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What is This Thing Called Knowledge? A Deep
Dive into the 2009 Edition

In 2009, Ian Hacking's seminal work, "What is This Thing Called Knowledge?", celebrated its
re-edition, solidifying its place as a cornerstone text in the philosophy of science. This
200-page exploration isn't a simple definition of knowledge; instead, it's a captivating

journey through the historical evolution of epistemology – the study of knowledge – and its
implications for how we understand scientific progress and the nature of truth. This article

will delve into the core arguments, highlighting its key contributions to epistemology,
scientific methodology, the philosophy of science, and the ongoing debate surrounding

knowledge justification.

A Historical Perspective on Knowledge: Tracing the Evolution of
Ideas

Hacking's book doesn't present a single, definitive answer to its titular question. Instead,
he meticulously traces the development of epistemological thought, showcasing how our

understanding of knowledge has dramatically shifted over time. He expertly guides the reader
through various philosophical schools, highlighting the key figures and their contributions.
The 2009 edition, while preserving the original text's essence, likely benefits from updated

contextualization, perhaps reflecting advancements in the field since its initial publication.
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Hacking meticulously examines the shifts from the rationalism of Descartes and Leibniz, with
their emphasis on innate ideas and deductive reasoning, to the empiricism of Locke and Hume,

which championed observation and inductive methods. This historical analysis forms the bedrock
of the book, offering readers a richer understanding of the complexities involved in defining

and justifying knowledge. The contrasting perspectives on knowledge acquisition are
particularly illuminating, showcasing the ongoing tension between reason and experience.

### The Influence of the Scientific Revolution

A significant portion of "What is This Thing Called Knowledge?" focuses on the impact of the
Scientific Revolution on our understanding of knowledge. Hacking explores how the rise of
experimental science challenged traditional epistemological frameworks. He analyzes the

emergence of new methodologies, such as the hypothetico-deductive model, and how these shifted
the focus from a priori reasoning to empirical verification. The book's exploration of the
scientific method serves as a powerful reminder of the ever-evolving nature of knowledge
acquisition and its reliance on a continuous process of observation, experimentation, and

refinement.

Challenges to Traditional Epistemology and the Rise of
Relativism

Hacking doesn't shy away from confronting challenges to traditional epistemological
viewpoints. He thoughtfully explores the rise of skepticism and relativism, examining the
implications of these perspectives for scientific knowledge. The book doesn't necessarily
endorse relativism, but it acknowledges its role in shaping the ongoing debate around the

nature of truth and objectivity. This critical analysis is crucial, providing readers with a
complete picture of the landscape of epistemological thought, including its internal

controversies.

The 200-page exploration meticulously deconstructs the limitations of earlier, more simplistic
models of knowledge justification, prompting readers to critically evaluate their own
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understanding of how we arrive at what we believe to be true. This self-reflective approach is
one of the book’s greatest strengths, making it a relevant and engaging read even today.

The Significance of Scientific Progress and the Nature of Truth
One of the key takeaways from "What is This Thing Called Knowledge?" is the nuanced

understanding of scientific progress that it offers. Hacking challenges the simplistic notion
of linear progression, instead demonstrating how science involves a complex interplay of
experimentation, theoretical revision, and the social context of scientific practice. He

highlights how scientific knowledge is not simply a collection of facts, but a dynamic and
evolving body of understanding. This focus on the dynamic nature of knowledge within a social
context is a significant contribution, emphasizing the importance of understanding the history

and culture of science.

Applying Hacking's Insights: Implications for Modern
Understanding of Knowledge

Hacking's work continues to resonate today, offering valuable insights into contemporary
debates in epistemology and the philosophy of science. His meticulous historical analysis

provides a crucial context for understanding the limitations of simplistic models of knowledge
justification and the complexities involved in establishing scientific truth. The book’s

examination of knowledge representation within the context of scientific practices remains
remarkably relevant. Its influence is palpable in contemporary discussions on scientific
integrity, the role of evidence, and the challenges of navigating a rapidly evolving

information landscape.

Conclusion: A Timeless Exploration of Epistemology
"What is This Thing Called Knowledge?" (2009 edition) is not just a historical overview of
epistemology; it's a vibrant and engaging exploration of how we understand and justify
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knowledge. Hacking's masterful blend of historical analysis, philosophical insight, and clear
prose makes it accessible to both students and seasoned scholars. The book's lasting value

lies in its ability to challenge assumptions, stimulate critical thinking, and foster a deeper
appreciation for the intricate and often-controversial nature of knowledge itself. It

encourages a continuous questioning of our own beliefs and methods of acquiring understanding,
a crucial element in the pursuit of true knowledge.

FAQ
Q1: What is the central argument of "What is This Thing Called Knowledge?"

A1: The book doesn't offer a single, definitive answer to the question of knowledge. Instead,
it traces the historical evolution of epistemological thought, showcasing how our

understanding of knowledge has changed dramatically over time. This historical analysis
reveals the complexities involved in defining and justifying knowledge, challenging simplistic
models and highlighting the ongoing debate surrounding the nature of truth and objectivity.

Q2: How does Hacking's book relate to the philosophy of science?

