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KNOWING THE WORLD “IN ITSELF”:
CRITICISMS OF METAPHYSICAL ANTIREALISM

Abstract

A number of contemporary philosophers hold – as Kant did in his days
– that we cannot know the world “in itself”, and I argue that this claim is
unwarranted. I grant that we cannot know the world without thereby en-
tering in relation with it, and that knowledge differs from the world in
important ways (such as in being conceptual). But I deny that these peculi-
arities prevent knowledge of the world in itself, understood as a meaning-
ful correspondence of some sort between our beliefs or descriptions and
the way the world is independently of us. Accordingly, I examine and criti-
cize a number of arguments purportedly establishing this conclusion: I
argue that it doesn’t follow from the impossibility of independently com-
paring our descriptions with the world in itself, nor from the alleged fact
that we know through representations, nor from the “a priori” nature of
the concepts involved in our knowing processes. In particular, I reject the
idea that either perception or representation or conceptualization consti-
tute a “veil” between the knowing subject and the world; that criticisms of
the “myth of the given” show that no information concerning independ-
ent reality is available to us; and that since we cannot think or talk but in
conceptual terms, we cannot describe a world which is not in itself con-
ceptual. In the last part I discuss Goodman’s and Putnam’s claim that the
impossibility of knowing the world in itself may be inferred from the exist-
ence of alternative but equivalent descriptions, often encountered in con-
temporary science and philosophy.
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EPISTEMIC LOGIC, LOGICAL OMNISCIENCE
AND ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE

Abstract

According to traditional epistemic logics, based on Kripke-style possi-
ble world semantics, the objects of knowledge and belief are assumed to
be intensions of sentences, i.e. sets of possible worlds. This kind of for-
malization suffers from the well-known problem of logical omniscience:
the epistemic agents are assumed to know (or believe) all the logically
valid formulas, and to know (or believe) all the logical consequences of
their basic beliefs (section 2). This idealisation is problematic both from
the philosophical viewpoint, and from the point of view of many
applicative domains of epistemic logics. For example, the aim of artificial
intelligence (AI) is to model the inferential abilities of computationally
limited rational agents. From this point of view, the idealisations implicit
in the logical omniscience assumption cannot be accepted. In this work
we review some of the formalisms adopted in the logicist tradition of AI to
face this problem. Many of these proposals present analogies with the so-
lutions proposed in the logico-philosophical tradition, and could offer in-
teresting hints to philosophers. The logic of minimal models (section 3) is
a generalisation of possible world semantics, according to which the ob-
jects of knowledge and belief are still assumed to be sets of possible
worlds. Minimal models impose weaker inferential abilities for epistemic
agents, but cannot solve definitively the problem: in minimal model se-
mantics, logically equivalent formulas are still indistinguishable from the
semantical point of view. In order to face this problem, more fine-grained
semantical distinctions must be introduced. In this direction, an “extrem-
ist” position is the syntactic approach proposed by K. Konolige (section 4).
According to Konolige, the objects of epistemic attitudes are assumed to
be sentences, i.e. entities of a syntactical nature. Section 5. describes a
more moderate position due to H. Levesque. It is based on the introduc-
tion of situations, i.e. non classical semantic structures allowing for inco-
herent or incomplete states of affairs. Section 6. deals with the work of R.
Fagin and J.Y. Halpern. According to Fagin and Halpern, the lack of logi-
cal omniscience in actual epistemic agents is a complex phenomenon,
due to the interaction of different causes. They generalise the approaches
described in the previous sections by proposing three logics, each of them
facing a different aspect of the problem of logical omniscience.


