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    SERIES INTRODUCTION


    QUESTIONS IN CHRISTIAN PHILOSOPHY


    JAMES K. DEW JR.


      AND


      W. PAUL FRANKS


    

      C. S. Lewis once remarked that, “Good philosophy must exist, if for no other reason, because bad philosophy must be answered.”1 About that he is surely right. Unfortunately, many today are in the same position as those Americans Alexis de Tocqueville described in 1835: “They possess, without ever having taken the trouble to define its rules, a certain philosophic method which is common to all of them.”2 That is, many people today have embraced, often without even realizing it, an approach to knowing reality that undermines their ever coming to truly understand it. They draw inferences about everyday life, theorize about major events and developments in the world, and do all of this while blindly utilizing philosophical categories and tools. In other words, they’ve embraced a “philosophic method” that generates “bad philosophy.” The cure is not to reject philosophical discourse altogether but to embrace good philosophy.


      Thankfully there is more to good philosophy than simply answering bad philosophy. It also enables one to entertain questions that are central to one’s worldview—questions related to the nature of truth, the nature of goodness, and the nature of beauty. However, finding examples of those doing philosophy well can be difficult. And yet, given the importance of questions we are interested in, doing philosophy well is critical.


      For this reason, a contemporary introductory series to the major questions in philosophy is incredibly valuable. IVP Academic’s Questions in Christian Philosophy series seeks to meet that need. It provides introductory volumes on the various branches of philosophy for students with little or no background in the discipline. Our authors have written their volumes with their students in mind. They don’t presume prior philosophical training but instead provide careful definitions of terms and illustrate key concepts in ways that make philosophy tangible and useful for those who need it most. After all, it is not just professional philosophers who seek answers to philosophical questions—anyone attempting to love God with their mind will find themselves asking questions about the world God has created and seeking answers to them.


      The authors have also approached their volumes in a way that takes seriously the claim that all truth, goodness, and beauty is found in God. That is, in undertaking Questions in Christian Philosophy, the authors are not merely engaging in these philosophical pursuits and then adding Jesus to the mix when they’re done. Instead, they are pursuing these questions out of a love and devotion to Jesus that not only guides the questions asked but also motivates attempts to answer them.


      It is our hope that each volume in this series will not only help readers become acquainted with various approaches to important topics but will also encourage people in their devotion to our Lord.


    


  






PREFACE


Epistemology is a branch of philosophy that deals with the nature of our knowledge. And while it is something that philosophers normally deal with, it holds major importance for all aspects of human life. When scientists, for example, make a discovery, they employ a particular epistemological method that helps them make discoveries. When theologians formulate doctrinal statements, they do so by relying on a particular source of information. Likewise, when prosecutors argue the guilt of someone who committed a particular crime, they rely on certain kinds of evidence and make a certain kind of inference. All the disciplines just mentioned, and many more, make epistemological assumptions. But this is not all. Even apart from these disciplines, normal people do the same thing on a daily basis. When we develop a belief by listening to a person’s testimony, seeing something with our eyes, or recognizing that two statements are contradictory, we are operating on certain important epistemological assumptions. In the end, we all take epistemological positions on things, even if we do not realize it. Epistemology is inevitable to human thinking, knowing, and arguing, even if you are not a philosopher. Therefore, this branch of philosophy requires proper attention.

This book is an introduction to epistemology that is written from a Christian perspective. It began several years ago with a conversation between its authors about the difficulty our students have with this particular branch of philosophy. There are, of course, fantastic introductions to epistemology, and we find them helpful for various purposes. Yet, many of these volumes are too technical or too focused on a specific topic for beginning philosophy students. Therefore, we have tried to write an introduction that covers the major issues in epistemology while also making the discussion as accessible as possible. We hope that students will find it beneficial.

Many people have helped us think through these issues. We would like to thank our friends and colleagues for their constant encouragement and stimulation on these matters. We especially thank Tyler Bruce Little, Greg Welty, Jeremy Evans, Rich Holland, Gary Habermas, Dave Beck, Dave Baggett, Thom Provenzola, Mike Jones, Ed Martin, and Craig Hinkson for many helpful conversations on these issues on the first edition. We would also like to thank Tyler McNabb, Paul Gould, Ross Inman, Travis Dickenson, Keith Loftin, Bob Stewart, Rhyne Putman, Keith Whitfield, and Bruce Ashford for their feedback and dialogue leading up to the second edition. We would also like to thank Tara Dew, Wesley Davey, Carrie Pickelsimer, and Billie Goodenough for their gracious help in editing the manuscript of this book. They have given countless hours to reading and rereading the manuscript in preparation for printing, and we are most grateful for them. Finally, we would like to thank David McNutt and the entire editorial board at InterVarsity Press for encouragement and support on this project. This book would not be possible without the help of these individuals. May God continue to bless each one of them for years to come!
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    How do we know what we know? This is the basic question that undergirds the discipline of epistemology. We take it for granted that we know many different things, but we rarely ask this basic question about our knowledge. In fact, most people assume that intellectual questions like these are unimportant and have a great aversion to pursuing them. Yet, because we make errors in judgment that are often costly to us, this is the kind of question that we should take seriously. This is especially true regarding the big choices in life.


