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“What must be added to true belief in order to have knowledge?  
Answer: More true beliefs”  

 
Richard Foley 

New York University  
 
 
 Whenever we are prepared to acknowledge that a person S has a true belief P but 
we nonetheless deny that S knows P, we are aware of some significant aspect of the 
situation about which S lacks true beliefs.  I will be arguing that this seemingly modest 
observation points to a simple and powerful new way of thinking about knowledge 
claims, one which re-orients epistemology by severing the conceptual tie between 
justification and knowledge.  This is getting ahead of the story, however, since the best 
way of introducing and understanding this new view is by recalling the rationale for 
current, received views.  
 
 
1. Post-Gettier accounts of knowledge 

 
When she is not using her laptop, Joan always places it on the corner of her desk in 

her office.  Unbeknownst to her, her laptop has just been stolen and placed by the thief on 
the corner of a desk in his office.  Joan believes that her laptop is located on the corner of 
a desk, and in fact it is on the corner of a desk, but Joan does not know this to be true. 

 
Mary went to sleep at 11PM Tuesday evening, unaware she had been given a 

sleeping potion that will cause her to sleep for thirty-two hours instead of her usual eight. 
When she wakes in her heavily curtained and clockless bedroom on Thursday, she 
believes it is about 7 AM.  In fact it is 7 AM, but we would be reluctant to say that she  
knows that it is 7 AM.  

 
Jim has bought a ticket in a million ticket lottery.  The winning ticket has been 

chosen but not yet announced.  Jim believes that his ticket is not the winner, and he is 
correct. However, he does not yet know this to be the case.  

 
Examples such as these, which can be multiplied indefinitely, illustrate two points 

about the concept of knowledge, which in turn create an agenda for the theory of 
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knowledge.  The first point is that one can have a true belief that P and yet not 
know P.  The second point is that one can even have a justified true belief that P and yet 
not know P.  The agenda thereby established for the theory of knowledge is to identify 
what has to be added to true belief in order to get knowledge. 

 
This agenda has dominated epistemology since Edmund Gettier’s influential 1963 

article.1   Gettier devised a pair of counterexamples showing that one can be justified in 
believing a falsehood P from which one deduces a truth Q, in which case one has a 
justified true belief in Q but does not know Q.  Gettier’s article inspired a host of similar 
counterexamples, and the search was on for a condition that could be added to true belief 
to produce knowledge.  
 
 There has been no shortage of proposals.  Some epistemologists have suggested 
that a special kind of justification is needed for knowledge.  The justification has to be 
nondefective, where a justification is nondefective if (roughly) it does not justify any 
falsehood,2 or it has to be indefeasible, where a justification is indefeasible if (again 
roughly) it cannot be defeated by the addition of any true statement.3  Other 
epistemologists, however, have suggested that something less explicitly intellectual than 
justification is better suited for understanding knowledge.  One idea was that knowledge 
requires there to be an appropriate causal connection between the fact that makes a belief 
true and the person’s having that belief.4  This idea nicely handled the original cases 
described by Gettier, but it ran into with problems with knowledge of mathematics, 
general facts, and the future. 
 

Nevertheless, in the eyes of many philosophers, whatever its specific defects, the 
so called ‘causal theory of knowledge’ at least had the virtue of shifting the focus away 
from questions of one’s being able to justify one’s beliefs intellectually and towards 
                                                 
1 Edmund Gettier, “Is Justified Belief Knowledge?”  Analysis, XXV (1963), 121-123. 
2 Roderick Chisholm, Theory of Knowledge, 2nd ed.(Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 
1977), 102-118; Ernest Sosa, “Epistemic Presupposition,”  in G. Pappas, ed., Justification and 
Knowledge (Dordrecht: Reidel, 1979), 79-92; and Ernest Sosa, “How do you know?” in E. Sosa, 
Knowledge in Perspective (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 19-34. 
3  Robert Audi, The Structure of Justification (Cambridge:Cambridge University Press, 1993); 
Peter Klein, Certainty: A Refutation of Scepticism (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
1981); Keith Lehrer, Knowledge (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1974); John Pollock, 
Contemporary Theories of Knowledge (Totowa, NJ:Rowman and Littlefield, 1986); and 
Marshall Swain, Reasons and Knowledge (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1981). 
4 D.M. Armstrong, Belief, Truth, and Knowledge  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1973); Alvin Goldman,  “A Causal Theory of Knowing,” The Journal of Philosophy, 64 (1967), 
357-372. 
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questions of one’s being in an appropriate causal or causal-like relation with one’s 
environment. The task, according to this way of thinking about knowledge, is to identify 
the precise character of this relation.  A simple causal connection between the fact that 
makes a belief true and the belief itself won’t do. So, some other causal like relation 
needs to be found. 
 

Once again, there has been no shortage of proposals.  One idea is that for a 
true belief to count as a case of knowledge, it must be reliably generated.5  A 
second idea is that in close counterfactual situations the subject’s beliefs about the 
matter in question must track the truth.6  A third idea is that the belief must be the 
product of properly functioning cognitive faculties,7  and there have been 
important variants of each of these ideas as well.8 

 
I will be arguing that all of the above approaches share a mistaken 

assumption.  They all assume that what needs to be added to true belief in order to 
get knowledge is something related to truth but distinct from it --- nondefective 
justification, indefeasible justification, reliability, proper functioning, or whatever. 
My suggestion, by contrast, is that having knowledge is essentially a matter of 
having sufficiently accurate and comprehensive beliefs.  So, what has to be added 
to a true belief P in order to get knowledge? The answer is more true beliefs, and in 
particular, more true beliefs in the neighborhood.  For a subject S to know a 
proposition P, there must not be important, relevant truths in the neighborhood of P 
of which S is unaware.  A fortiori, there must not be important, relevant truths that 
S positively disbelieves.   

 
A merit of this view is that there is a concrete way to test it.  If A believes 

that S has a true belief P but nonetheless refuses to grant that S knows P, then 
according to the above view, it ought to be possible to identify a proposition Q 
such that (i) A regards Q as a significant truth about the situation, and (ii) A 
believes that S does not believe Q.  I claim that this test can always be successfully 
met. 
 

