Theories of Knowledge

Throughout human history, serious thinkers have struggled with the question of how one can know truth with certainty.  We even use a special philosophical term to describe the search for truth: epistemology, or, more simply, theories of knowledge.  What we are trying to determine is how we know what we know, or what our knowledge is based on.  How can we be sure that our knowledge corresponds to what really exists?  To solve this dilemma people try several approaches.  

Perhaps the most common approach is tradition.  Consciously or unconsciously, people tend to embrace those ideas and values that their culture passes on to them from generation to generation.  Others rely for their knowledge more on the opinion of experts or specialists.  We call this approach authoritarianism.  Everyone uses this approach to some degree, since we all cannot be experts about everything.  Another popular theory, rationalism, accepts as truth only what is logical and reasonable.  

Next, empiricism bases truth on sensory perception – what we can see, hear, touch, etc.  Mysticism feels we connect with reality not through external stimuli, but through the inner perceptions of the heart.  We know what is true by intuition.  Pragmatism operates on the principle that truth works in real life.  Whatever brings the best results must be true.  Others, embracing fideism, feel no need to substantiate their knowledge, but simply believe in what they believe. 

A relatively new system, called systematic consistency, compares various worldviews by the criteria of rationalism and pragmatism to determine which worldview is best and, consequently, true.  Finally, some base their knowledge on revelation from God.  This final theory, in fact, is a variant of authoritarianism – appealing to the authority of God.  

1. Tradition 

All people belong to a certain culture and, by living in it, adopt its values and worldview.  As children, they learn these cultural ideals from those whom they consider trustworthy: parents, teachers, religious leaders, etc.  Not knowing any better, they passively accept these ideas as truth.  These convictions are strengthened by the fact that the majority of people in that culture embrace them, and that they have a long history of acceptance in that society.  In addition, a person’s status and position in a society substantially depends on the degree to which he/she conforms to these standards.  If a member of society deviates from its norms, he/she is often considered a deviant or even a traitor to his/her social group.  Thus, culture asserts a heavy influence on its members.  Those wishing to seek truth independently from the influence of culture find it difficult to challenge the status quo.

An honest and thoughtful person, though, will find passively embracing the values and worldview of his/her culture unacceptable.  The fact that the vast majority of members of a cultural group live by certain principles does not, in any way, guarantee their value.  Just a brief glance at various cultures demonstrates a great variety of norms and values.  Obviously, they cannot all be correct.  We need transcultural criteria to evaluate the value of the cultural features of any society.  It does not surprise us, then, that those who spend time in other cultures or study them often begin to challenge the principles of their own society.

2. Authoritarianism

As we said earlier, authoritarianism involves accepting as truth the opinions of specialists or people with authority.  At one time or another, everyone employs this well-accepted approach, since no one person can know everything about everything.  It is therefore convenient and sometimes imperative to appeal to those who devote their lives to acquiring knowledge and expertise in some specific area.

Nonetheless, this approach has its weak points as well.  First, since there are numerous specialists in any field of endeavor, there will never be a final word as to the truth of any claim.  One can always find another specialist who differs from the previous one.  Citing specialists can become an endless process.
  Second, as already noted, specialists often disagree.  Who is to say which one is correct?  Several solutions are suggested.  Maybe we should rely on the specialist with the best reputation.  Maybe it is best to go with the majority opinion.  Last of all, some feel that the opinion accepted over the longest period of time is best.
 

Each of these solutions, though, can fail.  There is no guarantee that the specialist with the best reputation is always right.  In fact, from time to time, even the best of us makes mistakes.  No one knows everything, even in his/her area of expertise.  Going with the majority is also not always the best plan.  For example, in the Middle Ages, the universal opinion was that the Sun revolved around the Earth.  Yet a handful of scholars disproved that.  Finally, if we go with the opinion that has the greatest longevity, we make no room for progress.  Progress happens when certain people go against age-old traditions and insist on change.  We are all grateful for such “radicals,” who have introduced into the world something new and beneficial.

James Sire appropriately comments that the large following a leader may enjoy does not always indicate his/her competency, but may merely gauge his/her popularity.
  We should not forget that many cults operate on an exaggerated form of authoritarianism.  In that case, the adherents blindly follow the leader’s direction and may experience punishment for dissention.  The results of such an arrangement can be tragic.  Authoritarian government systems have often proven oppressive as well. 

