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There is a serious puzzle about knowledge – widely recognised in the ancient world and by the scholastics as well as by philosophers until  the end of the seventeenth century, but often forgotten in our own time. The puzzle is about the kind of thing that knowledge is, about, if you like, the relation of knowledge to being.  Many recent epistemologists simply shrug their shoulders and pass on, but the puzzle is genuine and there are clear exceptions – Jacques Maritain and Karl Popper, to name two very different philosophers.

Just what is knowledge? When we know something we, as we often put it, "have it in mind". We may have it consciously in mind as when we look at a red traffic light and know that we should stop, or in a dispositional way as when without thinking about it we answer "36" to someone who asks for the sum of  27 and 9. But we do not quite mean that we literally have objects in mind. Stones, pigs and cockroaches are all known, but they are somehow both grasped by us and remain themselves.

It  does not quite work, either, to say that things are represented in our minds. Descartes, indeed, and many others spoke of our ideas of things  as representative of objects. On that view, what is in the mind is something sent by things, perhaps as we send representatives to the House of Commons. But, as we all know, there is a big gap between us and our representatives. To know representatives is not necessarily to know the things themselves. Richard Watson has always rightly insisted that representative ideas would have to resemble things
 – and how could we know that they did? For if what the mind grasps are representative ideas, we cannot compare the ideas and the things. Logically, the situation is not at all  like knowing how our parliamentary representatives do or do not resemble us.

Knowledge must somehow be like the things known and yet be different. If it is itself a special kind of thing, how can knowledge ever come to be? How is it possible, as John Locke insisted on asking,  for knowledge to emerge from nothing?

 We may tend to think we need no answer, or that the answer is unimportant, for we incline to the view, I suspect, that what it is to know something is to be in possession of information, and that information is something to be found easily enough in books, on computer disks and in the human brain that some  people  suppose is only a vastly superior kind of computer disk. We know something when we transfer that information from its storage place in the physical or the biological world – from a book, a disk, or another brain – to our own brains, and when we are able to have access to it at will. There is a behaviourist account of knowing: To know that  7 + 5 = 12 is to have a tendency to say "12" when someone asks "what is 7 and 5?".

Yet we are easily baffled when we are asked to define knowledge. Does the person who says  "12"  when asked "What are 7 + 5?"  really know? Do reflex actions count as knowledge? Edmund Gettier examined the thought that knowledge  might be "justified, true belief" – if so, reflex actions  might count --  but, in a famous article in Analysis he was quickly able to show that justified true belief is not enough.
 If I listen to the weather forecast I may be justified in believing that it will rain tomorrow. And indeed it may turn out that it does. Did I know it was going to rain? Surely not. Perhaps the CBC 's forecaster was mistakenly reading yesterday's forecast. I may have been justified in believing so august a source, but surely I did not know what tomorrow will bring. Anyhow, maybe no one can know. Weather forecasts are given only in terms of probabilities. Many good guesses are justified. All our science, at its best is just that – a grasp of the probable and the basis of justified belief.

The question just now at issue is not about skepticism, however.  Some scientific laws are more than probabilities. If you live in a three-dimensional uniform non-interfering space it is a safe bet that there will be some inverse square laws. There are only so many ways for forces to diffuse. If you lived in a four-dimensional space you would expect inverse cube laws. These notions about the geometry of space give us a little more idea of what knowledge might be.

They are insights into the nature of things. To know something is to grasp its nature. It is not just to look on it from the outside, to think about it, to have information about, or to speculate well about it. These are all worthy activities, of course, and much of the time we rely  on the best look we can get, or on some information—  whatever  "information" is – and sound speculation is by no means to be despised.

They all, however, aim at some ideal which, if fulfilled, would be knowledge. If there is no knowledge or if we do not even know what it would be for there to be knowledge, they are not of much use. For it would be odd to say that they all fall short of some standard but that we do not know what that standard is.

The standard I am implying must seem rather extreme, indeed quite absurd. For what I am suggesting is that it seems that to know something you must actually be that thing or, at any rate, know it as it is in itself, from the inside as it were. But that cannot be quite right, either. In my search for knowledge of pigs I might somehow discover how to become a pig. But do pigs know what it is to be a pig? It seems doubtful. Successful books like Swine Science are not written by pigs.

