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What does Gettier prove?

    Miroslav A. Imbrisevic
Heythrop College/University of London

In his paper 'Is Justified True Belief Knowledge?'1 Edmund L. 
Gettier attempts to show that the traditional conditions for 
knowledge

S knows that P IFF i.   P is true,
ii.  S believes that P, and
iii. S is justified in believing that P.

are not jointly sufficient for knowledge. He claims that all three 
conditions can be met, but that S does not 'know'.

Gettier gives two examples to prove this. I will argue that both of 
his examples are flawed and that consequently Gettier's attack on 
the standard analysis of knowledge fails.

I
In the first case Smith has evidence for the following proposition:

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

What is Smith's evidence for believing (d)? The president of the 
company assured him that Jones would be selected and Smith, 
had counted the coins in Jones' pocket ten minutes ago.

According to Gettier proposition (d) entails the following:

e. The man who will get the job has ten coins in his pocket.

Gettier states that Smith is justified in believing that (e) is true. 
Why? Because he realises that (d) entails (e); Smith accepts (e) 
on the grounds of (d), and he has strong evidence for (d).

1 Gettier, E. L., 'Is Justified True Belief Knowledge?' in Analysis 23, 1963, pp. 121-123. Reprinted in 
Bernecker , S. and Dretske, F. (eds.) Knowledge: Readings in Contemporary Epistemology, OUP, 
Oxford 2000, pp. 13-15.
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But it turns out that Smith will get the job and Smith himself has ten 
coins in his pocket. This would mean that all three conditions are 
met:

i.  (e) is true,
ii. Smith believes that (e) is true, and
iii. Smith is justified that (e) is true.

Gettier states that Smith does not know (e), because 'it is true in 
virtue of the number of coins in Smith's pocket'. Does this mean 
that, if Smith had known how many coins there are in his pocket, 
he could have claimed knowledge? I will come back to this later.

My first objection is that it is not clear how and why the parts in the 
conjunctive proposition (d) are related. How do the coins relate to 
getting a Job? It would make more sense to say something like 
this:

d1. Jones is the man who will get the job, and
      Jones has got a degree from Oxford.

Having a respectable degree is usually associated with getting a 
job, but having ten coins in your pocket is not.

Secondly, what is the epistemological status of (d) and (e)? 
Proposition (d) cannot be knowledge because Jones does not get 
the job. It is only justified belief. But in what way does (e) differ 
from (d)? It fulfils the third condition – it is true, because in (e) 
'Jones' is replaced with 'the man'. This leaves open the possibility 
that any man with ten coins in his pocket could get the job, 
including Smith, who does get it. Many more entailments from (d) 
to (e) are possible:

      e1.  The man who will get the job has some coins in his pocket.
      e2.  The man who will get the job has something in his pocket.
      e3.  The man who will get the job has pockets.

For Gettier (e) is a claim to knowledge. It is logically possible to 
deduce it from (d). But we normally do not make such a move from 
specific information to non-specific information and claim that the 
latter is an instance of knowledge. Proposition (e) 'dilutes' what 
was expressed in (d). The information becomes vague by 
substituting 'Jones' for 'the man' just like in my examples (e1-e3). If 
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we were to make a claim to knowledge, we would use proposition 
(d) and not (e).

But perhaps it is conceivable that Smith might communicate (e) to 
someone, perhaps to his secretary. Perhaps he was sworn to 
secrecy by his boss and he cannot name Jones before the 
appointment is announced. In this context (e) would be a realistic 
statement. After Smith's appointment it would seem to his 
secretary that he indeed knew, who would get the job. 

But it is Smith who made the claim to knowledge, not his secretary. 
And Smith would admit that he did not 'know' (e), because when 
he said 'the man' to his secretary, he had Jones in mind, not 
himself. This means that for Smith there is no difference between 
(d) and (e). Therefore, if (d) is false, then so is (e). 

Even if Smith had known about the ten coins in his pocket, he 
would not have claimed knowledge, because he did not have just 
any man in mind when he said 'the man'. He believed that Jones 
was 'the man'.

