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Philosophers like asking questions about knowledge.  What is it exactly?  Why do we value it so much?  And do we have any?  Ideally they would like an account of the nature of knowledge that shows sceptical doubts about its existence to be unmotivated.  Unfortunately two millenia of effort have not produced much in the way of agreed results.

Quassim Cassam’s meticulously argued new book aims to answer none of the above questions.  As his title indicates, he is concerned to explain how knowledge is possible.  But his strategy is not to analyse knowledge in order to explain how we can satisfy the standards it requires.  He takes these matters pretty much for granted.  Instead he advocates a ‘multi-levels’ account of how we manage to gain knowledge.

As he sees it, if someone asks how we can have knowledge of the external world, or of mathematical facts, or of any other subject matter, the first step is to identify the different means by which we can acquire such knowledge.  So for instance we might point out that vision is a way of finding out that there is a table in the room, and calculation a way of finding out that 17 x 28 = 476.  Cassam call these ‘level 1’ responses.  Of course, some might object that there are obstacles to acquiring knowledge by such means.  For example, they might complain that vision alone can’t yield knowledge of the table, because we haven’t yet shown that we are not dreaming.  Cassam then envisages a ‘level 2’ response that shows why such obstacles are not real.  Thus we might explain that it is a mistake to suppose that perceptual knowledge requires some independent demonstration that we are not dreaming.

So far those who worry about knowledge might be puzzled about the point of the enterprise.  Cassam’s claims all seem sensible enough, but they don’t scratch where philosophers itch.  On the dreaming worry, for example, he simply follows G.E. Moore in arguing that, since we manifestly do know about tables, it can’t possibly be a requirement on gaining knowledge that we must first show we aren’t dreaming.  This is a perfectly reasonable thought, but most philosophers will hanker for some further account of why this requirement doesn’t flow from the nature of knowledge.
Still, this isn’t where Cassam’s real interests lie.  His main concern is with a yet further level of response—‘level 3’—where we identify the underlying conditions that enable us to gain knowledge by various means.  So, for example, Cassam argues that in general perceptual knowledge is only possible because we are capable of perceiving space and of thinking with abstract categories.  Similarly, he argues that we can only see what others are feeling because we think of them as having the same experiences as ourselves, and that conceptual analysis can only yield a priori knowledge because concepts play a role in individuating properties.
This programme is Kantian in spirit and sometimes in letter, but Cassam takes pains to distance himself from Kant’s official agenda.  Where Kant aims to identify necessary conditions for experience as such, Cassam’s level 3 is focused more narrowly on the necessary conditions for gaining knowledge by specific means.  Nor is there a great deal of Kantian exegesis.  While some of Cassam’s arguments start from Kant’s original analyses, he also engages with a wide spectrum of more recent thinkers.
Still, while Cassam is prepared to look beyond Kant, his range of reference is limited in another way.  This is because he turns out not to be nearly as interested in his level 3 questions themselves as in whether they can be decided by a priori methods.  Cassam is here engaged in a demarcation dispute.  He thinks of philosophy as a purely a priori enterprise, quite untainted by the kind of empirical evidence used in the sciences, and he wants to show that even so it can identify the conditions than make knowledge possible.  He doesn’t deny that empirical psychology may be able to identify these conditions too.  But that doesn’t matter.  The important point is that a priori philosophy can do it on its own.
It is hard to know what to make of this.  Cassam assumes without argument that it is hugely important whether his level 3 questions can be decided by a priori methods alone.  But it is not clear why.  Let us agree that it would be very interesting to show that any perceptual knowledge depends on perception of space.  Still, why is it important that this can be shown a priori?  This may matter to academic shop stewards who need to show how philosophy is different from other subjects.  But those who are interested in perceptual knowledge itself will surely want to appeal to all the evidence, including the large body of relevant empirical findings from recent cognitive science.
In any case, it is very implausible that Cassam’s questions can really be decided by a priori means alone.  Cassam does not offer any radically new theory of a priori investigation.  In his view, it simply involves conceptual reflection and argumentative reasoning.  The trouble is that this alone is unlikely to tell us anything substantial.  At one crucial point, for example, Cassam insists that something will only count as a material objects if it has spatial properties like size and shape.  Well, maybe so, if we conceive of material objects in this way.  But it is then a further claim, which Cassam of course proceeds to make, that human beings perceive material objects in this sense.  And this further claim surely takes us beyond conceptual analysis and into the realm of empirical information.

Cases like these suggest that Cassam is mischaracterizing his own methods.  He takes himself to be proceeding entirely on an a priori level.  But many of his assumptions look like highly empirical claims about human cognition.  True, these are drawn from common sense, or at least what passes for common sense among philosophers, rather than from the findings of scientific psychology.  But it would be a mistake to suppose that common sense assumptions contain no empirical information.
At various points Cassam suggests that any ‘armchair’ reasoning must be a priori.  But discoveries made in armchairs need not be a priori in Cassam’s sense.  Scientists and other people don’t have to get out of their armchairs to draw useful consequences from their empirical knowledge.  Nor need Cassam.  He may not be appealing to the experimental results reported in the psychology journals, but this doesn’t mean he isn’t using familiar empirical assumptions about human psychology to identify his background conditions for our acquiring knowledge.

To say this is not necessarily to belittle Cassam’s overall enterprise.  Common sense, along with all other empirical information, is always open to further confirmation and refinement by active scientific research.  But this does not mean that Cassam’s common sense assumptions are worthless as they stand.  Much common sense is both uncontentiously true and capable of generating surprising consequences.  A great deal of good philosophy consists precisely of teasing out these consequences.  Of course, if this is what philosophy does, it will be misguided not to bring in formal scientific findings when they matter.  But Cassam’s book illustrates how far you can get without any specialist science, by repeatedly drawing unexpected implications from familiar features of cognition.  He may have no good rationale for insisting that philosophy must abjure science, but it is still impressive to see how much he can achieve with one hand tied behind his back.
