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Course Outline 

Aims 

This is the first half of ‘Knowledge and Reality’.  

The aim of this course is to give you a good, broad introduction to some of the key themes in 

epistemology  

Questions about what knowledge  

Some issues about the justification of our beliefs 

Internalism; externalism; foundationalism; empiricism; scepticism; naturalism  

Perception; introspection; testimony  

Classical epistemology: Chapter 1 - 6  

Contemporary epistemological debates: Chapter 7 - 9 

 

Objectives 

By the end of the course, you should be able to: 

 Explain some of the central problems of epistemology and explain how epistemology relates 

to other areas of philosophy. 

 Understand and apply key epistemic concepts in the critical analysis of epistemological 

problems and more widely. 

 Explain and critically assess some of the central theories and approaches to epistemological 

problems and understand their implications for wider concerns. 

 Construct and critically analyse arguments and positions that bear on epistemological issues. 
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Lecture 1 

What is Knowledge? 

 

1. Introduction 

Knowledge is of central importance to our lives.  

Human beings thus have an interest in knowledge.   

But what is it that we are after when we seek knowledge?   

What is knowledge? 

How do we know when we’ve got knowledge?  

How are we to settle who is right? 

Rather than asking questions like “where are my keys?”, the epistemologist raises a lot of abstract 

questions about knowledge.  

if we don’t have a clear understanding of what knowledge is, we may have no clear way of settling 

disputes of knowledge claims. 

2. What is knowledge?  A simple starting point. 

If a child asks a question like “What is a helicopter?” “Look, up in the sky, that’s a helicopter”.  

Can’t we do the same thing with knowledge? Can’t we point to some examples and wouldn’t this 

settle what knowledge is? 

two problems: (1) knowledge isn’t observable in the way that helicopters are.  

(2) When the child asks the question “what is a helicopter” the adult already knows what helicopters 

are.  

one response: Surely we already know what knowledge is, otherwise we wouldn’t be able to raise 

questions. 

We wouldn’t be able to do things like correcting people’s speech. 

to presuppose and speaking in the same language. 

But if this is right, then the question “what is knowledge” may seem to be a bit pointless. 

The epistemologist wants to spell out what is involved in knowing 

How knowledge relates to other things that might be confused with it (e.g., certainty, belief, faith, 

conviction, opinion).  

3. Varieties of Knowledge (including “propositional Knowledge” or “Knowledge that”) 

knowing things (objects; people; places)  

knowing how to do things 

knowing that something – sometimes called propositional knowledge, or factual knowledge.1  

                                                           
1 When we make a claim or a statement, we say something that can be true or false. Statements, claims, and propositions 

typically say something about an object. 

Propositions are of “subject-predicate” form.  

Propositional knowledge is knowledge that something is the case  
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Propositional, or factual, knowledge seems to be a fundamental kind of knowledge  

knowing when, knowing whether; knowing what, all seem to be different ways of talking about 

propositional knowledge. 

knowledge seems to have something to do with truth and with reasoning.  

4. The “analysis” of knowledge 

Knowledge is a much more abstract notion.  

The epistemologist seeks to give an analysis of knowledge without having to go out into the 

laboratory: what we have to do is to think about what is involved in knowing. 

propositional knowledge seems to be a relation between 

(i) A knower (a subject of knowledge or epistemic subject) (e.g., me, you) 

(ii) A proposition or fact that is known (the object of knowledge) (e.g., that Paris is in 

France). 

But what makes someone stand in the knowing relation to a proposition (as opposed to just believing 

it, or hoping that it is true)? 

The answer to this kind of question will state necessary and sufficient conditions for knowledge. 

5. The necessary conditions for knowledge. 

Necessary conditions are those conditions that something has to meet if it is to know anything.  

What might the necessary conditions for knowledge be? 

5.1 The “belief” condition 

Knowledge is, or essentially involves, a kind of mental state.  

Human beings, but not rocks or bananas, can “represent” how the world is.  

We can perceive the world,  

we can notice things,  

we can be aware of facts,  

we can judge that certain things are true.  

But we don’t notice everything. We don’t have a view about everything.  