    This book recognizes the importance of asking these kinds of questions and offers an introductory treatment of the basic questions and issues in epistemology. It is designed for those who have no background in philosophy and lack familiarity with these issues. In this chapter, we deal with preliminary issues and make a case for the importance of epistemology. In the remainder of the book, we offer a brief sketch of the major epistemological issues.


    

      WHAT IS EPISTEMOLOGY, AND WHY DO WE NEED IT?


      Philosophy is a discipline that addresses a range of important intellectual questions. For example, some philosophers pursue a branch of philosophy called metaphysics that examines ultimate reality by considering things like the nature of time, freedom, essences, God, and the soul, to name just a few. Ethics is a discipline of philosophy that examines morality and human actions. Here, philosophers debate people’s actions and moral systems. In contrast to these areas of philosophy, epistemology is a branch of philosophy that deals with the nature and sources of knowledge and develops a theory of knowledge. As such, epistemology is referred to as the study of knowledge. Within this field, philosophers might ask the following kinds of questions:


      

        	

          What does it mean to say that we know something?


        


        	

          How do we come to know various things?


        


        	

          What is truth, and how do we find it?


        


        	

          What does it mean to have epistemic justification, and is this necessary?


        


        	

          What are epistemological virtues, and are they helpful for us?


        


        	

          How reliable are our perceptions?


        


        	

          Can we have certainty?


        


      


      These, along with other important questions, represent the kind of things we will look at in this book. We will say a bit more about these questions shortly.


      Before we do that, however, we should consider why epistemology is important and why we should give it any attention. For some people, it seems foolish or even arrogant to ask epistemological questions. There is a sense in which this is understandable. After all, most people go through life gaining knowledge about all kinds of things without exploring these kinds of questions. Perhaps, they say, asking epistemic questions is a waste of time and mental energy. And, they might say, philosophers who raise such questions solve no puzzles and only create more intellectual problems.


      To these concerns, we offer two kinds of response. First, it is unnatural and unfruitful to avoid epistemological questions. That is, we by our nature as human beings long for knowledge and depend on it for all aspects of life, such that not asking these kinds of questions cuts off natural and needed intellectual growth. Consider, for example, the way a child seeks after knowledge. Children have an unquenchable thirst for understanding about their world. I (Dew) happen to have, by God’s good favor, four beautiful children. Watching them grow up is fascinating. They learn to eat, crawl, walk, ride bikes, play piano and baseball, enjoy puzzles, and so much more. But most fun of all, they learn how to think. And when this begins to happen, our conversations explode with questions. As a father, I am daily bombarded with questions about trivial things like the following:


      “Daddy, what is a tree?”


      “Daddy, why is the sky blue?”


      “Daddy, why do we wear shoes?”


      “Daddy, do I need to wear clothes today?”


      “Daddy, where are you going?”


      “Daddy, how do I turn on the Wii?”


      “Daddy, why can’t we play outside in the nighttime?”


      But trivial questions are not the only kind of questions that my children ask. They also ask about the big things in life. Just when I am not expecting something heavy from them, they might also ask:


      “Daddy, what happened to Grandpa when he died?”


      “Daddy, why do we have to die?”


      “Daddy, will my friend who is sick ever get better?”


      “Daddy, where does God live?”


      “Daddy, when will Jesus come back?”


      When children ask such questions, they are trying to understand their world. They come into this world knowing and understanding very little and spend the rest of their lives trying to figure out everything. Seeking knowledge and trying to understand how we get this knowledge is a natural thing for us to do. In fact, sometimes it is hard not to ask epistemological questions.


      Consider the way the world changed by asking epistemological questions. In the seventeenth century, Francis Bacon introduced a new method of gaining knowledge—the inductive method. It is safe to say that advances were already taking place before him, but with Bacon, modern science was thrust forward with a new method capable of discovery and invention. Within a short time, modern science was surging forward, and the world would be forever changed. Today, we reap the benefits of the scientific revolution, which was built on a major epistemological shift. If intellectuals had not been asking these questions then, you would be walking to work instead of driving your car, you would die of rudimentary illnesses, and you would write letters instead of text messages. In short, epistemological inquiry changed the world—literally!


