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1. Introduction
Since the publication of Timothy Williamson’s Knowledge and its Limits, knowledge-first
epistemology has become increasingly influential within epistemology.1 This paper discusses the
viability of the knowledge-first program. It has two main parts. In the first part, I briefly present
knowledge-first epistemology (Section 2) as well as several big picture reasons for concern about
this program (Section 3). While these considerations are pressing, I concede that they are not
conclusive. To determine the viability of knowledge-first epistemology will require philosophers
to carefully evaluate the individual theses endorsed by knowledge-first epistemologists as well as
to compare it with alternative packages of views. In the second part of the paper, I contribute to
this evaluation by considering a specific thesis endorsed by many knowledge-first
epistemologists – the knowledge norm of assertion. According to this norm, roughly speaking,
one should assert that p only if one knows that p. I present and motivate this thesis (Section 4). I
then turn to a familiar concern with the norm: In many cases, it is intuitively appropriate for
someone who has a strongly justified belief that p, but who doesn't know that p, to assert that p.
Proponents of the knowledge norm of assertion typically explain away our judgments about such
cases by arguing that the relevant assertion is improper but that the subject has an excuse and is
therefore not blameworthy for making the assertion (Section 5). I argue that that this response
*
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will not work (Section 6). In many of the problem cases, it is not merely that the subject’s
assertion is blameless. Rather, the subject positively ought to make the assertion. Appealing to an
excuse cannot be used to adequately explain this fact. (Nor can we explain this fact by appealing
to some other, quite different, consideration.) Finally, I conclude by briefly considering whether
we should replace the knowledge norm of assertion with an alternative norm (Section 7). I argue
that the most plausible view is that there is no norm specifically tied to assertion.

2. Knowledge-First Epistemology
Knowledge-first epistemology was originally developed as a reaction to the post-Gettier attempts
to provide a conceptual analysis of the concept of knowledge. Gettier (1963) famously argued
against analyzing knowledge as justified true belief. In doing so, he provided cases in which a
subject had a justified true belief that did not count as knowledge.2 Gettier’s paper led to a long
series of papers proposing new analyses of knowledge – the no false lemmas view, the no
undefeated defeater view, casual theories, sensitivity theories, and many others.3 Each of these
proposed analyses were subject to further counterexamples. As time went on, proposed analyses
grew increasingly baroque and ad hoc. As Williamson (2013, p. 2) writes, the program of
providing an analysis of knowledge displayed the “signs of a degenerating research program”.
The repeated failure of the post-Gettier literature to provide a successful analysis of the
concept of knowledge suggested that we should perhaps take the concept of knowledge to be
unanalyzable. Indeed, since the force of the counterexamples did not turn on whether the
2
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proposed accounts were intended to provide conceptual analyses of the concept of knowledge or
metaphysical reductions of the state of knowing,4 there was also some impetus in favor of taking
the state of knowing to be irreducible (or, at least, to not be reducible along the lines of anything
like the “traditional” justified true belief account).
Once it is claimed that knowledge is unanalyzable and irreducible (in anything like the
traditional way), we have a new primitive to deploy. We can try to put this primitive to work in
providing conceptual analyses and metaphysical reductions. For instance, instead of analyzing
the concept of knowledge in terms of the concept of belief and the concept of justification, one
might try to analyze the concept of belief and the concept of justification in terms of the concept
of knowledge. Alternatively, or in addition, one might try to reduce the cognitive state of
believing and the epistemic status of being justified to the state of knowing. One might try to go
further and relate knowledge to other epistemic notions, such as inquiry and evidence. One might
go still further and relate knowledge to non-epistemic notions, such as deliberation, assertion,
and action.
Knowledge-first epistemology is the result of going down this intellectual path.
Proponents of knowledge-first epistemology endorse the claim that knowledge is unanalyzable
and irreducible (in anything like the traditional way).5 But they go much further than this. They
suggest that epistemology (and perhaps the philosophy of mind) should be reoriented with
knowledge at its base. Much of our mental lives – our cognitive states and their epistemic
statuses – and our behavior – actions, assertions, and their assessment – should be understood in
4
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terms of knowledge. How exactly this should go varies from theorist to theorist. But what
doesn’t vary among knowledge-first epistemologists is the endorsement of the claim that
knowledge is of fundamental importance to the understanding of our mental lives – it is an
“unexplained explainer”.6
Knowledge-first epistemology, then, shouldn’t be understood as a single thesis or
package of theses. Rather it is what we might call a “program”. To be a knowledge-first
epistemologist requires endorsing the claims that the concept of knowledge is unanalyzable and
that the state of knowing is irreducible (in anything like the traditional way). But it also requires
taking a certain stance – treating knowledge as being of first importance, and trying to put the
concept of knowledge and the state of knowing to use in doing significant philosophical work.7
There are many specific theses that are endorsed by individual knowledge-first
epistemologists. They concern the concept of knowledge and its relation to other concepts; the
metaphysics of the state of knowing and its relation to other cognitive states and epistemic
statuses; normative connections between knowledge, assertion, and action; the purpose of
cognition and communication; and much else besides. Being a knowledge-first epistemologist
does not require that one endorse any specific collection of these theses. But knowledge-first
epistemologists will typically endorse many such theses. In particular, knowledge-first
epistemologists will typically endorse many of the following theses (or variants thereof):8
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Concepts
 The concept of belief (and the concepts of other cognitive states) can be analyzed in
terms of the concept of knowledge. For instance, perhaps believing that p can be analyzed
as treating p as if one knows it.
 The concept of justification (and the concepts of other epistemic statuses) can be
analyzed in terms of the concept of knowledge. For instance, perhaps having a justified
belief that p can be analyzed as either knowing that p or having a belief that p that would
have been knowledge had the world cooperated.
Psychology
 Normal human subjects acquire the concept of knowledge before they acquire the
concept of belief or the concept of justification.
Metaphysics
 The knowledge relation is a metaphysically privileged relation. In the terminology of
Lewis (1983), it is “perfectly natural”. Alternatively, the knowledge relation is more
natural than any other cognitive relation (such as the belief relation) or epistemic property
(such as being justified).
 Belief and other cognitive states can be characterized in terms of the state of knowing.
 Justification and other epistemic statuses can be characterized in terms of the state of
knowing.
 The characterization of belief in terms of knowledge is part of the essence of belief. It
provides the real definition of belief. (And similarly for other cognitive states.)
 The characterization of justification in terms of knowledge is part of the essence of
justification. It provides the real definition of justification. (And similarly for other
epistemic statuses.)
 Seeing that p, remembering that p, and understanding that p each entail knowing that p.
More generally, knowing is the most general propositional attitude that is factive and that
constitutes a mental state.
Behavior
 In predications, explanations, and rationalizations of a subject’s behavior, one should
appeal to the subject’s knowledge and not merely to the subject’s beliefs.
Connections within Epistemology
 A subject’s total evidence is all and only the propositions that the subject knows.
 Knowledge terminates inquiry. Knowing that p (or knowing that it is not the case that p)
closes the question of whether p.
Normative Connections
 Knowledge norm of assertion: One ought to assert that p only if one knows that p.
 Knowledge norm of reasoning: One ought to use the proposition that p as a premise in
practical or theoretical reasoning only if one knows that p.
 Knowledge norm of belief: One ought to believe that p only if one knows that p.
 Knowledge norm of action: One ought to act as if p only if one knows that p.
5




The knowledge norm of assertion uniquely characterizes assertion from among the
speech acts. (And similarly for the other normative connections.)
The real definition of assertion is that it is the speech act that obeys the knowledge norm.
(And similarly for the other normative connections.)

