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[bookmark: _Toc240791086]Research Proposal
Knowledge Beyond Reach: Epistemic Access, the Gettier Problem, and the Bor Yosef Thought Experiment
[bookmark: _Toc240791087]Introduction
Contemporary epistemology has paid considerable attention to the conditions under which true belief becomes knowledge and to the reasons why apparently well-supported beliefs may nevertheless fail to count as knowledge (Gettier, 1963; Williamson, 2000). The Gettier problem and subsequent developments in reliabilism, sensitivity, safety, virtue epistemology and anti-luck epistemology have examined justification, reliability, epistemic luck and the relationship between belief and truth (Goldman, 1967; Nozick, 1981; Sosa, 1991; Zagzebski, 1996; Pritchard, 2005). These concerns already form the central starting point of the present proposal. 
This dissertation considers a related question: what role does epistemic access play in determining what an investigator can establish under particular conditions of inquiry? A truth may exist independently of an investigator while the evidence or methods presently available provide only limited access to it. This does not necessarily make the truth unknowable, since other epistemic routes, including testimony, perception or inference, may remain available. The central issue is therefore not simply whether a truth can be physically reached, but whether the subject's available epistemic resources are sufficient to establish it.
The dissertation explores this question through an original thought experiment, the Bor Yosef Thought Experiment (BYTE), or Joseph's Pit. Its setting is inspired by the biblical and Qur'anic accounts of Joseph (Genesis 37; Qur'an 12), but BYTE is used as an analytical device rather than a theological argument. It examines the relationship between truth, evidence, investigative methods and knowledge, particularly where the available means of inquiry are structurally limited.
Rather than proposing a new theory of knowledge, the dissertation uses BYTE to test the explanatory scope of established epistemological theories. Its central concern is whether temporary structural epistemic inaccessibility provides a useful supplementary way of understanding situations in which truth remains unchanged while an investigator's capacity to establish it changes.
Research Question
Primary Research Question
Does contemporary epistemology adequately explain cases in which truth exists but remains temporarily beyond the reach of rational inquiry?
Secondary Questions 
Does the Bor Yosef Thought Experiment identify a distinct problem of epistemic access, or can the difficulty it presents be adequately explained by existing theories of knowledge?
[bookmark: _Toc240791088]Background and Rationale
The traditional analysis of knowledge as justified true belief (JTB) provides the starting point for the dissertation and is traditionally associated with Plato's Theaetetus (201c–210a) (Plato, 1990). On this account, knowledge requires that a proposition is true, that the subject believes it and that the belief is justified. Gettier's influential challenge showed that these conditions may be satisfied while knowledge still appears to be absent (Gettier, 1963). His argument stimulated a range of responses concerned with false grounds, defeaters, reliability, sensitivity, safety, intellectual competence and epistemic luck (Goldman, 1967; Nozick, 1981; Sosa, 1991; Zagzebski, 1996; Pritchard, 2005).
These theories provide different explanations of why a true and apparently justified belief may nevertheless fail to constitute knowledge. BYTE asks whether they also adequately explain cases in which the difficulty arises partly from the relationship between an investigator's available means of inquiry and the reality being investigated. The issue is not simply one of technological failure. An investigator may reason competently and employ the best method available while that method remains unable to investigate the relevant part of reality.
This requires an important distinction between physical, evidential, methodological and epistemic access. A subject may lack physical access to something while retaining evidential access through testimony or inference. Equally, the failure of one investigative method does not establish that the relevant proposition is itself epistemically inaccessible. The dissertation therefore distinguishes method-relative inaccessibility from the stronger claim of proposition-level epistemic inaccessibility.
