The Escapability of Gettier Problems
Abstract

This paper presents an analysis of the essential elements of Gettier cases and offers a solution based on that analysis, including both a discussion of how the solution avoids the problems posed by a number of Gettier cases (and why we have reason to believe it will be immune to any such counterexamples), and a consideration of the general principle underlying the proposed solution and its justification.  It is argued that all Gettier cases, when properly analyzed, involve the absence of a sufficiently relevant connection between the reasons for believing a claim and the conditions that make the claim true, the additional requirement for knowledge of a relevant connection will preserve the JTB (or, perhaps now better seen as JTRB – “justified, true, relevantly connected belief”) account of knowledge.  Finally, to further warrant our acceptance of this Principle of Connectedness, we note its close connection to a principle of reasoning we already accept, as it is behind our intuitions regarding legitimate inductive inferences in our requirement that there be a relevant connection between the properties the known cases and the case under consideration share and the postulated property.
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I. 
Introduction

In his article "Is Justified True Belief Knowledge?", Edmund Gettier challenges the traditional conception of knowledge as justified true belief (otherwise known as “the standard analysis”).  This conception of knowledge plays a key role in many other aspects of epistemology, and, in spite of Gettier’s challenge, it still has a significant intuitive appeal, matching what we would wish to say in a great range of cases.  Moreover, there is no accepted solution to the problem raised by the kind of counterexamples to the standard analysis that Gettier raises.  Thus, it is worthwhile to continue to pursue a solution to the “Gettier Problem”.  This paper presents an analysis of what are considered the essential elements of Gettier cases and offers a solution based on that analysis, including both a discussion of how the solution avoids the problems posed by a number of Gettier cases (and why we have reason to believe it will be immune to any such counterexamples), and a consideration of the general principle underlying the proposed solution and its justification.  

II. Gettier Cases
In this section I will present and briefly discuss some of the more commonly cited counterexamples to the standard analysis that have been offered.  These have all come to be known as “Gettier Cases” even though Gettier himself only presented a couple of cases, and some even pre-date these cases.
One way of analyzing the structure of Gettier cases is to outline the three components they claim to have: JTB.  So, we could start by asking, what is the justification, what is believed, and what is true, but, it will be more helpful to list: (1) the claim (the concluding proposition), (2) the justified belief, and (3) what makes the claim true.  Since I will use the claim (the concluding proposition) to identify the case, what will remain to be identified will be (2) and (3).  This will give us the “surface structure”, as it were, of these cases.  Later, I will present what I consider to be a more relevant underlying logical structure that is shared by these cases.
a. The claim: “The man who will get the job has ten coins in his pocket” 

1. Justified belief: Jones is the man who will get the job and Jones has ten coins in his pocket.

2. What makes the claim true: Smith will get the job and Smith has ten coins in his pocket.

This is Gettier’s “Case I” (Gettier, pages 36 – 37), and one of the first things to note about this example is that it does not require the conjunction, and we can re-state it without any mention of coins in anyone’s pockets: 
a’. The claim: “There is a man who will get the job” 

1’.  Justified belief: Jones is the man who will get the job.

2’. What makes the claim true: Smith will get the job.

And, by omitting the extraneous conjunction, which plays no important logical role in the example, the relevant logical structure of the example can be seen more readily. 


The force of the example comes from a justified belief in a specific (or at least a relatively more specific) claim that implies a more general claim.  This more general claim can then be made true by a different specific claim being true.  And thus, the specific claim that is justified is not the same as the specific claim that is true.  Numerous such examples that involve recognized inferences from a specific claim to an existential claim can be constructed.  And, as we can now see more easily, the inclusion of the conjoined claim regarding the number of coins in an individual's pocket (whether this is Jones specifically or "the man who will get the job") is completely irrelevant.
b. The claim: “Either Jones owns a Ford, or Brown is in Barcelona.” 

