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The main claim of this essay is that knowledge is no more valuable than
lasting true belief. This claim is surprising. Doesn’t knowledge have a
unique and special value? If the main claim is correct and if, as it seems,
knowledge is not lasting true belief, then knowledge does not have a unique
value: in whatever way knowledge is valuable, lasting true belief is just as
valuable. As will become clear, this result does not show that knowledge is
worthless, nor does it undermine our knowledge gathering practices. There
is, rather, a positive philosophical payoff: skepticism about knowledge is
defused. Assuming one can have lasting true belief, then even if one cannot
have knowledge, one can have something just as valuable.
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The main claim motivated and clarified

1.1.1

The main claim motivated

In the Meno, Plato raises a question about the value of knowledge.[14, 97A98A] If, wonders Plato, a man knows which road leads to Larissa, he can
surely get there. And if a man does not know, but has a true belief about
which road leads to Larissa, he can get there all the same. Why then is it
better for him to know which road leads to Larissa? Why is knowledge more
valuable than mere true belief? Plato’s answer is that knowledge is more
valuable than mere true belief because mere true belief can be easily lost;
knowledge, however, is “fastened” by an explanation and thus more difficult
to lose.
An example will help explain the Platonic thought:
Restaurant reviewers Joe and Renata are dining in a fancy new
trattoria. Joe knows that the unusual mushroom on Renata’s
plate is poisonous. Renata does not know that the unusual mushroom on her plate is poisonous, although she has a true belief that
the unusual mushroom is poisonous. Renata concluded this from
her false belief that the chef, bitter at her negative reviews, is
trying to poison her. The chef, in fact, holds no grudge; he has
simply made a mistake. The chef comes out and clearly does not
recognize Renata. So she gives up her belief that the mushroom
is poisonous, and starts to eat it. Renata is in danger because her
true belief was easily dislodged by new evidence. Luckily for Renata, Joe’s knowledge is not so easily dislodged; Joe, who knows,
stops her in time.1
1

T. Williamson gives a similar example.[20, 87]
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The example about Joe and Renata supports two Platonic theses:
(1) Knowledge is more valuable than mere true belief,
and
(2) Knowledge is more valuable than mere true belief because knowledge is
more stable.
Indeed, the example suggests, more boldly, that
(3) Knowledge is more valuable than mere true belief only because knowledge
is more stable.
However, none of (1), (2) and (3) is particularly clear. What is stability,
for example? Why does stability help make knowledge valuable? How are
we to compare the value of such very different things as knowledge and mere
true belief?2
When interpreted in a certain way, (3) is very close to the main claim.
Suppose that to be stable is to be likely to last longer. Then (3) says that
knowledge is more valuable than mere true belief only because knowledge is
likely to last longer. But what about a lasting true belief, a true belief which
will last as long as knowledge? That sort of true belief, arguably, is just as
2
In recent literature, (1) is presented as an obviously true premise ready for deployment in philosophical argument. Zagzebski[21] argues that reliabilist accounts of epistemic
justification are incompatible with (1), and, since (1) is obviously true, reliabilism should
be rejected. Jones[6] argues, more generally, that any account of epistemic justification
which sees epistemic justification as valuable only as a means to gaining true beliefs and
avoiding false beliefs, is incompatible with (1), and thus objectionable. Riggs[17] replies
that Jones’s and Zagzebski’s arguments only support the weak conclusion that, in order
to preserve (1), certain accounts of justification need to be supplemented. Another sort of
argument is given by DePaul[2] and Riggs[18]. They conclude that gaining true beliefs and
avoiding falsehoods cannot be the only epistemic values, otherwise (1) would be false. See
especially Kvanvig[10] for a useful discussion of the value of knowledge and Pritchard[15]
for a helpful review of the growing literature on epistemic value.
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valuable as knowledge. That is the main claim.

1.1.2

The main claim clarified

Spelled out in more detail, the main claim is that a state s of knowing
that p is no more valuable than a state of having a true belief that
p which will last at least as long as s.
It may seem odd that the main claim is about having a lasting true
belief—having a true belief which will last at least as long. One might instead
have opted for something like a true belief which is unlikely to be changed or
not easily dislodged or likely to last. Isn’t that what the Joe and Renata case
suggested? Here I must ask the reader’s patience; the reasons behind this
surprising choice are best explained later.

Note some superficially similareh8smilar308(w8ic)27me3meclai 9(some)-37nmilareh8Td[(.)]]TJ
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is no more valuable than any state of having a true belief that p which lasts
from t1 until at least t2 (and possibly longer).
Instead of discussing the value of the state of knowing, I might have chosen
to discuss the value of the concept of knowledge. The value of the concept
of knowledge is not my topic. Indeed, the value of the concept of knowledge
should be clearly distinguished from the value of the state of knowing. The
concept of knowledge may be valuable even if the state of knowing is not, just
as the concept of a perfect vacuum may be valuable even if perfect vacuums
are not. Conversely, the state of knowing where to find his favorite toy may
be valuable to a child, even if he has no need for the concept of knowledge. I
will focus on the value of the state of knowing, leaving other questions about
value for another occasion.
Some readers may continue to feel puzzled by the main claim that the
state of knowing that p is no more valuable than the state of having a true
belief that p which will last at least as long. In what respect are we to
compare these two states? Their value for action? Their intrinsic value? Or
what? The answer: we are to compare these two states in any important
respect in which knowing is valuable. Spelled out in even more detail, then,
the main claim is: in any important respect in which a state s of
knowing that p is valuable, a state of having a true belief that p
which will last at least as long as s, is just as valuable. Since this is
rather longwinded, in the interests of brevity I will often simply abbreviate:
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knowledge is no more valuable than lasting true belief.