The project also considers the temporal character of epistemic access. An independently existing truth may remain unchanged while developments in investigative methods alter whether that truth can be established. This possibility is compared with Kant's account of the limits of theoretical knowledge (Kant, 1998). Kant's distinction between appearances and things in themselves provides an important contrast with BYTE because the latter concerns a contingent empirical limitation rather than a principled boundary on possible human knowledge.
[bookmark: _Toc240791089]The Bor Yosef Thought Experiment
BYTE takes its setting from the biblical and Qur'anic narratives of Joseph, who is cast into a pit before later being encountered by passing travellers (Genesis 37; Qur'an 12). The narrative is substantially adapted for philosophical purposes. In BYTE, Yosef is alive and standing on the rocky surface at the bottom of a pit approximately one hundred metres deep. The pit is completely dark. Travellers approaching it hear an intelligible voice from below identifying itself as Yosef. The depth and irregular shape of the pit create unusual acoustic conditions: Yosef's voice can be heard faintly at the surface, but voices from above do not reach him clearly enough for him to understand them. Communication is therefore effectively one-way.
Yosef repeatedly states:
“I am Yosef, son of Ya'akov, grandson of Avraham. I am here, at the bottom of the pit.”
The travellers cannot see Yosef, do not know the true depth of the pit and cannot independently measure it. Their practical means of physical investigation consists of a basket attached to a rope. With the materials and technology available to them, eighty metres is the longest practical rope they can construct. Beyond this length, the increasing weight of the rope would place excessive strain on it and risk causing it to break. The eighty-metre rope therefore represents the technological limit of their available physical investigation.
Unknown to the travellers, the pit contains several rocky ledges. When the basket reaches approximately eighty metres, it comes to rest on an intermediate ledge. The reduction in rope tension gives the travellers the impression that the basket may have reached the bottom. Yosef remains approximately twenty metres below it and cannot reach the basket. Repeated attempts return the basket empty and dry, while the voice continues to be heard from below. The travellers therefore confront the same incomplete and potentially misleading body of evidence, but interpret it differently. Four analytical positions are used within BYTE to explore these responses. 
The Methodological Agnostics regard the evidence as insufficient for a firm conclusion. The voice provides evidence of a human presence, but the true depth of the pit is unknown and the physical investigation may be limited by the available method. They therefore suspend judgement. Similarly, The Empiricist Naturalists place greater weight on the repeated physical tinvestigation. The basket repeatedly returns empty and dry, and the reduction in tension appears to indicate that it has reached the bottom. They therefore seek a natural explanation for the voice rather than accepting that Yosef is physically present.
The Metaphysical Interpreters give greater weight to the intelligible and apparently conscious character of the voice. They regard the voice as evidence of agency but question whether the source must be an ordinary physical human presence. Their interpretation depends partly on the background assumptions through which they understand the evidence. Finally, the Testimonialists place greater weight on Yosef's statement and relevant contextual information. Testimony can itself constitute an important source of knowledge and need not always be reduced to independent perceptual verification (Coady, 1992).
The four positions are analytical categories created for BYTE rather than established philosophical schools. Their purpose is to show how the same body of incomplete evidence can support different interpretations. One explanation is in fact true: Yosef is physically present. Yet the evidence available to the travellers may not conclusively discriminate between the competing explanations. 
[bookmark: _Toc240791090]Literature Review and Conceptual Framework

