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Is there any point in trying to define ‘knowledge’? Which of the various definitions you have come across do you find the most cogent? 

‘I think, then, that he who knows anything perceives that which he knows, and, as it appears at present, knowledge is nothing else than perception.’
Plato, Theaetetus [151a]

Introduction

The quest for defining knowledge is as old as human thought, and a concrete philosophical definition still remains elusive, even amongst scholars. In order to define knowledge, we must first establish what is truth but also define the conditions, which would be sufficient for us to know something and ‘identify the components that make up knowledge, just like a chemist who analyses a sample to learn its chemical composition’ (Ichikawa et al., 2018). Plato believed that the physical world is not as real as abstract, unchangeable ideas in the shape of perfect forms, and that these forms serve as an accurate source of knowledge. For Plato, knowledge is infallible, ‘free from error and falsehood’ (Santas, 2001, p. 171). Aristotle was less of an idealist and more of an empiricist, deeming reason and science as more credible sources for knowledge and the truth. ‘Science is not mere observation or sensing’, he claimed. ‘It brushes the incidental and states the essential’ (Sfekas, 2017, p. 2).                           17th-century philosopher René Descartes introduced the ‘method of doubt’, and believed that in order to establish concrete assumptions, one ‘must demolish all ordinary opinions and start right from the foundations’ (Blackburn, 2013, p.18). 
This essay is going to look at the main types and sources of knowledge, as well as critically discuss some of the most popular philosophical theories, which attempt to plausibly define it. The list is by no means exhaustive, as this would not be easy in an essay of 4,000 words. The main points of the theories will be analysed, compared and contrasted and conclusions will be drawn according to the strength of their arguments.

Types of knowledge and the nature of Propositional Knowledge

Knowledge can be derived either from facts (propositional knowledge), skills (procedural knowledge), or objects (acquaintance knowledge) (DePoe, n.d.).
Propositional knowledge typically describes a fact (that we claim to know or to believe that it is true) and encompasses knowledge acquired in many fields of study, such as science, geography and mathematics or even more abstract ones, such as self-knowledge (Truncellito, n.d.). Propositional knowledge can be based on reason (a priori) or experience (a posteriori) and there are certain conditions, which need to be fulfilled, in order for someone to claim they ‘know’ something.
[bookmark: _Hlk69675766]The traditional definition of propositional knowledge consists of three essential components: knowledge is justified true belief. A belief has ‘propositional content’ (Trueman, 2017, p. 1800). ‘The sky is blue’, for example, is a sentence, which expresses a belief, and this believing is connected to a proposition, an assertion that the statement expressed in the sentence is true. A belief as evidence of knowledge, however, is often rejected by philosophers due to the fact that it might not be factual. A different point of view validates belief as knowledge, since it has already been accepted as knowledge by the person who holds the belief. Failure to believe something automatically assumes absence of knowledge of that particular belief. Some philosophers, however, think, that there can be knowledge without belief (Ichikawa et al., 2018).
[bookmark: _Hlk67608036]The second component, truth, requires factual evidence; for example, ‘the earth revolves around the sun’ or ‘the earth is round, not flat’. Truth, however, does not guarantee knowledge, as not all truths are established truths. If a truth is established, however, for example ‘I’ve got two hands’, then we can claim we know something because we have access to that fact (Ichikawa et al., 2018). What is not true cannot be known, yet it is not quite clear how we know, how we get access to the truth. Furthermore, ‘to know’ does not always mean that ‘what I know is true’: ‘I knew the earth was flat, until it was discovered that it actually is round.’ 
The third component of propositional knowledge is justification. It could either be internal or external to the subject (Ichikawa et al., 2018). If true beliefs are based on justified evidence, then they could count as true. However, justified belief can be false, if one believes in a false proposition (Perrick, 2016).  Justification of a belief is relative to persons believing in a certain proposition, and beliefs can be held for different reasons and with different degrees of conviction (Anderson, 2012).

