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Why Know?* 

Russell Hardin, NYU

For the understanding of human behavior — normative or merely factual — we require not a philosophically general epistemology or theory of knowledge, but a street-level epistemology, a theory of the general pattern of individuals’ available knowledge. If we wish to understand knowledge at the practical level of those who have it, we must first ask why they come to know what they know. For much of knowledge this is to ask what good it does them to know it, which is in some rough sense the sum of the costs and benefits of their knowing it. To assess knowledge that is practical, that is actually put to use by ordinary people, our epistemology must be subjective. That is, it must be grounded in the particular individual whose knowledge it is. To speak of knowledge is to speak of someone’s knowledge. Otherwise it is the knowledge that exists somewhere, even out in the ether, as, at the extreme, in the theory of Teilhard de Chardin whose noosphere encapsulates all that is and has been known by anyone but which, of course, is generally inaccessible to anyone.

There is an important category of knowledge that is not at issue in the discussion here. Gilbert Ryle distinguished between knowing that and knowing how.
 I know that the height of Mont Blanc is about 5000 meters high. I know how to ride a bicycle. The latter kind of knowledge is experiential. The former kind is typically not experiential for most of what ordinary people know (and in some realms we are all ordinary people). Our capacity for knowing that may turn on our knowing how, as, for example, it surely depends on mastery of language that is partly a matter of knowing how in the strong sense that most of us could not begin to articulate our knowledge of language and how it works for us anymore than most of us could articulate how we manage to keep a bicycle underway without falling over. The central concern of this work is with cognitive knowledge, or knowing that.

Again, the account that follows is of subjective, not public knowledge. It is not concerned with what counts as knowledge in, say, physics, but rather with your knowledge, my knowledge, any specific individual’s knowledge. My principal interest here is not in the theory of knowledge itself but with how this account of knowledge informs analyses of various kinds of behavior, such as ordinary pragmatic choice, ordinary moral choice, religious belief, political participation, extremism, and street-level science, and culture.

One might suppose this is merely a prior question and that the usual questions of epistemology follow once we conclude that some bit of knowledge is useful. If it is useful, what are the criteria for concluding that it is true? But there are three problems with this view. First, people are typically not concerned with the central point of standard epistemology, which is justification. For the bulk of learned knowledge, people simply accept its truth, they do not attempt to establish it. We might occasionally in ordinary affairs wish to check to be sure that some putative fact is actually true. For example, if I am told that some close associate or relative has violated my trust, I might strive to get the facts right. As Othello struggled with the (false) claim of Iago that Desdemona was deceiving him, he required substantial evidence before he accepted the claim. About the loyalty or trustworthiness of most people around him, the same Othello might have accepted relatively loosely grounded claims without substantially checking them, especially if they came from a source he trusted, as he mistakenly trusted Iago.

Second, the criteria of standard philosophical epistemology are what could be called public criteria rather than the personal criteria that the actual knower might apply. They are relatively esoteric criteria that the typical person does not command, and they are recent inventions that could not have governed, say, Aristotle’s assessments of truth. They are public the way the laws of physics are public, and they are esoteric in the way that these laws, which a very tiny number of people know at all, are esoteric. They are decidedly not the criteria of ordinary knowledge, which cannot plausibly be said to meet them. Hence, it is of only academic interest that a philosophical epistemologist might say that John and Mary Doe’s “knowledge” is not philosophically sound enough to be knowledge, even though their knowledge governs the choices they make.

And third, the criteria that a person applies to judging a bit of knowledge are not necessarily criteria for truth but merely and genuinely criteria for usefulness. Individuals cannot typically know much about whether their knowledge is true but they can commonly grasp whether it is useful, whether it works in some sense. For knowledge, use is what matters to most of us most of the time apart from when we might be doing philosophy. Truth might very often happen to be part of what makes some bit of knowledge useful, but it is not the same as usefulness and need not be a part of what makes for usefulness. Some bit of knowledge that would be false by any standard epistemological criteria — as arguably most of a typical person’s knowledge is — might nevertheless be very useful. Indeed, much of the knowledge we accept and act on is merely satisficing knowledge. It is adequate for the relevant tasks and it need not be useful to invest the effort to improve the knowledge. One might say that such knowledge is “true enough” for its purpose, but that is an odd locution. In any case, it is instructively a locution misfit in the realm of standard epistemological accounts of knowledge.

