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Responding to Gettier:
No False Grounds & Infallibilism

The Gettier problem: reminder

Ford: 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.

Clock: 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.

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)

− Today: � responses falling under strategies (�) or (�)

‘No False Grounds’



‘No False Grounds’

− A very early response to Gettier (Clark ����) was to add:
No False Grounds: S ’s belief that P was not derived from false
premises

− This handles Ford:
Your belief that Smith owns an American car was derived from
your false premise that he owns a Ford

− But there are apparent failures of necessity (Saunders &
Champawat ����):

Handouts: Professor Plum miscounts the number of people in
the audience: �� instead of ��. He infers from his false belief that
��� handouts would be sufficient for the lecture. It seems to be the
case that he knows this number to be sufficient even though he
inferred it from a false premise. (this one from Warfield ����)

‘No False Grounds’ (ctd)

− Rejoinder:
It isn’t clear that Prof Plum derived his belief regarding ���
handouts’ being sufficient from the particular head count that he
arrived at

− Perhaps more seriously, we seem to have objections from failure
of sufficiency (Saunders & Champawat ����):

In the clock case: no obvious inference from a false premise (e.g.
that the clock is working)

− Our next proposal beefs up No False Grounds

Infallibilism

The basic idea

− The following would certainly do the job:
Infallibility: S ’s belief that P was not inferred from premises
that either (i) fail to all be true or (ii) fail to jointly guarantee P

− This clearly strengthens No False Grounds
− How this handles Ford and Clock:

− Being shown receipts for a car and being driven around in it fails
to guarantee that the would-be owner is a genuine owner (+ there
is an inference from a false premise)

− The clock’s indicating �� does not guarantee that it is ��, even
though it makes it very probable



Objection: rampant ignorance

− On this view, we are then left knowing very little of what we
intuitively think we know; there is a seeming failure of necessity

− Rejoinder (Unger ����):
Our intuitions that we know all these things are mistaken: there
are the result of taking loose talk at face value
(Analogy: I might loosely say that the road is flat, but strictly
speaking it is not)

− Objection:
If this is so, what explains the apparent asymmetry in knowledge
attributions between Gettier cases and their non-Gettier
analogues (e.g. cases in which the clock is not broken)?
(Why is it OK to speak loosely wrt to the latter but not wrt the
former?)

Justificatory Infallibilism

− Infallibility is sometimes bolstered by an argument suggesting
that one is justified in believing that P on the basis of E only if E
guarantees that P

− We would then recover Infallibility from No False Grounds
+ Justification

− We also would be denying, in the process, that Gettier victims
have justification (strategy (�))

− Framed in probabilistic terms:
J-Infallibility: S is justified in believing that P on the basis of E
only if Pr(P | E) = 1

The Lottery

− Indeed, one can show that J-Infallibility follows from the
following arguably plausible claims:

Monotonicity: If
(�) S would be justified in believing P on the basis of E

then
(�) S would be justified in believing P∗ on the basis of E∗, for any P∗

and E∗ such that Pr(P∗ | E∗) ≥ Pr(P | E),

Conjunction: If S would be justified in believing that P and
would be justified in believing that Q, then S would be justified in
believing that both P and Q

Consistency: S would not be justified in believing a
contradiction

The Lottery (ctd)

− I’ll give a proof by reductio ad absurdum, where we’ll:
(a) assume for sake of argument that J-Infallibility is false,
(b) show that this leads to a contradiction given the other

assumptions in place,
(c) conclude that J-Infallibility is therefore true



Proof

(�) J-Infallibility is false: for some E and some P, S would be
justified in believing that P on the basis of E even though
Pr(P | E) = 0.9 (for example) (assumed for reductio)

(�) For any P∗ and E∗, such that Pr(P∗ | E∗) ≥ 0.9, S would be
justified in believing that P∗ on the basis of E∗ (from (�) and
Monotonicity)

(�) Let E∗ be the proposition that there is a fair 1000-ticket lottery
being held, with one guaranteed winner. Then:
(a) Pr(Li | E∗) = 0.999 ≥ 0.9
(b) Pr(L1∩ . . .∩Ln | E∗) = 1 ≥ 0.9 (from the rules of probability)

(�) On the basis of E∗, S would be justified in believing, of each
ticket, that it will lose (from (�) and (�a))

(�) On the basis of E∗, S would be justified in believing that not all
tickets will lose (from (�) and (�b))

Proof (ctd)

(�) On the basis of E∗, S would be justified in believing that all
tickets will lose and not all tickets will lose (from (�), (�) and
Conjunction)

(�) On the basis of E∗, S would not be justified in believing that all
tickets will lose and not all tickets will lose (from Consistency)

(�) On the basis of E∗, S both would and would not be justified in
believing that all tickets will lose and not all tickets will lose
(from (�) and (�))

(�) J-Infallibility is true (by reductio from (�))

Proof (ctd)

− Note
− We set Pr(P | E) = 0.9, as an example
− But the arguments works for any value t < 1, since we can adjust

the number n of lottery tickets accordingly (we just need n such
that 1− (1/n) ≥ t)

Rejecting Conjunction or Consistency

− Kyburg (����) rejects Conjunction:
If S would be justified in believing P and would be justified in
believing Q, then S would be justified in believing P and Q

− But recall that we reasoned from our initial assumptions to
(�) On the basis of E∗, S would be justified in believing that all tickets

will lose and not all tickets will lose
(�) On the basis of E∗, S would not be justified in believing that all

tickets will lose and not all tickets will lose

and from this, to
(�) On the basis of E∗, S both would and would not be justified in

believing that all tickets will lose and not all tickets will lose

− Unhappy with this, we then decided that we would have to give
up on (�): the falsity of J-Infallibility



Rejecting Conjunction or Consistency (ctd)

− But on Kyburg’s suggestion, it seems that, as assessors of the
argument, we can happily commit ourselves to (�) and (�)
without (�)

− As Kaplan (����) notes, Kyburg’s move seems to undermine the
very argument that motivates it

− Similar comments apply to the rejection of Consistency:
S would not be justified in believing a contradiction

− Indeed, the fact that we would be led to (�) shouldn’t then be a
problem

− This leaves the option of rejecting Monotonicity

Rejecting Monotonicity?

− Monotonicity required:
If (�) S would be justified in believing P on the basis of E, then (�)
S would be justified in believing P∗ on the basis of E∗, for any P∗

and E∗ such that Pr(P∗ | E∗) ≥ Pr(P | E)

− One could take the view that this is pretty strong
− In Week �, we shall see that it is related to a condition in voting

theory (“Independence of Irrelevant Alternatives”) that many
have found suspect in that context
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