Sources of knowledge
In order to define knowledge, we need to understand where the information comes from, and whether the source is accurate and reliable (Steup, 2020). The main sources of knowledge are a priori, perception, introspection, memory, reason, testimony and induction. This effectively splits knowledge sources into two main categories, knowledge through experience (a posteriori) and from reason, such as logical assumptions and mathematical truths (a priori) (Fieser, 2008).
1. A priori and a posteriori
A priori knowledge is based on a priori justification - propositions based on reasoning and independent from experience. An example would be ‘All human beings are mortal’ because we do not need to have experienced death in order to know that all humans are going to die one day. In contrast, an a posteriori proposition is knowable based on experience, for example ‘it’s cold outside’. I have stepped outside, experienced that it’s cold, and I am acknowledging it. Reason can give us factual knowledge but real-life, hands-on propositions can only be verified after we have experienced them, a posteriori. Rationalism concerns external, a priori, innate truths versus empiricism, which treats experience as the only source of information. This might be problematic to understand with concepts such as space and time. Immanuel Kant introduced the analytic-synthetic distinction in his Critique of Pure Reason and both a priori and a posteriori propositions can be either analytic or synthetic; an analytic proposition does not require experience and is factual: ‘All painters are artists’. A synthetic proposition is subjected to external facts as well, for example: ‘All painters are rich’. Both a priori and a posteriori propositions serve a cognitive purpose and are not necessarily mutually exclusive – I can think of a table as an inanimate object in my mind but I could also touch it and confirm that it is not moving, making, therefore, an empirical observation. 

2. Perception
Knowledge and/or belief can also be acquired by perception, by using our senses. One can see that it is raining, smell something burning, hear someone talking. We are already accustomed to the concept of rain, the smell of something burning and the human voice, so in this case, our perception is factive (based on facts), therefore supposedly correct. Instances, where perception could actually equate to knowledge, would be the accumulation of enough information around us in order to convince us that we have enough perceptual knowledge of a situation, a fact or the world. There are instances, however, where our senses are deceptive or representational (O’Brien, n.d.), which means how we specifically perceive a situation to be (but it might not necessarily be so).  Our perceptual experiences, obviously, vary, according to ‘our perceptual engagement with the world’ (Lyons, 2017). There are certain problems with perception and how accurate the knowledge it provides is about the world around us and reality. Appearance can be different from reality and if perception is the basis for knowledge, then the mind stores knowledge by gathering ‘perceptual appearances’ (Lyons, 2017). Appearances, however, need a good reason and without a good reason the beliefs upon which they are based are not justified. We also need to differentiate between our ‘phenomenal objects of perception’ and the ‘noumenal objects’ (Lyons, 2017), in other words not mere appearances, but things with essence in themselves.
3. Consciousness
Consciousness could be described as ‘observation in one own’s mind’ (Audi, 1998, p. 99) regardless of the agreement of external circumstances. Our thoughts and personal observation of those can indeed translate into a belief so powerful, that constitutes knowledge for the person observing it. Although consciousness is predominantly internally focussed, this does not impede our quest to know more about the external world using consciousness as a knowledge source; in fact, both internal and external focus in our mental life can prove beneficial indeed. 
4. Introspection
[bookmark: _Hlk68910697]Knowledge by introspection is similar to consciousness-based knowledge, judgement and belief. It generates beliefs about ‘one’s own mind only and no one else’s, at least not directly’ (Schwitzgebel, 2019). It also bases knowledge acquisition on one’s ongoing mental life, personal thoughts, emotions and experiences, either pre-existing, or direct and immediate. The products of introspection are ‘thoughts, representations and awareness’ (Schwitzgebel, 2019) and they all lead to ‘self-knowledge’, a personal set of propositions gathered after processing those thoughts.
5. Memory
The moments we experience in our lives are stored in our memory as knowledge. There are continuously formed beliefs based on events we live every day and they, understandably, help us shape the world around us. Knowledge from memory does not come from personal experience only; it also comes from what we read or hear and from what other people tell us. Our memory justifies the event or the piece of information and transforms it into knowledge. This is, inevitably, one of the problems in the epistemology of memory; does remembering mean knowing? If I do not know something, how is it stored in my mind? 
One of the issues of memory-based knowledge is ‘the problem of forgotten evidence’ (Frise, n.d). We are forgetful and so are our potential sources (relatives or friends). The images we see can also be forgotten. Can memory, therefore, be a reliable source of knowledge? What would life be without memory? Memory is vital to ‘help us build theories of human experience’, to ‘make maps of daily living’ (Audi, 1998, p.79). Without memory, we would not be able to connect our lives’ scenes and each moment would be separate from the next. Memory gives us identity and is, therefore, of enormous epistemological importance.
6. Testimony
Testimony-based knowledge surrounds us and is invaluable. The majority of what we know comes from what we witness, what we are told by friends, family and others and what we see or read. We know that the earth is round because we have read it in a book, not because we went on a space mission. Life without knowledge based on testimony would be almost impossible. We would know virtually nothing about the world, apart from the instances, where we experienced something ourselves. Testimony is also interdependent; the pieces of the testimony puzzle also need to come together to form something meaningful: ‘Each person in a bucket brigade must have a bucket of water in order to pass it to the next person’ (Lackey, 2008). Knowledge is passed from one person to the next in order to spread and to be believed. Is this type of knowledge always reliable though? If someone tells me something is true, how do I know it is true? If I am told something is false, who do I know it is false indeed? The two options we have to combat these challenges are either reductionism, in other words non-testimonial evidence to support our testimony-based beliefs (Pritchard, 2018, p.84) or credulism (Pritchard, 2018, p.84), that is continuous belief in testimony-based knowledge despite lack of evidence, when there is none available.
7. Induction
‘Good tests kill flawed theories; we remain alive to guess again.’
Karl Popper (1902-94)
Induction is one of the most common knowledge sources, and scientific experiments provide a good example of inductive inferencing. We use observation every day, verify it in a relatively large sample group and accept it as evidence. In order for inductive references to be considered a legitimate knowledge source, they need to be based on a large enough representative sample. Irregularities within that sample may arise, however, making induction prone to errors and inconsistencies. Austrian philosopher Karl Popper attempted to resolve this challenge by introducing the concept of ‘falsification’ (Pritchard, 2018, p.101), a reductionist approach to inductive inferencing; selecting and rejecting what is not true within that representative sample ‘by finding counter-examples’ (Pritchard, 2018, p.101).
Some of the theories attempting to define knowledge; strengths and weaknesses
1. Knowledge, truth, belief and justification versus the Gettier problem