Ideal knowledge is of interest only academically, not practically. When we turn to practical knowledge, we must inherently be interested in knowledge that is put to use by someone, such as you or me. But, then, what is knowledge for me might well not be knowledge for you. This is conspicuously true for knowledge of any kind, even philosophically sound knowledge, that I have acquired that you have not acquired. But the point here is even more far reaching than this. I might even know a physics that is different from your physics and I might act on it while you act on yours. Arguably more important in our lives than different knowledge of physics is different knowledge of social causation and of social facts, both of which play far more important conscious roles in our actual choices from day to day than does any articulate knowledge of physics.

Standard Philosophical Epistemologies

The philosophy of knowledge and belief is a highly developed inquiry. Much of it focuses on particular beliefs or types of belief and the criteria for truth or “justified true belief”. The knowledge of people on the street bears little relation to the theories of knowledge of those in ivory towers. Ivory-tower epistemology is about justification, about the truth conditions for counting some putative fact as known rather than merely falsely believed.

Keith Lehrer accepts the following conditionals for a theory of knowledge. If S knows that p, then it is true that p. And, if S knows that p, then S is completely justified in accepting that p.
 The odd quality of these conditionals is that they have no practical import. There is no super-knower who can attest to whether S meets them. Indeed, for much of life, perhaps arguably most of life, the only knower who might be concerned to attest whether S meets them is S, in which case the criteria are question-begging. Much of the theory of knowledge reads this way, as though somewhere out in the ether there were a super-knower whose judgment is knowable to the epistemologist or even, illogically, the knower. But actual epistemologists are themselves merely other S’s who need have no special qualification to assess knowledge in general outside their own domains. Your local epistemologist is not a super-knower and cannot usefully judge your knowledge of most of the things that might affect what you must decide in your own life. The burden of finding competent judges of the bits of that knowledge is itself merely part of the burden of the formation of the knowledge — it is not a separate enterprise undertaken retrospectively or on the side to judge the truth of the knowledge. For a practical account, therefore, characterizations of and conditions for knowledge must finally be reduced to the perspective of S.

Standard epistemology is, however, not subjective in this way but is essentially public. We can judge the knowledge of a field of science by the criteria of standard epistemology. It is infeasible that we judge the knowledge of an individual person by these criteria. Briefly consider five visions of epistemology to assess their relevance to ordinary knowing by ordinary people: fundamentalism, coherentism, externalism, proceduralism, and communalism.
 

(1) In fundamentalist epistemology, there are some things that are simply known directly. All other things are then known by their deductive fit with these directly known things. One need hardly show that this is an implausible description of the knowledge that you or I have, although one might suppose some science could be characterized in this way. Suppose an epistemologist could know what I know and could therefore attempt to assess it. She might be able to show that parts of my knowledge do fit the model of deduction from fundamentals. But it would be utterly startling if she could do that generally, because my knowledge has been acquired in such a messy agglomeration of ways. The ways in which we acquire knowledge — most of it through accepting the views of manifold “authorities” or “experts” — suggest that it is implausible that it can have happened to be deductively related to some fund of direct knowledge. We surely did not adopt much of our individual knowledge by personal deduction from any foundational beliefs.

(2) In coherentist epistemology, each piece of possible knowledge is judged to be actual knowledge if it fits coherently with the rest of accepted knowledge. There might be a problem of circularity in determining some initial set of known facts against which to test any putative new fact. But at some point, one might suppose I just do have a coherent body of beliefs to which I can now fit new facts. I am quite sure that my knowledge is not coherent enough to pass a serious coherentist test.
 Some of it — especially much of my professional academic knowledge — may be block-coherent. For example, my knowledge and understanding of the socio-political problem of collective action may all be coherent in the sense that any of the propositions I would make about it fit with the other propositions I would make about it, both logically and empirically. Much of it may seem to be unrelated to much other knowledge I have and some distressingly large part of it may seem plausibly inconsistent with much of my other knowledge. 

