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The Value of Knowledge: Indefeasibility

Value in stability?

− Plato’s Socrates offers the following (referring to the statues of
Daedalus, so lifelike that they could run away if not shackled):

S : Acquiring an untied work of Daedalus is not worth much; it’s like
a runaway slave–or it won’t stay put. A statue that is tied down,
though, is very valuable, because the man’s works are very
beautiful.…True opinions, for as long as they remain, are fine
things and do nothing but good. But they don’t hang around for
long; they escape from a man’s mind, so that they are not worth
much until one tethers them with chains of reasons why…After
opinions are tied down, in the first place they become knowledge;
secondly, they remain in place. That is why knowledge is prized
more highly than correct opinion; knowledge differs from correct
opinion in being tied down.

Value in stability? (ctd)

− Williamson (����) then suggests:
‘What does Plato mean? Surely he recognized that mere true
beliefs can be held with dogmatic confidence, and knowledge lost
through forgetting. But belief can also be sensitive to evidence.
One can lose a mere true belief by discovering the falsity of
further beliefs on which it had been essentially based; quite often,
the truth will out. One cannot lose knowledge that way, because a
true belief essentially based on false beliefs does not constitute
knowledge…In other cases, a true belief not essentially based on
false beliefs still fails to constitute knowledge, because misleading
evidence against that true belief is rife in one’s environment,
although one happens to be unaware of it oneself…’

− He probably has a more demanding notion of ‘tether[ing] with
chains of reasons why’: his are indefeasible chains of reasons

Value in stability? (ctd)

− In a nutshell:
Knowledge is more valuable than true belief because the true
belief it entails is more likely to persist, other things being equal

(‘other things being equal’, because some dogmatically held
merely true beliefs might be more persistent than some true
beliefs that qualify as knowledge)



Kvanvig and Fricker’s response

− Kvanvig (����) complains:
‘When we compare knowledge with true beliefs fixed by evidence
that do not count as knowledge, we find no obvious pattern
favoring the retention of the former over the latter’

− Fricker (����) concurs, telling us that the kinds of cases which
Williamson bases his claim on (violations of No Defeaters)
suggest ‘mirror image examples of circumstances in which
knowledge is more readily lost than mere true belief ’

Kvanvig and Fricker’s response (ctd)

− Fricker’s example:
Gordon Brown: ‘A visitor to the U.K. forms the true belief that
Gordon Brown is a powerful figure in British politics on the basis
that Gordon Brown is Chancellor of the Exchequer. But then
when (shortly after the visitor has left, and unbeknownst to her)
Gordon Brown stops being Chancellor to become Prime Minister,
her knowledge is lost–yet her true belief remains.’

− What do you make of the rejoinder? (Let’s discuss this in the
tutorial!)

Hyman’s response

− Hyman (����) offers some different objections:
− Unlikely undermining: Mere JTB is supposedly less valuable due

to the in principle possibility of rational undermining. But the
actual probability of this happening could be vanishingly small

Can you think of an example?

− Limited shelf life: Knowledge is supposedly more valuable
because it promotes the future maintenance of true beliefs. But
some true beliefs have ‘limited shelf life’:

‘For example, it is important for me to have a true belief now about
the time I am due to meet a visitor this afternoon…But by next
Wednesday, it probably won’t matter whether I have retained [this
belief].’

− Rejoinder: OK, knowledge sometimes has little value over true
belief, just as true belief sometimes has little value over false belief

Added social value?

− Here is another way of putting No Defeaters to work (loosely
inspired by Olsson’s (����) reading of Kant)

− The idea is that it is not the potential undermining of the true
belief in the believer that matters so much as the potential
undermining of the belief in others

− If my true belief satisfies No Defeaters, then any grounds that I
could provide to back it up should be found persuasive by any
rational individual who does not hold certain relevant false
beliefs (e.g. in the non-Gettiered clock case, falsely believing that
the clock has stopped)

− Knowledge is then true belief with a certain power of persuasion:
it adds social value to something already valuable



What about other �th conditions?

− If
(�) Knowledge genuinely is more valuable than mere JTB, and
(�) Williamson/Olsson are right in finding additional value in No

Defeaters,

then it looks like No Defeaters could have an edge over its
competitors…
…unless a parallel story can be given there. Do you think it can?
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