Back in 369 BC, Plato discussed the nature of knowledge in The Theaetetus, a dialogue with Socrates as the main questioner and two respondents, Theaetetus and his tutor Theodorus. Theaetetus gave three definitions of knowledge; knowledge is perception, true belief and true belief with an account (logos) (Chappell, 2021).  All these definitions were challenged and rejected in the dialogue and no alternative perspective was offered. In modern epistemology there are two certain prerequisites for knowledge, ‘a belief in the relevant proposition’ and the fact that ‘the belief must be true’ (Pritchard, 2018, p. 4). True belief does not guarantee knowledge, however, since the belief may have been acquired from unreliable sources or circumstantial evidence. One cannot use unsubstantiated evidence to gain solid, substantiated knowledge. 
Truth is the opposite value of falsehood. When a proposition agrees with our perceived reality, we consider it true. When someone wins a presidential election, people know that this person has won - and we can only know things that are true (Ichikawa et al., 2018), in other words, things that have happened and we can either witness or prove them. 
Some beliefs are also justified – people who hold them seem to have every reason to believe they are true. These may be true but they also may be false. The main distinction of a true belief and a justified one is that a true belief is based on evidence credible enough to make its proposition true, whereas a justified belief is true to the person who holds it, irrespective of substantiated evidence. This belief could be based on personal experience or even faith. Socrates in Plato’s Theaetetus rejects true opinion as a sufficient prerequisite for knowledge, as ‘insufficiently well-grounded’ (Ichikawa et al., 2018).
Considering the weaknesses of the theory of justified belief, in his Is Justified True Belief Knowledge?, Professor Gettier unsurprisingly challenged Plato’s beliefs, using counter-examples and addressing propositions which originally seemed to be justified and true, but were actually proven not to be. This philosophical inquiry is now known as the Gettier problem. Gettier argued that a belief that seems to be both true and justified does not necessarily constitute knowledge. In his paper, he gave two examples of justified true belief which did not appear to fit the definition of knowledge: Two people apply for a job, and the one who gets it has ten coins in their pocket. A sudden twist, though, reveals that the other candidate also has ten coins in their pocket and a last-minute decision is made for the other candidate to get the job.
Neither of these theories is absolutely true or false. Knowledge sources vary and a knowledge definition would very much depend on the most plausible source, if there is one. A single, universal concept of truth is also hard to establish, and although holding a belief automatically guarantees its truth to the person holding it, it does not cease to be subjected to scrutiny by those who do not necessarily have it themselves. In that respect, Gettier succeeded in demonstrating that not all beliefs are knowledge. Since there is no definite JTB definition though, it is not easy to pinpoint what Gettier’s theory is exactly opposing and whether his theory covers all types of knowledge, which, by definition, is unlikely. 

