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Objective

Study the optional theme epistemology . what knowledge is, whether

we can answer the sceptic
experience).

, and where knowledge comes from (reason or

You must be able to:

explain the justified true belief account and the Gettier problem
e explain Descartes’ method of doubt and his answer to scepticism
« distinguish rationalism and empiricism

o distinguish a priori and a posteriori knowledge

« evaluate an answer to scepticism

1 Key knowledge and worked examples

B What is knowledge?

The classic account: S knows that P if (1) P is true, (2) S believes P, and (3) S is
justified in believing P: justified true belief . Edmund Gettier
(1963) gave cases of justified true belief that are not knowledge, because the belief is
true by luck. Fzample: you look at a stopped clock that happens to show the right
time. Your belief is true and justified, but you do not know the time.

B Scepticism

The sceptic asks how we can know anything. Descartes’ method of doubt (1641):
doubt everything that can be doubted: the senses (illusions), whether you are awake
(dreams), even mathematics (an evil demon). One thing survives: I think, therefore

I am (cogito). Modern version: the “brain in a vat”.
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B Sources of knowledge

view claim thinkers

rationalism some knowledge comes from reason alone Descartes, Leibniz
empiricism all knowledge comes from experience Locke, Hume

A priori knowledge is known without experience (“all triangles have three angles”).
A posteriori knowledge needs experience (“water boils at 100 °C at sea level”). Kant
argued some knowledge is both a priori and informative (“synthetic a priori”), e.g.
that every event has a cause.

2 Practice

2.1 State the three conditions of the justified-true-belief account of knowledge. 2]
2.2 Explain how the stopped-clock case is a Gettier case. 3]
stopped

but shows 3:00 at 3:00

2.3 Explain two stages of Descartes’ method of doubt. [4]
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2.4 Classify each statement as a priori or a posteriori, and give a reason: (a) “A
bachelor is an unmarried man.” (b) “Water boils at 100 °C at sea level” (c) “7 + 5 =
127 Then explain one reason why the empiricist finds (c) a hard case. 6]

3 Exam-style questions

3.1 (Optional theme style.) “We cannot know anything for certain.” Evaluate this
claim. (15

O

a brain in a vat?
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