
Handout 3: The Gettier Problem
Philosophy 311: Problems of Knowledge

Professor Geoff Pynn
Northern Illinois University

Fall 2011

jtb: S knows that p if and only if (i) p is true, (ii) S believes that p, and (iii) S is justified in believing p.

jtb implies:

n Having a justified true belief that p is necessary for knowing that p; i.e., that anyone who knows that p has a
justified true belief that p.

s Having a justified true belief that p is sufficient for knowing that p; i.e., that anyone who has a justified true
belief that p knows that p.

With his three page 1963 paper,“Is Knowledge Justified True Belief?” Edmund Gettier produced a counterexample
to jtb. His counterexamples have become very famous, and because of them the majority of philosophers now
accept that jtb is incorrect.

Gettier’s examples are counterexamples to s; i.e., to the claim that having a justified true belief that p is sufficient
for knowing that p. His examples involve subjects who seem clearly to have a justified true belief that p but
nevertheless seem not to know that p.

1 getter’s cases

We’ll focus on Gettier’s first case. Smith has a justified true belief in (1):

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

Smith’s belief in (1) is based on his beliefs in (2) and (3):

(2) Jones is the man who will get the job.

(3) Jones has ten coins in his pocket.

He has good evidence for (2) and (3): the boss told him (2), and he “counted the coins in Jones’s pocket ten minutes
ago” (?!?) So his beliefs in (2) and (3) are justified; since together they imply (1), his belief in (1) is also justified. But
unbeknownst to Smith, it is he who will get the job, not Jones, and as it happens he, Smith, also has ten coins in
his pocket. So Smith’s belief in (1) is not only justified, but true: the man who will get the job has ten coins in his
pocket. And yet it seems clear that Smith does not know (1). If this is correct, then having a justified true belief is
not sufficient for knowing.

Gettier gives a second case the (“Brown in Barcelona” case), which is interesting but (in my view) not as com-
pelling.
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2 gettier cases

Feldman recounts two more cases (Keith Lehrer’s “Nogot/Havit” case and Roderick Chisholm’s “sheep in the field”
case) where it seems clear that a subject has a justified true belief in some proposition but does not know that
proposition (Feldman 26-27). In each case, what is at issue is not the strength of the subject’s justification—as
Feldman notes, we can make the subject’s justification or evidence as strong as we like and it does not seem to
change our intuitions about the cases. Rather, in each case, despite having such good justification for a particular
true belief, the subject in each case does not know that proposition because he is merely lucky to be correct.

The name “Gettier case” has come to be used to describe not just Gettier’s own cases, but any counterexample
to s above; i.e., to any case where a subject has a justified true belief that p but seems not to know that p. The
three cases Feldman discusses are all Gettier cases. They share two features:

1. The subject appears to have a justified belief in a false proposition. In the Smith/Jones case, this false propo-
sition is (2)—that Jones is the man who will get the job.

2. The subject infers from this false but justified belief that something else is true, and thus comes to have a
justified belief in this further, inferred proposition. In Gettier’s original case, Smith has justified beliefs in
(2) and (3) and then infers (1) from these beliefs, thereby gaining a justified belief in (1).

These features suggest that Gettier cases presuppose two principles. Feldman calls these principles jf and jd; we’ll
attach less acronymous names to them:

Fallibilism. It is possible for a person to be justified in believing a false proposition.

Transmission. If S is justified in believing p, and p implies q, and S deduces p from q and believes q on the basis
of this deduction, then S is justified in believing q.

If either of these principles is false, then the Smith does not have a justified belief in (1), and the subjects in the
other “Gettier cases” Feldman discusses don’t either. Hence if either Fallibilism or Transmission is false, these
Gettier cases are not counterexamples to jtb. Is it plausible to think that Fallibilism or Transmission is false?

Short answer: not really, and even if it were, there are other Gettier cases don’t rely on them. Now for the
longer answers.

3 denying fallibilism

If it’s impossible for a false belief to be justified, then in Gettier’s case, Smith doesn’t have a justified belief in (2).
And if Smith doesn’t have a justified belief in (2), then he can’t acquire a justified belief in (1) by deducing it (in part)
from (2); if your belief that p is not justified, you can’t acquire a justified belief that q just by deducing it from p!
Hence if Fallibilism is false, Gettier’s case might not be a counterexample to jtb.

