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WHAT IS
KNOWLEDGE IN
PHILOSOPHY: A
JOURNEY
THROUGH
EPISTEMOLOGY

The question "What Is
Knowledge In
Philosophy" is one of
the oldest and most
profound inquiries in
human thought. Unlike
everyday uses of the
word "knowledge,"
which might refer to
simple facts or skills,
philosophy demands a
rigorous examination
of what it truly means
to know something.

This field of study,
known as
epistemology, seeks to
answer foundational
guestions: What are
the necessary and
sufficient conditions for
knowledge? Where
does it come from?
What are its limits?
Understanding these
questions is not just an
academic exercise; it
shapes how we
approach learning,
science, ethics, and our
daily interactions with
truth and belief.

At its core, the
philosophical
investigation into

knowledge challenges
us to distinguish
between mere opinion
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or belief and genuine,
justified
understanding. For
centuries, thinkers
have debated whether
knowledge requires
certainty, whether it
can be derived from
sensory experience
alone, or whether it
depends on innate
structures of the mind.
This article explores
the classical definition
of knowledge, the
problems that have
plagued it, and the
major schools of
thought that continue
to shape our
understanding of what
it means to know.

The
Classical
Tripartite

Definition
: Justified
True
Belief

The most famous
starting point for
answering "What Is
Knowledge In
Philosophy" is the
tripartite theory of
knowledge, often
traced back to Plato's
dialogue, the
Theaetetus. According
to this classical
account, knowledge is
defined as justified
true belief. For a
person to truly know
something, three
conditions must be met
simultaneously:

e Truth: The
proposition in
question must
actually be true.
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You cannot know
something that is
false, though you
might believe it
to be true.

e Belief: You must
hold the
proposition to be
true. Knowledge
requires a
mental assent or
conviction. A true
proposition that
you reject or
have no opinion
on is not
knowledge.

e Justification:
You must have
good reasons or
evidence for your
belief. Simply
guessing
correctly does
not count as
knowledge; you
need a rational
basis for holding
the belief.

This tripartite definition
seems intuitive for
many cases. For

example, if you claim
to know that the Earth
revolves around the
Sun, you must (1)
believe this to be true,
(2) it must be true, and
(3) you must have
compelling evidence
from astronomy and
physics. However, for
centuries, this
definition held a
privileged place in
epistemology until a
series of influential
counterexamples
emerged, known
collectively as the
Gettier problem.

The
Gettier

Problem:
A



Challenge

A classic example goes
like this: Suppose
Smith has strong

to th @ evidence that Jones will

get a job, and Smith

. knows that Jones
ClaSSIQE ten coins in his

View

In 1963, philosopher
Edmund Gettier
published a short but
devastating paper that
shook the foundations
of the «classical
definition. He
presented scenarios
where a person holds a
belief that is both true
and justified, yet we
intuitively feel they do
not possess
knowledge. These are
known as Gettier
cases. They
demonstrate that
justification, truth, and
belief are not sufficient
for knowledge;
something else is
needed.

pocket. Smith
therefore believes that
"the person who will
get the job has ten
coins in his pocket." As
it turns out, Smith
himself gets the job,
and unknown to Smith,
he also happens to
have ten coins in his
pocket. Smith's belief
is true and well-
justified, but it was
based on a false
premise. Intuitively, we
want to say Smith did
not know that the
successful candidate
would have ten coins;
he was just lucky. The
belief was true by
accident, not because
of the strength of his
justification.

This challenge sparked
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a massive debate.
Philosophers have
proposed various
modifications to the
classical definition,
such as requiring that
the justification must
not rely on any false
premises, or that the
belief must be
produced by a reliable
process. This search
for a fourth
condition—an account
of knowledge that
avoids Gettier-style
luck—remains an
active area of
research. The Gettier
problem showed that
answering "What Is
Knowledge In
Philosophy" is far more
complex than the
tripartite definition
suggests.

Internalis

m Vs.
Externalis
m: The
Nature of
Justificati
on

A major divide in
contemporary
epistemology concerns
the nature of
justification itself. This
debate directly shapes
how we define
knowledge. Two broad
camps have emerged:

INTERNALISM

Internalists hold that
the factors that justify
a belief must be
internally accessible
to the believer. In other
words, you must be



able to reflect on and
be aware of the
reasons for your belief.
Justification is a matter
of having the right kind
of mental states—such
as sensory
experiences,
memories, or logical
intuitions—that you
can access through
introspection. For an
internalist, a belief is
justified if you have
good reasons that you
can consciously
articulate. This view
aligns closely with the
idea that knowledge
requires a kind of
intellectual
responsibility.

EXTERNALISM

Externalists, on the
other hand, argue that
justification can
depend on factors
outside the believer's
awareness. What
matters is that the
belief is produced by a

reliable cognitive
process, even if the
believer cannot
articulate why it is
reliable. For example, if
your perceptual system
reliably produces true
beliefs about the
environment, those
beliefs are justified,
regardless of whether
you understand how
vision works. The most
prominent externalist
view is reliabilism,
which states that a
belief is justified if it is
formed by a process
that tends to produce
true beliefs more often
than false ones. This
shift in perspective has
profound implications
for answering "What Is
Knowledge In
Philosophy."

The internalism-
externalism debate
touches on deep
questions about the
nature of rationality
and the relationship
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between the mind and
the world. Internalism
emphasizes the first-
person perspective,
while externalism
emphasizes the
objective reliability of
our belief-forming
mechanisms.

