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we al l  want  knowledge.  we want  to know when the bus is  coming,  what 's  for  tea

and how the economy wi l l  do next  year .  we respect  those who have knowledge,

seeking them out  for  advice.  And yet ,  despi te the enormous value we p lace on

knowledge,  we quick ly  come unstuck whe n we ask ourselves what  i t  actual ly  is .  The

quest ion 'what  is  knowledge?'  is  the sor t  of  quest ion that  we th ink we can answer

easi ly  -  unt i l  we t ry .  This  chapter  explores two compet ing answers.

Plato's Answer

Let's begin with Plato's (c. 428-347 ac) answer.

Ihe scene: Pegeen ond Pot ore philosophy students who hsve decided to visit o

rocecourse. Pot knows obsolutely nothing obout horse-rocing, but she decides to bet

anywoy. She picks her horse by sticking o pin into the list of runners. Pot guesses thot

the horse with the nome she stuck the pin into will win. Now, by sheer chsnce, Pot

happens to get lucky. Her horse does go on to win'

Pot ' .  Ahal  You see.  I  knew Black Beauty would win.

Pegeen: You did not.
Pot .  But  I  sa id Black Beautv would win,  d idn ' t  l?  And she d id.  So I  knew'

Did Pat know? Of course not. Pat simply guessed and got lucky. And a lucky guess

is  not  knowledge.  But  i f  a  lucky guess isn ' t  knowledge,  then whof  e/seisrequi re i l

Pegeen:  You d id not  know that  Black Beauty would win.  0K,  I  admit  that  your

bel ie f  was t rue.  But  that 's  not  enough.  Af ter  a l l ,  you know noth ing

about  horse-rac ing,  do you? l t  was just  a coinc idence that  your  bel ie f

turned out  to  be t rue.

W H A T  I 5  K N O W L E D G E ?  2 0 7

Pot :  So what  e lse is  requi redT
Pegeen'. Justif icotion. In order to know something, your belief must be true.

But that's not enough. You must also have pretty good groundsfor
bel iev ing what  you do.

In Pegeen's def in i t ion of  knowledge,  three th ings are requi red.  For  pat  to  know that
B lack  Beau ty  w i l l  w in :

1.  Pat  must  bel ieve that  Black Beauty wi l l  win.
2. Pat's belief must be true.
3. Pat must be justif ied in holding that belief.

ln other words, knowledge is justif ied true belief. This definit ion of knowledqe nas
a long pedigree running r ight  back to Plato.

why d idn ' t  Pat  know that  Black Beauty would winz The f i rs t  two condi t ions were
sat is f ied,  but  not  the th i rd.  Pat  wasn' tTust i f ied in bel iev ing Black Beauty would win.
That ,  according to Pegeen,  is  why Pat  d idn ' t  know.

How Much Just i f icat ion?

Let 's  get  a l i t t le  c learer  about  what  Pegeen's th i rd condi t ion involves.  what  does
' j us t i f i ed 'mean?

In fact ,  just i f icat ion comes in degrees.  You can be more or  less just i f ied in
bel iev ing something.  For  example,  i f  I  see Jake,  a former ly  poor  s tudent ,  wear ing an
extremely expensive sui t ,  then I  have some grounds for  bel iev ing that  he has come
into a lo t  of  money (not  s t rong grounds,  though:  pe rhaps the sui t  was mere ly  a g i f t ) .
l f  I  a lso see h im dr iv ing a new car ,  then my bel ie f  becomes bet ter  just i f ied.  l f  he
te l ls  me he has just  bought  a hel icopter  and a ten-bedroom house in Mavfa i r ,  then
I  am more just i f ied st i l l .

So what  degree of  just i f icat ion is  requi red for  knowledge? How much evidence
do I need before I can be said to know that Jake has come into a great deal of money?
According to Pegeen, I must have pretty good groundsfor believing what I do.

Admitt€dly, 'pretty good grounds' is rather vague. Exactly how much justif ication
does one need before one possesses 'pret ty  good grounds'7 St i l l ,  le t 's  just  set  that
worry to one s ide.
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0f course,  l t 's  possib le to be just i f ied and st i l l  be mistaken.  For  example ,  i f  Jake
goes on to g ive me a hel icopter  r ide and a guided tour  of  a Mayfa i r  mansion,  and
i f  he te l ls  me he's  won the lo t tery,  then sure ly  I  have pret ty  good grounds for

supposing he has real ly  come into money.  But  I  might  s t i l l  be wrong.  Maybe jake is
ly ing.  Maybe he's  just  been looking af ter  a l l  th is  s tuf f  for  h is  r ich s is ter .  Unl ike ly ,
perhaps,  but  possib le.