But as Feldman notes, it is difficult to deny Fallibilism. That’s because doing so appears to imply that we are
almost never justified in believing anything. Consider, for example, my belief that my car is parked in the garage.
I have excellent evidence for that belief: I remember parking it there, it’s always been there when I’ve parked it
there in the past, thefts are very rare in that garage, etc. Suppose that my belief is true. Is my belief justified?
Surely!

Now suppose that despite the fact that it was very unlikely that my car would be stolen from the garage, it was,
and it’s not there anymore. If I am unaware of all this, is my belief that my car is in the garage still justified? If
Fallibilism is false, the answer is no. But in those circumstances, I would have the very same evidence for my belief
that it’s in the garage as I actually do. If my belief isn’t justified in the case where it’s false, then how could it be
justified in the case where it’s true, given that I have the very same evidence in both cases? It seems that it couldn’t
be. And hence, since virtually any of our beliefs could be false even if all of our evidence were just as it actually is,
virtually none of our beliefs is justified.1

1You may be thinking: what about, say, my belief that I have hands? Surely that couldn’t be false without my having different evidence than
I actually do, could it? While the answer to this question is controversial, consider the possibility that, unbeknownst to me, I’m a bodiless brain
in a vat. Then wouldn’t I have the same evidence I actually do but my belief that I have hands be false?
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This argument depends upon what Feldman calls the Same Evidence Principle (se), which I’ve rephrased here
to make it easier to understand:

se If two subjects S1 and S2 have exactly the same evidence concerning p, then S1 is justified in believing p if
and only if S2 is justified in believing p.

se is very plausible. If se is correct, and if most of your beliefs are such that you could have the same evidence
you actually have even if those beliefs were false, then denying Fallibilism implies that most of your beliefs are
unjustified.

4 denying transmission

There are reasons to deny Transmission, and we will look at some of them later in the semester. But for now it’s
important to see that even if there are exceptions to Transmission, this will only help the defender of jtb if Smith’s
case is one. What has Smith done that prevents his belief in (1) from being justified even though it is deduced from
other justified beliefs? Given that he has justified beliefs in (2) and (3) and can see that they jointly imply (1), what
should he believe? Should he believe that (1) is false? Obviously, that’s crazy. Should he suspend judgment? That
seems only slightly less crazy: if he’s justified in believing (2) and (3), why should he refrain from believing (1)? It
seems clear that he ought to neither believe that (1) is false nor to suspend judgment about it, but that what he
ought to do is to believe (1). And if he ought to believe (1), then it’s very strange to suggest that he’s not justified in
believing (1). Even if there are exceptions to Transmission, it is hard to see how Smith’s belief in (1) is one.

5 the no false grounds theory

In the aftermath of Gettier’s article, many philosophers tried to fix jtb by adding on a fourth condition to its
right-hand-side. One of the first such attempts was Michael Clark’s “No False Grounds” theory, or nfg for short:

nfg S knows that p if and only if (i) p is true, (ii) S believes that p, (iii) S is justified in believing p, and (iv) all of
S’s grounds for believing p are true.

Given that, in each of the Gettier cases we’ve described, the subject’s problematic justified true belief is partly
based on a “false ground”—i.e., it’s deduced from a belief which is false—none of those subjects meet condition
(iv) of nfg. And hence, according to nfg, none of those subjects has knowledge.

But there are Gettier cases where it appears that the subject does meet condition (iv) of nfg. Feldman’s example
of such a case is a variant on the Nogot/Havit case, but I think this one—originally due to Bertrand Russell—is
better:

The  Stopped  Clock. You’re walking by a clock in a public square. You glance up at it and see that it reads
five o’clock; on this basis you believe that it’s five o’clock. Your belief is justified, and as it happens,
your belief is true: it’s five o’clock. But unbeknownst to you, the clock stopped exactly twelve hours
ago, and you just happened to glance at it at one of the two times of the day it tells the right time.

In this case, you have a justified true belief that it’s five o’clock, but you do not know that it’s five o’clock. So this
is a Gettier case. But it doesn’t seem that your belief is based on any false grounds, and if it’s not, then you satisfy
condition (iv) of nfg. So the nfg solution can’t help with this case.

The defender of nfg could reply by saying that you really do have a false ground for this belief, namely something
like:

(4) That clock is working.

Since (4) is false, if that is one of your grounds for believing that it’s five o’clock, your belief does have a false ground,
and hence nfg predicts that it doesn’t count as knowledge.