1. Justified belief: Jones owns a Ford.

2. What makes the claim true: Brown is in Barcelona.

This is Gettier’s “Case II” (Gettier, pages 37 – 38), and although he complicates this example unnecessarily as well (there is no need to include the claims “Either Jones owns a Ford, or Brown is in Boston” and “Either Jones owns a Ford, or Brown is in Brest-Litovsk” as they add nothing to the counterexample), it is more straightforward than Case I.  Here, the force of the counterexample comes from a justified belief in a claim that implies a disjunction with this claim as one of its disjuncts.  This disjunction can then be made true by the other disjunct being true.  And thus, the disjunct that is justified is not the same as the disjunct that is true.  Numerous such examples that involve recognized inferences from a claim to a disjunction of another claim along with that original claim can be constructed.
c. The claim: “Someone in my office owns a Ford.” 

1. Justified belief: Mr. Nogot, who is in my office, owns a Ford.

2. What makes the claim true: Mr. Havit, who is in my office, owns a Ford.

This is Keith Lehrer’s counterexample (Lehrer, pages 57 – 58), and its similarities to case (a) should be obvious.  Both of them involve an existential that is justified by one instance but is true due to another instance.  
d. The claim: “There are sheep in that field.” 

1. Justified belief: The animals Alvin is seeing in the field are sheep.

2. What makes the claim true: Other animals in the field, out of sight from Alvin, are sheep.
This case is another counterexample provided by Lehrer (citation – his book Knowledge?).  This is another case of an existential claim based on one instance (or, in this case, one set of instances – the animals – the example states they are in fact large dogs – that Alvin sees in the field) but made true by another instance (another set of instances – the sheep that are hidden from view).

At this point we should also note a similarity between case (b) and cases (a), (c), and (d).  For, while (a), (c), and (d) involve existential claims and (b) involves a disjunction, an existential is equivalent to a disjunction, given an appropriate universe of discourse.  This is the most obvious in case (c), where Lehrer makes clear that the universe of discourse is that of “men in my office”, and that Havit and Nogot are the only two other men in the office (other than the owner of the office).  But this means that the disjunction “Mr. Nogot owns a Ford or Mr. Havit owns a Ford or I own a Ford” is equivalent to the claim “Someone in my office owns a Ford”.  This then implies that examples such as (a), (c), and (d) may ultimately be analyzed the same way as examples involving disjunctions, as in case (b).

III. More Gettier Cases

In this section I will present and briefly discuss some additional Gettier Cases that are frequently cited.  The same structural analysis will be used to help in referring to the cases and their components, as well as (hopefully) to illustrate and isolate the relevant logical features of these cases.

a. The claim: “Her husband is sitting in the living room” 

i. Justified belief: There is a man sitting in her husband’s usual chair that resembles her husband.

ii. What makes the claim true: Her husband is “sitting on the other side of the room, unseen by her”
This case is cited by Linda Zagzebski in “The Inescapability of Gettier Problems” (Zagzebski, 1994, pages 67 – 68).  And, while initially, it might seem different than the previous cases, in that a specific individual is referred to, and no “switching” of individuals is done, it still relies on this same switching, but just with respect to the location within the living room.  “in the living room”, like “in the field” are both non-specific references to locations, and the case exploits this by having the justification based on an identification of her husband’s location as in his usual chair, but then the claim is made true because her husband is “in the living room”, but in a different location (“the other side of the room, unseen by her”).  Thus, there is again, an implicit existential (in the implicit “somewhere” hidden in the phrase “in the living room”), and a switching between the instance that justifies belief in the existential claim and what actually makes the existential claim true. 
b. The claim: “That is a barn” 

i. (Purportedly) justified belief: “That is a barn”
ii. What makes the claim true: That is a barn
This is a rather famous (infamous?) case that is also cited by Linda Zagzebski in “The Inescapability of Gettier Problems” (Zagzebski, 1994, page 66).  The particulars of the case involve an individual who sees what appears to be a barn while driving along a road.  From this distance, the individual would generally be justified in concluding that an object that has the appearance that this one has is a barn.  However, unbeknownst to the individual, the local inhabitants “have erected three barn facades for each real barn in an effort to make themselves look more prosperous” (Zagzebski, 1994, page 66).  