The dissertation begins with the traditional JTB analysis of knowledge (Plato, 1990) before examining Gettier's challenge and the problem of epistemic luck (Gettier, 1963; Pritchard, 2005). It then considers major post-Gettier approaches, including causal and reliabilist accounts (Goldman, 1967), sensitivity (Nozick, 1981), safety and virtue epistemology (Sosa, 1991), virtue-based approaches (Zagzebski, 1996), anti-luck epistemology (Pritchard, 2005) and knowledge-first epistemology (Williamson, 2000).
These theories are not treated merely as positions for BYTE to criticise. Instead, the dissertation asks how much of BYTE they can already explain. Reliabilist approaches, for example, can explain how investigators may use apparently appropriate methods while those methods remain unreliable under the actual conditions (Goldman, 1967). Anti-luck approaches provide another perspective by examining whether the connection between belief and truth is sufficiently secure to constitute knowledge (Pritchard, 2005).
The dissertation then turns more directly to epistemic access. It distinguishes access to evidence from physical access to an object and asks when limitations in available investigative methods become epistemically significant. The concept of temporary structural epistemic inaccessibility is developed cautiously as an analytical description of situations in which the available epistemic means may be insufficient to establish an independently existing truth because of contingent structural limitations.
Kant provides an important comparison. His distinction between appearances and things in themselves places limits on the legitimate scope of theoretical knowledge (Kant, 1998). BYTE does not concern a noumenal object beyond the possible conditions of experience. Yosef remains an ordinary empirical object who could, in principle, become accessible through improved investigative means. The comparison therefore helps distinguish temporary and contingent epistemic limitations from principled limits on possible knowledge.
[bookmark: _Toc240791091]Research Aim
The aim of this dissertation is to examine whether the concept of epistemic access adds explanatory value to established accounts of knowledge and epistemic failure. In particular, it investigates whether BYTE provides a useful framework for analysing situations in which available means of inquiry are structurally limited while recognising that alternative epistemic routes may still permit knowledge.
The project does not assume that contemporary epistemology has overlooked an entirely distinct category of epistemic failure. Instead, it asks whether BYTE identifies a feature of epistemic situations that deserves greater analytical attention: the changing relationship between an independently existing truth and the means available to investigators for establishing it.
[bookmark: _Toc240791092]Methodology
The dissertation adopts a conceptual and analytical methodology grounded in analytic philosophy. It combines critical engagement with primary philosophical texts and contemporary epistemological scholarship with the use of an original thought experiment.
BYTE functions as a test case through which different theories of knowledge can be compared. The analysis begins with the traditional JTB framework (Plato, 1990) and then examines how the Gettier problem and major post-Gettier approaches account for the travellers' epistemic position (Gettier, 1963; Goldman, 1967; Nozick, 1981; Sosa, 1991; Zagzebski, 1996; Pritchard, 2005; Williamson, 2000). Rather than assuming that BYTE falls outside these theories, the dissertation assesses the extent to which false grounds, defeaters, reliability, sensitivity, safety, intellectual competence and epistemic luck already explain the case.
The analysis then considers what, if anything, remains unexplained. Particular attention is given to the distinction between the limitation of a specific investigative method and a limitation affecting the subject's overall epistemic position. This prevents the failure of physical investigation from being treated automatically as evidence of proposition-level epistemic inaccessibility.
The final stage develops and critically examines the concept of temporary structural epistemic inaccessibility. Possible critiques based on testimony, reliabilism, defeasibility and anti-luck epistemology are considered, together with the possibility that the proposed concept amounts only to a description of technological limitation. Kant's account of the limits of theoretical knowledge is then used as a comparison to clarify the distinction between temporary structural limitations and more fundamental limits on possible knowledge (Kant, 1998).
[bookmark: _Toc240791093]Expected Contribution
The anticipated contribution of the dissertation is deliberately modest. BYTE is not intended to establish a new theory of knowledge, introduce a further condition of JTB, or provide a solution to the Gettier problem. Its purpose is analytical.
The dissertation proposes that temporary structural epistemic inaccessibility may provide a useful way of describing situations in which an investigator's epistemic position is constrained by a contingent mismatch between the available means of inquiry and the reality being investigated. Such a limitation may affect what can be established at a particular time without altering the underlying truth.
This contribution is intended to supplement rather than replace existing epistemological accounts. Reliabilism can analyse the reliability of investigative processes (Goldman, 1976; Goldman, 1986), defeasibility can explain changes in evidential significance (Lehrer and Paxson, 1969), and safety and anti-luck approaches can assess vulnerability to error (Sosa, 1999; Pritchard, 2005). Epistemic access directs attention to a related question: under what conditions are adequate routes to an independently existing truth available to an investigator?
The dissertation therefore expects BYTE to contribute primarily as a conceptual tool for examining the relationship between truth, evidence, investigative means and the possibility of knowledge. Whether temporary structural epistemic inaccessibility represents a distinct epistemological phenomenon or can ultimately be explained through existing theoretical resources remains part of the question to be answered rather than a conclusion assumed at the outset.
[bookmark: _Toc240791094]Time Line