Teleology
 The central purpose of cognition is to generate knowledge.9
 The central purpose of communication is to transmit and pool knowledge.10
 Belief aims at knowledge.
Meaning and Reference
 What one knows (or is in a position to know) in part determines the reference of one’s
linguistic and mental representations.
Philosophical Methodology
 Epistemology should primarily focus on issues concerning knowledge rather than
justified belief or rational credence.
 The philosophy of mind should primarily focus on issues concerning knowledge rather
than belief.
What motivates these theses (or variants thereof)? Many of these theses can be motivated
individually. For instance, since it will be the focus of the second half of this paper, consider the
knowledge norm of assertion. According to this thesis, one ought to assert that p only if one
knows that p. This thesis has been argued for in the following ways:11
(i)

(ii)
(iii)

When someone makes an assertion, it can be questioned by asking, “How do you
know that?” An assertion can be rejected by saying, “You don’t know that.” Requests
for answers to yes/no questions can be appropriately responded to with “I don’t
know.” And so forth. The best explanation of this body of data is provided by the
knowledge norm.
There is something inappropriate about asserting a Moorean paradoxical sentence of
the form “p but I don’t know that p.” The best explanation of this is provided by the
knowledge norm.
If one has merely statistical grounds for believing that someone who purchased a
ticket in a lottery is highly unlikely to win, it is inappropriate to tell them, “You’re not
going to win”. The best explanation of this is provided by the knowledge norm
combined with the claim that subjects cannot know lottery propositions on merely
statistical grounds.12
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Beyond the individual motivations for these theses, there is a more general motivation – the
theses “hang together” nicely. Taken as a whole, they provide an attractively tidy theoretical
account of mental life, with knowledge at its center. A central purpose of cognition is the
generation of knowledge. When all goes well, our beliefs count as knowledge. In our theoretical
and practical reasoning, we reason from premises that we know. In communication, we exchange
knowledge with others. We act on what we know. And so on. That’s what happens when things
are going (very) well. Of course, things don’t always go so well. Sometimes we have “mere
beliefs” – beliefs that don’t count as knowledge. Sometimes our mere beliefs are justified,
sometimes not. We can explain what mere beliefs are and what justification is in terms of
knowledge. We can explain what it is for a course of reasoning or an assertion to be improper in
terms of knowledge. And so on. The simplicity and elegance of this picture provides us with
reason to endorse it.

3. …and its Limits
As attractive as this picture is, there are reasons for concern. In this section, I present three bigpicture worries for knowledge-first epistemology. While they are not conclusive, they do provide
reasons to be uneasy about the program.
The first worry stems from the post-Gettier literature. Proponents of knowledge-first
epistemology argue that the post-Gettier literature shows that the concept of knowledge is
unanalyzable and that the state of knowing is irreducible. I’m sympathetic to this view. But they
also argue for the central importance of knowledge in our mental lives. My view is that the postGettier literature illustrates that this is a mistake.13
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Consider some Gettier-style case in which a subject has a justified true belief that is not
knowledge. For instance, here is a version of an example originally due to Russell (1912):
Suppose that Jones wonders what time it is and briefly glances at his trusty wall clock. Suppose
that the clock reads “2:05” and so Jones comes to believe that it is 2:05 pm. Suppose that it really
is 2:05 pm. However, suppose that, unbeknownst to Jones, the clock stopped exactly 12 hours
ago. In this case, Jones has a true belief that it is 2:05 pm. This belief is justified, since it is based
on good evidence that the time is 2:05 pm. But, intuitively, Jones’s belief does not count as
knowledge.
Thinking about this case, it seems clear that Jones is in a very good epistemic position.
His belief about the time is true. His belief fits the evidence that’s available to him. His belief
was formed on the basis of the evidence. If he acts on his belief about the time – rushing off
because he has a 2:15 pm appointment, say – he’ll be acting in a way that is appropriate given
the facts. He’ll be acting in a way that makes sense given his evidence. If he’s asked what time it
is and he asserts that its 2:05 pm, he’ll be asserting a truth. He’ll be asserting something that is
reasonable for him to assert given his evidence. And so on. In every sense that seems important,
Jones is doing quite well.
To be sure, Jones lacks knowledge. He doesn’t know what time it is. Put baldly like that,
it can sound like Jones is not in a great epistemic position, after all. But this strikes me as an
illusion due to how we talk – when we say things like “S doesn’t know what time it is”, we’re
typically trying to communicate that S is unsure, getting it wrong, or otherwise in some highly
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problematic state with regard to his view of the time.14 Focusing on the fact that Jones’s belief is
both true and justified, however, it doesn’t seem like Jones is missing anything important.
What this suggests is that knowledge is actually a rather marginal epistemic status. It is
important to have true beliefs so that we correctly represent the world. It is important to respect
the evidence and, more generally, to have justified beliefs (and rational credences). But it is
difficult for me to see that, in addition, it is important to have knowledge, too.
There are features of Jones’s belief that might seem problematic. It is lucky that Jones’s
belief turned out to be true. Jones’s belief about the time is bound up with his false belief that the
clock is in good working order. Jones’s belief was formed via an unreliable process – glancing at
a stopped clock.15 Jones’s belief is not safe in the sense that Jones could easily have come to
have a false belief about the time. And so on.
Nevertheless, these features of Jones’s belief do not make it any more problematic than
some genuine cases of knowledge. There are cases of knowledge that have similar features. For
instance, someone can win a History of the Dodo volume in a raffle and by reading it come to
believe that the first recorded mention of dodo birds was in 1598. This belief counts as
knowledge despite the element of luck involved. Someone can miscount the number of chairs in
a room as 11 (rather than 12), and then infer that the number of chairs in the room is less than 30.
The inferred belief counts as knowledge despite the fact that it is bound up with a false belief
about the exact number of chairs present. There are differences between the kind of luck
involved in Jones’s belief and the kind of luck involved in winning a raffle – it was lucky that
Jones’s belief was true whereas it was lucky that the raffle entrant came to have a belief about
14
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dodos at all.16 There are also differences between the way in which a false belief is bound up
with Jones’s belief about the time and the way in which a false belief is bound up with the chair
counter’s belief about there are fewer than 30 chairs. But it is difficult to see how anything of
serious epistemic significance could depend on these subtle differences.
The point is not specific to Russell’s clock case. The same holds true for other Gettierstyle cases. In all of these cases, when we focus on the details of the case, the fact that the subject
doesn’t count as knowing is of little intuitive significance. We’re used to talking in terms of
knowledge and treating knowledge as the most significant epistemic status. But this may be more
an accident of human language and psychology than a guide to the epistemological joints of
nature.
The second worry about knowledge-first epistemology can be raised by asking the
following questions: What could the state of knowing be such that it does everything that
proponents of knowledge-first epistemology suggest it does? How could there be a single kind of
state that plays all (or many) of the roles listed above? Proponents of knowledge-first
epistemology argue that the state of knowing is irreducible, and so cannot answer these questions
by providing a reductive account of knowing. But that does not mean that the questions are
illegitimate. Proponents of knowledge-first epistemology make the striking claim that there is a
single kind of state that plays very many different roles in our mental life. In supporting this
claim, they owe us some understanding of how this could be so. What is needed, then, is not a
reductive account, but some kind of picture that explains what knowledge is such that it can be
the unexplained explainer at the heart of our mental lives.

