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" We thus come to one of those cru cial 
issues in education that drive us into de· 
fininf( more explicitly what is really real 
and how \re can know that it is. In othfr 
words, we are forced to make a foray (al· 
beit a necessaril y brief one) into metaphy· 
~ i cs and epistemolop;y respectively. If the 
reader is disposed to regard this chapter 
as a somewhat abstract digression from 
education, he may possibly be reconcil ed 
to it by th e ass uran ee that the problems of 
the curri culum, lea rning theory, an d school 
?rg~n,\zation have their theoretical roots 
Ill lt. 

H arry S . Brou(ly. 

To the modern mind the paradox which is presented by 
the fact that the " ... very existence of extensive and evergrow
ing knowledge (constituted) the source of the "problem" of 
how knowledge is possi ble anyway" 1 is a most interesting 
one. Randall explains this paradox by stating that the .scien
tists were trying to discover a kind of kn'owledge which was 

1 .John Dewey, "Common Sense and Science: their Respect ive Frames of 
Reference," ]ou.mal nf Philosophy, Vol. XLV, No. R, April !l, l94R, p. 20.1. 
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impossible of attainment by their methods. They were trying 
to obtain a complete and permanent explanation of all things
their "ideal was still a system of revelation, though they had 
abandoned the method of revelation." 2 

DESCARTE~ 

Let us turn to a few of the "modern" philosophers and 
see what they made of the "problem" of knowledge. Descartes' 
"I think, therefore I am" is as well known as almost any quota
tion from philosophy and it is the key to his theory of know
ledge. Knowledge, to Descartes, is subjective; and many of his 
followers made it even more so due to his making the primary 
observation "I think, therefore I am" the foundation of all 
knowledge. From this beginning he was able to obtain "certain" 
proof of the existence of God and the nature of all knowledge. 
Although Descartes was devoted to mathematics and science 
and considered himself a true advocate of scientific method his 
subjective criterion of truth and knowledge v,-as far from scien
tific. Although he maintained that " ... we should busy our
selves with no object about which we cannot attain a certitude 
equal to that of the demomtrations of Arithmetic and Geome
try"3 he, at the same time, " ... clearly recognized (that) the 
certainty and truth of all knowledge depends alone on the know
ledge of the true God, in so much that, before I knew Him, I 
could not have a perfect knowledge of any other thing." 4 

Anything which appears clearly arncl distinctly to Descartes' 
mind must he true -God would not allow things to he presented 
clearly and distinctly to his mind if they were not true- furth
er, "the nature of my mind is such that I could not prevent 
myself from holding them to he true so long as I conceive them 
clearly."" 

2 · John Herman Randall, Jr., The Making of th e Modern Mind, revised edi· 
tion (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1940) , p. 267. 

;{ Rene Descartes, Rules for the Direction of the Mhul in Ralph M. Eaton, 
ed., Descartes: Selections (New York: Charles Scribners Sons, 1927) , p. 44. 

4 Descartes, Meditations on the First Philo-soph y, Ibid., p. 145. 
r; 1 bid., p. 139. 
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This ability of Descartes to know all things which appear 
clearly to him makes it difficult for him to appreciate criticism 
by those who do not seem to see clearly the same things. Many 
times he makes statements such as: "I have sufficiently well 
explained ... for those who care to follow my meaning ... "; 6 

and, "Now all this is quite self-evident and needs no further 
explanation." 7 and he thereby excuses himself from the neces
sity of adequately answering ticklish questions. The eternal 
truths must be obvious to the human mind and " ... we cannot 
fail-to recognize them when the occasion presents itself for us 
to do so, and if we have no prejudice to blind us." ~ Thus he 
conveniently labels "blind" those who do not see as he does. 
There is no doubt that in Descartes' mathematical foundation 
there were many ideas which later would be developed into 
more radical outlooks than his before they were discovered to 
be totally inadequate. We must remember, however, that one 
of Descartes' main concerns seemed to be to vindicate his re· 
ligious faith. As he says in the concluding section of The Prin
ciples of Philosophy: " ... recalling my insignificance, I affirm 
nothing, but submit all these opinions to the authority of the 
Catholic Church." 9 