The Regress Problem

The definit ion of knowledge offered by Pegeen and Plato might seem to be'common

sensel  In  order  to know something,  you sure ly  need some grounds -  at  least  pret ty

good grounds -  for  supposing that  your  bel le f  is  t rue.  But ,  as Pat  now points out ,

this definit ion of knowledge immediately raises a thorny problem 
" 

it seems to rule

out the possibility of us hoving ony knowledge ot oll

Pot: Not o// knowledge requires justif ication, surely?

Pegeen: Why not7
Pot  Wel l ,  lcurrent ly  have a bel ie f :  I  be l ieve that  George Bush is  in  New

York.  Cal l  th is  bel ie f  bel ie f  A.  l f  my bel ie f  is  to  count  as knowledge,

Pegeen:
Pot:

then according to you my belief must be justif ied, right?

Yes.
Now, usual ly  we just l fy  one bel ie f  by appeal ing Io snother ,  don' t  we?

For example, I might try to justify my belief that George Bush is in

New York by appeal ing to my bel ie f  that  i t  was repor ted on the TV

news that he's in New York and the W news is pretty reliable. Call

th is  second be l ie f  of  mine bei ie f  8.  Now l 'm only just i f ied in  appeal ing

to belief B to justifo belief Aif B is itself iustified, correct?

V,urf 7.fl*tn t rcFB

Pegeen'. I guess so.
Pst: For example, I might justify my belief that the TV news is pretty

re l iab le by appeal ing to my be l ie f  that ,  on a number of  occasions
when something was reported on W, I knew that what was reported
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was actually correct. cail this third berief berief C. But if B is to be
justif ied, then beiief Cmust in turnbejustif ied, right?

Pegeen:
Pqt:

Pegeen'.
Pot:

pueFtr { 
st"ftt: 

EEueFBf tTr* WEFC7
Yes.
But now you can see that the chqin ofjustif icotions is going to hlve to
stretch bock without end. In order to have even onejustif ied beriel r,rl
need an infinite number of justif ied beliefs!

Pegeen: Ah. I hadn't thought of that.
Pot :  As l 'm a f in i te  being capabre of  having onry a f in i te  number of  ber iefs .

it then follows that none of my be l iefs can be justif ied, right?
I  guess.
But  then i t  fo l lows that ,  in  your  def in i t ion of  knowledge,  I  don, t  know
onything ot olll

Pat  has ra ised a notor ious d i f f icu l ty  wi th the suggest ion that  knowledge is  just i f ied
true be lief. lt seems to force what's known as a scepficoi conclusion on us - it seems
to ru le out  the possib i l i ty  of  our  having ony knowleoge .

Sti l l , Pegeen is not yet convinced that there really is a problem.

Pegeen: what if the justif ication goes in a circrez what if we take the e nd of
the chain of just i f icat ions and at tach i t  to  the beginning to make a
looo?

\k
ry"

that the re are fairies l iving down there. Then neither of these two
bel ie fs  is  just i f ied,  sure ly? Such a c i rcu lar  iust i f icat ion is  no

Pot :  That  won' t  do.  Suppose my sole
justif ication for believing that
there are fa i r ies l iv ing at  the
bottom of the garden is my belief
that  there are fa i ry  droppings
down there.  And suppose my sole
just i f icat ion for  bel iev ing that
there are fairy droppings at the
bottom of the garden is my be l ief

\
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justif icotion ot oll, no matter how many or how few beliefs the circle

happens to contatn.

Whi le Pat  has ra ised a ser ious problem for  the theory that  knowledge is  just i f ied

true bel ie f ,  there may yet  be a way of  avoid ing i t .

Pegeen' .  H 'm.0K,  lagree that  a c i rcu lar  just i f icat ion is  unacceptable.  But  what

if certain beliefs are self-justifyingZ Suppose that the chain reaches

back to a belief that iustifies
itse/f Then there's no regress.