3. Empiricism

The most straightforward means to obtain knowledge is to draw from observation and experience.  In this approach, known as empiricism, we accept as truth what we can perceive with our five senses or prove experimentally.  Empiricism has a long history, but it became especially popular in the 17th-18th centuries in England.  Its greatest proponents were John Locke and, at least for a time, David Hume. 

We distinguish two types of empiricism: “soft empiricism” and “hard empiricism.”  Soft empiricism claims that we do indeed receive information from our five senses.  This claim seems self-evident.  Hard empiricism teaches that we receive all our knowledge this way.
  According to hard empiricism, one may compare the condition of human reason at birth with a clean, empty slate.  This is because the individual has yet to have any experiences or make any observations.

In defense of soft empiricism, we must concur that people do indeed receive an abundance of knowledge thought the five senses.  R. C. Sproul comments that common sense and everyday existence demand that we use observation and perception to receive information: “We are creatures of sense perception; from this given there is no exit.”
  

On the other hand, hard empiricism has no lack of weak points.  Geisler and Feinberg point out several.
 Empiricism alone, for example, cannot explain the origin of things.  Nothing we can see is able to explain the universe’s appearance.  It seems clear that the explanation of origins lies beyond the visible realm.  In addition, such an approach can severely limit our scope of knowledge.  For example, for many centuries Europeans knew nothing of the existence of America, since no one from that continent had ever seen it.  This did not mean, however, that America did not exist.  In addition, the fact that we have no contact with people after they die does not necessarily force the conclusion that they have ceased to exist.  It appears that hard empiricism can deny us knowledge of many necessary elements of reality.   

One of the strongest early proponents of empiricism, who eventually disavowed it, David Hume, advanced the following argument in its refutation.  He observed that the universally held principle of “cause and effect” cannot be sustained empirically.  One may note how two events can occur sequentially, but one cannot perceive the causal connect between them.  Thus, hard empiricism excludes the existence of a principle that is, in fact, undeniable to any thinking person and thereby demonstrates its inadequacy as a comprehensive epistemological system. 

Kreeft and Tacelli point out that the claims of hard empiricism do not even meet their own criteria.  How can one empirically demonstrate that through observation and experience alone we can perceive all of reality?
  Raymond adds the thought that empiricism assumes that our sense organs give us an accurate, objective view of reality.  Yet, he adds, how can we be sure that this is true?
   

Several theories attempt to describe how people perceive the outside world.  The first theory, realism, teaches that with our sense organs we directly contact reality.  Dualism denies that we have direct contact with the world, but theorizes that our minds create a corresponding mental image of what we observe.  What we actually perceive is this idea produced by the mind.  Idealism takes this thought even further and denies that the outside world exists at all, but that “reality” is simply a product of the mind and imagination.
 

Yet, not one of these theories can provide us with full confidence that we objectively perceive reality.  Concerning realism, we cannot fully exclude the possibility that we at times are seeing an illusion.  As far as dualism goes, how can we confirm that the idea in our minds always corresponds to the objective world?  David Hume commented that we simple ascribe the ideas in our head to objects in the real world.
  Finally, idealism runs counter to human consciousness.  When we interact with people and objects in the world, it leaves us with the clear impression that, although our perceptions may not always be correct, something truly exists beyond ourselves.

In conclusion, we must keep in mind that people interpret their experiences differently.  It is not enough to just observe or experience the world, one must accurately interpret those observations and experiences to discover their significance.  Events do not interpret themselves, but require some outside source of knowledge to give them meaning.
  

4. Rationalism 

Rationalism is another method heavily relied on for discerning truth.  “Simple logic” is Spock’s solution to every dilemma.  In our discussion, we first need to distinguish rationality from rationalism.  Rationality, or reason, is the ability of the human mind to evaluate data and reach conclusions.  Rationalism, on the other hand, is the epistemological system that requires that we demonstrate and substantiate all knowledge by logic.
  In other words, if a certain claim is in accord with the principles of logic, we can accept it as true.  In addition, rationalism claims that we can have complete confidence in the conclusions arrived at by means of logical deduction.
   

Rationalists claim that if the logical argument meets the following criteria, its conclusion is certain: (1) all the terms in the propositions are clear and without ambiguity; (2) the content of the propositions is true; and (3) the propositions logically cohere (that is, they do not violate the laws of logic).
  The strength of this approach, according to Feinberg, is that “a demonstrably sound argument is coercive in the sense that anyone who wants to retain rationality must accept the argument.”
  At the same time, the claim that a conclusion is totally valid is problematic.  No matter how tight the logical argument may be, someone, it seems, will always be able to advance a counterargument.
 