      We are also reminded of how natural and fruitful it is to seek after knowledge when we consider our lives and careers. Many of us work in jobs that require specific kinds of knowledge or a particular set of skills. If we lacked these, we would not be able to do what we do. Thus, people go to college and trade schools to learn what they need to know. Failure to pursue these kinds of knowledge would greatly limit our ability to work and provide for our families. And in each of these branches of vocation, epistemic assumptions and methods are at play.


      As a second way of responding to those who think it is arrogant and unhelpful to pursue epistemological issues is to not know how high the stakes are for the questions at hand. We would be fools not to seek the best possible answers and information that may be available to the big questions of life. For example, consider once again the questions that my children often ask me. “Daddy, what happens when we die?” As a Christian, I answer that question in a particular way. I explain to my children how God made us and what happens at death. This response, however, assumes that God does exist and that Christianity is ultimately true. But this raises the question as to how we know that these beliefs are true. When someone loses a loved one, that person, whether a Christian or a non-Christian, naturally wonders whether or not God really exists. And given humanity’s general desire to live and avoid death, it is foolish not to seek answers to these philosophical questions. If God does not exist, then one is free to live any way one sees fit. But if God does exist, then how one lives would surely matter a great deal. Thus, the reality of death forces us to think about the existence of God, which in turn forces us to think about how we might know if God exists or not.


      Or, consider the way that the legal system works. In the United States, for example, people are often sentenced to death after being convicted of murder. How do we know they committed murder? It might be the case that eyewitnesses saw this particular murder take place and gave a report to the police. Or, it might be the case that there was sufficient circumstantial evidence to warrant a murder conviction. In either case, decisions about life and death are being made on the strength of a particular kind of information. But is it possible that eyewitness testimony is not completely accurate? Perhaps the witnesses thought they saw something that they did not see. And even though there may be sufficient circumstantial evidence to convict someone of murder, it might still be possible that all of this evidence is coincidental and thus the convicted party is innocent. We raise these points not because we are trying to raise questions about the death penalty. Rather, we raise these points to illustrate the way life-and-death decisions are based on epistemological assumptions. We often assume that eyewitnesses see everything as it actually is or that circumstantial evidence is conclusive. But these assumptions are possibly false. Failure to engage in epistemological considerations could have dire consequences. Therefore, we suggest that epistemology is an important pursuit for all people, not just for intellectuals and philosophers.


    


    

    


      WHO IS THIS BOOK FOR?


      There are a large number of excellent books on epistemology. Students who want to pursue epistemology further will have plenty of resources at their disposal to satisfy their curiosity. Yet, over the years we have noticed that those who are new to philosophy have an especially difficult time with epistemology. Philosophy itself is hard enough, but for most students, epistemology is often the hardest of all.


      This book is written for those with no background in philosophy. It is easy to find good resources that deal with the information in a more technical or academic fashion or that give greater attention to a particular issue than we have here. Many of these books, however, are too technical for beginning philosophy students. Moreover, books that are accessible for beginning students are often focused on specific topics within epistemology and are not intended to offer a broad introduction. We attempt to survey the major issues in epistemology in a concise and accessible fashion, giving students the basics of what they need to know to go further in philosophy or for pursuing their own unique discipline. In short, this is an epistemology for beginners, not for advanced philosophers.


      There is one other important feature of this book—it brings a Christian perspective to bear on the questions of knowledge. This does not mean that our only goal is to tell readers about Christianity. Rather, it identifies our perspective. On many general epistemological issues, our treatment of an issue will be similar to other, non-Christian perspectives. But in places where Christianity has a unique account of an issue, we will try to show how certain epistemological issues intersect with a Christian perspective and what Christianity has to say about these issues. A case in point is chapter ten, where we deal with the issue of divine revelation. On this note, let us say something about the kinds of issues we cover in this book.


    


    

    

      WHAT ISSUES WILL WE COVER?


      After the general introduction offered here in chapter one, chapter two examines the question of knowledge. Specifically, it answers the question, What is knowledge? For most students, this is an odd question, but it is significant nonetheless. Chapter two traces the history of the answer to this question. This historical treatment goes back to Plato and shows that most philosophers have understood knowledge to be justified true belief. To know something, one must first believe it and have justification for it, and it must in fact be true. Although this definition of knowledge has endured for more than two thousand years, it received a significant challenge in the twentieth century from Edmund Gettier. Chapter two outlines what the Gettier problem is and how various philosophers have responded to it.