Conceivably, the   problem is to find the appropriate standard rather than to have the certain knowledge.  For, if we understood that standard well enough, we might always still fail to have actual knowledge and yet be somehow equipped with a way of determining how and in what ways we fell short. In that case, we might still be able to justify our claims to some knowledge in ways that I will suggest.

But let us consider. Knowledge is not just something else in disguise. Having data in your brain, even if data can be in brains, as I very much doubt, does not constitute knowledge. Nor does the ability to parrot something count as knowledge. "Information"  if the term were taken literally would be some element of the form of things, but what we mean by it usually is some data by which things can be manipulated. And so we speak of our immune systems as having "information" by which foreign elements can be identified for destruction. But white blood cells do not know anything about rogue cells any more than the movement-sensitive light in my back yard knows there is an intruder. These blood cells, rather, are efficient mechanisms for a response.

In Locke's time the problem of being and knowledge was taken for granted. No one seems to have quarrelled with his notion that knowledge cannot come from nothing. It has a kind of being all its own.  It may not have been thought so obvious that Locke was right in believing that what this entails is that there was always knowledge in the world and that, therefore, there was always that special kind of being that goes with knowledge – an intelligence. At any rate not everyone leapt to the conclusion that this proves the existence of God.   

So let us begin by thinking about knowledge as a kind of being.  St. Thomas Aquinas and, of course,  Jacques Maritain
 thought this and then asked how this might make our problem soluble. If we can find some account of a state of affairs that would make what we have been saying intelligible, it will not follow that this state of affairs is the true one. But it will give us something to examine and enable us to devise some tests to see if we should believe it or not.

What is required is either some model according to which  the real nature of things is always the one that things have in knowledge or some model according to which things can have successively  more than one mode of being – one in their original state and one "in knowledge" -- and that they should be somehow  the same things in both modes, so that  the truth about things  is the same before they are known and after the transformation of them – if that is the right expression -- into knowledge.

The first solution, that the being of things in their original states and in knowledge is always the same,  would be the simpler. Vico supposed that the things we really know about are those that we make.
 And so, unlike Descartes, who was much attached to physics and to what we might call physical mathematics, he gave priority to history and to pure mathematics.

This seems like a possibility, one that what one might call "mentalistic idealists" have always liked. But it won't work. It is true that history consists of human actions and that we have a special insight into them because they are things that we do. It might even be true, as Vico thought,  though this is much more disputable, that the laws of history have to do with the way our minds work.  Perhaps we  do pass from the great ages of myth to times of heroes and then become mired in frozen bureaucracies or something of the sort. In our own time Arnold Toynbee thought that the great impulses of history were of religious origin and that civilisations then proceeded through stages to ossification.
 But none of the theories that make these claims, even if true, would really make the point. Historical actions are there objectively. 

 The way to get at historical events must surely be, as R. G. Collingwood thought, to rethink them , though this can only apply to them in so far as they are human actions and so animated by ideas.
 But, still, past events  are there and we need to get them right. In 1984 George Orwell describes with bitterness the outcome if one  gets the wrong slant on the Collingwoodian doctrine that history is about the present. 

It is true, also, that the road to mathematics is through the mind. But this does not mean that mathematical entities are simply something we make up. You may not like the number 2 but you can’t think it out of existence. There is no largest prime number and you cannot think one into existence, either. Infinities are either our hope of being human or a big nuisance as many Greeks, including Aristotle, seem to have thought. But Cantor's infinite numbers cannot be thought into or out of existence.

Furthermore we do know something about the physical world. Dr. Johnson could not refute Bishop Berkeley by kicking a stone. But the world does contain kickable things and kickable things and thinkable things are not exactly the same. So we need to focus on the second alternative and think of knowledge as having its own mode of being.

Central to this alternative is the notion that things can have more than one mode of being. Here is a story, part of which at least was common property of most of the mediaeval scholastics and part of which survived into the philosophy of Nicolas Malebranche:

Suppose that there are in the world exemplary ideas, models for this world or for all worlds, that are found in a Platonic reality, or in the One of Plotinus, or in the mind of God as St. Thomas in the twelfth century and Malebranche in the seventeenth among many others supposed. Then suppose these ideas are constitutive of things. They are the plans, the architecture, and perhaps more importantly, the organising forms of things.