Several basic principles underline the whole system of rationalism.  One of them is foundationalism.  Here, we assume the existence of certain “first principles” or “axioms” that we discover by intuition.  They are claimed to be self-evident and irrefutable, and serve as the basis for all other knowledge.  Here are some examples:
  

· The laws of logic (explained below)

· Other self-evident claims
· knowledge is possible
· something exists
· something cannot come from nothing

· everything that exists has a reason for its existence

· others
Critics of rationalism object that this system admits logical axioms without substantiation.
  What if they are false?  Can such a system provide a sure body of knowledge?  In defense, adherents of rationalism respond that without a concept like “foundationalism” and the axioms that derive from it, knowledge is without foundation.  If it is necessary to substantiate every claim, even those that appear self-evident, then we find ourselves in an endless regress of substantiation that can never provide certainty in knowledge.  There must exist some starting point for rational thought, that is, we must accept certain facts without proof.  Axioms serve that purpose.
  In addition, for the most part, axioms are self-evident and therefore have no need of proof. 

Another aspect of foundationalism consists of recognizing some truths prima facie.  This Latin expression means “at first glance.”  Here, if a claim initially appears to be obvious, we accept it as true, unless and until contrary evidence overturns that claim.
  On the other hand, what may appear obvious to one individual may not be so obvious to another.  In addition, rationalists sometimes disagree among themselves as to what is axiomatic and what is not.   

Another basic principle of rationalism is objectivism.  This refers to the conviction that human reason is capable of correctly perceiving reality and recognizing truth.  Reality itself, it is felt, operates on logic.  Still another foundational concept is exclusivism.  Rationalists feel that logical contradictions do not exist in reality.  “Facts” that logically contradict each other cannot coexist.
   

Aristotle, in his work Logic, identified so called “First Principles” that are now famous as the laws of logic.  He considered these laws axiomatic and that we can base all other knowledge on them.  The first law of logic is the “law of identity,” which states that every object in reality can be identified only in relation to itself, that is, it is different and distinct from all other objects in reality. 

The second law, the “law of noncontradiction,” affirms that an object cannot be A and not-A at the same time and in the same sense.  For example, a person cannot be a student and a non-student, unless we are talking about different situations or times.  A person in a concrete circumstance, though, cannot be a student and a non-student simultaneously.  The third law, the “law of the excluded middle,” states that a claim must be either true or false.  If we say that today is Tuesday, that statement is either true of false.  There is no third option.  

In summary, Aristotle’s laws of logic simply explicate the idea that there are no logical contradictions in reality.  It is also important to note that Aristotle did not create the laws by which logic operates, but simply discovered the already existing order of things.   
Rationalists hold divergent opinions concerning whether or not people can obtain true knowledge by means of sensory perception as well.  Spinoza denied that possibility – truth finds verification only by reason.  In ancient times, Plato held a similar view.
  Other rationalists, however, allow that we do indeed gain knowledge through the senses as well.

Still other rationalists concede that reason alone is insufficient to verify all knowledge.  Among those who admit reason’s limitations is the famous Christian theologian and medieval monk Thomas Aquinas.  He taught that by means of logical argumentation, for example, a person can come to know that God exists and that He possesses certain moral qualities.  Yet other aspects of the Divine Nature, such as His existence as a Trinity, must come by special revelation.
 

In conclusion, let us touch on other objections to rationalism.  First, the logical validity of a statement does not necessarily mean that the statement actual describes reality.  There is a famous example of this difficulty.  We can imagine the existence of a perfect island, which has no defect whatsoever.  We can describe this island in such a way, that we introduce no logical inconsistencies.  Yet such a description of a perfect island in no way guarantees its existence.  More “moderate” rationalists acknowledge this problem and suggest the following qualification.  The logical validity of a statement does not always guarantee its relation to reality.  Logic is more useful in excluding statements that cannot describe reality because they are illogical.  In other words, all that exists must be logical, but not all that is logical must exist.
   

