
Knowledge and the Cosmos

Introduction

The pursuit of knowledge is a defining characteristic of 

human existence. From the earliest hominids gazing up 

at  the  night  sky  to  modern  scientists  probing  the 

mysteries of quantum mechanics,  humans have been 

driven by an insatiable desire to understand the world 

around them.

Knowledge takes many forms, from the practical and 

mundane to the abstract and ethereal. We know how to 

grow crops, build houses, and cure diseases. We know 

about  the  history  of  our  planet,  the  workings  of  the 

human  mind,  and  the  vastness  of  the  universe.  We 

know about art,  music,  and literature.  And we know 

about ourselves—our hopes, our fears, our loves, and 

our losses.
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The acquisition of knowledge is a lifelong journey. It 

begins in childhood, when we learn our first words and 

start  to  explore  the  world  around  us.  It  continues 

through school, where we are exposed to a wide range 

of subjects and ideas. And it doesn't end when we leave 

school. Throughout our lives, we continue to learn new 

things, both formally and informally.

There are many reasons why we seek knowledge. Some 

of us are driven by a simple curiosity about the world. 

Others are motivated by a desire to improve their lives 

or the lives of others. And still others are driven by a 

thirst for truth and understanding.

Whatever our reasons for seeking knowledge, there is 

no doubt  that  it  is  a  valuable and enriching pursuit. 

Knowledge empowers us to make better decisions, to 

solve  problems,  and  to  create  new  and  innovative 

things. It helps us to understand the world around us 

and  our  place  in  it.  And  it  makes  our  lives  more 

meaningful and fulfilling.
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In this book, we will explore the nature of knowledge, 

its relationship to reality, and its value to human life. 

We will  examine the different  ways that  we acquire 

knowledge,  the  challenges  we face  in  our  pursuit  of 

knowledge, and the impact that knowledge has on our 

lives.  We will  also  consider  the  future  of  knowledge 

and the role that it will play in shaping our world.

Whether  you  are  a  student,  a  scholar,  or  simply 

someone who is curious about the world around you, I 

hope that you will find this book to be an informative 

and thought-provoking read.
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Book Description

What is knowledge? How do we acquire it? And what is 

its  value  to  human  life?  These  are  some  of  the 

fundamental questions that this book explores.

In Knowledge and the Cosmos, Colin McGinn takes us 

on a journey through the universe of  understanding, 

from the earliest hominids gazing up at the night sky to 

modern  scientists  probing  the  mysteries  of  quantum 

mechanics.  He  examines  the  different  ways  that  we 

acquire  knowledge,  the  challenges  we  face  in  our 

pursuit of knowledge, and the impact that knowledge 

has on our lives.

McGinn argues that knowledge is not a static entity, but 

rather a dynamic process that is  constantly evolving. 

He  shows  how  our  understanding  of  the  world  has 

changed over time, as new discoveries have been made 

and  new  theories  have  been  developed.  He  also 
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explores the limits of knowledge,  and the things that 

we may never be able to know.

Knowledge  and  the  Cosmos is  a  wide-ranging  and 

thought-provoking book that will appeal to anyone who 

is  interested  in  the  nature  of  knowledge,  the 

relationship between knowledge and reality,  and the 

value of knowledge to human life.

Praise for Knowledge and the Cosmos:

"A brilliant and thought-provoking exploration of the 

nature of knowledge. McGinn is a master of his craft, 

and  this  book  is  a  must-read  for  anyone  who  is 

interested  in  the  fundamental  questions  of  human 

existence." —David Chalmers, author of  The Conscious 

Mind

"A sweeping and ambitious work that takes on some of 

the  biggest  questions  in  philosophy.  McGinn  writes 

with clarity and insight, and he has a gift for making 
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complex ideas accessible to a general audience." —Sean 

Carroll, author of Something Deeply Hidden

"A tour  de  force.  McGinn has  written a  book that  is 

both intellectually stimulating and deeply personal. It 

is a book that will stay with you long after you have 

finished  reading  it."  —Susan  Blackmore,  author  of 

Consciousness: A Very Short Introduction 
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Chapter 1: The Fabric of Knowledge

1. The Nature of Knowledge

What  is  knowledge?  This  seemingly  simple  question 

has been pondered by philosophers for centuries, and 

there  is  still  no  easy  answer.  Knowledge  is  often 

defined as justified true belief. But what does it mean 

for a belief to be justified? And how can we be sure that 

our beliefs are true?

One way to think about the nature of knowledge is to 

consider the different ways that we can acquire it. We 

can learn from experience, from testimony, and from 

reason.  We  can  also  learn  from  intuition  and 

revelation. Each of these sources of knowledge has its 

own strengths and weaknesses.

Experience is  a  powerful  source  of  knowledge.  We 

learn  a  great  deal  about  the  world  simply  by 

interacting with it. We learn how to walk, how to talk, 

and  how  to  eat.  We  learn  about  the  properties  of 
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objects  and  the  behavior  of  animals.  And  we  learn 

about the laws of nature.