      Chapter three focuses on the sources of our knowledge. Specifically, it answers the following question: Where does knowledge come from? To answer this question, the chapter looks at various sources. First, it considers the place of reason in our knowledge. Here we consider the works of Plato and Descartes, who were suspicious of our senses and confident in our ability to use reason. It then looks at other philosophers like Lucretius, Bacon, Locke, and Hume, who took a different perspective from that of Plato and Descartes. These empiricists thought that experience played a central role in giving us knowledge. In fact, many of these philosophers thought that knowledge could come only from the senses, experience, and observations. This chapter also examines the value of testimony from other people and how this informs our beliefs and provides knowledge. Then, it notes the possibility that we have divine revelation from God and how this might give us knowledge of nonphysical things. Here we do not make a case for revelation, because we do that in chapter ten. Instead, we note the two possible kinds of revelation that we might have—natural and special. Finally, chapter three considers faith as a source of revelation, arguing that despite what is often argued by some believers, faith is not a source of information.


      Chapter four explores the question of truth, answering the questions, What is truth, and how do we find it? Against relativism, it first argues that there are in fact some things that are true of reality. But once this is done, it considers the nature of truth itself. What is it about a particular proposition that allows us to deem it as a true statement? In light of this question, chapter four considers various definitions of truth: the correspondence theory of truth, coherentism, and pragmatism. According to the correspondence theory, a true proposition will be one that corresponds to the way things really are in the world. If the statement does not correspond, it is not true. As we point out there, this approach has been the dominant view for well over two thousand years. More recently, some philosophers have rejected this view in favor of either coherentism or pragmatism. Coherentists argue that a true statement is one that is consistent with, or coheres with, everything else we believe or think we know. Pragmatism, by contrast, says that true statements are those that work—or are valuable—for a particular individual or group of people. Chapter four examines each of these positions, arguing that both coherentism and pragmatism offer some helpful insights in identifying truth claims. After all, if a statement is really true, it will be consistent with other things we know and will work for us. Yet, these two criteria by themselves are insufficient as definitions for truth, because a proposition can be consistent with other beliefs and beneficial in some way but still be false. In this chapter we explain how these are necessary conditions for truth but not sufficient conditions for truth. In the end, we argue that a correspondence theory of truth must be affirmed.


      In chapter five we consider inferences and how they function in our thinking. We first examine the nature of inferences to show how they work and how often we employ them in our thinking, even if we are not consciously aware of doing so. Specifically, we explore the relationship between knowledge claims and the evidence that supports those claims to show how inferences make the interpretive move from evidence to claim. Once this is done, we then describe the different kinds of inferences that we make. Deductive inferences, for example, move from a set of premises to the conclusion. If the premises of a deductive argument are true and the structure of the argument is valid, then the conclusions of these arguments are absolutely certain. Inductive inferences move from a very broad evidential base to make general interpretive claims about that evidence. Unlike deductive inference, induction allows for a vast expansion of knowledge but does not yield absolute certainty. Finally, abductive inference takes one or two pieces of evidence and seeks the best possible explanation of this evidence. This chapter concludes by noting the various errors that we can make in drawing inferences.


      Chapter six explores the issue of perception. Specifically, it tries to answer the question, What do we perceive? This might seem like an odd question, but it is important. When we see the dog Buddy in front of us, do we see Buddy himself or just some visual representation of him? And, if it is just a visual representation of Buddy, how do we know that our perception of him reflects the way he really is? In light of these kinds of questions, we consider various models of perception. Direct realism, for example, suggests that we see the objects themselves (Buddy) directly and thus we see things the way they really are. But various philosophers have rejected this due to particular problems that it faces. Others have argued for an indirect realism (or representationalism), which says we do not see the objects themselves (Buddy), but rather we see some mental representation of the objects. Indirect realists argue, however, that these representations genuinely reflect the objects themselves. But this view also has some problems. Finally, some have argued for a phenomenological view of perception, which says that we have only mental representations and that these may or may not reflect reality itself. After considering each perspective, we, along with a growing number of philosophers, argue for a return to some form of direct realism. Yet, it is a chastened form of direct realism which recognizes the very real possibility of misperception.


      In chapter seven, we address the issue of epistemic justification. In particular, we deal with the question: Do we need justification? We first describe what it means to have epistemic justification and then survey the debate between internalists and externalists about whether or not we need justification. Justification, we note, has to do with being rational about our beliefs. An internalist believes that, in order to be rational, one must have evidence for one’s beliefs. In other words, if a person believes that God exists, then she must have reasons for thinking this way if she is to be rational. This is called internalism because it says that a person must have epistemic access to the reasons—she must possess them internally. Externalists disagree, suggesting that for a person to be rational it may not be necessary for him to have reasons and evidence that support his beliefs. After all, they contend, all of us believe various kinds of things without examining the evidential basis for them. After considering this debate between internalists and externalists, we conclude that both have some positives.