Each of us has a unique point of view. Each of us has a unique history. Even though lots of us can 

and do share knowledge  

Belief is a necessary condition for knowledge.  

In order to know something, you have to believe it.   

Belief is taking something to be true. If you believe that it is raining, you take it to be true that it is 

raining.  

But this can’t be a sufficient condition for knowledge.  Why not? 

5.2 Truth as a necessary condition for knowledge 

When we say that somebody knows something we imply that they are right in their beliefs.   

Consider the following examples: 
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(a) “Tom knows that it is raining, but it is isn’t raining” 

(b)  “Jim knows that there are tiny aliens living in every branch of Asda, but, of course, there aren’t” 

These are odd, and seem to involve some kind of mistake.  But the following statements are OK. 

(a) “Tom believes that it is raining, but it is isn’t raining” 

(b)  “Jim believes that there are tiny aliens living in every branch of Asda, but, of course, there 

aren’t” 

From examples like these we can conclude that belief and knowledge are not the same thing.  

Beliefs can be false, but knowledge has to be true.  

So we have our second necessary condition.  

5.3 The “justification” condition 

The lucky guess. Every week Tom believes that his national lottery ticket will win. One week it 

wins. Did Tom know that week that it would win? 

In the lottery case Tom doesn’t really have good evidence that he will win (in fact, he has very good 

evidence that he will not).  

You shouldn’t believe things without evidence for their truth.  Someone’s belief is true doesn’t justify 

him/her to hold it.   

6. Two standards for belief: two ways in which they can succeed or fail 

beliefs can go right or wrong in two different ways. 

TRUTH/FALSITY.  

First of all, beliefs can be right or wrong insofar as they are true or false.  

JUSTIFIED/NOT JUSTIFIED.  

Second, beliefs can be arrived at in “good” or “bad” ways.  

even true beliefs can be arrived at in “bad” ways.  

When philosophers talk about these “good” or “bad” ways of reaching beliefs they often talk in terms 

of whether or not one’s beliefs are warranted or justified.  

Tom isn’t justified in his belief that he will win the lottery.   

Merely true belief is not knowledge, but warranted or justified true belief seems to be. 

There are, then four possibilities here. 

JUSTIFIED TRUE 

THE BEST!! 

FALSE 

Justified but NOT 

TRUE 

NOT 

JUSTIFIED 

let’s call this 

knowledge e.g., the 

lucky guess 

plain rubbish 

On the view that we are developing here, knowledge is a kind of “ideal” or “best” belief, it is both 

true and justified.  

That is, not only is the belief true, but the believer has good reason to accept or hold the belief in 

question. 
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7. The “justified true belief” analysis of knowledge 

Putting together our three conditions we have an “analysis” of knowledge. In order for a person to 

know that something is the case she must: 

(i) believe that it is the case 

(ii) belief must be true 

(iii) belief must be justified 

These are three necessary conditions and together they form a sufficient condition.  

 

Study Questions 

Section A: Nuts And Bolts 

1. Give three reasons why knowledge is important (HINT: think about in what way, and for whom 

and in what contexts) 

2. Give three reasons why epistemology (i.e., the philosophical study of knowledge) is, or could be, 

important. 

3. QUICK ANSWER - What is knowledge?  

4. Are there different kinds of knowledge?  If so, what are they? 

5. What kind of knowledge have philosophers tended to focus on? Why? 

6. What do you take “propositional” to mean (when people talk about “propositional knowledge”? 

7. What is the connection between knowledge and reasoning (and why is this important)? 

 

Section B:  Applications 

8. Can you believe something without knowing it? 

9. Can you know something without believing it? 

10.  Can you believe something without knowing anything? 

11. Could you believe something without having any sense of why you believed it? 

12. Would it be right to believe something without any sense of why it is likely to be true? 

13.  Are lucky guesses ever knowledge? 

14. Do your answers help provide us with a way of settling what knowledge is?  How? 

15. Tom asks “What is Knowledge?” Sue says “Let me give you the necessary and sufficient 

conditions for knowledge”. What does Sue mean? 

16. What, in your opinion, are the necessary and sufficient conditions for knowledge? [HINT: 

questions 8-13 may help you here!] 

 


