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Must the Grounds of Knowledge Be Accessible 

to the Knower? 
 

 

 

Meno* 

Plato 

Plato (427 B.C. – 347 B.C.) is perhaps the greatest philosopher to have ever lived. 

He was a citizen of the ancient Greek city-state of Athens, and the most famous 

pupil of the philosopher Socrates who is the main character in all of his 

philosophical dialogues. His wrote many well-known and influential works 

dealing with almost every area of philosophy. These include the Republic, the 

Euthyphro, the Crito, the Phaedo, the Meno, and many others. 

 

Study Questions 

1. Why, according to Socrates, is knowledge not necessary for right action? 

2. Why, nonetheless, is knowledge superior to true opinion? 

3. What distinguishes knowledge from true opinion? What analogy does Socrates use to 

make the point? 

 

                                                 
* Reprinted from The Collected Dialogues of Plato, Including the Letters, ed. Edith Hamilton 

and Huntington Cairns (Princeton University Press, 1961) by permission of the publisher. 
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SOCRATES: Can you name any other subject, in which the professed teachers are not only not 

recognized as teachers of others, but are thought to have no understanding of it themselves, and 

to be no good at the very subject they profess to teach, whereas those who are acknowledged to 

be the best at it are in two minds whether it can be taught or not? When people are so confused 

about a subject, can you say that they are in a true sense teachers? 

MENO: Certainly not. 

SOCRATES: Well, if neither the Sophists nor those who display fine qualities 

themselves are teachers of virtue, I am sure no one else can be, and if there are no teachers, there 

can be no students either.  

MENO: I quite agree. 

SOCRATES: And we have also agreed that a subject of which there were neither teachers 

nor students was not one which could taught. 

MENO: That is so. 

SOCRATES: Now there turn out to be neither teachers nor students of virtue, so it would 

appear that virtue cannot be taught. 

 MENO: So it seems, if we have made no mistake, and it makes me wonder, Socrates, 

whether there are in fact no good men at all, or how they are produced when they do appear. 

SOCRATES: I have a suspicion, Meno, that you and I are not much good. Our masters 

Gorgias and Prodicus have not trained us properly. We must certainly take ourselves in hand, 

and try to find someone who will improve us by hook or by crook. I say this with our recent 

discussion in mind, for absurdly enough we failed to perceive that it is not only under the 

guidance of knowledge that human action is well and rightly conducted. I believe that may be 

what prevents us from seeing how it is that men are made good. 
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MENO: What do you mean? 

SOCRATES: This. We were correct, were we not, in agreeing that good men must be 

profitable or useful? It cannot be otherwise, can it? 

MENO: No. 

SOCRATES: And again that they will be of some use if they conduct our affairs aright—

that also was correct? 

MENO: Yes. 

SOCRATES: But in insisting that knowledge was a sine qua non for right leadership, we 

look like being mistaken. 

MENO: How so? 

SOCRATES: Let me explain. If someone knows the way to Larissa, or anywhere else 

you like, then when he goes there and takes others with him he will be a good and capable guide, 

you would agree?  

MENO: Of course. 

SOCRATES: But if a man judges correctly which is the road, though he has never been 

there and doesn’t know it, will he not also guide others aright? 

MENO: Yes, he will. 

SOCRATES : And as long as he has a correct opinion on the points about which the other 

has knowledge, he will be just as good a guide, believing the truth but not knowing it. 

MENO: Just as good. 

SOCRATES: Therefore true opinion is as good a guide as knowledge for the purpose of 

acting rightly. That what we left out just now in our discussion of the nature of virtue, when we 

said that knowledge is the only guide to right action. There was also, it seems, true opinion. 
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MENO: It seems so. 

SOCRATES So right opinion is something no less useful than knowledge. 

MENO: Except that the man with knowledge will always be successful, and the man with 

right opinion only sometimes. 

SOCRATES: What? Will he not always be successful so long as he has the right opinion? 