                                                 
5 Alvin Goldman, Epistemology and Cognition (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1986). 
6 Robert Nozick, Philosophical Explanations (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1981).  
7 Alvin Plantinga, Warrant: The Current Debate (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993). 
8 For example, see D.M. Armstrong, Belief, Truth, and Knowledge  (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1973);  Fred Dretske, Knowledge and the Flow of Information (Cambridge: 
MIT Press, 1981); and  Ernest Sosa, Knowledge in Perspective, especially Chapters 13-16. 
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Why are we reluctant to say that Joan knows that her laptop is on the corner 

of a desk, or that Mary knows that it is 7 AM, or that Jim knows that his lottery 
ticket is not the winner, even though each of these beliefs is true?  Because these 
examples have been constructed in such a way as to provide us, the onlookers, with 
information that Joan, Mary and Jim lack.  Moreover, they have been constructed 
in such a way as to convince us that this information is significant. 

 
The same treatment can be given of all the other examples in the vast post-

Gettier literature that describe a subject who has a true belief P but intuitively lacks 
knowledge. Gettier examples are in effect little stories that make use of the 
common literary device of a narrator who provides the reader with information that 
the characters in the story lack.  In Gettier cases, the narrator tells the story in such 
a way as to make the reader aware of an important feature of the situation about 
which the subject himself lacks true beliefs, thereby hoping to persuade the reader 
that the subject lacks knowledge. 

 
 
2. Narrow contexts of knowledge 
 

To say that S knows P is to say that S believes P, P is true, and there is no 
significant, relevant lacuna in S’s information about P or closely related matters.  What 
counts as a relevant, important gap varies with the context.  Sometimes it is appropriate 
to say that a person S knows P only if she has relatively complete information about the 
situation in which P is true, but in some contexts what primarily matters is whether her 
belief P is true and, thus, it can be appropriate to say that S knows P even if she has 
relatively little information about related matters.  There are, in other words, more narrow 
and more broad contexts of knowledge. 

 
I will be discussing instances of each in what follows, but the central thesis to keep 

in mind is that whenever A admits that S has a true belief P but denies that S knows P, we 
are entitled to ask of A what information S lacks about the situation and why this lack of 
information is significant enough given the context to make inappropriate an ascription of 
knowledge to S.  A’s case for denying that S knows P may be especially persuasive if he 
can show that S has false beliefs about key elements of the situation, but at a minimum A 
needs to be able to show that S lacks relevant, important true beliefs about P or an 
important related matter.  

 
A corollary of this central thesis is that in assessing hypothetical cases of 

knowledge, it is important to be on guard whether enough details of the situation have 
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been provided to establish the context for the ascription.  Intuitions about 
knowledge are malleable, and by fiddling with the details of the story, the narrator can 
raise or lower the salience of certain aspects of certain aspects of the situation, thereby 
narrowing or broadening the context and shaping intuitions about whether S knows P.   

 
The way to narrow the context, for example, is to arrange the details of the story so 

as to emphasize the importance whether S is aware of specific information about P itself, 
thereby drawing attention away from the other particulars of the situation. S knows P if 
(i) S belief P is true, and (ii) there is no significant, relevant lacuna in S’s information 
about P and related matters, but in narrow contexts, this second condition is more easily 
fulfilled, because what primarily matters is whether S’s belief is true. Indeed, in the 
limiting case, all that matters is whether the belief P is true. Nothing is relevant other than 
S’s possessing the information P itself.  Accordingly, there are no significant truths in the 
neighborhood of P that even potentially constitute a relevant lacuna in S’s information 
about P.   
 

Consider the following scenario.  Andrew and Jane are bitter enemies and avoid 
each other whenever possible. You and I know this, and we each know that the other 
knows. We are at a party. Jane walks by, the two of us say hello to her, and after a brief 
conversation she leaves the room. A few minutes later, Andrew enters the room, says 
hello to us, and then moves on. I am surprised to see Andrew at the same party as Jane. 
So, I ask you, “Does Andrew know that Jane is here?”  You answer, “Yes, he knows.”  

 
In this context, true belief is enough to ascribe knowledge.  Andrew knows that 

Jane is at the party, you are telling me, because (1) he believes that she is at the party, and 
because (2) his belief is true, as you and I are both aware.  Questions about how Andrew 
came to his belief (Did he see her?  Did someone tell him about her being there?) and 
questions about his related beliefs (Does he believe that the party is so big that he won’t 
run into her?  Does he believe that she is aware of his being at the party?) are beside the 
point. 

 
Consider another scenario.  On January 29 of 2002, New York Times columnist 

John Tierney wrote a column bemoaning the lack of historical knowledge in college 
students.  He told a story about asking students who came into a downtown diner 
frequented by NYU undergraduates a set of historical questions, such as what year did 
the United States Civil War end?  When was the Russian Revolution?  When did World 
War I end?  When did World War II begin? Summarizing the results of the last two of 
these questions, Tierney wrote: “Only one student knew that World War I ended in 1918, 
and only two knew that the next world war started in 1939.”  The column is silent on how 
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or why these three students came to believe that these dates are correct and silent 
as well on what else they believed about World War I and II. Given the context, 
possessing the relevant piece of information was enough for Tierney to ascribe 
knowledge to them. 
 

A third scenario.  Samuel is on a quiz show and is asked to give the decimal 
expansion of pi to 5 places.  He is unable to answer, but the game allows him to call upon 
either Samuel or Karen for help.  As you and I observe the scene, I ask you whether 
either Samuel or Karen knows the expansion of pi to 5 places.  You are aware that pi = 
3.14159, and in addition are aware that Samuel and Karen also believe this.  So, you 
respond, “He can call upon either one; they both know.” Given the context, it does not 
matter what else Samuel and Karen may believe about pi, nor does it matter how they 
acquired this belief.  The point of my question is simply to ask who is in possession of 
the relevant information. 

