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The analysis of knowledge

Philosophical analysis

− In the next couple of sessions: the ‘semantic/ontological’ question
of the analysis of ‘knowledge’

− An analysis is a ‘biconditional’ statement, of the form ‘X if and
only if Y ’

− Note: ‘if and only if ’ often abbreviated as ‘iff ’ or ‘⇔’
− The analysandum, X : the target of the analysis, i.e. the state of

affairs or sentence that we want to analyse
− The analysans, Y : the proposed equivalent formulation of the

analysandum in terms of more fundamental features of the
world/concepts

− Example: ‘Someone is a bachelor iff he is an unmarried man’

Philosophical analysis (ctd)

− A successful analysis
− improves linguistic practise (avoiding misapplications of terms

and hence miscommunication)
− improves reasoning (enabling us to draw further inferences from

what we know)

Analyses: objections and rejoinders

− Two types of objection to a proposed analysis:
Failure of necessity (6⇒): the analysans is too strong; there are
cases in which X but not Y

Failure of sufficiency (6⇐): the analysans is too weak; there are
cases in which Y but not X

− These are supported by counterexamples: hypothetical cases in
which it seems that X but not Y , or conversely

− In response, one can either
(a) amend the analysis
(b) try to argue that the objector’s intuitions about the cases are

mistaken
(c) argue that the analysandum is ambiguous



Analyses: objections and rejoinders (ctd)

− Regarding (b), the thought is that, intuitions provide only prima
facie evidence

− This evidence can be overturned if
− we can argue that intuitions are unreliable in this instance (e.g.

because the case is too convoluted, the intuitions can be explained
away or intuitions diverge)

− we can point to the fact that no other competing analysis does a
better good a job of capturing intuitions overall, without
sacrificing simplicity (analogy: curve fitting)

− Typical pattern: proposal > counterex. > tweak > counterex.…
− Unfortunately, the end result can look pretty convoluted!
− The analysis of knowledge provides a fairly striking case in point

The Truth and Belief conditions

− So: What does it take for a person S to know that P?
− Two baseline requirements:

Truth: It is the case that P

Belief: S believes that P

− Failure of necessity for Belief?
‘I don’t believe that Paris is the capital of France: I know it is.’

− Rejoinder: what one really means by this is:
‘I don’t just believe that Paris is the capital of France: I know it is.’

The missing ingredient?

− Failure of sufficiency:
Microbes: I irrationally become convinced that, if I don’t carry
my magic crystal, I will get ill. I forget my magic crystal at home,
go about my business and happen to fall ill. I (truly) believed all
day that I would fall ill, but didn’t know that I would.

− What conditions could we add?
Justification: S is ‘epistemically’ justified in believing that P

− What does it mean to be epistemically justified (henceforth
‘justified’) in believing? Roughly:

to have formed one’s belief that P in a reasonable, responsible way
wrt the goal of believing truths rather than falsehoods (e.g. to
have inferred P from assumptions whose truth would render P
sufficiently probable)

The missing ingredient? (ctd)

− Note: I spoke of epistemic justification in contrast with a notion
of purely purely pragmatic justification

− A belief is claimed to be pragmatically justified in cases in which
one would have reasons to hold it are divorced from the aims of
believing truths rather than falsehoods

− Example: increased psychological well-being might provide a
pragmatic justification for believing in the afterlife

− The claim that Justification is all we need in addition to the
previous two conditions = the ‘JTB’ (or ‘tripartite’) analysis of
knowledge



The Gettier problem

− Not all true justified beliefs amount to knowledge:
Ford (inspired by Gettier ����): Smith tells you he has just
bought a Ford. He shows you the receipt, takes you for a drive,
etc.: you justifiedly form the belief that he owns a Ford. From this
you legitimately infer that he owns an American car. However,
Smith has lied to you: the car is in fact his brother’s. Plot twist:
Smith does however own an old Jeep. You hold a true, justified
belief which doesn’t qualify as knowledge: the belief that Smith
owns an American car.

The Gettier problem (ctd)

− Although it was popularised by Gettier, this type of case wasn’t
new:

Clock (Russell ����): You glance at your usually reliable Swiss
Cuckoo clock. It reads �� o’clock. You legitimately form the belief
that it is indeed �� o’clock. And it is in fact �� o’clock. However,
unbeknownst to you, the clock stopped yesterday at ��. You have
a justified true belief that falls short of knowledge.

(Note: Russell actually simply uses this as an example to show
that knowledge isn’t mere true belief)

The Gettier problem (ctd)

− Here is even one due to the Buddhist thinker Dharmottara,
writing in the 8thC:

Mirage: We are in the desert seeking water. We think we can see
water some distance ahead. Although our perception was in fact
caused by a mirage, we find water when we finally arrive at our
destination.

(Again, it would appear that this case wasn’t introduced to argue
against a JTB account of knowledge)

− As we shall see, these kinds of scenarios spawned an enormous
and complicated literature…

Reacting to Gettier: the options

− The options:
(�) Deny that Gettier victims fail to have knowledge
(�) Deny that Gettier victims are justified in holding their beliefs
(�) Accept that the JTB analysis needs strengthening (K = JT B+X

or K = T B+X)

− I’ll set aside (�), while noting that
− Sartwell (����) heroically argues that knowledge is true belief
− Hetherington (����) suggests that Gettier victims do enjoy

knowledge, albeit of a lower-grade

− Warning: some of this might be difficult; please make use of our
Q&A session!!
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