Another problem is that here we have a knowledge claim about a 
future event. I believe that the scope of knowledge claims is 
restricted to the past and the present. If we could claim knowledge 
about future events our justification condition would be open to 
even greater failure that it is already for past or present events. I 
cannot 'know' that Lucky Star is going to win the Grand National or 
that the sun is going to rise tomorrow. One is just more probable 
that the other.

II
In Gettier's second example we have several propositions which 
are inferred from:

f. Jones owns a Ford.

Smith has good evidence for believing (f) because Jones has 
always owned a Ford in the past and Jones has just offered him a 
ride in a Ford. Smith now infers three compound propositions from 
(f). This time they are disjunctive and involve his friend Brown:
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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.

It turns out that Jones is renting a Ford and Brown happens to be 
in Barcelona. Gettier states that we have a case of justified true 
belief, but Smith does not know.

Again we have to ask: How are the disjuncts related? Gettier 
admits that there is no good reason to combine them. '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'.2

The propositions are 'constructed and the place names for Browns 
whereabouts are chosen at 'random'. We could continue the list of 
entailments by simply adding place names ad infinitum. Brown 
could be anywhere on earth. Thus we could translate all of these 
entailments into one:

      g-n. Either Jones owns a Ford, or Brown is anywhere on earth.

But this is not how we go about making claims to knowledge. We 
do not combine the compounds of a disjunctive proposition 
randomly. And when we make knowledge claims, we do not 
usually choose disjunctive propositions for this task, because their 
informative value is low. In a disjunctive statement only one 
compound need be true for the whole statement to be true. But it is 
trivially true. It is logically possible to construct such claims, but 
they are of little value. It is unlikely that we would put the phrase 'I 
know that' in front of (g.-i.), because this is not how we use 
language.

If we accepted that the propositions (g.-i.) are entailed by (f), then 
we would also have to accept the following entailments and many 
more chosen at random:

 g1. Either Jones owns a Ford, or there is life on Mars.
 h1. Either Jones owns a Ford, or the universe started with a bang.
 i1.  Either Jones owns a Ford, or Brown's ancestors were Vikings.

2 Gettier, p. 14
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And it could be that by sheer luck we would sometimes meet the 
traditional conditions for knowledge. It could turn out that Brown 
has some Viking blood in him. But this does not invalidate the 
standard analysis of knowledge because – in normal use of 
language – nobody would put 'I know' in front of these type of 
entailments. It would only be a problem if people habitually made 
knowledge claims for any randomly chosen entailments – but they 
do not. Just because it is possible to construct entailments, which 
might sometimes meet all three criteria, does not mean that 
justified true belief is not jointly sufficient for knowledge. Because 
in these cases nobody would claim to know and it is also doubtful 
whether any competent speaker would construct such propositions 
(nonsensical entailments).

If Smith were to construct a disjunctive proposition, it could be 
something like this:

j. Either Jones owns a Ford, or he rents one.

But this would be trivial. What Smith might say is:

k. Jones drives a Ford.

And he could even put 'I know that' in front of (k).

What I have shown is that in case 1 (e) is just as false as (d), 
because in (e) and in (d) Smith believes that Jones will get the job. 
And Smith himself would realise that he was wrong about (e) after 
the appointment is announced. For Jones' secretary (e) is not an 
entailment. She did not infer (e) from (d). She relied on what Smith 
told her. Thus she could claim to know (provided she did not see a 
problem in 'knowing' about future events). But for her 'the man' 
meant 'any man'. 

In case 2 Gettier constructs disjunctive propositions and introduces 
a 'random' element. But we would not infer such propositions. 
Disjunctive propositions are trivially true and they are propositions 
which are lacking in informative value.

Both of Gettier's examples are not representative of situations in 
which we would claim knowledge – we do not use language in this 
way. Therefore, Gettier has not shown that justified true belief is 
insufficient for knowledge.



6

I am not denying that there is a problem about the definition of 
knowledge, but Russell's stopped clock example is much better 
than what Gettier did put forward.