 
Each of these scenarios is constructed to create a maximally narrow context of 

knowledge. The cases are described in such a way that attention is focused on whether 
the subjects (Andrew, NYU students, Samuel and Karen) are in possession of a very 
specific piece of information (that Mary is present at the party, that World War ended in 
1918, that pi = 3.14159).  The subjects may well be unaware of truths in the near 
neighborhood that in other contexts would be important, and they may even have relied 
on doubtful sources in acquiring this information, but in each of the above scenarios, the 
context is such that none of this relevant.  All that matters is whether the individuals have 
the specific information in question. 
 
 
 
3. Broad contexts of knowledge 
 

Gettier’s article set an agenda for epistemology predicated on the assumption that 
justified true belief is not sufficient for knowledge.  But if justified true belief is not 
sufficient for knowledge, then a fortiori mere true belief is not sufficient either.  Yet, as 
the above examples and similar examples due to John Hawthorne and Crispin Sartwell 
illustrate, there are situations in which true belief is itself enough to make an ascription of 
knowledge appropriate.9  What are those immersed in the Gettier project to make of 
                                                 
9 John Hawthorne, “Deeply Contingent A Priori Knowledge,” Rutgers Epistemology 
Conference, 2000; Crispin Sartwell, “Why Knowledge is Merely True Belief,” The Journal of 
Philosophy LXXXIX (1992), 167-180; and Sartwell, “Knowledge as Merely True Belief,” 
American Philosophical Quarterly 28 (1991), 157-164). 
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these ascriptions? 

 
One response is to dismiss them as merely loose ways of speaking.  We often say 

what is literally false but nonetheless pragmatically appropriate.  Perhaps this is what we 
are doing in these situations.  We are not ascribing “real” or “genuine” knowledge to the 
individuals in question.   

 
There is more than a whiff of smugness in any such quick, easy dismissal of the 

fact that we are often prepared in everyday contexts to say that S knows P if she has a 
true belief P.  But no matter.  For my purposes the important point is not so much 
whether the context is ever so narrow that mere true belief is enough for knowledge, but 
rather that the amount of neighboring information needed to make an ascription of 
knowledge appropriate shrinks or expands with the context. In more narrow contexts of 
knowledge, it can be appropriate to say that S knows P even if S has only limited 
additional information beyond P itself, but in broader contexts, more is required.  

 
I have already noted that in constructing hypothetical cases knowledge, one 

can narrow the context by arranging the details of the case so as to pinpoint 
attention on whether S’s belief P is true. This is what I did in describing the 
Andrew-Jane party scenario. I set the scene by stipulating that Andrew and Jane 
are bitter enemies and avoid each other whenever possible, that you and I know 
this, and that you and I see Jane at the party. Thus, when Andrew enters the room 
and I ask you whether Andrew knows that Jane is present, it is clear from the 
context that I am inquiring whether Andrew has this specific piece of information. 

 
On the other hand, one can also arrange the details of a story so to as to 

emphasize the importance of information in the neighborhood of P, thereby 
broadening the context and eliciting different intuitions. Suppose you and I have 
talked with Jane and have then seen her leave the room, but I have just noticed 
across the room a woman who bears a striking resemblance to her.  Andrew arrives 
at the party, comes up to us, catches a glimpse of this other woman, and then 
exclaims,  “Oh no, Jane is here,” and quickly leaves the party.  You have not yet 
noticed the Jane the look-alike, and as Andrew departs you inquire, “How did he 
know Jane is here?” I respond, pointing out the Jane look-alike,  “He didn’t. He 
mistook the woman over there for Jane.” 

 
This new story broadens the context by introducing a truth of which Andrew 

is unaware, namely, that there is a Jane look-alike at the party. Moreover, the truth 
is introduced in a way that emphasizes its importance.  Had Andrew not mistaken 
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the woman across the room for Jane, he would not have immediately left the 
party.  Accordingly, even though Andrew believes that Jane is at the party and his 
belief is in fact true, I am reluctant, in responding to your question, to grant that 
that he knows this to be the case. 

 
Consider a more drastic re-description of the case, one that involves a 

deceiving demon.  Andrew arrives at the party.  He looks around the room and is 
relieved that almost everyone present is an old acquaintance.  In truth, however, 
the room is filled mostly with strangers, and the demon is manipulating Andrew’s 
perceptions so that these strangers appear to him as old acquaintances.  An 
exception is Jane.  She is in fact in the room, and the evil demon is not distorting 
her appearance.  When Andrew spots Jane, he immediately leaves the party.  You 
and I are aware that the demon is distorting Andrew’s perceptions of most people 
in the room but not his perceptions of Jane, and we are now deliberating about 
whether it is appropriate, given these conditions, to say that Andrew  knew that 
Jane was at the party.  What should we say?  

 
It is not clear.  Because the conditions being narrated here are so far 

removed from the ordinary conditions of knowledge ascriptions, intuitions become 
jumbled. If we fix attention on the fact that nothing is distorting Andrew’s 
perception of Jane, we may be able to get ourselves in a frame of mind to say that 
he does indeed know that Jane is at the party.  On the other hand, to the degree that 
we emphasize the fact that almost all of Andrew’s other beliefs about who is at the 
party are mistaken, it will be more difficult to convince ourselves that this single 
true belief, that Jane is at the party, is an instance of knowledge. 

 
However, suppose the story is retold so that Andrew has much more 

information about the situation.  In particular, imagine that he is aware that the 
demon is tampering with his visual experiences of the people in the room.  As a 
result, although the visual experiences he has are those of old acquaintances, he is 
not fooled by these appearances into thinking that the people in the room actually 
are these acquaintances. But suppose he is also aware that the demon would not 
manipulate the appearance of Jane.  As a result, when he has a visual appearance of 
Jane across the room, he comes to believe that Jane is indeed in the room.   You 
and I are aware that the demon is subjecting Andrew to visual illusions of most 
people at the party but not illusions of Jane, and we are also aware that Andrew is 
aware of this.  Under these conditions, we will be more comfortable in saying that 
Andrew knows that Jane is at the party.  Why?  Because we recognize that he has 
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an accurate and relatively complete awareness of the situation in which this 
proposition is true. 

