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                    Abstract
Many epistemologists think we can derive important theoretical insights by investigating the English word ‘know’ or the concept it expresses. However, native English speakers make up less than 6 % of the world’s population, and some empirical evidence suggests that the concept of knowledge is culturally relative. So why should we think that facts about the word ‘know’ or the concept it expresses have important ramifications for epistemology? This paper argues that the concept of knowledge is universal: it is expressed by some word in every natural language. I also explore the implications of this thesis for philosophical methodology.
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                    Notes
	More precisely, the sense of ‘know’ that embeds a propositional or wh- complement is arguably universal. Not every language follows English by making ‘know’ perform multiple tasks: French has ‘savoir’/‘connaitre’ and German has ‘wissen’/‘kennen’. Evidence suggests that the situation is more complicated vis-à-vis translations of ‘know how’. While it might be true that propositional and question-embedding verbs are not different across languages, this is clearly not true for all uses of ‘know’. My focus is on propositional knowledge, and I remain neutral on whether knowledge-wh reduces to propositional knowledge.


	Many people doubt that the concept of knowledge has just one purpose (e.g. Rysiew 2012; Beebe 2012). In this paper I merely assume that flagging reliable informants is a central (common, important) function of the concept of knowledge, while remaining open to the possibility that we may need to supplement or modify this hypothesis if it does not do all the work we need. Pluralism about the functional roles of the concept of knowledge seems highly plausible.


	I do not claim that every society must possess the concept of knowledge, but I will argue that a society must have this concept if they are to meet certain basic pragmatic needs.


	A near-synonymous word—‘schnowledge’—could perhaps do the job of ‘knowledge’ by playing the same functional roles. However, it is unlikely that we could meet our present communicative needs with an epistemic lexicon that does not contain any words with a content that is at least nearly synonymous with ‘knowledge’. Thanks to Mikkel Gerken for pointing this out.


	I will sometimes speak of “adopting” concepts, but my argument does not depend on anything like Platonism.


	A consequence of this view is that the concept of knowledge is species relative. Knowledge is something that humans have, but it might not be something that more (or less) intelligent creatures possess.


	I do not expect there to be unanimous agreement about all of the possibilities that need to be eliminated in order to qualify as knowing. I merely presume that such judgments will (or would) coincide sufficiently to give us what Patrick Rysiew calls “a set of ‘core’ not-p alternatives” (2001, p. 489). Without this assumption it would render utterly mysterious how people are adept at determining what a speaker means in uttering “S knows that p” (ibid).


	I further develop this view in Hannon (2014).


	At some point in human history societies might not have been far enough along in their development to effectively address these needs.


	
Weinberg et al. (2001) also report that epistemic judgments differ based on socio-economic status and educational background. My paper focuses specifically on cultural differences, but most of what I say applies equally to these other factors. Some people have claimed that there are gender differences between epistemic intuitions (Buckwalter and Stich 2011), but Boyd and Nagel (2014) and Starmans and Friedman (2012) report no gender differences in epistemic judgments.


	I am assuming that epistemic judgments (or “intuitions”) are a basic source of evidence concerning our epistemic concepts (see Jackson 2011 for a similar view). It is my concept of knowledge that enables me to say, for instance, that a Gettier victim does not know, and this reveals something about the shape of that concept. Of course there can be conditions under which our judgments mislead us, just as perceptual seemings are usually reliable but not infallible. Thus, not every epistemic judgment will deliver direct evidence about the epistemic concept in question.


	
Lycan (2006) has a nice example involving Sartre’s claim that a ‘lie’ cannot be true. According to Lycan, many people think that someone who intends to provide false information but mistakenly provides true information is still a liar.


	Moreover, (Nagel et al. (2013), p. 4) points out that only two of the eleven reported comparisons by WNS found that the majority of one group went one way (i.e. “only believes”), and a majority of the other group went another way (i.e. “really knows”). In other words, actual group disagreement was reported only for two of the eleven comparisons discussed.


	In an unpublished study, Edouard Machery and his team report the first cross-linguistic evidence that Gettier intuitions are found across languages. This suggests that Gettier intuitions may be the expression of a core folk epistemology.


	Stich made these remarks during his talk at the Moral Sciences Club at the University of Cambridge on 14 May 2013.


	One response is to endorse conceptual pluralism. Sosa (2007, 2009) argues that cultural variation of epistemic judgments reveals that different cultures employ different standards of epistemic evaluation. Similarly, Jackson (1998, 2005, 2011) maintains that people who have different epistemic judgments about Gettier cases should be regarded as having different epistemic concepts. However, this type of epistemic pluralism is open to a serious challenge. If we agree that there are different concepts of knowledge, this leads us to wonder why we should care about the concept of knowledge that happens to be expressed by the English word ‘know’ (or the concept expressed by that word for some cultural subgroup). Without some reason to think that what one group calls ‘knowledge’ is any more valuable, desirable, or useful than what another group calls ‘knowledge’, it is hard to see why we should care if we can’t have it (Nichols et al. 2003, p. 245). To the extent that epistemologists remain interested in deriving theoretical insights by investigating the word ‘know’, any attempt to explain diverse epistemic judgments in terms of a diversity of concepts might undermine the common methodological approach. Thus, this type of pluralism about the concept of knowledge should make epistemologists deeply uncomfortable.


	
Nagel (2012) has a similar view, but she defends this idea in a very different way.


	Wright found that her participants widely agreed on several cases (2010, pp. 501–502). However, the participants were predominately Caucasian, so this study is not ideal for my purposes.


	Other examples in the literature display this limited focus. Nichols et al. (2003) and Buckwalter and Stich (forthcoming) test brain-in-a-vat cases, whereas Swain et al. (2008) test Truetemp cases.


	Elsewhere I have discussed the implications of this view for debates centering on epistemic contextualism (see Hannon (2013, Forthcoming)). Here I leave this matter open.


	There may be room for improvement. I do not insist that our concept of knowledge is the best one to have all things considered. My claim is that the concept of knowledge is good to have because it does important work and solves coordination problems centering on the basic needs to identify, pool, and share reliable information.


	Precisely why people from different cultural backgrounds would assign different extensions to the concept of knowledge is not something I will attempt to answer here (an explanatory hypothesis is not needed for my purposes). The method of practical explication leaves gaps that are filled in different ways, in different societies, and at different times. We can speak of a core concept of knowledge that, in different times and places, receives different forms of cultural elaboration.
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