This case is more problematic as it seems there is no way to analyze it as fitting the “Switch” pattern.  There is no disjunct or existential involved in the claim, and it is the same object that is referred to in the justification (“that barn-like structure there”) that is referred to in the belief and that makes the claim true (“that” actually is a barn).  I will refer to this type of case (since it seems relatively easy to construct numerous cases of this kind and it seems there might be a general class of cases in which the problem of knowledge arises not because there has been a switch between disjuncts or instances of an existential claim, but rather because the possibility of a good counterfeit exists) as a “Good Counterfeit”. Let us return to this case after we have examined a few others. 
c. The claim: “It will rain” 

i. (Purportedly) justified belief: “It will rain”

ii. What makes the claim true: It rains
This case is presented by Brian Skyrms in "The Explication of 'X Knows That p'" (Skyrms, page 102).  In this case, we are to imagine “a society that knows how to construct barometers but is ignorant of the meteorological theories relevant to their uses” (Skyrms, page 102).  However, though ignorant of the underlying causal processes, the members of the society have noticed a correlation between falling barometers and rain.  And, we are to further suppose that “an individual X observes a barometer falling and thus believes that it will rain, and that it does, in fact, rain” (Skyrms, page 102).  Skyrms claims that this belief is justified “by the usual canons of evidence” (Skyrms, page 102).  The example continues by supposing that the barometer observed by X was malfunctioning, and that it did not fall because of the change in barometric pressure.  And so, though the barometer did fall, this was not due to the appropriate causal connections, and thus the belief, justified though it was, does not constitute knowledge. 

This case does not seem to have the logical structure of a “Switch” case, but it also does not appear to have the features of a “Good Counterfeit” case.  However, it does seem obvious that, like those cases, we could generate numerous cases of this kind, in which there is a lack of understanding of the relevant connections.  Let us examine one more case before discussing this one any further. 
d. The claim: “Smith has virus X” 

i. (Purportedly) justified belief: “Smith has virus X”

ii. What makes the claim true: Smith has virus X
This case is presented by Linda Zagzebski in “The Inescapability of Gettier Problems” (Zagzebski, 1994, page 71).    In this case, “Dr. Jones, a physician, has very good inductive evidence that her patient, Smith, is suffering from virus X” (Zagzebski, 1994, page 71), and although Smith does have virus X (having very recently contracted it), “Smith’s symptoms are due to a distinct and unknown virus Y” (Zagzebski, 1994, page 71).  
A consideration of these last three cases seems to clearly indicate that they are structurally different than the cases presented in the previous section.  Thus, a solution designed to handle the previous “Switch” cases might not be able to account for these three kinds of cases.  However, in analyzing these last three kinds of cases, we might not only discover a solution that encompasses them, but that also includes the previous “Switch” cases, and in doing so, discern a more general principle with just the sort of intuitive foundation that the previous solution was lacking.
IV. A General Solution to the Problem of Gettier Cases
A. Statement of the General Solution
I here argue that the general solution to Gettier cases is to be found in a requirement that there be a relevant connection between the reasons one has for believing a claim and the conditions that make the claim true.  I will call this requirement the “Principle of Connectedness”.  Adding this fourth condition to the standard criteria of justified true belief requires us to acknowledge that the justification condition and the truth condition are not entirely independent.  
B.  Application of the General Solution to “Switch” Cases
First, let us see how this general solution accounts for the earlier, “Switch” cases.  Since these were identified as involving a justification for one disjunct (or one instance of an existential), while it was another disjunct (or instance) that made the claim true, it is fairly easy to see how this kind of case can be accounted for by the more general principle.  To take the “Jones owns a Ford or Brown is in Barcelona” case, we can see that it is not a case of knowledge according to this revised definition that includes the relevance requirement, because there is no relevant connection between the reasons for believing it true (which are all about evidence for believing that Jones owns a Ford) and the conditions that make the claim true (that Brown is actually located in Barcelona).  All “Switch” cases have this same pattern in which the justification for the belief is not relevant to the conditions that make the claim true, and so this more general solution would appear to handle “Switch” cases.
C. Application of the General Solution to Other Cases

Now let us turn to the application of the revised criteria for knowledge to the other cases that were listed above.  The first one, that of “Her husband is sitting in the living room” being analyzed as a “Switch” case, it needs no further discussion here, since “Switch” cases are handled by the general solution. Thus, we will look at each of the remaining three cases in order, beginning with the “fake barn” case.