Pot'. I can't make much sense of the
cla im that  there are sel f -
just i fy ing bel ie fs .  l f  a  bel ie f  is

used to justify itself, then the
justif ication is sti l / circular,
isn ' t  i t?  True,  the c i rc le has

shrunk to inc lude just  the one

bel ie f .  But  that  doesn' t  make
the c i rcu lar i ty  any more

acceptabl e.

Certa in ly ,  i f  onyform of  c i rcu lar  just i f icat ion is  unacceptable no mat ter  what  s ize

the c i rc le,  then sel f - just i f icat ion is  unacceptable,  too.

Thinking Tools: Self-Justifyi ng Beliefs

What sort of belief might be self-justifoing? Perhaps my belief that I exist'

Fo1 by believing that I exist, I demonstrate that I do' So my belief provides

me with grounds for supposing that it is true.

Some philosophers have suggested that our beliefs about how things

seem to us are also self-justif,7ing. I can be mistaken in thinking that

there's a tomato before me - | might be hallucinating. But I can't be

mistaken in supposing that this is how things seem to me. So, arguably, my

belief that this is how things seem is self-justifying (or is it merely a belief

that requires no justif ication?).
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Pot'. l t 's pretty clear that if we're to avoid the sceptical conclusion that
knowledge is  impossib le,  not  a l l  our  bel ie fs  need be just i f ied.  Ihere
must be ot leost some beliefs thot quolify os knowledge despite not
being justif ied. So your justif ied true belief theory must be false .

This is  a ser ious problem for  the theory that  knowledge is  just i f ied t rue bel ie f :  i t
ru les out  the possib i l i ty  of  our  having any knowledge at  a l l .  I  ca l l  th is  the regress
problem.

Thinking Tools: Gettier's Objection to Plato's Theory

There's a second reason why one might want to reject the theory that
knowledge is justif ied true belief. In 1963 the philosopher Edmund Gettier
(b. 19271 published a three-page paper in which he showed that justif ied
true belief is not enough for knowledge.'Gettier constructed some
ingenious counterexamples in which, while a subject possesses a justified
true belief, the subject clearly doesn't knon

Here's a Gettier-style counterexample:

The case ofthe purple Porsche. Suppose I see a purple Porsche
parked in the college car park. That leads me to believe that
Jennings, who I know drives a purple Porsche - a very unusual car *

and who is rarely in college, is in college today. My belief that
Jennings is in college is justif ied. However, it just so happens that
the purple Porsche is not Jennings' - by sheer fluke, someone else
parked one there today. But, coincidentally, Jennings is in college:
his purple Porsche broke down and he caught the train. Do I know
that Jennings is in college today?

In this case, I possess a true belief that is also justified. So, on Pegeen's and
Plato's definit ion of knowledge, I know that Jennings is in college today.
But it doesn't seem right to say that I know. Why not? Because my
justif ication for believing that Jennings is in college has some how become
detached from the state of affairs that makes my belief true. The presence
of a purple Porsche in the car park actually has nothing to da with
Jennings' presence rn college, despite the fact that it does justifo my belief

t",

t \ "

gELtEF

,t

'  E.  L.  Gett ier ,  ' ls  Just i f ied True Bel ief  Knowledge?' ,  Anolysis (1963\
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that he's in college. There is a sense in which, again, I merely get lucky.it 's
just a coincidence that my belief happens to be true. Here's another

Gettier-style cou nterexam ple :

Ihe cose af the fixed roce. Suppose l'm told by someone who is

usually an extremely reliable source of information that the next

race has been fixed and Black Beauty wil l win - all the jockeys have

been bribed.This leads me to believe that Black Beauty wil lwin the
race. Given what I 've been told.I 'm justif ied in believing that Black

Beauty wil l win. 8ut now suppose that, unbeknown to me,

something goes wrong with the plan to bribe the jockeys and the

horses run as usual. However, it just so happens that Black Beauty

does win. Did I know Black Beauty would win?

Again. despite having a true belief that is also justified, it seems I don't
know

So to sum up: you can have a true beliel and also very good grounds

for holding it, and yet sfill not know.