Now, suppose that, when we know things, these forms, which informed objects independently of us, come to inform our own intellects. Now suppose that, when we know something, what happens is that we abstract it from time and relate it to a deeper order of things, so that this order of things comes closer than the world of experienced flux to the original order that it had in the Plotinian One or the Mind of God or just in the basic architecture of the world.

Suppose, too, that in the transformation something is in fact added: The objects take on meanings in our own lives and as part of the background knowledge of the human race. They figure in history and the history we are creating is rather like a work of art so that what is going on is a transformation which does not lose anything but reveals new values.

Now this may seem either an outdated story, one that, if it didn’t die with the middle ages, did die when Malebranche's disciples, like the English John Norris, did not succeed in making their points. It flickered on in Locke but more determined thinkers who imagined themselves to be empiricists left it behind in their stampede to escape from the thought castles of the rationalists. Or perhaps it may seem that if this story didn’t die it can only live in minds like those of the present author, minds which must be poorly informed about physics and about life.

At its best this might sound like Popper's World 3 — not Sir Karl's most popular idea. And it seems to be a twist on the idealist transformation of nature into art and art into knowledge in a way, a  doctrine that we do not hear much about these days.  Does it not sound a bit like Cudworth's True Intellectual System of the Universe or something that might stand in lieu of it?  And that is not so popular, either.

But bear with me for a moment.

First, then, let us look at the plausible criteria for any account of "knowability". If anything is knowable it must be intelligible. It must have some actual or potential place within a knowing mind. And it must have some objective status. 

Consider these criteria: It is useful to take the first and second together because intelligibility and contact with a knowing mind are linked. The first may seem obvious, but it is not easy to spell out with confidence. Usually, when we claim to know something we claim either to be in possession of one or more true propositions about it or to have some direct acquaintance with it. If there are true propositions about something there have to be some conditions that the thing meets in virtue of which this is possible. It is this property which one might call ontological truth as opposed to epistemological truth. It is the truth in things that was noticed by the mediaevals and first inspired Philip the Chancellor, I think, to talk about transcendental truth. One of the criteria is that a thing should have a non-contradictory description. There are no truths about married bachelors unless the statement that they do not exist is, in some Meinongian way, about them. But another criterion is that the thing should fit into a system of things. There are no truths about hydrogen atoms unless there are truths about the space-time systems in which they participate and about the natural forces that make possible the relations between the nucleus and its orbiting electrons. In fact the hydrogen atom has to have a place in the atomic table. A third criterion is that there has to be some way of approaching the thing and establishing the relationship, whatever it is, that makes us say that something is true. The thing must not be wholly alien to knowing minds.

Not everything is grasped through propositions, however. To claim to know someone is not to claim to know true propositions about them. Indeed it is actually possible, I suppose, to know someone quite well without knowing any propositions that would figure in their descriptions. This is true of the authors of books and of many people that we know these days through e-mail. Knowing people is something that we achieve by talking to them – by entering into discourse with them. 

Again, though, there are logical requirements. Contradictions are fatal impediments to this kind of exchange.  There must also be a minimal community created by this interchange and there must also be a meeting of minds, a community of meaning, however primitive.

Finally, of course, there may be things which are only knowable in a kind of mystical experience, an actual joining of minds. Love might be one of these things, though again it must create its own necessary community and even love does not escape  logic. True love does not flourish for ever on contradictions. 

 This leaves "objective status" as a notion to be explained and defended. Is it possible to have knowledge of purely subjective states or entities? Philosophers have often enough – as recently as the  heyday of the logical positivist movement – supposed that there was knowledge of sense data or, at least, that sense data provided a foundation for knowledge. "Red, here now!" was supposed to express an undeniable truth according to a celebrated claim. But the claim rests on a confusion. If one merely means that "red" is the name one gives to the sensation, then who is to say that "red" is not its name, as "Bill" is the name of a past president of the United States? Someone named him "Bill", and "Bill" it is. But sense data are not quite like ex-presidents. They don’t stand still to be named. The next time you see one, is "red" still its name? Who knows? More likely, though, "red" is meant to designate a part of the standard spectrum. In that case, just sensing it is not enough. One needs an objective  record from which comparisons can be made.