LOCKE 

Any discussion of knovvledge is, of course, incomplete 
without a reference to Locke, who stated that " ... from ex
perience ... all our knowledge is founded." This experience 
is of two kinds: first, "Our senses ... convey into the mind 
several distinct perceptions of things ... and thus we come by 
those ideas ... which we call sensible qualities"; secondly, we 
perceive " ... the operations of our own mind within us, as it is 
employed about the ideas it has got" 10

- this Locke calls reflec-

6 I bid., p. 201. 
7 I bid., p. 202. 
8 Descartes, The Principles of Ph£/osophy, Ibid., p. 274. 
II Ibid., p. 311. 
lO John Locke, Essay conceming Human Understanding in Sterling P. Lam· 

precht, ed., Locke: Selections (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1928 ), pp. 
] ll, 112. 
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tion as compared to sensation. He outlines a rather thorough 
study of ideas and knowledge based on experience but admits 
that revelation is a supplementary source of knowledge. But in 
admitting revelation we must be careful, he says, for " ... he 
that takes away reason, to make way for revelation, puts out the 
light of both" - · reason must be used to test the truth of reve
lations to make sure " ... by the testimony and proofs it gives, 
that they come from God." 11 

Knowledge, to Locke, has to do with the perception of the 
connection and agreement, or disagreement and repugnancy of 
our ideas. We cannot be certain of our knowledge, according 
to Locke, for it is only concerned with observable qualities and 
their relations. The true essences are unknowable for they are 
not within the realm of experience. Finally, says Locke, the 
only ways which we can use to enlarge our knowledge are: first, 
to gather ideas of things which we have sensed and experienced; 
secondly, to find out those intermediate ideas (and how to find 
them out is not explicit) which will show the agreement or re
pugnancy of our ideas which are not immediately comparable. 

Although the quotation from Randall, given in the opening 
paragraph, had to do primarily with scientists, it is relevant to 
a considerable degree to the work of the philosophers. Starting 
from his clear and distinct ideas which would be above suspi
cion, Descartes felt that he could, if he had the time, finally 
arrive at a complete explanation of things. Even Locke's admis
sion that there were some things which would most likely never 
be known was a means of gathering those unknowns into a com
plete system of knowledge. He also left the gate ajar in allow· 
ing for the possibility that anything could be given man to 
know if God saw fit to reveal it. Both of these men, as well 
as most of the other philosophers up to contemporary times, 
saw knowledge as finished. complete and. once attained, per
manent. 

11 Ibid .. r . 317. 
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KANT 

Kant too saw knowledge in a somewhat similar way. He 
divided the world into two segments: the phenomenal, or that 
which can be known by experience; and, the noumena, or those 
" things in themselves" which are beyond human knowledge. 
Within the realm of phenomena he was almost as empirical as 
Locke with the exception that he believed that the only basis 
for certainty of knowledge is a priori for " ... whence should 
experience take its certainty, if all the rules which it follows 
were always again and again empirical, and therefore contin· 
gent and hardly fit to serve as first principles ?" 12 

WooDBRIDGE 

When we come to the contemporary scene we find that 
many of the most recent philosophers are not concerned with 
the "problem" of knowledge as a problem. The authors whose 
writings are briefly discussed above, as well as many other 
"modern" philosophers, were not only concerned with obtaining 
knowledge but were, in many cases, primarily concerned with 
defining just what knowledge is and how it can be verified 
with certainty. Woodbridge asks the question " ... why should 
a criterion for knowledge be ardently desired by anybody?"13 

He continues with a discussion of natural knowledge and says 
that it quite obviously is knowledge of Nature. 