Second, how do we know that reality really operates on logic?  Maybe it does not obey the “laws” of logic at all.  Yet this objection fails in that those who try to defeat the idea that reality operates on logic must use logic to accomplish that goal.  We can illustrate this.  Let us say that someone claims that reality is not logical, that is, that the laws of logic do not relate to reality.  Yet, if someone claims that reality is illogical, at the same time he/she is rejecting the claim that reality is logical.  It is unlikely that someone would claim both that reality is logical and illogical at the same time and in the same sense.  Accepting one position excludes the other.  Thus to prove that reality is illogical this individual is employing a law of logic, specifically, the law of noncontradiction.
 

5. Fideism

The next epistemological system for our investigation of how we discover truth is fideism.  According to this approach, the basis for knowledge is faith.  Adherents of this system accept a claim as true simply by faith without any confirmation or substantiation from logic, experience, authority or any other source.
  

In this context, we will examine the philosophy of Søren Kierkegaard,
 whose teaching, as we will see later, also contains elements of mysticism.  Kierkegaard believed that in a person’s normal development he/she passes through three stages: esthetic, ethical and religious.  In the esthetical stage, a person enjoys life and seeks to fulfill his/her desires for happiness and satisfaction with material pleasures.  Although many individuals remain at this stage of development, more serious-minded people will eventually grow tired of such a life and move on.    

The second stage, the ethical stage, involves devotion to law keeping and ethical living.  Yet an honest person cannot remain at this stage long, because he/she must eventually admit that he/she cannot sufficiently fulfill the demands of law or consistently meet high ethical standards, and abandons this approach for the religious life. 

The religious life consists of personal fellowship with God.  In this stage, a person abandons law and all objective criteria for discerning truth, and makes a “leap of faith,” after which all knowledge finds verification in personal guidance and insight from God.
  God personally leads the religious individual and reveals to him/her the nature of reality.  A good example of Kierkegaard’s distinction between the ethical and religious life is the story of Abraham’s “sacrifice” of Isaac.  In Genesis chapter 22, we read how God commanded Abraham to sacrifice his son Isaac, which proper ethical behavior would forbid.  Yet Abraham is not an “ethical” person, but a “religious” person, whom God’s Spirit leads.
   

In his teaching, Kierkegaard emphasized that the proper object of faith is not a doctrine, but a Person – God Himself.  According to Kierkegaard, the goal of life is not to understand God, but to submit to Him.  Norman Geisler describes Kierkegaard’s thought in the following way, “Reality is not found in the objective world of universal reason but in the subjective realm of individual choice,”
 and “(Truth) is personal and not impersonal; it is not something one has but what he is; it is not what one knows but what he lives.”
  In the words of Kierkegaard:  

In this way Christianity protests against every form of objectivity; it desires that the subject should be infinitely concerned about himself.  It is subjectivity that Christianity is concerned with, and it is only in subjectivity that its truth exists, if it exists at all; objectively Christianity has absolutely no existence.

It is important to keep in mind that Kierkegaard did not advance the type of subjectivism that claims that truth is relative.  Like the typical Christian, he felt that objective truth did exist and found expression in Holy Scripture.
  More precisely, he did not teach subjectivism, but subjectivity, which means that although objective truth exists, the subject must still personally experience that truth.
 

In defense of fideism, we can say the following.  It is interesting to note that in other epistemological systems, faith plays a vital role.  For example, as the famous 17th-century physicist and philosopher Blaise Pascal reminds us, rationalism is based on faith in axiomatic truths that are accepted at face value.
  In addition, empiricism accepts unchallenged the postulate that our five senses do indeed give us an accurate picture of the outside world.
  We can say the same for authoritarianism, where people place their faith in the opinions of specialists.    

Nonetheless, fideism encounters some serious problems.  First, fideists cannot verify the truth claims they make.  There are no objective criteria by which to measure them.  The opposite claim is also true – there are no objective criteria that can disprove a fideistic claim.  For this reason, some raise the objection that fideists attempt to avoid all attempts at refutation.  Fideism cannot be proven or disproven!
  Second, due to the subjective nature of this approach, its adherents can easily fall into deception as to the true nature of reality. 

Third, if fideists cannot somehow substantiate their position, it is very difficult for them to convince others of it.  Yet if they try to prove or justify their system by means of arguments, they fall into an epistemological trap in that they indirectly confirm the value of logic, since they employ it in fideism’s defense.  Finally, it is imperative to differentiate faith and personal trust.  Trust is a necessary element in forming personal convictions, but it does not require abandoning reasons to believe.  Trust based on facts and evidence is stronger and more reliable than purely subjective trust.
  

