
Externalism 
 

Review 
The causal theory – gets something right? 
 

Conditional statements. 
- snow is white. If snow were some other colour, blue, or red, say, then I wouldn’t believe it. 

- Two kinds of conditional statements. (1) Indicative Conditional: If snow is white then it’s the 

same colour as milk. (2) Counterfactual or Subjunctiove Conditional: If snow were red it would 

be the same colour as tomatoes. 

 

Nozick’s theory of knowledge: the first three conditions 

- Nozick accepts that knowledge implies belief, and that knowledge must be true belief. If someone 

S knows that p then S believes that p and P is true. 

- Nozick suggests a third condition. “If it weren’t the case that p S wouldn’t believe that p.” He calls 

this the “variation” condition. 

 

The need for a fourth condition: the “adherence condition” 

- Nozick argues that the three conditions are not, by themselves sufficient for knowledge.  

- Nozick adds a fourth condition: “If the context in which S forms his/her belief were slightly 

different, and p were true in that context, S would believe that p.\ 

- the intuitive idea of knowledge and justification: The adherence condition and the variation 

condition are meant to capture the intuitive idea that when we know something our beliefs are 

sensitive to how things are.   

- These two conditions “tie” the believer to the facts. For example, we all know that snow is white. 

We are sensitive to facts about how things are with snow. If snow were not white we wouldn’t 

believe it. If the world were slightly different and snow were white, we would still believe it.  

- The underlying idea here is that knowledge “tracks the truth”. 

 

What about justification? 

- Gettier cases show that justification isn’t sufficient for a belief to be knowledge. But surely 

justification is a necessary condition? Nozick argues not.   

- He argues that if a person has beliefs that reliably track the truth, then he knows whether or not 

they can justify his belief. [This might sound a bit odd].  

- Perceptual beliefs: perceptual beliefs, at the very least, are psychologically basic – they are not 

based upon further beliefs. Then what makes perceptual beliefs knowledge?  

- Nozick’s answer:  our perceptual beliefs count as knowledge insofar as they track the truth. 

- Example: if you hold up a pen and look at it. You know the pen is there. If the pen wasn’t there 

you wouldn’t think it is. If the world were slightly different and you were to use the same method 

to form your beliefs, you would believe that the pen was there.  

- Nozick accepts that justification of belief may be important, it is just not essential to knowledge.  

- Nozick argues that we can give an account of what it is for a belief to be justified in a way that is 

similar to one’s account of knowledge: a belief is justified if it is formed by a reliable process. 

 

What about epistemic responsibility and internalism?  

- knowledge is some objective relation that holds between the belief and the world. 



- But if this is right how one can be praised or blamed for assenting to this or that fact?  

- What about epistemic duties? e.g., one ought not to believe things on the basis of no evidence. 

- This, in turn, implies that the believer knows something about the basis of his/her beliefs, and that 

he/she is capable of exercising some degree of control over whether or not he believes something. 

- The internalist typically asks us to think about knowledge from the first-person individual point 

of view.  

 

Edward Craig on “reliable informants” and the “practical explication” of the concept of 

knowledge 

- Edward Craig notes that philosophers have traditionally taken an analytic approach to the 

question ‘what is knowledge’.  

- We begin by making explicit what seem to be necessary and sufficient conditions for 

knowledge. Counter examples and problems are then raised, and the analysis is amended in the 

light of the problems.  

- But there is something odd about this process. The analyses of knowledge soon become pretty 

complicated in order to answer the counterexamples and problems. 

- Craig suggests that we might do better to begin by giving what he calls a practical explication of 

the concept of knowledge.  

- Craig engages in a line of argument that will be familiar to those who study political theory, or 

who have studied Hobbes. He asks us to imagine a “state of nature” where people don’t have the 

concept of knowledge.  

- They then introduce a concept — knowledge — whose job is to “flag” or “indicate” “good 

informants” i.e., people who can be relied upon in their testimony.  

- That is, we have a concept (“knows”) whose primary use is to identify and indicate to others who 

is a good informant.  

- What makes a good informant? When we ask other questions, what we want to know is the truth. 

- Craig seeks to show that if we assume that the concept “knows” plays a role in identifying good 

informants, we can then make sense of many of the features of traditional philosophical 

epistemology.  

- Good informants will reliably track the truth: they will claim that p if and only if p. To say of 

someone that they know something is to indicate that their belief tracks the truth, i.e., that it is 

sensitive to how things are, or that the person is appropriately “connected” to the facts. 

- Craig suggests, good informants will also be able to give reasons for what they say.  

- We are more likely to rely on someone who can give reasons for what he/she says, and this helps 

to make sense of internalist, justificationist intuitions in epistemology. 

 

Conclusion 

- Nozick’s “truth tracking” theory gets rid of justification from the analysis of knowledge. And, in 

its place, puts the “variation” and “adherence” conditions.  

- These are meant to rule out the kinds of “luck” that the Gettier analysis traded on.  

- Nozick’s theory runs into a few technical difficulties:  

- how can one know something without knowing that one is right to believe it?  

- Craig’s approach to these questions is a subtle one. 
 
 
 