1.2

A related claim and an assumption

In the process of defending the main claim I will also evaluate a second,
related claim. The related claim is that knowledge is no more valuable than
a certain group of lasting true beliefs. Or, in detail: a state s of knowing that
p is no more valuable than some group g of true beliefs (including a belief
that p) which will last at least as long as s. Call this the group claim.
While my main focus will be to defend the main claim, we shall see that the
group claim is defensible too.
Finally, and importantly, one assumption required for the defense of the
main claim: the states of believing discussed are states of agents who are
weakly rational. An agent is weakly rational if and only if: if S notices
that she has no reason in favor of some belief, S stops believing it. As we go
along, the role of this assumption will become clear.

2

The main claim defended

I will now defend the main claim by surveying the principal proposals to
explain why knowledge is valuable. Some of these proposals appear in the
literature, some do not. For each proposal, I will argue that if knowledge has
that proposed value, then lasting true belief does too.
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Knowledge is useful

It is sometimes suggested that knowledge is valuable because knowledge is
useful. Proposals along these lines include: knowledge enhances your chance
of survival; knowledge helps you make good decisions; knowledge helps you
satisfy your desires; knowledge helps you to act morally; knowledge gives you
power over others.
These proposals are easily dealt with. In each case, it is easy to see that
a lasting true belief is just as useful.
According to these proposals, knowledge is useful for action—useful either
in deciding which action to choose or in carrying out an action. Plato has
already gone down this road. In trying to explain why knowledge is more
valuable than mere true belief, Plato considers why knowledge is more useful
to a person performing the action of traveling to Larissa.
Unlike Plato, I am comparing the value of knowledge to the value of
lasting true belief. Is knowledge more useful for action than lasting true
belief? Consider a case where knowledge enhances your chances of survival.
If I know there is an angry, hungry tiger behind the door, then, as long as
I am trying to stay alive, I won’t open it. My knowledge keeps me from
life-threatening danger. If I have a lasting true belief that there is an angry,
hungry tiger behind the door, then, as long as I am trying to stay alive, I
won’t open it either. Knowledge seems to have no advantage here.
The example suggests a general point. When deciding what to do, it is
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useful to have an accurate picture of the world. And when acting, it is useful
to maintain an accurate picture of the world. But my picture of the world,
with respect to the proposition p, is no more accurate when I know that p,
than when I truly believe that p. And when maintaining an accurate picture
of the world with respect to the proposition p, knowing that p, and having a
lasting true belief that p, are on a par.
I hear questions about this line of thought. One objector claims that false
beliefs are sometimes more useful than knowledge. A rough and ready picture
of the world can be better than an accurate one. For one thing, gaining true
beliefs or knowledge sometimes carries too high a cost. In response, although
false beliefs may sometimes be more useful than knowledge, I am comparing
the value of knowing that p to the value of having a lasting true belief that
p. Whether or not it is sometimes better to have a false belief is beside the
point.
A second objector notices that, in some situations, knowing that p is
clearly more useful than having a mere lasting true belief that p. Suppose
an evil demon will hinder my actions as long as I fail to know that p. Then
I’d be better off knowing that p than having a mere lasting true belief that
p. Such cases are to be expected. The presence of an instrumental value can
require that certain background conditions hold. An example: a refrigerator,
normally useful to keep the milk from going sour, doesn’t help much during
a long blackout. Although a lasting true belief may normally be useful for
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action, in this evil demon case, it is not. Although the second objector’s point
is correct, the claim here should anyway be limited to normal conditions:
Knowledge is, in normal background conditions, no more useful for action
than lasting true belief. With that understood, I’ll now drop the reference
to normal conditions.
A third objector accepts that, in having and maintaining an accurate
picture of the world with respect to the proposition p, knowing that p and
having a lasting true belief that p are on a par. However, the third objector
claims, one who knows that p still has and maintains a more accurate picture
of the world because one who knows that p has a fuller or more complete
picture of the world.3 (Perhaps one who knows that p has and maintains a
more accurate picture of the world with respect to propositions other than p.)
Now, this point is not specifically about whether knowledge is more useful.
I will respond to this objection in a later section.
Assuming that the last objection is successfully answered, it seems fair to
conclude that if the value of knowledge lies only in its usefulness for action,
then knowledge is no more valuable than lasting true belief. But there are
other proposals for the value of knowledge.
3

Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for raising this and some of the other objections I
consider.
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Valuable for others