 
S knows P if S has a sufficiently accurate and comprehensive grasp of the 

situation in which P is true, but the amount and kinds of information that S needs 
varies with the context.  As the above story about Andrew illustrates, information 
about how one acquired one’s beliefs about P is among the information that is 
potentially relevant in making it appropriate to say that S knows P.  Moreover, 
there is often an interplay between information about how one acquired a belief 
and information about P itself. At times we are comfortable in saying that S knows 
P if she has relatively complete information about the situation that makes P true 
but not much information about how she acquired her beliefs about P.  In other 
contexts, however, the reverse is true.  We expect her to have relatively complete 
information about how she acquired her beliefs about P but not much information 
about closely related matters.  Thinks of beliefs acquired through testimony, for 
example. Suppose S has a trusted friend R who tells her that Smith has died.  S 
may have little or no information about the circumstances of Smith’s death, but she 
does have accurate and comprehensive beliefs about P*, where P* = her friend R, 
who is reliable, has told her that Smith has died.  This relatively complete 
information about P* relaxes the demands for additional information about P itself. 

 
Note also that even when we do not require that S herself have much 

information about she acquired her belief P, such information is often helpful in 
determining whether a lacuna in her information is significant enough to make 
inappropriate an ascription of knowledge to her. Recall one of Gettier’s original 
examples. Smith has strong evidence for the proposition P, where P = Jones is the 
man who will get the job and Jones has ten coins in his pocket.  The president of 
the company has told Smith that Jones will get the job, and he, Smith, has just 
finished counting the coins in Jones’s pocket.  So, Smith has strong evidence for P.  
From P, Smith infers Q, where Q = the man who will get the job has ten coins in 
his pocket. But unknown to Smith, he himself will get the job, and also unbeknown 
to Smith, he himself has ten coins in his pocket.  Gettier concludes that Smith has a 
justified true belief that Q but does not know that Q.  Why does the story convince 
us that Smith does not know Q?  Because Gettier has told it in such a way to make 
us, the readers, aware of information that Smith lacks, namely, that he, Smith, will 
get job, and he has also told it in such a way to make us aware that this lack of 
information is significant.  It is significant, because it is responsible for Smith’s 
believing Q.  If Smith had believed the truth that he, Smith, will get the job, he 
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would not have believed Q, because he had not counted the coins in his own 
pocket. 

 
This same example shows how selective knowledge about a situation is 

possible despite the fact that in general one cannot know just one isolated truth.  
Knowledge usually comes in clumps.  S knows P if she has sufficiently accurate 
and comprehensive true beliefs about P, and hence for a true belief P to be a good 
candidate for knowledge, it ordinarily needs to be nested in other true beliefs, 
which are themselves good candidates of knowledge.  Nonetheless, selective 
knowledge about a situation is possible, as Gettier’s example illustrates.  
Although we are reluctant to say that Smith knows Q, we are not reluctant to say 
that he knows that there are ten coins in Jones’s pocket, despite our being aware 
that he lacks true belief about other aspects of the situation.  We know that he is 
unaware that he himself will get the job and unaware also that he has ten coins in 
his pocket.  But since the story has been told in such a way to emphasize that these 
truths had no bearing on his believing that Jones has ten coins in his pocket, we 
dismiss these lacunae in his information as being irrelevant to whether he knows 
this proposition. 
 
 I have been arguing that S knows P if S believes P, P is true, and there is no 
significant, relevant lacuna in S’s information about P or closely related matters.  I 
have not attempted to provide a precise specification of what makes a lacuna in S’s 
information about P a significant, relevant lacuna, but there are some rough 
guidelines.  Truths that are conceptually linked with P are especially likely to be 
relevant and significant, as are truths that have played (or would have played if S 
has believed them) a role in shaping what S believes about P.  Likewise, truths that 
have important behavioral consequences (or ones that would have such 
consequences if S had believed them) are likely to be relevant.   
 

The roughness of these guidelines may strike some as unacceptably vague, 
and perhaps even smacking of circularity.  When confronted with a hard case, in 
which it is not clear whether to say that S knows P, the above account directs us to 
assess whether there is a significant, relevant gap in S’s beliefs about P, but it 
provides us with no definitive way to determine which gaps are significant and 
relevant.  And if we were to press the issue, the suspicion is that the only thing to 
be said is that a gap in S’s information in P is significant and relevant just in case it 
is a gap that prevents S’s true belief P from being a plausible candidate for 
knowledge.  Hence, the circle.      
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 On the other hand, every other account of knowledge has the same 
problem, if that be what it is.  To divide instances of knowledge from instances of 
true belief that do not rise to the level of knowledge, every account needs both to 
define the dimension X that is relevant to making this division and also say 
something about how far along the relevant dimension one has to go in order to 
have knowledge.  If X involves reliable processes, the issue is just how reliable the 
processes have to be.  If X involves tracking the truth in counterfactual situations, 
the issue is just how extensive the range of relevant counterfactual situations must 
be.  If X involves being in possession of evidence that can be used to defend the 
claim in question, the issue is just how strong evidence this must be.  But whatever 
the dimension X is, there is no way of specifying the precise point along this 
dimension at which a true belief becomes a plausible candidate for knowledge. 
Hence, when confronted with hard cases, each of these accounts of knowledge has 
an analogous “problem” with circularity. Exactly how reliable must the processes 
that caused S’s belief P be in order for S’s belief to count as an instance of 
knowledge?  Well, reliable enough to make a knowledge claim plausible.  Exactly 
how extensive must be the range of the counterfactual situations in which S’s 
belief would track the truth?   In dealing with hard cases, the only response is,  
“Extensive enough to make S’s belief P a good candidate for knowledge.”  Exactly 
how strong must S’s evidence be for his belief P to count as knowledge?  The only 
general response, applicable to all cases, is, “Strong enough for the belief P to be a 
credible candidate for knowledge.” 
 

