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1
I N T R O D U C T I O N

We all know many things. We know, for example, that the
earth is round, and that Paris is the capital of France. We
know that we have hands, and we know that it is our own
face that stares back at us from the mirror each morning
when we get out of bed. We further know that 1 + 1 = 2,
and that nothing can be both green and red all over.

We do not rest content with what we know: we per-
petually want to know more. Collectively, we invest vast
sums of money in the pursuit of knowledge in the form of
science budgets. Individually, we read books, magazines,
blogs, newspapers. We watch films, series, documentaries
and instruction video’s. We travel the world. All at least
partly in the pursuit of knowledge.

We talk a lot about what we know. According to the Ox-
ford English Dictionary, the verb ‘know’ is the eighth most
frequently used verb in the English language.1

What this all shows is that the concept of knowledge
plays an extremely important part in our lives. We care
about what we ourselves know, but also about what others
know. We value knowledge.

It is no wonder, then, that among the oldest questions of
philosophy is the question what it is exactly that we are so
interested in, the question: “What is knowledge?”. It is this
question, ultimately, that the present study is concerned
with.

1 See (What can the Oxford English Corpus tell us about the English lan-
guage?, n.d.). This is not a peculiarity of the English language: across
the world, usage of verbs with the same meaning is extremely frequent
(e.g. Davies, 2005; MasterRussian.com, 2016).

1



6B_BW Proefschrift_Grefte_stand.job
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1.1 luck and justification

While some philosophers have claimed otherwise (e.g.
Williamson, 2000), significant progress has been made in
the philosophical study of knowledge since antiquity. For
example, we know that the kind of knowledge in play in
the examples at the beginning of this chapter is of a particu-
lar kind: it is propositional knowledge. Propositional knowl-
edge, sometimes also called ‘knowledge-that’, is knowl-
edge that a certain proposition is true. It is knowledge that
the cat is on the mat, or that the square root of 9 is 3. It is
knowledge concerning facts, knowledge that the world is
one way rather than another.

Propositional knowledge is distinct from other forms of
knowledge, such as knowledge by acquaintance. The lat-
ter kind of knowledge is exemplified when it is true that
I know Mary. When I know Mary, there is no particular
proposition that I know to be the case, no proposition that
can be embedded in a that-clause such that it is true that
I know that ... is the case. I simply know who Mary is.
Similarly, philosophers have distinguished knowledge-that
from knowledge-how, the kind of knowledge that you have
when you know how to do something, although this distinc-
tion is more controversial.2 In any case, the kind of knowl-
edge we will be concerned with throughout this study is
propositional knowledge.

In analytic epistemology, propositional knowledge is
widely held to be factive: you cannot know something un-
less it is true. Thus, one cannot know that the earth is flat
if in fact it is round. One cannot know that that the capital
of France is Nice if in fact it is Paris.

It is also widely held that knowledge requires belief on
the part of the knowing agent. So one cannot know that
the earth is round if one does not believe this to be the

2 Cf. (Stanley & Williamson, 2013).
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case. Of course, not everything one believes is true, so one
may believe something to be the case without knowing it.

So far, the sketched necessary conditions on knowledge
are relatively uncontroversial.3 Knowledge requires both
truth and belief. However, knowledge requires more: one
can believe truly that the capital of France is Paris on the
basis of a lucky guess. Such beliefs, even if true, do not
constitute knowledge. So, for knowledge it matters how
one’s beliefs are formed. Not every formation of true beliefs
results in knowledge.

Many have labelled the property of true beliefs that
turns them into knowledge the property of justification.
The notion of justification as it features in epistemology—
epistemic justification—should be distinguished from other
kinds of justification, such as moral or pragmatic justifi-
cation. One can be morally justified in believing that all
people are equal, even if one believes so on the basis of
no evidence whatsoever, so that one’s belief is not epistem-
ically justified. So these other forms of justification do not
entail epistemic justification. Nor does epistemic justifica-
tion entail that one is morally or pragmatically justified. As
William James famously argued, one can be pragmatically
justified in believing one will get better, even if this belief
flies in the face of all available evidence (1897).

I said that whether one is epistemically justified depends
on how one forms one’s beliefs. If one does so in an appro-
priate way, and one ends up with a true belief as the result
of this, one’s belief may qualify as knowledge. As Gettier
famously showed, however, satisfaction of these three con-
ditions (truth, belief, and justification) does not guarantee
knowledge (1963). That is, having a justified true belief is
not sufficient for having knowledge. The reason for this
seems to be that even if one’s true belief is justified, it may

3 As anything in philosophy, these conditions are not completely uncon-
tested. For a recent challenge to the factivity of knowledge, see (Hazlett,
2010). For a challenge to the belief-condition, see (Radford, 1966).
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still be a matter of luck that it is true. So while the justifi-
cation condition was conceived to exclude ill-formed true
beliefs such as lucky guesses from counting as knowledge,
Gettier showed that justification nevertheless failed to ex-
clude all problematic forms of luck from knowledge.

This is not the only way to interpret the import of Get-
tier’s paper. However, it will serve as a useful way of in-
troducing our present topic.4 For the main project that I
shall be engaged in, in the coming chapters, is that of refin-
ing this standard story. In particular, I will investigate the
relation between epistemic justification and luck in order
to see the extent to which epistemically justified belief can
still be lucky.

It should be noted, right from the start, that I have bene-
fited much from previous studies into the nature of luck
and its place in epistemology. In particular, I draw on
the work of Duncan Pritchard. One may view the present
study as a continuation of his general anti-luck epistemol-
ogy by investigating the role justification can play in the
elimination of luck.

1.2 methodology

How will I do so? This question may be interpreted in two
ways: a question as to the methodology of the study, and
a question as to its structure. This section regards the first,
the next section the second interpretation.

This study is an exercise in conceptual analysis. But
there are different ways to understand what is involved
in that method. As I understand it, the method of concep-
tual analysis aims to uncover necessary and sufficient con-
ditions for concepts to apply.5 These concepts are taken

4 For some examples of this kind of narrative, see (Dancy, 1985, p. 134;
Booth, 2011, p. 39; Pritchard, 2005a).

5 For a defence of a similar account of conceptual analysis, see (Jackson,
2000).
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from ordinary language, and so agreement with ordinary
language is an important criterion of adequacy for the pro-
posed analysis. The method proceeds by identifying an
intuitively plausible set of necessary and sufficient con-
ditions, and modifying them according to the extent that
counterexamples can be found. Hopefully, the result will
be a set of conditions that is immune from counterexam-
ples, but history teaches that the perpetual modification of
set in response to new counterexamples may also be a real
possibility.6 As such, the conceptual analyses in this book
should not be taken as final, except in the sense that they
are the most complete analyses that I am presently able to
devise.

As said, the concepts that I will conceptually analyse are
taken from ordinary language, and our analysis should
thus generally accord with ordinary language. But ordi-
nary language is vague and inconsistent. One of the virtues
of conceptual analysis is that it brings out where exactly
vagueness and inconsistency lie.

However, the method of conceptual analysis treats
vagueness and inconsistency in different ways. For while
our proposed set of necessary and sufficient conditions
may include vague notions, it may not be inconsistent. So
we may say that it is necessary for a giant to be tall (tall is
a vague predicate), but we may not say that it is necessary
for a giant to be both tall and not tall, for that reduces our
talk of giants to meaningless gibberish. When doing con-
ceptual analysis, there is always a presumption in favour
of the claim that the concepts most important to us are
meaningful in a literal sense. Our method serves to pro-
vide a clear and consistent account of this meaning, seeing
how it ‘hangs together’ with other concepts of importance.

6 Compare, in this respect, the method set out in Lakatos’ famous “Proofs
and Refutations”(1976).
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It is because of this that conceptual analysis will be re-
visionary to a certain extent. If the content of our con-
cepts is inconsistent, conceptual analysis can provide rea-
sons for revision by identifying the necessary and suffi-
cient conditions for closely related coherent concepts. If we
find, for example, that we can save much of what we want
to say about knowledge by using a slightly different con-
cept, knowledge1, where knowledge1 is consistent, but our
ordinary concept of knowledge is not, this may provide
reason to adopt the former in place of the latter.

The method of conceptual analysis is often contrasted
to the method of (Carnapian) explication.7 Without going
into too much detail, the essential difference is that the
former aims to provide analyses of the concepts we actu-
ally use, whereas the latter aims to construct new concepts
that are meant to replace the old ones in certain contexts.
Thus, whereas agreement with ordinary usage is an im-
portant criterion of adequacy for conceptual analysis, it
is less important for explication. It should be noted, how-
ever, that conceptual analysis and explication are different
ends on a single methodological spectrum. For as we have
seen, theoretical considerations (consistency) may play a
role in conceptual analysis, and similarly, agreement with
ordinary language is among Carnap’s criteria for the ade-
quacy of explication. These criteria pull in opposite direc-
tions (Dutilh Novaes & Reck, 2017). For often the theoreti-
cal considerations will motivate a move further away from
the pre-theoretical concept. So while theoretical virtues
and agreement with ordinary language may pull in dif-
ferent directions, both methodologies accord some weight
to both these aspects. The difference is therefore one of
emphasis. Conceptual analysis tends to accord relatively

7 See, for example, (Beaney, 2016). In Beaney’s terminology, the dis-
tinction of relevance here is between two forms of analysis, Carnap’s
method of explication and Oxford linguistic analysis.
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greater weight to agreement with ordinary language, while
explication accords greater weight to theoretical virtues.

Seen in this light, there is no essential tension between
both projects. We would like to reach an ideal trade-off
between agreement with ordinary language and theoreti-
cal virtues such as consistency and fruitfulness. What this
ideal trade-off is will depend partly on one’s objectives. Is
one trying to get clear about what it is that we are talk-
ing about, or is one looking for a concept that would fit a
particular theoretical role? Both projects seem to me worth-
while. While the present investigation leans more towards
the former, I certainly do not think this is the only valuable
approach to the present subject.

Conceptual analysis draws on intuitions. Both in the for-
mulation of the conditions and of the counterexamples that
are raised against them, an appeal is often made to our
intuitions. The epistemic value of intuitions has been con-
tested, however. In particular, some philosophers have ar-
gued that intuitions are unreliable, or relative to cultural
factors.8

I don’t think intuitions are infallible, nor that they are
always reliable. But they can provide direction to investi-
gations, such as conceptual analyses, that are not possible
otherwise. Conceptual analysis is to an important extent
an investigation into what is consistent with what, and
such an investigation will have to refer to facts about what
is possible and what is impossible. Intuition is an impor-
tant, perhaps the most important guide we have to these

8 See, for example, critique from experimental philosophy, such as
(Weinberg, Nichols, & Stich, 2001). In a different vein, Herman Capellen
argues that neither intuitions nor conceptual analysis play the central
philosophical role that I here make it out to play (Cappelen, 2012). For
discussion of his arguments, I refer the reader to the Philosophical Studies
symposium devoted to his book, especially to (Chalmers, 2014; Weath-
erson, 2014).
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facts.9 That does not mean of course, that every appeal to
intuition is as good as the other. Some intuitions are more
broadly shared and stronger than others. The former will
make for better arguments than the latter. Also, intuitive
judgements provide stronger arguments the better they ac-
cord with other intuitions, or the better they can be em-
bedded within a large theoretical framework. I take the
construction of such frameworks to be among the central
tasks of philosophy.

1.3 structure

This study is structured in the following way. In Chapter
2, I provide an overview of the internalism/externalism-
debate about epistemic justification. Because it is impossi-
ble to provide a complete survey of this extensive debate,
I focus on four main positions: two internalist (accessibil-
ism, mentalism), two externalist ones (reliabilism, virtue
epistemology). I provide an overview of their general com-
mitments, as well as their main motivations. In particular,
I argue that these different internalist and externalist theo-
ries of justification are motivated by four distinct concepts
of justification. Whereas accessibilism is motivated by a de-
ontological concept of justification, mentalism is defended
by an appeal to an evidentialist concept of justification. On
the externalist side, we will see that reliabilism can be de-
fended by an appeal to the truth-conducive concept of jus-
tification, whereas agent reliabilism, despite its similarity
in name to reliabilism, takes a radically different perspec-
tive by conceiving of justification as a particular kind of
competence. This raises the question whether participants

9 See (Chalmers, 1996, 2002, 2010; Menzies, 1998; Yablo, 1993) for de-
fences of this claim. I am using the notion of intuition here broadly,
to include both the notions of imagination and conceivability.
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to the debate are disagreeing with each other substantially
or merely verbally.

My answer to this question draws on my account of the
relation between luck and justification, and will have to
wait until Chapter 6. First, in Chapter 3, I defend and de-
velop a particular modal account of luck, based on Dun-
can Pritchard’s Modal Account of Luck (MAL). After first
providing an overview of MAL, I continue to develop and
improve the account in various ways. In particular, I ar-
gue that we should incorporate a significance condition on
luck, and recognize the fact that luck depends on propor-
tions of possibilities. I also argue that there are various
ways in which the degree of luck to which an event is
subject depends on subjective factors. This gives rise to a
problem for accounts of luck parallel to the reference class
problem for accounts of probability. I also discuss the two
main rivals to a modal account of luck, the lack-of-control
account and the probabilistic account of luck, and argue
that we should prefer my modal account of luck to either
of these alternatives.

In Chapter 4, I focus on various kinds of epistemic luck.
These come in varieties compatible with knowledge (‘be-
nign’ forms of luck) and varieties incompatible with knowl-
edge (‘malignant’ forms). I discuss the following benign
forms of epistemic luck: content luck, capacity luck and
evidential luck. I discuss two potentially malignant kinds
of luck: veritic luck and reflective luck. I also discuss two
more recent additions to the anti-luck literature: environ-
mental and intervening luck. I draw on Sosa’s distinction
between ‘animal’ and reflective knowledge to argue that
only veritic luck is incompatible with any kind of knowl-
edge. The upshot of this chapter is thus that different forms
of luck are compatible with different grades of knowledge.

In Chapter 5, I investigate the relation between internal-
ism about epistemic justification and the two clearly ma-
lignant kinds of epistemic luck discussed in the previous
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chapter: veritic and reflective luck. In particular, I argue
that the two main internalist theories of justification in
contemporary epistemological literature are incompatible
with reflective luck but not with veritic luck. The findings
of this chapter support a novel interpretation of the import
of Gettier cases. As we said above, many epistemologists
think that Gettier showed that justification could not de-
liver on the promise of excluding (problematic forms of)
luck from knowledge. This chapter shows that we can pro-
vide a more nuanced picture. For internalist justification
eliminates reflective luck but not veritic luck. The fact that
reflective luck is incompatible with the possession of reflec-
tive knowledge but compatible with the possession of animal
knowledge, raises questions about the function of internal-
ist justification. On this picture, there is a kind of knowl-
edge that is incompatible with the kind of luck that inter-
nalist justification eliminates. Perhaps the kind of knowl-
edge that philosophers like Plato have been interested in
has always been reflective knowledge. For that kind of
knowledge, the elimination of reflective luck is necessary,
and the results of Chapter 5 indicate that an internalist
justification condition is well-suited for that task. What
Gettier draws our attention to, then, is precisely the fact
that there are different forms of malignant epistemic luck,
forms of luck that require different forms of justification to
eliminate.

In Chapter 6, I argue that prominent externalist accounts
of justification are incompatible with veritic luck but com-
patible with reflective luck. Further, I consider some im-
plications of this view. First of these, I discuss Zagzeb-
ski’s claims about the inescapability of Gettier cases for
non-factive accounts of justification. I argue that factive ac-
counts of justification are neither necessary nor sufficient
to escape Gettier problems. Second, I argue that if exter-
nalist concepts of justification are incompatible with veritic
luck, this means that externalists about justification can do
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without a separate safety condition on knowledge. Since
internalist concepts of justification do little to eliminate
veritic luck, this will not be true for those who endorse an
internalist concept of justification. Finally, I argue that the
findings from this chapter and the previous one provide
the basis for a novel characterization of the internalism-
/externalism-debate about epistemic justification in terms
of luck. I argue that this conception of the internalism/ex-
ternalism-debate has some advantages over existing ways
of characterizing the debate, most notably that it is more
informative about the commonalties among internalist and
externalist accounts respectively. This way of looking at the
internalism/externalism-debate also allows us to identify a
substantial core of disagreement between internalists and
externalists (pace William Alston (2005)).

After having thus provided a characterization of the rela-
tion between various existing accounts of justification and
luck, I present my own account of justification in Chapter
7. I distinguish two kinds of justification: Type I and Type
II justification. Type I justification requires the elimination
of veritic luck. Type II justification requires the elimina-
tion of both reflective and veritic luck. I argue for a more
general condition on justification in terms of the notion of
veritic risk, a notion closely related to the notion of veritic
luck. I further distinguish between good veritic luck and
bad veritic luck, and argue that while all epistemic justifi-
cation is incompatible with good veritic luck, justification
is compatible with bad veritic luck. I finally consider a pos-
sible charge of scepticism, and some ways to respond to
this charge.

That draws the study to an end. In Chapter 8, I close
with some concluding remarks.
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2
I N T E R N A L I S M A N D E X T E R N A L I S M

What is knowledge? Traditionally, philosophers have
thought that in order to know, your belief must be justified.
But over the course of time opinions have come to diverge
widely over how we should understand this claim.

This chapter is about one of the central debates about
the nature of epistemic justification: the internalism/exter-
nalism-debate. As of late, this debate has not been get-
ting the best of press. In fact, the deplorable state of the
debate—evinced by the seemingly inverse proportionality
between the progress made and the number of pages writ-
ten on the subject—has led prominent epistemologists like
William Alston to urge us to abandon the concept of epis-
temic justification altogether (2005). In this study I resist
such a pessimistic meta-induction. More concretely, one of
my aims is to shed new light on what is at stake in the inter-
nalism/externalism-debate by drawing on recent work on
epistemic luck. My claim will be that doing so will allow for
a new perspective on the internalism/externalism-debate
itself. Even if internalists and externalists are partly talk-
ing past each other, we can still say something interesting
about the relation between their concepts of justification
and various forms of epistemic luck.

Before I can argue for this claim, however, I need to pro-
vide an overview of the internalism/externalism-debate.
That is what I will do in this chapter. This overview is not
meant to be exhaustive. Rather, I focus on what I take to
be the four most prominent theories of epistemic justifica-
tion: two internalist, and two externalist theories. I will set
out their general commitments, and explain how they are

13
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motivated. This will provide precise targets for discussion
in the coming chapters.

Of course, this methodology has its limitations. In par-
ticular, one may worry that what we find to hold for these
archetypes of internalism and externalism need not nec-
essarily hold for other possible internalist or externalist
theories of justification. I agree. The simple fact, however,
is that the last decades of epistemological research have
produced such a vast amount of different theories of epis-
temic justification that any attempt to be complete in the
amount of space appropriate for a project like this would
be doomed to fail. Choices thus need to be made. In choos-
ing my archetypes, I have tried to provide a selection of
theories that is in my view representative of the debate,
by including only concepts that are, or have been, widely
endorsed and are clearly distinct from each other.

The chapter is structured in the following way. In Sec-
tion 2.1, I briefly explain the general features and context
of the internalism/externalism-debate about epistemic jus-
tification. In Sections 2.2 and 2.3, I discuss the two most
prominent internalist theories of justification of the last
decades of epistemological literature: theories that I shall
name ‘accessibility-internalism’ and ‘mentalism’, respec-
tively. In Section 2.4 and 2.5, I do the same for two promi-
nent externalist theories of justification: ‘reliabilism’ and
‘virtue epistemology’. As said, for all these accounts, I will
discuss their central tenets, as well as their main motiva-
tions. I will close with some concluding remarks in Section
2.6.

2.1 the internalism/externalism-debate

What is the internalism/externalism-debate about? In this
section, I provide an overview of its general structure. But
first, a brief historical tale.
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Epistemology is first and foremost the study of knowl-
edge. However, epistemologists’ concern with epistemic
justification is as old as epistemology itself. The reason for
this is that most philosophers studying knowledge have
thought (and most still think) that epistemic justification is
necessary for knowledge. Already in Plato, for example, we
find that ‘mere’ true belief does not suffice for knowledge
(Plato, 1973). In the Theaetetus, Socrates asks us to imag-
ine a judge, who forms the belief that a particular defen-
dant is innocent on the basis of mere hearsay. Such a judge,
Socrates submits, does not come to know the defendant is
innocent by forming her belief in the way she does, even if
it turns out her belief is true. Why not? Because it seems
that a true belief based on weak or otherwise defective evi-
dence (such as mere hearsay) is akin to a lucky guess, and
we do not think lucky guesses can generate knowledge.1

If a true belief does not suffice for knowledge, what else
is needed? In the Theaetetus, Socrates discusses the notion
of a rational explanation for the truth of the belief in ques-
tion. This concept can be regarded as a precursor to our
modern concept of epistemic justification. While Socrates
ultimately dismisses the option, many have thought that
suitably reformulated, a notion of epistemic justification
could, together with true belief, be used to define necessary
and sufficient conditions for knowledge. This account of
knowledge as justified true belief is known as the classical,
or ‘tripartite’ account of knowledge.

In 1963, however, Edmund Gettier famously argued
against the classical account by providing examples of jus-
tified, true beliefs that (allegedly) fail to be knowledge.2

Among other things, Gettier’s short but hugely influential

1 This will prove important; we will have much more to say about this
claim in later chapters.

2 Traces of an early challenge the classical account can, according to some,
be found in the work of the 11th century Indian philosopher Sriharsa
(Matilal, 1986). Another early version is provided by Russell (1948).
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paper ignited the internalism/externalism-debate about
epistemic justification.

The notion of justification that is present in Gettier cases
is typically of the internalist kind. Epistemologists who
wanted to save the tripartite definition of knowledge there-
fore tried to modify the requirements of justification in a
way that would render justified true belief immune to Get-
tier cases. Since the requirements made by these theories
often referred to facts that were external to the believing
subject, they became known as ‘externalist’ theories of jus-
tification. Thus, according to this story, did Gettier give
birth to the internalism/externalism-debate.3

Whether the above story is accurate or not, Gettier cases
can be used to support externalism, as we will see below.
What matters here is that our story provides an entry point
to what is at issue in the internalism/externalism-debate.
As the story brings out, the debate between internalists
and externalists is essentially a debate about what sort of
things determine whether a belief is justified. The things
that determine justification are commonly called ‘justifiers’
or ‘J-factors’. Somewhat trivially, the internalism/externa-
lism-debate is essentially a debate about whether justifiers
are ‘internal’ or not. Of course, for a theory of justification
to be of any value, the relevant sense of ‘internal’ would
need to be spelled out, and this is exactly what various
theories of justification have tried to do. Importantly how-
ever, the debate is thus not a debate about what it is to
be epistemically justified in the first place. Rather, it is a
debate about what kinds of facts justification supervenes
upon. However, as we will see below, different views re-
garding the latter issue are motivated by different views
regarding the former.

None of these, however, had the impact of Gettier’s classic paper “Is
justified true belief knowledge?” (1963).

3 This story is based on (Poston, 2016).
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Within the internalism/externalism-debate, we can dis-
tinguish between strong and weak versions of both inter-
nalism and externalism. Strong internalism is the position
that all justifiers are internal, whereas weak internalism is
committed only to the claim that some justifiers are inter-
nal. Since externalism is usually formulated as the denial
of internalism, there are strong and a weak forms of ex-
ternalism as well. Strong externalism is the denial of weak
internalism and consequently holds that all justifiers are
external (again, in a sense yet to be specified). Weak exter-
nalism is the denial of strong internalism and holds that
some justifiers are external.4 There are thus two possible
relevant oppositions between internalism and externalism:
the opposition between strong internalism and weak exter-
nalism, as well as the opposition between weak internalism
and strong externalism. In the literature, the internalism-
/externalism-debate is usually depicted as the opposition
between strong internalism and weak externalism:

Epistemic internalism is the view that a
thinker’s epistemic status depends wholly on
matters which are ‘internal’ to that thinker,
rather than at least partially on matters which
are ‘external’ to her, such as her relations to her
environment. Let epistemic externalism be the
denial of epistemic internalism. (Brown, 2007,
pp. 13-14)

Internalism asserts that justification is inter-
nally determined, whether by evidence pos-
sessed, or by coherence among beliefs, or
by some other internal condition. Externalism

4 Of course, on the current formulation, weak internalism and weak exter-
nalism are logically equivalent on the assumption that a justifier is either
internal or external. Nevertheless, a ‘weak’ theory may allow for more
or less internal justifiers, and we may classify it as weakly internalist or
externalist accordingly.
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about justification is readily understood as the
denial that internal factors are sufficient. Some-
thing external has an independent role in jus-
tifying beliefs. Justification does not supervene
on the internal alone. (Conee, 2004, p. 48)

The choice to focus on the distinction between strong in-
ternalism and weak externalism, rather than on the distinc-
tion between weak internalism and strong externalism is
easily explained: the most widely endorsed internalist the-
ories of justification are of the ‘strong’ kind, and the most
widely endorsed externalist theories of the ‘weak’ kind. In
what follows I will therefore use the term ‘internalism’ to
denote strong internalism, and the term ‘externalism’ to
denote weak externalism. We should keep in mind, how-
ever, that strong externalism and weak internalism are also
theoretical possibilities.

Thus formulated, the internalism/externalism-debate is
thus a debate about the kinds of facts that justification su-
pervenes upon (I call the collection of these facts the ’su-
pervenience base’ of epistemic justification). If internalism
is right, this supervenience base is provided by the internal
alone. If externalism is right, the base will include justifiers
that are external to the subject as well.

Saying that internalism is the view that justification de-
pends only on matters which are internal to the thinker is
not very informative. The characterization of externalism
as the denial of this claim even less so. It could be taken as
an indication of the state of the internalism/externalism-
debate that this is all that can be said, in general, about
internalism and externalism. As I shall argue in later chap-
ters, however, this is not all that can be said. But that will
have to wait. In the next sections we will see that specific in-
ternalist and externalist theories flesh out the specific sense
in which justification does or does not depend on the inter-
nal alone in different ways.
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The internalism/externalism-debate is thus a debate
about the question whether epistemic justification super-
venes on the internal alone. To get a good handle on this
question, however, we need to draw a distinction between
propositional and doxastic justification. Propositional jus-
tification is a property of a proposition relative to an
agent (Bergmann, 2006, p. 4). Different epistemologists will
have different views as to what propositional justification
amounts to, but one example would be to say that propo-
sition p is propositionally justified for agent S at time t if
and only if p is sufficiently supported by the total evidence
available to S at t.5 What is important is that one does
not need to believe a proposition in order for one to have
propositional justification for believing it. Nor does one
need to be capable of believing a proposition in order for
that proposition to be propositionally justified. Thus, some
very long and complex logical tautology may be proposi-
tionally justified for me, even if I am psychologically in-
capable of entertaining the proposition, let alone believing
it.