      Chapter eight is a new chapter to this second edition. It considers the questions about objectivity and subjectivity. We first take up the distinction itself, explaining that objectivity refers to the assumption that we apprehend reality free from bias, experience, and other such subjective factors that would render our view idiosyncratic. By contrast, the assumption that we are entirely subjective refers to an approach that says all of our perspectives on issues are determined by personal factors. We then offer a very brief historical backdrop of the major thinkers in the modern era that advocated for the ideal of objectivity, giving special attention to their methodologies. This is followed by the same in the postmodern era. The chapter concludes by offering an assessment of the debate on these issues.


      Chapter nine surveys an important issue in epistemology—intellectual virtue and virtue epistemology. We describe what a virtue is, noting that it is some quality or characteristic that produces well-being. By contrast, vices are those qualities or characteristics that are detrimental to the person. While virtue is normally considered to be a moral issue, epistemologists also have a long practice of incorporating virtues into their epistemology. In this chapter, we explain how certain intellectual qualities like studiousness, humility, honesty, courage, and carefulness aid and assist us in properly apprehending the world in which we live. In other words, these intellectual qualities help us to see clearly and avoid epistemological error.


      In chapter ten, we address an issue that is unique to our introduction to epistemology—divine revelation. Specifically, we consider whether or not there is such a thing as divine revelation. We argue that we are within our epistemic rights for believing that God has revealed himself to us. In fact, we argue that this revelation comes in two basic forms—general and special. As Christian theologians have long argued, natural revelation is the revelation that God has given us of himself, which is found in the created order. We consider the various kinds of theological, scientific, and philosophical objections to natural revelation that have been given but argue that these arguments are not convincing. We conclude that this revelation is limited in what it can tell us about God and nonphysical things, but it is there nonetheless. Special revelation is the revelation that God has given us about himself that comes to us through Jesus Christ and the Bible. In this chapter, we are especially interested in our rationale for believing that Jesus and the Bible give us information about God. In short, our approach is christocentric. We argue that because of the resurrection of Jesus, we have good reason to think that he was who he claimed to be. If that is the case, then he gives us information about God, and so does the Bible.


      Chapter eleven concludes the book by exploring the problem of skepticism and the possibility of having certainty. Skepticism offers a grim outlook about the possibilities of knowledge. We first survey the different kinds of skepticism, such as methodological skepticism, metaphysical skepticism and Pyrrhonian skepticism. After this, we look at the leading skeptical thinkers throughout history to see why they said what they did. Here we look at Pyrrho of Ellis, Sextus Empiricus, René Descartes, David Hume, and Immanuel Kant. After considering the different reasons that skeptics have given, we argue that they offer good reminders that epistemic error is always possible, but they do not justify their ultimate conclusions. There are good reasons for thinking that we can have knowledge. Here we consider these reasons but point out that this still does not yield certainty for the vast majority of our beliefs.


    


    

    

      CONCLUSION


      Each of these issues will be dealt with in more detail in the following chapters. Students may choose to read this book straight through from beginning to end or may decide to read one particular chapter at a time depending on their interest or need. The book is designed so that either one of these approaches will work.


      

        Discussion Questions


        

          

            	

              1. What kinds of issues does epistemology deal with?


            


            	

              2. Despite the suspicions of some, why is epistemology such an important discipline?
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What is knowledge? What does it mean to say that you know something? At first, these seem like ridiculous questions. People might not put a lot of thought into what exactly knowledge is even though we have knowledge about so many different things. I look outside and say with confidence that the sun is shining and the grass is green. When asked by my children about the first president of the United States of America, I know that it was George Washington. When asked about my family, I know my children’s names, birth dates, favorite colors, bad habits, and medical history. I know that as I write this paragraph, I am sitting in a hotel lobby in Atlanta, Georgia. As such, we clearly have the ability to know things. But now we need to figure out what “knowing” is.

In spite of the fact that we clearly know many things the initial questions about knowing remain. That is, even if we have knowledge about many different things, we still have not defined what knowledge is. Perhaps knowledge is the same thing as belief. As we will see in a moment, there is clearly a relationship between knowledge and belief, so maybe they are the same thing. But that cannot be right. Claiming that one has knowledge of something seems to imply one has more certitude than merely saying one believes something. When we claim to have knowledge, we claim to have an understanding of the world that is true. When we believe something, we must recognize that beliefs can be wrong or mistaken. Thus, claiming that we know something seems to suggest something more significant than saying that we believe something. In the end, knowing and believing are not the same thing, even if they are related to each other.