For example, the physicist who believes in the laws of physics and also in the basic principles of some religion, including an intervening god who manipulates outcomes, might have great difficulty supposing these two bodies of knowledge fit together. Many people seem to suffer from superstitious reactions to many things while also formally believing that the causal connections necessary for the superstitious beliefs to work are false. Even the best of decision theorists might suffer from probabilistic instincts that they can formally demonstrate to be false. Again, the varieties of acquisitions of anyone’s knowledge (as above, much of it from a huge number of authorities) make it implausible that it is all coherent. 

Moreover, knowledge must be to some substantial extent spatially organized in the brain and the different parts need not communicate well enough to keep all of the bits coherent. For example, consider a plausible account of why grief over the loss of a close loved one lasts as long as it sometimes does. My knowledge of the newly deceased person is recorded in many contexts — all those contexts in which she played an important part in my life. Her death now, however, does not instantly get recorded in all of those contexts, which therefore remain potentially live to jump to my attention with the freshness of richly lived experience that still has prospects of continuing. I have to read her death into each of these memories when they are evoked, and this is not unlike discovering her death anew on numerous occasions over a long period of time until finally her death informs almost all of my memories of her. If a fact of some other kind is similarly implicated in many aspects or moments of my life, I may similarly find it cropping up anew even after I have discovered it is false. Moreover, I may find it particularly difficult (even unnatural) to purge not only the false fact but also the false inferences from it that inform my understanding of various things.

A deep problem for applying a coherentist theory of knowledge to an ordinary person is that the person is likely to have diverse blocks of knowledge, each of which might seem to be block-wise coherent but pieces of any of which would not be coherent with other blocks. For example, your knowledge of different areas might come, respectively, from childhood teaching by relatively ignorant people, from your own somewhat random experience, or from instruction by masters in those areas. When you now have a new bit of putative knowledge, to which of these blocks are you to test it for coherence?

(3) In externalist epistemology it is supposed that “what must be added to true belief to obtain knowledge is the appropriate connection.”
 That connection might be causal or might simply be unknown so long as there is a connection. Actually to conclude that someone has knowledge under this epistemology requires a move different from the move the someone makes to have the knowledge. It requires something like the super-knower above to conclude that the appropriate connection is there. Hence, externalist epistemology is simply irrelevant to the judgment of a subject about the subject’s own knowledge. There is a version of externalist epistemology that is not so clearly afflicted with this problem, and I will discuss it separately as proceduralist epistemology.

(4) Proceduralist epistemology counts as true those facts that have been tested or established through following relevant procedures, such as experimental or other procedures of inquiry. It might well fit much of the knowledge of a well developed, open, critical science. Indeed, in the current debate over whether AIDS is caused by HIV infection, one of the complaints against the thesis that it is caused by HIV is that the association has not passed all of the elements of a standard conventional test for the etiology of a disease. In particular, no animal model of the association has been established. Historically important experiments in many sciences seem to meet routinized procedural requirements. 

In the realm of social choice, we often expect institutions to apply standard procedures for reaching conclusions, as for example we require the justice system to follow standard procedures in reaching conclusions about whom to penalize for apparent crimes. The knowledge that courts “discover” is in part procedurally determined. But it is implausible to the point of being laughable to suppose that the knowledge of an ordinary individual can substantially be accounted for as the result of following some reasonable set or even sets of procedures. Moreover, even if all or most of my knowledge in some area followed a standard procedure, we could still raise questions about the validity of that procedure, as is done in the current AIDS debate by those who question that HIV causes AIDS.

(5) In addition to these four standard epistemologies, there is another that is current but not well worked out. It is focused centrally on the social construction of knowledge rather than on the knowledge itself. Hence, it is similar to the other epistemologies in its focus on public knowledge, although it has a strong subjective element. This epistemology can be called communalism. According to communalism, knowledge is what is grounded in a particular community of knowers, as in Thomas Kuhn’s account of scientific knowledge for a particular research paradigm
 or in the contemporary literature on communitarianism, in which all of a person’s knowledge might be supposed to depend on her community.
 