Doxastic justification, by contrast, is a property of held
belief. According to a standard view, agent S is doxastically
justified in believing p if and only if S has propositional
justification R for p and S bases her belief that p on R.6,7

5 See (Neta, 2007).
6 See (Korcz, 2000; Kvanvig, 2003; Pollock & Cruz, 1999; Swain, 1979).

John Turri holds the unorthodox view that propositional justification
should be explained in terms of doxastic justification instead of the
other way around (Turri, 2010).

7 Propositional and doxastic justification are sometimes distinguished
from personal justification, which is, as the name indicates, a property
of a person rather than a belief. When we say that Sally was justified in
believing that her house was on fire, we are talking about personal jus-
tification (a property of Sally), whereas when we say that Sally’s belief
that her house was on fire was justified, we are talking about doxastic
justification (a property of Sally’s belief). The relationship between per-
sonal and doxastic justification is controversial, however. Some episte-
mologists think that S is personally justified in believing p if and only if
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How to interpret this ’basing’ requirement is a matter of
considerable controversy. Roughly, we may say that a belief
B is based on reason R if and only if R is the reason for
which B is held.

In a sense, both propositional and doxastic justification
are ‘epistemic’. To be as clear as possible, however, I will
reserve the term ‘epistemic justification’ for doxastic jus-
tification only. This reflects standard practice. Swain, for
example, has a necessary basing requirement in his defi-
nition of epistemic justification (Swain, 1981, p. 134). Sim-
ilarly, Korcz claims: “Merely possessing good reasons for
a belief is not sufficient to make one epistemically justi-
fied in holding it. In addition, those reasons must be the
reasons for which the belief is held”, thus implicitly equat-
ing epistemic justification and doxastic justification (2000,
p. 525, my italics). Also, most accounts of epistemic justi-
fication that we will discuss below refer to actually held
beliefs rather than to propositions. In addition, they refer
to the methods that produced these beliefs.8 With the no-
table exception of Feldman and Conee, whose views we
will discuss below, most epistemologists thus seem to re-
serve the term epistemic justification for doxastic, rather
than propositional justification.

Ted Poston argues for the contrary view that internal-
ism should be understood as a thesis about propositional
rather than doxastic justification by noting that the best ac-
count of the basing relation is formulated in causal terms
(Poston, 2016). Since these causal relations typically do not

S’s belief that p is doxastically justified (Kvanvig & Menzel, 1990). Other
epistemologists think there are important differences between personal
and doxastic justification (Engel, 1992b; Littlejohn, 2009, 2012). I do not
intend to take a stand on this issue, which does not bear on the claims
I want to make.

8 In this study use the terms ’methods’ and ’processes’ interchangeably.
Alvin Goldman draws a distinction between them (Goldman, 1986, p.
93–95; Goldman, 2015, p. 142). The distinction is not important for our
present purposes, however, so I will leave it aside.
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supervene on the internal, we should regard the internalist
thesis as a thesis about propositional rather than doxastic
justification.

However, there are other accounts of basing available to
the internalist besides the causal account. Not all of these
refer to facts external to the believing subject.9 So the inter-
nalist is not forced to restrict her thesis to propositional justi-
fication. As we will see, Conee and Feldman’s usage of the
term ’epistemic justification’ is non-standard. Most episte-
mologists, including various internalists, refer to doxastic
justification when they speak of epistemic justification. In
this thesis I will follow the majority and refer to doxastic
justification when I use the term ’epistemic justification’.

2.2 accessibility-internalism

On the present understanding, internalism holds that all
factors that determine justification are internal to a believer.
That means that justification, according to the internalist,
supervenes on what is internal: no two believers could be
internally alike yet differ in the justificatory status of any of
their beliefs. As we said, this formulation of the internalist
thesis is not very informative, since it is not clear what the
relevant sense of ‘internal’ is. The literature provides us
with two distinct interpretations, leading to two seemingly
distinct kinds of internalism: ‘accessibility-internalism’ (or
’accessibilism’) and ‘mentalism’.

Historically speaking, the most widely accepted internal-
ist requirement on justification has been that we should
have a special kind of cognitive access to our justifiers. While
not especially prevalent in contemporary epistemological
literature, versions of this form of internalism have been en-
dorsed by such eminent epistemologists as BonJour (1980),

9 See, for example, Adam Leite’s internalist account of the basing relation
(2008).
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Chisholm (1977) and Ginet (1975), among others. Because
this type of internalism is defined in terms of the acces-
sibility required to one’s justifiers, it is commonly called
‘accessibility-internalism’.10

What sort of access is required by the accessibility-
internalist for a belief to be justified? Different writers give
different formulations:

Every one of every set of facts about S’s posi-
tion that minimally suffices to make S, at a give
time, justified in being confident that p must
be directly recognizable to S at that time. (Ginet,
1975, p. 34, italics in original)

Internalism ... treats justifiedness as a purely in-
ternal matter: if p is justified for S, then S must
be aware (or at least immediately capable of be-
ing aware) of what makes it justified and why.
(Bach, 1985, p. 250)

The things we know are justified for us in the
following sense: we can know what it is, on
any occasion, that constitutes our grounds, or
reason, or evidence, for thinking that we know.
(Chisholm, 1977, p. 17, italics in original)

The general idea behind these different formulations
seems to be that justification requires some special sort of
direct or immediate access to the justifiers of one’s belief.11

Let us call this special sort of access ‘reflective access’. We
then define accessibility-internalism in the following way:

10 The term ‘accessibility-internalism is from Conee and Feldman (2001).
Pryor calls this form of internalism ‘simple internalism’ (Pryor, 2001).

11 Note here that it is possible in principle to combine such an access
requirement with external conditions on justification. For example,
William Alston, an externalist about epistemic justification, nevertheless
writes: “[A] justifying ground is the sort of thing that, in general, and
when nothing interferes is available for citation by the subject” which
leads him to conclude, “the concept [of justification] should include



17A_BW Proefschrift_Grefte_stand.job

2.2 accessibility-internalism 23

Accessibility-internalism: S is justified in be-
lieving p only if p’s justifiers are reflectively ac-
cessible to S.

When do you have reflective access to a justifier for your
belief? Reflective access is the sort of access that you have
by engaging in introspection. Accordingly, you have reflec-
tive access to a justifier for your belief that p if and only
if you can become aware of this justifier by introspection
alone. Reflective access is opposed here to empirical access.
Some facts we have access to only through our senses. Such
facts are said to be empirically accessible. Other facts we
have access to without relying on our senses, and these
kinds of facts are said to be reflectively accessible.

What can we say about the kinds of facts reflectively ac-
cessible? Traditionally, it has been thought that by engag-
ing in reflection we can become aware of our mental states.
But which mental states are reflectively accessible? Here it
proves useful to distinguish occurrent from dispositional
mental states. First, occurrent mental states are states one
is currently in. Thus, if I am currently experiencing pain,
then my pain-state is an occurrent mental state. Similarly,
we can say that my belief that p is occurrent if and only
if I am currently aware of my propositional attitude that
p is true. Dispositional mental states, on the other hand,
are—as the name suggests—dispositions to form occurrent
mental states. As dispositions, these mental states require
conditions under which they are actualized (become occur-
rent). Thus, I have a disposition to feel pain just in case
there are certain circumstances under which I normally
will be in an occurrent pain-state. Similarly, I can have a
dispositional belief that p if there are certain circumstances

the requirement that the justifier be accessible to the subject” (Alston,
1988b, p. 274-275). Alston’s view is only weakly internalist, because he
also requires that the grounds on the basis of which a subject beliefs be
adequate, which is an external fact.
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under which I will normally form the occurrent belief that
p.12

The distinction between occurrent and dispositional
mental states is relevant because it helps us to see which
mental states are reflectively accessible. As we said, some-
thing is reflectively accessible if one can become aware of
it by reflection alone. It is clear that occurrent mental states
are reflectively accessible: it seems that just by turning my
attention inward, I can become aware of which mental
states I am currently in, at least on a sufficiently course-
grained level. We also saw that dispositional mental states
are states that under certain circumstances will become oc-
current. Therefore, it is possible to have reflective access to
our dispositional mental states as well: for every disposi-
tional mental state, there will be circumstances in which I
have reflective access to it. Something is accessible to one if
it is possible for one to have access to it. Both our occurrent
and our dispositional mental states are thus reflectively ac-
cessible.

Note the distinction between access and accessibility
here. Of course, in circumstances where my dispositional
mental states do not manifest themselves, I lack current
access to them. But they might still be accessible if there
are conditions under which I do have access to them. If
accessibility-internalism were to require access to one’s jus-
tifiers, only one’s occurrent mental states would qualify.
But that would be much too strong a requirement on jus-
tification. Take my (occurrent) belief that the Pythagorean
theorem is true. I take it that this belief is justified. Nev-
ertheless, as it happens, I do not occurrently believe any-
thing that supports it. The point generalizes. I often form
beliefs for which I do not pause to actively consider their
basis, among these many of my perceptual beliefs. Intu-

12 For further discussion of the distinction between occurrent and dispo-
sitional mental states, see (Armstrong, 1973; Audi, 1994; Price, 1969;
Schwitzgebel, 2015; Searle, 1992).
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itively, these beliefs are justified, but if justifiers were re-
stricted to occurrent mental states, we would have to say
that they are not. As formulated, accessibility-internalism
evades this problem: even if I am not currently aware of the
bases for my belief in the Pythagorean theorem, there may
still be circumstances in which I am, and this will allow
my belief to be justified.

Not only occurrent and dispositional mental states are
said to be reflectively accessible, however. We also can
come to know certain necessary truths through introspec-
tion.13 These necessary truths are called a priori for the
very fact that we can come to know them independently of
any contact with the external world, through the method
of introspection. This set of a priori truths is said to in-
clude facts about arithmetic, logic and certain philosoph-
ical truths (Swinburne, 2001, p. 10).

It is sometimes said that reflective access is infallible,
that one cannot be mistaken about one’s own mental states,
or about a priori truths. On the present account of justifica-
tion, that would mean that we could not be mistaken about
the justifiers in our possession for a particular belief. That
is, for each and every one of our justified beliefs we could
be certain which justifiers we have for them. This is the
way accessibility-internalism is classically understood: the
descriptions of internalism by Bach, Chisholm and Ginet
above all support such a strong reading. This interpreta-
tion of accessibility-internalism is problematic, however,
since infallibilism about reflective access is rather implausi-
ble. First, concerning a priori truths, such as truths of arith-
metic or philosophy, it seems fairly obvious that we can be
mistaken about them, especially when the truths in ques-

13 Although Kripke famously argued that not all necessary truths are dis-
coverable through introspection (Kripke, 1980). Examples that are not
include truths like "Water is H2O" and "Obama is a person" (where
Obama is picked out by pointing). We know these truths through some
means other than introspection.
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tion are rather complex. Second, as indicated by A.J. Ayer’s
famous ‘problem of the speckled hen’, we can also be mis-
taken about which mental state we are in (Ayer, 1940). Sup-
pose we take a look at a speckled hen. One’s experience of
the hen features many speckles. But how many? One can
consider this question and if pressed, produce an answer,
such as “48”. But it seems clear that one can be wrong
about the number. Importantly, we are asking for a judge-
ment about one’s conscious experience of the hen—hence
about one’s mental state—and not about the hen itself. The
problem is thus not just that one may be wrong about how
many speckles the actual hen has, but rather that one may
be wrong about how many speckles one’s visual experience
of the hen has. If it is assumed that we have reflective ac-
cess to our occurrent mental states, and if this access is
assumed to be factive, our judgement should be flawless.
Yet we may be mistaken, it seems.

The implausibility of infallibilism does not impugn
accessibility-internalism as we have defined it above, how-
ever, for two reasons. First, it is dubious that cases like the
one above are cases of justified belief. That means we have
to conceive of accessibilism in a weaker way than episte-
mologists like Bach, Ginet and Chisholm have understood
that criterion. It is not the case that we can always know,
on reflection alone, what the justifiers for one’s belief are.
But we may still require this for justified beliefs. Nothing
in the claim that justification supervenes on what is reflec-
tively accessible entails that reflection must always generate
justified beliefs.

Second, our definition does not require that one’s justi-
fiers are reflectively accessible as justifiers. That would be to
over-intellectualize epistemic justification. Not many peo-
ple outside of philosophy have a concept of epistemic justi-
fication in the first place, let alone the concept of what it is
to be a justifier. Presumably they do have justified beliefs.
Thus any plausible reading of accessibility-internalism
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should only require that one can become aware, by reflec-
tion alone, of the facts that justify one’s belief. One does
not need to become aware of the fact that these facts are
justifiers.14

What are the motivations for accessibility-internalism?
First, and foremost, the position is often defended by an
appeal to a specific account of the nature of epistemic jus-
tification itself. The concept of justification that defenders
of accessibility-internalism have traditionally appealed to
is known as the deontological concept of epistemic justifica-
tion.15 The fundamental idea behind the deontological con-
cept is that epistemic justification shares important proper-
ties with other forms of justification, such as moral justifica-
tion. Proponents of this view maintain that, like moral jus-
tification, epistemic justification can be analysed in terms
of duties, although, in this case the relevant duties will be
intellectual rather than moral.

Moral justification is related to the concepts of require-
ment and permission, obligation and duty, praise and
blame, and, importantly, to specific moral norms. How are
these concepts related? First, an action is morally justified
just in case it is permitted by the moral norms. For ex-
ample, you are morally justified in giving up your job to
help the poor if you are permitted to do so by the relevant
norms, even if these norms do not require this of you. How-
ever, you cannot be morally justified in giving up your job
if doing so is not permitted by the relevant moral norms.
Second, you are morally obliged to φ if and only if ¬φ is
prohibited. Moral duties are obligations: it is your moral
duty to φ if and only if it is your moral obligation to φ. We
morally praise and blame people, finally, insofar as they
are morally justified.

14 For a similar claim, see (Alston, 1988b).
15 The following discussion owes much to William Alston (cf. Alston, 1985,

1988a).
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The deontological concept of epistemic justification em-
beds epistemic justification in an analogous structure.
Thus, on this conception, the belief that p (Bp) is epistemi-
cally justified if and only if Bp is permitted by the epistemic
norms. Thus, we arrive at the following definition for de-
ontological justification:

Deontological justification: S is justified in
believing p if and only if S does not violate any
epistemic norms in believing p.

The deontological conception links epistemic justifica-
tion to permission by epistemic norms. What is the content
of these epistemic norms? According to BonJour, “One’s
primary epistemic duty ... includes both seeking the truth
and avoiding error" (BonJour, 2002, p. 236).16 Since the
goals of seeking truth and avoiding falsehood will often
pull in opposite directions (the former is promoted by low
evidential standards, the latter by high standards, for ex-
ample), the two goals are to be weighed against each other.
How exactly to weigh them is presumably sensitive to the
context and contents of the beliefs in question. If falsity
entails catastrophe, it is probably better to maintain high
evidential standards. If nothing much hangs on it, we can
be more gullible. However these norms are to be weighed
against each other, it seems clear that epistemically speak-
ing, ceteris paribus, we should believe when things are true,
and disbelieve when things are false. We are epistemically
praiseworthy, then, if we believe in such a way that our be-
liefs tend to be true, and blameworthy when we believe in
such a way that they are not.

16 See also (Alston, 1989, p. 116). Specifications of the norm outside
a specifically deontological context can be found in (David, 2001),
(BonJour, 1985, p.7-8).
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According to many, accessibility-internalism follows
from the deontological concept of justification.17 The de-
ontological argument for accessibility-internalism can be
captured in the following way:

P1 Justification is solely a matter of meeting the applica-
ble epistemic obligations.

P2 Obligations apply to one only if one has control over
whether one complies with them or not.

P3 If meeting some epistemic obligation involves what is
reflectively inaccessible, we lack control over whether
we meet the norm.

C1 The epistemic obligations that apply to us do not in-
volve what is reflectively inaccessible.

C2 Justification supervenes on what is reflectively acces-
sible.

Here, P1 states the deontological concept of justification.
P2 tells us that some conscious control over whether one
satisfies a norm is required for that norm to apply. This is a
special version of the famous ‘ought-implies-can’-principle:
not only do norms imply that one can comply with them,
they also imply that one can choose to comply with them.
For it makes no sense to say that someone should φ if she
has no way of choosing to φ. That we tend to think of norms
this way is borne out by the previously mentioned connec-
tion between norms, or obligations, and blameworthiness.
Violating a norm or an obligation entails being blamewor-
thy, but we do not consider someone blameworthy who
did not choose to violate the norm. Culpable, maybe, but
not blameworthy. Thus I am not blameworthy for driving

17 See, for example, (Alston, 1989; BonJour, 1980; Goldman, 1999;
Plantinga, 1993b).
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through a red light if I did not decide to do so (perhaps I
was distracted or incapacitated, or simply colour-blind).18

P3 then says that if the satisfaction of the epistemic
norms depends on factors that are reflectively inaccessible
it will be impossible for us to consciously choose whether
or not we satisfy them. The idea here is that a conscious
choice to satisfy the norm requires that one can assess
whether the conditions for the satisfaction of the norm are
met. If these conditions are reflectively inaccessible, we can-
not assess whether they obtain or not. Together, these pre-
misses entail C1 and C2, and so they support accessibility-
internalism.

Externalists will, of course, try to deny either one or sev-
eral of the premises of the above argument. Here my aim is
to provide a brief overview of some of the most important
motivations for internalism. Whether the argument above
succeeds or not, it is generally considered to be one of
these.19

A second consideration in favour of accessibility-
internalism is provided by Descartes’ intuition that the
main aim of epistemology is to give us epistemic guid-
ance.20 More recently a view like this has been endorsed
by Laurence BonJour, who writes:

[T]he central rationale for internalism, at least
as I conceive it, ... arises when I ask simply
whether or not I have good reasons for thinking
that my various beliefs are true, understanding
this question in a global way in which all of my
beliefs (and ways of arriving at beliefs) are in
question. (BonJour, 2002, p. 237).

18 Of course, being distracted or incapacitated can itself be something for
which I am blameworthy. But that is a different issue.

19 See, for example (Alston, 1989, pp. 198–200). The specific formulation
of the argument above is my own.

20 See his “Rules for the Direction of the Mind” (Descartes, 1931).
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Thus, for BonJour an epistemic theory is adequate just
in case it helps us to answer the question whether we
have any good reasons for our beliefs, understanding this
question in a broad sense. This criterion entails an acces-
sibility constraint on the justifiers of one’s beliefs, because
justifiers that are reflectively inaccessible will be irrelevant
for answering this question: “[o]ne immediate upshot of
this is that the “internal” of “internalism” means primarily
that what is appealed to for justification must be internal
to the individual’s first-person cognitive perspective” (BonJour,
2002, p. 238, italics in original). Further, for BonJour this
conception of epistemology provides a rationale specific to
accessibility-internalism rather than other forms of inter-
nalism, such as mentalism (to be discussed below) because
properties of mental states that are reflectively inaccessible
will likewise be irrelevant to epistemology.

Finally, internalism can be defended with the help of
some ‘intuition-pumps’: thought-experiments or imagi-
nary cases that serve to bring out our intuitions regard-
ing a given concept.21 Two famous such cases should be
mentioned here. First there is the ‘new evil demon prob-
lem’.22 To see the problem, we first start by considering
the possibility that everything that one perceives or thinks
is actually produced by an evil demon manipulating the
senses and one’s cognitive faculties, producing exactly the
same non-factive mental states as that we are currently in.
As a result of the demon’s tinkering, most of these are false.
We then compare this possible world to our (supposedly)
actual world in which everything is as it seems. According
to the intuition the argument draws on, we feel that the de-
mon’s victims would be as justified as we are in the actual
world. This would mean that justification does not super-
vene on anything other than our non-factive mental states,

21 See (Dennett, 2013, 1980) for more on the role of thought-experiments
as intuition-pumps.

22 This famous case originates in (Lehrer & Cohen, 1983).
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since, as the case is set up, everything except these mental
states is different between these two worlds.

It is important to note that the intuition that the evil
demon’s victims are as justified as we are can—and has
been—explained by an appeal to the deontological concept
of epistemic justification:

Justification is a normative concept. It is an eval-
uation of how well one has pursued one’s epis-
temic goals. Consequently, if we have reason to
believe that perception, for example, is a reli-
able process, then the mere fact that it turns
out not to be reliable, because of some improb-
able contingency, does not obliterate our justi-
fication for perceptual belief. (Lehrer & Cohen,
1983, p. 193)

Thus, the extent to which one is moved by the new
evil demon case will presumably depend on the extent to
which one accepts the deontological concept of epistemic
justification. This is another way in which the deontologi-
cal concept of epistemic justification can be used to moti-
vate internalism.23

Our second case concerns BonJour’s reliable clairvoyant
Norman:

[Norman,] under certain conditions that usu-
ally obtain, is a completely reliable clairvoyant
with respect to certain kinds of subject matter.
He possesses no evidence or reasons of any
kind for or against the general possibility of
such a cognitive power, or for or against the
thesis that he possesses it. One day Norman
comes to believe that the President is in New
York City, though he has no evidence either for

23 For an interesting recent externalist response, see (Littlejohn, n.d.).
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or against this belief. In fact the belief is true
and results from his clairvoyant power, under
circumstances in which it is completely reliable.
(BonJour, 1980, p. 62)

BonJour stresses that intuitively, Norman’s beliefs are
not justified, because Norman “has no reason at all for
thinking that the belief is true. And the suggestion here
is that the rationality or justifiability of Norman’s belief
should be judged from Norman’s own perspective, rather
than from one that is unavailable to him” (BonJour, 1980, p.
64). On the assumption that Norman’s ’perspective’ is con-
stituted by what is reflectively accessible to him, the case
thus seems to support accessibility-internalism.

This concludes our overview of accessibility-internalism.
Much more could be said about the positions and argu-
ments presented in this section, and some more will be
said in later chapters. For now this overview will suffice.
Let us continue, therefore, to the other prominent form of
internalism in contemporary epistemological literature.

2.3 mentalism

Like accessibility-internalism, mentalism holds that jus-
tification supervenes on the internal. But mental-
ism has a different criterion for the internal than
accessibility-internalism. What is specifically ‘internal’
about accessibility-internalism is the relation that is re-
quired to one’s justifiers, whereas mentalism manifests
its internalist character in its conception of what kind of
things can be justifiers. It is for this reason that mental-
ism is sometimes called ’grounds-internalism’. In particu-
lar, mentalists hold that only mental states can be justifiers.

Mentalism: The justificatory status of a per-
son’s doxastic attitudes strongly supervenes on
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the persons occurrent and dispositional mental
states, conditions and events. (Conee & Feld-
man, 2001, p. 2)

While the accessibilist form of internalism can perhaps
be traced back to Descartes’ insistence on indubitable be-
liefs, mentalism is a relatively recent development.24

Mentalism and accessibility-internalism are usually
taken to constitute substantially different theories of jus-
tification (Brown, 2007; Conee & Feldman, 2001; Pap-
pas, 2014). It is usually argued that mentalism and
accessibillity-internalism are logically distinct: not all of
our mental states are reflectively accessible (think of re-
pressed memories, implicit biases, sub-personal mental
states etc.), and conversely, it is at least logically possi-
ble that we could have reflective access to things other
than mental states (Brown, 2007; Pappas, 2014).25 Because
of this, it should be possible to be justified according to
accessibility-internalism, but not according to mentalism,
and vice-versa.

While the theses are logically distinct, there are some
reasons for doubting they have different extensions. First,
mentalism, as defended by Conee and Feldman, consists
of the claim that justification strongly supervenes only on
one’s occurrent and dispositional mental states. Whereas the

24 Mentalism is most famously defended by Conee and Feldman (2001).
Cf. (Wedgwood, 2002). The claim that accessibility-internalism can be
traced back to Descartes is found in many places, among which the
recent discussion between BonJour and Sosa regarding internalism and
externalism (BonJour & Sosa, 2003, p. 7-8).

25 Richard Fumerton thinks we can have “facts about which propositions
make probable others, before our consciousness” (Fumerton, 1988, p.
163). Also, epistemological disjunctivists hold that we can have reflec-
tive access to factive reasons, like seeing that p (cf. McDowell, 1994;
Pritchard, 2012b). While these factive reasons are mental states, usu-
ally mentalism is understood as the thesis that justification supervenes
upon our non-factive mental states (cf. Goldman & Olsson, 2009, p. 312).
We will come back to epistemological disjunctivism in Chapter 7.
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above argument for the difference between accessibility-
internalism and mentalism is based on a conception of
mentalism that allows all of the subject’s mental states to
count as justifiers, this does not seem to be true to Conee
and Feldman’s conception. Since we have already argued
that occurrent and dispositional mental states are reflec-
tively accessible, it seems that on this formulation mental-
ism does imply accessibility-internalism.

This claim can be strengthened by considering the way
mentalism is defended. I will focus on the most famous
defence of mentalism, by Conee and Feldman (2001).

Conee and Feldman’s case for mentalism has two parts.
The first part consists of a number of contrast cases that are
meant to show that justificatory differences imply mental
differences. This argument is abductive because the general
conclusion is meant to be the best explanation of the cases.
They supplement it in the second part of their defence with
responses to some possible objections to their view. Here I
will focus on the first part of their defence.

As said, Conee and Feldman conclude from the exposi-
tion of their cases that the best explanation for the differ-
ences in justification between these cases is a difference in
total mental state between the believing subjects.26 I will
argue, however, that the relevant mental differences all in-
volve differences in reflectively accessible mental states. Be-
cause of this, the examples support the claim that justifica-
tion supervenes on the reflectively accessible just as much as
they support the mentalist claim. Here are the cases:

Case 1: Bob and Ray are sitting in an air-
conditioned hotel lobby reading yesterday’s
newspaper. Each has read that it will be very
warm today and, on that basis, each believes
that it is very warm today. Then Bob goes out-

26 While I do believe all cases support the claims I want to make, I will
focus on some of them to keep the discussion manageable.
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side and feels the heat. They both continue to
believe that it is very warm today. But at this
point Bob’s belief is better justified. (Conee &
Feldman, 2001, p. 3).