MENO: That must be so, I suppose. In that case, I wonder why knowledge should be so 

much more prized than right opinion, and indeed how there is any difference between them. 

SOCRATES: Shall I tell you the reason for your surprise, or do you know it? 

MENO: No, tell me. 

SOCRATES: It is because you have not observed the statues of Daedalus. Perhaps you 

don’t have them in your country. 

MENO: What makes you say that? 

SOCRATES: They too, if no one ties them down, run away and escape. If tied, they stay 

where they are put. 

MENO: What of it? 

SOCRATES: If you have one of his works untethered, it is not worth much; it gives you 

the slip like a runaway slave. But a tethered specimen is very valuable, for they are magnificent 

creations. And that, I may say, has a bearing on the matter of true opinions. True opinions are a 

fine thing and do all sorts of good so long as they stay in their place, but they will not stay long. 

They run away from a man’s mind; so they are not worth much until you tether them by working 

out the reason. That process, my dear Meno, is recollection, as we agreed earlier. Once they are 

tied down, they become knowledge, and are stable. That is why knowledge is something more 

valuable than right opinion. What distinguishes one from the other is the tether. 
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M ENO: It does seem something like that, certainly. 

SOCRATES: Well of course, I have only been using an analogy myself, not knowledge. 

But it is not, I am sure, a mere guess to say that right opinion and knowledge are different. There 

are few things that I should claim to know, but that at least is among them, whatever else is. 

 

 

 

 

Is Justified True Belief Knowledge?* 

Edmund L. Gettier 

Edmund Gettier (1927 – ) is Professor Emeritus of the University of 

Massuchusetts-Amherst. He is most known for the 3-page article (included here), 

“Is Justified True Belief Knowledge?” in which he challenges the traditional 

tripartite analysis that defines knowledge as justified true belief. The challenge he 

raises has come to be known as the Gettier Problem. 

 

Study Questions 

1. What has been the standard definition or analysis of knowledge in recent years? 

2. What does Gettier aim to show in this article?  

3. What two assumptions does he make about the nature of justification? 

                                                 
* Reprinted from “Is Justified True Belief Knowledge?” Analysis 23:6 (1963) by permission of 

Oxford University Press. 
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4. What are the two counterexamples that Gettier presents to the standard analysis of 

knowledge? 

 

Various attempts have been made in recent years to state necessary and sufficient conditions for 

someone’s knowing a given proposition. The attempts have often been such that they can be 

stated in a form similar to the following:1 

 

(a) S knows that P  IFF (i) P is true, 

           (ii) S believes that P, and 

           (iii) S is justified in believing that P. 

 

For example, Chisholm has held that the following gives the necessary and sufficient conditions 

for knowledge:2 

 

(b) S knows that P  IFF  (i) S accepts P, 

(ii) S has adequate evidence for P, and 

(iii) P is true. 

 

Ayer has stated the necessary and sufficient conditions for knowledge as follows:3 

 

(c) S knows that P IFF  (i) P is true, 

(ii) S is sure that P is true, and 

(iii) S has the right to be sure that P is true. 
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I shall argue that (a) is false in that the conditions stated therein do not constitute a sufficient 

condition for the truth of the proposition that S knows that P. The same argument will show that 

(b) and (c) fail if  ‘has adequate evidence for’ or ‘has the right to be sure that’ is substituted for 

‘is justified in believing that’ throughout. 

I shall begin by noting two points. First, in that sense of ‘justified’ in which S’s being 

justified in believing P is a necessary condition of S’s knowing that P, it is possible for a person 

to be justified in believing a proposition that is in fact false. Secondly, for any proposition P, if 

S is justified in believing P, and P entails Q, and S deduces Q from P and accepts Q as a result 

of this deduction, then S is justified in believing Q. Keeping these two points in mind, I shall 

now present two cases in which the conditions stated in (a) are true for some proposition, 

though it is at the same time false that the person in question knows that proposition. 

