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MA Epistemology Examination Study Questions--January 2011
1.  Customarily, science is thought of as pursuing truth.  But philosophers of science as diverse in their viewpoints as Duhem and Kuhn contend that truth per se has no place in science; and even Putnam in his realist days called attention to the tendency of the most celebrated results in science to turn out later not to be true.  Does science pursue truth?  If not, what does it pursue?  Explain your answer.

2.  What is the most serious objection to the possibility of a priori knowledge?  Does the objection work?

3.  What are the fundamental intuitions motivating the "internalist" and "externalist" positions as regards epistemic justification?  Does the internalist/externalist distinction in epistemology have any analogues in other branches of philosophy?  Is there any way of resolving the internalist/externalist dispute? 

4.  How is the argument from hallucination supposed to establish the existence of sense-data?  What is the disjunctivist response?  Does it work?  If not, are we committed to thinking that sense-data exist?

5.  Some contemporary philosophers, most notably John McDowell, have argued that human experience is "conceptualized."  What do you take this to mean?  What motivates their position?  What are the most serious objections to the position?  Assess the debate.

6.  Does science show that we never directly perceive physical objects?  What is the relevance of your answer to skepticism about the external world?
7.  Could one have evidence that one was a brain in a vat or in a virtual reality setup?   What is the relevance of your answer to Hume's argument for skepticism about the external world?

8.  What, according to Kripke, are the most serious problems for our alleged knowledge of other minds?  Can they be overcome?

9.  What are some of the forms that transcendental arguments can take?  What, in your view, is the most promising?  Could a transcendental argument succeed?

10.  If we were to treat epistemology from a scientific perspective, which science or sciences should we appeal to?  Quine seems to assume that the appeal should be to the cognitive and/or brain sciences, but what about the sociology of knowledge?  Are there other possibilities?  What, if anything, of epistemological significance hangs on the choice?

11.  "We know some things non-inferentially or directly or immediately because it is impossible that all our knowledge be based on inference."  What support can be given for this claim?

12.  What sort of difficulty for traditional accounts of knowledge is supposed to be posed by the possibility of "Gettier cases"?  How serious is the difficulty?  What, if anything, does the history of failed attempts to respond to the Gettier problem (if it is a problem) show?  What would be a promising direction for future research?