Your knowledge is not only valuable for you, it is valuable for others as well.
You can inform others. You can give them a stock tip, warn them of imminent
danger, or just satisfy their intellectual curiosity. Could your knowing that p
be more valuable for others than your having a true belief that p? This looks
like a non-starter. When you know that p you can inform your friend that
p. Just as easily, when you have a lasting true belief that p you can inform
your friend that p.
There is more to say. E. J. Craig[1] suggests that being a good informant
involves more than having a true belief. According to Craig, a good informant
is recognizable as a good informant; someone trying to find out whether p
needs to be able to pick a good informant out of a crowd. Craig thinks
that a good informant not only has a true belief that p, she has a detectable
property X which correlates well with being right about p.
Craig’s broader project is curious. He suggests that thinking about our
practical need to find good informants helps us to explain why our concept
of knowledge is the way it is. Thus, he tries to understand the concept of
knowledge by means of the concept of being a good informant. But Craig
does not make the straightforward claim that to know that p is to be a good
informant whether p. Instead, according to him, the concept of knowledge is
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knowing that p is valuable to others because someone who knows that p has
a detectable property which correlates well with having a true belief that
p. So let us look to see if knowers do have such a detectable property, and,
if they do, whether that makes knowledge more valuable than lasting true
belief.
Here is one possibility: A person who knows that p can give reasons in
support of his view about p. If so—if a person who knows that p can defend
his view when asked—then knowing looks to have an advantage over merely
having a lasting true belief. When you are looking for a good informant, you
can ask your target what reasons she has. If she knows that p, she can give
you some. So you can get some evidence that she knows that p.
Lasting true belief differs from knowledge in this respect. To say that
a person has a lasting true belief that p is not to say that she has or lacks
reasons. It is only to say that she has that belief. If knowing that p always
comes with reasons, then knowing that p is, apparently, more valuable to
others than having a lasting true belief that p. (Even if, more weakly, knowing
that p often (but not always) comes with reasons, then knowing that p is
often more valuable to others than having a lasting true belief that p.) This
conflicts with the main claim.
The group claim mentioned earlier resists this objection. Rather than
comparing knowing that p to having a lasting true belief that p, compare
knowing that p to having a lasting group of true beliefs. Include in the
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lasting group of true beliefs not only a true belief that p, but some reasons in
favor of p that the person can give. A person who has this lasting group of
beliefs can give evidence that she has a true belief that p. Although weaker
than the main claim, the group claim does not depart from its spirit—that
there is nothing distinctively valuable about knowledge not found in lasting
true belief. If knowing that p is often detectable because knowing that p
always (or often) comes with reasons, then a lasting true belief that p (when
part of an appropriate lasting group of true beliefs) is equally detectable.
However, more interesting is to defend the main claim in the face of the
objection. Consider a person who is rational, and who will continue to be
rational, in the following weak sense: If she notices that she has no reason in
favor of some belief, she stops believing it. Thus, a weakly rational person
will not, for example, hold on to some belief merely out of stubbornness after
noticing that she has no reason to believe it. However, a weakly rational person believing without reasons may, insofar as she is weakly rational, continue
believing as long as she doesn’t notice that she lacks reasons. A completely
unreflective person, who never notices whether or not she has reasons for her
beliefs is weakly rational. Being weakly rational merely means that one does
not both notice that one has no reasons in favor of a belief and yet continue
to believe it. It seems to me intuitively plausible that the constraint of weak
rationality really is weak. That, together with its usefulness in defending
the main claim justifies its use here. While a stronger justification of this
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constraint is clearly desirable, I will leave that for another occasion.
Now, assuming we are discussing weakly rational people, the objection
can be answered. A weakly rational person can give reasons in support of
her view just as well as someone who knows. Suppose Bob knows that the
nearest decent cup of coffee is two miles away. Suppose also that Bob will be
asked about it tomorrow, and because he knows he can give reasons for his
view. Compare weakly rational Ray who merely has a lasting true belief that
the nearest decent cup of coffee is two miles away– weakly rational Ray has
a true belief which will last as long as Bob’s knowing state. It can’t happen
that Ray is asked it about tomorrow without reasons to give. For if Ray
is asked about it tomorrow, and he has no reasons, then he will notice he
has no reasons and will stop believing it. (He will notice he has no reasons
because he will notice that he has no answer to give.) But that can’t happen
because Ray’s true belief will last just as long as Bob’s knowing state. So it
can’t happen that Ray is caught without reasons.
Thus, even if knowing that p includes the detectable property of being
able to give reasons in support of p, that does not mean that knowing is
more valuable than lasting true belief. For, a weakly rational believer with a
lasting true belief also has reasons when asked. In short, the objection does
not show that knowledge is more valuable than lasting true belief, assuming
that the lasting true believer is and will continue to be weakly rational.4
4

S. Haslanger[4] has an interesting connected suggestion. She suggests that knowledge
is valuable because knowers have and respond to reasons, and being responsive to reasons
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Some readers may worry that restricting the discussion to weakly rational
people brings knowledge in the back door: perhaps a weakly rational person
with a lasting true belief that p, knows that p. This is clearly not the case, if
knowing requires having reasons. A weakly rational person can believe that
p with having any reasons, as long as he doesn’t notice. So a weakly rational
person can have a lasting true belief that p without knowing that p, by having
no reasons for her belief but not noticing. Moreover, whatever knowing
requires, a Gettier-style example shows that a weakly rational person with a
lasting true belief that p need not know that p. Jed comes to truly believe
that someone at the lab owns a Toyota, having often seen Smith drive around
in a Toyota. Since Smith owns no car, although Jed’s belief is true, Jed does
not know. Suppose further that Jed’s belief is also lasting; he will never run
into any reason to doubt his belief. Even so, he still does not know that
someone at the lab owns a Toyota. Suppose further that Jed is and will
continue to be weakly rational. That means that if he has no reasons he will
not notice. He still doesn’t know that p. Jed is a weakly rational person
with a lasting true belief that p, who fails to know that p. Restricting the
is part of what it is to be autonomous—which is a constitutive part of a flourishing life
which is valuable for creatures like us. But the value that Haslanger points to can surely
be present whether or not knowledge is present. One can have and respond to reasons
even if all one’s beliefs are false, and thus even if one has no knowledge. So Haslanger’s
proposed value can be present whether or not one has knowledge. Moreover, I am doubtful
that knowing requires having and responding to reasons. But if having and responding
to reasons is indeed valuable and present in all knowers, we may, in comparing knowledge
to lasting true belief, assume that the believer has and responds to reasons. Note that
this assumption would not bring knowledge in the back door as shown by Gettier-style
examples like the one in the next paragraph.
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discussion to weakly rational people does not bring knowledge in the back
door.
This, I believe, satisfactorily dispenses with the objection that knowing
that p is more valuable because a person who knows that p often has the
detectable property of having reasons to believe p. Yet, knowing that p may
sometimes be accompanied by some other detectable property.
I can think of only one other plausible candidate detectable property.5
When you know that p, you know related things. When searching for a
good informant as to p, I can ask you about related topics of which I am
already informed. If you know about related topics, I have evidence that
you know whether p.6 Arguably, then, knowing that p is more valuable than
a lasting true belief that p because a lasting true belief that p may stand
alone, unaccompanied by true beliefs about related topics. This conclusion
conflicts with the main claim.
Again, the group claim resists the objection. Talk not of a lasting true
belief that p, but a group of lasting true beliefs, including beliefs about related
topics. Knowing that p, even if accompanied by knowledge of related topics,
is not more valuable than this group of lasting true beliefs.
5

