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Knowledge and Belief: The Entailment Thesis
Andrew Moon

Following Keith Lehrer (1968, 491), call the thesis that knowledge entails belief (or that S knows that p only if S believes that p) ‘the entailment thesis’.  The entailment thesis enjoys wide acceptance among philosophers.  But is this acceptance justified?  This entry will summarize some of the arguments for and against the entailment thesis.
The first argument for the entailment thesis is probably the most influential but rarely explicitly stated.  The premise states that in every clear case in which someone knows a proposition, it’s also clear that the person believes it.  For example, suppose someone clearly knows that snow is white; then, clearly, they also believe that snow is white.  It is then concluded that knowledge entails belief.  

Critics of this argument will attempt to give cases in which knowledge is clearly present but either belief is not clearly present or belief is clearly absent.  Both options would challenge this argument’s premise.  The second option might also serve as a direct counterexample to the entailment thesis.  These cases will be discussed shortly.  
The second and third arguments are from Stanley (2008) and are based on linguistic intuitions.  According to the second argument, sentences of the form, “S knows that p, but S doesn’t believe that p,” like, “He knows the butler did it, but he doesn’t believe he did it,” seem odd or inconsistent (37).  This is evidence that knowledge entails belief.  The linguistic evidence is not that we don’t happen to say sentences of that form, as Baumann (2019, 162) seems to think.  It’s that if we were to say such a sentence, it would strike us as odd or inconsistent.

According to the third argument, sentences of the form “S knows that p; in fact, S believes p,” like, “He knows the butler did it; in fact, he believes the butler did it,” seem redundant (2008, 40).  This is evidence that the second conjunct carries no information not already entailed by the first conjunct.  This is evidence that knowledge entails belief.
The fourth argument is from Buckwalter, Rose, and Turri (2013).  We appropriately criticize a speaker’s authority to make an assertion by saying things like, “‘You don’t know that,’ or ‘That isn’t true,’ or ‘You don’t believe that’” (9).  The best explanation of this is the conjunction of (i) the knowledge norm of assertion (S is warranted in asserting p only if S knows p) and (ii) knowledge entails true belief.  (i) explains the appropriateness of the first criticism (“You don’t know that”), and (i) combined with (ii) elegantly explains the second and third criticisms.  Combined, (i) and (ii) explain the appropriateness of these types of criticism.

Now, it could be that the knowledge norm of assertion is logically independent of the truth norm of assertion (S is warranted in asserting p only if p is true) and, more importantly for our purposes, the belief norm of assertion (S is warranted in asserting p only if S believes p), but this would be an unparsimonious explanation.  And although it would be equally parsimonious to say that truth is the norm of assertion (and that truth entails knowledge and belief) or to say that belief is the norm of assertion (and that belief entails knowledge and truth), these would be clear errors.  We should instead conclude, by inference to the best explanation, that (i) and (ii).  It follows from (ii) that knowledge entails belief.
There are many arguments against the entailment thesis.  One argument, which is sometimes mentioned, but not seriously defended by any professional philosopher, relies on linguistic evidence.  We often say things like, “Fred doesn’t believe it.  He knows it.” The seeming truth (or appropriateness) of these sentences indicates that one could know something without believing it.  
The reply to this argument says that the first sentence doesn’t literally mean that Fred doesn’t believe.  It’s really saying that Fred doesn’t merely or only believe it.  Lehrer (1968, 492) says it is like someone who says, “That is not a house, it is a mansion.”  They are not denying it is a house, but saying it is not only a house.
The most influential and discussed potential counterexample to the entailment thesis is developed and defended by Colin Radford (1966, 1988).  (See also A.D. Woozley (1953).)  In the case, Tom proposes to quiz Jean about English history.  Jean, having gone to French-Canadian school, sincerely claims that he knows no English history, but he reluctantly agrees.  To his surprise, he answers a significant number of questions correctly.  When asked when Elizabeth I died, for example, he correctly says, “1603.” Toward the end of the conversation, Jean vaguely recalls having learned some English history in school.  In fact, this is true.
Radford makes the judgment that prior to, or at least during the quiz, “Jean did know some English history, viz., that William landed in 1066, Elizabeth died in 1603, etc.” (1966, 4).  Radford also argues for this claim.  Jean’s answers show that he actually learned this information in the past, so this wasn’t a fluke; his answers show that he has not actually forgotten them; this is thereby evidence that he is remembering these bits of history, and therefore, that he knows them (1966, 5).  Radford also judges that Jean doesn’t believe that Elizabeth died in 1603.  If he is right, then this is a challenge to the entailment thesis.
In the late 1960s and 1970s, various philosophers responded to Radford’s case by producing arguments either that Jean didn’t know or that Jean did believe.  For example, Lehrer argued that even though there’s a sense of “knows the correct answer” in English, such that “Jean knows the correct answer” is true, it does not follow that Jean knows that Elizabeth died in 1603 (1968, 496).  Lehrer further argued that since Jean does not know that his answer is correct, he does not know that Elizabeth died in 1603.  Of course, as Murray, et.al. (2013, 86) note, this is precisely the inference that Radford would reject on the basis of an intuition that Jean does know that Elizabeth died in 1603.

