Philosophy 1  Some terminology related to the analysis of the concept of knowledge

The course reading by Edmund Gettier offers counterexamples against the proposal that knowledge is justified true belief.  One might respond by supposing that knowledge is justified true belief plus some further condition.  The trick then is to state the further condition that rules out Gettier-type counterexamples.

In seeking the further condition, one might try the thought that the justification for  a belief maybe need not be known by the believer.  If there is knowledge, there is a justification for the belief that counts as knowledge, but maybe the justification need not be available to the believer from the contents of her mind.  One such analysis is reliabilism.  One’s belief is reliable if it is formed and sustained by a reliable belief formation process.  This could occur even if the person who forms the belief via a reliable process is not aware that this is so and cannot herself produce a justification for what she believes.

Reliabilism: S knows that p if and only if (1) S’s belief that p is true and (2) S’s belief that p is produced by a reliable cognitive process.  We should add that the process must be such that it does not run afoul of Gettier problems.  Example: Perception, under normal conditions, is a reliable means of learning facts about one’s immediate physical environment.  I look out the window and see that it is raining outside.  Question: How reliable does a process have to be, to count as reliable?

Reliabilism yields the plausible result that animals that form beliefs via reliable cognitive processes thereby acquire knowledge, despite the fact that they presumably lack the ability to form a cognitively complex belief that would qualify as a justification of claims we think they know.

Chicken-sexers: These are people who at one time were employed by the poultry industry to discriminate male from female newborn chicks.   Apparently the sex of a newborn chick is very hard to discern.  If the chick is female, you devote resources to training it for egg laying, and these resources would be wasted on male chicks.  The chicken-sexer reliably sorts newborns chicks into males and females, but is not aware how the trick is done.  (Some research suggests it is done by smell.)  So a person who does have the chicken-sexing skill, examining his first chick, is following a reliable process and when he pronounces this chick a female (say), he knows this is so, according to relibabilism.

Barn Country example:  Imagine you are driving through an agricultural county where pranksters have erected lots and lots of fake barn facades, placed so that from the highway they look exactly like real barns to those driving by.  You look up and see what looks to you to be a real barn, and is in fact a real barn.  But it is a matter of luck that you form this belief, given that the landscape is strewn with barn facades and you cannot tell a  barn façade from a barn . 

Internalism and externalism.  An internalist holds that in order to be justified in believing that a  proposition is true, one must have within oneself, accessible to consciousness, a justification for this belief. Rodrick Chisholm writes, “If a person is internally justified in believing a certain thing, this is something he can know just by reflecting upon his own state of miknd.”  The externalist denies internalism.  She holds it is not the case that in order to be justified in believing a proposition, one must have within oneself accessible to consciousness, a justification for  this belief.  Reliabilism falls into the class of externalist views.

The Gettier problem raises a puzzle about the analysis of the concept of knowledge.  The Gettier problem can also suggest a certain line of skeptical argument.

Suppose I am standing in front of the zebra cage at the San Diego zoo and see what look exactly like zebras. I see what look like zebra-sized black and white striped animals that somewhat resemble horses, in the way zebras do.  The light is normal.  On the basis of the evidence of my senses I declare that I see zebras in front of me in the zebra cage.  My cousin, who has maybe enrolled in too many philosophy classes, challenges me.  How do I know that the animals I see in front of me are not donkeys cleverly painted to look exactly like zebras?  If the zookeeper for some reason had taken the zebras out of the zebra cage, and painted them to resemble zebras, I would be seeing pretty much the same as what I am seeing, and still asserting on the basis of my visual evidence that I see zebras in front of me in the zebra cage.  

But if I am seeing zebras, then the striped animals in front of me are not painted donkeys.  So, if I know that the striped animals in front of me are zebras and also know that zebras are not painted donkeys, then I can infer that the animals in front of me are not painted donkeys and I can then know that the two animals in front of me are not painted donkeys..  But my cousin just persuaded me that I don’t know that the animals in front of me are not painted donkeys.  So in the ordinary case, even if we grant for the sake of the argument that the animals in front of me are in fact zebras, then by this argument I don’t know that I am seeing zebras when I am looking right at them in indeal perceptual conditions and form the belief that there are zebras in front of me.  Weird.

You can run this same line of argument on the seemingly obvious and uncontroversial claim that, when I stand, awake and in broad daylight,   and on the basis of my present visual evidence form the belief that I am seeing my two hands in front of my face, I know that I am seeing two hands in front of my face (let’s again grant the assumption that in fact it is true that I am seeing two hands in front of my face).  After all, if I was  a brain in a vat being stimulated to have the visual evidence that I am seeing two hands in front of my face, I would still form the belief that I am seeing two hands in front of my face.  But if I know that I am seeing two hands in front of my face, then I can infer that I am not a brain in a vat, and in this way know that I am not  a brain in a vat.  But I don’t know that I am not a brain in a vat. Nothing in my present visual information rules out this possibility.  So, again, I don’t know I am seeing two hands in front of my face, contrary to my initial claim.  

Robert Nozick’s essay on “Knowledge and Skepticism” provides a version of an externalist response to this puzzle.

Further example: Granny forms the belief that her nephew is not suffering from advanced cancer on the basis of her visual information.  She is at a family gathering and looking right at her nephew, who looks healthy.  But suppose that if the nephew were in fact not healthy but rather suffering from advanced cancer, the concerned relatives would not let the nephew come to the family gathering, and in that case Granny would continue to believe that her nephew is not suffering from advanced cancer. 

Further example: Variant of Barn Country.  Smith is driving through Barn Country, as in the original example described on the previous page, happens to look up from his driving and sees what he thinks is a blue barn.  In fact, what he sees is a blue barn, let’s suppose the belief he forms is true.  But the landscape is littered with barn facades, and Smith has no basis in his circumstances for distinguishing between seeing real barns and fake barns.  As it happens, all of the barn-facades around here are red-barn facades.  Question: do some candidate analyses of knowledge implausibly yields the judgment that in these circumstances Smith does not know that he is seeing a bard but does know that he is seeing a blue barn? 