6. Mysticism 

For discerning truth, mysticism operates on inner feelings and intuition.  Other words to describe this experience are an “encounter” or an “awareness.”  The mystic simply knows within himself/herself that something is so.  There is no need for external substantiation of the truths discovered mystically – they are self-substantiating.  Mystics feel that one acquires knowledge through the heart.  The human mind is too limited to grasp reality’s essence.  Geisler comments, “Mystical experiences of God are noncognitive.  They are not mediated through concepts or ideas.  Rather, they are unmediated and intuitive…. they are not discursive.  They involve no reasoning processes.”
 

Consequently, human words are inadequate to describe reality.  No one can comprehend or speak definitively of it.  One can only personally experience it in an inexpressible mystical encounter.  Again, Geisler comments, “Although many mystics have attempted descriptions of their experience, most hasten to say that words are inadequate to express it.”

Mysticism is typical of Eastern religions, such as Hinduism and Buddhism, which we will discuss in detail later.  It is also prominent in Eastern Orthodox Christianity and Russian philosophy as well.  Summarizing his study of Russian philosophical thought, B. Zenkovsky concludes, “Mysticism in general proved to be very stable.  This persistence of mystical currents among Russian society … cannot, of course, be explained by any foreign influences or external historical conditions.  Obviously, there is some kind of need for this in the Russian soul.”
  

Additionally, we also discover mystical experience in not a few Western, Christian thinkers.  Among them, we can mention Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768-1834), founder of the theological movement “Romanticism.”  In his day, Schleiermacher’s concern was that a rationalistic approach to Christianity hindered its acceptance.  Therefore, instead of reason, he sought to base Christian truth on intuition.
  

Schleiermacher divided the disciplines of ethics, science and religion by the following criteria: ethics is the study of behavior, science is the study of thought, and religion is the study of inner feelings.  He felt that true religion consisted of direct awareness of the Infinite.  Yet this encounter defies description in words.  Although people differ in interpreting their encounter with the Infinite, the common denominator in a true mystical experience is a feeling of dependence.
 

 In distinction from Schleiermacher, Rudolph Otto (1869-1937) held that the earmark of true mystical experience is an overwhelming sense of God’s holiness.  This encounter at first produces a fearful awe and reverence, but also includes a fascination and attraction to Him.  Additionally, in distinction from Schleiermacher, Otto believed one could in part conceptualize this encounter and in part verbally express it.
  

Although, along with Kierkegaard, he is often classed among fideists, Karl Barth’s (1886-1968) “neo-orthodox” theology better corresponds to mystical theology.  According to Barth, God is so transcendent (e.g. distinct from creation) that no point of contact exists between God and humanity.
  In order for God to reveal Himself, He must take the initiative to “break in” to human consciousness.  Thus, Barth’s view has more in common with mysticism than fideism.
    

As far as our evaluation of mysticism, first, we heartily recognize that a normal spiritual life has a “mystical” aspect.  It involves not only study and reflection, but personal encounter as well.
  In addition, mysticism has the advantage of involving not only human reason, but human emotion as well.
  

On the other hand, if someone relies solely on his/her private spiritual experience, that person may easily fall into error.  If a person does not avail himself/herself of objective measures to evaluate truth claims, he/she may accept as truth creations of his/her imagination or personal preference.  Therefore, we see that the main weakness in mysticism is subjectivity. 

In fact, if a person knows nothing about truth before this mystical encounter with it, then how can he/she know that he/she has really encountered truth?  By what criteria can the mystic recognize that he/she has encountered God’s Spirit, when all of his/her knowledge of Him depends on and derives from that encounter?  

Moreover, we recall what we said about empiricism: an event cannot interpret itself.  A mystical experience is an event that needs correct interpretation, and that requires reference to some external standard.
  In addition, we cannot classify mystical experience as “true’ or “false.”  Since mystical experience is an event, all we can say about it is whether it took place or not.  The categories “true” and “false” apply only to the interpretation of the event and the knowledge that derives from it.  

Furthermore, those who experience a mystical encounter often radically differ from one another in their perceptions and understanding of God, which shows how imperative it is to faithfully interpret this encounter.
  Clark correctly concludes that the divergence among mystics from different religions about their basic understanding of God reveals a fatal inconsistency in the system itself.  For example, the Muslim mystic will interpret his/her mystical experience in light of the Quran and come to corresponding conclusions about God’s (Allah’s) nature.  The Kabbalist (Jew) or Christian mystic will interpret his/her mystical experience in light of the Bible and come to differing conclusions about God.  Consequently, there is no “pure” mystical experience.  Mystics, in truth, draw on a rationalistic basis for their faith – their religious and dogmatic convictions.
 