In the “fake barn” case, it would seem we could question whether the belief is justified, and thus claim that this is not actually a Gettier case.  An argument can be made for claiming that this is simply a case in which, while one might have normally been justified in a belief, peculiar circumstances (but how important is it that the circumstances are unusual? Or, is it really just that they are unknown to the believer?) make it such that one is not justified in the belief.  The fact that one would normally be justified in a belief does not necessarily seem relevant, but rather what seems far more important is that one is not justified in this case.

To make this point clearer, let us compare this case to a more standard inductive argument.  Suppose that someone believes that a sports team will win an upcoming game.  They might normally be quite justified in this belief, as the team is a good one that wins most of their games.  However, in this particular circumstance, they are unaware that the star player (a key factor in the team’s success) is injured and will not be playing, which considerably decreases the likelihood that the team will win (and even making it more likely that the team will lose the game).   And so, the belief that they will win is not justified, and fails to be knowledge even if the team wins (“by chance”).
Note that this is not a case of an irrelevant connection between the reason for believing the claim and the reason the claim is true.  The fact that it looks like a barn is relevant to it actually being a barn, but the problem is that there is some unknown fact that makes that fact less relevant (and that there is another more relevant unknown fact that makes this so – in this case, the practice of making fake barns).  And, the fact that there are fake barns makes the normal criteria for being justified in believing one sees a real barn insufficient for justification in these circumstances.


We appear to have two choices with respect to the fake barn case (and others in that neighborhood, such as the basketball game): (1) Deny that the belief is justified, and claim that a failure to know a relevant fact that, had it been known, would make the claim unjustified, does not make one immune to being unjustified in one’s beliefs, or (2) Accept that the claim is justified, but deny that the circumstances constitute knowledge, since the explanation that would be given for the claim being true and the reasons that justify the belief do not match (i.e., they are not relevantly connected) the reasons why the claim is in fact true (the star player was expected to play a prominent role in the predicted win, but did not – some other factor accounted for the actual win).  My intuition regarding the fake barn case is that it is simply not a justified belief, and that simply because it usually would be justified is not sufficient – the belief must be justified in the particular case, and not merely in general (think of the poll that predicted Alf Landon would be president).

The next case is Skyrms’ “It will rain” case (also known as “the barometer” case).  Unfortunately, it is also questionable whether this case, as stated, is a genuine Gettier case, since we can again challenge whether the individual X is really justified in believing that it will rain, given that X has no understanding of the underlying causal principles that connect falling barometers and the likelihood of rain.  However, rather than focus on this aspect, it is simple enough to modify the example and suppose that X does have such knowledge, in which case, for X to notice the falling barometer would normally be construed as sufficient justification for X’s believing that it will rain.  Thus, this modified barometer case would be a Gettier case, since X would be justified in believing that it will rain, and, given that it does indeed rain (according to the example), X has a justified true belief that it will rain, and yet, given that the barometer fell due to a malfunction (and not due to the normal causal processes that operate to make the barometer fall when the barometer is functioning properly), we would not consider X to have known that it would rain.   Thus modified, this case is very similar to Russell’s “stopped clock” example, in which an individual happens to look at a clock that, unbeknownst to them, has stopped, but shows the correct time when they happen to look at it.
And now, it is important to note the similarities between this case and the “fake barn” case.  Both involve a relevant fact that makes what would have otherwise been a legitimate case of knowledge fail to be so.  And, even more importantly, it is because this fact severs the connection between the individual’s reasons for believing the claim to be true and the real reason the claim is true.  In this case, they believed it would rain because the barometer fell, but, because it was not functioning properly (the fact that severs the connection), this reason was not relevantly connected to the reason it rained.  These cases share in common also that what would normally have been a good reason (because it would normally have been relevantly connected to the truth-making conditions) is not because of special, unknown circumstances.  But, as in the “fake barn” case, we are not obliged to say that an individual has knowledge in such a case, just because they would in general (had there not been the unusual circumstances), and it is the Principle of Connectedness that warrants our refusal to accord the status of knowledge to the individual’s belief in the claim.
The last case to discuss is the “Smith has virus X” case.  The pattern that has already been noted, of factors that would normally be sufficient to establish a relevant connection between the reasons for believing a claim and the truth-making conditions of the claim failing to do so in a particular case due to unusual and unknown circumstances also holds in this case.  Here, Dr. Jones has good inductive reasons for believing the symptoms are due to Smith having virus X, but, unbeknownst to Jones, Smith has virus Y, which is in fact the cause of the symptoms that Smith has.  And so, even though Jones is justified in the belief that Smith has virus X, and it turns out that Smith does indeed have virus X, the reasons that Jones has for believing Smith has virus X (i.e., that virus X is the cause of the symptoms that Jones displays) are not relevantly connected to the reasons that the claim is true.  And thus, the Principle of Connectedness would require us to deny that this is a case of knowledge.
D. A General Principle and an Intuitive Foundation for the Principle 