Here the experience of the heat that contributes to Bob’s
justification is not only reflectively accessible, but reflec-
tively accessed, since Bob’s experience of the heat is an oc-
current mental state of him.

Case 2: A logic Teaching Assistant and a begin-
ning logic student are looking over a homework
assignment. One question displays a sentence
that they both know to express a truth and asks
whether certain other sentences are true as well.
The TA can easily tell through simple reflection
that some of the other sentences express logi-
cal consequences of the original sentence and
thus she is justified in believing that they are
true as well. The student is clueless. (Conee &
Feldman, 2001, p. 4).

In this example it is explicitly stated that the TA has bet-
ter justification because she can tell by simple reflection
which sentences follow from which. Her better justifica-
tion is thus due to a difference in reflectively accessible
information.

Case 3: Initially, Smith has excellent reasons
to believe that Jones, who works in his office,
owns a Ford. Smith deduces that someone in
the office owns a Ford. The latter belief is true,
but the former is false. Smith’s reasons derive
from Jones pretending to own a Ford. Someone
else in the office, unknown to Smith, does own
a Ford. The fact that Jones is merely simulat-
ing Ford ownership keeps Smith from knowing
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that someone in his office is a Ford owner, but it
does not prevent Smith from being justified or
diminish his justification. At a later time Smith
gains ample reason to believe that Jones is pre-
tending. At that point Smith is not justified in
believing either that Jones owns a Ford or that
someone in his office owns a Ford. (Conee &
Feldman, 2001, p. 4).

What explains the difference in justification is that Smith
gains reasons to believe Jones is pretending. If this reason
were not reflectively accessible to Smith however, it seems
hard to see how his belief change would be a reasonable
one. Again, the difference in justification is due to a change
in mental state that is reflectively accessible.

In each case, the relevant mental states that made the
difference for justification are reflectively accessible. Thus,
these cases do not favour the claim that justification su-
pervenes on one’s total mental states over the claim that
justification supervenes only on one’s reflectively accessi-
ble mental states. If, as Conee and Feldman presuppose,
we can extrapolate from these cases, then we could also
conclude that only reflectively accessible mental states are
relevant for epistemic justification. Thus, mentalism would
seem to imply accessibilism.

What about the implication in the other direction? As
we said above, we have reflective access to our occurrent
and dispositional mental states, as well as to a priori truths.
Since a priori truths are not themselves mental states, it
may seem that their inclusion in the supervenience base
of accessibilist justification makes that theory substantially
different from mentalism.

The above reasoning does not go through, however. Why
so? Let us first consider the nature of supervenience claims.
A claim that A supervenes on B is a claim that there can
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be no A-difference without a B-difference, or, equivalently,
that every A-difference implies a B-difference.

Both mentalism and accessibilism are supervenience
claims.27 Thus, mentalism is the claim that there can be
no justificatory difference without a mental difference, and
accessibilism is the claim that there can be no justificatory
difference without a difference in what is reflectively acces-
sible.

Whether these claims amount to the same thing depends
on what we understand the relevant mental states to be, as
well as on what we consider to be reflectively accessible.
Concerning the first, we have seen above that mentalism, at
least as it is formulated by Conee and Feldman, in terms
of occurrent and dispositional mental states, and as it is
supported by their examples, seems to be committed to
the claim that the mental states on which justification su-
pervenes are all reflectively accessible. Regarding the sec-
ond, we have seen above that there are two primary factors
said to be reflectively accessible: mental states, and a priori
truths.

Understood in this way, mentalism amounts to the claim
that there can be no justificatory difference without a differ-
ence in one’s reflectively accessible mental states, whereas
accessibilism amounts to the claim that there can be no
such difference without a difference in either one’s reflec-
tively accessible mental states or in the a priori truths reflec-
tively accessible to one.

Crucially, on the assumption that all a priori truths are
necessary and reflectively accessible, there can be no dif-
ference between two subjects as regards the a priori truths
that are reflectively accessible to them.28 If this is so, then
every difference in justification, by the accessibilist lights,

27 That is, considering these theories in their purest form, bracketing the
concepts of justification used to motivate them—see below.

28 Remember that a priori truths are defined as those necessary truths that
are reflectively accessible.
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must be accompanied by a difference in the reflectively ac-
cessible mental states of the subject, which is equivalent to
the mentalist claim, as we have interpreted it. Understood
as supervenience claims, and under the present assump-
tions, accessibilism thus implies mentalism.

This receives further support from classical accessibilist
passages like the following:

It is not the fact that there is smoke rising from
the forest that justifies S in thinking there is
smoke rising from the forest, but rather such
facts as that S is confident that he sees smoke, S
has no reason to mistrust his sight on this partic-
ular matter at this particular time, and S seems
to remember that he has come to know that vir-
tually always when there is smoke of the sort
he sees there is fire. (Ginet, 1975, p. 34, italics in
original)

Here Ginet identifies as the reflectively accessible facts
on which justification supervenes precisely those men-
tal states that Conee and Feldman identify as rele-
vant for justification. Even George Pappas, who oth-
erwise stresses the difference between mentalism and
accessibility-internalism, says that “we may safely say that
if accessibility internalism is true, this is evidence in favor
of mentalism” (Pappas, 2014).

Of course, Conee and Feldman distance themselves ex-
plicitly from any assumption to the effect that “the special
kind of access on which many internalist theories rely can
reach only mental items, and perhaps all mental items, or
at least all that might be counted as playing a role in justi-
fication” (Conee & Feldman, 2001, p. 2). I think Conee and
Feldman are right to stress that to identify mentalism with
accessiblism requires one to make this assumption. How-
ever, the considerations above support the plausibility of
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this assumption and, as we have seen, the assumption can
in fact be motivated by considering Conee and Feldman’s
own examples. This gives us reason to think the distinction
between accessibility-internalism and mentalism is not as
clear-cut as it is sometimes presented.

Nevertheless we will treat mentalism and accessibility-
internalism separately. The reason for this is twofold. First,
one need not make the assumptions above about the super-
venience bases of mentalism or accessibilism. One could
adopt a mentalism, for example, for which justification
does not supervene on the reflectively accessible mental
states only, or an accessibilism that maintains that things
other than mental states and a priori truths are reflectively
accessible. Second, and perhaps more interestingly, men-
talists tend to supplement their supervenience claim with
a conception of epistemic justification that is quite dif-
ferent from the deontological conception that motivates
accessibility-internalism. For Conee and Feldman support
a theory of justification that they call evidentialism (1985).
Evidentialism essentially consists of the following thesis:

Evidentialism: Doxastic attitude D toward
proposition p is epistemically justified for S at
t if and only if having D toward p fits the ev-
idence S has at t. (Feldman & Conee, 1985, p.
15).

What is one’s evidence? While the notion of evidence
in everyday life seems to primarily refer to items like
blood-stained knifes, witness testimonies or database en-
tries, Conee and Feldman’s view is that one’s evidence
consists of one’s mental states. On this interpretation, evi-
dentialism clearly supports mentalism.29

There are further questions to be asked. For example,
what does it mean for a doxastic attitude D to ‘fit’ a given

29 We may ask whether one’s evidence consists of all, or only of some of
one’s mental states. See Section 5.2 for discussion.
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body of evidence e? Here, I will not attempt to provide a
complete overview of evidentialism.30

What is crucial, however, is that, as we already men-
tioned in Section 2.1, Conee and Feldman’s conception of
epistemic justification is a conception of propositional justi-
fication, rather than of doxastic justification. As we said,
however, we are discussing the internalism/externalism-
debate concerning doxastic justification. This kind of justi-
fication Conee and Feldman label ’well-foundedness’:

Well-foundedness: S’s doxastic attitude D at
t toward proposition p is well-founded if and
only if

1. having D toward p is justified for S at t;
and

2. S has D toward p on the basis of some
body of evidence e, such that

a) S has e as evidence at t;

b) having D toward p fits e; and

c) there is no more inclusive body of evi-
dence e’ had by S at t such that having
D toward p does not fit e’. (Feldman &
Conee, 1985, p. 24)

Well-foundedness differs from evidential justification in
that it not only requires that the relevant belief satisfies
the evidentialist criteria, but that it fits the evidence on the
basis of which it is formed, and there is no more inclu-
sive body of evidence available to the subject that the be-
lief does not fit.31 As is apparent from its definition, well-
foundedness is a notion that applies to actually held dox-

30 For such overviews, see (Conee & Feldman, 2004; McCain, 2014).
31 This latter requirement can be seen as a no-defeater condition, since a

belief will not fit a body of evidence that includes defeaters for it.
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astic attitudes, rather than merely possibly believed propo-
sitions.

Whether well-foundedness supports mentalism under-
stood now as a claim about doxastic justification depends
on how the notion of ’basing’ is unpacked. If one speci-
fies this in such a way that it refers exclusively to mental
states, well-foundedness will supervene on the mental. If
one opts for a causal conception of basing, then it will not.
Consequently, this view may or may not qualify as a strong
form of internalism regarding doxastic justification. What
is important now is that we have a sketch of the mentalist
picture of epistemic, that is doxastic, justification, and how
it is supported.

We have seen how mentalism can be supported by an
evidentialist concept of justification. A further motivation
for mentalism draws on the assumption that justification
is closely related to the notion of rationality.32 For example,
we would not normally consider wildly irrational persons
to be justified in their beliefs. Similarly, we consider most
of our rationally held beliefs to be justified. Further, it is
natural to spell out the notion of rationality in terms of
coherence or consistency amongst one’s beliefs. But consis-
tency and coherence supervene on one’s mental states, so
the assumption that one’s justified beliefs are one’s ratio-
nally held beliefs supports the mentalist claim that justifi-
cation supervenes on one’s mental states.

Finally, mentalism can be supported by the ‘new evil de-
mon problem’ discussed above. For if the beliefs of vic-
tims of the new evil demon are as justified as our beliefs
are, and under the assumption that the deceived and non-
deceived counterparts are mental duplicates, it follows that
justification supervenes just on one’s mental states. Impor-

32 For a defence of internalism (of the mentalist variety) along these lines,
see (Wedgwood, 2002). Wedgwood’s defence can be seen as a recent
development of the Platonic idea that knowledge requires rational ex-
planation (Section 2.1).
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tantly, however, this argument only goes through under
certain assumptions, which we will discuss below.

With this brief sketch of mentalism and its main moti-
vations in mind, we will continue to the most prominent
externalist theories of justification from the last decades.

2.4 reliabilism

One of the most prominent externalists is Alvin Goldman,
who argues for the following necessary and sufficient con-
ditions on epistemic justification:

Reliabilism: If [and only if] S’s believing p at t
results from a reliable cognitive belief-forming
process (or set of processes), then S’s belief in p
at t is justified.33 (Goldman, 1979, p. 96)

Reliability of a method of belief-formation is not a men-
tal state. Nor does it supervene on the totality of one’s men-
tal states, as the new evil demon problem seems to imply.
Thus, Goldman is not a mentalist. Furthermore, reliabil-
ity is typically regarded as reflectively inaccessible, which
means he is not an accessibility-internalist either.

What does it mean for a belief to be reliably produced?
According to the standard story, the cognitive process that
caused the belief must have a ‘tendency’ to produce true
beliefs (Goldman, 1979, p. 96). This tendency can be under-
stood as a high frequency (either actual or hypothetical)

33 In his 1979 paper, Goldman formulates this base clause as a sufficient
condition, even though it is clear from the rest of the paper that he
intends it to be necessary as well. In any case, at other places he ex-
plicitly endorses reliability as a necessary and sufficient condition for
justification: “S’s belief in p is justified IFF it is caused (or causally sus-
tained) by a reliable cognitive process, or a history of reliable processes”
(Goldman, 1994, p. 309). Also, later in the 1979 paper, Goldman modi-
fies his formulation somewhat. These complications are left out of the
present presentation for reasons of clarity.
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of true beliefs in the actual world, or in nearby possible
worlds as well. In an early paper, Goldman explicitly en-
dorses the latter claim:

[A] cognitive mechanism or process is reliable
if it not only produces true beliefs in actual sit-
uations, but would produce true beliefs, or at
least inhibit false beliefs, in relevant counterfac-
tual situations. (Goldman, 1976, p. 771)

The non-modal interpretation of reliability should be re-
jected for independent reasons. Consider the following ex-
ample, adapted from Greco (1999):

Reasoning according to the Gambler’s Fallacy,
Rene believes that roulette numbers which have
not come up for long strings are more likely
to come up next. However, Rene has a demon
helper, which has decided on a whim to ar-
range reality so as to make Rene’s beliefs all
come out true.

Greco’s assumption is that we would not consider Rene’s
beliefs justified. Still, Rene’s method of belief-formation
is reliable in the actual world. However, since the demon
helper has decided on a whim to help Rene, we may sup-
pose that he will not be helping Rene in most of the nearby
possible worlds. In that case, while Rene’s beliefs have a
strong tendency to be true in the actual world, they do not
have this tendency in most nearby possible worlds. The
modal interpretation can thus explain why we would not
consider Rene’s beliefs to be justified, whereas the non-
modal interpretation cannot.

Now that we have seen how reliability is to be under-
stood, we may ask what can be said in favour of relia-
bilism as a theory of epistemic justification. As before, a
principal reason for adopting reliabilism is provided by a
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specific concept of epistemic justification, a concept that is
known as the ‘truth-conducive’ concept of epistemic justi-
fication.34

According to the truth-conducive concept of justification,
“[o]ne is justified in believing that p only if that belief that
p was formed in such a way as to make it at least very
likely that the belief is true, or, as is sometimes said, only
if it was formed in a ‘truth-conducive’ way” (Alston, 1989,
p. 144). Thus, on the truth-conducive concept of justifica-
tion, beliefs are justified only insofar as they are likely to
be true. The truth-conducive concept of justification sup-
ports reliabilism because beliefs that are produced by a re-
liable method will be likely to be true. If likely truth is thus
the primary criterion for justification, a necessary and suffi-
cient reliability condition on justified belief will make sure
that this criterion is met for all and only justified beliefs.

Why adopt the truth-conducive concept of justification?
Laurence BonJour (himself no friend of externalist theo-
ries of justification!) describes the motivation for a truth-
conducive concept well:

[T]he goal of our cognitive endeavours is truth
... If truth were somehow immediately and un-
problematically accessible ... then the concept of
justification would be of little significance and
would play no independent role in cognition.
But this epistemically ideal situation is quite ob-
viously not the one in which we find ourselves.
We have no such immediate and unproblematic
access to truth, and it is for this reason that
justification comes into the picture. The basic
role of justification is that of a means to truth
... If epistemic justification were not conducive
to truth in this way, if finding epistemically jus-
tified beliefs did not substantially increase the

34 Goldman himself adopts this concept of justification (2009).
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likelihood of finding true ones, then epistemic
justification would be irrelevant to our main
cognitive goal and of dubious worth. (BonJour,
1985, pp. 7-8)

BonJour explains how the requirement of truth-
conducivity falls out of the function of justification with
respect to our ultimate cognitive aim. We want our beliefs
to be justified, according to BonJour, because we want them
to be true. Thus justification should be truth-conducive.

While the truth-conducive concept of justification sup-
ports reliabilism, internalists like BonJour have tried to ac-
commodate the intuitions behind the truth-conducive con-
cept of justification by relativising the truth-norm to the
abilities of the believing subject. Above we saw that the
deontological concept of justification relates justification
to blameworthiness (or lack thereof), whereas the truth-
conducive concept does not. This makes for an important
difference between the two concepts of epistemic justifi-
cation because blameworthiness presupposes control, and
we may sometimes lack control over whether we form our
beliefs in a truth-conducive way. On the deontological ac-
counts, such beliefs should be epistemically permitted and
thus justified. On the truth-conducive account, however, no
such control is presupposed, and consequently these be-
liefs will not be justified if they are not formed in a truth-
conducive way.

The truth-conducive concept is also distinct from the ev-
identialist concept of justification. For as we have seen, the
evidentialist takes justification to consist in one’s beliefs
fitting one’s evidence. But there is no guarantee that this
will result in beliefs that are likely to be true. For example,
one’s beliefs may fit a body of highly misleading evidence
very well without one’s belief-forming method thereby
being truth-conducive. This means there will be possible
cases of evidentialist justification without truth-conducive
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justification. There will also be cases of truth-conducive jus-
tification without evidentialist justification. Clairvoyance
cases like Norman’s case described above may be exam-
ples of this. Norman’s beliefs will presumably be justified
in the truth-conducive sense because they result from re-
liable clairvoyant powers. However, Norman’s case is set
up such that Norman does not have any evidence that sup-
port his beliefs, and so his beliefs will not be justified in
the evidentialist sense.

Besides an appeal to the truth-conducive concept of jus-
tification, the defender of reliabilism has some other argu-
ments for his position at her disposal. Most of these ar-
guments are negative in the sense that they try to estab-
lish the plausibility of externalism by demonstrating the
implausibility of internalism. As such, they usually do not
provide arguments specifically meant to establish reliabil-
ism rather than some other externalist account of justifica-
tion. They only support externalist accounts in general. In-
sofar as they support reliabilism, they do so indirectly, by
eliminating some of its competitors. However, as we will
see, some of the arguments to be found in the literature
fail even as arguments for externalism generally, because
they attack too narrow a conception of internalism. Let us
start with the ones that do succeed.

First of these, externalist concepts of justification can be
motivated by the desire to avoid Gettier cases.35 This argu-
ment can be used as an argument for externalism generally,
but we will here consider a version that is specifically con-
genial to the reliabilist. As we saw, Gettier’s cases hinge
on the presence of justified true belief that fails to con-
stitute knowledge. Importantly, however, the justification
of the beliefs of the victims of Gettier cases typically sat-
isfies internalist criteria for justification. That is, Gettier’s

35 See (Conee, 2004, p. 79; Plantinga, 1993a, p. 32; Pritchard, 2012a, p. 35;
Sennett, 1992, p. 644; Sturgeon, 1993, p. 158,159).
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victims are justified in both the accessibilist and the men-
talist sense. However, it is not clear that reliabilist justifi-
cation is similarly present. Gettier’s two original cases con-
cerned beliefs that were formed on the basis of an inference
from false beliefs, and while this will require the defender
of reliabilism to provide a criterion for the individuation
of belief-forming methods, it is at least possible to main-
tain that this is an example of an unreliable belief-forming
method. If so, the beliefs in Gettier’s own examples do
not present an argument against the tripartite analysis of
knowledge provided that the justification condition is inter-
preted in a reliabilist way. Thus, one can motivate reliab-
lism by arguing that it might save the tripartite account of
knowledge.

However, Linda Zagzebski has argued that no non-
factive externalist theories of justification, including the
reliabilist one, can evade all possible Gettier cases
(Zagzebski, 1994). If this is true, then Gettier cases will not
provide reliabilism with a distinctive advantage over inter-
nalist concepts of justification after all. As we will see in
Chapter 4, however, Zagzebski’s claim is too strong. What
is required for a theory of justification to be immune to Get-
tier cases is to be incompatible with a certain form of luck,
a criterion that may be met by some accounts of fallible jus-
tification. In Chapter 6, we will then see that reliabilism is
incompatible with the specific form of epistemic luck that
is problematic in Gettier cases, and thus that, contrary to
Zagzebski’s claims, reliably justified belief will be immune
to Gettier cases.

Second, externalist concepts of justification are some-
times motivated by an appeal to sceptical arguments.36 The
sceptic starts with the assumption that two people can be
mentally identical (with identical possibilities for reflective
access), even though they are in radically different contexts.

36 See (Pritchard, 2005a; Sosa, 1999).
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In one of these contexts, one’s mental states accurately rep-
resent one’s surroundings (call this the ‘good’ case). In
another, one’s mental states may be wildly off the mark,
perhaps due to the deception of a malevolent demon (call
this the ‘bad’ case). In the good case one may know many
things, whereas in the bad case one may hardly know any-
thing. The sceptic then adduces a closure principle that
says that if we know p, and we know p implies q, then
we can know q. The problem then becomes apparent: most
of our knowledge implies that we are not in the bad case
(since in that case we have no knowledge). Closure thus
dictates that if we know the things we think we know, we
can know that we are not in the bad case.

Internalist accounts of justification have a hard time ex-
plaining such knowledge. Such knowledge would require
justification for the belief that we are in the good case
rather than in the bad case. But such justification cannot
be internal, for as it is generally understood nothing inter-
nal distinguishes the good case from the sceptical scenario.
It seems thus, that one cannot be internalistically justified
in believing that one is in the good case. If knowledge re-
quires justification, this means one cannot know one is in
the good case on an internalist concept of justification. At
this point, the closure principle returns with a vengeance,
since not knowing that I am in the good case implies that
I don’t know all propositions that entail that I am in the
good case, such as that I have two hands. The result of the
adoption an internalist conception of justification in combi-
nation with the closure principle is thus a thoroughgoing
scepticism.

Externalist accounts of justification fare better in this re-
gard, for externalist justification does discriminate between
the good and the bad case. In the good case, for example,
my beliefs are by and large reliably produced, whereas
they are not in the bad case. Thus, it is possible for me
to have a true justified belief that I am not in the bad
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case, if justification is determined by reliability of belief-
forming method. I can then have most of my other knowl-
edge too. Note that externalism need not maintain that it
is always possible to have externalistically justified second-
order beliefs to claim an advantage over internalism. For
even if second-order knowledge is impossible, external-
ism would still rescue the possibility of external first-order
knowledge.37 Although crude, this sketch of the sceptical
argument does show at least that externalist accounts of
justification have a prima facie advantage over internalist
accounts in dealing with the sceptical problem.

Next, I will discuss two arguments from the literature
that ultimately fail as general arguments for externalism,
since they are directed at too narrow a conception of in-
ternalism. Even if they both fail as arguments for external-
ism, it is instructive to consider them anyway, since they
bring out some hitherto undiscussed advantages of mental-
ism over accessibility-internalism. The first of these derives
from semantic externalism. As Hilary Putnam famously ar-
gued, the meaning of our concepts and thus our beliefs
“just ain’t in the head”, but instead depends on factors
external to the believing subject. (Putnam, 1975, p. 227).
Semantic externalism poses a problem for the accessibility-
internalist, who maintains that justification supervenes on
what is reflectively accessible. For whether one is justified
depends on the logical relations between the contents of
various of the subject’s beliefs, which in turn depends on
their respective meaning. For example, whether I am jus-
tified in believing that it is currently raining outside on
the basis of my belief that I see droplets of water running
down the window will depend on whether the latter be-

37 But in principle the reliabilist could maintain that second-order knowl-
edge can be had. Even if we can never have reflectively accessible reasons
for thinking we are not in the bad case, our beliefs that we are not, and
that our first-order beliefs are reliably produced could still themselves
be the result of reliable processes.
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lief makes the former more probable. But whether this is
so will of course depend on the contents of those beliefs,
that is, their meaning. Semantic externalism says that this
content is partially constituted by facts that we only have
empirical access to. Famously, the contents of these beliefs
will depend on whether water is H2O instead of XYZ, a
fact to which I lack reflective access. Thus, semantic exter-
nalism implies that justification does not supervene on the
reflectively accessible alone.

The argument is ultimately unsuccessful as a general ar-
gument for externalism, however, because it does not rule
out mentalism (Brown, 2007). For mentalism itself does not
require that we have reflective access to our justifiers. Se-
mantic externalism is a theory about the meaning of our
mental states. Mentalism is neutral on the question what
the meaning of a mental state is, or how we can access that
meaning. The only thing that seems necessary for mental
states to be able to justify, is that they have a meaning, some-
thing which semantic externalism does not dispute.38 At
first sight, it thus seems that semantic externalism cannot
be used in a straightforward way to support externalist
theories of justification.39

A second argument frequently found in the literature
that fails to rule out mentalism starts from the observation
that we regularly attribute knowledge to young children
and animals. For example, we say things like “Little Jane
knew that today was going to be a special day for her", and
“My dog Fido knows it is time for a walk when I put on my

38 Note that if semantic externalism is true, mentalism and accessibilism
will have different extensions, contrary to our earlier suggestion. Here
and later on, I will remain agnostic about the truth of semantic exter-
nalism.

39 Unfortunately I do not have the space here to discuss the implications
of semantic internalism for the internalism/externalism-debate in epis-
temology in full. For a more detailed discussion leading to the same
conclusion, I refer the reader to an excellent discussion by Jessica Brown
(2007).
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old boots". On the assumption that knowledge requires jus-
tification, this implies that these subjects all have justified
beliefs. It can be doubted, however, that young children
and animals have the capacity for reflection necessary for
justification according to accessibility-internalism. If some
of these subjects lack this capacity, then they are incapable
of accessibilist justification.

If we want to save the possibility of young children
and animal knowledge, it thus seems we need to aban-
don accessibility-internalism. It is unclear, however, what
the bearing of such knowledge is on mentalism. For young
children and animals may well have occurrent and dispo-
sitional mental states that fit their experiential evidence.
If so, they are justified according to the mentalist. Again,
we find that this argument fails as a general argument for
externalism because it does not affect internalism of the
mentalist variety.

2.5 virtue epistemology

Our final account of justification is based on a virtue-
theoretic framework. There are various virtue-theoretic ac-
counts of justification, some internalist, others more ex-
ternalist. Here we consider perhaps the best-known and
most extensively developed externalist virtue-theoretic ac-
count of justification: the account championed by Ernest
Sosa and John Greco, among others (e.g. Greco, 1993, 1999,
2000; Sosa, 1985, 1991, 1993, 2007, 2009c, 2010). The view is
characterized by Sosa as follows:

[W]e can ... evaluate [a belief] as ‘epistemically
justified’, in one or another sense: ‘competently
adroit’ perhaps (or reliably based, or counter-
factually safe, etc.), or perhaps ‘rationally justi-
fied’ (coherently fitting, and held in part on that
basis). (Sosa, 2009d, p. 114)
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The first thing to note is that Sosa distinguishes two
senses of justification: competently adroit belief, and ’ra-
tional justification’. Here we will focus on the first of these,
since this is Sosa’s particularly externalist concept of jus-
tification. In later chapters we will come back to the dis-
tinction. While the second sense of justification that Sosa
identifies is stronger than the first, adroitness is required
for either sense of epistemic justification. A belief is adroit,
on Sosa’s account, if and only if it manifests an epistemic
competence, in particular a competence to attain true be-
lief (e.g. Sosa, 2015, ch. 1). Thus, a belief is justified for
Sosa only if it manifests a competence to believe truly.