This may look like a problem for each of these accounts, but in fact it is not 
a genuine problem.  The project that motivates these accounts is that of giving an 
account that does justice to our assumptions and intuitions about knowledge.  The 
project is not that of developing a decision procedure capable of deciding hard 
cases.  There are numerous situations in which it is not clear whether it is 
appropriate to say that S knows P, and there are also numerous situations in which 
people have conflicting intuitions about whether S knows P. There is no 
mechanical way of resolving theses hard cases, nor should there be.  What we 
should expect of an account of knowledge is not that it provide a definitive 
resolution to all hard cases but rather that it provide a straightforward way of 
diagnosing why these are hard cases. 

 
The above account does just this. Suppose A and A* agree that S has a true 

belief P, agree also on what else is true about the situation, and even agree on 
which of these other truths S believes, but they nonetheless disagree about whether 
S knows P.  Then according to the above account, they are disagreeing about 
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whether or not the neighboring truths that S does not believe are significant. The 
account provides no algorithm for resolving these hard cases, nor, as I have been 
saying, should it, but at least this much as clear. If we imagine S having 
increasingly complete information about the situation in which P is true, it 
becomes increasingly difficult for A and A* to disagree on whether there is a 
significant lacuna in S’s information.  

 
The same is true of self-ascriptions of knowledge.  When I report that I don’t 

merely believe that P is true but know that it is true, I am not saying that I am 
aware of all truths about P, but I am saying that there is no lacuna in my 
information with respect to P that is significant enough, given the context, to 
undermine my claim to knowledge. So, insofar as I am convinced that I am 
progressively acquiring more complete information about the situation in which P 
is true, I can be progressively more confident that I know P.   
 

.  
 
4. Maximally accurate and comprehensive belief  
 

For S to know P, S must have a true belief P and there must not be a 
relevant, significant gap in his information about P or related matters, where what 
counts as a relevant, significant gap varies with the context.  In the most narrow 
contexts, little if anything is relevant beyond S’s having the information P itself, 
but in broader contexts, more is required, and sometimes much more.  Intuitions 
can vary in any given situation about exactly how much more, but the general rule 
is that the more complete S’s grasp of the situation in which P is true, the more 
comfortable we should be in saying that S knows P. 

 
Sheer quantity of information is not in itself enough, however. Even if S has 

an enormous amount of information about the situation in which P is true, she may 
fail to see how the various pieces of information fit together into a coherent whole.  
If so, she can fail to have sufficiently accurate and comprehensive understanding of 
the situation in which P is true.  Two-thirds of the way through a crime novel, 
readers may see that the detective both has a true belief that the accountant is the 
guilty party and has uncovered all of the important clues (the weapon, the jimmied 
lock, the empty safe, and so on).  Nonetheless, if he is not able to piece these clues 
together to form an accurate picture of how, why and when the accountant 
committed the crime, readers are likely to think that he does not yet know that the 
accountant is guilty. The relevant, significant lacuna in the detective’s information 
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is information about how the various pieces of information already in his 
possession fit together.  

 
This caveat not withstanding, the general rule stands.  As we imagine S 

having increasingly complete information about the situation in which P is true, it 
becomes increasingly difficult to argue that there is a significant lacuna in S’s 
information about P and, hence, increasingly difficult to deny that S knows P.  
Consider the limiting case. Imagine that Sally’s beliefs are as accurate and 
comprehensive as is humanly possible. She has true beliefs about the basic laws of 
the universe, and in terms of these basic laws, she can explain everything that has 
happened, is happening, and will happen. She can explain the origin of the 
universe, how life came into existence on earth, the mechanisms by which cells 
age, when the sun will die, and so on. She can even explain how it is that she came 
to have all this information. She has as close to a perfectly accurate and 
comprehensive belief system as a human can have.  

 
Consider a proposition, Pcells, about the mechanisms by which cells age. To 

assert that Sally knows Pcells is to assert that she believes Pcells, Pcells is true, and 
there is no lacuna in her information about Pcells that is significant given the 
context.  Because Sally’s beliefs are maximally accurate and comprehensive, she 
has few if any lacunae in her information about Pcells.  Accordingly, there are few if 
any contexts in which it would be appropriate to deny that she knows Pcells. 
 
 According to some accounts of knowledge, one knows a proposition only if 
one’s belief has an appropriate ancestry. Call these ‘ancestral accounts of 
knowledge.’  Different theorists have different views about the precise sort of 
ancestry that is required. According to some, the belief must have been caused in 
an appropriate way by the very facts that make it true.  According to others, the 
belief must be the product of cognitive processes that are in general reliable about 
matters of the kind in question.  According to still others, the belief must be the 
product of cognitive faculties functioning as they were designed for function. 
 
 Notice, however, that there is nothing inconsistent in supposing that Sally’s 
maximally accurate and comprehensive beliefs about Pcells are neither caused by 
facts that make Pcells true nor are the products of reliable processes nor are the 
products of properly functioning cognitive faculties.  Her beliefs may instead be 
the result of some mix of strange processes and unlikely events, which against the 
odds have generated completely accurate beliefs about Pcells.  Whatever these 
strange processes and unlikely events may be, Sally, by hypothesis, is fully aware 
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of them.  In other words, not only does she have complete and correct beliefs 
about Pcells, she also has complete and correct beliefs about how it is that through a 
series of improbable events she came to have these complete and correct beliefs.  
In particular, she understands how it is that in her specific situation, she has come 
to have these true beliefs despite it being the case that they are not the products of 
facts that make Pcells true, nor the products of processes that are in general reliable, 
nor the products of cognitive faculties functioning in the way they were designed 
to function. 
 
 Ancestral accounts imply that it is inappropriate to say that Sally knows Pcells 
or, for that matter, much of anything else either.  Indeed, on the assumption that the 
cognitive faculties of the rest of us sometimes operate reliably and properly, these 
accounts imply that the rest of us know more about the origin of the universe, how 
life came into existence on earth, and the mechanisms by which cells age than 
Sally does. But this is implausible. Sally knows far more about these matters than 
do the rest of us. 
 