Causing Jim to Bel ieve There's an Orange on the Table

We have seen that  Plato 's  def in i t ion of  knowledge resul ts  in  the regress problem:

i t  seems to enta i l  that  we can' t  have any knowledge at  a l l .  But  sure ly  we can and
do have knowledge.  So i t  seems that  Plato 's  def in i t ion can' t  be correct .  But  i f

knowledge isn ' t  just i f ied t rue bel ie f ,  then what  is  i t?

0ne of  the most  in terest ing a l ternat ives to Plato 's  def in i t ion of  knowledge is  the

cousol theory of knowledge. lt 's the causal theory that Pat now explains to Pegeen.

Pegeen: lf knowledge isn't justif ie d true belief, then what is it?
Pot :  l t  seems to me that  in  order  to know something,  three th ings are

required.  You must  bel ieve.  Your bel ie f  must  be t rue.  And your  bel ie f
must be cqused bv the state of affairs that makes it true.

Pa t  has ,  i n  e f f ec t ,  r ep laced  Pegeen ' s  t h i r d  cond i t i on  conce rn ing  j us t i f i ca t i on

w i th  a  cond i t i on  conce rn ing  causa t i on .  How m igh t  t h i s  t h i r d  cond i t i on  be

satisfi ed ?
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lmagine you want  to cause J im to ber ieve that  there 's  an orange on the tabre in
f ront  of  h im.  One very easy way to do th is  is  to  prace an orange on the tabre.
Assuming that  J im's eyes are open and the r ights are on,  the presence of  the orange
wi l l  cause J im to ber ieve that  there 's  an orange before h im. L ight  wi i l  bounce of f
the ' range into J im's eyes.  This wi i l  cause an image to form on h is  ret inas,  which
wi l l  in  turn cause e lect r ica l  impulses to be sent  in to h is  bra in,  which wi l l  in  turn
cause J im to bel ieve there 's  an orange there.

l f  a l l  goes to p lan and the orange real ly  does cause J im to bel ieve there,s an
orange before him, does Jim know that there,s an orange before him?

Yes,  according to the causar theory he does.  J im's ber ief that  there,s an orange
before h im is  caused by the orange being there.  His ber ief  is  caused by the state of
affairs that makes it true.

ln  order  to know that  there 's  an orange before h im, does J im have to have anv
justif icotion for believing there's an orange before him? No. on the causar theory
justif ication is unnecessary.

Are People l ike Thermometers?

Let 's  get  a l i t t le  c learer  about  how, on the causar theory we come by knowredge of
the wor ld around us.

Jim's belief that there's an orange before him is caused via a particurar perceptuar
mechanism: h is  eyes.  But  i t 's  not  onry our  eyes that  make our  ber iefs  causai lv
sensi t ive to the wor ld around us.  we have not  one sense but  f ive:  s ight ,  hear ing,
touch,  smel land taste.  Al l  f ive senses are pret ty  re l iab le mechanisms for  producino
true beliefs. (Sometimes they lead us astray, of course, but not very often.)

Acco rd ing  to  t he  causa r  t heo ry ,  i t ' s  because  ou r  senses  a re  re r i ab re
mechan i sms  fo r  p roduc ing  t rue  be r i e f s  t ha t  t hey  a re  capab re  o f  f u rn i sh ing  us
w i th  know ledge .  ou r  senses  make  us  f unc t i on  i n  much  the  same way  as  do
thermomete rs .  A thermomete r  is  a re l iab le indicator  of  temperature.  put  i t  in  a
ho t  l i qu id ,  and  the  sca le  w i l l  i nd i ca te  t ha t  t he  r i qu id  i s  ho t .  Take  i t  ou t  and  ou t
i t  i n  a  co ld  l i qu id ,  and  the  sca re  w i i l  i nd i ca te  t ha t  t he  r i qu id  i s  co rd .  The  sca re  on
the thermometer  re l iab ly  ref lects the temperatures of  those l iqu ids in  which i t ,s
rmmersed .

My se nses cause me to behave much like a reliable thermometer. Drive a car past
my window, and my ears wil l cause me to berieve that a car is being driven pasr my
wtndow. Stop the cars going by, and I wii l cease to berieve cars are going by. prace

t
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a chocolate b iscui t  on my tongue and that  wi l l  cause me to bel ieve that  I 'm chewing
on a chocolate b iscui t .  Take i t  away and I  wi l l  be l ieve the b iscui t  has gone.

