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Knowledge is Not the Most General Factive Stative Attitude 
 
 
 
In Knowledge and Its Limits, Timothy Williamson conjectures that knowledge is the most general factive stative 

attitude.  According to this conjecture as Williamson formulates it, knowledge is the genus to which other 

factive stative attitudes, such as remembering, realizing, seeing, and hearing belong.  John Hyman [2014] 

quibbles: knowledge is instead the determinable of which other factive stative attitudes are determinates.  On either 

view, knowledge is a necessary condition for every factive stative attitude.  With the exception of Cesare 

Cozzo [2013], this conjecture has received strikingly little critical attention for being the main positive 

characterization of knowledge in the twenty-first century’s justly most influential book about knowledge.1  

In this note I will argue that knowledge is not a necessary condition for every factive stative attitude, and 

hence that both Williamson’s conjecture and Hyman’s substitute for it are false. 

My arguments against Williamson’s conjecture are all based on cases involving factive perceptual 

attitudes, such as seeing that something is the case or hearing that it is the case.  Williamson himself is very 

clear that some perceptual verbs denote factive stative attitudes.  His examples include ‘could feel’, ‘could 

hear’, and both ‘saw’ and ‘could see’.2  Each of these expressions satisfies the earmarks of what Williamson 

calls a factive mental state operator, or FMSO.  In each case, ‘S ’s that P’ entails P, so they are factive.  Each of 

these verbs also denotes a state, rather than a process, for which Williamson’s test is that the progressive tense 

is improper, so they are stative.  And each ascribes an attitude to a proposition.  Williamson’s thesis that 

knowledge is the most general factive stative attitude is the thesis that ‘knows’ is an FMSO, and that for every 

FMSO , ‘S ’s that P’ entails ‘S knows that P’. 

                                                           
1 Cozzo’s objection turns on a stipulative counterexample, ‘yig’, which is stipulated to carry the right entailment relations.  
Williamson would presumably object that ‘yig’ does not satisfy his condition of being semantically unanalyzable.  Cozzo anticipates 
this response, but his response turns on the claim that ‘knows’ is analyzed in terms of ‘yig’, which Williamson would also reject.  
My arguments in this paper are intended to be cleaner, but share Cozzo’s goal of taking on Williamson’s conjecture on its own 
terms, rather than by rejecting the idea that knowledge is a mental state. 
2 Note that Williamson focuses on ‘could feel’ and ‘could hear’ rather than ‘felt’ and ‘heard’, because the latter express, on at least 
one disambiguation, attitudes that are not factive.  For example, ‘Jack heard that Google stock was up’ is most naturally interpreted 
as reporting hearsay, rather than a perceptual relation, and as not being factive.  I will set these examples aside in what follows. 



Williamson also stipulates a fourth condition on FMSOs, that they be “semantically unanalyzable”.  

This stipulation is intended to rule out ‘believes truly’ and other artificial stipulated examples as FMSO’s, 

which would otherwise be counterexamples to the thesis.  So strictly speaking, one way to argue that 

knowledge is not the most general factive stative attitude is to argue that knowledge is semantically analyzable.  

Another way to argue against Williamson’s conjecture is to argue, following Fricker [2009], that knowledge 

is not a mental state.  But I will argue here that Williamson’s thesis is flawed, even if his views about the non-

analyzability of knowledge are correct and knowledge really is a mental state. 

My first argument is simple.  It goes like this: 

 
P1 Necessarily, if S knows that P, then S believes that P. 
P2 It is possible that S sees that P but does not believe that P. 
C Therefore, it is possible that S sees that P but does not know that P. 

 

Premise P1 of this argument is part of the philosophical orthodoxy about knowledge, and Williamson 

himself does not deny it.  Indeed, he takes great pains to explain how it could be true that knowledge entails 

belief, even if belief is not part of the analysis of knowledge.  On Williamson’s preferred view, belief is to be 

analyzed in terms of knowledge, rather than conversely, in a way to preserve this entailment.  Belief is a state 

that aims at knowledge.  So P1 is a good place for an argument to start.  I’ll return to the plausibility of P1 

and to Williamson’s attitude toward it at the close of this note. 

But premise P2 is also compelling.  I’ll give several kinds of example.  A first kind of example derives 

from the fact that perception represents many more things than we ever form beliefs about.  Suppose that 

you are walking to your lecture, consumed with an obscure question about Kant interpretation.  You pass a 

classroom with an open door, and see that the door is open, but since you are preoccupied with Kant, you 

do not form a belief that the door is open.  You may remember nothing about the door a moment later, as 

with most things that you see but do not attend to.  Or alternatively, if pressed a few minutes later, you may 

be able to imaginatively rehearse your walk down the hallway, and come to realize then that you saw that the 

door was open.  Either way, at the time that you see that the door is open, you do not believe that the door 

is open. 

What makes examples like this one possible, as I have noted, is that perception represents many more 

things than we ever attend to or are recorded as beliefs.  It follows from this that such examples are not only 

possible, but they are ubiquitous.  Even now, as you read this note, you see that many things are the case 

without believing them to be the case.  A second kind of example in support of premise P2 is also ubiquitous.  

It turns on the observation that it takes time to form a belief.  Even if you believe everything that you see, you 



see it first. This is a simple consequence of the fact that we are finite creatures with limited cognitive capacities, 

or more prosaically, that the neural realizers of belief are at least partly downstream from the neural realizers 

of perceptual states.   