On some readings communalism might be taken as a variant of externalism or, especially, of proceduralism. On alternative readings it is a full-scale rejection of externalism, as in some of the writings of Richard Rorty.
 In the strongest positions, communalists deny the meaning of truth as a standard independent of what a particular community knows. They do not merely deny the pragmatic relevance of such a standard to a given community; rather, they assert its utter meaninglessness and inaccessibility. At the most extreme, some post-modernists evidently hold that all knowledge is merely the conventional product of communities, that there is no genuinely general truth independent of communities and ideologies. In the hoax of Alan Sokal, the value of pi (the ratio of the circumference to the diameter of a circle) was asserted to be a social construct rather than a mathematical constant and his deliberately silly assertion was honored with publication.

An Economic Theory of Knowledge 

What we need for understanding individual knowledge at the level of the individual, and not merely at the level of a super-knower, is a kind of epistemology very different from the academic varieties canvassed above. In particular, we need an explanatory theory, not merely a definitional or essentialist theory. I propose a pragmatic theory that can be characterized as economic. It is economic in the sense that we can explain bits of knowledge that a given person has as substantially affected by the costs and benefits of obtaining and using the various bits. Moreover, we can explain the retention of bits of knowledge in the face of competing knowledge by the seeming costs and benefits of retaining them in comparison to the costs and benefits of revising or rejecting them. 

Of course, the assessment of costs and benefits depends itself on knowledge that must also be subjected to the economic test. This means, of course, that the costs and benefits may not be precise or confidently measured. Rather, they are partly, even largely, guessed. In particular, one cannot typically know the full costs or benefits of trying out a new bit of knowledge, but one might have little choice but either to try it or not to try it on a poorly grounded estimate of those costs and benefits.

The general tenor of an economic theory of knowledge is pragmatic. The central import of pragmatism in this context is roughly a combination of the following visions:

(1) The Wittgensteinian view that there are no foundations for much of knowledge;

(2) The Deweyan view that there is no final or best state of affairs in personal and social life, so that choices are not about reaching a maximum of some kind but about making things better;
 and 

(3) The view that much of an individual’s knowledge is socially constructed.

The first two of these visions are presumably clear enough without further elaboration. It might be hard to be at ease with these views, but their content is not unclear. The third vision is similarly simple enough. But the meaning that the term “socially constructed” often is taken to convey is that the very fact of the matter, and not merely our knowledge of it, is socially determined. Here all that is wanted is that much of our knowledge is grounded in social systems. That is, an individual acting alone could not have established it. It required contributions from many people and even whole industries to establish much of our knowledge. This vision will be spelled out further below.

It may be useful to note some caveats on what follows. First, for the problem of any practical knowledge, one must focus on computational limits of the human agent and on the incentives an agent has to acquire knowledge, given that there are severe limits of capacity and cost in acquisition of knowledge. My account here is not driven by an especially articulated theory of mental capacities, but only by a more-or-less commonsense view of limits on such capacities. Given that there are severe limits, we must be concerned with the way in which bits of knowledge are acquired and with the reasons or incentives for acquiring any bit of knowledge.

Second, on the view that there is no generally privileged position from which to judge whether someone’s beliefs are true, there is no clear general distinction between beliefs and knowledge. The standard epistemologist’s category of justified true beliefs does not play an important role in a pragmatic theory of knowledge.

Finally, moral and factual knowledge may not be generally distinguishable at the street-level for anyone who has not been impressed with the theoretical distinction between them. Nor may beliefs and knowledge be distinguishable. For conventional reasons, we may refer to some bits of knowledge as beliefs, as in the case of religious beliefs. But these may be subject to the same epistemological account as any other knowledge and may be distinguished in no way other than their subject matter from other knowledge.

Calling a theory of knowledge economic implies essentially that there are choices to be made in the sense that I must trade-off other possibilities in order to invest in better knowledge. Hence, getting better knowledge does not automatically trump remaining ignorant in order to put my effort into other things. There is a corrupted, vernacular sense of “economic” that is not relevant to the discussion here: An economic theory is not a theory about prices or money, but only about choice in the face of constraints on resources, time, and so forth. Similarly, costs and benefits need not be tabulated in monetary terms nor assigned prices in order for us to make compelling sense of them. There are costs to me of enjoying some wonderful bit of food that are independent of the monetary price to be paid for it. Those costs include effects on my health, my wakefulness this afternoon, and my later appetite for dinner with a friend, none of which I might ever price monetarily. Every credible theory of general choice is at least partly an economic theory in the sense used here.