2. Classical Foundationalism and the coherence theory of justification

Classical foundationalism is a school of thought aiming to define knowledge based on logically structured propositions inferred from relevant, interconnected premises. It divides beliefs into two groups, those which need support from other sources, and those which don’t (Dancy, 1985, p.53). The beliefs derived from our own sensory states and direct experience cannot be doubted and can stand on their own feet. Beliefs which need support from external sources must be accepted by our own sensory states – and all this presupposes that our senses are infallible (Dancy, 1985, p.54). Foundationalism relies on the existence of fixed propositions and beliefs in order to be valid, an assumption which is challenged by all Coherence theories that attempt to define knowledge. Each belief in a coherence theory must be ‘entailed by all the rest’ (Dancy, 1985, p.111), in other words to be ‘consistent, complete and mutually explanatory’ (Dancy, 1985, p.111). Furthermore, the more propositions are linked in one train of justification, the stronger the previous (original) propositions become. 
The main opposition to Foundationalism comes from Internalism and the idea that some propositions derive from the person’s mental states and do not require interconnected, justified premises. Foundationalism propositions could also fall into a vacuum of infinite regress; if propositions are interconnected, how do we verify that the whole chain is justified? What if one argument in the chain is not justified? Doesn’t this invalidate the whole idea of interconnected premises? Coherentism also strongly opposes Foundationalism’s basic premises, arguing that the strength of propositions can be found not in absolute certainty but ‘as a crossword puzzle known to have been solved correctly, even if each answer, taken individually, admits of uncertainty’ (Blackburn, 2008, p.139). Another objection is that there are no infallible beliefs, whether these are our own or held by others. Moral knowledge normally seems to be a combination of empirical knowledge and a priori acknowledgement of moral principles. 

3. Reliabilism, internalism and externalism

Reliabilism, as opposed to Foundationalism, is not based on structured belief but on a sound, reliable process regardless of evidence. Seeing a child in a park is a proposition strong enough for the acquisition of knowledge and the validity of the belief, despite a potential lack of analysis of the processes, which led to that belief. Reliabilism requires a degree of externalism, the theory which holds that the external world ‘suffices to convert true belief to knowledge’ (Lehrer, 2000, p.177) without analysing the foundations of the relationship. In sharp contrast, the internalist acquires knowledge by embracing beliefs that are true to them, irrespective of their validity and verification by the external world. What if a Cartesian demon tried to deceive the internalist, someone might ask, and their beliefs proved to be wrong. According to epistemic internalists, the basis of such justification 'requires some kind of awareness of one’s grounds or reasons for thinking that one’s belief is true' (Madison, 2010). Counter-arguments to reliabilism include the possible malfunctioning of a process that generated the belief at any given time and the modifications Reliabilism might need to make ‘to avoid the problem in order not to give up the general approach’ (Blackburn, 2008, pp. 314-315).