But if believing that it’s five o’clock partly on the basis of (4) is enough to satisfy condition (iv) of nfg, then
nfg is implausibly stringent. Consider this case:
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The  Stopped  Clock  Version  2. You’re walking by a clock in a public square. You glance up at it and see
that it reads five o’clock. A second later, you walk past another clock in the same square which also
reads five o’clock. A second after that, you walk by yet another clock that reads five o’clock. On the
basis of all three of these observations, you believe that it’s five o’clock. Your belief is justified, and it
is five o’clock. Unbeknownst to you, the first clock you looked at stopped exactly twelve hours ago,
though the other two are working just fine.

Here it seems clear that you know that it’s five o’clock. Still, if your belief in the original case is based in part on
(4), then it seems that your belief in this case is based in part on (5):

(5) Those clocks are working.

And (5) is false, since one of the clocks is not working. So nfg would imply that you don’t know that it’s five o’clock
in this case. This strikes me as pretty implausible.

So, to sum up. nfg adds the following condition to knowledge: (iv) that all of S’s grounds for believing p
are true. But the Stopped Clock case appears to imply that there are Gettier cases even where this condition is
satisfied. And if we interpret the (iv) in such a way that it’s not satisfied in the Stopped Clock case, then it seems
that we ought to take it not to be satisfied in Stopped Clock Version 2, either, but that may not be plausible.

6 the no defeaters theory

Another early attempt to come up with a Gettier-proof version of jtb is known as the No Defeaters Theory. Let’s
define a “defeater” as follows:

A proposition q is a defeater for S’s justified belief that p just in case (i) q is true and (ii) if S were to learn q,
S would not be justified in believing p.

We’ll see some examples of the idea of a defeater in a moment. Here is the No Defeaters theory:

nd S knows that p if and only if (i) p is true, (ii) S believes that p, (iii) S is justified in believing p, and (iv) there
are no defeaters for S’s justified belief that p.

In each of the Gettier cases we’ve seen so far, there is a defeater present. In Smith’s case, consider the true propo-
sition (6):

(6) Jones will not get the job.

If Smith were to learn (6), he would not be justified in believing (1), since his justification for believing (1) essentially
depends upon his justified belief that Jones will get the job. Similarly, if in the Stopped Clock case you were to
learn that the clock is stopped, you would cease having justification to believe that it’s five o’clock. So there is a
defeater for your justified true belief that it’s five o’clock, and that’s why you don’t know that it’s five o’clock.

When considered in light of these cases, nd seems promising as a Gettier-proof revision of jtb. But in point
of fact, nd is a pretty hopeless theory. Consider the following case adapted from Keith Lehrer:

Tom  Grabit. Professor Black clearly sees her student Tom Grabit grab a library book from the shelf,
stick it in his coat pocket, and sneak out the back door of the library.

It seems clear that Black knows that Tom stole the book. Suppose the story continues:

Tom  Grabit,con’t. Tom’s grandmother is hospitalized hundreds of miles away, and is in the grip of many
paranoid delusions. At the very moment that Black sees Tom steal the book, Tom’s grandmother is
ranting to her nurse, and says,“My grandson Tom has an identical twin brother at Tom’s university who
frequently uses the library and is a compulsive shoplifter.” This is false; Tom is an only child.

Tom’s grandmother’s delusional rant hundreds of miles away couldn’t possibly affect whether Black knows that
Tom stole the book. But now consider the following true proposition:
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(7) Tom’s grandmother said that Tom has an identical twin brother at Tom’s university who frequently uses the
library and is a compulsive shoplifter.

If Black learned (7), she would no longer be justified in believing that Tom stole the book. Hence, (7) is a defeater
for that belief, and according to nd, Black doesn’t know that Tom stole the book. But this is a very unwelcome
result. Defenders of nd have attempted to respond by saying that “misleading” defeaters (like (7)) don’t undermine
knowledge. They say that defeaters like (7) are themselves defeated by further defeaters, and that only undefeated
defeaters undermine knowledge. We will not be pursuing this strategy.

7 feldman’s modest proposal

At the close of chapter 3, Feldman proposes his own revised version of jtb which he calls edf for ‘Essential De-
pendence on Falsehood’:

edf S knows that p if and only if (i) p is true, (ii) S believes that p, (iii) S is justified in believing p, and (iv) S’s
justification for p does not essentially depend on any falsehood.

As Feldman admits, it’s not clear what “essentially depends on any falsehood” means. Consider again the Stopped
Clock cases. Does your justification in those cases “essentially depend on a falsehood”? Remember, if neither case
is to be a counterexample to edf the answer should be “yes” in the first version of the case and “no” in the second.
Does that seem right to you?
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