How about dreams, mental images, and hallucinations? What is objectively known about them is what people say about them to their spouses and psychiatrists. They are like sense data in that  one cannot look at them twice to be sure that what one said about them was true. Knowledge is the right word for what psychologists may rest their fortunes on, but their knowledge meets criteria of objectivity. "Knowledge" is not, however,  the right word for one's own inner experiences unless and until they are reflected upon. There can be objective knowledge of one's reflections – they can be shared with others and subjected to criticism.

Objectivity in this sense, though, means that whatever is to be an object of knowledge must be open to inspection. It would appear, indeed, that what can be known in any serious sense can be known by more than one mind. The case of the red sense datum is instructive. We know it is red only because we have a formal structure like the standard spectrum. What we use is an objective idea which is the heart of our concept of colour. It is only because the idea is to be found in the standard spectrum and the sense datum – or better still an objective record of it  created with prisms, cameras and so forth – that knowledge is possible.

Objective ideas, then, are crucial. But they are part of the stuff of the world, not something confined to the privacy of a single mind. Yet they are not independent of all minds, either.

To see this it is interesting to look at a contemporary, rather skeptical philosopher, Sir Karl Popper. Popper suggested that the realm of what I am calling objective ideas constitute what he called World 3. There are, he thought, several sorts of things in the world.  There are physical objects and animal organisms – a group which he lumped together because he believed in a form of the unity of science. These form World 1. Then there are human and animal minds. These form World 2. Finally, there are the mathematical and cultural objects that constitute World 3 – not only numbers and logical structures but things like poems, plays, and symphonies.

Let us think about this for a moment. Popper says that science has established the physical world as a reality. World 2, the psychological world if you like, he says is established by common sense and by the failure of materialist reductionists to explain it away. But he says that his main argument is that World 3 objects --  ideas, numbers, poems, symphonies and such – are efficacious in the world. They affect World 1. But this is only possible because World 2 exists. As I said, this has not been the most widely acclaimed element in Popper's philosophy, and we need to get ourselves oriented to the problem if the "three worlds" thesis is to be in any way persuasive.

So I will explore it in my own way and then say something more about Popper. What is the reason one might have for including anything in one's ontology? It has to be that there is a reason to include the entity – a baseball, a human mind, a number – in one's universe of discourse, and that descriptions of or references to it cannot be replaced by descriptions of or references to anything else. 

The first step in assessing a candidate for inclusion in one's ontology is to establish that we have reason to talk about it. Baseballs are mentioned frequently in the press, and people often see objects that seem to meet the criteria for being a baseball – being a sphere of a certain size, having an exterior made of cowhide and an interior that meets the specifications of the Commissioner of Baseball, and so forth. Baseball is an activity that enters into human life frequently in the United States, Canada, and Japan, and so there is naturally talk about it. Recently, though, it has been alleged, in all seriousness, that there really are no baseballs.
 The claim is that whatever can be said about baseballs can be said equally well about the atoms that compose alleged baseballs. But this I think is arguably  not so. Against it are the sorts of arguments philosophers have often made: The sound made by the baseball as it smacks into a glove is different from the sound made by a foot as it reaches the first base bag, and baseball umpires, faced with close calls about runners to first base, must listen to see which sound comes first. Can one ascribe the sounds to the atoms? Baseballs have to be a certain colour – dark balls would change the game. Can collections of atoms be that colour? We might argue that it is the atoms that cause the sounds and the colours, but causal relations between atoms and sensations belong to a disputed subject matter.

All this is common enough, but there is also a stronger argument, I think. The baseball as a single object is described in the rules that make the game. The rules could not simply describe atoms because they do involve colours, relative hardness and many other properties that are not properties of atoms.

 Of course, if baseballs only existed in stories as Hamlet only exists in Shakespeare's play we would not include them in our ontologies as such but only as parts of World 3 cultural objects. But baseball stories reflect life outside stories.