Jf what we learn by exploring heaven and earth, the sea, and 
all that in them is, is not knowledge, something else must be; 
and I look in vain for that something else. . . . (I) am disgusted 
if asked whether that knowledge (that water boils at 212° Fah· 
renheit) is rea II y knowledge. If it is not really know ledge, then 
I must ask for a sample of what real knowledge would be. Fail 
ing tha t I must do precisely what the chemist does, go to Nature, 
put questions to her, and accept her answers and refrain from 

1 ~ Immanuel Kant, Cr,£tiqu.e of Pure Reason in Theodore Meyer Greene, ed., 
Kant: Select£ons (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1929), p. 29. 

13 Frederick J. E. Woodbridge, An Essay on Nature (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1940), p. 11. 
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trying to imagine what knoll' ledge should be like before an y 
know ledge is acquired.14 

While admitting that there are obvious limitations to the extent 
of lmowledge, Woodbridge insists that " ... there is no antece
doot definition of knowledge which constrains us in considering 
limitations of knowledge." 15 In his treatment of knowledge, 
Woodbridge tries to tie up the pursuit of knowledge and the pur· 
suit of happiness. Either one is nothing without the other, he 
insists. He claims that the study of Nature is conducted in order 
to find out that which is - he. has no use for the " ... philoso
phical excitement of a few years ago known as 'pragmatism'" lH 

which insisted that truth is "that which works." To Woodbridge, 
" .. . all inquiry proceeds governed by the principle that there is 
a way of an eagle in the air, of a serpent on a rock, of a fi sh in 
the midst of the sea, of a man with a maid, quite irrespective 
of our understanding it. Wherever we are lost, there is a way 
home whether we find it or not." 17 In connection with the em
pirical approach to knowledge our author maintains that for the 
purpose of the pursuit of happiness we need a faith in the super
natural. We cannot pursue happiness without sometimes ques
tioning whether or not that pursuit is worth while. We question 
thus because we are made so that we must and a 

... justification of Nature which she herself does not afford is 
demanded. She is justified by man's faith that the supernatural 
is justification, and that faith is that faith that justifies him ... 
His faith, simply confessed, is that with the supernatural there 
is salvation. His superstition (and it is very difficult to keep his 
faith free from superstition), simply expressed, is that the super· 
natural can be diverted by his faith in it and by the ceremonies 
emblematic of his faith.1 8 

In spite of \l/ oodbridge's plea that his use of "faith" and 
" . . " d " l" I d . h' superstltwn an supernatura )C use m 1s context one 
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H Ibid., p. 11. 
lU Ibid.> p. 25. 
16 Ibid., p. 47. 
17 Ibid., p. 47. 
I S Ibid., p. 338. 



can easily read into his position a reinstallation of the dualism 
of knowledge and faith which not only brings back most of its 
problems and difficulties but does not solve any of the problems 
which former adherents of the dualism managed to solve for 
themselves. He concludes his treatise with the remark that "A 
philosopher, presuming to make himself a mouthpiece for the 
judgment of hi s race, will have been a very superficial student 
of mankind if he does not di scover the judgment that it is faith, 

k 1 d h . 'f'' " l'l _not now e ge, 1 at JUSll · ws. · · 

NEWTON 

Perhaps the most significant points with regard to the con
ception of knowledge which was built up by modern science are: 
first, the experimental method; and, secondly, the tentativity of 
knowledge and the necess ity of submitting all hypotheses to fu
ture and continuing verification in the light of new discoveries 
and experiments. Newton su mmed up these points by saying: 

In experimental philosophy we are to look upon propositions 
collected by general induction from phenomena as accurately or 
very nearly true, notwithstanding any contrary hypothese~ that 
may he imagined, till such time as other phenomena occur, by 
which they may be made more accurate, or liable l o exception sY0 

DEWEY 

Perhaps we can best conclude this brief treatment of know· 
ledge by attempting to sum up John Dewey's position. His con· 
ception of knowledge is tied up with his conception of experi
ence. He throws out the "unreal" problem of the relation of im
mediate knowledge to reflective knowledge and elaims that there 
are not two kinds of knowledge with differing objects, but rath
er, "There are two dimensions of experienced things: one, that 
of having them, and the other that of knowing about them so 