We will not discuss Sosa’s complete account of compe-
tence. What is relevant is the following:

What then is required for possession of a com-
petence? Required for archery competence, ...
[t]here must be a close enough sphere of pos-
sible worlds where one takes shots, varied
enough across the relevant range, and these
shots must easily enough succeed, extensively
enough across the relevant range. (Sosa, 2015,
p. 97)

Thus, for Sosa, one possesses a competence for X only if
one could not have easily failed to X if one tried. Compe-
tences are relative to a set of appropriate conditions, how-
ever. An archer is competent if her shot could not too eas-
ily fail to hit the target. But archery competence does not
require that one’s shot could not easily fail to hit the tar-
get when shooting in the midst of a storm. For Sosa, com-
petences are thus relative to certain ‘appropriate circum-
stances’.

Justification on Sosa’s conception requires manifesting a
competence to attain true belief. When is a competence
manifested?
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Consider the archer who shoots with the un-
expected gust about to cross the field and
the guardian angel poised to intervene, unbe-
knownst to the archer. This archer does not
earn proper credit for his success, which does
not really manifest competence. And the reason
for this, I suggest, is that the archer does not
shoot when in appropriate shape, in an appro-
priate situation. (Sosa, 2015, p. 103)

According to Sosa, then, a competence is manifested
only if exercised in the appropriate situation. Justification,
we saw, requires the manifestation of a competence to be-
lieve truly. According to the above, this requires in turn
that one could not have easily believed falsely in the ap-
propriate situation, and that further, the situation one is
actually in is indeed appropriate. If one is justified in this
sense, one believes thus in a way that could not have easily
produced false belief.

This strand of virtue epistemology is sometimes called
‘agent reliabilism’ because it restricts the methods of belief
formation relevant to epistemic justification to competences,
reliable methods of belief formation that have their basis in
the ‘cognitive character’ of the believer. Thus, not all reli-
able processes can confer justification, on the present view,
but only those that are in some sense rooted in the char-
acter of the believing agent. It is clear that this account is
externalist, because whether one’s belief manifests an epis-
temic competence depends on features of the environment,
which are neither mental states nor reflectively accessible.

I shall call the concept of justification present in the
virtue-theoretic theory of justification a competence based
concept of justification. The epistemic competences pos-
sessed by the agent are interpreted by the proponents of
this kind of account as intellectual virtues. For this rea-
son, Sosa labels his account a virtue epistemology. These
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virtues are not to be understood in a narrow Aristotelian
sense, however, for that would require them to involve de-
liberate choices, which the usual competences identified by
agent reliabilists like Sosa, such as our perceptual belief-
forming processes, usually do not.40 Rather, they are to be
seen as virtues in a broader teleological sense: they facil-
itate the fulfilment of some proper ends. Having a sharp
blade can be said to be a virtue of a knife, since it facili-
tates the fulfilment of on the knife’s proper ends (cutting),
and so can having a reliable visual system be said to be an
intellectual virtue, if one considers it a proper end of the
intellect to learn the truth about one’s environment.41

Because we have already discussed the general argu-
ments for externalism, we can keep our discussion of the
motivations for the competence based concept of justifica-
tion relatively brief. One of the principal reasons for adopt-
ing such a view of justification rather than other external-
ist accounts, is that justification seems to require a certain
‘direction of fit’ between our beliefs and the world. In par-
ticular, justification requires the direction of fit to be such
that our beliefs ‘fit’ the world, rather than the other way
around. Consider the following pair of cases:

Case 1: John has normal eyesight and forms
the belief that there is a fir tree in front of him.
His eyesight is reliable and he thus acquires a
true belief.

Case 2: Modified from Rene’s case, discussed
above. John is playing roulette and reasons ac-

40 Internalist virtue theoretic accounts of justification do conceive of the
virtues in a more Aristotelian sense, see (e.g. Baehr, 2011; Zagzebski,
1996). Also, the fact that Sosa does not think that deliberate choice is nec-
essary for epistemic virtue does not mean that it is incompatible with it.
According to Sosa, some intellectual virtues do require deliberate choice
on the part of the agent (Sosa, 2015, Ch. 2).

41 This does not imply that learning the truth about one’s environment is
the only proper end of the intellect.
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cording to the gambler’s fallacy. He thus be-
lieves that numbers that have not come up for
a long time will be more likely to come up next.
Unbeknownst to John, a helping angel, feeling
sorry for his poor reasoning skills, decides to
influence the roulette table in such a way that
John’s beliefs about the upcoming numbers will
all be true. The helping angel’s disposition to
help John is stable, and so the angel will con-
tinue to help John accross all nearby possible
worlds.

Case 1 is an uncontroversial case of perceptual justifi-
cation. It is not so clear, however, whether John’s beliefs
in Case 2 are justified. The virtue theorist can explain our
hesitance here by noting that John’s beliefs do not manifest
any epistemic competence of his. The success of his beliefs
is not creditable to him, but rather to the helping angel. Be-
cause we can fill out the details of the two cases in such a
way that John’s beliefs in Case 2 may actually be more reli-
able than his beliefs in Case 1, a competence bases view of
justification here has a distinctive advantage over a purely
reliabilist one.

In a more general sense, a virtue theoretic account of
knowledge and justification has the advantage of being
able to accommodate the sense in which knowledge and
justification are achievements of some sort. It is able to do
so because it takes as its central focus the agent and her
epistemic competences. Achievements can then be defined
as competences that successfully manifest themselves. In
doing so, virtue epistemology is able to provide a unified
picture of various kinds of value. For on a virtue theoretic
account, both moral and epistemic value are the result of
competences that successfully manifest themselves. They
are distinguished by the fact that the moral competences
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have a different aim (the good) than epistemic compe-
tences (the truth), but their structural analysis is the same.

The above approaches to epistemic justification are, I be-
lieve, the most prominent approaches in contemporary lit-
erature. More can, and will be said about them, in later
chapters.42 Here we set out to provide a bird’s eye view of
the internalism/externalism-debate by considering a repre-
sentative sample of the main positions within the debate.
For this I believe the brief discussion above suffices.

2.6 concluding remarks

In this chapter I provided an overview of the internalism-
/externalism-debate about epistemic justification. Because
it is impossible to provide a complete survey here, I fo-
cussed on four main positions within that debate; two in-
ternalist, two externalist. I provided an overview of their
general commitments, and their main motivations. In par-
ticular, I argued that these different internalist and exter-
nalist theories of justification are motivated by four dis-
tinct concepts of justification. Whereas accessibilism is mo-
tivated by a deontological concept of justification, mental-
ism is defended by an appeal to an evidentialist concept of
justification. On the externalist side, we have seen that relia-
bilism can be defended by an appeal to the truth-conducive
concept of justification, whereas agent reliabilism, despite
its similarity in name to reliabilism, takes a radically dif-
ferent perspective by conceiving of justification within a
virtue-theoretic framework.

What this means for the internalism/externalism-debate
is that it is not clear whether the disagreement between
the various positions discussed in this chapter is substan-
tial or merely verbal. After all, a substantial disagreement
presupposes a common concept of justification about which

42 See especially Chapters 5, 6.
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different parties disagree. Willam Alston argues that there
is no such common concept, and that we should conse-
quently refrain from talking about epistemic justification
altogether (Alston, 2005). In Chapter 6, I argue that we can
resist this pessimistic conclusion by looking at the relations
between the various theories of justification and various
kinds of luck. To this end, we will start in the next chapter
by developing a general account of luck.
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In the previous chapter I provided an overview of the main
rival theories of epistemic justification. In order to inves-
tigate the relation between these accounts of justification
and luck, I need an account of luck. In this chapter I pro-
vide and defend such an account.

The philosophical literature on luck features roughly
three distinct accounts: a modal account, a ‘lack-of-control’
account and a probabilistic account. In this chapter I de-
velop and defend a modified version of Duncan Pritchard’s
Modal Account of Luck (MAL).

The chapter has the following structure. In Section 3.1, I
provide a brief overview of MAL. In Section 3.2 I further
develop the account and present a modified version that I
will call the Alternative Modal Account of Luck (AMAL).
In Section 3.3, I discuss the two main rival accounts of luck,
the ‘lack of control’ account, and the probabilistic account,
and provide some arguments to prefer AMAL over its alter-
natives. Finally, in Section 3.4, I discuss objections that have
been raised against modal accounts of luck in general, and
defend AMAL against these objections. I will close with
some concluding remarks in Section 3.5.

3.1 pritchard’s modal account of luck

Arguably, the most comprehensive and illuminating treat-
ment of luck in modal terms is provided by Duncan
Pritchard (Pritchard, 2005a, 2005b, 2007, 2008a, 2014). We
will therefore take Pritchard’s modal account of luck
(MAL) as a starting point for further development.

59
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One caveat should be noted before we begin, namely
that Pritchard’s account has evolved over time.1 I will ar-
gue, however, that there are some points where Pritchard
was wrong to modify his earlier views. Therefore, the alter-
native modal account of luck that I will develop in the next
section will be closer to Pritchard’s original modal account
of luck than to his most recent one. In this section I will
provide an overview of the most recent account (2014).

What distinguishes lucky events from other events that
are significant to an agent? One natural suggestion is that
a lucky event is an event that could have easily failed to
occur. Paradigm cases of luck satisfy this requirement. If
I win the lottery, I could have easily lost. When I find a
treasure by randomly digging in my yard, I could have
easily failed to find it. Bad luck works in the same way. If it
is a matter of bad luck that I contracted a rare disease, then
I could have easily failed to contract it. The interpretation
of these ‘easy possibilities for failure’ in modal terms—in
particular, in terms of possible worlds—is the fundamental
basis on which MAL rests. Thus, Pritchard provides the
following characterization of luck:

“roughly, what makes an event lucky is that
while it obtains in the actual world, there
are—keeping the initial conditions for that
event fixed—close possible worlds in which
this event does not obtain”. (2014, p. 599)

How does this claim explicate the idea that lucky events
could have easily failed to occur? First, to say that an event
could have failed to occur means that there is a possibility
for it not to occur. These possibilities are interpreted us-
ing a possible worlds framework (cf. Lewis, 1973; Kripke,
1980). In this framework, to say that an event could have

1 Cf. (Pritchard, 2014, 2005b)
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failed to occur is to say that there are possible worlds
where the event does not obtain.

Second, some possibilities (possible worlds) could more
easily be realised than others (Lewis, 1973; Sainsbury,
1997). To take a philosopher’s favourite example, it is pos-
sible that I am currently a brain in a vat (BIV) controlled
by evil scientists. But presumably, this is less easily possi-
ble than the possibility that I would have arrived a few
minutes later at work today.

We can thus order possible worlds in terms of how easily
possible they are from the perspective of the actual world.
For Pritchard, this ordering is determined exclusively by
the similarity of these worlds to the actual world.2 Thus,
the more similar a world is to our actual world, the more
easily possible it will be, from our perspective. Pritchard
calls the degree of similarity between two worlds the modal
distance between these worlds. The more similar a world is
to another, the ‘closer’ it is to it, modally speaking. On this
interpretation, lucky events are events that fail to occur in
nearby possible worlds. To take our previous example, it is
(presumably) less easily possible that I am a BIV than that
it than that I would have arrived a few minutes later at
work today, because (presumably) the closest world where
I am a BIV is less similar to the actual world than the clos-
est world where I arrive a few minutes later. If the differ-
ence is large enough, then on Pritchard’s view, it would
not be a case of luck that I am not in a sceptical scenario,
but it would be a matter of luck that I arrived at just that
particular time today.3

2 I will disagree with this claim in the next section.
3 If one finds the second part of this claim implausible, that is because

the event in question is insignificant to me. Or so I will argue in the
next section.
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W
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S

Figure 3.1: Winning the lottery

On this conception, lucky events can be graphically rep-
resented.4 For example, Figure 3.1 depicts a case of win-
ning the lottery, a paradigm lucky event. Here, the curve W
encloses an area that represents the set of possible worlds
in which one wins the lottery. The bold circle encloses all
possible worlds, the set of nearby possible worlds is en-
closed by a sphere S, and α represents the actual world.
We see that W encloses only a small subset (the grey area)
of S, which represents the fact that there are many close
possible worlds where one does not win the lottery, which,
on the present account, means that the lottery win is a clear
case of luck.

The formulation above restricts the nearby possible
worlds relevant for luck to those where the ‘relevant ini-
tial conditions’ for the event are the same as in the actual
world. This is necessary, because whether an event is lucky
depends on what we take to be the initial conditions for
that event. Suppose I win the lottery. If the initial con-
ditions for this event are such that I randomly bought a

4 The representations in this chapter are of my own construction. They
are inspired by those in (Lewis, 1973).
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ticket, this is clearly a case of luck. But if they are such that
I rigged the lottery in my favour, it may well not be.

Whether an event is lucky thus depends on what the ini-
tial conditions are for that event. This means that not all
nearby possible worlds will be relevant for the luckiness of
an event, because in some of those the initial conditions for
the event may differ. That just means that sometimes the
initial conditions for an event could have easily been differ-
ent then they are. Consider again my winning the lottery,
but now suppose that while I actually played fair, I almost
cheated, such that in many nearby possible worlds I cheat
and therefore win the lottery.5 This situation is depicted
in Figure 3.2. Again, α represents the actual world, the
bold circle the space of all possible worlds, S the sphere of
nearby worlds, and W the set of worlds in which one wins
the lottery. However, we now introduce a second set of
possible worlds, C, to represent the set of possible worlds
in which one cheats. Because one almost, but not actually
cheated, C does not contain α, but it does contain most of
the worlds in S.

The fact that if one had cheated, one could have easily
won the lottery is represented by the fact that many of
the worlds in C are also in W. Crucially, however, the C-
worlds are irrelevant for the luckiness of my win in the
actual world. For that, only the nearby worlds (S-worlds)
where I do not cheat are relevant. Only a small fraction of
these are worlds in which I win (grey area), and thus we
get the required result that my win is a case of luck, even
if I almost cheated.

5 If one has trouble imagining how this is possible, suppose that I walked
passed the desk of some betting official who had left on his computer
unlocked, enabling me to easily change the winning numbers of the
lottery. Just at the moment when I was about to enter the numbers, I
got an urgent call, preventing me to actually go through with it.
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C

W

α

S

Figure 3.2: Winning the lottery while almost cheating

How are we to determine, in each case, what the rele-
vant initial conditions are for an event? Pritchard says the
following:

Is there a general specification that one can of-
fer of these “initial conditions”? Well, we can
say this much: they need to be specific enough
to pick out a particular kind of event that we
want to assess for luckiness, but not so specific
as to guarantee that this event obtains ... That’s
quite vague, of course, but my suspicion is that
we shouldn’t expect anything more detailed, in
that we shouldn’t require a theory to be any
more precise than the phenomena about which
we are theorizing. For our purposes it is enough
that we can pick out such initial conditions on
a case-by-case basis (which I believe we usually
can). (Pritchard, 2014, p. 599)

This statement is indeed somewhat vague, and in the
next section I will comment on it. Here my aim is merely
to present Pritchard’s views.

It should be noted that luck is a notion that admits
of degrees: some events are more lucky than others. For



38A_BW Proefschrift_Grefte_stand.job

3.1 pritchard’s modal account of luck 65

Pritchard, the degree of luck varies exclusively with the
nearness of the nearest world in which a given event E
fails to occur. The closer the nearest world in which E fails
to occur, and in which the relevant initial conditions are
the same as in the actual world (from now on, I will leave
this clause implicit if it is clear from the context that it
should be included), the more lucky E is. Winning a lot-
tery when the lottery is rigged in one’s favour is less lucky
than winning it if it is not so rigged. In the second case,
one could have easily lost: the nearest worlds where one
loses are worlds in which the lottery machines generate a
few different random numbers. If the lottery is rigged in
one’s favour, more would need to be different for one to
lose.

Is there a threshold value for luck? That is, can we neatly
divide events into lucky ones and non-lucky ones, based
on the specific modal distance between the actual world
and the nearest world where the event fails to occur? That
seems implausible because modal distance is interpreted
here in terms of similarity between worlds, and the no-
tion of similarity is notoriously vague. Thus, the modal
distance between worlds will be vague too. This does not
mean, of course, that we cannot compare modal distances
at all. Sometimes it will be clear whether a world is sim-
ilar enough to the actual world to be easily possible, or
whether one world is more similar to the actual world than
another. But sometimes this will not be so clear. Thus, there
will be borderline cases: worlds of which it is indetermi-
nate whether they are easily possible. Consequently, it will
often be difficult to determine how easily possible some
event is, from the perspective of the actual world. In these
cases, it may be indeterminate whether the failure of the
event in these worlds suffices for the event to be a case of
luck.

Undoubtedly, some will think this vagueness is a weak-
ness of Pritchard’s modal account of luck. However, I be-
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lieve it rather to be a strength. Lewis famously defended
his analysis of counterfactuals in terms of comparative sim-
ilarity between possible worlds by saying that given that
the notion of counterfactual is itself vague, we cannot ex-
pect to provide a precise definition of it. Rather, we should
aim ”to rest an unfixed distinction upon a swaying foun-
dation, claiming that the two sway together rather than
independently”(Lewis, 1973, p. 92). In a similar vein pro-
ponents of the modal account of luck can be seen to rest
the ‘unfixed distinction’ between luck and non-luck on the
‘swaying foundation’ provided by the notion of ‘easy pos-
sibility’.

This approach requires one to maintain that luck is itself
a vague notion. It is easy to provide examples that support
such an interpretation. Suppose I lose my wallet, only to
discover ten minutes later while retracing my steps that it
fell out of my pocket on the street. It is still there. Is it a
matter of luck for me that it is? Are the worlds in which
I don’t find my wallet similar enough to the actual world
to count as ‘nearby’? Hard to say. The case seems to be a
borderline case of luck.6 Further, was it a matter of bad
luck for the dinosaurs that an asteroid hit the earth? Was it
a matter of luck for the allied forces that WWII ended the
way it did? Am I lucky not to have fallen ill this year? There
are many borderline cases of luck, it seems, and any ade-
quate account of luck should respect this fact.7 We should
therefore not expect the concept of luck to be susceptible to
precise definition. Nor should we want to make the concept
of luck precise any more than we should want to make the
concepts of similarity, tallness, or heap precise. For some

6 I owe this example to (Pritchard, 2005a, p. 132, fn. 12).
7 Note that the indeterminacy does not depend on any lack of informa-

tion on our part (cf. Williamson, 1994). Even if we were in possession
of all relevant information, it would, I presume, still be indeterminate
whether it is a matter of luck that I retrieved my wallet, or that the
meteor hit the earth.
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events it is simply indeterminate whether they are lucky
or not.

Some say that vague notions are unfit for clarification in
principle, but this seems implausible. ‘Tallness’ is a vague
concept: there are borderline cases where it is indetermi-
nate whether someone is tall or not. Nevertheless, one can
gain understanding of what it is to be a giant by being
told that giants are tall. In a similar vein, we can gain un-
derstanding of the phenomenon of luck by being told that
lucky events could have easily failed to occur, even if we
cannot always determine whether an event could have eas-
ily failed to occur.

Moreover, modal analyses in terms of similarity between
worlds have been useful in explicating concepts pertain-
ing to a large number of philosophical issues. Lewis and
Stalnaker modally explicate counterfactuals (Lewis, 1973;
Stalnaker, 1968). Peacocke puts modal concepts to use in
the analysis of freedom of will (Peacocke, 1999). In epis-
temology, defenders of a safety condition on knowledge
(including Pritchard) use the concept of easy possibility
in various ways to clarify the concept of knowledge (cf.
Pritchard, 2005a; Sosa, 1999; Williamson, 2000). The fruit-
fulness of these projects warrants at least the attempt to
use these concepts in an analysis of luck.8

We have provided an overview of Pritchard’s modal ac-
count of luck. While I agree for the most part with the
analysis, I will in the next section consider some ways of
improving it.

3.2 an alternative modal account of luck

As I said above, Pritchard changed his views about the
best way to capture the phenomenon of luck. Perhaps most

8 This is especially plausible considering the strong relation between
knowledge and the absence of luck.
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strikingly, and the first thing I want to focus on here, is that
he formerly considered there to be a necessary significance
condition on luck (cf. Pritchard, 2005a, 2005b, 2007, 2008a).
That is, where Pritchard used to think that lucky events
must be significant to someone, he now thinks that events
that lack any significance can nevertheless be lucky.

The first thing to note about Pritchard’s new position is
that it deviates considerably from the way we ordinarily
speak about luck. We do not say, for example, that small
avalanches at the South Pole are lucky, or that heaps of
sand on Mars luckily form certain patterns, even if these
events could have easily failed to occur. In such cases we
use different concepts to describe the events, such as ‘ac-
cidental’, ‘unlikely’, or ‘improbable’. It is no accident that
The Oxford English Dictionary defines luck as “the fortu-
itous happening of an event favourable or unfavourable to the
interest of a person (emphasis added).”

While I take consistency with ordinary usage as a de-
sirable feature of any philosophical theory, its importance
may be outweighed by other considerations. Why did
Pritchard decide to drop the significance condition? The
main reason is this:

[w]e shouldn’t expect an account of the meta-
physics of lucky events to be responsive to such
subjective factors as whether an event is the
kind of thing that people care about enough to
regard as lucky. (Pritchard, 2014, p. 604)

Pritchard thus wants to restrict his analysis of luck to its
metaphysics. This metaphysical aspect of luck—that lucky
events share a particular modal profile—has been part and
parcel of the modal account of luck since its inception.
What has changed, however, is that Pritchard now thinks
that the significance of an event is relevant not to the phe-
nomenon of luck itself but only to our judgements concern-
ing luck.
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There are some reasons to resist this view, however. First,
the same event may be lucky for person A, but not for B
(Rescher, 2001, pp. 19–20). Suppose I win the lottery. This
is lucky for me, but the fact that I won is not lucky for you,
if you have nothing to do with me and live at the other
side of the world. We can explain this by saying that the
event is significant to me, but not to you. Importantly, the
difference does not, as Pritchard maintains, merely concern
our judgements of luck: even impartial observers would
judge the event to be a case of luck for me, but not for you.

My second reason for thinking that lucky events are nec-
essarily significant to someone is that it is precisely this
property that sets the notion of luck apart from different
notions that share the same metaphysical profile. For exam-
ple, what distinguishes concepts like ‘accidentality’ or ‘un-
likelihood’ from luck is precisely the fact that lucky events
are necessarily significant, whereas accidental or unlikely
events need not be, even if they too concern events that
could have easily failed to occur. When Pritchard drops the
significance condition to focus on the metaphysics of luck,
it seems that rather than analysing the concept of luck, he
is analysing one of these related concepts instead.

Thus, while I think Pritchard is right (or roughly right, as
we will see below) as far as the metaphysics of lucky events
go, I think these metaphysics do not suffice for an adequate
account of luck. Luck depends on the relation between an
event and an agent, not just on the metaphysical properties
of the event considered in isolation. It has a modal as well
as a significance dimension.9

For these reasons, my account of luck includes a neces-
sary significance condition:

9 For a different defence of the claim that luck requires significance, see
(Whittington, 2016). I will discuss Wittington’s argument in the next
chapter, as it relates particularly to epistemic luck.
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Significance: An event E is lucky for an agent
S only if E is significant to S (or would be signif-
icant to S were she to be availed of the relevant
facts).10

The qualification between brackets is necessary because
it is clear that the event that Jane wins the lottery is lucky
for Jane even if, at the moment, she forgot that she bought
a ticket. Even if currently, she doesn’t accord it any signif-
icance, she would if she were to be availed of the relevant
facts.

I take the notion of ‘significance’ as an undefined prim-
itive. What is clear is that events can be significant in a
positive sense or in a negative sense. Winning the lottery
is an example of the former, getting struck by lightning
an example of the latter. The significance required for luck
can be of either kind. This allows for a very natural in-
terpretation of the difference between good and bad luck:
an event is a case of good luck for agent S insofar as the
event is positively significant to her, whereas it is a case of
bad luck for S insofar as it has negative significance to her.
When an event is neither a case of good luck nor a case of
bad luck, I will refer to it as ‘non-lucky’.

So, contrary to MAL, my alternative modal account of
luck includes a necessary significance condition on luck. A
second distinction between Pritchard’s modal account of
luck and my own consists in the interpretation of what it
is for an event to be easily possible in the first place. As
we saw, for Pritchard, an event E is easily possible if and
only if E occurs in a world similar to the actual world.
I agree with Pritchard that the similarity of the nearest
world where the event obtains is relevant for how easily
the event is possible, but I disagree that this modal dis-
tance is the only factor of relevance.

10 This condition is based on Pritchard’s original significance condition on
luck (2005a, p. 132).
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In particular, it seems that how easily something could
have occurred depends partly on the proportion of relevant
worlds where that event occurs. Take, for example, the fol-
lowing case. I am toying with a random number generator.
I set it so that it picks a random number out of a million.
The number it generates is 34.058. Could it easily have gen-
erated any of the other numbers, say number 34.057? On
the one hand, it seems we must say yes, since the nearest
world where that number is generated is very much like
our own (depending on how the numbers are generated
just a few bits and bytes would have to differ). But on the
other hand, there also seems to be a sense in which it is
not at all easily possible for any of the particular numbers
to be generated. After all, the generator could just as easily
have spit out any of a million different numbers.

In the above case, our intuitions thus seem to pull in dif-
ferent directions. I think this shows that how easily some-
thing is possible depends not just on one, but on two fac-
tors: modal distance and relative proportion of possibilities.
In the above case, the modal distance between the actual
world and the world where the event in question obtains is
very small. This explains our intuition that the event could
have easily obtained. But the proportion of all easy possi-
bilities where the event obtains is also very small, which
explains our intuition that the event could not have easily
obtained.