A2: The book directly engages with the philosophy of science by examining how the Scientific
Revolution profoundly impacted our understanding of knowledge. Hacking analyzes the emergence
of new scientific methodologies and their influence on epistemological debates. He emphasizes

the social and historical context of scientific practice, challenging idealized views of
scientific progress.

Q3: What are some key criticisms of Hacking's approach?

A3: While highly influential, some critics argue that Hacking's focus on historical context
downplays the enduring aspects of epistemological questions. Others may find his approach too

relativistic, insufficiently addressing the possibility of objective truth.

Q4: Is this book suitable for beginners in philosophy?
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A4: While the book engages with complex philosophical concepts, Hacking's clear writing style
and detailed historical narrative make it surprisingly accessible to beginners. However, some

prior familiarity with basic philosophical terms might be helpful.

Q5: How does the 2009 edition differ from earlier editions?

A5: The 2009 edition likely incorporates updated contextualization, reflecting advancements in
the field since the original publication. While the core arguments remain the same, the
introduction or concluding remarks may offer a more contemporary perspective. Precise

differences would require a comparison of specific editions.

Q6: What are the practical implications of Hacking’s work?

A6: Hacking’s work has practical implications for researchers across many fields. By
emphasizing the historical and social context of knowledge production, he encourages critical
self-reflection on methodology, bias, and the limitations of various approaches to knowledge

acquisition. His insights contribute to more rigorous and nuanced research practices.

Q7: How does this book relate to contemporary discussions about information and
misinformation?

A7: Hacking's emphasis on the social and historical context of knowledge creation makes his
work highly relevant to contemporary debates about information and misinformation.

Understanding the dynamic and evolving nature of knowledge, as highlighted in the book, is
crucial for critically evaluating the information we encounter, particularly in the age of

digital media.

Q8: Where can I find the 2009 edition of "What is This Thing Called Knowledge?"

A8: You can typically find the 2009 edition (or a later reprint) through major online book
retailers like Amazon, Barnes & Noble, and others. You may also find it at university

libraries or used bookstores. Checking with your local library is always a good option as
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well.

Unpacking the Enigma: A Deep Dive into "What is This Thing
Called Knowledge?" (2009)

The 2009 edition of David Rorty's seminal work, "What is This Thing Called Knowledge?", isn't
merely a manual; it's a exploration into the heart of epistemology. This stimulating book,
clocking in at around 200 pages, doesn't simply provide a easy definition of knowledge, but
instead engages the reader in a critical analysis of its characteristics. This article will

explore into the book's central arguments, highlighting its key concepts and useful
implications for understanding how we obtain and support our beliefs.

The book's strength lies in its ability to analyze the complexities of knowledge acquisition
without resorting to oversimplification. Ginsburg masterfully weaves together various

philosophical viewpoints, ranging from rationalism to relativism, providing a comprehensive
overview of the debates that have shaped our understanding of knowledge. This isn't a inactive
presentation; the authors actively engage the reader to critically evaluate the strengths and

weaknesses of each perspective.

One of the book's most important contributions is its clarification of the relationship
between evidence and truth. It doesn't merely assert that knowledge requires evidence, but

explains how different philosophical traditions approach this crucial problem. For instance,
the book clearly outlines the distinctions between foundationalist and coherentist
explanations of justification, highlighting the benefits and difficulties of each.

Further, the book expertly navigates the complexities of the relationship between knowledge
and belief. It questions the simple belief that true belief equals knowledge. By presenting

the concept of supported true belief, the book lays the basis for a more sophisticated
understanding of the criteria for knowledge.

The book's impact extends beyond the classroom. Its clear writing style, paired with
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challenging examples, makes it useful for anyone interested in exploring the essential
questions of epistemology. Whether you're a scholar of philosophy, a engineer seeking to
improve your critical thinking skills, or simply someone interested about the nature of

knowledge, "What is This Thing Called Knowledge?" offers priceless insights and provocations
to deeper reflection.

In conclusion, "What is This Thing Called Knowledge?" (2009) is a remarkable contribution in
the domain of epistemology. Its detailed survey of different philosophical standpoints,

coupled with its understandable writing style and challenging arguments, makes it an crucial
reading for anyone seeking a deeper appreciation of what knowledge truly is. It is a book that

will stimulate your thinking and leave you with a reinvigorated understanding of the world
around you.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1. Is this book suitable for beginners in philosophy? Yes, despite its sophistication, the
book's clear writing style makes it appropriate for beginners. The authors effectively explain

complex concepts in a way that is both precise and interesting.

2. What are the main takeaways from the book? The main takeaways include a deeper appreciation
of the different perspectives to epistemology, a more nuanced understanding of the interplay
between justification and truth, and a critical assessment of the requirements for knowledge.

3. How does the book differ from other epistemology textbooks? Unlike many textbooks, this
book doesn't present a singular definitive answer. Instead, it explores the diverse

perspectives and challenges the reader to form their own conclusions.

4. What are the practical applications of the concepts discussed in the book? The book's
insights are applicable to various fields, including science, law, and everyday life. It

improves critical thinking skills, helping individuals assess information more effectively and
make more informed choices.
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