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The barn/barn façade thought experiment is familiar to
most epistemologists. It is intended to present a counter-
example to certain causal theories of knowledge; in it, a
father driving through the countryside with his son says,
‘That’s a barn’ while pointing to a barn. Unbeknownst to
the father, however, a film crew is working in the area, and
it has constructed several barn façades. While the
father did correctly point to a barn when he made his
assertion, he could have just as easily pointed to a barn
façade, and so, many hold, he does not know that the
structure at which he is pointing is in fact a barn.1 If this is
so, then it follows that true beliefs formed from reliable
causal processes (in this case, vision by a competent
observer under normal conditions) may still not qualify as
knowledge.

I do not want to comment on the strength of this objec-
tion to casual theories of knowledge, but instead would like
to present a similar thought experiment that raises quite a
different issue. Consider the following case: a certain uni-
versity cafeteria contains 100 tables, each with a salt
shaker in the center of it. A student who has eaten at the
cafeteria for years and has used many of the salt shakers
to salt his food is giving his young brother a tour of
campus; they enter the cafeteria and the student identifies
many of the objects: ‘That’s the salad bar,’ ‘That’s the ice
cream machine,’ and, while pointing at a given shaker,
‘That’s a shaker containing salt.’ Does the student, who
has excellent vision, know that he’s pointing at a shaker
containing salt? Let’s consider some different possibilities.
In scenario (1), imagine that a trickster has substituted
sugar for salt in all of the shakers save one, which she
overlooked, and which happens to be the one at which the
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student pointed when he made his assertion. Certainly
those who feel that the father in the barn/barn façade
example did not have knowledge (and perhaps even some
of those who say that he did) would here say that the
student does not know that he’s pointing at a shaker con-
taining salt. In scenario (2), imagine that the trickster only
managed to substitute sugar for salt in one of the shakers,
and it is a shaker on a table at the far corner of the cafe-
teria away from where the student is standing. Here the
intuition is, I think, that the student does know that there is
salt in the shaker at which he is pointing.

The problem arises when we consider a continuum of
‘trickster success’ rates. We said that 99 switched salt–to–
sugar shakers results in a verdict of no knowledge pos-
sessed, even in the case in which the student points to the
one shaker still containing salt, and that one switched salt–
to–sugar shaker (at least in the case in which the shaker
correctly identified as containing salt is a far distance from
the one containing sugar) ought to be taken as an instance
of knowledge possession. From this it would seem there is
some number of shakers n, such that n switched salt–to–
sugar shakers precludes the student from knowing that the
shaker at which he is pointing contains salt, and n-1
shakers allows for him to know that the shaker at which he
is pointing contains salt (as long as the student isn’t point-
ing at one of the n-1 shakers when he makes his asser-
tion). But it will strike many as absurd to say that one
switched shaker marks the difference between ‘S knows
that p’ being true from it being false.

Yet to deny there is such a number may also strike many
as incorrect. For to say that in the case of a few switched
shakers the student possesses knowledge, in the case of
nearly all shakers switched he does not possess knowl-
edge, and in between these there are cases in which it is
indeterminate as to whether the student knows suggests
that ‘knows that’ is not a precise predicate. Put slightly dif-
ferently, denying any one such number n implies that the
principle of bivalence does not in some instances apply to
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knowledge claims: it can in those instances be neither true
nor false that ‘S knows that p.’

As I see it, this example leaves us to choose from three
responses. We could agree that ‘knows that’ is a vague
predicate; we could take the approach that the epistemist
takes with regard to other putative ‘vague’ predicates, i.e.
deny there are in fact indeterminate cases, and hold that
there is indeed a number n as described above, chalking
up our confusion about just what number n is to the limit-
ations of our knowing powers;2 or third, we could respond
along Austinean lines and question the whole enterprise of
seeking necessary and sufficient conditions for knowledge
possession.3 Fred Dretske has made a strong case against
the first response,4 while the second option entails that
there are a not insubstantial number of cases in which I
possess knowledge but cannot, in principle, ever know that
I do. For these reasons, I prefer the third option.

Fred Ablondi is Associate Professor of Philosophy at the
Department of Philosophy, Hendrix College.

Notes
1 The earliest version of this of which I am aware is in Alvin

I. Goldman, ‘Discrimination and Perceptual Knowledge,’ The
Journal of Philosophy, vol. 73, (1976), pp. 771-91.

2 For an extended defense of the epistemist position, see
Roy Sorensen, Vagueness and Contradiction (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2001).

3 For an example of this approach, see Mark Kaplan, ‘It’s
Not What You Know That Counts,’ Journal of Philosophy, vol.
82, (1985), pp. 350-63.

4 See his ‘The Pragmatic Dimension of Knowledge,
Philosophical Studies, vol. 40, (1981), pp. 363-78. According
to Dretske, factual knowledge – knowing that something is
so – is not the sort of thing that one person can know better
than another (as opposed to, say, knowing the history of the
American Civil War, which different people know to different
degrees). For example, if it is Friday, and you and I both know
that it is Friday, there is no sense in which it can be said that
I know that fact better than you do. We both know it as much
as it can be known, and there is nothing that either of us can
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do to know it better (which is not to say that we may become
more certain of what we know; but that is a separate matter).
Such knowledge is, Dretske claims, ‘absolute. It is like being
pregnant: an all or nothing affair’ (p. 363). Or to invoke another
analogy, possessing factual knowledge is akin to boiling water:
you can heat water beyond 100ºC, but you do not boil it better
in doing so.
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