4. Scepticism

Can we know something with absolute certainty, even when this is verified by our senses? I see a mountain ahead, but what if I am hallucinating? I can verify I am near the sea, because if I approach, I can touch the water. What if the truth I am looking for is not a tangible object or a concept easily verifiable? We accept scientific data as facts, but even this contains an element of subjectivity to it. We use our own measuring systems to interpret empirical facts, for example that water freezes at 0°C – but then again, what other measuring systems would we use other than our own? Would the sensible thing to do be ‘to suspend judgement on every proposition’? (Audi, 2011, p. 335). This might be likely on occasions where taste or opinion are discussed among friends, such as whether a film is funny or not, but doubt would certainly not be encouraged when a medical condition is treated or a diagnosis is made. Certainty would definitely not only be desirable but also required. There are also what we call ‘moral truths’, behaviours widely accepted in society, which do not involve numerical data or scientific laws, for example ‘It is wrong to kick a child or an animal’ – some sort of unwritten moral code, whose validity is culturally ingrained in society and is not subject to the same verification methods as scientific facts. With that in mind, however, scepticism ‘challenges our claim to knowledge’ (Lehrer, 2000, p. 205). For the scepticist, there is a risk of error in some or all propositions. Traditional sources of knowledge, such as experience, can be erroneous, and the fact that our beliefs and perceptions can change is a strong enough reason to doubt their validity in the first place. Counter-arguments to scepticism would be the nobility of our cause (we are seeking knowledge and truth after all), and that relentless doubt is actually reinforcing our quest for even more accuracy and validity of our propositions. The sceptical hypothesis can also be called out for falling into a constant self-annulling cycle; I cannot verify I am dreaming but similarly, I cannot verify I am not dreaming either. I am in a room but could possibly not be in that room - how do I know I’m not hallucinating? The validity of one argument can easily be challenged by the validity of a counter-argument and quite possibly neither will be 100% accurate in order to invalidate the other. The only probability would be the process of elimination, based on the weakness of the opposing arguments but this, however, does not cancel their existence.

Conclusion
Defining knowledge with absolute certainty is a futile task, since all different types and sources of knowledge are subject to scrutiny and doubt. We can derive knowledge from intuition, our own experience, perception or by witnessing an event, which can register in our mind as a fact. There are also a priori observations, such as ‘all bachelors are single’ backed up by our own experiences or tabula rasa/a priori propositions and internal observations in our consciousness, which make good knowledge candidates, as their sources are reliable enough for us. Our memory, despite the dangers associated with it, is also a strong influence determining what we consider knowledge. Knowledge is therefore a puzzle, whose pieces come together from all different corners of the table and are equally important to the ‘image’ we are trying to create in our mind. As Hegel stated in his Phenomenology of Mind, ‘the task of knowledge to examine itself rather than other things is impossible’ (Dancy, 1985, p. 227). According to Hegel, in order to distinguish genuine knowledge from falsehoods, one has to establish genuine criteria first. The problem is that ‘each level of consciousness creates its own criteria’ (Dancy, 1985, p. 233) and there are no genuine, indubitable criteria defining knowledge to begin with. We know that what is not true cannot be known, and that something held by someone as true is valid for the person believing it but not necessarily backed up by the evidence (Ichikawa et al., 2018). Truth is closely interlinked with knowledge, and ‘to know something is to have a certain kind of access to a fact.’ (Ichikawa et al., 2018). British philosopher G. E. Moore challenged scepticism by defending common sense rather than a complex philosophical theory to define knowledge: ‘I can prove that two human hands exist. How? By holding up my two hands, and saying, as I make a certain gesture with the right hand, ‘Here is one hand’, and adding, as I make a certain gesture with the left, ‘and here is another’ (Pritchard, 2018, p.206). The most secure path towards a plausible definition of knowledge comes through skill, not luck; by employing our senses to observe the world and by recognising that knowledge can, indeed, be subject to context, we can then probably accept that we have some knowledge about everyday life but none about more complex matters of higher epistemic standards. As Hegel correctly observed, ‘the object of knowledge exists for us, when we know it’ (Dancy, 1985, p. 228). However, it also exists independent of us as a separate reality, and what would connect knowledge with ourselves would be our awareness and our consciousness. I personally fail to see how a knowledge theory could ever provide a satisfactory definition to answer with certainty the big scientific, moral and religious questions we have throughout our lives. Our perception, testimony, consciousness, internal world and external experiences change and we constantly re-evaluate what we believed in the past. What we held true yesterday may no longer be true today, and that is fine. The acquisition of knowledge could, therefore, be defined as work in progress, not a bundle of propositions set in stone. So, to loosely quote Socrates, we know one thing, that we know nothing.     
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