19 Ibid., p. 338. 
:!O Isaac Newton. l'rinciples, Hook liT, "Fourth Rule of Reasoning in Philo· 

;-uphy." 
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that we can ag.ain have them in more meaningful and secure 
ways."~~ Scepticism can only be legitimate in specific situa
tions. To doubt one's existence (as Descartes tried or, perhaps, 
pretended to do) or to doubt that one can know anything is .non
sense. Items of existence are - they cannot be doubted; not be
cause they are known immediately, but rather because they arc 
matters of existence, not of knowledge. 

The error imolved in most conceptions uf knowledge, says 
Dewey, is that they assume existence which is prior to and aparl 
from both inquiry and the results of inquiry. To Dewey, " . .. 
known objects exist as the consequences of directed operations, 
not because of conformity of thought or observation with some
thing antecedent. . . the "\\iorth of any object that lays claim to 
being an object of knowledg;e is dependent upon the intelligence 
employed in reaching it." ~2 

The work of science had, of course, a great effect upon 
Dewey's conception of knowledge. The testing of the conse· 
qu ences of propositions was totally different from the classic 
philosophic treatment of theories of knowledge. Instead of look
ing to what was or is and trying to copy it, Dewey's conception 
of knowledge looks to the future. It is concerned with evolving 
ideas which can be used to rearrange and reconstruct the world 
which former theories of knowledge were content to copy photo· 
graphically. Accordirng to Dewey, then, knowledge is incomplete 
unless it is acted upon. "Knowledge cooped up in a private 
consciousness is a myth, and knowledge of social phenomena is 
peculiarly dependent upon dissemination, for only by distribu
tion can such knowledge be either obtained or tested." 23 To 
Dewey, knowledge is experimental, hypothetical and even enters 
into " . . . a perspective that is religious in quality." 2

'
1 By ex-

2.1 John Dewey, Experience and Nature (Chicago : Open Court Publishing 
Company, 1925), p. 21. 

2 2 John Dewey, Quest for Certainty (New York: Minton, Balch and Company, 
1929), p . 200. 

'2 3 John Dewey, Th e Public and its Problems (London: George idlen and 
Unwin, Ltd .. 1927), pp. li6·177. 

2-l J ohn Dewey, A Common Faith (New l-fa,·en : Yale Un iversity Press, 't 9;14) , 
p. 26. 

70 



perimental Dewey means just that - physical experimentation; 
by hypothetical he means that knowledge starts as hypotheses 
which must be tested by experiment before they become know
ledge; hy religious in quality he means that "Faith in the con
tinued disclosing of truth through directed cooperative human 
endeavor is more religious in quality than is any faith in a 

J d l 
. ., .. , 

comp ete . rev e. atwn. · -· 

CoNcLusiON 

The writer's views on the subject of knowledge are close 
to those of Dewey, as the reader has most likely gathered. That 
view of knowledge which depends not upon supposed ultimate 
realities or alleged supematural revelation but which depends 
upon the ability to produce eventual universal consent by openly 
presenting hypotheses and permitting, indeed demanding, ex
perimentation and verification or refutation, is to my mind the 
most valuable conception of knowledge yet arrived at by man. 
This conception alters our outlook from the past to the future. 
It is concerned with replacing, by regulation of conditions, ab
solute certainties with high predictive probabilities. The securi
ty that is desired a'Ild sought for is not that faith in the super
natural which Woodbridge seems to think a necessary condition 
of the pursuit of happiness but rather it is that security which 
comes with a probable regulation of change instead of a belief 
in the eternally unchangeable. With this alteration of viewpoint 
emphasis has been transferred from acceptance of an impotent 
dependence on the past or the present to an actual intelligent 
attempt to reconstruct the future. 

:!:; I bid .. p. 26. 
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