The relevance of this point for our present story is that if
we want to maintain that degree of luck depends on how
easily the relevant event could have failed to obtain, this
will depend not only on the modal distance between the
actual world and the nearest world where the event fails
to obtain, but also on the proportion of easy possibilities
where the event fails to obtain. The higher this proportion,
the luckier the event. Consider again the above case, but
now suppose I bet a large sum of money on the number
34.057 being generated. If it is, this is surely a case of luck:
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the proportion of possibilities where this event fails to ob-
tain is very high, and the nearest world where the event
fails to obtain is very similar to the actual world. But now
suppose that I bet on the number 34.057 not being gener-
ated. Suppose I am right. Is it a matter of luck for me that
this event occurred? On the one hand, it seems it is, for
the nearest world where my number is generated is very
similar to the actual world. But on the other hand, the pro-
portion of possibilities where the event fails to obtain is
very low. There is a sense in which the event could have
easily failed to occur, and there is a sense in which it could
not. I think the correct explanation of such cases is that the
modal closeness of the nearest world where the event fails
to occur means that the event is somewhat lucky, but the
relative proportion of nearby worlds where this is the case
means that the degree of luck is not very high. In any case,
it seems that the degree of luck in the case where I bet on
my number being generated is far greater than in the case
where I bet on it not being generated. We cannot explain
this difference in luck exclusively in terms of modal dis-
tance, since the nearest worlds where the relevant events
fail to obtain are equally close to the actual world in both
cases. We thus need to appeal to relative proportions of
possibilities to explain this difference.

The fact that degree of luck depends partially on propor-
tion of relevant possibilities and not just on modal distance
has some consequences for the interpretation of the rele-
vant possibilities in question. As we have seen, Pritchard
seems to draw on a broadly Lewisean conception of possi-
ble worlds.11 I will now argue that such an conception of

11 Pritchard is less than clear on what he considers to be the metaphysical
nature of possible worlds. However, both the fact that he refers exclu-
sively to Lewis’ work and his examples suggest a realist interpretation.
The main point that I develop here is that such a conception is unsuit-
able for an account of luck. This point stands irrespective of the account
of possible worlds that Pritchard in fact endorses.
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possible worlds is unsuitable for an analysis of luck that
acknowledges the fact that luck depends partly on propor-
tions of possibilities.

The problem is that on a realist picture of possible
worlds such as Lewis’ picture, we should distinguish un-
countably many distinct nearby possible worlds where the
relevant initial conditions for the event are the same as in
the actual world. On Lewis’s conception, possible worlds
are maximal in the sense that they contain everything that
is spatio-temporally related to each other. This means that
different spatio-temporal relations entail different possible
worlds. For example, in our number-generator case, there
will be distinct worlds not just for each different gener-
ated number, but also for each different possible number
of grains of sand in the Sahara, or for each slightly differ-
ent distribution of all these grains of sand. In a similar vein,
there will be different worlds for every different distribu-
tion of water molecules in the universe, for each different
number of possible hairs on my head, etcetera. The point
is that even if we restrict our attention just to the close
worlds where the relevant initial conditions for the event
are the same as in the actual world, there will still be un-
countably many distinct such worlds where my number
is generated, just as there are uncountable many distinct
such worlds where it is not. This is problematic because if
we want to do justice to our intuition that there are far more
nearby possibilities where a number different from the one
I picked is generated, we cannot simply appeal to relative
proportions of such worlds.

There are at least two ways to avoid this problem. One
solution would be not to talk of relative proportions but in-
stead to define a probability measure over the relevant nearby
possible world space. We would then be able to say that
the difference in degree of luck between my number being
generated and my number not being generated is due to
the far smaller probability of the former compared to the
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latter. On this interpretation, degree of luck depends not
just on modal closeness, but also on the probability of the
event in question. Interestingly, this brings MAL closer to
Nicholas Rescher’s probabilistic account of luck (Rescher,
2001, 2014). On Rescher’s account, (good) luck (λ(E)) is a
product of the significance of an event (Δ) and the proba-
bility that the event did not occur (1- p):

λ(E) = Δ(E) −Δ(E)p(E) (Rescher, 2014, p. 624)

On Rescher’s account, the modal closeness of the near-
est world where the event fails to occur has disappeared
completely from the analysis of luck. In the next section,
I argue this is a mistake. For now, let us look at a second
way out of our difficulty.

This solution is to abandon Lewis’ realist interpreta-
tion of possible worlds. On Lewis’ conception possible
worlds are maximal entities—complete alternate universes,
or ’ways absolutely everything might have been’. It is this
feature that gave rise to our problem. There are many al-
ternative interpretations of possible worlds available in the
literature. However, most of them still conceive of possible
worlds as maximal entities, and these may thus generate
analogous problems to the one under consideration. Partic-
ularly instrumental for our present purposes, however, is
the recent interest in partially specified possibilities rather
than maximally specific possible worlds.12 Whereas pos-
sible worlds are maximal entities, possibilities represent
ways some things could have been, leaving much else un-
determined. An example would be the possibility that I
throw a six with a fair die. This possibility does not entail
anything about the weather at the time of my roll, or the

12 The general modal semantics were originally proposed by Lloyd Hum-
berstone (Humberstone, 1981). It is has been applied and developed in
various ways in (Edgington, 1985; Holliday, 2014; Rumfitt, 2015).
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exact location of the die after it, whereas Lewisian possible
worlds would be determinate in this regard.13

In the above example, while there are uncountably many
distinct possible worlds where my number is generated,
there need not be uncountably many distinct possibilities
where it is. Depending on our specification, there may
be more or less distinct possibilities. For example, with-
out further specification, there are six distinct possibilities
concerning the face on which a particular die lands, cor-
responding to its six faces. Thus, while there may be un-
countably many distinct possible worlds where a particu-
lar die lands on a six, there is only one out of six possibilities
where it does so, under this specification of the relevant
possibilities. This saves our way of talking about relative
proportions of possibilities, and so provides a second pos-
sible solution to our problem.14

The above points lead me to propose the following Al-
ternative Modal Account of Luck (AMAL):

AMAL: Event E is lucky for agent S relative to
initial conditions I iff

1. E is significant to S (or would be signifi-
cant, were S to be availed of the relevant
facts), and

2. E actually occurs, but could have easily
failed to occur, given I.

13 Kripke called such state descriptions ‘miniature possible worlds’
(Kripke, 1980, p. 16). However, for Kripke, these miniature worlds are
an abstraction: his modal operators still quantified over maximally spe-
cific possible worlds. In the present framework such miniature worlds
are taken as the basic entities over which the modal operators quantify.

14 A possible problem for this approach is that even if we distinguish
between just two possibilities: p and ¬p, standard interpretation of the
modal operators requires us to treat � p as distinct from �� p, and
♦� p, etc. We would then be back with an infinite number of distinct
possibilities on every specification. I will ignore this complication here.
Thanks to Barteld Kooi for bringing it to my attention.
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AMAL thus departs from Pritchard’s most recent for-
mulation of MAL in two ways. First, it incorporates a
necessary significance condition. In this sense, AMAL is
closer to Pritchard’s original formulation of MAL. Second,
AMAL is formulated so as to allow for an interpretation of
the notion of ‘easy possibility’ where how easily something
is possible does not just depend on modal distance but
also on the relative proportion of nearby worlds where the
event in question obtains. Because of this, I can, whereas
Pritchard cannot, explain the difference of degree of luck
involved in cases like our number-generator cases above,
where a difference of degree of luck cannot be explained
in terms of modal distance alone.

There is a third way, however, in which I suspect my
views on luck differ from Pritchard’s views. This third dif-
ference concerns the specification of the ‘relevant initial
conditions’ for an event.

As we have seen, Pritchard says that the relevant ini-
tial conditions for an event “need to be specific enough
to pick out a particular kind of event that we want to as-
sess for luckiness, but not so specific as to guarantee that
this event obtains” (Pritchard, 2005a, p. 599). Admittedly,
it is not quite clear from the context how strong Pritchard
intends this requirement to be. I think it is good to stress,
however, that I do not recognise any principal restriction on
the relevant initial conditions of an event to be evaluated
for luck. This is important because as we have seen, the
degree of luck to which an event is subject will depend on
how we specify these initial conditions. To take Pritchard’s
own example, winning the lottery is a case of luck if the
relevant initial conditions just include buying a random
ticket. However, ‘’if one includes in the initial conditions
for the event the demand that the balls fall into the lottery
machine in a certain way, then one will no longer generate
the desired result that the event is lucky” (Pritchard, 2005a,
p. 131). That is, given that we specify in the initial condi-
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tions for the lottery win in such a way that they include the
number of the ticket actually bought, as well as the num-
ber actually drawn, it will no longer be easily possible to
lose, given that these conditions are both met.

Pritchard seems to take this to motivate a restriction on
admissible initial conditions. In his view, the above condi-
tions are not the ‘right’ conditions for evaluating the luck-
iness of a lottery win. This betrays the view that luck is
an objective phenomenon: for any event, it is a matter of
fact whether it is a case of luck or not. My own view is
that whether an event is a matter of luck depends on our
description of that event, and there is no objective criterion
for deciding what description we ‘should’ use.

There are several ways in which degree of luck may be
influenced by non-objective factors. First, whether an event
is lucky or not depends on how its relevant initial con-
ditions are specified. Here I think our choice will often
be determined by pragmatic factors. On my view, lottery
wins are paradigmatic instances of luck partly because we
are usually interested in lottery wins only under certain
descriptions. Usually, we do not care whether my win is
lucky given that a particular combinations of numbers was
selected as the winning combination. This is so simply be-
cause we usually do not posses this kind of information at
the time the assessment of luck is relevant, e.g. when we
are deciding whether to buy a ticket or not.

Second, even given a set of initial conditions, subjective
factors influence whether the event is lucky or not (or the
degree of luck to which it is subject). For as we have seen,
the degree of luck to which an event is subject also depends
on how we specify the relevant possibilities. Here again
we have a choice. And again this choice will depend on
pragmatic factors such as the information at our disposal,
and our interest in evaluating the event for luck in the first
place.
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Finally, our account of luck includes a significance con-
dition, and I have argued that degree of luck depends on
degree of significance. Of course, the degree of significance
of an event is a subjective factor: there are some people for
whom surprise Justin Bieber concerts are highly significant,
but I am not one of them. So there are at least three ways
in which the degree of luck to which an event is subject
may depend on non-objective factors.

This non-objective aspect of luck is rarely noted, and so
deserves to be stressed.15 Interestingly, considering these
non-objective factors influencing degree of luck brings out
a similarity between the concepts of luck and probabil-
ity. As we argued above, degree of luck depends on our
description of the event in question, and there will often
be no objective criterion for deciding which description to
choose. This reminds one of the ‘problem of the reference
class’ in probability theory.16 For just as the degree of luck
to which an event is subject depends on how the event is
described, the probability of an event also depends on the
description of the event rather than of the event itself.

The problem of the reference class is widely known and
discussed in the theory of probability.17 As an example,
suppose we try to determine the probability that Jane wins
the lottery. If we describe Jane as one of the 10.000.000
ticket holders, this probability will be 0.0000001. However,
we may also describe Jane as ‘the winning ticket holder’. If
we describe the case in this way, the probability that Jane
will win is 1. Whether an event is probable or not depends
crucially on how we describe the event in question. If there
were an objective-criterion for deciding how to describe the

15 Nicholas Rescher can perhaps be seen to gesture in this direction, when
he says that ‘’[t]he idea of good (or bad) luck is inherently context rela-
tive” (2014, p. 623). This may be due, as we will see now, to the fact that
he considers luck in a probabilistic framework.

16 Thanks to Jeanne Peijnenburg for bringing this to my attention.
17 See for example (Reichenbach, 1949; Hájek, 2007).
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event, this would not be problematic, but the problem of
the reference class arises precisely because there does not
seem to be any objective criterion for choosing between ri-
val descriptions. Similarly, there does not seem to be an
objective criterion for deciding between rival specifications
when we are considering the degree of luck to which an
event is subject.

While the problem of the reference class is widely ac-
knowledged in probability-theory, I am not aware of any-
one noticing a similar problem for the theory of luck.
That luck is subject to a reference class problem is to be
expected, however, especially given that luck seems to
depend partially on relative proportions of possibilities,
which may described in terms of probabilities. But even
if it would not so depend, there would still be a problem
of the reference class. For degree of luck also depends on
our specification of the initial conditions for the event, and
there may not be an objective criterion favouring one spec-
ification over another.

The above does not imply, of course, that there are no
objective facts about luck at all, or that whether an event is
lucky or not is a matter of opinion only. For it will be an
objective matter of fact whether an event is lucky for a par-
ticular subject given a particular description. Here people can
be wrong: it is possible to estimate that an event will not
occur in a significant proportion of nearby possible worlds
where the relevant initial conditions for that event are the
same as in the actual world, when the event in fact will oc-
cur in most of these worlds. But the modal account of luck
will not provide us with reasons for preferring one set of
initial conditions over another, or one specification of the
relevant possibilities over another.

Nor does the above imply that there are no reasons at all
for favouring one description of an event over another. On
the contrary, we can have many reasons, pragmatic, epis-
temic or otherwise, to favour some initial conditions over
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others in our description of that event. For example, when
we are deliberating whether to buy a ticket for the lottery,
we are usually not in possession of the information that de-
termines the winning ticket. From our epistemic perspec-
tive at that moment, a win will surely be lucky. The point
is rather that for someone else, there may be equally valid
reasons for preferring a different description.

Even if it does not make sense to talk about events being
lucky simpliciter, we can thus still accommodate the fact
that there are certain sets of relevant initial conditions for
events that are of particular interest to us. Such will be our
strategy in Chapter 4, when I discuss the various kinds of
luck that may be of epistemic interest.

This concludes our exposition of the alternative modal
account of luck that I will draw upon throughout this
book. It differs from Pritchard’s account of luck in three
respects: i) it recognizes a necessary significance condition
on luck, ii) it recognizes the influence of proportions of
nearby worlds where the event in question fails to obtain,
and iii) it classifies as a ’subjective’ account of luck since I
recognize no restrictions on the specification of an event’s
‘relevant initial conditions’. Despite these differences, how-
ever, it should be clear that the account owes much to
Pritchard’s account of luck. In particular, it is still moti-
vated by the central idea that lucky events share a partic-
ular modal profile, that lucky events are events that could
have easily failed to occur. For this reason, one might view
AMAL not as an alternative to MAL, but rather as a refine-
ment of it. A refinement, however, that I have argued is an
improvement of the original.

With my account of luck thus stated, I will now continue
to discuss its merits by comparing it to its two main rivals:
the ‘lack of control’ account of luck and the probability
account of luck. In the final section I will discuss some ob-
jections that have been raised to modal accounts in general,
and see how the present one fares.
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3.3 rival accounts of luck

Lucky events have a modal dimension. This observation
motivated the account developed in the previous section.
A modal account of luck is not the only available option,
however. In this section I review two alternative accounts
of luck. I argue that the modal account developed in the
previous section should be preferred.

3.3.1 The Lack of Control Account of Luck

The first rival of the modal account has been named the
’Lack of Control’ account of luck (LC). It can be captured
by the following principle:

LC: An event is lucky for a given agent, S, if
and only if the occurrence of such an event is
beyond—or at least significantly beyond—S’s
control (Lackey, 2008, p. 256).18

Many authors agree that lack of control is necessary for
luck (e.g. Greco, 1995; Riggs, 2007; Statman, 1991; Zimmer-
man, 1987). The motivation for this view is clear. Paradigm
cases of luck, such as winning the lottery, or finding a trea-
sure are uncontroversially beyond our control. While I may
decide whether or not to buy a ticket, I cannot decide to
win the lottery. When I do have such control—suppose I
rigged the lottery—then my win would not be a case of
luck. Luck, at first sight, seems to come and go with the
absence of control.

What is it to have control over the occurrence of an
event? Neil Levy writes about the control necessary to rule
out luck: “an agent has direct control over E’s occurrence

18 Lackey ultimately thinks LC is wrong. I nevertheless use her formula-
tion because it is particularly clear.
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when he can bring about E’s occurrence by virtue of per-
forming some basic action which (as he knows) will bring
about E’s occurrence” (Levy, 2011a, p. 19). Thus I have di-
rect control over whether to put on my sunglasses just in
case there is some basic action that I can perform that will
result in my putting on the sunglasses, and I know that
performing this action will bring about that result.

As formulated by Lackey, LC entails that a lack of control
is sufficient for luck. This is highly implausible, however.
As we have seen, lucky events are significant to someone.
That somewhere in India two children are playing a game
of chess is completely out of my control, yet it makes no
sense to say that I am lucky that this event occurred. For
this reason, Wayne Riggs, a prominent defender of a lack
of control account of luck, adds a significance condition
like the one discussed above to his account (Riggs, 2009).

Even with a significance condition added, LC will not
be sufficient for luck, however, since there are many events
that are both significant to us and completely out of our
control, but which are not in the slightest cases of luck.
Take the event of the sun rising tomorrow. This event is
both completely beyond my control and highly significant
to me. Yet it sounds very strange to say that it is lucky
for me that it did (Latus, 2003, p.467). Similarly, that wine
tastes the way it does to me, or that the U.S. did not start a
war with Europe yesterday are events that are both signif-
icant to me and out of my control. Yet these are not cases
of luck.

Wayne Riggs argues that there are cases where such
events are lucky (Riggs, 2009). He presents a case of two
explorers that are captured by tribesman. Just before they
will be murdered, a solar eclipse happens, and this leads
the tribesmen to set the explorers free. The first, who was
not expecting this eclipse at all, cries out that the eclipse
must have been one of the luckiest events in his life. The
second, who was expecting the eclipse, responds that it was
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not a case of luck for him at all, since he had been expecting
the eclipse all along, and suspected it would be enough to
set them free. Riggs wants both explorers to be right here,
and as a result incorporates another necessary condition
on luck:

B: S did not successfully exploit E for some
purpose (Riggs, 2009, p. 219).

Together with LC and a significance condition, B is sup-
posed to be sufficient for luck. Adding B allows Riggs to
say that both explorers are right in their judgements about
luck. But it is not clear how adding this condition helps
establish the sufficiency of the account of luck. Even if I
do not exploit the sun’s rising this morning, it is still not
lucky for me that it did. So Riggs’ conditions are still not
sufficient for luck.

Even with the added conditions, LC is not sufficient for
luck. Could LC then at least be regarded as necessary for
luck? Jennifer Lackey (2008) provides the following coun-
terexample (which I compressed somewhat):

DEMOLITION WORKER: Ramona is a demo-
lition worker, about to press a button that will
blow up an old abandoned warehouse. Unbe-
knownst to her, however, a mouse had chewed
through the relevant wires in the construction
office an hour earlier, severing the connection
between the button and the explosives. But as
Ramona is about to press the button, her co-
worker hangs his jacket on a nail in the precise
location of the severed wires. As it happens,
the hanger on which the jacket is hanging is
made of metal, and it enables the electrical cur-
rent to pass through the damaged wires just as
Ramona presses the button and demolishes the
warehouse.
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Lackey argues that in this case, Ramona has control over
the explosion, but that this event is nevertheless a case of
luck.19 While I agree with Lackey that LC is not neces-
sary for luck, I do not think that DEMOLITION WORKER
brings this out. To see this, we need to separate the lucky
events in DEMOLITION WORKER from the non-lucky
ones.

We can distinguish various separate events in Lackey’s
case. For example, instead of focussing on the explosion,
we can focus on Ramona’s co-worker hanging his jacket
in the right spot to close the electronic circuit. We may as-
sume this event is lucky for Ramona, for it seems to satis-
fies LC (and, we may suppose, the other conditions neces-
sary for luck). Ramona does not have control over where
her co-worker chooses to hang his jacket. This event thus
does not provide a counterexample to the lack of control
account. But neither is it supposed to. The supposed coun-
terexample to the lack of control account is the event of the
building exploding. It is this event that Ramona has control
over, and it is this event, that, as Lackey argues, is still a
matter of luck.

Why does Lackey think that the explosion is a matter
of luck for Ramona? Lackey submits that “What DEMO-
LITION WORKER shows, then, is that although an event
may be within a given agent’s control, that the agent has
such control can itself be largely a matter of luck” (Lackey,
2008, p. 259). Lackey then infers from the fact that it is a

19 Lackey argues that Ramona has control over the explosion because “Ra-
mona’s pressing of the button—which is an activity that she could have
refrained from engaging in—is what is directly responsible for the ex-
plosion” (Lackey, 2008, p. 259). Note that it is not clear whether this
suffices to satisfy our definition of control above. In particular, it is
not clear whether Ramona knows that her action will set off the explo-
sion, due luck involved in that belief being true. For the moment I will
grant Lackey’s assumption, however. See also Chapter 4 for more on
knowledge-precluding luck.



48A_BW Proefschrift_Grefte_stand.job

3.3 rival accounts of luck 85

matter of luck that Ramona has control over the explosion,
that it is a matter of luck that the building exploded.

This inference is invalid, however. From the fact that it is
lucky that one has control over event A, it does not follow
that A itself is lucky. Suppose I am almost run over by a car
while crossing the street, such that it is lucky that I am still
alive. Since being alive is required for having control over
my feet, this entails it is a matter of luck that I have control
over my feet. On Lackey’s picture this would mean that
if I then, shortly after my near-accident, move my feet to
return to the side walk, these movements will all be cases
of luck, since it is a matter of luck that I have the required
control over my legs. This seems counter-intuitive.

We can explain where the inference goes wrong by
stressing again the importance of the specification of the
relevant initial conditions for the event we want to assess
for luck. Given that I have control over my legs, the resul-
tant movements are not lucky. The same holds for Lackey’s
case. Given that the mouse and the co-worker’s actions co-
ordinated to close the electrical circuit, the explosion will
not be a case of luck. Moreover, Ramona only has control
over the explosion in Lackey’s sense given that these con-
ditions are met. The moral to be drawn is that we cannot
conclude from the fact that Ramona was lucky to have this
control in the first place, that the event that resulted from
this control was a case of luck.20 Lackey’s counterexample
thus fails because it relies on an invalid inference. Pend-
ing other counterexamples, it seems that lack of control is
indeed necessary for luck.

The fact that luck requires lack of control is compatible
with our present modal account of luck, however.21 For
events that could have easily failed to occur will automat-

20 The same argument is made by Neil Levy (2011a, p. 22-23).
21 Pritchard provides a similar argument for this claim (Pritchard, 2005a,

2014). The differences between our accounts do not impact the validity
of the argument.
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ically be out of one’s control, according to the definition
above. If an event could have easily failed to occur, the sub-
ject will not know there is a basic action she can perform
that will achieve the desired result. So all events judged
lucky on the modal account will satisfy the lack of control
condition. Properly understood, the lack of control account
and the modal account are quite compatible.

3.3.2 The Probability Account of Luck

The lack of control account is not the only alternative to
the modal accounts of luck. We already met another promi-
nent account of luck: the probability account. According to
the probability account, luck is inversely related to prob-
ability: the more probable an event is, the less lucky it is.
Stephen Hales writes that the probability account of luck
is especially prominent among mathematicians and scien-
tists, and can be traced back to de Moivre (Hales, 2016).

If by saying that a man has had good Luck,
nothing more was meant than that he has been
generally a Gainer at play, the Expression might
be allowed as very proper in a short way of
speaking ... (de Moivre, 1738, p. iii)

While it is not easy to extract a definition of luck from
the passage above, it is clear that de Moivre considers
luck to attach to events that defy the odds. A more recent
philosopher advancing a probability account of luck in a
more explicit way, is Nicholas Rescher (2001, 2014).

As we saw before, Rescher defines the measure of luck
of an event E (λ(E)) as the product of the ’stake’ of E (Δ(E)),
and the ’risk’ of the event (probability of the event failing
to occur) (1− p(E)). This results in the following formula
for luck:

λ(E) = Δ(E) −Δ(E)p(E) (Rescher, 2014, p. 624)
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Rescher’s variable ‘stake’ (Δ(E)), the difference in value
between the event occurring and it not occurring can natu-
rally be interpreted as a measure of its significance. Thus,
both an increase in stake and an increase in risk will raise
the luckiness of an event, on Rescher’s conception. Events
that are certain to occur (p(E) = 1) are completely non-
lucky, as are events that are completely insignificant.

As a probability account, Rescher’s account will face the
reference class problem. This need not be a problem, but
it does mean that luck will be to some extent a subjective
phenomenon on the probability account of luck.

What can be said in favour of the probability account of
luck? As we have seen, the probability account seems to be
able to accommodate many of the points made in Section
3.2. It includes a significance condition, as well as a proba-
bility condition. It can thus accommodate both the fact that
degree of luck depends on degree of significance and on
probability. Accordingly, gets most of the cases right. Our
paradigmatic cases of luck, finding a treasure and winning
the lottery, can be plausibly regarded as events with high
stakes as well as low probabilities. They will thus rightly
be identified as cases of luck according to the probability
account of luck.

Contrary to the account proposed in the previous sec-
tion, Rescher’s probability account does not take into ac-
count the influence of modal distance on luck. I think this
is a mistake for the following reasons.

First, suppose we take a closer look at the event of the
sun rising tomorrow. We said above that such events like
should not be counted as lucky events. However, a pure
probability account would have to judge it somewhat lucky,
albeit only to a very small degree. This is so, because there
is presumably some small probability that the sun will not
rise tomorrow, and the event is thus somewhat risky. Given
that the stakes are clearly very high here, this means that
the event will be somewhat lucky on the probability ac-
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count. I think this is still the wrong result, and it is avoided
by adopting a modal account of luck, for while it is possi-
ble that the sun does not rise tomorrow, we may assume
this is not easily possible, on any plausible description of
the case.22 So events like this will not satisfy our definition
of luck.

The rising of the sun thus provides a case where the
probability account of luck overgenerates. It also undergen-
erates. Lottery cases provide examples of such undergen-
eration. Suppose I buy a ticket to a fair lottery, and before
hearing anything about the results come to believe that my
ticket does not win. Among epistemologists it is common
to deny these beliefs the status of knowledge. One explana-
tion for this fact is that the truth of my belief, even though
overwhelmingly probable, is still a matter of luck, given
that I formed it on the basis of statistical considerations
alone. This indicates that high probability by itself is not
enough to exclude luck altogether. As long as there are
nearby possibilities for the event to fail to occur, the event
will be lucky to some extent.

We discussed the way our modal account treats such
cases above. There will be close possibilities where I form
a false belief on the same basis. Yet, there are relatively few
of such possibilities, meaning that our account can explain
why we would consider such cases to be genuine cases of
luck, even if the degree of luck is not very high. Again,
it seems the modal account is better able to deal with the
cases than a purely probabilistic account of luck.