 The point of this example is not that Sally can have knowledge of the world 
without being part of its causal nexus.  Quite the contrary.  Sally  is aware of she 
came to have such accurate and comprehensive beliefs, and this in turn requires her 
to be aware of her own causal history and how she is causally linked with other 
things in the world. The point of the example, rather, is that there is not a single, 
privileged kind of causal history that her beliefs need to have in order to count as 
knowledge. By hypothesis, Sally is aware that the facts that make Pcells true were 
not involved in any significant way in her coming to believe Pcells; she is likewise 
aware that the processes that produced her beliefs about Pcells are in general not 
especially reliable; and she is aware that in coming to have these beliefs about Pcells, 
her cognitive faculties were not functioning in ways they were designed to 
function. Nevertheless , she is aware of the precise causal history of her beliefs, 
and she has a complete and perfect understanding of how it is that this specific 
history led her to having maximally accurate beliefs, albeit in a peculiar and 
improbable fashion. 
 
 So-called ‘tracking accounts of knowledge’ have the identical problems as 
ancestral accounts.  The statement that Sally’s beliefs are maximally accurate and 
comprehensive is not inconsistent with the statement that they would not track the 
truth in close counterfactual situations.   But if in close counterfactual situations 
she would not have accurate beliefs about the origin of the universe, how life came 
into existence on earth, and the mechanisms by which cells age, then according to 
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tracking accounts, she does not have knowledge of these matters.  Once again, 
this is implausible.  By hypothesis, Sally has maximally accurate and 
comprehensive beliefs about these matters, and also maximally accurate and 
comprehensive beliefs about how she came to have these maximally accurate and 
comprehensive beliefs.  So, not only is she is aware that her beliefs would not track 
the truth in close counterfactual situations, so she also understands why they would 
not do so. She is aware, in other words, of the fragility of her information about 
these matters. But this does not preclude her from her having knowledge of them.  
Knowledge is not necessarily stable.  By analogy, think of scientific instruments of 
immense power and precision but whose workings are so delicate that if the 
operating conditions were changed in only minor ways, they would not be 
accurate.  Even minor vibrations would create inaccurate readings, but as long as 
we are aware that there are no vibrations, these counterfactual inaccuracies are 
beside the point. And so it is with Sally. 
 
 The flaw at the core of ancestral and tracking accounts is that they inevitably 
focus attention on how accurate and comprehensive Sally’s beliefs would be in 
possible but non-actual situations rather than on how accurate and comprehensive 
they are in her actual situation. If her beliefs do not track the truth, then in close 
counterfactual situations her beliefs would be lacking in accuracy or 
comprehensiveness or both.  Similarly, if her beliefs are the products of processes 
that are not generally reliable, and she were to use these processes in close 
counterfactual situations, then once again her beliefs would be lacking in accuracy 
or comprehensiveness or both.  But in Sally’s case, none of this matters, because in 
the situation that actually obtains, she has maximally accurate and comprehensive 
beliefs, including maximally accurate and comprehensive beliefs about she came to 
acquire these maximally accurate and comprehensive beliefs.  She even has 
maximally accurate and comprehensive beliefs about what she would believe in 
close counterfactual situations.  There is no significant lacuna in her information 
about such matters as the origin of the universe, how life came into existence on 
earth, and the mechanisms by which cells age, and likewise no significant lacuna in 
her information about how she came to acquire all this information.  Hence, she 
has knowledge of these matters. 
 
 
 
5. The theory of knowledge and the theory of justified belief 
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 For S to know a proposition P, there must not be important, relevant truths 
in the neighborhood of P of which S is unaware.  So, the more information S has 
about the situation in which P is true, the more likely it is that S knows P. 
Information is correlated with other merits, however.  The more information S has 
about P, the more likely it is that S is also in a position to provide a justification in 
defense of her beliefs about P. Furthermore, S’s justification is more likely to be 
indefeasible, because the more information S has, the less likely it is that she is 
unaware of a neighboring truth that would undermine her reasons for thinking that 
P is true. Similarly, it is more likely that S’s justification for P is non-defective, 
because the more information that S has about the situation in which P is true, the 
less likely it is that her justification for P involves errors.   
 
 These merits are frequent accompaniments of knowledge, but they are not 
necessary conditions of knowledge.  If S has a true belief P and there is no lacuna 
in S’s information about P that is significant given the context, it is appropriate to 
say that S knows P.  Nothing additional is required.  When these conditions are 
met, it is often the case that S is also justified in believing P and that this 
justification is both non-defective and indefeasible.  However, it is not necessary to 
cite these additional merits in explaining why it is appropriate to say that S knows 
P. 
 
 The story about Sally is instructive in this regard. Sally has maximally 
accurate and comprehensive beliefs, and hence knowledge, about such matters as 
the origin of the universe, how life came into existence on earth, and the 
mechanisms by which cells age, but it is not a foregone conclusion that Sally’s 
beliefs about these matters meet all the conditions of a full blown theory of 
epistemic justification. Consider, for example, an explanatory coherence account 
of epistemic justification that emphasizes intellectual virtues such as simplicity and 
conservatism to distinguish among equally coherent but competing explanations of 
the observational data. There are no assurances that Sally’s beliefs are organized in 
such a way that they meet these conditions. A set of beliefs that is maximally 
accurate and comprehensive is not necessarily the simplest or most conservative 
set of beliefs capable of explaining the observational data.  Or consider 
foundationalist theories of epistemic justification, which imply that a belief is 
epistemically justified only if it is self-justifying or can be adequately defended by 
appeal to one’s self-justifying beliefs, where not just any kind of proposition can 
be believed in self-justifying kind of way. Classical foundationalists insist that only 
beliefs about relatively simple necessary truths and about what one is currently 
experiencing can be self-justifying, while modest foundationalists are less 
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restrictive, allowing, for example, that simple perceptual beliefs can also 
sometimes be self-justifying.  However, even with a broad view of what counts as 
self-justifying, there are no assurances that Sally’s beliefs meet these conditions.  
By hypothesis, her beliefs about the origin of the universe, how life came into 
existence on earth, and the mechanisms by which cells age are as accurate and 
comprehensive as it is possible for human beliefs to be, but it does not necessarily 
follow that she can adequately defend these beliefs in terms of her beliefs about 
simple necessary truths and what she is experiencing and perceiving. 
 
