AS Philosophy Assignment 2

“Waiter, there’s a fly in my soup!”

“I don’t believe there is, sir.”

“I’m sorry, but I know there is.”

What does the diner mean when he says, “I know there is”?

What is the difference between belief and knowledge?

You might like to include some or all of the following suggestions in your answer :

1 This is an example of a posteriori knowledge. It is an empirical question, not a logical question, whether there is a fly in the soup.


2 Knowledge traditionally has a three-fold (tripartite) definition : it is BELIEF, the belief is TRUE and the belief is VALIDLY OBTAINED (or, obtained by a VALID PATHWAY).


3 Belief can be defined in many ways – in all of them it is when you have some kind of picture, expectation or description in your mind, consciously or subconsciously, which you hold as corresponding to reality. That makes it different from imagination, which you don’t hold as corresponding to reality.

The sum of your beliefs is your picture or description of the real world, as you see it, whether or not all the beliefs are conscious. 

Philosophers very often treat beliefs as PROPOSITIONS which you hold as corresponding to the world. It is much easier to do philosophy and make arguments with propositions than with pictures &c.!

This is all very difficult to describe. But it is easy to give an example. “I believe there is a fly in the soup” means that in my mind the proposition “there is a fly in the soup” has the truth value T. In my mind, “there is not a fly in the soup” has the truth value F.


4 A belief is true if the proposition does, indeed, have the truth value T. In my mind, the proposition “she loves me” may have the truth value T, but in reality it may have the truth value F. Sad really. 

This is a CORRESPONDENCE theory of truth. It is far and away the easiest to describe.

There are alternative theories of truth. One is a COHERENCE theory. This does not assume an objective reality – it counts as true beliefs which are entirely consistent with all the other beliefs I have. When two of my beliefs are inconsistent, I must count one of them false. It is a more sophisticated but less natural way of looking at things. Normally, most people, whether they admit it or not, think there is a real world out there and it is like something and not like something else – i.e., propositions have defined truth values. Note : in the exam, if you happen to hold some sophisticated theory of truth, make sure you can describe and defend it well. If you can’t, then at least make sure the examiner knows you understand the simpler, correspondence, theory and then add something like : ‘I am not convinced a correspondence theory of truth is correct, but I find it very hard to describe and defend this intuition’. 


5 A VALIDLY OBTAINED true belief is one obtained through an unbroken, valid pathway. For most people, looking in the soup and seeing a fly is valid, providing, of course, they are not on drugs or partially sighted. 

In this case, if the diner is blind, the waiter might well say, ‘How do you know there is a fly in your soup, sir’. The waiter may himself see that there is a fly in the soup, so he knows the belief is true, but he may still think the diner doesn’t know it, as the diner cannot see it. The diner may reply, ‘I know there is a fly in my soup, sir, because I just drank the soup and took a fly into my mouth. Thereupon, sir, I spat the fly, sir, back into the bowl. Sir.’

‘But how do you know it was a fly, sir?’.

‘I felt it buzzing and moving on my tongue. Sir’.

Seeing is a valid way of obtaining knowledge. Feeling is a valid way of obtaining knowledge. For some people, if it always works, extra sensory perception may be a valid way of obtaining knowledge. 

If the diner says, ‘I know there is a fly in my soup because I read about flies in soup yesterday in a magazine’, then he does not have a valid way of obtaining this information. Even if he happens to be correct, it is by chance. 


6 You might like to quote more of those special cases where a belief is true but not validly held. Here is a possibly silly example (the examiners will not mind imaginative, silly examples, if they make your point) :

Supposing your dog wakes you up one night by barking and you say to him : ‘Rover, you may think it’s the morning but I happen to know it is the middle of the night because it is pitch black’. Actually, it is the middle of the night but it is not pitch black. You went blind during the night and you can’t see anymore. In fact, the light is on, because you forgot to turn it off when you went to bed.

You are right – it is the middle of the night. You have a true belief.

But your belief is not obtained by a valid pathway, as you would think it was the middle of the night even if it were morning, as you are now blind. 


7 Finally, if you want to be really good, you might say that knowledge does not necessarily imply certainty. You don’t give a probability to your beliefs all the time. You just believe things. End of story. If you believe something, and it is true, and you believe it for a good (valid) reason, then you know it. Who mentioned ‘certainty’?