It is important to note that we use the word know in a number of different ways. Sometimes we use the term to speak of being acquainted with someone: “I know Bill.” This is referred to as knowledge by acquaintance. Sometimes we use the word to describe a skill, such as “I know French” or “I know how to play the trumpet.” We call this knowledge as competency. Although much can be said about both of these categories, in this book we are not concerned with these kinds of knowledge. Often when we use the word “know” we are talking about knowledge as a truth claim, such as “I know that John F. Kennedy was president of the United States in 1962.” This is called a truth claim because it has a truth value, meaning it is either true or false. In this book we are concerned with “knowing” as it relates to claims like these. We refer to this as propositional knowledge because it comes or can come in the form of a proposition. What does it mean to know in this sense?


HOW IS KNOWLEDGE TYPICALLY DEFINED?

Starting with debates and discussions in Plato’s dialogues and coming all the way up to contemporary philosophy, philosophers have generally defined knowledge as justification, truth, and belief (JTB).

This concept is first introduced in Plato’s Theaetetus. Here, Plato presents a dialogue between Theaetetus and Socrates about the nature of knowledge. After rejecting two accounts of knowledge—knowledge as perception only and knowledge as true belief—they come to focus their explorations about the nature of knowledge as something very similar to justified true belief. Socrates says, “Now when a man gets a true judgment about something without an account, his soul is in a state of truth as regards that thing, but he does not know it; for someone who cannot give and take an account of a thing is ignorant about it. But when he has also got an account of it, he is capable of all this and is made perfect in knowledge.”1

 On this account, knowledge is a judgement about something (belief), that is true, and that one has an account of (has some justification). It is here then that we are first introduced to the working concepts in the JTB theory of truth. As it turns out, however, toward the end of the dialogue, Socrates and Theaetetus come to reject this definition of knowledge due to some ambiguities related to what it means to have an account. Some philosophers, therefore, argue that JTB is not the theory of knowledge that Plato subscribes to, arguing instead that he simply holds that knowledge is contemplation of the forms.

Interestingly, however, something like a JTB theory of knowledge is reintroduced in Plato’s Meno. Meno is a work famous for the story of the young, uneducated slave who is able to deduce certain geometric truths when properly prompted by Socrates. Plato sets up a dialogue between Socrates and his young friend, Meno, about the nature of virtue. As we read further, we quickly realize that Plato is ultimately arguing for a pre-existent soul within each person. Along the way, however, Socrates and Meno give considerable attention to the issue of virtue. Both agree that a knowledge of virtue is of great importance for virtuous living. They note, however, that it is still possible for people who lack knowledge of virtue to live virtuously as long as they have a “true opinion” about what is the virtuous action in a given case. So then, people can act virtuously because they have knowledge of virtue or because they have the “true opinion” about virtue, even if this true opinion comes about only by coincidence. From this, Socrates and Meno declare that knowledge is better than true opinion, even if both lead to successful decision making. But why? If both produce success, what is the difference between the two, and why should we prefer one over the other?

Plato’s answer, via Socrates and Meno, lays the foundation for the traditional definition of knowledge as justified true belief. What is it, they wonder, that distinguishes knowledge from true opinion? If knowledge is better than true opinion, what does knowledge have that true opinion does not? Socrates’s answer to the question is simple and straightforward: justification. He says:

For true opinions, as long as they remain, are a fine thing and all they do is good, but they are not willing to remain long, and they escape from man’s mind, so that they are not worth much until one ties them down by giving an account of the reason why. . . . After they are tied down, in the first place they become knowledge, and then they remain in place.2


Here knowledge is different from true opinion in that knowledge has been tied down by “giving an account of the reason why.” In other words, knowledge has some sort of justification, whereas true opinion does not. The person with knowledge enjoys a stronger epistemic position than does someone with true opinion. In the end, even if it is not the exact theory that Plato endorses, we can say that the JTB theory seems to originate with Plato’s Theaetetus and Meno. And from this point forward, knowledge has been generally defined as justified true belief. Of course, this is not to say that every philosopher subscribed to this. But it is to say that JTB becomes the standard way of thinking about knowledge. Without all three present, an idea or proposition cannot be counted as knowledge. Here is how this works.

Belief. As a first step to knowledge, a person must have a particular belief about something. A belief is something we hold to be true. Take, for example, my claim to know that the earth is spherical. At the most basic level, this claim to knowledge must start as a simple belief. At this point, it is not important why I believe it (that is a matter of justification, which we will get to in a moment). All that is important is that I do in fact believe it. Thus, beliefs seem to be a basic component of knowledge. We cannot know about things that we do not have a belief about. It makes no sense to say, “I know the earth is spherical, but I don’t believe it.” Yet, it is important to note that believing something does not guarantee that this belief is right. We believe all kinds of things that turn out to be wrong. Compare my belief that the earth is spherical with the view of the ancient philosopher Thales, who believed that the earth was flat. This may have seemed reasonable in ancient times. Yet, as we now know today, this is a false belief. This is one reason why knowledge cannot be identical with belief. Nevertheless, beliefs act as a first step toward knowledge.