In our general universe of discourse, in fact, the reduction could not be made because we have irreplaceable uses for the expression "baseball". But suppose one did allow this reduction. It would then be quite easy to argue that atoms do not exist either. For we do not actually meet them in experience. We meet their effects on various cloud chambers and miscellaneous other machines that we devise and we can make predictions from our atomic theories and test them. The primary discourse, however, is about the ordinary objects that fill physics labs and about the behaviour and experience of physicists.  Baseballs may be in this special sense more fundamental than their atoms. We understand talk about atoms in terms of ordinary middle-sized objects, not really the other way around.

This talk is indeed itself interpretative. The world is a set of experiences that function like symbols and anchor various kinds of discourse in terms of which we make sense of our lives. This is objective in so far as the discourse we use in every day life is objective – that is, it refers to a publicly available reference frame.

In fact there are many such interlocking reference frames which form complex systems. One must know if one is watching a baseball game or doing physics or practising medicine. The same experiences may figure in all three and they have to fit together in some way.

If so, it is not as some people have thought, as if there are many wholly independent language games. The candle in church has a description in physics and they have to fit together. But there is, in this sense, what Sir Karl called World 1. 

If we put it this we way we come up at once with what I think is a more persuasive argument for World 2. This objective reference frame involves constant construction and interpretation. The activities necessitated by this belong to Popper's World 2. Popper argues that there must be freedom in this realm and so there must, indeed,  if much of what is going on in our grasp of World 1 is interpretation and  logical construction. If all our readings of the world were predetermined none would count as the rational constructions that makes for objectivity, and we would have no reason to believe that a World 1 existed at all. 

World 3 is equally necessary. We cannot get rid of numbers as we please and we cannot write them out of the universe of discourse to which we are committed for the evident reason that, if we did, we could not construct the reference frames which enable us to speak of the objective World 1.

But we should grasp that all three worlds are indeed, as Popper himself always insisted, inter-related, and that none can be said in any serious sense to exist without the others. Thus they must exhibit some principle of unity.

Sir Karl did not ask the question: What gives them their unity? But the answer is surely obvious: Each component is a part of a unity of which only the whole provides intelligibility. In a sense they constitute  what might indeed be called the public intellect. When Anselm spoke of what existed  in intellectu  as contrasted with what existed as we might say in the world, he meant to call attention to what exists in World 3 without being part of any structure in World 1, and he argued that God could not be one of those things.

The God who could not be denied by the fool was, of course, in another sense the basis of the public intellect – the ultimate reference frame within which all other reference frames and their objects have their places.
 This, if you like, is a logical structure on which all else hangs. But the public intellect of which I am speaking is not just this fundamental reference frame, but the whole system of intelligibility. 

Yet it is not an unchanging and static unity. For neither the World 1 objects nor the World 2 activities can be conceived except as parts of a process. The picture of interaction, therefore, is one that raises further questions about the mode of being possessed by knowledge.

Knowledge seems to consist of the extraction of the underlying ideas from the objects in World 1 and of amalgamating them with organising ideas that belong to World 3 so as to create an intelligible system. Yet this suggests that transformations are involved in the knowing process. In the Theaetetus Plato asked whether objects known by the mind are not like birds captured and caged. Socrates pursued the analogy at length, but he was not satisfied.  He wondered whether some birds-in-the-mind  are species of ignorance, not species of knowledge and how one would tell the two groups  apart.  Looking back on the dicussion we must suppose what the problem seems to suggest:  The bird in the cage may be different from the wild bird, and so the object as known is not the same as the object in the world. Furthermore the categories of the intellect may not be the same as the ordering structures of the world which we confront outside the intellect.

This is the problem with which we began. To manipulate things is not, on the face of it, to know them. To grasp things from the outside is not, equally, to know them. The "being" that we find in knowledge may be something worthy of its own, but it may not be the "being" that we started with.

But we now have reason to accept some version of the story that I mentioned earlier: Suppose there are exemplary ideas and that they constitute in part the nature of things. Suppose, too, that they constitute the objective intelligibility of things.

