
How Can Skeptics Help Venture Capitalists?
Abstract: 
Agassi’s radical skepticism leads to the following practical suggestion: When investors consider the likelihood that a suggested innovation will materialize, they should refer to the question: does this idea (that this innovation materializes) raise or reduces the strangeness of the world? And to answer this question, they should examine if the suggested technology suggested is consistent with accepted scientific theories, and if it explains unexpected phenomena. This recommended method is not based on Bayesian Epistemology epistemology but on a psychological theory of beliefs consistent with skepticism.
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In his book, The Philosophy of Practical Affairs, , Agassi reviews various fields – philosophy of science, ethics, political philosophy, esthetics, and more – where philosophical considerations lead to practical conclusions. 
Following this approach, in this paper, I intend to discuss the following practical question related to the philosophy of science: How should one determine whether to invest in a given technological entrepreneurship? 
This question is relevant to venture capital investors and so-called angels (private people that invest seed money in startups). Many technological entrepreneurs apply to investors, asking them investors to invest in their startups. In the a typical case, the entrepreneurs present a new technology or innovation that they want to develop, sometimes protected by a patent. The investors have a limited budget, and since the requested investment should be above a certain amount of moneyis usually considerable, they investors can only invest in a limited number of startups companies.	Comment by Susan de la Fuente: “a” not “the”	Comment by Susan de la Fuente: Suggest: is usually considerable
The investors also have a limited time to decide whether to invest in a given company, how much to invest, and at what value (of the startup). During this limited timeshort interval, they have to evaluate the likelihood that the suggested innovation will materialize within a reasonable time and budget. And As long as the innovations are related to scientific theories, the philosophy of science is relevant to this evaluation. And so, the question is: what What practical guidelines does the philosophy of science recommends when an investor considers an investment in technological innovation?	Comment by Susan de la Fuente: See below
Sadly, most startups fail, and then the investors lose their investment. So, if the philosophy of science can improve the success rate of startups, it will significantly benefit the economy. 
Note that the investors consider additional questions such as: Are the entrepreneurs qualified to manage the startup? What is the potential market, and how much should be invested in marketing? But in this paper, I limit the discussion to the technological aspects of the suggested entrepreneurship, namely, how should one examine the proposed new technology or innovation?	Comment by Susan de la Fuente: in American English, the first word after a colon is sometimes capitalized if it begins a complete sentence. Be consistent!

Popper’s view
As a first step, it makes sense to compare the suggested technology against its competitors. Is the suggested technology better than the current competitive technologies?
Popper discussed this question in his book Objective Knowledge (p. 22): 
We should prefer as basis for action the best-tested theory
In other words, we should review the experiments and observations that could have refuted the competitive theories and prefer the one that withstood the most severe and risky tests.
But as was mentioned by Agassi in the book under discussion on page 80:
by and large technology employs refuted theories
For example, cars are designed according to Newton's mechanical theory, despite it being refuted. The reason is that Newton’ssince this theory is much simpler to use than Einstein's theory, and the differences between the predictions of these two theories regarding the practical use of cars are negligible.
Suppose a startup suggests an innovation that is relevant to the Coronavirus. Strictly speaking, many theories related to the Coronavirus have been refuted. But some of them predict quite accurately in many cases. So, when a startup presents a new idea regarding detecting or treating the Coronavirus, it makes sense to consider if this idea is consistent with the successful (refuted) theories.
Another relevant consideration is: Can the entrepreneurs point at surprising phenomena that their suggested innovation explains? 
In other words, investors will tend to refrain from investing in the startup, if its ideas are inconsistent with the accepted scientific theories, and will tend to invest in the startup, if its ideas explain surprising phenomena.
This method may look like Frank Ramsey’s Bayesian Epistemology epistemology (also known as the probability theory of rational belief), according to which we assign subjective probability to our beliefs, ; and when we consider a theory, then the higher the a -priory priori probability of the theory, and the lower the expected probability of the phenomena it explains, the higher is our degree of belief in the theory. 
But Bayesian Epistemology epistemology was refuted by the following argument of Popper and Agassi (in Conjectures and Refutations): Consider the brief time (between 1915 and 1919) when Einstein's theory of gravity was already known, but Newton's theory of gravity was not yet refuted. According to Bayesian epistemology, since at that time a lot of evidence supported each theory and none undermined eitheranother; each of them had a high probability, credibility, or rational degree of belief, higher than fifty percent. (A theory with less than fifty percent probability is less probable than its negation.) Now, consider the probability of the view “Either Newton's theory or Einstein's theory is true.” According to the calculus of probability, it is the sum of their probabilities minus the probability of their intersection. But since the two theories are contrary (they cannot be true together), the probability of the intersection is zero. Hence, the probability of the theory “Either Newton's theory or Einstein's theory is true” is the sum of their probabilities. Hence, it is over one hundred percent. This is absurd.

