
What is Knowledge? And Do We Have Any? 

Professor Duncan Pritchard  

This week we will think through some issues in a branch of philosophy called epistemology, devoted 

to studying and theorizing about our knowledge of the world. As the title of this week's lecture 

suggests, we will think about two important questions for epistemologists. Firstly, what is 

knowledge? What does it take to know something is the case, rather than just believe, or guess, that 

it is? We'll think about some influential ways philosophers have tried to define knowledge, and 

consider some problems for them. Secondly, we'll consider the question: what knowledge do we 

have? It seems obvious that we know plenty of things. But, as we will see, some plausible 

assumptions about what it takes to know something appear to cast doubt on this.  

 

Video #1 

 

Propositional knowledge – is knowledge that is true or false knowledge 

 

If I know a proposition, I know *that* something is the case. Which of these statements 

could I have propositional knowledge of? 

 

If I know a proposition, I know *that* something is the case. Which of these 

statements could I have propositional knowledge of? 

What's that noise?  

Ouch!  

The monkey is in the tree  

The egg is in the nest 
 
Knowledge requires Truth – if you know a proposition, that proposition must be true 
 
If you know a proposition, you must believe that proposition.  
 
 
Ability knowledge – knowledge is connecting with something, like a skill. 
 
 
Two intuitions about knowledge 
 
1 – The Anti-luck Intuition 



      A formed belief that is NOT merely through luck  
    
2 – The Ability Intuition   
      Your belief is down to abilities in some way 
 
 
 

What is the anti-luck intuition? 
If you know, then your true belief is not a matter of luck.  
 
If you know, then your true belief is down to your cognitive abilities in some significant 
way.  
 
 If you know, then your true belief is a matter of luck.  
 
 If you know, then your true belief is based on prejudice.  
 
 
Video #2 
 
Classical Account of Knowledge – knowledge is true, one believes that proposition, and 
one’s belief is justified. 
 
Also called Tripartite 
 
 
According to the classical definition of knowledge, which of these conditions are 
required for a subject to know a proposition? 
 
 
The proposition must be true  
The proposition must be interesting  
The proposition must be justified  
The subject must believe the proposition 
 
 
Gettier – b. 1927 
 
Gettier counterexamples 
 
The Stopped Clock case – form a belief from a stopped clock, you form a true belief, 
and the belief is justified --- but in reality, you cannot come to know what the time is by 
looking at a stopped clock, because it is a matter of luck.  This is not knowledge. 
 
The Sheep Case – farmer looks into a field and sees a sheep, believes it is a sheep, is 
justified that it is a sheep.  But in reality, it was a big, hairy dog.  Once again, this isn’t 



knowledge. 
 
 
 
A Gettier-style case is one where a subject has a belief that is true and justified. 
What else has to be in place before we have a Gettier-style case? 
 
 
The subject has to be absolutely sure of the proposition.  
 
The subject's justification for the proposition that she believes has nothing to do with the 
truth of the proposition.  
 
The proposition believed has to have less than twenty words in it.  
The subject has to have thought hard about the proposition she believes. 
 
 
 
 
Formula to create Gettier Cases 
 
Take a belief that is informed in such a way that it would usually result in a false belief, 
but which is justified nonetheless. 
 
Make the belief true, albeit for reasons that have nothing to do the subject’s justification. 
 
 
 
Keith Lehrer b. 1936 – add a 4th condition, no false lemmas (assumptions) view 
 
The fallacy of this is that it may exclude scenarios of actual knowledge 
 
 
According to the 'no false lemmas' account, knowledge is: 
 
A belief that is justified, true and makes the subject happy.  
 
A belief that is justified, true and about lemmings.  
 
A belief that is justified, true and not based on any false assumptions.  
 
A belief that is justified, true, and where the subject is not in a Gettier-style case. 
 
 
Two questions raised by Gettier-Style Cases 
 



Is justification even necessary for knowledge? 
How does one go about eliminating knowledge-undermining luck? 
 
 
So, what is knowledge? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Video #3 – to be added 
 
Do we have any knowledge? 
 
Radical skepticism, we perhaps know nothing…or very little. 
 
Skeptical hypotheses – you don’t know the hypotheses are obtained; you can’t know 
anything about the external world anyways; but are in error. 
 
Brain-in-a-Vat Hypothesis…perhaps our brain is in a vat being fed input, very much like 
the Matrix. 
 
1- You can’t know you’re not a brain in a vat 
2- If I don’t know that I’m not a brain in a vat, then I don’t know very much 
 
Conclusion, I don’t know very much. 
 
 
Which of these is a skeptical scenario? (Check all that apply) 
 
There is an evil and powerful demon controlling all my thoughts, feelings and beliefs.  
 
What I think is the real world is actually a computer simulation - my real body is being 
kept in a pod, and fed with nutrients and information by super-intelligent machines.  
 
I am very bad at forming true, justified beliefs - I try hard, but I almost always get it 
wrong.  
 
I have a mischievous friend who often plays tricks on me to make me believe things that 
are false. I always have to be on my toes so as not to get caught out. 
 
 



Epistemic Vertigo 
Once you step back and really look at your life and knowledge, you may discover how 
little you know, or perhaps you don’t know anything. 
 
 
 
Questions 
 
Why are we here on Earth for? 
 
We are on earth to reach our potential. 
What is our potential? 
Our potential is traveling to the ends of the universe. 
What would it take to reach our potential? 
Coordination, cooperation, and collaboration from all the world powers. 
The end result is that we will become masters of space and time.  

 

 

 