22 While I have said that luck is a gradual notion, and that our account
can accommodate this by saying that the more easily possible the failure
of the even, the less luck, generally speaking, there will always be dis-
tinction between things that are easily possible and things that are not.
Thus, while the boundary between what is easily possible and what is
not is relatively flexible, it is not endlessly flexible. To say that it is easily
possible that the Sun would not rise tomorrow would be to give up the
distinction between things that are easily possible and things that are
not altogether.
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Finally, the empirical literature, in particular with the
work of Karl Halvor Teigen, clearly indicates that not just
probabilities, but also modal distance influences people’s
ascriptions of luck. Teigen found that certain judgements
of luck do not depend on probability but rather on coun-
terfactual closeness of alternatives: subjects were found to
judge events as dissimilar in the amount of luck that was
involved, even while explicitly admitting that the proba-
bility for the events was the same (Teigen, 2005). Teigen’s
examples included judgements of luck concerning roulette-
wheel outcomes. If the outcome was physically close to the
number on which subjects had placed bets, the subjects
judged the event to be a case of (bad) luck. The further the
outcome was physically removed from this number, the
less willing subjects were to regard the event as a case of
luck, even if they agreed that the probabilities of the rele-
vant events were the same, indicating that our judgements
of luck here are responsive to modal distance rather than
to probability.

Thus, Rescher’s account is incomplete due to its neglect
of the particularly modal dimension on luck. This does not
mean that probability is irrelevant for luck. As we have
seen in Section 3.2, it is plausible that degree of luck de-
pends on relative proportions of possibilities, and one way
to capture this dependence is by including a (inverse) prob-
ability condition on luck. We have also seen that signifi-
cance is important for luck. But what I take the above con-
siderations show, is that there is more to luck that just prob-
ability and significance. What is missing from Rescher’s
account is a specifically modal factor, a factor that relates
degree of luck to the modal distance of the nearest possibil-
ity where the event fails to occur to the actual world. The
only account of luck that recognizes all factors relevant for
luck, or so I maintain, is the modal account of luck devel-
oped in this chapter.
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3.4 objections to the modal account

In this chapter, I have so far provided an overview of my
preferred modal account of luck. I have argued that it is to
be preferred over its rivals. I will now complete its defence
by discussing the way it handles some counterexamples
that have been raised against modal accounts of luck gen-
erally.

Consider first a counterexample due to Hiller and Neta:

Enhanced Nogot: Naira believes that Jones
owns a Ford, an so she uses disjunction-
introduction to infer, and so comes to believe,
that either Jones owns a Ford or Brown will not
win a Grammy award. As it turns out, Brown is
not even a musician and has nowhere near the
skills needed to win a Grammy, so the second
disjunct is true. Indeed, we may suppose that
Brown is so lacking in even the most rudimen-
tary musical ability that the second disjunct is
true in nearly all, if not all, nearby possible
worlds in which Naira forms her belief in the
same way. (Hiller & Neta, 2006, p. 308)

The thought here is that Naira’s belief in the disjunc-
tion is still luckily true, even though it does not satisfy our
modal condition: for given the way Naira forms her belief,
the belief could not have easily been false due to the utter
lack of musical ability on Brown’s side.

As Goldberg points out, however, ENHANCED NOGOT
fails as a counterexample to the modal account of luck
(Goldberg, 2015, p. 277). Take as the relevant event the
formation of the true belief about Jones and Brown. This
event can fail to occur in two ways: first, the same belief
is formed, but it is false; second, a different belief may be
formed. Hiller and Neta are right that the first way is not
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easily possible, but they gloss over the fact that presumably,
the second way does represent an easy possibility. Given the
way Naira formed her belief, she might have easily formed
a different belief than the one she actually did. In line with
our intuitions, the formation of Naira’s true belief about
Jones and Brown satisfies our conditions on luck.

Jennifer Lackey provides another well-known counterex-
ample to Pritchard’s modal condition on luck:

BURIED TREASURE: Sophie, knowing that
she had very little time left to live, wanted
to bury a chest filled with all of her earthly
treasures on the island she inhabited. As she
walked around trying to determine the best site
for proper burial, her central criteria were, first,
that a suitable location must be on the North-
west corner of the island—where she had spent
many of her fondest moments in life—and, sec-
ond, that it had to be a spot where rose bushes
could flourish—since these were her favourite
flowers. As it happens, there was only one par-
ticular patch of land on the Northwest corner
of the island where the soil was rich enough for
roses to thrive. Sophie, being excellent at detect-
ing such soil, immediately located this patch of
land and buried her treasure, along with seeds
for future roses to bloom, in the one and only
spot that fulfilled her two criteria.

One month later, Vincent, a distant neighbour
of Sophie’s, was driving in the Northwest cor-
ner of the island—which was also his most
beloved place to visit—and was looking for a
place to plant a rose bush in memory of his
mother who had died ten years earlier—since
these were her favourite flowers. Being excel-
lent at detecting the proper soil for rose bushes
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to thrive, he immediately located the same
patch of land that Sophie had found one month
earlier. As he began digging a hole for the bush,
he was astonished to discover a buried treasure
in the ground.(Lackey, 2008, p. 261)

Lackey argues that Vincent’s discovery fails Pritchard’s
modal condition, and yet is a clear case of luck. Since the
example does not seems to turn on the difference between
Pritchard’s conditions and our own, the case would pose
a problem for our account as well. As I shall argue, how-
ever, Lackey’s example fails to provide a counterexample
to our modal account of luck.23 To this end, I will disam-
biguate between various interpretations of the case, and
show that where the events are lucky, they satisfy our con-
dition (AMAL), and where they are not, they fail to satisfy
it.

What is the relevant event in BURIED TREASURE? As
Lackey presents the case, it seems that what is lucky is
Vincent’s discovery of the treasure. Lackey contends the
event does not satisfy a modal condition on luck. Why so?
It seems that given the way the case is set up, it is not an
easy possibility for Vincent to fail to discover the treasure.
That is, given the way the case is set up, the relevant event
could not have easily failed to obtain, and thus, by our
light, should not be counted as lucky.

As I have been stressing throughout this chapter, how-
ever, luck depends on how we describe the case, in par-
ticular on how specify the relevant initial conditions for
an event. Looking at BURIED TREASURE, AMAL fails to
be satisfied only if we include in the relevant initial condi-
tions for Vincent’s discovery all the information provided
(about both Sophie’s and Vincent’s mother’s preferences,
their skill at detecting proper soil for rose bushes, the ter-

23 Nor do I think it succeeds as a counterexample to Pritchard’s account.
Here I will restrict attention to my own account.
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rain on the Island, etc.). For it is only given al this informa-
tion that Vincent could not have easily failed to find the
treasure. Had Sophie’s mother loved a different kind of
flower, or were the island made up slightly differently, for
example, then it would be an easy possibility for Vincent
to fail to find the treasure.

Now that it is clear that we are considering the ques-
tion whether Vincent’s discovery is a case of luck, given
that everything about the set-up of the case is kept fixed,
I myself do not have such a strong intuition that his find
is clearly a case of luck. Sure, it seems to be a case of luck
that circumstances combined in such a way to make the
discovery possible, but as we have seen above, we cannot
validly infer from the fact that it is a matter of luck that
preconditions for an event combined in the way they did
that it is a matter of luck that the event occurred, given that
these conditions combined as they did.

So even if Vincent’s discovery is not itself lucky, there
is still a lot of luck present in Lackey’s case. Given some
reasonable description of the case, it is a matter of luck
that both Vincent’s and Sophie’s mother share the same
favourite flower, or that both Sophie and Vincent are excel-
lent at determining the proper soil for rose bushes to grow
on. We can acknowledge this while denying that—given
that these events occurred—Vincent’s discovery specifi-
cally is lucky. So we can admit to Lackey’s claim that that
BURIED TREASURE is riddled with luck while resisting
the claim that it is a counterexample out account of luck.

One of the reasons why Lackey thinks that Vincent’s find
is itself a matter of luck is that ”not only does he[Vincent]
have no reason to think that the treasure has been buried
in the particular location in which he was digging, he also
has no reason to think that a treasure has been buried any-
where on the island” (Lackey, 2008, p. 262, italics in original)
But this just shows that the discovery will seem to be lucky
from Vincent’s perspective. The modal account can accom-
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modate this fact without problems. For example, it is plau-
sible that Vincent will not consider the fact that Sophie’s
mother favourite flowers were roses—a fact of which he is
ignorant—to be a relevant initial condition for his discov-
ery. From Vincent’s perspective, therefore, his find could
have easily failed to occur. And so the modal account cor-
rectly predicts Vincent to regard his discovery as a case of
luck.

In sum, it seems that when the details of Lackey’s case
are properly spelled out, it does not present a counterex-
ample to our modal account of luck. Doing so once again
brings out the fact that whether an event is a case of luck
depends on how we describe the event in question, on
what we take to be its relevant conditions.

A third and final putative counterexample to modal ac-
counts of luck is due to Sandy Goldberg:

TRICK-OF-LIGHT: Through an exceedingly
rare trick-of-light, the light rays reflecting off
of one particular bush will generate the appear-
ance of a rock formation to a person located
in one particular spot 20 feet away from the
bush. The trick of light is a rarity among rar-
ities: it happens only once a millennium, and
the event then only has its effect when there
is a a person who happens to occupy that par-
ticular spot 20 feet away, and who happens to
be looking in that right direction at the time.
Now it happens that there is a rock formation
on the hill. However, given its location behind
the bush, this rock formation is not visible to
anyone standing at the spot in question. Imag-
ine finally that it just so happens that there is
a subject, S, standing at just that point at just
the right time looking in just the right direc-
tion, and so who has a perceptual experience
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as of a rock formation located on the hill. (S has
no other access to the rock formation; she does
not go closer, or move to get a different orienta-
tion.) What is more, the rock formation in ques-
tion has always been at that spot: it is part of a
largely buried rock mass that has been at this
site for millions of years, and its presence there
reflects fundamental laws of geology. What is
more, owing to the laws of nature, the content
of the trick-of-light illusion is invariant: when-
ever (on those every rare occasions) such an il-
lusion obtains, these laws ensure that it comes
in the form of an experience as of a rock formation
on the hill. (No other illusory experience would
be compatible with the actual laws of nature.)
Now it so happens that S, standing at just the
right spot, at just the time when the trick-of-
light obtains, and who, looking at the bush in
just the right way at just the right time, has a
perceptual experience as of a rock formation on
that hill. On this basis S comes to believe that
there is a rock formation on that hill. (Goldberg,
2015, pp. 277-278)

Goldberg’s argument is directed against a modal ac-
count of epistemic luck, about which I will have much more
to say in the next chapter. However, the argument can be
directed at our general modal account of luck as well.

Why would TRICK-OF-LIGHT present a counterexam-
ple to the modal account of luck? First, the relevant event
is the event that S forms a true belief about the rock forma-
tion. Second, as Goldberg argues, it seems that given how
S formed her belief, it is not the case that this event could
have easily failed to occur. After all, S forms her belief on
the basis of a hallucination with invariant content ’as of a
rock formation’. Moreover, the rock formation is present as
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a matter of geological necessity (the implication being that
it could not easily have failed to be there). Thus, formed
in this way, S’s belief could not have easily been false. It
seems thus that we are forced to judge that the formation
of the true belief is non-lucky. Nevertheless, Goldberg ar-
gues, we do have the strong intuition that it is a matter of
luck that S forms the true belief she does. Since the modal
account cannot account for this, it must be wrong.

Why does Goldberg think S’s belief is lucky? He says
that her belief is lucky because “her belief is in the rel-
evant respects precisely like the subject in the sheep-on-
the-hill case, which is a paradigmatic example of epistemic
luck” (Goldberg, 2015, p. 278). The sheep-on-the-hill case is
Chisholm’s famous Gettier case, where we are to imagine
a person looking from a distance at a hill, and mistakenly
identifying a creature that he sees on the hill to be a sheep
(while it is actually a dog). Nevertheless, there is a sheep
on the side of the hill that is out of sight. Thus, the man’s
belief that there is a sheep on the hill is true only as a mat-
ter of luck.24 Goldberg’s claim is that TRICK-OF-LIGHT
is in the relevant respects like Chisholm’s case, and thus
that since the latter is uncontroversially regarded as a case
of epistemic luck, we should be willing to similarly judge
that the former is a case of luck.

I do not think, however, that the cases are as alike as
Goldberg suggests. For example, it seems that our verdict
in Chisholm’s case depends on certain tacit background
assumptions, one of them crucially being that the hill is not
overly populated with sheep. After all, if there were always
many sheep on the hill, it seems that it is not particularly
lucky that your belief is true, when you form it on the basis
of seeing something that looks like a sheep from afar. If
there are always many sheep on the hill, this method will
not often lead you astray. Our intuitions about Chisholm’s

24 See (Chisholm, 1977, p. 105).
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case are thus strongest when there are seldom any sheep
around.

Goldberg’s case is much closer to the first version of
Chisholm’s case than to the second. For the stable halluci-
nation and the stable presence of the rock formation make
it such that your method of belief-formation would rarely
lead you astray, just as in the first version of Chisholm’s
case. In that case, however, the intuition that the agent
formed her true belief by luck is much weaker than in the
second case. Therefore, Goldberg’s case should not be re-
garded as a ‘paradigmatic’ case of luck.

Even if Goldberg’s case is not a ‘paradigmatic’ instance
of luck, there is still some luck present. In particular, it is
a matter of luck that circumstances combined in the way
they did, for presumably, S could have easily arrived a lit-
tle later than she did, or could have stopped at a slightly
different location, thus preventing the relevant belief to be
formed. It is not a matter of luck however, that given that
circumstances combined in the way they did, S formed her
true belief. Goldberg judges that the latter event is lucky
because the former is. This is a kind of reasoning about
luck that we also saw with Jennifer Lackey. But as we have
seen before, luck does not transfer in this way. Thus, by
clearly separating the events that we are regarding as lucky,
we can explain our intuition that there is luck present in
TRICK-OF-LIGHT as well as maintain a modal account of
luck.

This concludes the defence of AMAL. We have consid-
ered some putative counterexamples, and argued that they
fail.25 The modal account of luck developed and defended
in this chapter seems to be the best account of luck around.

25 For some other objections to modal accounts of luck, see (Coffman, 2010;
Lackey, 2006; Hales, 2016).
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3.5 concluding remarks

In this chapter, I defended and developed a particular
modal account of luck (AMAL), based on Pritchard’s
Modal Account of Luck (MAL). In Section 3.1, I provided
an overview of Pritchard’s Modal Account of Luck. In Sec-
tion 3.2, I developed and improved the account in various
ways. In particular, I argued we should incorporate a signif-
icance condition on luck, and recognize the fact that luck
depends on proportions of possibilities as well. I also ar-
gued that there are various ways in which degree of luck
depends on non-objective factors. This gives rise to a prob-
lem for accounts of luck parallel to the reference class prob-
lem for accounts of probability. In Section 3.3, I discussed
the two main rivals to a modal account of luck, the lack-of-
control account and the probabilistic account of luck, and
argued that we should prefer the modal account of luck
to either of these alternatives. In Section 3.4, finally, I de-
fended my modal account of luck against the various ob-
jections raised to it in the literature. In the next chapter I
will put my present efforts to use by distinguishing various
kinds of epistemic luck.
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E P I S T E M I C L U C K

In the previous chapter, I argued in favour of a modal ac-
count of luck. In this chapter, I apply the account in dis-
cussing various forms of luck that are relevant for episte-
mology. My main focus will be on two forms of luck identi-
fied in the literature: veritic and reflective luck. Whereas it
is nearly universally agreed that veritic luck is incompati-
ble with knowledge, it is less clear whether the same holds
for reflective luck. I distinguish two kinds of knowledge,
and argue that the one, but not the other is compatible
with reflective luck.

Why think luck is relevant for the analysis of knowl-
edge? Arguably, one of the first philosophers to notice
a (problematic) relation between luck and knowledge is
Plato. In the Theaetetus, Socrates suggests that jurymen
who are persuaded by savvy lawyers that a particular de-
fendant is guilty do not thereby come to know that propo-
sition, even if it turns out to be true. What seems to be
problematic about the jurors’ belief is that, if true, the be-
lief would be true only by luck.1 Here it looks like luck and
knowledge are incompatible. However, we will see that not
all forms of luck are incompatible with knowledge.

The relation between luck and knowledge has received
considerable attention in recent literature.2 No consensus
has been reached, however, about the exact relation be-
tween various forms of luck and knowledge. In this chap-
ter, I argue for my own view on the matter, starting from

1 See, for example (Chappell, 2013; Williams, 1992).
2 Cf. (Baumann, 2014; Hiller & Neta, 2006; Hall, 1993; Pritchard, 2008b;

Heller, 1999; Lackey, 2006; Engel, 1992a; Riggs, 2007; Harper, 1996;
Pritchard, 2007; Goldberg, 2015).
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the modal account of luck developed and defended in the
previous chapter.

The structure of the chapter is as follows. In Section 4.1,
I provide an overview of the forms of luck that are compat-
ible with knowledge. In Section 4.2, I discuss two varieties
of luck that one may think are incompatible with knowl-
edge: veritic luck and reflective luck. While it is almost
universally agreed that veritic luck is incompatible with
knowledge, the same does not hold true for reflective luck.
In Section 4.3, I defend the claim that we can distinguish
between kinds, or ‘grades’ of knowledge that are compati-
ble with reflective luck, and kinds that are not. I close with
some concluding remarks in Section 4.4.

4.1 benign forms of epistemic luck

Let us call the forms of luck that are relevant to the ac-
quirement of knowledge epistemic forms of luck. Not all
epistemic luck is incompatible with knowledge. I shall call
the kinds that are not ‘benign’ forms of epistemic luck. The
first person to call our attention to such benign forms of
epistemic luck is Peter Unger (1968).3

4.1.1 Content Luck

Our first benign form of epistemic luck is called content
luck. Content luck can be defined in the following way:

Content Luck: S’s belief that p is subject to
content luck if and only if it is a matter of luck
that p is true.

3 Unger does not clearly distinguish the different varieties from each
other, however. For reasons of clarity, I shall therefore use the labels
that have now become standard (Engel, 1992a; Pritchard, 2005a).
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Thus a belief is subject to content luck insofar as it is a
matter of luck that the proposition believed is true. On the
modal account, this means that S’s belief that p is content
lucky, given a set of initial conditions, if and only if p is
actually true, but could have easily been false, given these
conditions.

Also, to count as a case of luck at all, the truth of the be-
lief must be somewhat significant to the agent. Here and
beyond, I will assume this latter condition is automatically
met when the truth of one’s beliefs is concerned. This sig-
nificance is easily explained for the beliefs that have prac-
tical import: we will be able to achieve our desired ends
more efficiently when we base our action on true belief.
Not all our beliefs have practical import, however. How
are we to account for the significance of beliefs that lack
such practical import? Here a slight retreat is perhaps in
order. Significance, and value more generally, come in dif-
ferent kinds. Things may be morally valuable/significant,
or pragmatically, for example. In a similar vein, things may
be epistemically valuable. One way to look at epistemology
is that it investigates rules for engaging in the particularly
epistemic project of trying to get it right about the world.
Such rules will be normative, of course, only for agents
actually engaged in this project. So at least qua epistemic
agents, we may assume that even the truth of beliefs that
lack practical import has epistemic significance.

One reason why this is important for an anti-luck epis-
temology is brought out by the exchange between Nathan
Ballantyne and Lee Whittington (Ballantyne, 2014; Whit-
tington, 2016). Ballantyne argues that the requirement that
lucky events be significant to the agent concerned spells
trouble for anti-luck epistemology because it leads to an
unacceptable form of pragmatic encroachment. After all,
he argues, we would be able to turn Gettiered beliefs
(where there is a problematic amount of luck present) into
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ungettiered, knowledgeable belief just by decreasing the
significance of the truth of the belief in question.

Whittington responds by drawing a distinction between
different kinds of value. The kind of significance impor-
tant for epistemic luck is epistemic value. Whittington ar-
gues that we cannot decrease the epistemic value of true
belief enough to exclude knowledge without changing its
truth-value. Since false beliefs by definition cannot consti-
tute knowledge, Ballantyne’s strategy fails to establish any
problematic encroachment.4 The upshot is that all true be-
liefs have some epistemic value and are therefore positively
significant to agents, at least as they are engaged in the
epistemic project.

With this small caveat out of the way, let us consider an
example of content luck:

Poker Player: Jenny is an avid poker player.
One day she participates in a high-stake tourna-
ment. As luck would have it, she is being dealt
pocket aces for five consecutive hands. During
the sixth hand, she looks at her cards. Aces
again!5

Suppose Jenny believes that her hand consists of two
aces for the sixth time in a row on the basis of both percep-
tual and memory faculties. Her belief is a case of content
luck because the proposition believed (my hand consists
of two aces for the sixth time in a row) is true but could
have easily been false. Jenny could have easily been dealt a
different hand. Also, in this case, the truth of this belief has
clear practical significance for Jenny, so her belief satisfies
our conditions for content luck.

This example makes it clear that content luck is a benign
form of luck. For it seems clear that it is at least possible

4 This cursory glance leaves out some of the details of the exchange. It
will suffice for our present purposes, however.

5 Unless otherwise stated, the examples in this chapter are my own.
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for Jenny to come to know that she has been dealt two
aces for the sixth time in a row by appropriately relying on
memory and perception. That it is a matter of luck that the
proposition she believes is true, thus does not rule out that
her belief amounts to knowledge. Content luck is compati-
ble with the possession of knowledge.

4.1.2 Capacity Luck

A second kind of epistemic luck that is compatible with
knowledge is capacity luck. Sometimes, it is a matter of
luck that we possess the capacities to acquire knowledge.
In the literature on luck, it is widely acknowledged that
this form of luck does not undermine knowledge. For ex-
ample, Unger says about a turtle-watcher that while it may
be “quite an accident [sic] that the turtle watcher is alive
at the time he sees the turtle crawling on the ground be-
fore him ... at that time, as we have supposed, the turtle
watcher knows that there is a turtle crawling there upon
the ground” (Unger, 1968, p. 160). Similarly, drawing on
the same example, Pritchard says that “genuine knowledge
possession is not undermined merely by the fact that it is
a matter of luck that the agent is in a position to know
anything at all at that moment” (Pritchard, 2005a, p. 135).

Why do Unger and Pritchard think that capacity luck
does not undermine knowledge? Take the following exam-
ple:

LSD: Jimmy is dead-set on playing a devil-
ish joke on one of his friends, Johnny. The
joke consists in Jimmy slipping some LSD into
Johnny’s drink while they are out in the cinema.
Even though Jimmy prepared carefully for this
joke, just before slipping the LSD into Johnny’s
drink, Jimmy drops it into some spilled beer on
the cinema-floor, rendering the drugs useless.
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Jimmy and Johnny watch the film, which ends
with a subtle Hitchcock reference.

Suppose Johnny comes to know that the film ended with
a subtle Hitchcock reference through the usual perceptual
and memory faculties. In this case, it is a matter of luck
that Johnny possesses the capacity to know that the film
ended with a subtle Hitchcock reference. For it is clear that
Jimmy could have easily succeeded in drugging him, and
it is equally clear that, if Johnny had not been able to rely
on his perceptual and mnemonic faculties in the same way,
the subtle reference would presumably have escaped him.
We may also suppose that Johnny is an avid Hitchcock fan,
such that possessing the capacity to notice that the film
ended with a reference to his favourite director is of some
significance to him. Thus, Johnny possessing the capacity
to notice the reference is an event that satisfies our condi-
tions for luck.

However, it is equally clear that this does not prevent
Johnny from knowing that the film ended with a Hitchcock
reference. Actually, Johnny is able to rely on his perceptual
and memory faculties. These faculties are functioning as
they should, and it seems that they should allow Johnny
to acquire knowledge of the Hitchcock reference. The fact
that Johnny could have easily been deprived of the reliable
operation of these faculties does not detract from their abil-
ity to produce knowledge when they are operating reliable.

Some of the most extreme cases of capacity luck occur
when people are almost killed. If I am almost hit by a car,
it is a matter of luck that I have the capacity to then go
on and form the memory belief that I was nearly hit by a
car a moment ago. While it will be a matter of luck that
I possess the relevant capacities, it is plausible that I can
come to know this proposition on this basis. I conclude
that capacity luck is a second benign form of epistemic
luck.
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4.1.3 Evidential Luck

Evidential luck is another benign form of luck (Engel,
1992a). Evidential luck can be defined in the following way:

Evidential Luck: S’s belief that p is eviden-
tially lucky if and only if it is a matter of luck
that S is in possession of the evidence she has
for p.

This means that on our account of luck, a belief is evi-
dentially lucky if and only if S could have easily failed to
be in possession of the evidence she has for p (and the fact
that S has the evidence she has for p is at least somewhat
significant to her). Mylan Engel provides the following ex-
ample of evidential luck:

One afternoon while working on a rather de-
pressing novel in her study, Nadine looks out
the window and sees rain pouring down, leaves
whipping around, and intermittent flashes of
lighting. Moreover, she hears rain slapping
against the window, not to mention some rather
loud thunderclaps. Nadine comes to believe
that it is storming outside, and she is right.
(Engel, 1992a, p. 69)

Does Nadine know that it is storming outside? As En-
gel rightly points out, Nadine’s case seems to be a stan-
dard case of perceptual knowledge. Now suppose, how-
ever, that in the above case Nadine is only luckily at work
in her study. Suppose that normally, Nadine works at a
windowless, soundproof office at the other side of town,
but because that building got struck by lightning yester-
day, she decided to stay home. This means Nadine could
have easily failed to see and hear the thunderstorm today.
Thus, Nadine is only luckily in possession of the evidence
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she has for her belief that it is storming outside. Neverthe-
less, Nadine acquires knowledge that it is storming outside
on the basis of her perceptual faculties. If this is so, then
knowledge is compatible with evidential luck.

Why is evidential luck compatible with knowledge? One
suggestion would be that whether one knows that p does
not depend how one acquired one’s evidence for p. If this
is so, then it follows that whether or not one’s evidence is
acquired in a lucky fashion is irrelevant to the question
whether one possesses knowledge. This suggestion may
seem radical, so it is worthwhile to pause on it a little. Con-
sider the following example:

Encyclopaedia: Jona is a superstitious person.
One day in the park, Jona sees a broken twig
that points downwards. Jona instantly starts
digging, believing that this is a clear sign from
the gods that there is a treasure buried under-
neath. As luck would have it, he finds an ency-
clopaedia buried underneath the broken twig.
Curious, Jona starts reading. Two months later,
he has finished the encyclopaedia, and it has
made him a different man. As a result of read-
ing the encyclopaedia, he has revised many of
his superstitious beliefs.