Although Black (1971, 154), Lewis (1996, 556) and some others reported agreement with Radford’s intuitions, there was not enough agreement among philosophers to pry apart the status of orthodoxy from the entailment thesis.  Accordingly, Armstrong (1969, 35) wrote, “I do not think that it is one of those clear cases that can be used as a test of a philosophical analysis.”  Radford (1988) replied,

But perhaps it is a clear case.  How then do I explain my critics’ commitment to the entailment thesis?  Perhaps the explanation is that it is not the case they had in mind when they learned, digested, and in their turn explained the classical analysis of knowledge in terms of justified true belief. (499)
Here we see a new claim: professional philosophers have so imbibed the view that knowledge requires justified true belief that their intuitions about Radford’s case are biased by their theories.
Recently, Myers-Shulz and Schwitzgebel (2013) breathed new life into the debate about the entailment thesis.  They noted both that Radford’s suggestion that this is a clear case of knowledge without belief and also that philosophers’ judgments are biased by philosophical theory, can be tested by the methods of experimental philosophy, which surveys ordinary English speakers’ judgments or intuitions about the cases.  Their paper led to three other experimental philosophy papers by other philosophers, two of which were also published in 2013 and the other in 2015.  These papers examined ordinary people’s judgments about potential cases of knowledge without belief.  The cases, surveys, and critical discussion are only briefly summarized here.
Myers-Schulz and Schwitzgebel surveyed people about five potential cases of knowledge without belief.  One of their cases was a version of Radford’s quiz case (where the quiz taker is named ‘Kate’ rather than ‘Jean’).  In another case, a professor who sincerely and consciously affirms the intellectual equality of her athletic and nonathletic students still behaves and reacts in ways that are prejudicial.  Does she know (or believe) that they are intellectually equal? (375)  In another case, Jamie, who has just seen a horror movie, shouts, “No!  Don’t do it!” as Susan turns on a faucet.  (In the movie, aliens laid their eggs in faucets, which hatched and attacked humans.)  Does Jamie know (or believe) that only water will come out of the faucet? (376) 
The results of the surveys were striking.  In these three cases, there was a statistically significant percentage of people who attributed knowledge, but not belief, to the relevant person.  For example, 87% of respondents attributed knowledge that Queen Elizabeth died in 1603 to Kate, but only 37% attributed belief to her (378).  This appears to vindicate Radford’s claim.
David Rose and Jonathan Schaffer (2013) offered a series of criticisms of Myers-Schulz and Schwitzgebel’s paper, the most important of which relied on the distinction between occurrent belief and dispositional belief.  The former is “a thought consciously endorsed”, and the latter is “information available to mind for endorsement”; they also claim that the English word ‘believe’ is polysemous between these two senses (S22).  They suggest that the respondents to Myers-Schulz and Schwitzgebel’s surveys were thinking only of occurrent belief when they said that belief is absent.  If you can get respondents to have dispositional belief in mind while taking the survey, then they will attribute belief in the relevant cases.  To test this hypothesis on the quiz case, they added a question to the survey.  It asks whether Dave, someone who has also studied English history like Kate has, believes that Queen Elizabeth died in 1603, but while he is asleep (S37).  83% of respondents attributed belief to Dave.  Furthermore, in this new survey that included the question about Dave, 72% of the people who attributed knowledge to Kate also attributed belief to her, which reversed the earlier results.  Rose and Schaffer found similar results with their amended versions of the other two cases, resulting in a powerful defense of the entailment thesis.
Murray, Sytsma, and Livengood (2013) examined four new potential cases of knowledge without belief, which they think avoid Rose and Schaffer’s criticism of Myers-Schulz and Schwitzgebel.  About the first case, people who said that God knows 2+2=4 were less likely to say that God believes 2+2=4 (89).  In the second case, a dog (Cassie) could bark the right number of times in response to simple math questions: Cassie would bark 4 times when asked 2+2, and she would bark 9 times when asked 4+5 (90).  People who said that Cassie knew these math equations were much less likely to say she believed them.  In the third case, a cash register rang up a $42.73 for Mary’s total bill (92).  People who said the cash register knows Mary’s total was $42.73 were less likely to say the register believes the total was $42.73.  In the fourth case, Karen was taught at university all the strong evidence that shows that the earth revolves around the sun, but she was taught at home that the earth does not revolve around the sun (and so “holds that the earth does not revolve around the sun”) (94).  Respondents who said Karen knows the earth revolves around the sun were likely to say that she doesn’t believe it.