 So, on many standard theories of epistemic justification, Sally’s beliefs, 
despite being maximally accurate and comprehensive, are not necessarily justified.  
Of course, this result might be taken to illustrate in an especially vivid way what is 
wrong with these theories.  In particular, the argument would be that if a theory of 
epistemically justified belief  implies that it is possible for Sally’s beliefs not to be 
justified, then ipso facto the theory is inadequate. In other words, an a priori 
constraint on any theory of justified belief is that one’s beliefs about P are 
epistemically justified if they are maximally accurate and comprehensive.  On the 
other hand, this would be a somewhat surprising constraint to impose on our 
theories of epistemic justification, especially insofar as they are intended to be 
theories of human justification.  Why should it be presupposed that there is a 
necessary connection between the way the world is and the ways in which humans 
can appropriately defend their beliefs, such that necessarily beliefs that are 
maximally accurate and comprehensive are also justified?10 
 
 For purposes here, however, this issue need not be resolved.  For suppose 
there is such a constraint. Then necessarily, if Sally’s beliefs are maximally 
accurate and comprehensive, they are also epistemically justified.  Even so, it is 
not necessary to cite the justification in explaining why Sally has knowledge.  Her 
having maximally accurate and comprehensive beliefs is sufficient to explain why 
she has knowledge, but it is also sufficient to explain why her beliefs are  justified, 
thus accounting for the necessary link in such cases between knowledge and 
justification. The presence of justification is explanatory redundant, however.  To 
explain why Sally has knowledge, it is enough to cite that her beliefs are 
maximally accurate and comprehensive. 
 

                                                 
10 Compare with Ramsey, who distinguished formal logic from human logic, where the latter, according 
to Ramsey, tells us how to think.  F.P. Ramsey, “Knowledge,” in Ramsey, Philosophical Papers, ed. H. 
Mellor (London:Routledge, 1978), 110-112. 
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 Gettier’s 1963 article argued that justification is not sufficient for 
knowledge when added to true belief, but it did not raise the question as to whether 
justification is necessary for knowledge. It simply presupposed that justification is 
necessary.  This presupposition has had unfortunate consequences for both the 
theory of knowledge and the theory of justified belief. 
 
 The immediate effect of Gettier’s article was to inspire a search for a special 
kind of justification that could be added to true belief to produce an adequate 
account of knowledge.  The justification had to be indefeasible or non-defective or 
in some other way special.  However, the combination of Gettier’s 
counterexamples and the emerging naturalized epistemology movement prompted 
many to question whether something less explicitly intellectual than justification, 
traditionally understood, is better suited for understanding knowledge.  Epistemic 
justification is traditionally associated with being able to generate reasons in 
defense of one’s beliefs, but in many instances of knowledge, one is not in a 
position to provide such a defense. To assume that knowledge necessarily involves 
justification is to intellectualize the notion to an unacceptable degree.  
 
 Phil knows that the bus is a block away because he sees it, but he would be 
hard pressed to provide a defense of his belief.  He knows little about optics and 
even less about his visual system.  Like most of us, he relies on his eyes for 
information, but he could not provide a credible defense of the overall reliability of 
his perceptual beliefs, and if pressed for such a defense, he would simply become 
confused.  Beth knows that she was at the bank last week because she remembers 
being there, but she may not be able to cite convincing evidence in support of her 
belief or of the general accuracy of memory.  Margaret knows that the sun is much 
larger than the earth, and Larry knows that Lincoln was assassinated by John 
Wilkes Booth, but neither is in a position to provide a direct defense of the truth of 
what they believe, and neither is able to recall the original source for their beliefs, 
thus limiting their ability to rely on the authority of others for a defense.  Gary sees 
that the pointer on his fuel gauge is pointing to E, and he thus knows he is about to 
run out of gas, but if asked to justify his belief, he might be stumped.  He knows 
nothing about how fuel gauges work, and because he has never run out of gas 
himself, he has no personal experiences that would provide the basis for an 
inductive defense of his belief.  Although he suspects he has heard stories from 
others about their running out of gas after their gas gauges registered empty, he 
cannot recall any of these stories now.  Moreover, he lacks the sophistication to 
provide an inductive defense of the reliability of mechanical measuring devices 
and gauges in general. 
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 In the search for an adequate account of knowledge, observations such as 
these shifted the focus away from questions of one’s being able to justify one’s 
beliefs intellectually and towards questions of one’s being in an appropriate causal 
or causal-like relation with the environment that makes one’s beliefs true.  Various 
proposals have been made, but reliability accounts of knowledge have had the 
widest appeal and influence.  According to reliabilists, for S’s belief P to count as 
knowledge, the belief must be true and in addition the processes, faculties, and 
methods that produced or sustain the belief must be highly reliable.  
 
 However, reliability theories of knowledge also prompted new, externalist 
accounts of epistemic justification.  Initially, reliabilism was part of a reaction 
against justification-driven accounts of knowledge, but an assumption drawn from 
the old epistemology tempted many reliabilists to re-conceive justification as well.  
The assumption is that by definition justification is that which has to be added to 
true belief to generate a serious candidate for knowledge, with some fourth 
condition added to handle Gettier-style counterexamples.  If knowledge is best 
understood as reliably produced true belief with some condition added to handle 
Gettier counterexamples, then relying on the above assumption, it can look like a 
small step to conclude that epistemic justification must also be a matter of one’s 
beliefs being produced and sustained by reliable cognitive processes. 