Take any of Jona’s revised beliefs. Suppose the evidence
Jona has for this belief exclusively consists of the material
provided by the encyclopaedia. Were it not for all his su-
perstitious beliefs, Jona would have never started digging
underneath the broken twig, so this evidence came into
Jona’s possession as the result of many epistemically dubi-
ous beliefs. But it seems we would still grant that Jona ac-
quires knowledge when he revises many of his beliefs on
the basis of his new evidence. The case thus serves to make
plausible the claim that whether one possesses knowledge
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that p does not depend on how one acquired one’s evi-
dence for p.6

Obviously, this does not imply that knowledge does not
depend on the quality of one’s evidence. In the above case,
for example, we would deny Jona knowledge if the ency-
clopaedia he found were written by a madman, containing
many falsehoods.7 But the claim that whether one knows
that p depends on what evidence one has for p is of course
compatible with the claim that one’s knowledge does not
depend on how one acquired that evidence.

Our claim here should also be distinguished from the
following one. When Alvin Goldman distinguishes know-
ing that broccoli is healthy on the basis of having read it
in the New York Times from merely believing that broccoli
is healthy on the basis of reading it in the National Inquirer,
he takes this to indicate that whether one knows that p
depends on the causal history of one’s belief (Goldman,
1999). However, Goldman’s example features causal histo-
ries that are distinguished by the quality of evidence that
they contain. A piece from the New York Times is simply
better evidence than a piece from the National Inquirer. So
the difference between knowing and not knowing in Gold-
man’s example depends on a difference in the quality of
evidence for one’s belief. And that is compatible with our
claim that it does not depend on how one came into pos-
session of that evidence. It would be fully compatible with
Goldman’s story to say that one can come to know that
broccoli is healthy on the basis of reading this in the New

6 A similar point is made in (Feldman & Conee, 1985, pp. 21–22).
7 What about if the encyclopaedia were written by a madman, but acci-

dentally contained only truths? Arguably, this would constitute a mix-
ture of evidential and content luck, say evidential content luck, for what
is now a matter of luck is not necessarily that one is in possession of the
evidence, but that the evidence has the content it has. I thank Jeanne
Peijnenburg for bringing this to my attention.
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York Times, even if this newspaper came into one’s posses-
sion only luckily.

We can thus provide an explanation of the fact that evi-
dential luck is compatible with knowledge by pointing to
the fact that the way one’s evidence comes into one’s pos-
session is irrelevant to the question whether one possesses
knowledge.

In this section, we saw that content, capacity and eviden-
tial luck are benign forms of luck in the sense that they are
compatible with the possession of knowledge. This con-
cludes my discussion of the benign forms of luck. Let us
continue to the forms of epistemic luck that are more prob-
lematic.

4.2 malignant forms of epistemic luck

The forms of luck discussed in this section are called ‘ma-
lignant’ forms of epistemic luck because such luck seem-
ingly precludes the agent from possessing knowledge. I
will discuss two malignant forms of epistemic luck: veritic
luck and reflective luck. While it is relatively uncontrover-
sial that knowledge is incompatible with veritic luck, it is
far more controversial to claim that knowledge is not com-
patible with reflective luck. I shall therefore devote Section
4.3 to arguing for this latter claim.

4.2.1 Veritic Luck

The first malignant kind of epistemic luck that we will dis-
cuss is called veritic luck. Roughly, a belief is veritically
lucky if it is a matter of luck that the agent formed that
true belief. Let us consider first some paradigmatic cases
of veritic luck:
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Case 1: Janine forms the belief that the contin-
uum hypothesis is true on the basis of a simple
guess. Her belief is true.

Case 2: Jill is driving through barn-façade
county. She forms the belief that there is a barn
in front of her. Her belief is true.8

Case 3: Jeremy is a brain in a vat. On the basis
of the stimuli evil scientists apply to his brain,
he forms the belief that the sun is shining. His
belief is true.

In all three cases, it is a matter of luck that the rele-
vant agent forms the true belief. Formulated in this way,
it may seem that veritic luck is quite close to content luck.
Veritic luck is different from content luck, however, as Case
1 shows. For no belief in a necessary proposition can be
content lucky (for necessary propositions cannot be false
at all). As Engel notes, veritic luck is also distinct from evi-
dential luck:

there is ... an epistemologically relevant differ-
ence between a person who is epistemically
lucky in virtue of the fact that, given her ev-
idential situation, it is simply a matter of luck
that her belief turns out to be true, and a person
who is epistemically lucky in virtue of the fact
that she is lucky to be in the evidential situation
she is in but that, given her evidential situation,
it is not a matter of luck that her belief is true.
I call the kind of epistemic luck had by the for-
mer ‘’veritic luck” because it is just a matter of
luck that her belief is true and the kind had
by the latter ‘’evidential luck” because it is just

8 See, for more on such cases, Section 4.2.2.



60B_BW Proefschrift_Grefte_stand.job

110 epistemic luck

a matter of luck that she has the evidence she
does. (Engel, 1992a, p. 67)

From this it seems that Engel adopts a definition of
veritic luck along the following lines:

Veritic Luck1: A belief is veritically lucky if
and only if it is a matter of luck that one forms
a true belief, given the evidential situation one
is in.

On this interpretation of veritic luck, what is central to
veritic luck is that it is easily possible that one is in the
same evidential situation but forms a false belief. It is clear
that the three cases provided above satisfy this definition
of veritic luck. In all three cases, the agent could have eas-
ily formed a false belief, given their respective evidential
situations.9

Because of the possible danger of confusing content luck
with veritic luck, is very important to be clear on one’s in-
terpretation of veritic luck. Unfortunately, the formulations
of veritic luck in the literature are often less clear than they
could be in this respect. Consider, for example, one of Dun-
can Pritchard’s accounts of veritic luck:

Veritic Luck2: It is a matter of luck that the
agent’s belief is true. (Pritchard, 2005a, p. 146)

This specific formulation is equivalent to content luck.
Moreover, it is not what Pritchard intended, since he does
not want veritic luck to reduce to content luck. Suppose I
form the belief that your lottery ticket has won by reading
about it in the newspaper. This is a case of content luck,
since surely, it is a matter of luck that you won. However,
it is not a case of veritic luck, since not easily could I have

9 In case 2, this requires that one takes the evidential situation to be
broader than just concerning the one real barn Jill is actually looking at.
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failed to form this true belief in this way. What seems to
be important for veritic luck is thus not whether it is a
matter of luck that the proposition believed is true, but
rather whether it is a matter of luck that the belief one
formed is true, given the way it was formed.

This is a substantially different concept of veritic luck
than in Pritchard’s earlier work, however:

Veritic Luck3: It is a matter of luck, given
that the agent’s belief meets all the relevant
epistemic conditions, that the belief is true.
(Pritchard, 2004, p. 204)

On this formulation, it must be a matter of luck that
the belief is true, given that all relevant epistemic conditions
are satisfied. This formulation is distinct from both Veritic
Luck1 and Veritic Luck2. This is so because the relevant set
of possibilities for Veritic Luck3 includes only possibilities
where the relevant epistemic conditions are met. While it
is unclear what these relevant epistemic conditions would
be in each case, it is clear that this could be a different
set of possibilities than the set of possibilities relevant for
either Veritic Luck1 or Veritic Luck2, which make no such
restriction. For example, what is relevant for Veritic Luck2

is how one formed one’s belief, not whether one meets ‘all
the relevant epistemic conditions’ in doing so. Because of
this, the notions are not equivalent.

Yet another notion of veritic luck can be extracted from
the work of Baumann, who rephrases Engel’s characteriza-
tion as follows:

Veritic Luck4: It is a matter of luck that a
given belief is true, given the evidence for it
(Baumann, 2014, p. 526)

This notion is distinct from all foregoing notions, since
the set of possibilities relevant for determining whether
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a belief is veritically lucky now seems to consist of all
and only those easy possibilities where the same belief
is formed and where there is the same evidence for that
belief. It is unclear how exactly Baumann intends to inter-
pret this criterion, but he seems to think his formulation is
equivalent to Veritic Luck1. On the face of it, however, the
existence of evidence for a belief does not depend on the
believing subject’s relation to that evidence. In this sense
there can ‘be’ the same evidence for a belief, while the sub-
ject’s evidential situation differs nonetheless. Again, this
would mean that the two notions come apart.

In sum, contemporary literature on epistemic luck fea-
tures many distinct notions of veritic luck. This deserves
to be stressed, especially since on some of these accounts
veritic luck reduces to content luck, and is benign rather
than malignant. My own account of veritic luck is similar
to what I take to be the intended meaning of Pritchard’s
(2005a) account:

Veritic Luck5: It is a matter of luck that the
agent’s belief is true, given the way the agent
formed her belief.

However, my account will not be identical to this for-
mulation. For Veritic Luck5 runs into a similar difficulty
to the one discussed above: no belief in a necessary truth
can ever be veritically lucky, according to this definition.
For beliefs in necessary truths are such that they cannot
be false, no matter what one’s evidential situation is, or no
matter how one’s belief is formed. A belief in a necessary
truth will therefore never satisfy Veritic Luck5. Because of
this, Veritic Luck5 gives the wrong result in the above Case
1. There still is a sense in which it is a matter of luck that
one forms a true belief if one forms a true belief in a nec-
essary truth on the basis of random guessing. This luck is
not different in kind from the luck in Case 2 and 3, and the
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kind of luck that Pritchard and Engel try to target when
they talk about veritic luck. In all these cases what seems
problematic is the relation between one’s evidential situa-
tion and the fact that one forms a true belief. That is the
(problematic) relation captured by the concept of veritic
luck.

The above considered definitions of veritic luck fail to
adequately capture this problematic relation. What is com-
mon between luckily guessing a necessary truth, and luck-
ily guessing a contingent truth, is that it is a matter of luck
that one ends up with a true belief at all, given the way
one’s belief is formed. If we want to classify both cases as
cases of veritic luck, the following definition thus suggests
itself:

Veritic Luck6: A belief is veritically lucky if
and only if it is a matter of luck that the method
one used to form one’s belief produced a true
belief.

The above formulation of veritic luck brings to the fore
the importance of one’s method of belief-formation for
veritic luck. This introduces some complexity in our ac-
count. As Conee and Feldman have long argued, it may be
hard to spell out in general how these belief-forming meth-
ods should be individuated (Conee & Feldman, 1998). This
is a problem that I set aside here. It is a problem for many
accounts of justification, since many such accounts refer ei-
ther explicitly or implicitly to belief-forming methods in
their definition of justification.10 It is not on me to solve
this problem. I operate under the same assumption as do
the proponents of these accounts of justification, namely
that at least on a case by case basis, we can identify which
belief-forming method is of epistemic relevance.

10 See Chapters 5, 6.
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Veritic Luck6 differs from Veritic Luck5 in that lucky
guesses of necessary truths will now count as veritically
lucky, since in these cases one may have easily formed a
different (false) belief instead. From now on, when I talk
about veritic luck, I will mean Veritic Luck6.

Why think that veritic luck is incompatible with knowl-
edge? As Engel admits, arguing for the incompatibility of
veritic luck and knowledge on deductive grounds will be
difficult, since ‘’any thing short of an a priori proof of the
incompatibility of veritic luck and knowledge will fail to
be conclusive, and the prospect of constructing such an a
priori proof seems rather dismal.” (Engel, 1992a, pp. 67-
68). We can, however, following Engel, find paradigmatic
instances of knowledge-failure in which there is present a
substantial amount of veritic luck. While falling short of a
conclusive proof, such cases would support the claim that
knowledge and veritic luck are incompatible.

As it turns out, perhaps the most paradigmatic instances
of knowledge failure in the epistemological literature—
Gettier-cases—are cases in which a large amount of veritic
luck is present. Consider one of Gettier’s own cases (some-
what abbreviated for ease of use):

Disjunction: Smith has excellent evidence
for the proposition that Jones owns a Ford,
and forms the corresponding belief. From this
proposition, Smith competently deduces the
further proposition that either Jones owns a
Ford, or Brown is in Barcelona, and again
forms the corresponding belief. Smith has no
evidence whatsoever that indicates that Brown
is in fact in Barcelona, and so formulates the
second disjunct quite at random. Now sup-
pose that through some elaborate deception, all
Smith’s evidence for believing that Jones owns
a Ford is misleading, and Jones in fact does
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not own a Ford at all. Suppose further, how-
ever, that Brown is in Barcelona at the moment
Smith forms his belief in the disjunction. His
belief thus ends up being true.

It is widely accepted that in the above case Smith does
not know that either Jones owns a Ford or Brown is in
Barcelona. However, note that Smith’s belief is subject to
veritic luck. For given the way Smith formed his belief (he
formulated his second disjunct quite at random) it seems
that this method could have easily produced a false belief.
For example, Smith could have easily formed the false be-
lief that either Jones owns a Ford or Brown is in London
in the very same way he formed his actual belief. And so
for many equivalent beliefs. This Gettier case thus clearly
involves a substantial amount of veritic luck.

There are, of course, many more Gettier cases. To go
through all of them would be both impossible and unneces-
sary, all the more so because Linda Zagzebski has provided
a general formula for generating Gettier cases (Zagzebski,
1994). If we can show that, following this formula, one will
be guaranteed to end up with a belief that is veritically
lucky, this will suffice to show that all Gettier cases (at
least of the standard sort covered by Zagzabski’s formula)
involve veritic luck. Since, as Gettier cases, none of these
will involve knowledge, this will provide further support
for the claim that knowledge and veritic luck are incompat-
ible.

Linda Zagzebski argues that Gettier cases can be con-
structed for any theory of knowledge that consists exclu-
sively of a non-factive epistemic condition in addition to
the truth and belief condition (1994). That is, Zagzebski ar-
gues that any account of knowledge that consists of a truth
condition, a belief condition, and a further (epistemic) con-
dition that does not entail that the belief in question is true,
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will be susceptible to Gettier cases.11 Moreover, she argues
that such cases can be constructed in the following way:
take any non-factive epistemic condition you like and con-
struct a case such that a given subject’s true belief satisfies
it. Then, modify the case such that accidentally, satisfying
the epistemic condition does nothing to make it more likely
that you end up with a true belief. Finally, make it so that
as a second case of luck, you end up with a true belief
nonetheless. In these cases, the subject will, according to
Zagzebski, end up with a belief that satisfies the preferred
conditions for knowledge, but will still fail to qualify as
such. In short, the subject will end up with a Gettiered be-
lief.

It is immediately apparent that in Zagzebski’s recipe for
constructing Gettier cases, luck plays an important role. As
she herself comments, in Gettier cases “an accident of bad
luck is cancelled out by an accident of good luck. The right
goal is reached, but only by chance” (1994, p. 66). Here,
the bad luck concerns the fact that while the evidence on
which one bases one’s belief is misleading, and the good
luck the fact that the belief is true nonetheless. The ques-
tion before us is then, whether the luck that features in
the construction of Gettier cases is veritic luck. As we said
above, on our conception of veritic luck, a belief is verit-
ically lucky if one’s belief-forming method actually pro-
duced a true belief, but could have easily produced a false
belief instead. Now, given that one’s evidence is mislead-
ing, it seems that one’s method of belief-formation could
have easily produced a false belief. The second kind of luck
that Zagzebski talks about makes it such that while one
could have easily formed a false belief, one ends up with
a true belief nonetheless. In sum, cases that satisfy Zagzeb-

11 We will argue against this claim in Chapter 6. Some non-factive ac-
counts can evade Gettier cases. This point does not matter for the argu-
ment presented here. What matters for our present purposes is Zagzeb-
ski’s ’recipe’ for Gettier cases.
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ski’s criteria for being a Gettier-case are such that while the
subject could have easily formed a false belief, they luckily
end up with a true belief nonetheless. Thus, it seems that
all Gettier cases, or at least the ones that can be constructed
using Zagzebski’s method, will feature veritic luck. Since
Gettier cases are paradigmatic examples of the absence of
knowledge, this provides support for the claim that knowl-
edge and veritic luck are incompatible.

4.2.2 Intervening and Environmental Luck

We argued, based on Zagzebski’s recipe for constructing
such cases, that all Gettier cases feature veritic luck. But
that is not quite right. As Pritchard argues, we can distin-
guish between Gettier cases that feature intervening luck
and those that feature environmental luck (Pritchard, 2010;
Carter & Pritchard, 2015). The former kind of luck, ac-
cording to Carter and Pritchard, is “[t]he standard type
of Gettier-style epistemic luck ..., and concerns epistemic
luck which ‘intervenes’ between the agent’s cognitive per-
formance and her cognitive success (2015, p. 444). As an
example they provide a Gettier case similar to Chisholm’s
famous sheep case: you form a belief that there is a sheep
in the field on the basis of an object that looks like a sheep.
This object is actually a stone, but behind the stone there is
a real sheep. Thus, your belief is true, but only by luck, it
seems. Particularly, Carter and Pritchard argue that in this
case

we have cognitive success, in that the agent
truly believes that there is a sheep in the field,
and we also have cognitive performance, in that
the agent is skilfully forming her belief that
there is a sheep in the field. But the interven-
ing epistemic luck in play means that the cogni-
tive success is disconnected from the cognitive
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performance that led to the agent forming this
belief. (Carter & Pritchard, 2015, p. 444)

Intervening luck is a subspecies of veritic luck. For it is
an essential feature of intervening luck that the cognitive
success–the truth of the belief—is only luckily connected
to the belief-forming method of the agent. Here I take the
agent’s ‘cognitive performance’ to be constituted by her
belief-forming method. This means that in each case of in-
tervening luck, we have a belief-forming method that could
have easily produced a false belief, which will make each
case of intervening luck a case of veritic luck.

Note that while each cognitive performance is consti-
tuted by a belief-forming method, it is not the case that
every belief-forming method constitutes a cognitive perfor-
mance. Only those belief-forming methods that constitute
cognitive ‘skills’ on the part of the agent will be able to
do so. While these cognitive performances will normally
produce true beliefs reliably enough, they do not in the
specific circumstances of these Gettier cases (Zagzebski’s
first case of bad luck). In fact, were it not for some ex-
traneous factors (Zagzebski’s second case of compensat-
ing good luck), they would reliably produce false beliefs
in these cases.

Not all cases of veritic luck are cases of intervening luck,
however. Consider a simple guess of mine that tomorrow
it will rain. Suppose this method produces a true belief: I
start believing that it will rain tomorrow, and this is true.
However, it is clear that my method could have easily pro-
duced a false belief instead: if it is a truly uneducated
guess, I could have just as easily believed that it would not
rain tomorrow. So guesses like this one are cases of veritic
luck. Yet they are not cases of intervening luck because
here we cannot speak of any cognitive performance at all.
It is not the case that in normal circumstances my method
of belief-formation would reliably enough produce true be-
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lief. Guessing is unreliable tout court. Because of this, my
belief will be subject to veritic luck but not intervening
luck.

All cases of intervening luck are thus cases of veritic luck,
but not the other way around. Intervening luck is a sub-
species of veritic luck. As a species of veritic luck, it is
incompatible with knowledge.

Not all Gettier cases feature intervening luck, however.
Some feature a kind of epistemic luck that is neither clearly
malignant nor clearly benign. This kind of luck is called en-
vironmental luck. Roughly, environmental luck is the kind
of luck that is in play in Gettier cases like the Gold-
man/Ginet fake barn cases. Consider Goldman’s descrip-
tion of such a case:

Henry is driving in the countryside with his
son. For the boy’s edification Henry identi-
fies various objects on the landscape as they
come into view. "That’s a cow," says Henry,
"That’s a tractor," "That’s a silo," "That’s a barn,"
etc. ... Suppose we are told that, unknown to
Henry, the district he has just entered is full of
papier-maché facsimiles of barns. These facsim-
iles look from the road exactly like barns, but
are really just façades, without back walls or in-
teriors, quite incapable of being used as barns.
They are so cleverly constructed that travellers
invariably mistake them for barns. Having just
entered the district, Henry has not encountered
any facsimiles; the object he sees is a genuine
barn. (Goldman, 1976, pp. 772–773)

In this case, there clearly seems to be something lucky
about Henry’s belief that the object he is looking at is a
barn. For one, he might have easily looked at one of the
façades and formed the same belief, in which case that be-



65B_BW Proefschrift_Grefte_stand.job

120 epistemic luck

lief would be false. On the other hand, as the case is con-
structed, Henry is looking at a real barn and forms a true
belief about it on the basis of using his reliable perceptual
faculties. If we strip away the environment, this seems like
a case of normal perception. The kind of luck in play thus
seems to concern the fact that the subject is lucky to be
able to be in the epistemic situation she is in, given how
the environment is structured. As Carter and Pritchard ar-
gue, in cases of environmental luck, the cognitive success
is properly ascribable to the agent’s cognitive performance.
Rather, the luck in such cases concerns the fact that it is
only a matter of luck that this is so, that the agent is able
to achieve success through performance. Fake barn cases
are lucky in this sense because in such cases it is only a
matter of luck that the agent is able to form her true belief
that there is a nice barn ahead on the basis of her cognitive
skills.

The fact that fake barn cases are traditionally con-
ceived of as Gettier cases indicates that environmental luck
should be regarded as a malignant form of luck, incom-
patible with knowledge. Indeed, this is how Carter and
Pritchard conceive of the case (2015, p. 445). But it is hard
to find in the literature an argument for this claim other
than an appeal to the intuition that in such cases no knowl-
edge is present, an intuition which I must admit I do not
share wholeheartedly.12

One reason for doubting that environmental luck is ma-
lignant is that the fake barn cases seem to share some rele-
vant features with the cases of evidential luck described
above. For in cases of environmental luck, subjects are
quite lucky to be in the evidential situation they are in:
quite easily could they have been in a different, misleading
evidential situation. On the other hand, as is the case with

12 This is not to say that I have an intuition that these cases are cases of
knowledge; I simply do not feel intuitively inclined to judge one way
or another.
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evidential luck, it is not very lucky that given that they pos-
sess this evidence, they form a true belief. In Carter and
Pritchard’s terms, the cognitive success in these cases gen-
uinely derives from the agent’s cognitive performance. So
one diagnosis of Henry’s case above is that it is not very
lucky that Henry forms a true belief, given that he is look-
ing at a real barn. His belief-forming method would not
easily have him believe otherwise than that there is a barn
in front of him. These similarities between evidential and
environmental luck seem to motivate a conception of envi-
ronmental luck as a benign form of luck.

The fact that environmental luck is truth attained
through competence also means that it is not a subspecies
of veritic luck. For not easily could a false belief be attained
through competence. If Henry looks at the real barn, and
consequently forms the true belief that there is a real barn
before him, he could not easily have formed a false belief in
this way. Not easily would he have looked at that real barn
but formed the false belief that there was no barn, or just a
barn façade, for example. So given the way Henry’s belief
is actually formed, not easily would this method produce a
false belief, even if his environment is such that he could
have easily formed his belief in a different way, by looking
at a barn façade, in which case his belief would not be suc-
cess attained through competence. So where intervening
luck is a subspecies of veritic luck, environmental luck is
not. Thus we cannot derive the epistemically problematic
nature of the latter from the problematic nature of veritic
luck.

The above argument assumes that misleading evidence
will constitute a different evidential situation than non-
misleading evidence. One may deny this assumption. On
this interpretation, Henry’s evidential situation is the same
if he is looking at a real barn and if he is looking at one of
the façades. In that case, it would be a matter of luck that he
formed a true belief, given the evidential situation he is in,
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for given this situation, he could have easily formed a false
belief instead. Similarly, what we said above assumed that
Henry’s belief-forming method is different when he looks
at a real barn than when he looks at a barn façade. This
means that we individuate belief-forming methods exter-
nalistically, with reference to features of the environment.

One may object to this way of individuating belief-
forming methods. However, veritic luck depends on the
belief-forming method the subject actually used, rather
than on the method she believes she used. Even if Henry
himself can make no distinction between how he forms his
belief in the actual case from how he would form his belief
were he to look at one of the façades, we, having access
to facts that Henry does not have access to, can make a
distinction, and the distinction is relevant for whether his
belief is veritically lucky or not.

In any case, it is not clear whether environmental luck
is compatible with all forms of knowledge. For example,
while Carter and Pritchard argue that this kind of luck
is incompatible with knowledge-that (propositional knowl-
edge), they argue it is compatible with knowledge-how.
Sosa, as we will see, also distinguishes different kinds of
knowledge and argues that some of them are compatible
with environmental luck but others are not (Sosa, 2007, p.
31).13 For now, we will remain impartial on the compatibil-
ity between environmental luck and knowledge.

To recap, all veritic luck, including intervening luck, is
incompatible with knowledge. It is unclear whether envi-
ronmental luck is incompatible with (all forms of) knowl-
edge. In the remainder of this chapter, we will focus mainly
on the distinction between veritic luck and the kind of luck
to which we will now turn: reflective luck.

13 See Chapter 6.
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4.2.3 Reflective Luck

The above forms of luck are not the only kinds of luck
that are epistemically problematic. To see this, consider the
following example from Robert Brandom:

Industrial chicken-sexers can, I am told, reliably
sort hatchlings into males and females by in-
specting them, without having the least idea
how they do it. With enough training, they
just catch on. In fact, as I hear the story, it
has been established that although these ex-
perts uniformly believe that they make the dis-
crimination visually, research has shown that
the cues their discriminations actually depend
upon are olfactory. (Brandom, 1998, p. 375)

When one of Brandom’s chicken-sexers forms the belief
that a particular chick is male, what is the epistemic status
of this belief? On the one hand, it seems that the belief will
not be veritically lucky. Given the reliability of the way
their belief is produced, they could not have easily formed
a false belief.