On the economic theory, I come by my knowledge in at least three quite different ways:

(1) Sometimes I deliberately seek knowledge in order to be able to put it to use. Some of the knowledge I might deliberately seek is very specific, as is knowledge of current mortgage rates when I am buying a home. Some of it may be very general, as is the knowledge I will gain from going to university or that my child will gain from attending school.

(2) Sometimes I merely happen onto knowledge while engaged in some other enterprise. In this sense, much knowledge is an opportunistic by-product. In this category we may include knowledge that is a consumption good, such as the knowledge you gain from the pleasure you take in reading a newspaper or magazine. You often may gain such knowledge because it gives you pleasure to do so and not because you think it is likely to be of any practical value to you.

(3) Sometimes knowledge is imposed on me. Many people think of their schooling or their religious training as having been imposed. Indeed, the very term “training” is a peculiar term with somewhat odious implications of imposition.

All of the knowledge I now have when I face a decision may be knowledge gained in these ways in the past. It is therefore, in a meaningful sense, happenstance with respect to the decision I now face. I might, of course, seek out some bits of additional knowledge, such as the current mortgage rates, but the bulk of my knowledge, even virtually all of it, may be happenstance in this sense for most decisions I ever make. My choices of what to know at various times in the past plus my opportunistically gained knowledge determine what I know now when I have to decide.

Consider an example of a relatively trivial bit of knowledge that is, as argued below, nevertheless extremely complex. In his book, On Certainty, Wittgenstein says Mont Blanc is 4000 meters high.
 It is actually nearer 5000 meters. A standard epistemological analysis of these claims would focus on whether there are grounds for believing, for example, that the height of Mont Blanc is nearly 5000 meters (or 15,728 feet). It would focus on the matter of belief or knowledge in question. The economic theory of belief focuses on the individual believer, not on the matter of belief, but on the costs and benefits to the individual of coming to have various beliefs.
 In such a theory we cannot speak of the justification of belief X tout court; rather we must speak of the justification of belief X by person A in the larger framework of the individual’s knowledge and experience. For this we require a theory that focuses on the individual and on the ways the individual comes to know or believe relevant things, such as how trustworthy another person, a book, or an agency is as a supposed authority on some bit of knowledge.

The economic theory has numerous implications, some of which may seem perverse on a standard epistemological account. For example, my current knowledge is path dependent: It depends on the life I have led up to now. Indeed, even what I would count as knowledge is largely path dependent. I may, of course, come to correct part of my past knowledge, but in doing so I may not be able or may not think to correct other knowledge that is strongly connected to it. Hence, path dependence might contribute to the incoherence of beliefs. Moreover, if one has any concern with coherence, path dependence might commend the rejection of new knowledge more readily than of old knowledge for the reason that it is mentally cheaper to question a bit of new knowledge than to jettison a lot of old knowledge with the consequence of then having to restructure the broken remainder of old knowledge. A new fact might not merely challenge a particular old fact but also much that is inferentially based on the old fact. Those inferences from the old fact might be hard to track down because they might not be mentally keyed to the fact from which they were inferred. 

Hence, we may have some incentive to be conservative in our knowledge commitments. At the extreme of the very risk averse who wish to conserve limited mental and other energy, some people might be utterly block-headed in refusing to consider revision of any of their knowledge. One who seldom does reconsider might have little experience of the potential value of reconsideration and might therefore become almost entirely embedded in stubborn beliefs from a dreadfully limited past experience. This is virtually a definitive condition of very traditional societies, if not of all societies.

Also, the economic theory suggests that there need be no distinction between moral and factual knowledge for a particular individual, because action on either kind of knowledge can entail costs and benefits that affect the content of the knowledge. People seem commonly to moralize mere conventions, such as the conventions of table manners or those of taste that is place or time or culture specific. On the economic theory, this blurring of moral and factual knowledge can make sense. The incentive for gaining knowledge may, however, typically favor gaining practical knowledge over moral knowledge, because occasions for gaining such knowledge may be more frequent than those for gaining moral knowledge. Hence, we may become better at factual than at moral knowledge and may tend to bias our actions toward our own interests not because we are especially amoral but merely because we can be surer of making good self interested choices than of making good moral or altruistic choices. On a related point, a moral theorist who is not a moral skeptic may rightly be held accountable to higher standards of moral conduct for the simple reason that she knows better than most people, who are not moral specialists, can know.