Buckwalter, Rose, Turri (2015) responded to Murray, et al. (2013) by distinguishing between two types of belief: thin belief and thick belief.  Thin belief is a “bare cognitive pro-attitude” (749).  Thick belief that P includes a bare cognitive pro-attitude, but adds “emotion or conation...  For example...you might also like it that P is true, emotionally endorse the truth of P, explicitly avow or assent to the truth of P, or actively promote an agenda that makes sense given P” (749).  Buckwalter, et al. propose that respondents to Murray et al.’s surveys had only thick belief, not thin belief, in mind.  To test for thin belief, they asked participants questions in the form of, “At least on some level, does S think that P?” (758)  They did this for all of Murray et al.’s cases except for the cashier case.  (They omitted this case because it “raises deep questions about the nature of cognition and mindedness, which we can’t properly address in the present context” (771).)  In the three cases, only a very small percentage of respondents ascribed knowledge and no thin belief.  So, in the end, at least a version of the entailment thesis, one that appeals to thin belief, survived the test of experimental philosophy.
There have been a couple of more challenges to the entailment thesis in recent years.  Katalin Farkas (2015) appeals to so-called ‘extended-mind’ scenarios, first put forward by Clark and Chalmers (1998).  When Inga wants to go to the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA), she just recalls that MoMA is on 53rd St. and heads over there.  On the other hand, Otto has severe memory loss, so he records important information in his notebook.  When he wants to go to MoMA, he checks his notebook, sees that it’s on 53rd St., and then heads over there.  Now suppose that at a certain time, neither is accessing the information about MoMA’s location.  According to the extended mind hypothesis, Otto believes MoMA is on 53rd St., just as Inga does.  The access to information in both cases is reliable, constant, easy, and automatically endorsed upon retrieval.  
Farkas takes the Otto example in a different direction.  She notes that it is natural to attribute knowledge to Otto, and she supports this with various considerations (e.g., he is a reliable informant).  But there are some objections to ascribing belief to Otto that do not apply to ascribing knowledge to him—e.g., it is already widely agreed that knowledge has some external components, but this is less agreed upon about belief (193–195).  She concludes that there is more reason to think that Otto knows than that he believes.  Her tentative conclusion is that the entailment thesis might be false. 
Paul Silva’s (2019) argument against the entailment thesis begins with cases of awareness without belief.  Here is one of his cases.  After Kat has a bad experience with a for-profit college that teaches her many falsehoods, she decides to follow the policy of believing a claim that is taught by an instructor only if she knows she is in a position to know the claim is true (731).  One day, her instructor hands out a list of sentences, which Kat knows is from an extremely reliable source.  It includes “Tezpur is in Assam, not in Mizoram” and “Either Tezpur is in Mizoram or Tezpur is not near Oman.”  Kat then competently deduces K) “Tezpur is not near Oman.”  Kat considers that she is in a position to know K.  Then she applies her belief policy and comfortably comes to believe K.  Silva says that during the temporal gap between Kat’s competent deduction and her applying her belief policy, Kat is aware that K.  But then, during that gap, she has awareness, but no belief, that K.
Silva then argues that awareness entails knowledge.  It would seem contradictory to say, “I am aware that p, but I don’t know that p” (734).  He says that what explains our awareness also explains our knowledge, e.g., my both being aware that, and knowing that, there is a dog nearby is explained by my seeing that there is a dog nearby.  This fact can further be explained by awareness entailing knowledge (735).  And if awareness entails knowledge, and there can be awareness without belief, then there can be knowledge without belief.  This completes the summary of arguments against the entailment thesis.  (See also Baumann (2019) and Veber (2018) for more arguments relevant to the entailment thesis.)
This entry will end with suggestions for further research.  First, other than the first of the four arguments summarized above for the entailment thesis, only the first one has been significantly challenged.  The other arguments deserve more attention.  Second, if knowledge does not entail belief, then whatever takes the place of belief must also undergo scrutiny.  Silva thinks it’s awareness; Farkas thinks it might be information that can be accessed a certain way; Myers-Schulz and Schwitzgebel (2013, 381) suggest that it is a capacity to provide correct information; Sylvan (2018, 214) suggests seemings.  These proposals should be given more scrutiny and tested for compatibility with each other.  If they are incompatible, then arguments should be given to prefer one candidate over another.
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