7. Pragmatism

Let us quickly survey the theory of knowledge known as pragmatism.  Among the most famous adherents of pragmatism is William James (1842-1910).
  According to this theory, truth is found in what actually works in life and produces positive results.     

Yet, pragmatism has its shortcomings as well.  First, all conclusions that the pragmatist arrives at about truth are at best preliminary and tentative.  It is very possible that in the future, a certain practice will cease to work or even prove harmful.  Consequently, this approach can provide no assurance of its truth claims.
  In order to make pragmatism “work,” a person would have to possess omniscience, which none of us possesses. 

Second, what do we do if more than one practice seems to work equally well?  Which one is “true?”  Third, who has the right to determine what “works?”  For whom does it “work”?  What is gain for one person may be loss for another.  It usually turns out that pragmatics favor a practice that is beneficial to the majority.  Yet, what about the minority?  They typically end up in a disadvantaged position.
   

Finally, Geisler notes that as a test of truth pragmatism is more helpful as a negative test than as a positive one.  It is more accurate to say, not that all that “works” is true, but that all that is true will eventually “work.”  In other words, if a certain conviction or practice never produces any positive results in life, it is more than likely not true.
  Although there is value in Geisler’s assessment, here we still face the question of what it means that a conviction or practice “works,” and who has the right to decide that it does. 

8. Systematic Consistency 

Edward Carnell championed a more contemporary approach to knowledge called systematic consistency.
  This theory differs from others in that we do not analyze individual truth claims as to their validity, but we compare whole worldviews with one another.  The superior worldview becomes our source of truth in all individual questions.  This means that if we accept a certain worldview as true, we accept all its component parts as true without objection or substantiation.
  

So, how do we evaluate the quality of various worldviews?  Two tests are proposed.  First is the absence of logical contradictions in the system.  The first criterion, then, is rationalism.  At the same time, we realize that, although the presence of logical inconsistencies will invalidate a system, their absence does not automatically guarantee its validity.  Therefore, we require a second criterion.  Adherents of this system suggest a form of pragmatism – the worldview has to correspond to life in the “real” world.  Carnell states, “Accept that revelation which, when examined, yields a system of thought which is horizontally self-consistent and which vertically fits the facts of history.”

Let us specify the characteristics of a quality worldview.  It should possess comprehensiveness, consistency and cohesiveness.  Comprehensiveness means the worldview captures all necessary elements of reality.  Consistency is the lack of internal logical contradictions within the system.  Cohesiveness relates to the interconnectedness of the elements of the system within itself.  They should form a unified system.  The worldview that scores the highest by these criteria is preferred, if, of course, it also is valuable for practical living. 

Yet, we can point out weaknesses in this system as well.  First, it is difficult to evaluate objectively other worldviews from within the context of one’s own.  We tend to give preference to the worldview we already hold and look at other views more critically.  In addition to that, we may find ourselves in a “viscous circle.”  When we evaluate other worldviews as to their success in describing “reality,” we already have a preconceived notion as to what “reality” is, based on our present worldview.  Thus, we will naturally prefer that worldview that corresponds best to our present understanding of reality.
  

We can restate here what we concluded about rationalism earlier.  It seems that systematic consistency is more helpful in identifying weak worldviews, than in identifying the preferred one.  If a worldview contains logical inconsistencies or contradictions, or fails to produce positive results over time, then, more than likely, is it incorrect.
 

9. Divine Revelation

Acquiring knowledge through Divine revelation is, in fact, a variant of the theory “authoritarianism.”  According to this approach, we appeal for knowledge to what the ultimate authority, God, has revealed about Himself, our world and us. 

At first glance, it appears that this theory has a lot to offer.  Since God is faithful, true and all knowing, His revelation should provide us the best access to truth.  On the other hand, this theory works off the assumption that God exists and, second, that we know which religion has preserved His revelation.  We must somehow resolve these issues before we are ready with confidence to pursue this avenue to truth. 

In addition, if we assume that God has revealed Himself in written records, then we face the issue of their proper interpretation.  By what criteria can we determine which interpretations are correct?  Must we appeal to rationalism, mysticism, pragmatism or some other means to confirm our interpretations?  Story rightly claims that religions may claim to have Divine revelation, but those claims must be confirmed by other methods of determining truth.”