The economic theory also has strong implications for differences between institutional and individual capacities. Hence, pragmatic and moral considerations recommend use of institutions in some contexts for epistemological reasons. In other contexts, individuals often have epistemological advantages over institutions. I will generally speak of individual and institutional knowledge and will lay out differences between them below.

The distinctive difference between personal and institutional knowledge grounds a claim that institutional and act-utilitarianisms are epistemologically different, because they require actions, based on knowledge, by institutions and individuals, respectively. Claims for a distinction between rule- and act-utilitarianisms, however, cannot be grounded in a coherent epistemological difference, because they are both grounded in individual knowledge.

The Social Generation of Knowledge

Much of the knowledge that you or I have is knowledge that no individual alone could have established. Rather, the knowledge is generated by a social system to which many individuals and, often, institutions contribute. This is not to say that the knowledge is socially constructed in the sense that we determine the underlying reality, as is sometimes argued of social knowledge and as might be true of much knowledge.  

As an example of socially generated knowledge, consider again the knowledge of the height of Mont Blanc. How does one come to know such numbers as Wittgenstein’s 4000 meters — or the more widely accepted figure that is nearer 5000 meters? Recent satellite measurements suggest that K2 reaches higher than Mount Everest. We have thought for about a century that Everest is the highest mountain on earth. But perhaps we were wrong. Suppose we eventually find that all measures corroborate the greater height of K2. What did we have to get wrong to get the particular bit of knowledge that Everest is highest wrong? These are all bits of knowledge which are not merely pieces of a system of knowledge — they are knowledge that could only be generated by a social system. To be confident in such pieces of knowledge is to be confident in the system that generates them. Hence, we might be able to assess these facts — but not my knowledge of them — according to a proceduralist epistemology.

In the measurement of the height of a mountain, various tools are used, including surveyor’s instruments. The users of these tools might have little understanding of the technology required to manufacture them to the fine tolerances required for their giving accurate measurements. The users must also correct for the curvature of the earth in measuring a mountain from which they must, of necessity, stand at a distance. They typically will not themselves have determined that curvature and might not even know how to measure it. Indeed, many of these things — the various technologies for manufacturing the equipment, the correction factors to control for the effects of variant temperatures on the instruments, and the correction factor for the curvature of the earth — may all be essentially socially determined in the sense that they are the aggregate of many experiences that no individual could possibly replicate. Everyone must take at least many of these facts on faith as determined correctly by a large number of contributing authorities. 

We are still left with the individual-level question: How did you and I come to have whatever knowledge or beliefs we have of the heights of Mont Blanc, K2, and Everest? Many of us followed the second device discussed above, we came by it as a by-product of doing other things. Or rather, we didn’t follow any device at all, we merely happened onto the knowledge at some point and in some way that we might not even recall. We largely took it on authority, such as the authority of an encyclopedia or a newspaper story. And of course the encyclopedia editor or news writer took it on authority from a geographer or other supposed expert.

Note one of the beauties of our presumptive knowledge of the height of Everest. We first have to judge a particular authority, and then we infer the truth of the authority’s claim. Most of our knowledge has this structure — it depends on reliance on some authority. We genuinely investigate for ourselves only rarely. But some of our authorities are now superseded in our judgments — although the facts we got from them may still linger in our minds as though they were correct. This character of our knowledge is especially important in moral judgments, because our moral beliefs may largely have been determined by the impositions of past authorities, some of whom we would discount heavily today. But it afflicts much of our factual knowledge as well. Ideally, each bit of our knowledge would carry a subscript to weight the quality of the source of that bit. Although much of our knowledge does not come associated with such weights, some of it does. Indeed, our ordinary language includes qualifications on our claims: I know, surely, more than likely, I think, the Times said, I’ve heard, maybe. In Tzotzil, a Mayan language spoken by about 200,000 Guatemalan Indians, there is a clitic, “la,” that must be inserted in every statement that reports mere hearsay as opposed to what one has personally witnessed or experienced.

