs are each severally in some degree credible, they be​come more so if they are found to cohere as a logical whole.  General principles of inference, whether deductive or inductive, are usually less obvious than many of their instances.  Towards the end of our inquiry I shall return to the definition of “knowledge,” and shall then attempt to give more precision and articulation to the above suggestions.  Meanwhile let us remem​ber that the question “what do we mean by ‘knowledge’?” is not one to which there is a definite and unambigu​ous answer, any more than to the question “what do we mean by ‘baldness’?”

Kant believed that for us to have the experi​ences we do have, objects must exist as their causes which are in some sense meta​physical.  Locke also believed this, flagrantly though it breaches the fundamental principle of empiri​cism (which is that nothing about the world can justifiably be post​ulated that is not checkable by experience.)
Bryan Magee

Empiricism, as a theory of knowledge, is self-refuting.  For, however it may be formulated, it must involve some general proposition about the dependence of knowledge upon experience; and any such pro​posi​tion, if true, must have as a consequence that [it] itself cannot be known [empirically].  While, therefore, em​pir​icism may be true, it cannot, if true, be known to be so.


Bertrand Russell
There is not a single science that has not been radically revised or extensively added to within living memory; and every well-known philosophy has fami​liar shortcomings.  If we really do absorb into our thinking the fact that only fragmentary knowledge and partial understanding are available to us we shall stop making the mistake of supposing that every​thing can be ex​plain​ed in terms of categories of understanding that happen currently to be available to us.
Bryan Magee
When we know something, we bring it down to the level of our intelli​gence.

Fulton J. Sheen
Thoughts about Knowledge & Evidence
*
Everyone tends to assume that one’s pre-existing world view leaves the strength of the evidence, as it appears to us, unaffected.  Nothing could be further from the truth.

I don’t think [the fine tuning argument] proves anything, but it is entirely reas​on​able for people who already have a belief in a creating God to regard this as confirming evidence.  It’s a point of argument which I think very important: to see that what is reasonable for people to do in the face of new evidence depends on what they previously had good reason to believe.
Anthony Flew
*
He who knows does not speak; he who speaks does not know.



Lao Tzu
I find myself believing...that truth and knowledge are different, and that a prop​osition may be true although no method exists of discovering that it is so.

Bertrand Russell
*
I have found it necessary to deny knowledge in order to make room for faith.

Immanuel Kant
The best years of my life were given to the Principia Mathe​mat​ica, in the hope of find​ing somewhere some cer​tain knowl​edge.  The whole of this effort, in spite of three big vol​umes, ended inwardly in doubt and bewil​der​ment.



Bertrand Russell
If the plausibility of the evidence for a theory varies with one’s metaphysical beliefs, then there is good reason for supposing that the theory is in some sense metaphysical.

The very fact that the universe is crea​tive, and that the laws have permitted complex structures to emerge and de​velop to the point of conscious​ness is for me power​ful evidence that there is ‘something going on’ behind it all.  The impres​sion of design is overwhelming.
Paul Davies
The universe we observe has precisely the properties we should expect if there is, at bottom, no design, no purpose, no evil and no good, nothing but blind pitiless indifference.
Richard Dawkins
*
It is wrong always, everywhere, and for everyone, to believe any​thing on insufficient evidence.
W. K. Clifford
To love involves trusting the beloved beyond the evidence.  No person is our friend who be​lieves in our good inten​tions only when they are proved.

C. S. Lewis
*
Man is the interpreter of nature, science the right interpretation.

William Whewell
Knowledge is a paradox.  It is both sub​jective and objective; sub​jec​tive because it re​quires a subject, the knower; objective be​cause it requires an object, the thing known.  The meeting and marriage of subject and object, of a receptive mind and a strange fact is what we mean by the word knowl​edge.
*
Most of what we take for granted is exceed​ing​ly difficult to vali​date, and much of it imposs​ible.
Bryan Magee
Life is the art of drawing suffi​cient con​clusions from insuffi​cient premises.

Samuel Butler
*
We demand strict proof for opinions we dislike, but are satisfied with mere hints for what we’re inclined to accept.
John Henry Newman
Everyone weighs the evidence differently according to what they want or don’t want to believe.
*
What a man knows at fifty which he didn’t know at twen​ty is, for the most part, incom​municable.
Adlai Stevenson
When I was a boy of fourteen, my father was so ignorant I could hardly stand to have the old man around.  But when I got to be twenty-one, I was aston​ished at how much he had learned in seven years.
Mark Twain
*
What is more wonderful than the delight which the mind feels when it knows?  It is the satisfac​tion of a pri​mary instinct.
Mark Rutherford
There is much pleasure to be gained from useless knowledge.



Bertrand Russell
*
When you have the proof or disproof of something it is no longer believing, but knowing.
C. S. Lewis
Ever since becoming a socialist in childhood I had believed, as most socialists in those days did, in the inevitability of socialism.  Indeed, there were quite a lot of non-socialists who believed in the inevitability of socialism.  But one day, at the age of twenty-one or -two, I was sitting reading about Lenin in the history library at Oxford when suddenly the thought invaded my mind with almost traumatic clarity: ‘It’s never going to happen.  There just isn’t ever actually going to be socialism.’
Bryan Magee
