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Epistemology beyond Descartes 

 

1. Knowledge in the “classical” tradition 

- individual epistemic responsibility  

- Gettier examples 

- Externalism 

- Testimony and reductionist approach 

- coherentism 

2. In what sense is knowledge social? 

(i) Knowledge as a social concept. 

(ii)  Acquiring knowledge is a social activity 

(iii)  Socially determined interests shape the acquisition of knowledge. 

more radical claims include - 

(iv) What counts as knowledge depends upon social attitudes 

(v) Knowledge always reflects the interests, and the power, of certain groups within society 

 

3. What counts as knowledge? 

- gender differences, racial difference or class differences. 

- a great deal of our knowledge is “accepted” on the basis of trust.  

- But who do we trust? Why do some people, at certain points in history, in certain societies, 

accept some kinds of things as true, but others not? 

- These kinds of question are sociological questions in epistemic enterprise.  

-  

4. The sociology of knowledge 

- sociology of knowledge is the idea that societies are typically unequal and are organised in a 

way that gives some people authority and power whilst others do not.  

- to do with how power and authority determine what comes to be accepted as knowledge. 

 

(a) The sociology of scientific knowledge.  

(b) Ideology and the sociology of everyday knowledge. 

 

(a) The sociology of scientific knowledge- 

- On the classical epistemological picture that we have been working with this term “scientific 

knowledge” it would seem that a claim or theory will be accepted as true just in virtue of the 
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evidence offered for it.  

- But this is overly idealistic.  

- Science is an activity that is done by people with interests, aims, biases. Science takes place in 

a social context where some things are taken to be “obvious” and “true” and “worth working 

on”, whilst other things are obviously “wacky”.  

- The history of science is full of examples where people have come up with theories or 

knowledge claims which have been dismissed as nonsense, or as impossible, or as heresy, by 

the then “establishment”.  

- church suppressed scientific knowledge in the 16th and 17th centuries. But science itself acts 

in a way similar to organised religion, by determining what counts as science.  

- There are scientific societies (such as the Royal Society in the UK) which act as an arbiter of 

what counts as good science. 

- If this is right, then how on earth does science ever progress?  

- The philosopher of science Thomas Kuhn argued that science changes in the same way that 

other social practices change.  

- Kuhn argued that science proceeds by long periods of established “normal science”, 

interspersed with various scientific “revolutions” where people dismissed as heretics or 

abnormal, eventually gain enough support, and they then establish a “new paradigm” as the 

advocates of the older science retire, die out, and so on. 

 

(b) Ideology and the sociology of everyday knowledge- 

- Our everyday knowledge, what we call common sense, can also be viewed as something that 

has emerged, and is held in place by, social factors.  

- For example, Marxist sociologists have long argued that what we take to be common sense 

knowledge is in fact always ideological.  

- When sociologist talk of ideology they mean that the “ideas” —i.e., what is taken for granted— 

in society reflect and maintain the interests of those who have power.  

 

5. Epistemology as emancipatory: “consciousness raising” 

- In Descartes’s project was to secure a certain foundation for knowledge, one that could be 

established without reliance on other people or “traditional” sources of knowledge. This is one 

kind of epistemological project.  

- The sociology of scientific knowledge has another project, or set of goals and methods: to 

characterise, as social phenomena, the social forces and elements that shape the emergence and 

maintenance of science. 

- The idea of ideology gives rise to a distinctive kind of epistemological project: a political one 

that is critical and what is often described as emancipatory. What does this mean?  

- Ideologies are sets of established “common knowledge” which reflect and maintain a certain 

arrangement of power and authority within society.  

- Many thinkers have argued that such arrangements of power and authority are unjust.  

- But one of the problems that faces political change is the fact that those who are being unjustly 

treated, or who unjustly lack power, themselves are unaware of the injustice.  

- One important part of social change then is to “raise consciousness”.  But this is a kind of 

epistemological project.  

- The political epistemologist seeks to “get beneath” what seem to be obvious truths about the 

world.  

- By showing this kind of context for knowledge the further hope is that people will be better 

able to free themselves from what may be unobvious, hidden, forms of oppression and 



3 

injustice. 

- Sociologists of knowledge, and radical political epistemologists, are concerned with 

knowledge in a quite different way to the “classical” analytical tradition. 

- Sociologists of knowledge treat knowledge like any other social phenomenon. Political 

epistemologists may have a political, or emancipatory, agenda, to free people from the shackles 

of oppression.  

- In German and French philosophy, such approaches to epistemology are much more 

common, and much more well-established, than they have been in the English speaking 

philosophical world [Frankfurt School; Habermas; Foucault]. 