There is also a third, epistemologically important, kind of case that supports P2.  In the two kinds 

of cases that I have surveyed so far, it is rational for a subject to believe what she sees, but she doesn’t – either 

simply not yet, because too few milliseconds have elapsed for the proper neural signals to travel, or because 

she is attending to something else and can’t form beliefs about everything.  But it is also possible for a subject 

to see that P and not believe that P, because even though she sees that P, it is not rational for her to believe 

that P.  This happens, I believe, in cases of subjective perceptual defeat.   

If you rationally but falsely believe that you are wearing rose-colored glasses, then even if you see 

that there is something red in front of you, it is not rational for you to believe that there is something red in 

front of you.  If you were wearing rose-colored glasses, then you would not count as seeing that there is 

something red in front of you.  But you are not really wearing rose-colored glasses – you just rationally believe 

that you are.  So you really do see that there is something red in front of you.  But if you are rational in such 

a case, you will not believe that there really is something red in front of you.  So cases of subjective perceptual 

defeat are cases in which it is not even rational to believe what you see. 

You might doubt whether someone who believes that she is wearing rose-colored glasses can really 

count as seeing that there is something red in front of her.  So suppose that you are in this case – you are 

looking at something red, it looks red to you in the normal way, but because you are wearing rose-colored 

glasses, you suspend belief.  I ask you if there is something red in front of you, and you say that you aren’t 

sure.  Bewildered by this answer, I point out that you are wearing perfectly good glasses and looking right at 

them in good lighting.  You take off your glasses and realize that the lenses are clear.  You say, ‘Oh!  I saw 

that it was red, but since I thought that I was wearing rose-colored glasses, I didn’t trust my eyesight.’  The 

appropriateness of this report supports the view that you really did see that there was something red in front 

of you.  In contrast, the following, alternative, report does not sound so good: ‘Oh!  I couldn’t see that it was 

red, because I thought that I was wearing rose-colored glasses.’  So I conclude that subjective defeasibility 

does not undermine seeing something to be the case. 

This allows us to construct a second argument: 

 
P3 Necessarily, if S knows that P, then it is rational for S to believe that P. 
P4 It is possible that S sees that P but it is not rational for S to believe that P. 
C Therefore, it is possible that S sees that P but does not know that P. 

 



The case of subjective perceptual defeat supports premise P4 as well as premise P2.  But our second argument 

does not rely on premise P1.  It relies instead on premise P3.  But premise P3 is also independently 

compelling.  I noted above that Williamson does not deny premise P1.  But Williamson positively affirms 

premise P3.  According to Williamson [2013], the only rational norm governing belief is to believe only 

what you know.  But from this, P3 follows.   

Of course, Williamson’s grounds for accepting P3 would lead him to reject my example in support 

of P4.  Because he holds that belief is rational just in case it is knowledge, he would deny that it is possible 

to rationally but falsely believe that you are wearing rose-colored glasses.  Still, even on this view, you could 

believe that it is 99% likely that you are wearing rose-colored glasses.  But if this is what you believe, then it 

is not plausibly rational for you to believe that there is something red in front of you, given only your visual 

experience as evidence.  So my second argument survives.  Moreover, even if it is not irrational to believe that 

there is something red in front of you in this case, it is certainly intelligible for a cautious believer to suspend 

belief in such a case.  So this case can still be used to support P2 of my original argument. 

Moreover, cases of subjective perceptual defeat support a stronger conclusion.  So far I have been 

arguing only that seeing does not entail knowing.  But it is compatible with this thesis, that seeing does entail 

being in a position to know.  But necessarily, if you are in a position to know that P, then it is rational for you 

to believe that P.  This assumption is at least as compelling as premise P3.  So cases of subjective perceptual 

defeat show that seeing does not even entail being in a position to know. 

In Knowledge and Its Limits, Williamson briefly entertains the possibility that someone might deny that 

seeing entails believing, or that seeing entails rationality of (he says, ‘justification for’) belief, citing Steup 

[1992].  Here is what he says: 

 
However, such cases put more pressure on the link between knowing and believing or having 
justification than they do on the link between perceiving or remembering and knowing.  If 
you really do see that it is raining, which is not simply to see the rain, then you know that it 
is raining; seeing that A is a way of knowing that A [2000, 38]. 

 

Here Williamson is saying that he finds it more plausible to reject my premises P1 and P3 than to reject the 

view that knowledge is the most general factive stative attitude or that seeing counts as a factive stative attitude.  

But other than simply asserting his view, he gives no reasons why it is more plausible than either P1 or P3, 

and he goes on to devote much ingenuity to making sense of both P1 and P3.  This is hard to understand if 

Williamson does not find P1 and P3 to be at least prima facie compelling. 



We should allow that there is something in common between perceptual factive stative attitudes, and we 

can allow that Williamson may even be right about many of its features – perhaps it requires safety and 

satisfies margin-for-error principles, and perhaps it is a distinctive psychological state that is not shared with 

hallucinations or illusions.  Perhaps it is even a necessary condition, in order to have the kind of evidence 

that we need in order to have knowledge.  Perhaps, in short, Williamson is right about almost everything.  

But this state is not knowledge.3 
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