10. Interpretive Judgments

In our investigation of the theories of knowledge, we discovered that not one of them meets our need for a substantial system and basis for knowledge.  They all have significant weak points.  Because of the failure of these systems, many thinkers today feel that truth cannot be known.  As a result, skepticism is on the rise, especially in its modern form, postmodernism, which we have just examined.  In conclusion, we will look at the system, “interpretive judgements,” which may produce more promising results.

a. Description

The key element in this epistemology is the employment of human judgement, which operates in the following way.  When we encounter a truth claim, that is, one that proposes to truly describe reality, the thinking person will gather sufficient information concerning the question, unveiling arguments for and against the validity of the claim.  Then he/she evaluates the weight and quality of these arguments and on that basis decides whether or not to accept the claim.  The more evidence he gathers, the more likely his/her conclusion is valid and the greater confidence he/she can have in the result.  We will offer an example. 

Let us say that Fred would like to know what time the football game he plans to attend begins.  He looks online and also calls the stadium and discovers that it begins at 7:00.  However, as he is leaving his home on the way to the field his neighbor interrupts him and states that the game starts not at 7:00, but at 8:00.  Now Fred faces a decision.  He must weigh and evaluate the evidence concerning the game’s starting time and then decide how to act, which involves the use of human judgment.  First, he knows that the more reliable sources have informed him of a 7:00 staring time.  Second, he knows that his neighbor is often confused about times and dates.  Based on these factors, he decides the game will start at 7:00 and, ignoring his neighbor’s advice, is on his way.  

Such a system of thought can apply to any question that may arise in our search for truth.  Whenever we encounter various opinions on a subject, we can gather, weigh and evaluate evidences for and against competing claims and make a decision about their validity.

Let us look at the system in greater detail.  First, we gather information.  In distinction from other epistemological systems discussed earlier, here we can glean evidence from different sources: from logic, observation, experience, intuition, etc.  Next, we weight the evidence.  Here we consider two factors: the number of arguments for or against the claim and their quality.  The number of arguments alone does not settle the question – some arguments are more compelling than others are.  

Another key factor: in distinction from skepticism, at the end of our investigation we make a decision about the validity of the claim in question.  Skeptics are content to just remain in ignorance.  Yet, a responsible person, having looked into the matter, will make a decision and form his/her worldview accordingly.  This system differs from skepticism in yet another way: we consider our decision to be “true,” even if we are not able to prove it beyond any possible doubt. 

From our study of rationalism, we learned that it is impossible to attain absolute certainty in knowledge.  Therefore, we must content ourselves with knowledge based not on absolute certainty, but on high probability.  According to “interpretive judgments,” we will consider our conclusions true until and unless another, more convincing option appears.  Yet here we must qualify our position.  If our investigation leads to a highly probable result, we are free to consider our conclusion “true.”  If the probability is not so high, it is better to regard it as “opinion.”  We can note also that we can at any time reopen the question if new information or new arguments appear. 

It is interesting to note that this is the common approach used in science and in the judicial system.  Evidence is gathered, weighted, and then a decision or verdict is made.
 

It will be helpful to compare interpretive judgments with other systems discussed above.  In distinction from “systematic consistency,” we evaluate not entire worldviews at one time, but each truth claim individually.   The advantage here is that systematic consistency assumes that all elements in the “best” worldview are true.  Yet even the best worldview may contain incorrect features. 

In distinction from rationalism, the theory of interpretive judgments does not require that we defend a position beyond all possible doubt.  We can accept as true the claim that has the highest probability of truth.  In addition, in interpretive judgments, as already mentioned, we may accept evidence from other sources besides logic.  On the other hand, we note a common feature between the two systems: both utilize reason in the evaluation of truth claims.  

Interpretive judgments excels over postmodernism in that, after investigating a question, we make a decision about the issue at hand.  Postmodernists refuse to do this.  

b. Answers to Objections

At the same time, some raise objections to “interpretive judgments.”  First, some question whether one can devote himself/herself to a “truth,” that he/she cannot prove beyond all possible doubt.  Yet, in everyday life, we do this all the time.  Whenever we make a decision, there always exists an element of doubt that we made the correct decision.  This is true concerning very important life decisions as well.  For example, we choose our spouse not fully knowing whether or not it will be a good match.  Yet, in order to live in the real world, one has to make choices.
  

