Epistemic Traps in Inquiry

Am I truly knowing, or am I
merely feeling certain, sounding
informed, repeating an

explanation, or arriving at the

right answer by chance?

Situations in Which Learners Mistakenly Believe They Possess Robust Knowledge

Epistemic traps are different from cognitive biases and reasoning fallacies. A cognitive
bias influences what the mind is inclined to notice or believe. A reasoning fallacy
weakens the logical connection between reasons and conclusions. An epistemic
trap occurs when a learner mistakes an answer, belief, explanation, or justified claim for
robust knowledge even though an essential condition of knowing is missing.

These traps are especially important in Mindgle because inquiry does not end when the
learner reaches a correct answer. The learner must determine whether the conclusion
is reliably connected to reality through strong evidence, valid reasoning, adequate
understanding, and openness to revision.

1. Gettier Trap
When ajustified true belief is correct only by luck
Definition

A Gettier Trap occurs when a learner holds a belief that is true and appears reasonably
justified, but the belief is true because of coincidence rather than because the
justification reliably connects the conclusion to reality.

The learner therefore has:
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a belief + apparent justification + a true conclusion

but may still not possess genuine knowledge because luck has entered the connection
between the evidence and the truth.

Example

A learner looks at a classroom clock showing 10:00 and concludes thatitis 10:00. The
clock actually stopped exactly twenty-four hours earlier, but the learner happens to look
atitwhen the real time is again 10:00.

The conclusion is true. The learner has a reason for believing it. However, the reason is
unreliable because the clock is broken. The learner is correct accidentally.

Why it threatens inquiry

Inquiry seeks explanations that track reality reliably. A conclusion that happens to be
true is not robust if the same method could easily have produced a false answer under
slightly different circumstances.

The Gettier Trap reveals that inquiry must evaluate not only:

“Is my conclusion true?”

but also:

“Did my evidence and reasoning lead me to the truth in a reliable way?”
Mindgleian Prompt

Is my conclusion true because my evidence reliably connects with reality, or could
I merely be correct by epistemic luck?

2. False Certainty
When confidence exceeds what the evidence permits
Definition

False Certainty occurs when a learner treats a conclusion as final, unquestionable, or
completely proven even though the evidence remains incomplete, limited, uncertain, or
open to alternative interpretations.

The problem is not necessarily that the conclusion is false. The problem is that the
learner claims a level of certainty that the inquiry has not earned.
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Example

A learner reads three studies showing that social media use is associated with anxiety
and concludes:

“Social media definitely causes anxiety in every teenager.”

The studies may reveal an important relationship, but they may not establish universal
causation. Other variables, contexts, individual differences, and contradictory findings
may remain.

Why it threatens inquiry

Most real-world knowledge is expressed through degrees of confidence rather than
absolute certainty. False Certainty hides uncertainty, ignores limitations, and closes
inquiry prematurely.

It may lead learners to confuse:

strong evidence with proof;

probability with certainty;

correlation with causation;

current knowledge with final truth;
e absence of contradiction with complete confirmation.
Mindgleian Prompt

Does my level of certainty accurately reflect the strength, limitations, and
uncertainty of the available evidence?

3. lllusion of Knowledge
When familiarity or access feels like knowing
Definition

The Illusion of Knowledge is the mistaken belief that we understand or know something
because it feels familiar, has been repeatedly encountered, can be quickly searched, or
can be retrieved from an external source.

Recognition is mistaken for understanding, and access to information is mistaken for
possession of knowledge.
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Example

A learner has watched several videos about quantum physics and recognises terms
such as superposition, entanglement, and wave function. Because the language feels
familiar, the learner believes they understand the subject deeply. However, when asked
to explain the concepts, connect them, or apply them to a new situation, the learner
cannotdo so.

In an Al-enabled context, a learner may also believe:
“l know this because | can ask Al and receive an answer immediately.”

However, being able to retrieve an explanation is not the same as being able to evaluate,
reconstruct, apply, or defend it.

Why it threatens inquiry

The Illusion of Knowledge prevents learners from recognising knowledge gaps. Once
learners believe they already know, curiosity weakens and deeper inquiry stops.

It commonly arises from:

e repeated exposure;

o fluentlanguage;

¢ memorised terminology;

e search-engine access;

¢ Al-generated summaries;

¢ confidence produced by familiarity;

e recognition without recall;

¢ recall without application.
Mindgleian Prompt

Can | explain, apply, question, and defend this idea independently, or does it
merely feel familiar to me?

4. Coincidental Correctness
When the answer is right but the reasoning is wrong
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Definition

Coincidental Correctness occurs when a learner reaches the correct conclusion
through guessing, faulty reasoning, irrelevant evidence, or an unreliable method.