	Period
	Planned Activity

	Sept 2026
	Finalise the research proposal. Confirm the research question, scope of the dissertation and chapter structure. E-Meeting with the supervisor to obtain approval and agree a reading plan.

	Oct-Dec 2026
	Conduct a detailed review of the primary and secondary literature. Study the development of the Justified True Belief account, the Gettier problem, and the principal post-Gettier theories. Begin reviewing Kant's epistemology and selected theories of perception and realism. Check with the supervisor. 

	Jan 2027 
	Analyse the literature and refine the conceptual framework. Develop the BYTE and evaluate its relationship to the existing epistemological literature. Prepare a detailed chapter outline.

	Feb–Mar 2027
	Write the first draft of the dissertation, including the literature review, conceptual analysis and discussion of the Bor Yosef Thought Experiment. For the supervisors’ approval. 

	April 2027
	Revise the full draft in light of supervisory feedback. Improve the argument, structure, referencing and overall presentation (after comments from the supervisor). 

	May 2027
	Complete the final version of the dissertation. Carry out proofreading, formatting and reference checks before submission. Final approval from the supervisor. 

	Submission
	Submit the completed dissertation in accordance with the University's regulations and submission deadline. Consider subsequent revision for publication, where appropriate. 



[bookmark: _Toc240791095]References

Coady, C.A.J. (1992) Testimony: A Philosophical Study. Oxford: Clarendon Press.
Gettier, E.L. (1963) ‘Is justified true belief knowledge?’, Analysis, 23(6), pp. 121–123.
Goldman, A.I. (1967) ‘A causal theory of knowing’, The Journal of Philosophy, 64(12), pp. 357–372.
Goldman, A.I. (1976) ‘Discrimination and perceptual knowledge’, The Journal of Philosophy, 73(20), pp. 771–791.
Goldman, A.I. (1986) Epistemology and Cognition. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Hazlett, A. (2016) ‘What does “epistemic” mean?’, Episteme, 13(4), pp. 539–547.
Kant, I. (1998) Critique of Pure Reason. Translated and edited by P. Guyer and A.W. Wood. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Lehrer, K. and Paxson, T. Jr. (1969) ‘Knowledge: Undefeated justified true belief’, The Journal of Philosophy, 66(8), pp. 225–237.
Muller, J. (2014) ‘Every picture tells a story: Epistemological access and knowledge’, Education as Change, 18(2), pp. 255–269.
Nozick, R. (1981) Philosophical Explanations. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Plato (1990) Theaetetus. Translated by M.J. Levett. Revised by M. Burnyeat. Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing.
Pritchard, D. (2005) Epistemic Luck. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Sosa, E. (1991) Knowledge in Perspective: Selected Essays in Epistemology. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Sosa, E. (1999) ‘How to defeat opposition to Moore’, Philosophical Perspectives, 13, pp. 141–153.
The Holy Bible: New Revised Standard Version (1989). Genesis 37.
The Qur'an. Surah Yusuf (12).
Williamson, T. (2000) Knowledge and Its Limits. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Zagzebski, L.T. (1996) Virtues of the Mind: An Inquiry into the Nature of Virtue and the Ethical Foundations of Knowledge. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
THE END
Y25/26

image1.png
PRIFYSGOL CYMRU

Y DRINDOD DEWI SANT

UNIVERSITY OF WALES

TRINITY SAINT DAVID




image2.jpeg