16
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There are pictures that could explain the centrality of knowledge to our mental lives. If
one of these pictures were attractive, that would buttress the case of knowledge-first
epistemologists. But if there were no attractive picture, that would seem to cast doubt on the
program of knowledge-first epistemology. The trouble, then, is this: Every picture that I can
envision that would explain the centrality of knowledge is grossly implausible.
Consider a broadly Cartesian picture of knowledge according to which knowledge entails
infallibility, indefeasibility, and rational certainty.17 Suppose, too, that we could always tell when
we had such knowledge. If it were possible for us to have a wide range of such Cartesian
knowledge, one could make sense of the centrality of knowledge in our mental lives.18 It would
be extremely important to generate such knowledge, communicate such knowledge, act on such
knowledge, and so forth.
Of course, this picture of knowledge is highly implausible.19 If knowledge were required
to conform to these constraints, we would have precious little, if any, knowledge. Perhaps some
of our beliefs in simple logical, mathematical, and conceptual truths are infallible, indefeasible,
and rationally certain. I suspect not, given that there can be rational disagreements even over
basic logical principles. But even if we could have some knowledge that satisfied the Cartesian
constraints, none of our everyday knowledge about ourselves or the world would count.
Alternatively, consider a picture of knowledge according to which knowledge entails
being in some intimate metaphysical relation with the relevant fact. Such a view could be
developed by analogy to a disjunctivist view of perception according to which perception
provides subjects with a distinctive kind of contact with objects in the world, at least in the “good
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case”.20 On the analogous picture of knowledge, in the “good case” of believing – that is,
knowing – subjects have a distinctive kind of metaphysical contact with the fact that p. Such a
picture of knowledge might be able to explain the central importance of knowledge to our mental
life, at least if we could explain what “contact” comes to and why having contact of this sort is
itself so important. (We’d also need to explain why having a true belief or a justified true belief
doesn’t entail having contact with the relevant fact.) Yet, this picture is implausible, too.
Consider some of the many different ways in which one can gain knowledge. For instance, one
can gain knowledge by testimony. If knowledge entails a distinctive kind of contact with the
facts, the picture presumably would be that when a hearer gains knowledge by the testimony of
someone who knows, the speaker’s contact with the relevant fact is somehow transmitted to the
hearer along with the belief in the relevant proposition. This seems incredible. Similarly, one can
gain knowledge by inductive reasoning. Again, it is difficult to believe that an inductive
inference can yield some kind of intimate metaphysical relation to the truth of the conclusion,
even given an intimate metaphysical relation to the truth of the premises.21 How could it be that
being in contact (whatever that is) with assorted facts about the nearby environment can put us in
contact with facts about distant locations? How could it be that being in contact with assorted
facts about the present and recent past can put us in contact with facts about the distant future?22
Given that these pictures of knowledge are implausible, it is difficult to see how else to
explain the multifarious roles that knowledge plays in our mental lives according to knowledge-
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first epistemology. This is not to say that knowledge-first epistemologists don’t have arguments
for their claims – they have provided a battery of arguments in support of their individual theses,
and there is a nice theoretical unity to the combination of their views. But in the absence of an
attractive picture that illuminates how it could be that there is a cognitive state that can
simultaneously play all the roles that knowledge is supposed to play, there is reason for concern.
The third worry about knowledge-first epistemology stems from the diversity of our
cognitive lives. There are many different kinds of cognitive states beyond outright belief.23 For
instance, there are conditional beliefs. There are degrees of confidence. There are assumptions,
presuppositions, hypotheses, speculations, hunches, guesses, expectations, convictions, and so
on. If part of knowledge-first epistemology is to characterize all of these cognitive states in terms
of knowledge, that strikes me as a tall order. Similarly, there are positive epistemic statuses
beyond justification and knowledge. For instance, there is wisdom. There are various kinds of
understanding. 24 There are specific intellectual virtues, such as open-mindedness and creativity.
If part of knowledge-first epistemology is to characterize all of these epistemic statuses in terms
of knowledge, that also strikes me as a tall order.
In a similar vein, in providing an account of our cognitive lives, one should not focus
entirely on beliefs and other cognitive states. There are also transitions between cognitive states.
These transitions are governed by rules of inference (and belief-forming methods more
generally). There are important epistemological questions about such transitions and rules. For
instance, one can look at a course of reasoning that yields an unjustified belief and ask where
exactly the mistake was made. Was one of the subject’s initial beliefs unjustified? Or did the lack
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of justification stem from an epistemic mistake in one of the subsequent transitions in thought? It
is difficult to see how these questions can be understood as ultimately concerning knowledge.
A knowledge-first epistemologist could, I suppose, claim that a transition between beliefs
is faulty if it is not the application of a rule of inference that preserves knowledge when the
world is cooperating. (This is analogous to the suggestion that a belief is justified if it is
knowledge or would have been knowledge had the world cooperated.) But this proposal faces
two difficulties. First, we need an account of what it is for the world to cooperate. Second, and
more importantly, there is a kind of Euthyphro problem here. It is plausible that a rule of
inference preserves knowledge in part because it doesn’t involve any mistake. It is less plausible
that a rule of inference doesn’t involve a mistake because it preserves knowledge. This suggests
that there is a more fundamental epistemic status than knowledge – namely, whether a rule of
inference involves an epistemic mistake.
The diversity of our cognitive lives – involving many different kinds of cognitive states,
many different epistemic statuses, and including transitions and rules of inference – suggests that
the attractively tidy account provided by knowledge-first epistemologists may be a bit too tidy an
account.
I should concede that these worries are not conclusive. (Indeed, I suspect that knowledgefirst epistemologists won’t be strongly moved by them.) There may be responses to each of
them. And, even if there aren’t, other considerations in favor of knowledge-first epistemology
may outweigh the worries. All I would like to claim here is that these considerations provide
reasons for concern about the program of knowledge-first epistemology.
To fully determine the viability of the knowledge-first approach will require philosophers
to carefully evaluate the specific theses endorsed by knowledge-first epistemologists and to
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determine their costs and benefits. It will also require philosophers to compare knowledge-first
epistemology with alternative packages of views. In this, I agree with Williamson (2013, pp. 6–
7), who writes, “In the long run, knowledge-first epistemology … should be judged by its
fruitfulness as a research program, compared to its competitors.” Indeed, I expect that any
verdict on knowledge-first epistemology will only emerge over the next few decades.
In the remainder of this paper, I would like to contribute to the evaluation of knowledgefirst epistemology by considering a thesis endorsed by many of its proponents (as well as by
other philosophers) – the knowledge norm of assertion. According to this thesis, roughly
speaking, one should assert that p only if one knows that p. In what follows, I’ll be focusing on a
relatively fine-grained issue. There is a popular line of objection to the norm: In many cases, it
seems appropriate for someone who has a strongly justified belief that p, but who doesn't know
that p, to assert that p. Proponents of the knowledge norm of assertion typically explain away our