Sources
of
Knowledg
e: Where
Does
Knowledg
e Come
From?

Beyond the definition
of knowledge,
philosophers have long
debated its origins.

Two major traditions

offer competing
answers to this
question.

RATIONALISM

Rationalists argue that
knowledge is primarily
derived from reason
and innate ideas.
Figures like Plato, René
Descartes, and
Gottfried Leibniz
championed this view.
Rationalists maintain
that certain
truths—particularly in
mathematics, logic,
and metaphysics—can
be known
independently of
sensory experience.
For Descartes, the
famous statement "I
think, therefore I am"
is a piece of knowledge
gained through pure
reason, not through
the senses. Rationalists
often argue that the
senses are deceptive
and that true certainty



comes from intellectual
intuition. This tradition
emphasizes the mind's
active role in
structuring knowledge.

EMPIRICISM

Empiricists, by
contrast, claim that all
knowledge comes from
sensory experience.
John Locke, George
Berkeley, and David
Hume are key figures
in this tradition. Locke
argued that the mind is
a tabula rasa (blank
slate) at birth, and all
ideas are derived from
sensation and
reflection. Hume was
particularly skeptical
about knowledge that
cannot be traced back
to sense impressions.
For empiricists, the
only legitimate
knowledge is that
which can be verified
through observation.
This view forms the
philosophical backbone

of the natural sciences.

These two schools of
thought represent a
fundamental tension in
epistemology. Modern
philosophy often seeks
a synthesis,
acknowledging that
both reason and
experience play
essential roles.
Immanuel Kant
famously attempted to
reconcile rationalism
and empiricism by
arguing that while all
knowledge begins with
experience, it is
shaped by innate
categories of the
understanding.

Skepticis
m: The
Limits of
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Knowledg
e

Any serious exploration
of "What Is Knowledge
In Philosophy" must
confront skepticism.
Skeptics argue that
knowledge is either
impossible or far more
[imited than we
commonly suppose.
Philosophical
skepticism raises
radical doubts about
the reliability of our
senses, reason, and
memory.

One of the most
powerful skeptical
arguments is the
brain-in-a-vat

thought experiment.
Could you be a
disembodied brain
floating in a wvat,
receiving electrical
impulses that simulate
a perfectly convincing
world? If this scenario

were true, all your
beliefs about the
external world would
be false, yet you would
have no way of
knowing it. Similarly,
Descartes' evil demon
hypothesis suggests
that a powerful demon
could be systematically
deceiving you about
everything you
perceive. These
arguments show that it
is difficult, if not
impossible, to prove
with absolute certainty
that the external world
exists as we perceive
it.

Skepticism is not
merely an academic
puzzle. It serves as a
powerful tool for
testing the limits of our
knowledge claims.
Responses to
skepticism vary. Some
philosophers, like the
ancient Stoics, argued
for the possibility of
certain knowledge



through clear and
distinct perceptions.
Others, like Hume,
embraced a mitigated
skepticism, accepting
that while we cannot
have absolute
certainty, we must rely
on custom and habit to
navigate everyday life.
Still others, like
Wittgenstein, argued
that skepticism is a
kind of nonsense
because the very
concept of knowledge
presupposes a
framework of shared
practices.

Contemp
orary
Debates
and the

10

Future of
Epistemol

ogy

The question "What Is
Knowledge In
Philosophy" continues
to evolve. Several
contemporary

developments have
enriched the field:

¢ Virtue
Epistemology:
This approach
focuses on the
intellectual
character of the
knower.
Knowledge is
defined as a
belief that arises
from intellectual
virtues, such as
open-
mindedness,
intellectual
courage, and
carefulness. This
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view shifts
attention from
individual beliefs
to the qualities of
the person who
holds them.
Social
Epistemology:
This branch
examines
knowledge in a
social context. It
asks how we
come to know
things through
testimony, how
expertise is
identified, and
how knowledge
is distributed
across groups.
Social
epistemology is
increasingly
relevant in the
age of
misinformation.
Formal
Epistemology:
Using tools from
logic, probability
theory, and

statistics, formal
epistemologists
model knowledge
as a matter of
degrees of belief
and probabilistic
reasoning. This
approach has
been particularly
influential in
philosophy of
science and
decision theory.
Experimental
Epistemology:
This recent
movement uses
empirical
methods from
psychology to
study how
ordinary people
think about
knowledge. It has
revealed that
intuitions about
Gettier cases and
other thought
experiments can
vary across
cultures and
contexts,



challenging the
assumption that
philosophers'
intuitions are

universal.
These diverse
approaches
demonstrate that
epistemology is a
living, dynamic field.

The simple question
"What Is Knowledge In
Philosophy" opens onto
a rich landscape of
inquiry that touches
nearly every aspect of
human life.

Conclusio
n

The philosophical
exploration of
knowledge is far more
than a theoretical
puzzle. It is an
essential investigation
into the foundations of
human understanding.
From the classical

12

tripartite definition of
justified true belief to
the unsettling
challenges posed by
Gettier cases, from the
deep divide between
rationalism and
empiricism to the
radical doubts of
skepticism,

epistemology forces us
to examine what we
take for granted. The

question "What Is
Knowledge In
Philosophy" has no

single, settled answer,
and that is precisely its
value. The ongoing
debate sharpens our
thinking, refines our
methods, and reminds
us that the pursuit of
knowledge is itself an
intellectual virtue.
Whether through
reason, experience, or
social interaction, the

search for
understanding
continues—and it is

this search, more than
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any final answer, that philosophical
defines the endeavor.
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