What is ‘the Gettier Problem’? Outline and assess two proposed solutions to this problem.

The question of what we can know and what it is to know has interested a wide range of philosophers for millennia, from Plato to contemporary philosophers, this question has had many answers, and in 1963 Edmund Gettier released a paper that created a new problem for the widely accepted answers to it. In this essay I will be outlining and discussing this problem, as well as two possible solutions to it, eliminating luck and infallibility. I will show two separate Gettier problems, one from Gettier’s essay and another from Brian Skyrms. By using these cases and possible solutions I hope to show that Gettier’s problem is solvable and that there is a thing that is ‘to know’, but with the caveat that, as humans, it is impossible for us to actually know something.
I will start this essay by discussing the basis on which the Gettier problem comes about, the existence of Propositional knowledge. Propositional knowledge is knowledge of a truth/fact, often expressed in the form “S knows P” (Gettier, 1963, p. 121), with P being the representation of said truth or fact. The question then arises how can I know P, what does it actually mean to know something? Many philosophers over the ages have discussed this, coming to different conclusions. The most accepted and common answer, as well as the one that Gettier uses, is that of tripartite knowledge, “(i) S accepts h; (ii) S has adequate evidence for h; and (iii) h is true” (Chisholm, 1957, p. 16). So, under these rules we can only know something if; the thing itself is true, such as 2 + 2 = 4; we believe it to be true, which excludes of course things that we have not yet come across; and we have adequate evidence for believing in it, for example the sun has risen every day so far in my experience so therefore I have justification that it will rise tomorrow. Gettier’s paper outlines this idea and argues against it using two different cases which show examples that satisfy all the requirements yet still should not be considered knowledge.
Gettier’s first case (1963, p. 122) has two individuals applying for the same job, Smith and Jones. Smith has evidence that that Jones will get the job, as he has been told this by the CEO, and that he has ten coins in his pocket, which he has also counted, resulting in the proposition “Jones is the man who will get the job, and Jones has ten coins in his pocket” (1963, p. 122). From this Smith can make the proposition that “The man who will get the job has ten coins in his pocket” (1963, p. 122). This proposition is directly caused by the first one, and so if the first proposition is true, as must be the second one. However, Gettier then throws in a caveat, it turns out that Smith actually ends up getting the job and, unknown to him, he has ten coins in his pocket. So, then the first proposition is false, but the second is still true. He seemingly has true, justified knowledge as it fits the requirements for tripartite knowledge; It is true, the person with the job in the end does have ten coins; Smith has strong evidence that it’s true, from the boss and counting the coins; and he seemingly accepts it as true. But his belief in its truth is based of incorrect information, that Jones will get the job. Furthermore, he doesn’t know that he has ten coins in his pockets, so how could he possibly know the second proposition is true. This results in Smith both having the correct propositional knowledge and at the same not being able to know it, creating a paradox. 
The second Gettier case I will outline comes from Brian Skyrms article, The explication of “X knows that P” (1967, p. 383). In this case, a pyromaniac has a box of matches, hoping to set something on fire. As he’s a pyromaniac he’s got some knowledge, experientially, of lighting the matches consistently, as long as they aren’t wet. He also knows that he would require oxygen for them to light (as the majority of combustion based fires require). He now has a fully justified belief that when he strikes the match it will light. However, similar to Gettier’s first case, the match turns out to be a dud and shouldn’t light, but luckily, for the pyromaniac, there is a burst of Q-radiation at the moment he attempts to light it, resulting in the match lighting. Again, similar to the first case, he fulfils all of the requirements for true justified knowledge; It is true, the match does light; He has strong evidence, previous experiences and general chemistry knowledge; and he accepts it as true. This then results in yet another paradox, he has true, justified knowledge but how can he actually have the knowledge when it is based on false pretences and luck.
In both of these cases we have fulfilled the requirements for tripartite propositional knowledge, yet in both cases it seems incorrect to state that they did actually have knowledge that they were correct. This causes a major problem, as if there are exceptions to the tripartite knowledge rules then the theory must be wrong, causing us once again to not be able to truly say that we have knowledge. There have been many attempts to fix the hole that Gettier left, a few of which we will now discuss.