0n the causal  theory,  people know about  the wor ld around them precisely

because they are causal ly  hooked up to i t  v ia  thei r  senses in  such a way that  thei r
bel ie fs  are sensi t ive to how th inqs stand out  there in  the wor ld.

Knowledge of  Dinosaurs

How, according to the causal  theory,  are we able to have knowledge,  not  just  of
what 's  immediate ly  before us,  but  of  what ,  say,  happened in the d is tant  past?Take,

for  example,  my bel ie f  that  d inosaurs roamed the ear th mi l l ions of  years ago.  Why,
according to the causal  theory does th is  bel ie f  qual i fy  as a p iece of  knowledge?

After all, I can't observe the past, can l?
The causal  theor is t  wi l l  po int  out  that  the re is  s t i l l  a  causal  l ink:  my bel ie f  that

d inosaurs roamed the ear th mi l l ions of  years ago is  caused by the presence

of  d inosaurs walk ing the ear th mi l l ions of  years ago.  But  in  th is  case the causal  l ink
is very indirect. The dinosaurs became fossils. Those fossils were then discovered by
archaeologists ,  who wrote about  thei r  d iscover ies in  journals and books.  These
journals and books were read by TV produce rs, who then made W programmes that
were then t ransmit ted to my TV set  and watched by me,  resul t ing,  f ina l ly ,  in  my

bel ie f  that  d inosaurs once roamed the ear th.  So,  whi le  I  bel ieve that  d inosaurs

roamed the ear th becouse they d id,  the causal  chain l ink ing my bel ie f  back to the

state of  af fa i rs  that  makes i t  t rue ls  very long indeed.  This is ,  o f  course,  something

the causal  theorv can a l low.
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Solution to the Regress Problem

we have seen that, on the causal theory in order for Jim's be l ie f that there s an
orange on the table in  f ront  of  h im to count  as knowledge,  a l l  that 's  requi red is  that
his belief be caused by the state of affairs that makes it true. He doesn't neeq anv
justif icotion for believing what he does. we have now dropped the requirementthat,
for  knowledge,  a bel ie f  must  be just i f ied.  But  th is  means that  we ovoid the
justificotory regress problem thot plogued ploto's definition of knowledqe.

Thinking Tools: Dealing with the purple porsche Case

Notice that the causal theory also provides a very neat explanation of why
I don't know in the two Gettier-style examples discussed in the box above.
Take the purple Porsche case, for example. lt 's clear that, though I am
justif ied in believing that Jennings is in college, and though my belief is
true, I don't knowhe is in college. The reason ldon't know according to
the causal theory is that my betief is not caused by the state of affain
that makes it true : I don't believe Jennings is in college because he is.
After all, I would sti l l  believe Jennings was in college even if he hadn,t
bothered to come in, because I would sti l l  have seen that purple porsche.
Gettier puzzle solvedl

The Psychic Sarah Case

we've seen that ,  unl ike Plato 's  just i f ied t rue bel ie f  theory the causal theory avoids
thejustif icatory regress problem. 5o is the causal theory the theory we should adopt7

No. unfortunate ly, there are also problems with the causal theory. pegee n remarns
convinced that  just i f icat ion must  have some ro le to p lay when i t  comes to def in inq
knowledge.  She i l lust rates why wi th the fo l lowing thought  expe r iment .

Pegeen:  You' re mistaken when you say that  a l l  that 's  requi red for  knowledge is
that  a person's  bel ie f  be caused by the state of  af fa i rs  that  makes r r
tru e.
whv?
I t 's  c lear  that  someone could have such a bel ie f  and yet  s f r l /not  know.
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Pqt'. Give me an example.
Pegeen' .  Very wel l .  Let 's  imagine that  someone,  cal l  her 'Sarah' ,  is  psychic.  She

real ly  does have psychic powers.  There is ,  le t 's  imagine,  some as-yet-

to-be-discovered'psychic '  mechanism for  producing t rue bel ie fs :  a
's ix th sense' ,  i f  you l ike.  And Sarah,  by chance,  happens to have been

born with this sixth se nse.
Pot: I see.
Pegeen:  l 'm not  supposing the mechanism is  supernatura l :  i t  could be a

perfect ly  natura l ,  causal  mechanism, l ike s ight  or  hear ing.  l t 's  just  a

mechanism we don' t  yet  know anyth ing about .