Might we ever follow the first device discussed above — deliberately seeking knowledge — in improving our knowledge? At least someone might. For example, someone working with the satellite data might have tried to get the heights of all the Himalayas right. But even this person would depend inescapably on accepting knowledge from others without testing it — for example, knowledge of the solid state physics and laser technology that lies behind the electronic measurements of height. Hence, even this expert seeker after these particular facts must have relied in large part on happenstance and personally uninvestigated knowledge. That is inherent in depending on the system of knowledge as opposed merely to bits of knowledge in isolation.

Indeed, in the end it is hard even to imagine a single bit of knowledge in many areas of our seeming competence so that the problem of socially determined systemic knowledge pervades our lives. I compose these sentences at a computer whose structure is the result of millions of inputs by uncounted individuals, some of them expert on slight pieces of it and others expert on other slight pieces. The whole to which their expertise contributed is surely beyond the real comprehension of any of them or anyone else. Yet even I, who understand little of my computer’s working, can presumably rely on it to radically improve my life in certain respects. My knowledge of that computer is fundamentally pragmatically determined: It works — although it sometimes fails, either because of the hardware, the software, or my errors in using these.

Knowledge by Authority

The paths to most bits of my knowledge have long been forgotten and could not plausibly be reconstructed. The overwhelming bulk has been accepted on authority of some kind, often of a questionable kind and often of a completely forgotten kind. In the social generation of knowledge, we engage in division of labor — this implies reliance on authority. It is the constructive division of labor that gives value to our social product. There is therefore a compelling sense in which it is useful to us to rely on the authority of others because it enables us to make better choices for ourselves than we could if we had to rely only on what truths we had demonstrated in some way entirely by ourselves. It is deeply in our interest to rely on others. In our early years, indeed, it is a matter of life and death to rely on others and their knowledge. Throughout our lives, we would be foolish even to reject much of the knowledge we have that is grounded in dubious authorities, that we might even know to be grounded in dubious authorities.

Most of us have been stopped on occasion by the question: How do you know that? Often the point of the question is to elicit information out of curiosity about our experience or our capacity to remember odd facts. But sometimes the query is an implicit statement of doubt, as though it were really the question: How could you know that?
 In either case, the questioner would often be satisfied by such simple answers as, I read it in the newspaper, My mother was a dentist, or I studied history. The question is then commonly not further directed at the authorities implicated in these answers, as it perhaps often should be. Nor is it so often followed by the relevant question, Are you sure that’s what was claimed? The buck stops long before the end of the chain of authority for most bits of knowledge. We typically do not seek out a first knower of any fact.

Given our radically defective reliance on authorities that are essentially unknown to us in the moment we put most knowledge to use, we take inordinately much knowledge on only a little more than blind faith. Why? Presumably because it seems to work well enough. That is the sense in which it is at least a little more than blind faith. We sweep vast quantities of putative knowledge into the maw of our minds with hardly a second glance. And we do it because we need to have enormous lots of knowledge but cannot plausibly take the time to verify the authorities on which we take it to be true knowledge. I have a friend who often asks me the question, How do you know that? She invariably means it in the curious sense and she seems almost as invariably to accept what I say as true, even though often I honestly can no longer say how I know whatever it is at stake. She, I, and no doubt you live by such knowledge, and we typically live reasonably well by it. 

Institutional Knowledge

One might object to the use of the term institutional knowledge on the ground that institutions are not sentient, cognitive agents and therefore cannot have knowledge. This difference is part of the claim that individuals and institutions have different epistemologies. Still, it is reasonable to say that institutions do know in the simple sense that they store knowledge, indeed, in various ways. For example, they can have files, procedures, and norms that no individual could overview. To take a very simple example, the US Bureau of the Census has vast reams of data that no individual can overview. Those data can be manipulated by individuals, especially with the use of computers, and any small part of the data may be well known to a particular individual. But there are data in the Bureau’s files that would swamp the capacities of any individual actually to know them. 

The knowledge of the Bureau is different from an individual’s knowledge in other ways as well. In particular, the Bureau obtains its knowledge very deliberately through the efforts of thousands of data collectors and millions of individual contributors of the data. The Bureau is a generator and organizer of knowledge. An occasional individual, such as an empirical social scientist, might similarly generate and organize some array of knowledge, but the scale of an individual’s efforts is trivially smaller than that of the Bureau.