In most Gettier cases, the problem arises from either luck; The burst of Q-Radiation that lights the pyromaniacs match (Skyrms, 1967, p. 383), or the fallibility of the information; Smith’s belief that Jones will get the job (Gettier, 1963, p. 122). Let’s first discuss how we can go about removing cases that rely on luck by looking further at Skyrms pyromaniac case (1967, p. 383). The pyromaniac in the case, as already discussed, has all the necessary components for the original tripartite knowledge; P is true, they have strong evidence and they accept it. The luck arises when the Q-radiation hits the match, causing the first part of tripartite knowledge to be true. If the radiation hadn’t of occurred at that exact point, then the match wouldn’t have lit, making the proposition incorrect. Now again, let’s look at Gettier’s first case to see where luck affects the proposition (1963, p. 122). Luck appears when Smith’s second, following, proposition turns out to be true, as Smith doesn’t know that he also has ten coins in his pocket, it is then only by luck that it ends up fulfilling the tripartite knowledge, if Smith didn’t have ten coins in his pocket, the same as jones, then the proposition would, again, be false. One solution to this problem comes from Peter Unger:
“For any sentential value of p, a man knows that p if and only if it is not an accident that the man is right about it being the case that p” (An Analysis of Factual Knowledge, 1968, p. 161)
This is an addition to the three previous requirements for true justified belief, requiring the belief not only to be true, have strong evidence and accept it, but also requires the individual to have not come to the belief from luck for it to be knowledge. This then excludes the pyromaniac from having knowledge that the proposition is true, as the match only lights due to the radiation, which they are unaware of. Again, this would also exclude Smith from knowing that his second proposition is false as it is only correct due to the ten coins in his pocket, which he doesn’t know about. This is a strong argument as it would preclude most Gettier cases from being knowledge. However, there are some problems with this approach. Firstly, it’s arguable that everything that we come to believe and make propositions about has in some part been due to luck, which eventually could lead to a form of scepticism. Secondly, even if we allow some luck, that may be unavoidable as humans, how much luck is allowed for it to count as knowledge.
Let’s now examine the first argument against eliminating luck. From your very conception, luck seemingly is present, being the spermatozoa that fertilises the egg against massive odds already means that every future action and belief already stems from some form of luck. Furthermore, even if we ignore the basic luck of it being you that exists and not someone else, the circumstances that lead to your belief are also in some part controlled by luck. For now, let’s ignore the Gettier cases and look at another example of propositional knowledge; I walk into a room and see a vase, I can now, with justified true belief, make the proposition that there is a vase in that room. But is it not in some part luck that I walked into that room at that moment when a vase is present, so if it is some part an accident that I’m correct, if we accept Unger’s (1968) additional statement, it seems that it’s impossible for humans to have knowledge. So, we must allow for some luck, which Unger does discuss. He brings in the case of someone shuffling a deck of one hundred cards, ninety nine of which are white and one is black, he knows this and then makes the proposition that the top one will be white, he then expands this to a billion white cards and one black (1968, pp. 161-162). In the first case, it does seem, on the odds, that if the card does come up white the man could arguably have good enough knowledge that it will come up white, but still it could come up black, even if the odds are low, so some luck is involved. However, with the second example it does appear to be less to do with luck as the chance is so incredibly high, maybe allowing for us to say that the man has knowledge that it will come up white.
Now, lets move onto attempting to eliminate fallibility. Fallibility in this sense is to do with the justification of the propositional knowledge, if there is a chance that the justification could be wrong then it is fallible. This becomes a problem once again for our Gettier cases. Let’s look at how fallibility comes up in the two cases we’ve previously discussed. For the pyromaniac’s case (1967, p. 383), we can say that the pyromaniacs justification for their belief is their previous experience and basic knowledge of chemistry. However, the existence of the faulty match shows that this evidence and justification is fallible. In the case of Smith, his justification and belief in his second proposition is based on his acceptance of the first proposition, which we find out is wrong, showing it to be fallible. For the Smith case we can once again turn to Unger for a new addition to add to the tripartite knowledge to try and fix the Gettier problem. 
“For any sentential value of p, where a man believes that p on the basis of certain other beliefs that he holds, then that man knows that p only if some of these grounding beliefs are true” (Experience and Factual Knowledge, 1967, p. 162)
This addition would result in the Smith case’s second proposition being disqualified as knowledge as it is based on his belief that the first proposition was true, when, as shown, it was false. However, this new definition might still not be completely satisfactory; The Pyromaniacs beliefs that they relied on to make the proposition aren’t necessarily incorrect, even if fallible. Their reliance on previous matches working is correct, as is their knowledge of chemistry. So, instead we can go for a stricter rule that requires certainty (absolute) for knowledge (Unger, A Defense of Skepticism, 1971, pp. 213-216). If we require one hundred percent accurate, infallible proof for knowledge, then this eliminates both of the Gettier cases we’ve looked at as knowledge, as neither have certainty in their propositions. This seems satisfying, but just like eliminating luck, it can lead to scepticism. If we require certainty for knowledge, what can we know? Even something simple such as 2 + 2 = 4 is now up for debate as it requires our language that we use to discuss and describe this equation to be certain to universal standards, which arguably humans can never achieve, due to our limited understanding and existence.

In this essay I have outlined, explained and discussed the Gettier Problem, two examples of it and two of the proposed solutions to it. Gettier’s Problem does prove that propositional knowledge requires more than only justified true belief. His cases, as well as other Gettier cases, show that there are exceptions to this belief, they fulfil the requirements of tripartite knowledge yet, the individuals in the cases still can’t know what it appears that they do. However, this doesn’t mean that you can’t know something. The solutions that we have discussed, eliminating luck and infallibility, are additions that we can add to the definition of knowing something. If we say that any identified truth that comes from luck primarily can’t count as knowledge, we already eliminate a lot of Gettier cases. If, in addition to eliminating luck, we require that the proof be certain for knowledge, we again eliminate most if not all Gettier cases as counting for knowledge. However, this does result in some scepticism, it’s doubtful that humans have the capability to have certain proof, due to our limitations (such as not having complete atomic knowledge of the universe).
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