judgments about such cases by arguing that the relevant assertion is improper but that the subject
is not blameworthy for making the assertion because the subject possesses an excuse. In what
follows, I will argue that this response to the objection doesn’t work. My discussion will not, of
course, conclusively show that knowledge-first epistemology faces serious trouble. Indeed, it
won’t even conclusively show that the knowledge norm of assertion is unacceptable. But it puts
pressure on the knowledge norm of assertion, and derivatively on the program of knowledge-first
epistemology.
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4. The Knowledge Norm of Assertion
Roughly speaking, the knowledge norm of assertion is as follows: One ought not to assert that p
unless one knows that p. In other words, there is something improper about asserting what one
doesn’t know to be true.25
As stated above, there are several different motivations that have been put forward in
support of this norm – for instance, it is appropriate to respond to an assertion by asking the
speaker “how do you know?”, it is inappropriate to assert claims of the form “p and I don’t know
that p”, and it is inappropriate to assert lottery propositions believed on merely statistical
grounds. To this we could add another, bigger picture, line of thought: A central purpose of
communication is to transmit and pool knowledge. It is therefore important that there be a speech
act tied to the transmission of knowledge. This speech act is assertion. This explains why an
assertion of something that one does not know counts as improper.26
The statement of the knowledge norm of assertion above is somewhat rough. There are
many choice points in developing a specific thesis. Here are a few of them:
First, what is the particular normative status that appears in the knowledge norm? Must
subjects make assertions only if they have the relevant knowledge? Or, instead, ought subjects to
make assertions only if they have the relevant knowledge? Do they have reason not to make an
assertion if they lack the relevant knowledge? Are they criticizable for asserting when they lack
knowledge? Do they lack the authority to make an assertion when they lack knowledge? Or is
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Versions of the knowledge norm of assertion have been defended by Unger (1975), Slote (1979), Williamson
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(2008), Turri (2010), Benton (2011), and Blaauw (2012). See McGlynn (2014) for detailed discussion.
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some other normative status at issue?27 In what follows, to use neutral terminology, I’ll ask about
whether an assertion is “proper” or “improper”.
Second, is knowledge meant to be necessary or both necessary and sufficient for the
propriety of an assertion? For simplicity, I’ll assume that the knowledge norm states a necessary
condition.28 So far as I can tell, nothing in what follows will hang on this.
Third, does the norm directly target the propriety of the assertion or the propriety of the
assertor? That is, does the norm state that there is something wrong with an assertion that is not
based on knowledge or that there is something wrong with the person making the assertion? The
prevailing view seems to be that the norm directly targets the propriety of the assertion rather
than the assertor. (In the literature, the norm is often stated as a claim about assertors, but this
seems mainly to be for presentational convenience.) I find this somewhat puzzling – the
intuitions that are used to motivate the norm seem to involve judgments about the relevant
assertor and not merely the assertion. But so far as I can tell, nothing in what follows will hang
on this, either.
Fourth, what kind of normativity is at issue in the knowledge norm? Is it epistemic,
moral, pragmatic, conventional (perhaps like the rules of etiquette or of spelling), a distinctively
representational or communicative kind of normativity, or “plain vanilla” normativity (if there is
such a thing)? One might think that the relevant kind of normativity must be epistemic since
knowledge is, after all, an epistemic notion. But this is a mistake – one can have an epistemic
requirement built into a non-epistemic norm. (Compare: an epistemic requirement can be built
into a legal norm or into the rules of a game.) A better thought to have here is that the knowledge
norm of assertion flows from the function or purpose of the practice of assertion. The kind of
27
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normativity at issue in the knowledge norm depends on what this function or purpose is. For
instance, on one view, the central function of the practice of assertion is to enable the
transmission and pooling of knowledge. Since this is an epistemic function, the relevant kind of
normativity is epistemic. This is perhaps the most plausible view for a knowledge-first
epistemologist to take. However, one could instead motivate a knowledge norm starting with the
claim that the central function of assertion is to enable agents to coordinate with one another.
This would support a moral or pragmatic kind of normativity. And other options are live
possibilities, too.
Fifth, does the norm govern assertions by ordinary subjects or does it first-and-foremost
govern assertions by idealized subjects? Here’s an analogy that may help to make this contrast
more salient: Probabilists typically argue that probabilistic coherence is a norm of rational
credence. But this norm is usually understood as a constraint that in the first instance governs
ideal reasoners. How this norm ends up bearing on ordinary reasoners turns out to be a delicate
matter. What should we say about the knowledge norm of assertion? The prevailing view here
seems to be that the norm applies to all assertions, whether by ordinary or idealized subjects.
Sixth, is the knowledge norm of assertion a fundamental norm? Or is it grounded in some
more basic norm or norms (together with some descriptive facts)? For instance, is the knowledge
norm of assertion somehow grounded in the knowledge norm of action?
Seventh, and finally, what exactly is the connection between the norm and assertion?
Does the knowledge norm of assertion uniquely characterize the speech act of assertion out of all
of the speech acts? Is it an analytic truth about assertion? Is it an essential feature of assertion?
Does it provide the real definition of assertion? Williamson (2000) suggests that the knowledge
norm is constitutive of assertion. On this view, the knowledge norm of assertion is analogous to a
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rule of a game. One counts as playing a game just in case (and by virtue of the fact that) one is
subject to the rules of the game. Analogously, one counts as making an assertion just in case (and
by virtue of the fact that) one is subject to the knowledge norm.29
Different answers to these questions generate different candidate knowledge norms of
assertion. So far as I can tell, the differences between these candidate norms will largely be
irrelevant to the discussion that follows. (There are exceptions: It will be important that the
knowledge norm applies to ordinary subjects and not merely to idealized subjects. The
distinction between the norm targeting the assertion or the assertor will also turn out to be
relevant.)
What should we think about the knowledge norm of assertion, however it is developed?
There is an obvious objection to the norm, one that has loomed large in the literature: In many
cases, an assertion that p can be proper if the assertor has a strongly justified belief that p, even if
the assertor doesn’t know that p.30
Consider a Gettier-style case, such as the case of Jones and the stopped clock. Suppose
that Jones glances at the clock and is then immediately asked the time. Suppose that Jones
answers that it is 2:05 pm. Intuitively, Jones’s assertion is proper despite the fact that he doesn’t
know that it is 2:05 pm. (Moreover, Jones’s assertion seems just as proper as it would have been
had he genuinely known that it is 2:05 pm.) And similarly for other Gettier-style cases.
Indeed, there are many cases in which an assertion that p seems proper if the assertor has
a strongly justified belief that p, even if the belief is false. For instance, suppose that Smith has
strong evidence that the fastest way to get to Thayer Street from a certain location is to make a
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See Maitra (2011) and Johnson (2017) for objections to the analogy between the knowledge norm of assertion and
the rules of a game.
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Versions of this objection appear in Douven (2006), Hill and Schechter (2007), Lackey (2007), Brown (2008),
Koethe (2009), Kvanvig (2009), Gerken (2011), and McKinnon (2013). See McGlynn (2014) for discussion.