 

Case I: 

Suppose that Smith and Jones have applied for a certain job. And suppose that Smith has 

strong evidence for the following conjunctive proposition: 

 

(d) Jones is the man who will get the job, and Jones has ten coins in his pocket. 

 

Smith’s evidence for (d) might be that the president of the company assured him that Jones 

would in the end be selected, and that he, Smith, had counted the coins in Jones’s pocket ten 

minutes ago. Proposition (d) entails: 

 

(e) The man who will get the job has ten coins in his pocket. 
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Let us suppose that Smith sees the entailment from (d) to (e), and accepts (e) on the grounds of 

(d), for which he has strong evidence. In this case, Smith is clearly justified in believing that (e) 

is true. 

But imagine, further, that unknown to Smith, he himself, not Jones, will get the job. And, 

also, unknown to Smith, he himself has ten coins in his pocket. Proposition (e) is then true, 

though proposition (d), from which Smith inferred (e), is false. In our example, then, all of the 

following are true: (i) (e) is true, (ii) Smith believes that (e) is true, and (iii) Smith is justified in 

believing that (e) is true. But it is equally clear that Smith does not know that (e) is true; for (e) 

is true in virtue of the number of coins in Smith’s pocket, while Smith does not know how many 

coins are in Smith’s pocket, and bases his belief in (e) on a count of the coins in Jones’s pocket, 

whom he falsely believes to be the man who will get the job. 

 

Case II: 

Let us suppose that Smith has strong evidence for the following proposition: 

 

(f) Jones owns a Ford. 

 

Smith’s evidence might be that Jones has at all times in the past within Smith’s memory owned 

a car, and always a Ford, and that Jones has just offered Smith a ride while driving a Ford. Let 

us imagine, now, that Smith has another friend, Brown, of whose whereabouts he is totally 

ignorant. Smith selects three place-names quite at random, and constructs the following three 

propositions: 
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(g) Either Jones owns a Ford, or Brown is in Boston; 

(h) Either Jones owns a Ford, or Brown is in Barcelona; 

(i) Either Jones owns a Ford, or Brown is in Brest-Litovsk. 

 

Each of these propositions is entailed by (f). Imagine that Smith realizes the entailment of each 

of these propositions he has constructed by (f), and proceeds to accept (g), (h), and (i) on the 

basis of (f). Smith has correctly inferred (g), (h), and (i) from a proposition for which he has 

strong evidence. Smith is therefore completely justified in believing each of these three 

propositions. Smith, of course, has no idea where Brown is. 

But imagine now that two further conditions hold. First, Jones does not own a Ford, but is at 

present driving a rented car. And secondly, by the sheerest coincidence, and entirely unknown to 

Smith, the place mentioned in proposition (h) happens really to be the place where Brown is. If 

these two conditions hold then Smith does not know that (h) is true, even though (i) (h) is true, 

(ii) Smith does believe that (h) is true, and (iii) Smith is justified in believing that (h) is true. 

These two examples show that definition (a) does not state a sufficient condition for 

someone’s knowing a given proposition. The same cases, with appropriate changes, will suffice 

to show that neither definition (b) nor definition (c) do so either. 

 

 

NOTES

1 Plato seems to be considering some such definition at Theaetetus 201, and perhaps accepting 

one at Meno 98. 
2 Roderick M. Chisholm, Perceiving: a Philosopåical Study, Cornell University Press 

(Ithaca,New York, 1957), p. 16. 
3 A. J. Ayer, The Problem of Knowledge, Macmillan (London, 1956), p. 34. 
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Questions for Reflection 

1. Do you agree with Socrates that a person’s unjustified beliefs (true or not) are as subject 

to change as he suggests? Why? 

2. Do you believe that Gettier has undermined the standard analysis of knowledge? Why? 

3. If the traditional account of knowledge is inadequate, as Gettier argues, then what is the 

correct analysis of knowledge? 