Well-known analyses of knowledge fail to provide a plausible candidate. A true belief reliably formed[3], or the output of properly functioning cognitive equipment[13], or
tracking the truth in nearby possible worlds[12], is no more detectable than a lasting true
belief.
6
I have heard this objection mentioned in conversation. I am unsure what counts as
a topic related to p. At least knowledge of these topics should provide evidence that you
know that p. And presumably these related topics you know about should not include
reasons you have in favor of p, or else this objection would not significantly differ from the
last objection, that when you know you have the detectable property of having reasons.
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Although the group claim is interesting, the bolder main claim is defensible too. Now it seems clearly false that when you know that p you always
know related things. (Remember that these related known things are not
supposed to be reasons you have in support of p.) You can have isolated bits
of knowledge; you can know random trivia without knowing related things.
For example, you can know that “George Orwell” was Eric Blair’s pen name
without knowing anything else about Eric Blair. (Or at least anything else
that would provide evidence that you know Eric Blair’s pen name.) You
can know that it is sunny today without knowing anything else about the
weather, or anything else about today. However, while it seems false that
when you know that p you always know related things, it is plausibly true
that when you know that p you often know related things. But the plausibly
true claim is not strong enough to support the objection. For it is also plausibly true that when you have a lasting true belief you often know related
things. That is because in normal circumstances, a person with a lasting true
belief that p is surely just as likely be exposed to information about related
topics than a person who knows that p. A person with a lasting true belief
surely has the same opportunity to learn about related topics. So there is
no reason to think that a person with a lasting true belief is often any less
informed about related topics; knowing that p is not more valuable even if
often accompanied by knowledge of related topics.7
7

Now I can return to the objection from the end of section 2.1 that a knower has a
more accurate picture of the world than someone who merely has a lasting true belief.
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I can see no further plausible reason to think that knowledge is more
valuable to others than lasting true belief. Let’s move on.

2.3

Knowledge as an achievement

One somewhat vague suggestion is that knowledge is valuable because knowledge is an achievement. Riggs[17][18] tries to cash out this suggestion. Riggs’
thought is that knowing that p is valuable (in part) because a person who
knows that p deserves some epistemic credit for having reached that state:
Being in the state of “knowing that p” entails of a person that
she have a true belief for which she deserves a certain degree of
epistemic credit. Believing something true by accident entails
no credit of any sort to the person. This is so despite the fact
that the belief is no more valuable in the former case then the
latter, nor need we assume that the believers in question differ
in their respective epistemic qualities. The difference that makes
a value difference here is the variation in the degree to which a
person’s abilities, powers, and skills are causally responsible for
the outcome, believing truly that p.[18, 94]
Riggs may think that he has isolated a value distinctive of knowing, as
opposed to mere true believing. A Gettier-style example shows that this is
not correct; mere true believers can deserve just as much epistemic credit as
knowers. Suppose that Ned comes to know that someone at the lab owns
a Toyota, having often seen Jones drive around in Jones’ own Toyota. Jed,
Assuming that the picture is more accurate either because the knower has reasons, or
because the knower knows about related topics, by the argument in the present section,
the earlier objection fails to show that knowledge is more valuable than lasting true belief,
assuming weak rationality.
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who works in the same lab, comes to truly believe that someone at the lab
owns a Toyota, having often seen Smith drive around in Jones’ Toyota. Since
Smith owns no car, although Jed’s belief is true, Jed does not know. Ned
and Jed, we can assume, are causally responsible to just the same degree for
their true beliefs. So, by Riggs’ lights, they deserve the same epistemic credit
for their respective true beliefs.
Perhaps Riggs’ point is instead that knowers always deserve some epistemic credit, but mere true believers only sometimes do. This may be correct.
But that does not mean that knowers always deserve at least as much epistemic credit as mere true believers do. In fact, knowers sometimes deserve
less epistemic credit than mere true believers: Joe the policeman happens
to walk by at the moment Lefty the gardener pets the dog. Joe comes to
know that one of the gardeners petted the dog. Smitty the detective, after an
exhaustive and careful investigation, comes to falsely believe that Righty the
gardener petted the dog. Smitty concludes that one of the gardeners petted
the dog. Surely Smitty is more causally responsible for his true belief than
Joe. So, apparently, by Riggs’ lights, Smitty deserves more epistemic credit.
That means Joe, who knows, deserves less epistemic credit than Smitty, who
has a mere true belief; someone who knows can deserve less epistemic credit
than someone with a mere true belief. Thus Riggs’ proposal does not support
the conclusion that knowing is more valuable than lasting true belief.
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Step back from Riggs proposal, and return to the thought that knowledge is valuable because it is an achievement. Sometimes knowledge is an
admirable achievement. But not always; sometimes knowledge comes easy.
And sometimes lasting true belief is an admirable achievement. But not
always; sometimes lasting true belief comes easy. Either state can be an
achievement or not. So we have not yet found something distinctive of knowing which makes knowing that p more valuable than having a lasting true
belief that p.