Testimony is another important source of knowledge. 

We  rely  on  testimony  when  we  believe  what  other 

people tell us. We believe our parents when they tell us 

that  the  stove  is  hot.  We believe  our  teachers  when 

they  tell  us  about  the  history  of  the  world.  And  we 

believe our doctors when they tell us that we have a 

cold.

Reason is  a  third  source  of  knowledge.  We can  use 

reason to deduce new conclusions from the things that 

we already know. For example, if we know that all men 

are  mortal  and that  Socrates  is  a  man,  then we can 

conclude that Socrates is mortal.

Intuition and  revelation are two more controversial 

sources of knowledge. Some people believe that we can 

have direct access to knowledge without the need for 

experience, testimony, or reason. Intuition is a kind of 

gut feeling, while revelation is a message from God.
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The nature of knowledge is a complex and fascinating 

topic. There is no easy answer to the question "What is 

knowledge?" But by carefully considering the different 

sources of knowledge and the different ways that we 

can  justify  our  beliefs,  we  can  come  to  a  better 

understanding of the nature of knowledge.
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Chapter 1: The Fabric of Knowledge

2. The Structure of Knowledge

Knowledge is not a monolithic entity. It  is a complex 

and multifaceted phenomenon that can be organized 

and structured in a variety of ways.

One  way  to  structure  knowledge  is  by  its  subject 

matter. For example, we can divide knowledge into the 

following broad categories:

 Natural science: The study of the natural world, 

including  physics,  chemistry,  biology,  and 

astronomy.

 Social science: The study of human society and 

behavior,  including  sociology,  psychology, 

economics, and political science.

 Humanities: The  study  of  human  culture  and 

expression,  including  literature,  history, 

philosophy, and art.
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Another way to structure knowledge is by its form. For 

example, we can divide knowledge into the following 

categories:

 Propositional  knowledge: Knowledge that  can 

be expressed in the form of propositions, such as 

"the Earth is round" or "2 + 2 = 4."

 Procedural knowledge: Knowledge of how to do 

something, such as how to ride a bike or how to 

play a musical instrument.

 Epistemic  knowledge: Knowledge  about 

knowledge itself, such as the different ways that 

we can acquire knowledge and the criteria that 

we use to evaluate knowledge claims.

The  structure  of  knowledge  is  not  fixed  and 

unchanging.  It  is  constantly  evolving  as  new 

discoveries are made and new theories are developed. 

The  way  that  we  organize  and  structure  knowledge 

reflects our current understanding of the world. As our 

11



understanding of  the world changes,  so too does the 

structure of knowledge.

The structure of knowledge is not merely an academic 

exercise. It has a real and tangible impact on our lives. 

The  way  that  we  organize  and  structure  knowledge 

affects the way that we think about the world and the 

way that we make decisions. For example, the way that 

we organize knowledge in our educational system has 

a major impact on the way that students learn. The way 

that we organize knowledge in our legal system has a 

major impact on the way that judges make decisions.

The  structure  of  knowledge  is  a  complex  and 

fascinating topic. It is a topic that has been studied by 

philosophers  and  scholars  for  centuries.  And  it  is  a 

topic that will continue to be studied for centuries to 

come.
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Chapter 1: The Fabric of Knowledge

3. The Limits of Knowledge

Humans have an insatiable desire to  understand the 

world around them. We want to know why things are 

the way they are, and we want to be able to predict and 

control our environment. But there are limits to what 

we can know.

One limit to our knowledge is our own finitude. We are 

finite beings with finite minds. We can only process a 

limited  amount  of  information,  and  we  can  only 

remember  a  limited  amount  of  what  we  learn.  This 

means that there will always be things that we do not 

know.

Another limit to our knowledge is the nature of reality 

itself.  Some  things  are  simply  unknowable.  For 

example,  we  may  never  be  able  to  know  what 

happened before the Big Bang, or what exists beyond 

the observable universe.
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Finally,  our  knowledge is  limited by  our  own biases 

and prejudices. We tend to see the world in a way that 

confirms our existing beliefs. This can make it difficult 

for us to see things objectively and to learn new things.

Despite  these  limits,  humans have made tremendous 

progress in our understanding of the world. We have 

learned about the laws of physics, the workings of the 

human body, and the history of the universe. We have 

also learned about ourselves—our hopes, our fears, our 

loves, and our losses.

The pursuit of knowledge is a lifelong journey. It is a 

journey that is full of challenges, but it is also a journey 

that  is  full  of  rewards.  As  we  learn  more  about  the 

world  around  us,  we  become  more  empowered  to 

make better decisions, to solve problems, and to create 

a better future for ourselves and for our children.
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This extract presents the opening three 

sections of the first chapter.

Discover the complete 10 chapters and 

50  sections  by  purchasing  the  book, 

now available in various formats.
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