We can see now that the general solution handles not only the “Switch” cases identified earlier, but also the “Good Counterfeit” cases (whether they are even Gettier cases or not) and the barometer and  virus cases.  In fact, we are now in a better position to see what is in common to all these cases and, I would argue, to all Gettier cases.  In all these cases (and in the original “Switch” cases as well), there is a relevant unknown fact that prevents there from being a relevant connection (or a sufficiently relevant connection) between the individual’s reasons for believing the claim and the reasons the claim is actually true.  But, since this is precisely the problem the general solution addresses, the addition of the Principle of Connectedness allows us to avoid such Gettier cases.  And, further, since it seems clear that all Gettier cases, when properly analyzed, involve the absence of a sufficiently relevant connection between the reasons for believing a claim and the conditions that make the claim true, this additional requirement for knowledge will preserve the JTB (or, perhaps now better seen as JTRB – “justified, true, relevantly connected belief”) account of knowledge.

And so, all these cases are essentially “Switch” cases.  In some cases, the switch is between an object referred to in the claim, but in others, it is the reason why the claim is true/is believed to be true that is switched.  The general requirement is that the explanation that the believer would give for the claim being true and the reasons they have that justify their belief in the claim must be relevantly connected to the reasons why the claim actually is true.  A switch either between the objects, or locations, etc. referred to in the claim or a switch between the reasons given for believing the claim and the reasons it actually is true severs this connection, and the result is correctly seen as something less than knowledge.


To further warrant our acceptance of the Principle of Connectedness, we should note its close connection to a principle of reasoning we already accept (and, it is borderline cases like the “fake barn” case that show just how close this connection is).  The Principle of Connectedness is behind our intuitions regarding legitimate inductive inferences in our requirement that there be a relevant connection between the properties the known cases and the case under consideration share and the postulated property.  For, what is this requirement of a relevant connection if not an expression of the constraint that knowledge requires there to be some awareness or understanding of the underlying principles that make it more likely that the hypothesis is true, i.e., the truth-making conditions.  Absent this, and one is not justified in holding what, based on numbers alone, might appear to be a reasonable belief.

But, this is just a different application of the Principle of Connectedness.  In this role, it prevents us from accepting as justified, a claim which might still turn out to be true.  And thus, the principle prevents us from according knowledge to one who held a belief in such circumstances.  And this is because if it turns out to be true, this would be a mere accident.  The principle plays a similar role of raising the bar to knowledge in Gettier cases since they also fail to establish a relevant connection between the reasons for justification and the actual truth-making conditions.  And so, the principle also serves in such cases to bar pseudo-knowledge.

If it is objected that relevance is a vague concept and arguable in its application, it should be noted that so is justification, and we are not here concerned (nor was Gettier) with what constitutes justification, but rather whether our conception of knowledge as justified true belief may be made coherent even presupposing it.  It is certainly no grievous additional burden to require us to also presuppose some notion of relevance in this conception of knowledge, especially since one accepted standard conception of justification (and the very one used in many Gettier cases) relies so heavily upon it.

V. Conclusion

We have presented a preliminary analysis of the structure and functional role of Gettier cases, and seen the limitations of a tentative solution to a set of Gettier Cases, based on the disjunctive, or “Switch” pattern of these cases.  After a consideration of some additional cases that did not fit the initial pattern, a more general solution was proposed, that included the Principle of Connectedness, which, it was argued, handles not only the first set of cases, but also the additional cases.  Further, we have given reasons to believe that adding the Principle of Connectedness to the JTB conception of knowledge will provide the means for us to avoid all Gettier cases.  Finally, we argued that there is an intuitive foundation that warrants the inclusion of this principle into our criteria for knowledge.
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