2.4

A close connection to the world

Another suggestion is that knowing involves a close connection to the world;
knowing gives you a firm grip on the way things are.
More specificity is needed to evaluate this thought. Robert Nozick’s tracking theory of knowledge is one way to make this close connection idea more
precise.[12] Bells and whistles aside, Nozick claims that to know that p is
to have a true belief that p which tracks the truth, where your belief that p
tracks the truth just in case: if p were false you wouldn’t believe that p, and
if p were true you would believe that p. Possible worlds talk helps make the
notion of truth-tracking clearer. Your belief tracks the truth just in case in
nearby possible worlds where p is true, you believe it, and in nearby possible
worlds where p is false, you don’t. A person with a truth-tracking belief has
a grip on the way things are—small changes in the way things are would not
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disturb his grip on the truth.
Even if (as compelling examples suggest) Nozick’s conditions are neither
necessary nor jointly sufficient for knowing that p, his proposal has an appeal
which suggests that he may be on the right track. So it is worth asking
whether a truth-tracking belief is more valuable than a lasting true belief.
Initially, it seems implausible to think that a truth-tracking belief is more
valuable than a lasting true belief. Why would you would care whether or
not your beliefs are true in some nearby possible world? You are not in some
nearby possible world; you are in the actual world. If in some nearby world
you get hit by a car, come down with the measles or get a terrible toothache,
too bad for you in that possible world. Luckily, you are in this world, where
these things don’t occur. Similarly, in some nearby world you may have some
extra false beliefs, or fail to have some true ones. So what? You are in the
actual world where this didn’t occur.
Yet, there is reason to care whether your beliefs track the truth in nearby
worlds: you don’t know which world you are in. Moreover, since some of
your beliefs are almost certainly false, you are almost certainly in a world
that you consider to be merely possible. Thus, since you care whether or
not your beliefs are true in the actual world, you should care whether or not
your beliefs are true in worlds that you consider to be merely possible.
This reasoning does not show that truth-tracking beliefs are more valuable
than mere lasting true beliefs. According to this reasoning you should care
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whether or not your beliefs are true in worlds that you consider to be merely
possible because you care whether or not your beliefs are true in the actual
world. But if your belief is lasting and true, then it is lasting and true in the
actual world; if your belief is lasting and true then you have what you want
already. Having true beliefs (and avoiding false beliefs) in some other world
does not satisfy any further want.
(A similar line of thought explains why the main claim concerns the
longevity of true belief rather than some modal property a true belief might
have– like stability or robustness. Ask a parallel question: why should you
care whether a true belief is stable—whether a belief would be held truly in a
range of non-actual situations? The answer that comes to mind is that since
you don’t know what situation you are in, you want to hedge your bets. So
you ensure that the belief is truly held in a range of situations. But if you
have a lasting true belief, you have what you want already—that the belief
continue to be held and be true in the actual world. Having a stable true
belief gives you nothing further that you want.)
Let’s take stock. I turned to Nozick’s tracking account of knowledge in
developing the idea that knowing involves a close connection to the world.
Then I tried and failed to find a reason to think that a truth-tracking belief
is more valuable than a lasting true belief. But perhaps truth-tracking was
not the right place to start. Let’s try again.
One thought is that lasting true belief can be lucky in a way that knowing
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cannot, and in a way that weakens your connection to the world. Big Al
thinks the government owes him $200. Big Al is right, but only by luck. His
accountant made several errors on his tax return which cancelled each other
out. Luckily for Al, his belief is lasting; he won’t notice any of the errors.
Al’s grip on the fact that the government owes him $200 seems tenuous. Al’s
connection to the world seems much weaker than that of Slim, who comes to
know that the government owes him $200 because his accountant, who made
no mistake, tells him so.
There is a good reason to disvalue luck: as any gambler should know, you
can’t count on luck. Luck comes and goes. But why think that luck makes
Al’s state more tenuous (and thus less valuable) than Slim’s? One reason is
that Al is in a state that could easily be lost if his luck turns bad. However,
we should not disvalue Al’s state because his good luck might run out. For
his luck won’t run out; his state won’t be lost— it is lasting.
Another reason to think that luck makes Al’s state less valuable than
Slim’s is that Al was very lucky to have a true belief. He might easily have
had a false one. His accountant could have easily made one less error. Again,
however, we should not disvalue Al’s state because he might easily have had
a false belief. Knowing can depend on luck in just the same way: I should
have mentioned earlier that Slim usually uses Al’s mediocre accountant, but
this year he was lucky that his cousin the excellent accountant was visiting
at tax time.
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This is enough, I think, to see that this is another false lead. Knowing
can occur by luck, be maintained by luck, or not. Lasting true belief can be
had by luck, or be maintained by luck, or not. So lasting true belief is not
dependent on luck in a way that makes it less valuable than knowledge.
Here is one last reason to think that knowing brings a closer connection to
the world than lasting true belief. When you know that p you have a thorough
understanding which may be lacking when you have a lasting true belief that
p. For example, Andrew Wiles knows that Fermat’s Last Theorem is true
because he proved it. He understands how FLT connects to other theorems;
he understands why it is true. Silly Billy, on the other hand, believes that
Fermat’s Last Theorem is true on the basis of a mistaken proof he concocted
in the eighth grade. Luckily for Billy, his belief is lasting. Unlike Wiles,
however, Billy has no deep understanding.
This objection is familiar. We have already considered the objection
that knowing is better because knowers have reasons, and the objection that
knowing is better because knowers know about related topics. If to have a
thorough understanding is either to have reasons or to know about related
topics (or both), then this objection has already been answered. To summarize: a weakly rational person with a lasting true belief either does have
reasons or he never notices that he lacks them. Either way, his state is not
worse than that of a knower, even if knowing requires reasons. On the other
hand, there is no reason to think that knowers always know about related
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topics, and even if knowers often know about related topics, lasting true believers do too. In normal circumstance they have just as much opportunity
to learn about related topics.8