Justification. Because beliefs can be wrong, we should want to know if a given belief is true before we can claim to have knowledge of it. This is the matter of justification. In recent years, some philosophers have debated the nature of and need for justification, with some going so far as to say that justification is not essential to having warranted belief. However, throughout most of history philosophers, scientists, theologians, and scholars of every other discipline have gone to great lengths to offer justification for their claims to knowledge. The particular mode of justification may differ from person to person or discipline to discipline, but all of them offer some sort of justification for their claims to knowledge. In other words, regardless of their discipline, most people are aware of the fact that they need to offer some rationale for claiming what they claim. Therefore, offering justification for a belief is an important part of the epistemological enterprise. For something to count as knowledge, there must be some justification for the claim being made.

There are at least two considerations to keep in mind when thinking about justification. First, one should understand that justification may come in a variety of different forms, depending on the object under consideration when making a claim to knowledge. We do not know about an apple and God in the same way. We have different sources of knowledge for each (see chap. 3), and thus different forms of justification will be offered. For example, physical objects are of a different nature from nonphysical objects and are supported by different kinds of justification. When making a scientific claim, scientists use tests, observations, and experiments to justify their claims. By contrast, theologians generally refer to the Bible or the history of the church when making a case for their claims to knowledge.3 Likewise, historians, sociologists and philosophers all justify their claims in different ways, depending on what objects they are considering.

Second, one must also realize that the presence of justification is not a guarantee that something is true. Consider, again, Thales’s claim that the earth was flat. Why was his view ultimately discarded as wrong? Did his view lack justification? No. His belief may seem naive, silly, or foolish to us today, but when we think about his idea, we can see why he (and others) may have thought this way. For example, when I go to the beach, I look across the horizon at what looks like a flat ocean. Similarly, when I go to the desert, I look across the horizon and see flat land. In short, almost all horizons look flat, giving the impression that the world itself is flat. Without modern science at his disposal, Thales can hardly be blamed for thinking the way that he did. He may have had insufficient justification for his view, but this does not mean that he lacked justification altogether. This reminds us that having justification for an idea does not necessarily mean that an idea or claim is automatically true. Nevertheless, for something to qualify as knowledge, there must be justification for the claim being made.

Truth. So far we have seen that a person can believe things that turn out to be wrong. Knowledge involves much more than simply believing. A person can also hold certain beliefs that enjoy a degree of justification, and still this does not count as knowledge because it is possible for us to have justification for a belief that is still wrong. Therefore, for a claim to count as knowledge, we must have more than just belief and justification. But what else is needed? According to the traditional definition of knowledge, the answer is truth. For claims to count as knowledge, a person must have belief and justification, and, in the end, the claim must be true.

Let us consider a concrete example. Suppose that you claim to know that Bill is wearing a blue T-shirt. If you claim to know that Bill’s shirt is blue, then you obviously believe that Bill has on a blue T-shirt. So, the belief criterion has been met. Second, in order to say you know that Bill is wearing a blue T-shirt, you must have some sort of justification for that claim. In this case, your justification is that I just told you that Bill’s T-shirt is blue, and you have no reason to doubt my word. You now have satisfied the criteria of belief and justification. But it is possible that I am lying or am mistaken about the color of Bill’s T-shirt, and in fact he is wearing a gray T-shirt. So, you cannot claim to know that this is true. Rather, for you to have knowledge, it must be the case that Bill’s T-shirt is blue. Unless all three criteria are present, then we do not have knowledge.

This definition of knowledge has been firmly established from the time of Plato and was virtually unquestioned throughout most of philosophical history. In more recent times, however, questions about the adequacy of this definition have begun to surface. We now turn to consider some of these questions and how they affect our definition of knowledge as justified true belief (JTB).




WHAT IS WRONG WITH JTB?

One concern with JTB comes with the distinction made by philosophers between the criteria of justification and truth. Consider once more what is required by JTB. In this account, a person has knowledge if and only if she has belief, justification for that belief, and that belief is in fact true. It is also important to remember that a person can be justified in a belief even if the belief is wrong. But if that is the case, how do we know that the belief is true? In other words, how do we get beyond thinking that our belief is justified to saying that it is true? Consider again my claim to know that the earth is spherical. Why do I think that this is true? In short, I believe it is true because the evidence is overwhelming for this belief. But this evidence, no matter how much of it I might have, is also my justification. Thus, it looks like our beliefs are justified when there is some evidence for that belief, and it is counted as true when there is an overwhelming amount of evidence for the claim. If so, then the difference between the criteria of justification and truth is a bit vague.