19

right on Benefit Street and then a left on Waterman Street. (Suppose that Smith lives in the area
and knows the streets well.) When asked by someone “What’s the fastest way for me to get to
Thayer from here right now?”, it is intuitively proper for Smith to respond by asserting “The
fastest way for you to get to Thayer is to make a right on Benefit and then a left on Waterman.”
This is so even if, unbeknownst to Smith, Benefit Street is currently closed to traffic due to an
unexpected problem with a water main. The fact that Smith’s belief is false does not intuitively
make his assertion improper.31
One can push this general line of objection still further. In many cases, an assertion that p
can be proper if the assertor believes that p, even if the belief is unjustified.32 For example,
suppose that Robinson strongly believes that there is life on Europa on the basis of wishful
thinking. (In case it matters, we can suppose that Robinson does not believe that his belief that
there is life on Europa is at all defective.) Suppose that Robinson is asked “Is there life
somewhere other than the Earth?” Suppose that Robinson responds “Yes, there is life on
Europa.” I maintain that Robinson’s assertion is proper. Since Robinson believes that there is life
on Europa, it is not improper for Robinson to say so. Indeed, if Robinson has no reason to avoid
answering the question or to try to mislead his interlocutor, Robinson positively ought to assert
that there is life on Europa.
Of course, there is something wrong with Robinson – he has an unjustified belief. But the
fact that his belief is unjustified does not entail that his assertion is improper. That’s a different
matter.
One might think that there is a straightforward way to see that my claim about the
propriety of Robinson’s assertion is false. In particular, one might draw an analogy between
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For a similar case, see McKinnon (2013), p. 122.
This claim is not widely endorsed in the literature.
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assertion and belief. According to this line of thought, assertion is the outer acceptance of a claim
and believing is the inner acceptance of a claim.33 Now consider a case of inference from
unjustified beliefs. For instance, suppose that a thinker has unjustified beliefs in p and in if p then
q. Suppose that the thinker comes to believe that q by competently performing a Modus Ponens
inference. The thinker’s belief that q will (typically) be unjustified. By analogy, one might think,
if a subject’s belief that p is unjustified and hence epistemically improper, and the subject asserts
that p based on this belief, the assertion will also be improper. Just as the impropriety of a belief
can be inherited from the impropriety of the beliefs that it is inferred from, so too can the
impropriety of an assertion be inherited from the impropriety of the belief that it is based on. Or
so goes the line of thought.
This line of thought, however, is mistaken. Belief is not analogous to assertion. Believing
is a state and assertion is an action. The right analogy is not between asserting that p and
believing that p. It is between asserting that p and coming to believe that p.34 And, once we see
that, the case of a competent inference from unjustified premises actually tells in the other
direction. If a thinker comes to believe that q by competently performing a Modus Ponens
inference from unjustified premises, the output belief will be unjustified. But the forming of the
belief that q – the Modus Ponens inference itself – is not improper. The inference itself does not
inherit any impropriety from the impropriety of its inputs. Given that the thinker strongly
believes that p and that if p then q, and given that the question of whether q is salient, the thinker
positively ought to draw the inference and form the belief that q. True, the thinker is in an
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Is there something tied to assertion to which believing is analogous? Perhaps we could say that in making an
assertion, an assertor undertakes a kind of commitment. Then we could say that believing is analogous not to
assertion but to assertoric commitment. I’m not sure this is correct. But even if it is, my topic concerns the norms
governing assertion, not the norms governing assertoric commitment.
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epistemically problematic state. But the mistake wasn’t in the inference to q. The mistake was in
believing that p and that if p then q to begin with.
The analogous is true for Robinson. Robinson’s assertion that there is life on Europa is
not improper. Robinson’s belief that there is life on Europa is unjustified. But the act of asserting
that there is life on Europa does not inherit any impropriety from the belief that it is based on.
Given that Robinson strongly believes that there is life on Europa, and given that Robinson has
no reason to avoid answering the question or to try to be misleading, Robinson positively ought
to make the assertion.
The cases of Jones, Smith, and Robinson tell against the knowledge norm of assertion. If
an assertion that p can be proper when the subject doesn’t know that p but has a justified true
belief that p, a justified false belief that p, or even an unjustified belief that p, then the knowledge
norm of assertion is false. Indeed, analogous problems face other proposed knowledge norms,
such as knowledge norms for reasoning, belief, and action.35 So there is a serious worry here for
proponents of knowledge norms.
Proponents of the knowledge norm of assertion (and other knowledge norms) are, of
course, aware of this issue. There is a standard response. In the next section, I will present this
response and examine some arguments for the claim that it cannot be made to work.

5. Excuses, Excuses
The intuition that an assertion can be appropriate in many cases where the assertor does
not have knowledge – but instead has a justified true belief (e.g., the case of Jones) or a justified
false belief (e.g., the case of Smith) – seems to be widely shared. In response to such problem
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There is no analogue of the case of Robinson that can be used against the knowledge norm of belief, but there are
analogues of the cases of Jones and Smith.