2.5

Valuable as a means

I may have missed something when arguing that truth-tracking belief is no
more valuable than lasting true belief. Nozick himself posits a value for truthtracking belief. In a section called “What’s so special about knowledge?”,
Nozick says that evolutionary processes can’t directly put true beliefs in our
heads—they can only produce a capability to form true beliefs in a changing
world. But the kind of capability which evolution can produce is a capability
to form beliefs which track the truth.[12, 283ff]
It is difficult to evaluate evolutionary considerations at this level of detail.
But Nozick’s thought suggests an interesting proposal. How can you get a
lasting true belief? Perhaps an effective way is to get—or at least try to
get—knowledge. If this is right, then knowing that p may have a value that
8

Suppose that to have a thorough understanding is something more or different than
knowing about related topics or having reasons. Here, one notes that one was too quick
to agree when you know you have a thorough understanding. You can know that Fermat’s Last Theorem is true without understanding why it is true. You can know because
the respected mathematician tells you so. Knowing that p does not always bring a thorough understanding. But perhaps someone who knows is more likely to have a thorough
understanding—and thus a closer connection to the world—than someone who has a lasting true belief. Here I am unsure what to say in detail, because I am unsure what it is
to have a thorough understanding if not to know related things. But, as before, the reply
will be that a lasting true believer is no less likely to be exposed to situations in which
surrounding lasting true beliefs can be acquired.
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a lasting true belief that p lacks. Maybe knowing that p is useful as a means
to have a lasting true belief that p.
While knowing may indeed be useful as a means to have a lasting true
belief, this does not make knowing more valuable than lasting true belief.
One way that knowing is perhaps useful as a means for having a lasting
true belief is this: anyone in the state of knowing that p is also in the state
of having a lasting true belief that p. But even if knowing is valuable for this
reason, lasting true belief is just as valuable. Having a lasting true belief is
just as useful as a means for having a lasting true belief: anyone in the state
of having a lasting true belief that p, is in the state of having a lasting true
belief that p.
There is another way that knowing may be thought useful as a means for
having a lasting true belief: trying to know may be useful as a means to get
a lasting true belief. But even if trying to know is more effective in getting
a lasting true belief than trying to get a lasting true belief, that does not
show that the state of knowing is more valuable than the state of having a
lasting true belief. The value of trying to reach the state of knowing is one
thing; the value of the state of knowing is quite another. The main claim
only concerns the latter value.

Hawley

2.6

September 24, 2006

26

Knowledge is valuable in itself

I have discussed several different kinds of value which knowledge might have.
The first proposal was that knowledge is useful for action. The second proposal was that knowledge is valuable for others. Both of these two proposals
see knowledge as valuable for the sake of something else. The third proposal
was that knowledge is valuable because it is an achievement. The fourth
proposal was that knowledge is valuable because knowing brings a close connection to the world. I have suggested that these proposals see knowledge
as valuable because something other than knowledge is valuable. The fifth
proposal was that knowledge is useful in getting lasting true beliefs. Again,
this proposal sees knowledge as valuable for the sake of something else.9
Here are two distinctions in value.10 The first distinction is between
being valued for its own sake (as an end) and being valued for the sake of
something else. For example, if knowledge is valued because it is useful for
action, then knowledge is valued for the sake of something else—successful
action. The second distinction is between being valuable in itself and being
valuable in virtue of something else. For example, if knowledge is valuable
because it is an achievement, then knowledge is valuable because something
9