Institutional knowledge has the character of the so-called Enormous Theorem. This theorem gives an exhaustive classification of all finite simple groups. The full proof is in about 500 separate publications by more than 100 mathematicians. It constitutes 15,000 pages in various publications plus some unpublished results. Some of its pieces were directly worked out by particular mathematicians who could be said to have an overview of at least those pieces; others were accomplished by computer and some of these are plausibly so complex or massive that no particular mathematician can claim to have an overview of them. Naturally, no single mathematician is thought to have a confident grasp of the whole theorem — all must rely on the reputed expertise of the individual contributors to the theorem, including computer programmers and chip designers.

In part, the distinction between individual and institutional knowledge is merely a matter of degree or scale. At some point in the spectrum of the aggregation of knowledge by one person to the aggregation of knowledge by a huge organization, such as the Bureau of the Census, it might not be clear whether we should call the resulting knowledge individual or institutional. But at the extremes, the differences are clear, so that we can sensibly speak of modal differences in the knowledge capacities of institutions and individuals. Typically, we will expect some kinds of knowledge to be more in the capacity of individuals and other kinds more in the capacity of institutions. For example, my personal knowledge of a friend’s foibles, desires, successes, and failings is not likely to be in the purview of any institution. But the knowledge that the Bureau of the Census has far transcends anything of like kind that I could have. Indeed, one might suppose that its capacity for knowledge of certain kinds on a large scale is a defining characteristic of an institution.

Concluding Remarks

The concern of an economic theory of knowledge is, again, the problem of a choosing agent’s epistemology as opposed to a theorist’s or critic’s epistemology. We commonly have no recourse to a super-knower when we are making life decisions, whether minor or major, although occasionally we may recur to supposed experts for assistance, although it is we who have to judge whether someone or some source is  a relevant expert.

We ground our lives in putative but philosophically ungrounded knowledge. The task of clearing out the Augean stables in our heads would dominate our lives for years and would get in the way of our living, not to speak of living well. Actually completing the task might well disable us almost entirely. Wittgenstein, speaking of factual knowledge, and Sidgwick, speaking of moral knowledge, make essentially the same claim. Wittgenstein said: “My life consists in my being content to accept many things.”
 These are de facto my foundations for going on to consider other things. “Propositions of form of empirical propositions, and not only propositions of logic, form the foundation of all operating with thought.”
 Sidgwick wrote: “It is as true of the intellectual as of the physical life that living somehow is prior to living ideally well: and if we are to live at all, we must accept some beliefs that cannot claim Reason for their source.”
 

In the end, if we did attempt to clear the fouled and cluttered stables in our heads in a Herculean commitment to some epistemology, we would plausibly have so little left that we could hardly have grounds on which to choose at all in most contexts. If we finally cleared out everything that did not fit one of the standard epistemologies, we would be very nearly catatonically incapacitated. Any of those epistemologies would arguably therefore be pragmatically disastrous for most people. Since the principal value of knowing at all is to enable us to choose and live well, it therefore follows that we should — at least most of the time — pragmatically reject the demands of those epistemologies as deleterious to our prospects. 

Philosophers might enjoy the enterprise of standard epistemology, the enterprise of the justification of knowledge, but ordinary people can rightly forgo it for most of their own lives. This is, of course, merely a claim from the economic theory of knowledge, with its pragmatic focus, and is only a practical, not a theoretical claim. That theory of knowledge would fail the truth-tests of all the standard epistemologies, so that the relevant epistemologists could dismiss it in turn. Nevertheless, although there may be good reasons for doing or knowing epistemology, those reasons are not practical reasons that should inform the reasoning of ordinary people when they are making decisions. If we ask, Why know?, we surely must answer for much of knowledge: Because it is useful. But if that is our answer, it follows that we should assess such knowledge by its utility — which is to say, by an economic theory of knowledge.

We would live much less fulfilled lives if we were far more demanding in the standards to which we subjected the flow of knowledge into our minds. This is the vague, pragmatic test to which we subject putative knowledge. Moreover, it seems clearly to be the correct test for real life. That is to say, if we were commending a practice to someone else, we would rightly commend this practice to them. We would commend following any of the standard epistemologies only if we were foolish or mean-spirited. 
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