 
Reliabilism and kindred proposals sparked an enormous literature on the 

relative advantages and disadvantages of externalism and internalism in 
epistemology. Most of this literature assumes that externalists and internalists are 
defending rival theories, but a more interesting and also more charitable reading of 
the literature is that externalists and internalists are principally concerned with 
different issues. Externalists are first and foremost interested in the theory of 
knowledge, that is, in understanding the relationship that has to obtain between 
one’s beliefs and the subject matter of one’s beliefs in order for these beliefs, when 
true, to count as knowledge.  However, in carrying out this project, they sometimes 
see themselves as also offering an explication of epistemic justification, because 
justification, they stipulate, is that which has to be added to true belief in order to 
get a serious candidate for knowledge.  Internalists, on the other hand, are first and 
foremost interested in the theory of justified belief, that is, in understanding what is 
required to have beliefs that are defensible insofar as the goal is to have true beliefs 
and not to have false beliefs, but in carrying out their project, they see themselves 
as also providing the materials for an adequate account of knowledge, because they 



 20
too assume that justification is by definition that which has to be added to true 
belief to get knowledge, with some condition added to handle Gettier problems. 

 
 Since the Enlightenment, epistemologists have wanted there to be a 
necessary connection between justification and knowledge.  For example, 
Descartes argued that insofar as one’s aim is to avoid false beliefs, one should 
believe only that which is impossible to doubt, but he also thought by following 
this advice, one could be assured of acquiring knowledge.  The search for an 
internally defensible way of regulating opinion that would provide an external 
guarantee of knowledge proved not to be possible, but the lesson is not that either 
the internal or external aspects of Cartesian project has to be abandoned or that one 
has to take precedence over the other.  The lesson, rather, is that there are different, 
equally legitimate projects for epistemologists to pursue but that these projects 
need to be distinguished.  One project is that of exploring what is required to put 
one’s own internal, intellectual house in order.  Another is that of exploring what is 
required for one to stand in a relation of knowledge to one’s environment.  
 

The presupposition that justification is a necessary condition of knowledge 
blurs the distinction between these two projects and thereby distorts both the 
theory of knowledge and the theory of justified belief.  For the theory of 
knowledge, it creates a false dilemma: either embrace an overly intellectual 
conception of knowledge, which overlooks the fact that people cannot provide 
adequate intellectual defenses for much of what they know, or engage in awkward 
attempts to force back into the account some duly externalized notion of justified 
belief, because the definition of knowledge is thought to require it.  For the theory 
of justified belief, the assumption creates debilitating constraints, because it has the 
effect of placing the theory of justified belief in service to the theory of knowledge.  
If it is stipulated that the properties that make a belief justified must also be 
properties that turn true belief into a good candidate for knowledge, an account of 
justified belief can be regarded as adequate only if it contributes to a successful 
account of knowledge.  The theory of justified belief is thus divorced from 
everyday assessments of opinions, which tend to focus on whether individuals 
have been appropriately careful and responsible in regulating their opinions rather 
than on whether they have satisfied the prerequisites of knowledge.   

 
The remedy is to jettison the assumption that justification is a necessary 

condition of knowledge and thereby to sever the conceptual tie between the theory 
of justified belief and the theory of knowledge.  The divorce is liberating for both 
parties.  It frees the former from overly intellectual conceptions of knowledge, thus 
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smoothing the way for treatments that acknowledge that people are sometimes 
not in a position to provide a justification for what they know, and it frees the latter 
from the constraints imposed by the theory of knowledge, thereby creating space 
for a theory of justified belief that is not cordoned off from the kinds of 
assessments of each other’s beliefs that we actually make in our everyday lives.11 

 
Once it is no longer taken for granted that there is a conceptual link between 

justification and knowledge, epistemology is re-oriented.  The working strategy 
that has dominated epistemology since Gettier’s article is no longer available. This 
strategy is to describe cases in which a subject intuitively lacks knowledge and 
then employ the assumption that knowledge and justification are conceptually 
connected to draw conclusions, indeed often strong conclusions, about both 
knowledge and epistemic justification.  

 
The strategy can be thought of as a kind of epistemology game, the Gettier 

game. The game starts with a case in which a subject has a true belief but 
intuitively seems not to have knowledge, and the play of the game is governed by 
the rule that justification is that which has to be added to true belief in order for the 
belief to be a serious candidate for knowledge, with perhaps some fourth condition 
added to handle Gettier problems.  The goal of the game is to pinpoint, within the 
constraints imposed by this rule, the precise defect that explains why the subject 
lacks knowledge. A solution to the game can be one of three sorts.  First, one can 
claim that although the subject’s belief is true, it is not plausible to regard it as 
epistemically justified.  Second, one can claim that although it is plausible to 
regard the subject’s belief as epistemically justified, it lacks a special fourth 
condition (for example, nondefectiveness or nondefeasibility) that has to be present 
in order for a true justified belief to be an instance of knowledge. Third, one can 
claim that although at first glance it might seem plausible to regard the subject’s 
belief as justified, the case illustrates why it is necessary to amend the traditional 
notion of epistemic justification; with the amended notion of justification (for 
example, a belief is justified only if it is reliably generated), one is in a position to 
explain why the subject lacks knowledge, namely, the subject’s belief is not 
justified in the amended sense. 

 

                                                 
11 For more details, see Richard Foley, “The Foundational Role of Epistemology in a General 
Theory of Rationality,” in A Fairweather and L. Zagzebski, eds. Virtue Epistemology (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2001). 
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Once the assumption that justification is a necessary condition of 

knowledge is discarded, the Gettier game can no longer be played.   However, by 
taking a step back, we can see what was driving the intuitions that motivated the 
game.  In all Gettier cases, the subjects lack relevant information about the 
situations that make their beliefs true.  In turn, this suggests that there is a different 
and much simpler epistemology game to play. My game starts identically, namely, 
with a case in which a subject has a true belief but intuitively seems not to have 
knowledge, but it is governed by a different rule: Look for other true beliefs that 
the subject lacks and that can plausibly account for why the subject lacks 
knowledge. I claim that this game always has a solution.  In the enormous 
literature generated since Gettier’s article, with its vast number of cases describing 
a subject who has a true belief P but intuitively lacks knowledge, in each and every 
one of these cases it is possible to identify some significant aspect of the situation 
such that we from our external vantage point can see that the subject lacks true 
beliefs about this aspect of the situation. 
 
 