One last proposal is that knowledge has no value. Jonathan Kvanvig[9] makes this
surprising claim, arguing that we value other things which we confuse with knowledge.
Suffice it to say that if knowledge has no value, the main claim is correct. If knowledge
has no value, knowledge surely has no more value than lasting true belief.
10
C. Korsgaard[8] draws similar distinctions and argues that they should not be collapsed together. I am indebted to R. Langton[11], who amends and criticizes Korsgaard’s
discussion. However, I ignore many of the complexities which Langton uncovers.
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else—achievement—is valuable. The first distinction is a distinction in the
way we value things, as ends or for the sake of something else. The second
is a distinction in the way things have value, in themselves (intrinsically) or
in virtue of something else (extrinsically).
So far I have discussed every proposal I can find according to which
knowledge is valued for the sake of something else. And I have discussed
every proposal I can find according to which knowledge is valuable in virtue of
something else. (Some of the proposals I have discussed fall into both of these
categories.) I have argued that, if knowledge has that value, then lasting
true belief has that value too. It seems fair to conclude that if knowledge is
valuable for the sake of or in virtue of something else, then lasting true belief
has that value too. But that leaves two open questions: is knowledge valued
as an end? is knowledge valuable in itself?
There is evidence that it is. People talk about the value of learning for its
own sake. Research projects get funded on the grounds that they might bring
us new knowledge. Scholars spend years trying to answer obscure questions.
But we need stronger evidence than this, if we are to conclude that knowledge
is valuable in itself, or valued as an end.
A test for intrinsic value comes from G. E. Moore. To apply the isolation
test to see whether X has intrinsic value, you imagine a world in which
nothing exists except X, and ask whether X has value. Knowing presumably
does not exist without a knower, so imagine a world in which the only existing
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thing is a person P1 who knows something. Since nothing exists except P1 ,
one thing he might know about is himself. So let’s suppose that he knows
that he exists. Is his knowing valuable? Maybe. I am not sure. At least, I
don’t see any contrast with lasting true belief. If I imagine a different world
in which nothing exists except P2 , who has a lasting true belief that he exists,
and ask whether his having a lasting true belief is valuable, I have the same
reaction. This test does not clearly show that knowing has an intrinsic value
which lasting true belief lacks. As far as I can tell, this test only shows that
if knowledge has intrinsic value, then lasting true belief does too.
Here is a second test. To apply the choice test to see whether X is more
valuable than Y , ask yourself whether you would rather choose a life in which
you have X or one in which you have Y . This is not directly a test whether
knowing is valuable in itself, or as an end. However, given the conclusion
that knowing is no more valuable than lasting true belief in virtue of, or
for the sake of something else, this test will indirectly help decide whether
knowing is valuable in itself or as an end.
So here goes. Would you rather choose a life in which you know that the
Federated States of Micronesia gained independence in 1989, or one in which
you merely have a lasting true belief that the FSM gained independence in
1989? Again, this is not clear.
Here’s a thought that may decide the question. In the life in which you
merely have the lasting true belief, you may have the lasting true belief
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because you concluded it from a false belief, for example the false belief that
all U. S. territories gained independence in 1989. But in the life in which
you know, you couldn’t have gained this knowledge by drawing a conclusion
from this false belief. Otherwise you would not have knowledge. Choosing
the life with the mere lasting true belief risks having such false beliefs. So,
since false beliefs are bad, you should choose the life in which you know so
as to avoid false belief.
This is not a good reason to choose the life in which you know. For you
might still have this false belief—indeed you might have many, many false
beliefs—in the life in which you know. You just can’t gain your knowledge
by drawing a conclusion from such a falsehood. And in the life in which you
merely have the lasting true belief, you might, in addition, have a multitude
of other lasting true beliefs, comprising a complete and comprehensive picture
of the world. Thus, avoidance of false belief is not a good reason to choose
the life in which you know.
So let’s try again. Would you choose the life in which you know over the
life in which you merely have a lasting true belief? I feel somewhat uncertain
about which life I would choose; at least I do not have a definite preference
for the life in which I know. For me, this test does not clearly indicate that
knowledge is valuable in itself. Perhaps your reaction to this test differs. If
so, unless we are to engage in a battle of intuitions, the burden is on you to
say something more to defend the claim that knowledge is valuable in itself.
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I believe that it is now time to give up the search for some value of
knowledge over lasting true belief, and tentatively conclude that the main
claim is correct: knowledge is no more valuable than lasting true belief. I will
now see what conclusions follow from this claim about the value of knowledge.

3

Conclusions

3.1

Skepticism about knowledge not considered dangerous

Skepticism about knowledge is an affront to common sense. No one can know
anything about the past? Ridiculous. No one can know anything about the
external world? Absurd. No one can know anything at all? Crazy. According
to common sense, we know many things; according to common sense, such
skeptical claims are obviously false.
A difficulty arises. There are some appealing arguments leading to skeptical conclusions about knowledge. Many philosophers have faced this difficulty, strenuously laboring to find flaws in skeptical arguments about knowledge.11 But we should pause to ask whether such effort is necessary.
After all, there is an easier way out of the difficulty. We might—to consider the extreme case—accept that no one can know anything. If the main
claim of this essay is correct then we need not hesitate to accept that no one
11

[7] and [16] contain recent attempts.
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can know anything; skepticism about knowledge is not intellectually threatening. If knowledge is not lasting true belief, but knowledge is no more
valuable than lasting true belief, then even if no one can have knowledge,
one can have something just as valuable: lasting true beliefs.
Is this an acceptable response to skepticism about knowledge?
I will now argue that it is.

3.1.1

Reasons for

The first reason that this response to skepticism should be accepted is that it
fits well with the way people actually respond to skepticism about knowledge.
In my experience the typical neophyte philosophy student gets convinced by
skeptical arguments about knowledge; the typical student agrees that, strictly
speaking she doesn’t know anything. But that doesn’t bother her, she says,
as long as that does not mean that her ordinary beliefs about the world
are unreasonable, or should be given up. The typical neophyte philosophy
student is often puzzled by philosophers like Barry Stroud who get themselves
worked up about skeptical conclusions about knowledge:
The consequences of accepting Descartes’s conclusion as it is
meant to be understood are truly disastrous. There is no easy way
of accommodating oneself to its profound negative implications.[19,
38]
I don’t mean to rely too heavily on the evidence of my own personal experience, but it does seem to me that my experience is not unusual. (Perhaps
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one day an experimental scientist will do philosophers a favor and get some
good data about how non-philosophers respond to skepticism.)
A second reason why this response to skepticism should be accepted is
that it is compatible with a straightforward explanation why some skeptical
arguments are compelling: some skeptical arguments about knowledge are
sound. Those who try to dismantle a skeptical argument have the burden
both of explaining why that argument is unsound, and why it appears sound.
They try to explain both why we are almost taken in, and why we should
not be taken in. The approach I am suggesting is more straightforward.
A third reason why this response to skepticism should be accepted is that
other approaches are inadequate. I won’t argue this point here, except to
note that no approach to skepticism about knowledge is widely accepted (if
not to simply ignore skepticism and think about something else).
Further reasons make this approach to skepticism about knowledge appealing. It is simple. It is general, applying to any argument that concludes
that no one can (or does) know anything about a certain subject matter.
Nonetheless, it is perfectly compatible with sometimes taking the usual approach to a skeptical argument: trying to find a flaw in that argument.