The learner receives the right answer, but the process that produced it cannot be
trusted.

Example

A learner concludes that a plant is unhealthy because its potis blue. The plant s, in
fact, unhealthy, but the true cause is root disease.

The final conclusion is correct, but the reason given does not explain the reality.

Another learner may correctly answer a multiple-choice question by guessing. The
correct answer does not demonstrate knowledge.

Why it threatens inquiry

Educational systems sometimes reward only the final answer. Mindgle must distinguish
between:

being correct
and
knowing why the conclusion is correct.

Coincidental Correctness becomes dangerous when success gives legitimacy to a
faulty method. The learner may reuse the same reasoning later, when it produces a false
conclusion.

Relationship with the Gettier Trap
These two ideas strongly overlap, but they are not entirely identical in your framework.

Coincidental Correctness is the broader learner-friendly category: the answer is right
by chance or through poor reasoning.

The Gettier Trap is the deeper epistemological case: the learner has a true belief and
apparently reasonable justification, but luck still breaks the reliable connection
between justification and truth.

Therefore, Coincidental Correctness can remain as the accessible introductory idea,
while the Gettier Trap becomes its more sophisticated epistemic form.
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Mindgleian Prompt

Would the same reasoning reliably lead me to the correct conclusion again, or was
I right only by chance?

5. Unwarranted Confidence
When belief in one’s understanding is stronger than its justification
Definition

Unwarranted Confidence occurs when a learner feels highly confident about a claim,
prediction, interpretation, or ability without possessing sufficient knowledge, evidence,
expertise, or reasoning to support that confidence.

Confidence is psychological. Justification is epistemic. A learner may feel certain
without having earned certainty.

Example

After reading one article about climate economics, a learner believes they can
confidently explain the causes, consequences, and solutions of climate change.

The learner may have gained introductory knowledge, but their confidence has
expanded faster than their understanding.

Why it threatens inquiry
Unwarranted Confidence can make learners:
e stop searching too early;
e ignore contradictory evidence;
¢ underestimate complexity;
e dismiss expert uncertainty;
e overstate conclusions;
e resist correction;
¢ confuse fluency with mastery.

Itis closely related to the Dunning—Kruger Effect, but the two should not be treated as
identical.
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The Dunning-Kruger Effect is a cognitive bias in which limited competence can reduce
a person’s ability to recognise their own limitations.

Unwarranted Confidence is the epistemic condition produced when confidence
exceeds the justification available for a particular claim.

Difference from False Certainty

The distinction is subtle but useful:

False Certainty concerns the status given to the conclusion:

“This claim is definitely true.”

Unwarranted Confidence concerns the learner’s confidence in their own judgement:
“l am completely sure that | understand this correctly.”

One overstates the certainty of knowledge; the other overestimates the knower.
Mindgleian Prompt

What evidence, expertise, and understanding justify the confidence with which |
am making this claim?

6. Pseudo-Understanding
When an explanation sounds meaningful but lacks genuine comprehension
Definition

Pseudo-Understanding occurs when a learner can repeat an explanation, use technical
vocabulary, or reproduce a polished answer without genuinely understanding the
relationships, mechanisms, assumptions, or implications involved.

It creates the appearance of understanding without the cognitive structure required for
real understanding.

Example
A learner states:

“Photosynthesis converts light energy into chemical energy through chlorophyll.”
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The statement is correct. However, the learner cannot explain what chemical energy
means, why chlorophyll matters, where the process occurs, how carbon dioxide is
involved, or what would happen if one condition changed.

The learner possesses a sentence but not yet a connected understanding.

Al can intensify this trap when learners reproduce sophisticated explanations that they
could not independently unpack, test, or apply.

Why it threatens inquiry

Pseudo-Understanding is especially dangerous because it can look impressive. Correct
vocabulary, fluent writing, and polished explanations may hide shallow conceptual
structures.

Genuine understanding should enable a learner to:
e explain anideaintheir own words;
¢ identify its essential components;
¢ show how the components are connected;
e provide an example and a counterexample;
e applytheideain a new context;
e identify assumptions and limitations;
e answer “how?” and “why?” questions;
e recognise when the concept does not apply.
Relationship with the Illusion of Knowledge
These concepts overlap but serve different functions.
The Illusion of Knowledge is the learner’s mistaken belief:
“l know this.”
Pseudo-Understanding is the shallow cognitive condition beneath that belief:
“l can repeat the explanation, but | cannot reconstruct, apply, or evaluate it.”

The firstis the illusion experienced by the learner. The second describes the inadequate
structure of the learner’s understanding.
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