The most significant challenge to the traditional definition of knowledge, however, came in 1963, when a virtually unknown philosopher from Wayne State University named Edmund L. Gettier published a three-page article, “Is Justified True Belief Knowledge?” Gettier quickly outlined the traditional definition and then set forward two cases in which all three criteria are met but knowledge does not result. To get a grasp on what he argued, let us consider his first example. He says:


Suppose that Smith and Jones have applied for a certain job. And suppose that Smith has strong evidence for the following conjunctive proposition:

(d) Jones is the man who will get the job, and Jones has ten coins in his pocket.

Smith’s evidence for (d) might be that the president of the company assured him that Jones would in the end be selected, and that he, Smith, had counted the coins in Jones’s pocket ten minutes ago. Proposition (d) entails:

(e) The man who will get the job has ten coins in his pocket.

Let us suppose that Smith sees the entailment from (d) to (e), and accepts (e) on the grounds of (d), for which he has strong evidence. In this case, Smith is clearly justified in believing that (e) is true.

But imagine, further, that unknown to Smith, he himself, not Jones will get the job. And, also, unknown to Smith, he himself has ten coins in his pocket. Proposition (e) is then true, though proposition (d), from which Smith inferred (e), is false. In our example, then, all of the following are true: (i) (e) is true, (ii) Smith believes that (e) is true, and (iii) Smith is justified in believing that (e) is true. But it is equally clear that Smith does not know that (e) is true; for (e) is true in virtue of the number of coins in Smith’s pocket, while Smith does not know how many coins are in Smith’s pocket, and bases his belief in (e) on a count of coins in Jones’s pocket, who he falsely believes to be the man who will get the job.4



Despite first appearances, the point being made here is rather simple, even if one has trouble following the technical nature of Gettier’s argument. In his final analysis, Gettier contends that the traditional definition of knowledge as justified true belief “does not state a sufficient condition for someone’s knowing a given proposition.”5

A brief explanation of what it means to have a sufficient condition will be helpful here. A sufficient condition is often contrasted with a necessary condition. Simply put, a necessary condition is a condition required for something to be the case but might not itself guarantee that something will be the case. For example, oxygen is necessary for fire, but by itself oxygen is not sufficient to have a fire. By contrast, a sufficient condition is a condition that, if met, will guarantee that something will be the case. For example, if it rains, the street will be wet.

In his examples, Gettier argued that JTB fails as a sufficient condition for knowledge. In other words, as his examples show, one can have belief, justification, and truth, but that still does not guarantee one has actual knowledge. It is always possible that the justification being used is faulty or mistaken. Since Gettier’s short article, similar examples have been given by other philosophers that are much easier to follow. Two examples will help us better see Gettier’s point.

The first comes from Bertrand Russell.6 Suppose a friend asks you what time it is. You look at the clock and see that it says 2:10, and you then reply to your friend that it is 2:10. As it turns out, at the moment you say that it is 2:10, it actually is 2:10. In this case, all three components of knowledge are present: you believe it is 2:10, you have justification for saying that it is 2:10 (the clock on the wall), and in fact it is 2:10. Now, about twenty or thirty minutes later, your friend asks again what time it is. When you look at the wall, you notice that the clock still says 2:10. You are not sure how much time has gone by, but you know that at least twenty or thirty minutes have passed since you last looked at the clock. You quickly realize that the batteries in the clock on the wall are dead and that the clock is not really telling time. Evidently, it was just a coincidence that it actually was 2:10 when you first looked at the clock on the wall. When you first said that it was 2:10, did you have knowledge? Gettier would say no because your justification was invalid. The reason you felt justified in saying that it was 2:10 was that the clock said so. But if the batteries in the clock are dead, then the justification is invalid, because it was a coincidence that it was 2:10 when you first looked at the clock. You had a justified true belief, but, according to Gettier, this does not count as knowledge because the justification is faulty.

Prior to Gettier’s article in 1963, many philosophers unhesitatingly affirmed JTB as an adequate definition of knowledge. Since then, however, philosophers have been much less confident. It seems that Gettier-type examples present a genuine problem for JTB. In particular, the Gettier problem reminds us that it is possible that our justification, even when we have it, may be faulty or founded on weak or invalid inferences. Therefore, it appears that JTB is not sufficient for knowledge. It may still qualify as a necessary condition, but this is not what adherents of JTB affirmed. JTB might give us a sense of what knowledge is, but it does not give us complete understanding.

Philosophers have responded to Gettier in a number of ways. Some have suggested the need for a fourth criterion for knowledge. In other words, some think that in addition to justification, truth, and belief, another condition must be added. One of the more promising options for this is sometimes referred to as the defeasibility condition. In 1969, Keith Lehrer and Thomas Paxson wrote an influential article defending the formulation in which they said:
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