An alternative theory of beliefs
So, should we conclude that the investors are irrational when examining the technology in the method mentioned above (considering whether the idea is consistent with the accepted scientific theories, and whether it explains surprising phenomena)? No. We can justify the method under discussion by the theory of belief that Agassi and I suggested in our book “Philosophy from a Skeptical Perspective.”
Our book presented radical skepticism, according to which every statement is doubtful. Information and theories are never certain, plausible, corroborated, or justified ─ in the epistemological sense of these terms. We did not claim that all statements had the same degree of plausibility. Rather, we contended that plausibility, certainty, justification, corroboration, etc.and so on (in the epistemological sense of the terms) did not apply to statements. We distinguished between the following two positions:
1. Statements can be plausible, but all statements have the same degree of plausibility.
2. There are no plausible statements.
We agreed that the first position was absurd. However, we presented the second position, and, in reference to this position, we suggested that it was consistent and reasonable.
Skepticism was never accepted in the West. The traditionally popular view is that skepticism is just a teaser; it comprises an assault on rationality and even on plain common sense. One of the popular arguments against skepticism is that skepticism blocks the adoption of any view and mode of conduct. It prevents its adherents from saying why they believe the sun will rise tomorrow, and prefer the elevator to the window for exiting from the top floor of a high-rise building.  
To answer this argument against skepticism we suggested the following: this the argument rests upon the false assumption that we select our beliefs according to what we wish. But as Robert Boyle, Charles Saunders Peirce, and George Orwell have asserted, and as Benedict Spinoza and David Hume have argued at length, beliefs are given. One cannot choose to believe that the sun will not rise tomorrow. 
This view raises the question: under what conditions does one believe a certain statement is true? We suggested the following hypothesis: The function of ordinary beliefs is to reduce surprise. Rightly or not, people tend to believe in a given statement if it reduces the unexpectedness of the apparent world, if it makes us expect our experiences as we live them.
(1) People assign probabilities to events in some vague sense of probability, where the probable is the expected or the unsurprising. 
(2) Surprise, or unexpectedness or improbability of events is relative to given beliefs. Events surprise if they are experienced more frequently than extant beliefs warrant, especially if these beliefs rule them out. 
(3) When people consider a new idea, they also consider the rationale for its being proposed in the first place. If that rationale depends upon some events, then people also consider whether these events are to be expected.
For example, the surprise that certain events regularly occur is reduced by postulating regularities that govern them. Thus, the supposition that all ravens are black renders quite expected the unexpected observations and initially surprising observation that ravens are regularly black (since without the theory all colors may be expected). It is the theory that alters probabilities ─ quite in accord with the calculus of probability ─ and with them, the theory alters surprise values: in its light, the observation of a non-black raven would surprise, and the observation of black ravens would not.
Similar considerations are relevant to the method mentioned above of evaluating the technological ideas presented by entrepreneurs. Suppose the idea under discussion is inconsistent with accepted theories. In that case, it raises the strangeness of the world, and if it explains surprising phenomena, it reduces the strangeness of the world.
As mentioned above in item #3 of our hypothesis, when people consider a new idea, they also consider the events of proposing the idea, and whether these events are to be expected. This is relevant when evaluating the startup's suggested technology. When considering how much the suggested technology raises or reduces the strangeness of the world, one should refer not just to the question “does Does the idea that this technology materializes raise or reduce the strangeness of the world?” but also to the following one: How come other people did not think about this idea? If the suggested technology is trivial, the fact that it has was not been invented till now is strange, and therefore reduces the likelihood that the startup will succeed.

Back to Popper’s and Agassi’s refutation of Bayesian Epistemologyepistemology. The hypothesis that we tend to believe in statements that reduce the world's strangeness is not refuted by Popper’s and Agassi’s refutation of Ramsey’s Bayesian Epistemologyepistemology. When two theories, T1 and T2, are contrary, and each one reduces the strangeness of the world, one will tend to believe that T1 or T2 is true. Still, since this tendency to believe does not assign a probability to theories, no absurd result emerges. Probabilities should be assigned to events, not theories.	Comment by Susan de la Fuente: Too much space between paras.?


The meaning of skepticism
A terminological note about skepticism: In the book under discussion (The Philosophy of Practical Affairs), Agassi says on page 206:
That skepticism is also undesirable is less obvious. Indeed, it may be very desirable, at least as a response to dogmatism: it behooves us the dogmas that we face. Hence, it is only skepticism as such that may be undesirable, skepticism as applied indiscriminately to all ideas.
This section seems inconsistent with the skepticism presented in our book mentioned above (Philosophy from a Skeptical Perspective). Did Agassi change his view? No. He uses two different meanings of the concept of “skepticism.” In our book, we used “skepticism” in the epistemological sense, while in the book under discussion, he adopted the meaning according to which skepticism is an attitude. This sense is presented in standard dictionaries. For example, Merriam Webster dictionary includes the following definition (among others):
Skepticism: an attitude of doubt or a disposition to incredulity either in general or toward a particular object.
This is the meaning that Sextus Empiricus used. David Hume insisted that he referred to the epistemological sense. We adopted Hume’s position.

To conclude: , Agassi’s radical skepticism leads to the following practical suggestion: When investors consider the likelihood that a suggested technological innovation will materialize, they should refer to the question: Does this idea (that this innovation materializes) raise or reduces the strangeness of the world? And to answer this question, they should examine if the suggested technology is consistent with accepted scientific theories, and if it explains unexpected phenomena. This recommended method is not based on Bayesian Epistemology epistemology but on a psychological theory of beliefs consistent with skepticism.
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