22

cases, the standard response is to explain away our intuitions. According to this response, in a
problem case, the relevant assertion is not, in fact, proper. Instead, our intuition that the assertion
is appropriate tracks a different normative feature. Although the assertion violated the norm
governing assertion, the assertor is blameless for this violation. This is because the assertor has
an excuse for the violation. Our intuition about the appropriateness of the assertion tracks
blamelessness, not propriety. This explains away our intuition about the case.36
It is worth saying just a bit about excuses here.37 Very generally, there are normative
constraints on action. When the norms are complied with, the action is proper.38 When the norms
are violated, the action is improper. However, it can happen that the relevant norms are not
complied with but the agent is not blameworthy for the violation. This is what happens when the
agent has a sufficient excuse. For example, suppose that I promised to pick up my friend from
the airport today. It is a norm on behavior that one must do what one has promised to do. If my
car unexpectedly (and through no fault of my own) breaks down while I am driving to the airport
and I’m unable to pick up my friend, I have violated the norm. But I am blameless in violating
the norm – through no fault of my own, it was impossible for me to comply with it. That my car
broke down excuses my violation.39
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See Williamson (2000), pp. 256-7, DeRose (2002), and Hawthorne and Stanley (2008). (DeRose uses a somewhat
different terminology – instead of talking about excuses, he talks about “secondary propriety”. I think this is merely
a terminological difference.) See Sutton (2007), p. 80, for an analogous response to challenges to the claim that
knowledge closes inquiry. See Littlejohn (forthcoming) and Williamson (forthcoming) for detailed presentations of
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More precisely, when the moral norms are complied with, the action is morally proper. When the prudential
norms are complied with, the action is prudentially proper. And so forth.
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There are two other categories of blameless norm violation that should be distinguished from having an excuse.
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might have strong moral grounds not to pick up my friend from the airport, such as if there was an emergency that
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What could be the excuse for violating the knowledge norm of assertion in the case of
Jones or Smith? There are several options. One could point to any (or several) of the following
facts as excusing the norm violation: The assertor reasonably believes the asserted proposition.
The assertor reasonably believes that she knows the asserted proposition. In asserting the
proposition, the assertor was trying to comply with the norm that governs assertion. The assertor
is generally disposed to comply with the norm governing assertion, and the assertion was an
exercise of the underlying categorical basis of that disposition. It is through no fault of the
assertor that the assertion violates the norm. The assertor reasonably believes that it is highly
likely that the she is complying with the norm. And so forth.
There are several concerns with this general line of response that appear in the literature.
For instance, Gerken (2011) argues against versions of the excuse response where the assertor
has an excuse because she reasonably believes that she knows the proposition asserted. Gerken
points out that it requires significant cognitive sophistication to believe that one knows
something. Presumably, someone in a Gettier-style case or a case of a justified false belief could
lack the sophistication required to have such a belief. Nevertheless, intuitively, if such a person
asserted the proposition she justifiably believed, the assertion would be appropriate.
There are two main ways an advocate of the excuse response could try to avoid this
concern. First, one could identify the excuse not with the fact that the subject reasonably believes
that she knows the relevant proposition, but with something less cognitively sophisticated. For
instance, one could say all that is required is that the subject’s evidence be sufficiently strong to
make a belief that she knows the proposition reasonable, even if the subject is incapable of
forming that belief. Similarly, one could identify the excuse with the fact that the subject
reasonably believes the proposition or with the fact that her assertion is the exercise of the
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categorical basis for her disposition to assert only what she knows. Second, one could say that a
subject who lacks the cognitive sophistication to believe that she knows the relevant proposition
(and is not culpable for this lack) is exempt from the requirement that she have such a belief.
Instead, for such a cognitively limited subject, something less is required.40 Either of these
approaches strikes me as providing a plausible response to Gerken’s challenge.41
A different concern appearing in the literature is that subjects in Gettier-style cases (and
cases of justified false belief) intuitively do not owe an apology to their addressees, and so there
could not be any violation of a norm.42 This concern can be answered by pointing out that not
every norm violation requires an apology. In particular, if a norm violation is excusable, an
apology is typically unnecessary.43
A closely related concern is that subjects in Gettier-style cases and cases of justified false
belief do not need any kind of excuse for their assertions to be appropriate.44 I agree with this
claim, but I don’t see that our intuitions about the cases are clear enough that we can simply read
this fact off of our intuitions. The claim is one that must be earned by careful argumentation. So I
don’t think that this concern is dialectically compelling, either.
There are additional worries that one might have about the excuse response.45 Here are
two more. The first concerns the target of the norm. The prevailing view in the literature seems
to be that the knowledge norm of assertion concerns a normative property of the assertion, not of
the assertor. But the claim that the assertor is blameless for making the assertion is a claim about
the assertor, not the assertion. If our intuitions about assertions in Gettier-style cases (and cases
40
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of justified false belief) concern the normative status of the assertor rather than the assertion,
then these intuitions cannot be used to motivate the prevailing view. If instead they concern the
normative status of the assertion rather than the assertor, then the excuse response cannot be used
to explain them away. This suggests that there is a problem with combining the excuse response
and the prevailing view. I find this worry somewhat compelling. However, it is not dialectically
very strong. Proponents of the excuse response can simply respond that our intuitive judgments
are not fine-grained enough to clearly distinguish between the normative status of the assertion
and the normative status of the assertor.
A second additional worry concerns the assertion of a proposition that the assertor
unjustifiably believes, such as in the case of Robinson’s assertion that there is life on Europa.
Suppose that I’m right and, when we carefully consider the case, Robinson’s assertion is
intuitively appropriate. An advocate of the excuse response will have to find a way to argue that
Robinson has a sufficient excuse. The problem is that many of the potential excuses listed above
are not ones that apply in the case of Robinson. For instance, Robinson does not reasonably
believe the proposition. Robinson does not reasonably believe that he knows the proposition.
And so forth. A potential response here, I suppose, is to claim that all that Robinson needs to
have in order to count as blameless is a belief in the proposition asserted, or perhaps a belief that
he knows the proposition asserted. The problem with this response is that it makes excusably
violating the knowledge norm of assertion something that is remarkably easy to do – one need
only believe that one is complying with it. That’s not typically how excuses work. Merely
believing that one is complying with a norm is not sufficient to count as blamelessly violating it.
That said, my guess is that proponents of the knowledge norm of assertion will simply reject my
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intuition about Robinson and say that his norm violation is not blameless after all. This strikes
me as a bullet to bite. But perhaps it is not a very big one.
These concerns about the excuse response, then, are not dialectically very powerful. In
the next section, I present a more powerful objection. The objection is a little bit involved – it has
a few moving parts – but it is, I think, rather compelling.

6. No Excuses Necessary
Consider the case of an assertion in a Gettier-style case (e.g., the case of Jones) or in the case of
a justified false belief (e.g., the case of Smith). For concreteness, I’ll focus on the case of Jones,
but nothing will hang on this. According to the excuse response, Jones’s assertion is improper
but Jones is blameless for asserting it, since Jones has an excuse. The trouble is that it is not
merely the case that Jones’s assertion is blameless. Rather, Jones positively ought to make the
assertion.46 When asked, he should say that it is 2:05 pm. If Jones does not say that it is 2:05 pm
(and has no reason not to cooperate with his interlocutor), then he is criticizable for not asserting
what he believes about the time.47 That Jones has an excuse for making the assertion, and is
therefore blameless for so doing, does not explain this fact.48
A proponent of the excuse response might reply by saying that there are two distinct
considerations involved. Jones has an excuse. That explains why he is blameless in making his
assertion. In addition, there is a second consideration that explains why Jones positively ought to
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argument in this section.
48
See Schechter (2013) for a version of this point in a different context.