The things that they constitute are, of course, as Plato insisted, transitory in a way that makes them not fully real. They cannot be pinned down. They are elements in the flux of Heraclitus.  In the unfolding of the world in time of which Henri Bergson spoke, the seamless pure process which exhibits the élan vital, they can appear as distinct entities only if we arbitrarily make them frozen frames in a motion picture, an example which Bergson rather liked.
 Bergson thought that it was the underlying process that was real, while those who put their faith in the intellect think it is the timeless truth that is real. I shall later suggest how it is that we might make a  seemingly curious decision between these two theses.

Bergson thought that the intellect falsified things, but in the scheme of which I have been talking, the intellect grasps the truth and reality that is in them. It transforms them from the temporal flux into something eternally available. The historian who knows that Caesar crossed the Rubicon can return to that crossing any time he likes. He cannot cross the little stream with Caesar, but he may be able to know the truth about those events in a way that Caesar could not, for he sees the whole content of a large span of time.

Bergsonians and those who believe in the truth of ideas alike would agree that it is not the apparent objects that are ultimately real. They cannot quite be pinned down even though they are the bearers of the truth. Their reality reflects some larger truth which is not in them but in the inexhaustible  unity to which they belong.

Thus St. Thomas held that "the forms of sensible things have being more perfectly in the intellect than in sensible things: for they are more simple, extending themselves to many….."
 In the succeeding passage Aquinas insists that the intellect is not another kind of matter – for then one would make what he calls the error of Empedocles in thinking that the soul knows "fire by fire" and "earth by earth", or if you like as I suggested, that one would have to become a pig in order to grasp the truths in Swine Science. But, as Father Dewan insists, intelligere, conceived as the process of knowing, involves in its notion "all things" and an "actio such as intelligere includes infinity in its very idea."

Thus the transformation of things from the material world to the world of the intellect is not something that results in distortion and delusion. Indeed, Father Dewan  says "we need to take the nature of the intellective power seriously, if we are to see the proper mode of being of the human soul. It must be the sort of substance from which intellective power can flow." This intellective power shows the ordered forms of things  in their real and universal nature, as instances of a system of infinities.

The power of the human intellect is, as well, of course, the basis of Maritain's "Sixth Way".
 We transcend the proximate and the immediately temporal by a kind of knowledge that ultimately relates us to God.

What is looked for in both cases is a system in which the real nature of things is exhibited and the trans-temporal nature of truth is illustrated. So the story is not so silly, after all.

But this might make it seem that the function of what we call "the natural world" is merely to provide a kind of crossword puzzle for human beings to solve, perhaps as a distraction on their way to salvation or damnation or, at best, as an intellective process to provide a modicum of natural knowledge of the divine system. In itself, it might seem, it exists only that we might have knowledge.

There is more to it than this, however. The particulars informed by the forms make it possible for us to be self-aware and to act in the world in ways that make us distinct individuals. Something is added to our lives by our traffic with particulars. How should be describe it, and is it knowledge?

Descartes supposes that each of us has direct acquaintance with the idea of a thinking self and this idea cannot be the source of error, at least about our own existence. The self specified in the "cogito" is not René Descartes or, for that matter anyone in particular, but a kind of universal selfhood. For it is simply what is guaranteed by the act of thinking – any act of thinking, no matter who is the originator.

When Malebranche denied that there was direct cognition of ourselves, he was not necessarily denying what Descartes had claimed but simply denying that we have direct cognisance of the self-as-agent.
 The self as agent is a kind of pure agency, a lineal descendant of Aristotle's agent intellect, and what we know is found through acts of intellection, the acts that Father Dewan was talking about in the discussion of St. Thomas that I discussed.

In those acts of intellection we confront things and discover the central ideas in  them. These may be the substantial forms of things when we are lucky  or especially successful. But we also substantiate our own natures as thinking and knowing beings and create the systems of ideas through which we orient ourselves. This in the first instance is knowledge, but knowledge of the process of knowing. What is created of course are the individual systems of awareness by which we identify ourselves and others and this knowledge is itself a specimen of being, but being which we add to the world.

The process, therefore serves to create the moral and artistic realm in which we find our humanity. Philosophers like Croce thought that we turn our perceptions into art and our art into knowledge. But art and knowledge feed on one another, and the truth about the world, if there is one, must emerge from this interaction.
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