Others object that probability cannot lead to certainty.  Let us try to explain.  We measure probability by the ratio of positive factors to total factors considered.  Yet, no matter how much we increase the denominator, we will never reach 100% certainty if at least one factor is negative.  In response, we note that one can spot tendencies in results that will lend confidence to one’s conclusions without needing to consider all possible factors.  Moreover, we consider not only the number of factors considered, but also their weight or importance to the matter at hand.  Finally, to increase confidence one can always increase the number of factors considered. 

Let us further investigate the idea of certainty, since it exists in different degrees.  Apodictic certainty is certainty at 100%.  We find this level of confidence only in mathematics.  Rationalists propose this level of certainty for their system, but, as we have already seen, they are unsuccessful in attaining it.  Next, there is psychological certainty, where an individual is convinced that a certain position is true.
  Investigative judgments offers not apodictic certainty, but psychological certainty.  A person basis his/her knowledge on personal conviction.  Yet his/her conclusions are not based merely on subjectivity or personal preference, but on a high level of probability derived from his/her investigation of the question. 

In defense of investigative judgments, Dan Story writes the following, “Although probability leaves the door open for error, it is the closest we can come to absolute truth outside of self-evident or self-defining first principles.  Probability conclusions, derived from objective evidence, are the most trustworthy method there is for acquiring and testing truth.  They reveal the clearest and most logical choices between conflicting alternatives.”
  

William Craig, who champions the system “systematic consistency,” nonetheless echoes Story’s thoughts: “The fact that this type of knowledge cannot be absolutely certain should not discourage us, for virtually all our knowledge is based on probability, even the knowledge that other people exist of that the earth is round.”
  Clark Pinnock explains that we do not have access to a level of certainty beyond probability.  He writes, “We will be dealing here with reasonable probabilities.  No world view offers more than that.”
 

The citations above aid us in answering another objection.  If we are not able to prove our position beyond all possible doubt, can we effectively convince others of our position, since they will always have room to raise objections to it?
  As we have already stated, knowledge based on probability is the best we can do in this present life, and we must work within these limitations.  Besides this, we can point out to our “opponent” the inadequacy of rationalism as a theory of knowledge in the hopes that, abandoning that system, he may find our arguments adequately convincing. 

Another objection: “After we reach the decision point, can we still grow in knowledge?  Does it now follow that after the decision is reached, one is no longer open to other possibilities?  Not necessarily.  A question can always be revisited, more evidence examined and a different conclusion reached.  So then, interpretive judgments does allow growth in knowledge.

Critics may also claim that when a person views evidences from within his/her worldview he/she is already prejudiced to favor that opinion that best coincides with that worldview.  Certainly, this can be the case.  We have already conceded that, in their perception of reality, people are affected by their presuppositions.  Yet, as we also stated, human subjectivity is not insurmountable, and an honest observer will be able to handle the facts fairly.     

Still others may object that in the system “interpretive judgments,” there is no philosophical basis for acceptance of a truth claim, only a practical, pragmatic one.  We may establish a philosophical basis by seeking to substantiate every logical proposition in favor of the more plausible position.  These substantiating propositions, in turn, can be substantiated by still others.  

This seemingly endless process of substantiation, however, does have endpoints: (1) if we accept a certain proposition as axiomatic, or (2) if we accept a certain claim prima facie, that is, if a claim initially appears to be obvious, we accept it as true, unless and until contrary evidence overturns that claim.  Such claims need no further substantiation.

Therefore, the more substantiation these propositions have, the greater the probability that the conclusion they lead to is valid.  But here interpretive judgment fundamentally differs from rationalism.  Only the latter system requires substantiation fully reduced to axiomatic statements.  The former system only requires substantiation leading to a high degree of probability. 

The last objection for our consideration is as follows.  Kreeft sees an inconsistency in interpretive judgment’s claim that we should base our knowledge on probability.  He wonders whether we can have full confidence, that is certainty, in a system based on probability? 
  It is a fair question.  The fact is that interpretive judgment, since it operates on probability rather than certainty, cannot offer full assurance of the total reliability of the system itself.  Yet, no other epistemological system can prove its reliability beyond all doubt either.  Instead, in comparison with other epistemological systems we have discussed, interpretive judgment can make the claim to be better than competing theories of knowledge.  In this section, we have convincingly demonstrated this claim. 

Finally, the old adage rings true: “Time will tell.”  Even if some of our interpretive judgements are in error, the mistake most likely will eventually become apparent in time.  
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