 

6. An alternative philosophical and epistemological project: naturalism 

- In the English speaking world of Anglo-American analytic philosophy there has been a 

similar rejection of the “classical” Cartesian tradition in epistemology.  

- But unlike the “continental” philsophy, the focus is much less sociological, and attempts to 

be apolitical.  

- Some argue that the best approach to epistemological matters is to adopt the perspective of 

the sciences.   

- Human beings, on this view, are parts of the natural world.  Knowledge is a property that 

human beings have, so it should lend itself to a scientific investigation.  

- Epistemological naturalism is the view that, rather than trying to secure certainty, or to refute 

scepticism, or to analyse knowledge, a theory of knowledge should say something about the 

various kinds of conditions under which creatures stand in the “knowledge relation” to 

different kinds of facts.  

- This kind of approach is not primarily concerned with reasoning or with the first-person 

deliberative point of view where individuals try to decide what is right to believe.   

- Typically, naturalistic epistemologists assume that knowledge is a matter of the right kind of 

“external” link to objective states of affairs: perhaps a causal link, perhaps a reliable link of 

some kind, or perhaps the kind of general “counterfactual” dependence found in Nozick’s 

“truth tracking” account. 

 

7. So what’s the right way to think about knowledge? 

- Descartes project. 

- Problems with Cartesian epistemology: We might argue that we don’t need to provide a firm 

foundation for our knowledge, or, more strongly, we might argue that such a foundation is 

either going to be impossible, or if it is possible, will only establish a very small amount of 

knowledge. 

- A deeper worry might be that Descartes’ project is just wrong from the start, because it assumes 

the idea of a “pure” isolated individual reasoner, isolated from the influences of his/her time, 

culture and society. 

- Some philosophers these days argue that this is not the case (Michael Williams) and that 

“knowledge” is a useful concept that plays different roles in different contexts, so the idea of a 

simple pure “analysis” of knowledge is as absurd as the idea of coming up with necessary and 

sufficient conditions for something’s being a game. 

- Criticism of Social epistemology: If people’s knowledge, and people’s interests, concerns, 

and sense of what ought to be done is a social, cultural, historical phenomenon then there 

cannot really be knowledge that is established in the way that Descartes’ assumes.   

- Sociologists of knowledge are not doing the same thing as philosophical epistemologists. They 

are, after all, doing sociology. Sociologists of science are not scientists. 
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- Descartes’ worries about scepticism and certainty are ignored—sociologists may have all sorts 

of worries about the methods of sociology, but ruling out scepticism is not likely to be one of 

them.  

- Sociologists of knowledge are typically not concerned with the detailed analyses of knowledge 

that we have been looking at, they are more likely to be concerned with the social contexts 

within which such analyses arise, and are thought to be important. 

- Problems with radical political epistemologists: Indeed, to a political epistemologist the 

concern here is not going to be with providing detailed analyses of knowledge, or with 

answering the “gettier problem”.  

- Instead, this may seem to be themselves a reflection of an underlying ideology of Anglo-

American epistemology:  

- if the analysis of knowledge is taken to be the most important task, then attention is diverted 

away from the political and social realm, and away from issues of justice and social change. 

- the classical epistemologist can reply that all these other epistemological projects are 

themselves in the business of making claims to knowledge.  

- But how on earth do they know that these claims are right or defensible?  

- Sociologists of knowledge and radical political epistemologists will of course respond that 

there are standards for their claims as there are for any claims, by which they can be judged as 

defensible, justified, acceptable and so on. 

- Finally, the naturalist epistemologist may stand outside all this shaking his/her head at what 

seems to be a strange concern with knowledge in a way that divorces it from the natural world.  

- Knowledge is a real causal phenomenon that can be studied in the way that other natural 

features of the world can.  

- Sociologists of knowledge and political epistemologists may view this as a manifestation of a 

certain kind of culture, or oppressive attitude.  

- Analytic abstract epistemologists typically object that naturalism leaves out the core 

epistemological problems that face us all: normative questions about what we ought to 

believe. 

 

9.  Conclusion 

By now your head might be spinning a bit! I still haven’t said who’s right! But that’s because it is not 

at all clear that this is the correct way to think of these different projects. Any more than saying: who’s 

right, the person who runs 10000m, or the one who swims 200m. These are different activities with 

different goals, different methods, different standards for success.  The underlying point—and I have 

stressed this again and again in the lectures—is that philosophy and sociology, and political 

epistemology are things that people do, and things that people do for various reasons with various 

ends in mind. Although it may make things seem more confusing, in some ways, I hope, it may also 

make the world of philosophy, and of epistemology, seem a lot more interesting!! 

 

Neil C. Manson, 2008 

 