0K. So Sarah has psychic powers.

Now Sarah believes that her mother is in town today. And the reason

she bel ieves th is  is  that  her  psychic powers are work ing:her  mother

really is in town today. Her mother usually l ives hundreds of miles

away. But today she decided to pay her daughter a surprise visit. Now,

on your causal theory, Sarah knows her mother is in town today, right?

Yes.  l f  her  bel ie f  is  caused,  v ia th is  psychic mechanism, by the state of

af fa i rs  that  makes i t  t rue,  then she knows.
Rlght. Except she doesn't know. For Sarah has absolutely no reason to

th ink she is  psychic.  Indeed,  she possesses very good evidence that

there are no such th ings as psychic powers.  And Sarah has no reason

to bel ieve that  her  mother  is  in  town.  Her mother  usual lV l ives

hundreds of  mi les away.
Why is  any of  th is  re levant? Sarah st i l l  knows he r  mother  is  in  town.

She is  psychic,  whether  or  not  she knows she is !

Pegeen: She doesn'f know her mother is coming. From Sarah's point of view,

her belief is utterly sil ly ond irrotionol. She has n0 reason to believe

that  her  mother  is  in  town.  She doesn' t  even bel ieve she's  psychic.

She just  f inds hersel f  s tuck wi th th is  bel ie f  that  she can' t  shake:  that

her  mother  is  in  town.  Given that  th is  bel ie f  is ,  f rom her  point  of  v iew,

borking mod,how can we say she knows?
Pot :  But  she does know!
Pegeen: No, she doesn't!"

.  This example is  adapted f rom a famous one presented by Laurence Bonjour.  See his 'External is t

Theor ies of  Empir ical  Knowledge' ,  Midweststudiesin Phi losophy,  Vol .  5 (1980).

Does Sarah know? The causal  theory says
she does:  Sarah's  psychic mechanism has
produced a t rue bel ie f :  she is  funct ioning in  a
thermometer- l ike way.

Yet most of us feel, at the very least, uncom-
for table wi th the suggest ion that  a bel ie f
that  is ,  f rom the bel iever 's  point  of  v iew,
to ta l l y  i r r a t i ona l  m igh t  neve r the less  coun t  as
knowledge.

0f  course,  we could easi ly  f ix  the proble m
raised by the psychic Sarah case by adding on to
the causal theory the requirement that the belief
must  a lso be just i f ied.  That  would ru le out  Sarah
as a knower, for, of course, Sarah is not justif ied

in bel iev ing what  she doe s.
Bu t  t he  requ i remen t  t ha t  t o  qua l i f y  as

knowle dge a bel ie f  must  be just i f ied led us in to
another  d i f f icu l ty :  the just i f icatory regress
problem. The requi rement  seems to ru le out  the
possib i l i ty  of  our  having any knowledge at  a l l .

5o we' re faced wi th a puzzle.  0n the one
hand, we need to avoid the justif icatory regress
problem. But  i t  seems we can do so only by
d ropp ing  the  requ i remen t  t ha t ,  t o  qua l i f y  as
knowledge,  a be l ie f  must  be just i f ied.  But  i f  we
d rop  tha t  requ i remen t ,  t hen  we  run  i n to  t he
problem ra ised by the psychic Sarah case:  that
a  who l l y  i r r a t i ona l  be l i e f  m igh t  t hen  coun t  as
kn owle dg e.

In other  words,  we f ind ourselves being
pulled in two different directions at once. 0n the
one hand,  i t  seems that  just i f icat ion rnusf  be
requ i red  fo r  know ledge .  On  the  o the r  hand ,  i t
seems i t  connot  be.

How do we solve th is  puzzle? You may have
tdeas of  Vour own.
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What to read next I

In this chapter we have, in
effect, been trying to pin

down what  ph i losophers  ca l l
the necessory o nd sufficient

conditions for knowledge. For

both an explanation of
'necessary 

and suff icient

cond i t ions '  and another

example of how phi losophers

try to provide them, see

Chapter 9, But ls l t  Art?.

Further reading I

Chris Horner and Emrys

Westacott, Th i nki ng th rou gh

Philosophy (Cambridge :

Cambridge University Press,

2000), Chapter 2.
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