3.1.2

Reasons against

There are objections to this approach to skepticism. But these objections do
not show that this approach is inadequate.
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One objection is that to accept skepticism about knowledge is an affront
to common sense. According to common sense, skepticism about knowledge
is obviously false. So it is a mistake to accept skepticism about knowledge.
In reply, if this objection is not to be simple intransigence, one needs to see
why common sense should carry the day. That a belief is a common sense
belief is certainly not, by itself, sufficient reason to reject every argument to
the contrary. So-called common sense has failed us in the past. It was once
common sense that women are less rational than men. It was once common
sense that slavery is morally permissible. Those common sense beliefs have,
thankfully, been left in the past. This is not to deny that common sense
has weight; it is where we start, after all. But rejecting this approach to
skepticism merely by claiming that skepticism about knowledge conflicts with
common sense is very weak.
A second objection is that it is not clear that we have lasting true beliefs.
Why is it reasonable to believe that we have lasting true beliefs? This objection looks serious. If we cannot have lasting true beliefs, then my main claim
leads to an uninteresting conclusion: even if we cannot have knowledge there
is something else, just as valuable, that we cannot have either. In reply: we
have very good evidence that at least some of our beliefs are both true and
lasting. Here is just one example. I believe that I have blue eyes. Every time
I look in the mirror I get more evidence that this belief is true; my memory
testifies that I have had this belief for a long time.

Hawley

September 24, 2006

34

A third objection is that accepting that you cannot know that p may
rationally require you to suspend judgment about p. If, for example, you
conclude that you cannot know whether Mars will be colonized in the next
100 years, then, perhaps, you ought to suspend judgment about whether Mars
will be colonized in the next 100 years. But if accepting the conclusion of
some skeptical argument about knowledge rationally requires you to suspend
judgment about some subject matter, then, if you rationally accept that
conclusion, you do not have lasting true beliefs about that subject matter.
In that case, it would be a hollow victory to say that even if one cannot
have knowledge one can have something of equal value—lasting true beliefs.
I grant that the approach I have suggested for skepticism about knowledge
would be feeble indeed if accepting that no one can have knowledge about
some subject matter requires one to suspend judgment about that subject
matter. But whether accepting the conclusion of certain skeptical arguments
about knowledge rationally requires one to suspend judgment is not clear. I
might accept that I can never know what color Stegosauruses were, and still
think that I have good reason to continue believing that Stegosauruses were
green.
Still, to be clear, the response to skepticism about knowledge I am presenting in this essay only succeeds in cases when accepting the conclusion of
a skeptical argument is rationally compatible with having lasting true beliefs
about that subject matter. In other cases, a different response to skepticism
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is needed.12
Setting skepticism aside, let me now turn to other lessons to be drawn.

3.2

Knowledge devalued?

The main claim that knowledge is no more valuable than lasting true belief
is initially surprising. One might have thought that knowledge has a unique
and special value, that knowledge is the worthy goal of laborious effort, that
knowledge is to be cherished when attained. If the main claim is correct, then
there is something just as valuable as knowledge, which is not knowledge. So
there is no special value unique to knowledge alone.
However, it certainly does not follow from the main claim that knowledge
is not the worthy goal of laborious effort, or that knowledge is not to be
cherished when attained. Rather, if knowledge is the worthy goal of laborious
effort, then lasting true belief is too. And if knowledge is to be cherished
when attained, then lasting true belief is to be too. The main claim does
not devalue knowledge; it reveals that there is something else which is just
as valuable.
Still, to the extent that our educational practices and methods of scholarship are aimed at achieving knowledge rather than mere lasting true belief,
our practices and methods may need revision. Maybe it is easier to get lasting true beliefs than knowledge; if so, we should give up our attempts to gain
12

I provide such response in [5] where I argue that certain skeptical arguments can be
rationally ignored because suspension of judgment can undermine rational action.
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knowledge, and turn to lasting true belief activities.
Even so, I doubt that our practices need much revision. First, knowledge
is a close cousin of lasting true belief, even if they differ. Assuming that
knowledge requires true belief, both require the hard work of getting true
belief. That is no mean matter. Second, as pointed out earlier, maybe a
good way– perhaps even the best way– to get lasting true beliefs is to seek
knowledge. If so, we have seen no reason to give up our knowledge seeking
practices.

4

Final remarks

The main claim I have defended in this essay is that knowledge is no more
valuable than lasting true belief. This defense assumed that the believer is
weakly rational. I drew two conclusions from the main claim: (1) skepticism
about knowledge is harmless as long as one can have lasting true beliefs; (2)
knowledge is not devalued and there is no need to give up current knowledge
gathering practices and methods.
Finally, some questions for further study include: Is the assumption of
weak rationality indeed justified? Is knowledge valuable in itself? Is lasting
true belief something we can really have even if we cannot have knowledge?
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