27

make the assertion. For instance, perhaps there is a norm of politeness that requires Jones to
respond to his interlocutor (if he has no reason not to cooperate).
There are difficulties facing this specific proposal.49 But there are also more general
problems with the suggestion that there are two separate considerations in play. First, whenever
possible, it is better to avoid multiplying considerations, especially when the phenomena being
explained are, on the face of it, closely related. Second, if there is a separate consideration that
can explain why Jones positively ought to make the assertion, there is the danger that this
consideration could be also used to explain the intuitive data alleged to support the knowledge
norm. So there is the danger that there would be no work left for the knowledge norm to do.
More importantly, recall where the knowledge norm of assertion is supposed to come
from. On the most plausible versions of knowledge-first epistemology, the practice of assertion
has a function or purpose. The knowledge norm of assertion flows from this function or purpose.
Assuming that this is right, the reason that Jones positively ought to assert that it is 2:05 pm
would also seem to flow from the function or purpose of assertion. For instance, suppose that the
central function of assertion is to enable the transmission and pooling of knowledge. Assuming
this view, it is plausible to think that Jones ought to respond to his interlocutor because (very
roughly) doing so is the kind of thing that tends to contribute to the transmission and pooling of
knowledge. Alternatively, suppose that the central function of assertion is to help agents to
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Here are two difficulties: First, a norm of politeness may be able to explain why Jones ought to respond in some
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coordinate more effectively. Assuming this view, it is plausible to think that Jones ought to
respond to his interlocutor because (very roughly) doing so is the kind of thing that tends to
contribute to effective coordination. And so forth. What this suggests is that there are not two
separate considerations in play. The reason why Jones is blameless in making the assertion and
the reason why Jones positively ought to make the assertion are the very same reason or, at least,
are closely connected reasons.
The natural view for proponents of the excuse response to take is to agree that the fact
that Jones has an excuse does not explain why Jones ought to make the assertion he does. It is
not the existential claim that Jones has an excuse that explains why Jones ought to make the
assertion. Rather, it is the fact that constitutes his excuse that explains why he positively ought to
make the assertion. On this view, one and the same fact is significant in two different ways – it
functions both as an explanation of blamelessness and as an explanation of an ought.
So far, the proponent of the excuse response has been able to respond to the objection.
But things are about to get a bit stickier.
Proponents of the excuse response should not claim that the kind of excuse at issue in the
problem cases for the knowledge norm of assertion is a special kind of excuse that is specific to
the problem cases, or even to assertion more generally. Any account of the kind of excuse at
issue should show how such excuses fit in with a general picture of norms and norm compliance.
Otherwise, the resulting view will be unwieldy and ad hoc.50
How can the excuses that feature in the problem cases be tied to a more general account
of excuses for norm violations? The most sophisticated proposal of which I am aware is due to
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Williamson.51 On Williamson’s account, when there is a norm governing a practice, there is
typically also a secondary norm to be the sort of person who complies with the original or
primary norm.52 Williamson suggests that this secondary norm further generates a tertiary norm
to do in any situation what someone who complies with the secondary norm (that is, what
someone who is disposed to comply with the primary norm) would do. For instance, there is a
norm to keep one’s promises. This generates the secondary norm to be the sort of person who
keeps one’s promises. This further generates the tertiary norm to do in any situation what
someone who is disposed to keep their promises would do.
Williamson further claims that while some of the normative force of the original norm
“rubs off” on the secondary and tertiary norms, the derivative norms typically do not “inherit the
full normative status” of the original norm.53 For instance, in breaking a promise, one is breaking
one’s word, not living up to a commitment one has undertaken, etc. In not being the sort of
person who keeps one’s promises – so long as one has not actually broken a promise – one has
done no such thing. Finally, Williamson claims it is often a good excuse for violating a primary
norm that one is complying with the tertiary norm it generates. (He also claims that if one
complies with both the secondary and tertiary norms, this typically strengthens the excuse.) In
particular, if an agent breaks a promise in a certain situation, the fact that the agent is doing what
someone who keeps their promises would do in that situation will often excuse the norm
violation.
There is much to say in favor of Williamson’s account. It is elegant. It fits with familiar
examples of norm-governed behavior. (Williamson focuses on legal norms and the norms
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governing promising. One might also add the cases of spelling, grammar, etiquette, and games.)
However, in the current context, there is a problem. Namely, Williamson’s account does not
sufficiently explain why it is that, in the problem cases for the knowledge norm of assertion, the
assertor ought to make the assertion.
Applying Williamson’s account, the knowledge norm for assertion generates a secondary
norm: One should be the sort of person who asserts only what one knows.54 It further generates a
tertiary norm: In any given situation, one should assert what the sort of person who asserts only
what they know would assert. Let us grant that Jones is the sort of person who asserts only what
he knows. Let us also grant that in asserting that it is 2:05 pm, Jones is asserting what someone
who is the sort of person who asserts only what they know would assert. So Jones is complying
with the secondary and tertiary norms. This could explain, perhaps, why Jones is blameless in
making the assertion. But it does not sufficiently explain why Jones positively ought to make the
assertion and why Jones would be criticizable if he failed to make the assertion.
One might think that there is a simple reason why Jones is criticizable if he doesn’t make
the assertion: In not making the assertion, he would be violating the tertiary norm. This isn’t
quite right – the primary norm doesn’t mandate any assertions at all, and so neither does the
tertiary norm. But this problem is easily fixed. Presumably, there is a general norm of
helpfulness that entails that one should respond to reasonable questions about the time. (Perhaps
such a norm is tied to Grice’s maxim of quantity.)55 In combination with the knowledge norm of
assertion, this explains why one should tell someone the time when asked, if one knows it. In
combination with the tertiary assertion norm, the line of thought goes, this mandates that one
should tell someone what one believes the time to be if doing so is what someone who is helpful
54
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and is the kind of person who asserts only what they know would assert. So the tertiary norm (in
combination with a general norm of helpfulness) does mandate that Jones make the assertion,
after all. What then is the problem?
The problem is that the kind of mandate that tertiary norms provide is too weak to
account for the force of Jones’s requirement to assert what he takes the time to be. As
Williamson admits, secondary and tertiary norms typically do not “inherit the full normative
status” of the primary norm. Not doing what someone who is the sort of person who keeps their
promises would do is very different from breaking a promise. One ought to keep one’s promises.
One also ought to do what the sort of person who keeps their promises would do. But the former
ought is stronger and more “full-blooded” than the latter ought. Breaking a promise is a much
more serious violation than not doing what the sort of person who keeps their promises would
do.
In the Jones case, however, not asserting that it is 2:05 pm seems every bit as bad – and
bad in the very same way – as it would be if Jones knew that it was 2:05 pm. One way to see this
is to think about Jones and twin Jones. Jones and twin Jones are in exactly the same situation –
they have both just glanced at a clock that reads 2:05 and they have both been asked for the time
– except for one difference. Jones glanced at a clock that stopped twelve hours ago and so
doesn’t know the time. Twin Jones glanced at a working clock and does know the time. I
maintain that Jones and Twin Jones face equally strong pressure to assert that it is 2:05 pm. The
oughts that apply to them are exactly on a par.
A different way to see the point is to consider a diachronic case where the subject moves
from knowledge to a merely justified belief and back again.56 It is a bit easier to make use of the
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case of Smith rather than the case of Jones, so let’s turn to that case. Suppose that on Monday,
Smith counts as knowing that the fastest way to get to Thayer Street from a certain location is to
make a right on Benefit Street and then a left on Waterman Street. Suppose that Smith is asked
by a passerby “What’s the fastest way for me to get to Thayer from here right now?” Smith
ought to respond by saying that the fastest way to get to Thayer Street is to make a right on
Benefit Street and then a left on Waterman Street. Suppose that on Tuesday, unbeknownst to
Smith, Benefit Street is closed due to a water main break. Suppose that Smith is asked by another
passerby “What’s the fastest way for me to get to Thayer from here right now?” Smith again
ought to respond by saying that the fastest way to get to Thayer Street is to make a right on
Benefit Street and then a left on Waterman Street. Suppose that on Wednesday, everything is
back to normal. Suppose that Smith is asked by a yet another passerby “What’s the fastest way
for me to get to Thayer from here right now?” Yet again, Smith ought to respond by saying that
the fastest way to get to Thayer Street is to make a right on Benefit Street and then a left on
Waterman Street. Indeed, the strength of the oughts on all three days seems just the same. Not
giving the passerby directions would be just as bad on any of the days, and in just the same way.
Williamson’s account cannot accommodate this point.57
The objection to the excuse response thus involves the interaction of three constraints on
an account of the kind of excuse at issue in the problem cases for the knowledge norm of
assertion. First, it is a constraint that the account not merely explain why the assertions are
blameless, but also explain why the assertors ought to assert what they do. Second, it is a
constraint that the account explain the full normative strength of this ought – and in particular,
57

Williamson might claim that Smith doesn’t have knowledge of the fastest route on Monday or Wednesday, since
Smith’s belief is not safe. We can modify the case to avoid this response. For instance, we can change the case so
that Smith is asked for directions on days that are months apart. We can also specify that the water main break is not
caused by a random fluke (and thus avoid any resemblance to a lottery case). Presumably, there is some variant of
the case on which Smith loses and gains knowledge. We can substitute this variant for the case presented in the text.
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why the ought is as strong in a problem case as it is in a corresponding knowledge case. Third, it
is a constraint that the kind of excuse at issue not be some special kind of excuse particular to
assertion. Instead, the account must fit with a general account of norm-governed behavior. The
trouble is that it is difficult to see how these constraints can be satisfied simultaneously. I’ve
illustrated this by focusing on Williamson’s account. But it is difficult to see that an alternative
account can do better.
It is worth noting that the dialectical situation would seem to be analogous for other
proposed knowledge norms – including the knowledge norms of reasoning, belief, and action. It
can be appropriate for a subject to use the proposition that p as a premise in reasoning, to believe
that p, or to act as if p, despite not knowing that p. In response to problem cases for one of these
norms, it might be suggested that in such cases, the subject has violated the norm, but has done
so blamelessly since the subject has an appropriate excuse. But, again, this response
underdescribes the situation. In many problem cases, the subject positively ought to reason with
the proposition, believe the proposition, or act as if the proposition is true. And it seems difficult
to provide an account of the kind of excuse at issue in these problem cases that also explains
where this positive ought comes from, accommodates the full normative strength of the ought,
and does so in a non-ad hoc way.58

7. Conclusion: Assertion without Knowledge
Let’s take stock. In the first part of this paper, I briefly presented the program of knowledge-first
epistemology. I then put forward three big-picture worries for this program: (i) the post-Gettier
literature suggests that knowledge is a marginal status; (ii) for knowledge-first epistemology to
58

If anything, the problem for these other norms is worse than for the knowledge norm of assertion. The suggestion
that there are two separate considerations in play – one that explains blamelessness and one that explains the
positive ought – is even less plausible for the cases of reasoning, belief, and action.
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be tenable, we need an explanation of what knowledge could be such that it is central to our
mental lives; and (iii) the diversity of our mental lives – involving many different kinds of
cognitive states and epistemic statuses and involving transitions and rules in addition to cognitive
states – casts doubt on the centrality of knowledge. I also conceded that while these objections
are pressing, they are not conclusive. Determining the viability of knowledge-first epistemology
requires carefully evaluating the individual theses endorsed by proponents.
In the second part of the paper, I turned to a specific thesis that is widely endorsed by
knowledge-first epistemologists – the knowledge norm of assertion. I presented a common
objection to this thesis: In many cases, it is intuitively appropriate for someone who has a
strongly justified belief that p, but who doesn't know that p, to assert that p. I then presented the
standard response to this objection: In such a case, the assertion is improper but the assertor is
blameless because the assertor possesses a sufficiently good excuse. I argued that extant
objections to this response are not dialectically very powerful. Instead, I presented a new (and
somewhat complicated) objection. In its essentials, the objection is that it is difficult to provide a
non-ad hoc account of the assertor’s excuse that explains why the assertor ought to make the
assertion, where this ought is just as strong as it would be in a case of knowledge. This, I
conclude, provides us with reason to reject the knowledge norm of assertion. (Analogous
objections provide us with reason to reject the knowledge norms of reasoning, belief, and
action.) Derivatively, this provides us with some reason to reject knowledge-first epistemology.
Supposing we reject the knowledge norm of assertion, how should we replace it? The
discussion above provides some support for moving to a different norm. If we give up on the
excuse response, the cases of Jones, Smith, and Robinson suggest that knowledge, truth, and
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justification are not necessary conditions on proper assertion. That leaves belief, or perhaps
belief that one knows.59 Perhaps, then, we should accept one of these two norms.
I suspect not. There are assertions that are intuitively appropriate in which the assertor
does not believe the proposition asserted. Suppose, for example, that one is tutoring a student in
physics and knows that if one puts in all of the required hedges, the student will get lost in the
weeds.60 Similarly, suppose that some situation is urgent, and the most straightforward thing one
could do to provide the required aid is to say something one knows to be false.61 In each of these
cases, it strikes me as appropriate to assert claims that one knows to be false.62
Proponents of various norms – the belief norm, the justified belief norm, the belief that
one knows norm, the knowledge norm – will try to handle these cases by saying that the
assertions violate the norm of assertion, but that the educational needs of the student or the
urgency of the situation makes the violation blameless. This maneuver may work here. It is not
subject to same objections that face the excuse response discussed above. But it would certainly
be more satisfying if we didn’t have to categorize these assertions as norm violations to begin
with. It would be theoretically preferable if we could adopt an account on which these assertions
are normatively on a par with other intuitively appropriate assertions.
The natural account to reach for here is a broadly Gricean account. In particular, one
might think that in the case of the physics student or the case of the urgent situation, what makes
the assertion appropriate is that it is the most helpful thing to say in context – the assertor takes
the proposition to be more relevant to the listener’s informational needs than any alternative
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Bach and Harnish (1979) argue that assertions express beliefs. Bach (2008) further argues that this generates a
belief norm on assertion. See Williamson (2000) for discussion of the belief that you know norm.
60
For a related case, see McKinnon (2013), p. 124.
61
For a related case, see Williamson (2000), p. 256.
62
For additional cases, see the examples of “selfless assertions” in Lackey (2007).
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proposition that could be asserted.63 On this approach, there are no norms specifically tied to
assertion.64 Instead, there are general pragmatic principles governing communication, such as a
principle that tells us to do what is communicatively most helpful in context. This approach
requires that we find some other way, not involving norms, to distinguish assertion from the
other speech acts.65 It also requires that we respond to the positive arguments that have been
presented for the proposed norms of assertion. That will take a lot of work. But it strikes me as
the most promising approach to take.66
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