However, on the other hand, there still seems to be a
kind of luck in play that is epistemically problematic. To
bring this out, suppose these chicken-sexers have no idea
how they form their beliefs, nor whether that method is
reliable. That is, we are supposing here that the sexers do
not have available to them any track record information.14

On this assumption, then, there is an important sense in
which, from their perspective, they could have easily formed
a false belief instead of a true one. Note that the issue is
not that these chicken-sexers doubt the belief they actually

14 The chicken-sexer case is used here as a thought-experiment. As such,
the situation is highly idealized. I do not want to commit myself to the
claim that this is how chicken-sexing actually works.
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formed, but rather whether, from their perspective, they
could have easily formed a different, false belief instead. So
these chicken-sexers need not consider their beliefs subject
to content luck. For example, they may be strongly con-
vinced that a particular chick is male. The point is that even
if they are somehow deeply convinced that their belief is
true, the fact that they have no idea whether this belief is
produced in a reliable way means that they have to con-
sider it an easy possibility that they would have formed
a different, false belief instead. From their subjective per-
spective, it is thus a matter of luck that their method of
belief-formation produced a true belief.

This kind of luck is known in the literature under the
heading of reflective luck, a term introduced by Duncan
Pritchard (Pritchard, 2005a). Pritchard characterizes reflec-
tive luck in the following way:

Reflective Luck1: Given only what the agent
is able to know by reflection alone, it is a matter
of luck that her belief is true. (Pritchard, 2005a,
p. 175)

This definition, however, should be rejected for the same
reason as Pritchard’s definition of veritic luck. For it is
possible that some agent would have the reliable ability
to tell mathematical truths from mathematical falsehoods,
but who, like our naive chicken-sexers above, had no idea
how she did it. Her belief would still be lucky in the same
way as that of our chicken-sexer. What matters is not that
the particular belief itself could easily have been false, but
whether, from the subject’s perspective, the method used
to produce the belief could have easily produced a false
belief instead. We thus arrive at the following definition of
reflective luck:

Reflective Luck2: S’s belief that p is reflec-
tively lucky if and only if, given the informa-
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tion reflectively accessible to S, it is a matter of
luck that the method S used to form her belief
that p produced a true belief.

Note that Reflective Luck2 is essentially an agent-relative
version of Veritic Luck6; the only difference between the
two is that the luckiness of the formation of a true belief is
made relative to the information reflectively accessible to
the believing subject in Reflective Luck2, whereas it is not
made relative to any restricted set of information in Veritic
Luck6.

What does it mean to determine the luckiness of the pro-
duction of a true belief with respect to the information re-
flectively accessible to a believing subject, as is required
by Reflective Luck2? Plugging in our modal account of
luck, we need to determine whether from the subject’s per-
spective, her belief-forming method could have easily pro-
duced a false belief. If this is so, then her belief is subject
to reflective luck. As Pritchard notes, this has two notable
consequences (Pritchard, 2005a, sec. 6.5).

First, the fact that we are judging luckiness from a subjec-
tive point of view means that what counts as an easy pos-
sibility is determined by what, from the subjective view-
point, could have easily occurred. This may result in a dif-
ferent ordering of possibilities, since what is an easy possi-
bility from the perspective of a believing subject may not
be so objectively speaking. For example, if the subject be-
lieves that airplanes are very dangerous, then it may well
be that from her perspective, airplanes could easily crash,
even if in fact this possibility is quite remote. In this case, if
we want to determine whether, from the subject’s perspec-
tive, it is a matter of luck that the plane did not crash, we
need to see whether she considers this to be easily possi-
ble. In this case, she does, and so it will be a matter of
luck, from her perspective, if the plane does not crash. In
a similar fashion, when determining whether a belief is
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reflectively lucky, we need to determine whether from the
subject’s perspective, her method of belief-formation could
have easily produced a false belief.

Second, for the same reason we need to identify the rele-
vant belief-forming method as the method that the subject
believes she used, rather than the one she actually used.
Given that our chicken-sexer has no idea how she formed
her belief, it is a matter of luck, from her perspective, that
she formed a true belief. But that is only so because she
does not know what the actual method was that produced
her belief. If she took into account the actual method that
produced her belief, involving olfactory stimuli, she would
probably not consider it an easy possibility that she would
have formed a false belief. If we thus want to capture the
sense in which the belief is lucky from the subject’s point
of view, we need to take into account the method the sub-
ject believed she used rather than the method she actually
used.

It is clear from the above that veritic and reflective luck
are two substantially different forms of epistemic luck. It is
therefore perhaps unsurprising that the extensions of the
two notions will diverge: there will be cases of veritic luck
that are not cases of reflective luck and vice versa. We will
provide an example of each. Our first case is BonJour’s
Norman, whom we have already encountered in Chapter
2:

Norman: Norman has the mysterious condi-
tion that from time to time, he forms beliefs
about the whereabouts of the president of the
United States. These ideas seem to be formed
spontaneously; they just ‘pop’ into Norman’s
head. As it happens, Norman has never been
able to check whether his beliefs are correct. As
a matter of fact, however, Norman is the one
and only human being with a reliable faculty
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of clairvoyance concerning the whereabouts of
the president of the United States.15

Since Norman’s beliefs are the result of a reliable faculty
of clairvoyance, they will not be veritically lucky.16 For not
easily would his faculty of clairvoyance produce false be-
liefs. However, Norman’s beliefs are subject to a substantial
degree of reflective luck: given that Norman has no idea
that he is in possession of such a reliable faculty of clair-
voyance, and given that he has no further evidence that
supports his beliefs about the president’s whereabouts, it
seems that from his perspective, he could have very easily
formed a false belief instead. So Norman presents a case
of reflective luck without veritic luck.17 Now consider the
following case:

Nola: Suppose Nola has excellent reasons for
most of her beliefs.18 She behaves in an epistem-
ically conscious way, always double-checking
her evidence, and making sure she proportions
her beliefs to the evidence as much as possible.
Unfortunately, Nola is plugged into the Matrix,
a very advanced computer simulation, meaning
that she rarely forms a true belief at all.

Suppose Nola comes to believe that she is looking at an
elm tree, and infers from this that there are elms nearby.
Suppose further that her belief is true: as a matter of fact,
there are elms nearby. It seems that, from Nola’s perspec-
tive, the method she used to form this belief could not have

15 This case is a a slightly modified version of BonJour’s famous case
(BonJour, 1980).

16 We will defend this claim in more detail in Chapter 6.
17 Note that Norman’s case is structurally similar to the case of our naive

chicken-sexers.
18 This case will presuppose that one’s reasons can be excellent even while

false. If one does not agree, modify the case such that Nola thinks she
has excellent reasons for her beliefs.
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easily produced a false belief. This means that Nola’s belief
is not reflectively lucky. However, since the way she actu-
ally formed her belief (on the basis of artificial stimuli, say)
could have easily produced false belief, her belief is veriti-
cally lucky nonetheless. So Nola’s case presents a case of
veritic luck without reflective luck.19

Now that we have seen that reflective and veritic luck
have different extensions, the question becomes relevant
whether reflective luck is compatible with knowledge. That
is, whether we are right to classify reflective luck as an epis-
temically malignant form of luck. For while there is clearly
something epistemically problematic about the beliefs of
our chicken-sexers, or Norman the clairvoyant (at the very
least, we would rather be in our epistemic position than
in theirs), it is not thereby said that what is problematic
is that these people do not possess knowledge. The question
whether reflectively lucky beliefs can constitute knowledge
is therefore taken up in the next section.

4.3 reflectively lucky knowledge

The question before us is whether knowledge is compatible
with reflective luck. In this section I borrow Sosa’s well-
known distinction between animal and reflective knowl-
edge, and argue that only one of them is compatible with
reflective luck.20

19 Nola’s case is a special case of what are known as ‘New Evil Demon-
arguments’ See (Lehrer & Cohen, 1983; Dutant & Dorsch, n.d.). Such
cases, like Norman’s case, are often put forward as an argument for
internalism. See also the next chapter.

20 Cf. (Sosa, 2009a, 2010, 2015). Note that Sosa makes the further distinc-
tion between reflective knowledge and knowledge ‘full well’. Every-
thing we say in this section about the relation between reflective luck
and reflective knowledge can be said about the relation between reflec-
tive luck and knowledge full well as well, since knowledge full well
entails reflective knowledge, according to Sosa (2015, p. 74).
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What is required for animal knowledge? According to
Sosa, animal knowledge is apt belief, where apt belief
is understood as “belief whose correctness is attained
sufficiently through the believer’s epistemic competence”,
where an epistemic competence is a competence to believe
truly (Sosa, 2015, p. 9). Thus, I may possess animal knowl-
edge whenever I form a belief that is true, and whose truth
is attained through a competence of mine to believe truly.
These competences come in many different forms, and may
reside at the personal level, as well as at the sub-personal
level. For example, I may possess the epistemic compe-
tence to form true beliefs about medium-sized objects at
close distances using my visual system. Another epistemic
competence that I may possess is the competence to form
true beliefs about the answers to crosswords-puzzles using
a combination of my memory and reasoning faculties.

The above examples bring out that the term ‘animal’
knowledge is perhaps unfortunate, for such knowledge
may be acquired in ways that are unavailable to most an-
imals, as the crossword-puzzle case brings out. Neverthe-
less, it seems that we share at least some animal knowledge
with other animals, as the perceptual case brings out.

Animal knowledge is distinguished from reflective
knowledge in the following way:

[a]nimal knowledge does not require that the
knower have an epistemic perspective on his
belief, a perspective from which he endorses
the source of that belief, from which he can see
that source as reliably truth conducive. Reflec-
tive knowledge does by contrast require such a
perspective. (Sosa, 2009c, p. 135)

The idea seems to be this: we can distinguish the kind
of knowledge that we may achieve through (extensive) re-
flection from the kind of knowledge that more automatic
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and that non-human animals may perhaps also achieve.
Whereas it is a general property of our reflective knowl-
edge that it is embedded in an ‘epistemological perspec-
tive’, a perspective from which the sources of our beliefs
are deemed reliable, the same cannot be said for the kind
of knowledge that we could perhaps be said to share with
some non-human animals. The distinction is such that
there is a necessary condition for reflective knowledge (be-
ing embedded within a particular epistemic perspective)
which animal knowledge need not satisfy.

For Sosa, reflective knowledge is a higher grade of
knowledge than animal knowledge, both more valuable
and more difficult to achieve, because it requires animal
knowledge plus an epistemic perspective from which the
believer endorses her belief.21 However, it seems possible
to endorse Sosa’s distinction between animal and reflective
knowledge without committing to his specific framework
for analysing the two notions. The main point of the dis-
tinction is that there seems to be a grade of knowledge that
does, whereas there also seems to be a kind of knowledge
that does not, require a perspective from which the sources
of the relevant beliefs are reliable. In Chapter 6, we will dis-
cuss Sosa’s virtue theoretical framework for analysing the
notions of animal and reflective knowledge. Here we take a
more neutral approach, and argue that irrespective of how
one fleshes out these notions, it is plausible that animal
knowledge is compatible with reflective luck but reflective
knowledge is not.

Let us fist take a closer look at the extent of animal
knowledge. First, obviously, the notion targets the kind of

21 The term could be read as pejorative. This is certainly not what is
intended. Humans are animals too, and a lot, if not most of our
knowledge is of the animal kind. We simply rarely have the time and
resources available to achieve reflective knowledge. So often animal
knowledge will have more pragmatic value. But from the epistemic
point of view, reflective knowledge does seem to be more valuable.
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knowledge that we attribute when we say things like “the
dog knows that his owner at the other side of the door”,
or “the elephant knows that there is water nearby”. But
animal knowledge can also be had by human beings. For
example, we sometimes say that “the baby knows that his
mother smiles at him”. It is clear that babies do not have
an epistemic perspective on the reliability of the sources
of their beliefs. Therefore, the knowledge that we attribute
here seems to be of the animal, rather than the reflective,
kind.

Our chicken-sexers may also be said to fall within the
extension of animal knowledge. For they too lack an epis-
temic perspective on the reliability of the sources of their
beliefs. As a contrast case, we may imagine our ‘naive’
chicken sexers have more enlightened counterpart chicken-
sexers, who have read about the relevance and reliability of
olfactory cues in making their judgements. Only the latter,
it seems, could plausibly be said to have an epistemic per-
spective from which the sources of their beliefs are reliable.
If there are circumstances in which even our naive chicken-
sexers can be said to know at all, the knowledge attributed
will thus be of the animal kind.

More inclusive still, perhaps some (or much!) of our own,
ordinary knowledge is of the animal kind. For there are
many occasions, it seems, where one trusts one’s sources
of belief without considering their reliability, and just takes
the beliefs produced at face value. Both the above visual
belief case and crossword-puzzle case can serve as exam-
ples here. Without the presence of an epistemic perspective
from which our sources are reliable, such beliefs could at
most constitute animal knowledge.

Thus, perhaps only a small subset of our knowledge con-
stitutes reflective knowledge. Perhaps there is only a select
subset of my beliefs for which I can claim that my epis-
temic perspective supports the reliability of their sources.
In fact, when faced with sceptical scenarios, we may won-
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der whether any of our beliefs satisfy the criteria for re-
flective knowledge. That is, we may wonder whether any
of our beliefs are such that our epistemic perspective ade-
quately supports the reliability of their sources.22

Prima facie, however, we all take ourselves to have at
least some such reflective knowledge. And clearly, we
value this kind of knowledge over ‘mere’ animal knowl-
edge, at least epistemically speaking. I take it that most
of us would place greater epistemic value in the position
of the enlightened chicken-sexer than in that of her naive
counterpart, who, in an epistemic sense, is no better than a
reliable thermometer.23 It is not the case that we just think
that the former knows differently than the latter, we think
the former knows better.24

With this distinction between human and animal knowl-
edge in place, we are in a position to investigate the rela-
tion between these grades of knowledge and reflective luck.
First, we will argue that animal knowledge is compatible
with reflective luck. All we need to do is provide a case
of animal knowledge that is subject to reflective luck. We
have already identified two of such cases.

The first case is the paradigm case of animal knowledge:
knowledge that some non-human animals have. Take the
belief of my dog Jupiter that it is me, his owner, on the
other side of the door. Suppose this belief constitutes ani-
mal knowledge. Since all knowledge entails truth, the fact
that Jupiter knows entails that Jupiter’s belief is true. But
presumably, Jupiter does not have any beliefs about the
reliability of the sources of his belief. He may even be in-
capable of having such beliefs. This means that there is

22 We will come back to this issue in Chapter 7.
23 The ‘thermometer’ model of knowledge was developed by Armstrong

as an account of the knowledge constituted by our most basic percep-
tual beliefs (Armstrong, 1973).

24 Of course, one may want to deny that the latter knows at all. That is
not the route taken in this chapter.
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nothing in Jupiter’s perspective that rules out the possibil-
ity that the source of his beliefs is unreliable. If this source
is in fact unreliable, then it could have easily produced
a false belief. From Jupiter’s perspective, there is nothing
that rules out that he could have easily formed a false
belief. Thus, while Jupiter’s belief may constitute animal
knowledge, it will necessarily be reflectively lucky.

One may object that the above reads too much into the
epistemic perspective of Jupiter. Indeed, it may be con-
tested that animals possess knowledge at all, even of the
‘animal’ variety. In this case the terminology would be
very unfortunate, but there may still be other cases of ‘ani-
mal’ knowledge. Perhaps a better example of such animal
knowledge would then be provided by our naive chicken-
sexer. She too, as we saw, could perhaps possess animal
knowledge. Suppose one of them possesses such knowl-
edge of the proposition that the hatchling before her is
male. Since, again, this means that her epistemic perspec-
tive does not favour her belief being reliably produced
over it being unreliably produced, this means that from
her epistemic perspective, it is an open possibility that the
source of her belief could have easily produced a false be-
lief. Therefore, from her epistemic point of view it is a mat-
ter of luck that her method of belief-formation turned out
a true belief: her belief is reflectively lucky.

The above two cases indicate that animal knowledge and
reflective luck are compatible. The above two cases suggest,
moreover, that we can even go further and show that the
presence of animal knowledge entails that the relevant be-
lief is reflectively lucky. This is because the fact that both
Jupiter’s belief and our naive chicken-sexer’s belief were
found to be reflectively lucky seemed to derive from the
fact that both of them lacked an epistemic perspective from
which the source of their beliefs was reliable. Because the
lack of such a perspective is essential to animal knowledge,
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we can conclude that all animal knowledge will be reflec-
tively lucky.

Thus not only is animal knowledge compatible with re-
flective luck; it entails it. The converse does not hold, of
course, since there may be conditions for animal knowl-
edge that are not satisfied by every reflectively lucky belief.

While animal knowledge is compatible with reflective
luck, the same does not hold for veritic luck and animal
knowledge. If our arguments from the previous section are
sound, no knowledge is compatible with veritic luck, and
that, of course, includes animal knowledge. For the same
reason reflective knowledge will not be compatible with
veritic luck. In the remaining part of this section, I will
argue that in contrast to animal knowledge, however, re-
flective knowledge is incompatible with reflective luck as
well.

First, we focus on paradigm cases of reflective knowl-
edge and show that in these cases, the relevant beliefs are
not reflectively lucky. I take our scientific knowledge to
constitute a paradigm case of reflective knowledge, as well
as the case of the enlightened chicken-sexer. Let us take
these cases in order. First, when we consider our collective
scientific beliefs, they do seem to be supported by an epis-
temic perspective from which the sources of these beliefs
are reliable. Scientists typically have good reasons for their
beliefs, reasons which are scrutinised by the scientific com-
munity. Scientific methods, one may argue, are among the
most reliable methods we have at our disposal for form-
ing true beliefs. Even if these methods are too involved
to use in most everyday contexts, when we really want to
know whether something is likely to be true, we often turn
to science. Moreover, the reliability of scientific method is
itself something that is intensively studied, within the sci-
ences themselves.25 All in all, it thus seems that if any of

25 And also from an ‘outside’ perspective in philosophy of science.
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our knowledge would constitute reflective knowledge, it
would be our scientific knowledge. And it is equally clear
that given our collective epistemic perspective on the relia-
bility of our scientific methods, it is not the case that given
this perspective, our scientific methods could have easily
produced false beliefs. Thus, our scientific beliefs will not
be reflectively lucky.

To a lesser extent, neither will the beliefs of the en-
lightened chicken-sexer. She has read about the fact that
chicken-sexers like herself tend to discriminate the chicks
on the basis of smell, and after some training are able to do
so quite reliable. She knows that she has received training,
and thus, that she should be able to sort the chicks reliably.
Thus, from her perspective, it seems, she could not easily
form false beliefs. Her beliefs will thus not be reflectively
lucky.

Reflective luck is thus absent in paradigm cases of reflec-
tive knowledge. We can provide a more general argument
for the conclusion that reflective knowledge is incompati-
ble with reflective luck when we consider Sosa’s specific
interpretation of reflective knowledge.

As Sosa argues, reflective knowledge is apt belief (ani-
mal knowledge), aptly noted. Reflective knowledge thus re-
quires a second-order belief that aptly indicates the first-
order belief is apt. Above we have seen some examples.
Another example of reflective knowledge may be the fol-
lowing. I believe there is a dog in my neighbour’s yard.
My belief is true because it results from the competent ex-
ercise of my auditory faculties, and it is accompanied by
a second-order belief that this is so, a second-order belief
that itself manifests one of my epistemic competences.

It is relatively easy to see that such knowledge requires
the elimination of reflective luck. For contrary to animal
knowledge, reflective knowledge of p requires that the sub-
ject believes that she formed an apt belief that p. That is, it
requires that the subject has a second-order belief q, that
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her first-order belief p constitutes animal knowledge. And
as we have seen, that entails that her belief that p is not
veritically lucky, i.e. that she could not have easily formed
a false belief instead of p. Since what a subject’s second-
order beliefs are is part of what is reflectively accessible
to her this means that given the information reflectively
accessible to her, she could not have easily formed a false
belief instead of p, and thus, that her belief that p is not
reflectively lucky.

The above suffices to at least make plausible the claim
that reflective knowledge is incompatible with reflective
luck. The primary result of this section is thus that while
animal knowledge is compatible with reflective luck, re-
flective knowledge is not.26 By distinguishing animal from
reflective knowledge, we thus see that reflective luck is a
malignant kind of epistemic luck only insofar as the higher-
order kind of knowledge is concerned.

4.4 concluding remarks

In this chapter, I discussed various ‘benign’ forms of epis-
temic luck: content luck, capacity luck and evidential luck.
I discussed two potentially malignant kinds of luck: veritic
luck and reflective luck. Only the first of those is incom-
patible with any kind of knowledge, for we saw in the last
section of this chapter that animal knowledge is compati-
ble with reflective luck. We also briefly discussed the two
forms of luck present in Gettier cases: intervening and en-
vironmental luck. We argued that only the first of these is
a subspecies of veritic luck and thus clearly problematic.

The upshot of this chapter is that different forms of luck
are compatible with different grades of knowledge. This
will prove important later on. For we will see in the next

26 I argue for the same claim in my paper "Epistemic justification and
epistemic luck" (de Grefte, 2017).
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chapters that various theories of justification are incompat-
ible with different of these forms of luck. Indeed, we will
see that the line between internalist and externalist theories
of justification can be drawn in terms of the kinds of epis-
temic luck these theories are incompatible with. This will
open up the way for arguing that these distinct concepts of
justification are relevant for different grades of knowledge.
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5
I N T E R N A L I S M A N D L U C K

In the previous chapter I argued that reflective knowledge
requires the elimination of both reflective and veritic luck.
I argued that animal knowledge requires only the elimina-
tion of veritic luck. It seems thus, that different kinds of
knowledge can be individuated in terms of their anti-luck
conditions.

In this chapter, we will focus our attention on justifica-
tion rather than knowledge. As we saw in Chapter 2, one
of the reasons Plato proposed a necessary justification con-
dition on knowledge was to exclude (certain forms of) luck.
In this sense, one can think of epistemic justification as an
anti-luck condition on knowledge. And this is indeed how
many people still think of justification:

“... one role of the justification is to rule
out lucky guesses as cases of knowledge.”
(Ichikawa & Steup, 2017)

“... in order to rule-out lucky ‘knowledge’, we
think that we need a further condition: the jus-
tification condition. (Booth, 2011, p. 38)

“Fallibilistic justification is thought to rule out
epistemic luck by making one’s belief extremely
probable.” (Engel, 2015)

One problem with this way of thinking about justifica-
tion, however, is that at least according to the standard
story, Gettier showed that justification is not up to this task:
it fails to rule out certain problematic forms of epistemic
luck:

139
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... justification and knowledge must somehow
not depend on coincidence or luck. This was
just the point of the Gettier counter-examples;
nothing in the tripartite definition excluded
knowledge by luck.1” (Dancy, 1985, p. 134)

There are many different concepts of epistemic justifica-
tion, however, and, as we have seen in the previous chap-
ter, many different forms of epistemic luck. The question
is whether all concepts of justification are compatible or
incompatible with luck in the same way. It is this question
that we will take up in the present chapter and the next.
As it will turn out, we can draw a line between between
internalist and externalist concepts of justification in terms
of different kinds of epistemic luck these concepts rule out.
Specifically, I argue in this chapter that internalist concep-
tions of justification are incompatible with reflective luck,
but compatible with veritic luck. In the next chapter I shall
argue that the converse holds for externalist conceptions
of justification. Viewed in this light, part of the disagree-
ment between internalists and externalists is thus about
the kinds of luck that justification is meant to rule out. This
will lead to a novel interpretation of the internalism/exter-
nalism-debate.

The upshot of this investigation will be a picture quite
different from the one sketched above. What Gettier
showed is that internalist justification does not eliminate
veritic luck. But that should have been clear from the start:
as I argue in this chapter, none of the prominent internal-
ist forms of justification are directed at eliminating veritic
luck. Rather, the kind of luck that is problematic for the
internalist is reflective luck. And this kind of luck is indeed
absent in Gettier cases. On this picture, the upshot of Get-
tier’s paper is not that justification was not up to the task
it was meant to do. Rather, Gettier showed that there is

1 See also (Booth, 2011)
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another task that needs to be done if we want to achieve
knowledge—eliminating veritic luck. In the next chapter I
argue that externalist theories of justification are particu-
larly well-suited for this task.

Before we continue, a few remarks are called for. First,
I will speak of concepts of justification being compatible
or incompatible with certain kinds of luck. By this I just
mean that when a belief satisfies the conditions for that
particular concept of justification, it cannot be subject to
the kind of luck in question. When I say that a particular
concept of justification eliminates a certain kind of luck, I
mean the same thing.

Second, as we have seen, both luck and justification are
gradual notions: one can be more or less lucky, more or
less justified. When I say in this chapter and the next that
a particular concept of justification is incompatible with a
specific kind of luck, this does not mean that every degree
of that kind of justification is incompatible with every de-
gree of that kind of luck, no matter how low. Rather, the
claims defended in this chapter and the next ones should
be read as (implicit) claims about relative proportions: the
more of a particular kind of justification, the less of the rele-
vant kind of luck. At the end-point of the scale, the maximal
degree of justification of a particular type may require the
complete absence of a particular kind of luck. Less than
complete justification will allow for more of the relevant
luck.

That said, most theories of justification are formulated
as if justification were a discrete and absolute notion: either
one is justified or one is not justified. Thus, such theories
include necessary and sufficient conditions for justification
in general. Usually, however, these theories allow for their
conditions to be satisfied to a fuller or lesser degree, thus
allowing for different degrees of justification.

Third, as before, I will restrict the discussion in this chap-
ter to the two internalist approaches to justification that we
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already came across in Chapter 2, the deontological/acces-
sibilist approach, and the evidentialist/mentalist approach.
These two approaches of course do not exhaust the possi-
ble internalist views of justification. Nevertheless, they rep-
resent by far the most dominant internalist theories of justi-
fication in contemporary literature, and we may thus hope
that our findings can be generalized. The cautious reader,
however, should read my claims concerning internalism
as qualified to these two—important—internalist theories
only.

With these preliminaries out of the way, I present the
structure of this chapter. In Section 5.1, I argue that a deon-
tological/accessibilist theory of epistemic justification en-
tails that justified beliefs cannot be reflectively lucky, but
that it allows for justified beliefs that are subject to a sub-
stantial degree of veritic luck. In Section 5.2 I do the same
for the mentalist/evidentialist account of epistemic justifi-
cation. Section 5.3 contains some concluding remarks.

5.1 accessibilism

In this section I argue that historically one of the
most prominent forms of internalism about justification—
accessibilism—eliminates reflective luck but not veritic
luck.2 Accessibilism can be captured, as we saw in Chapter
2, by the following thesis:

Accessibilism: S is justified in believing p only
if p’s justifiers are reflectively accessible to S.

2 As we saw in Chapter 2, forms of accessibilism have been endorsed by
such eminent epistemologists as BonJour (1980), Chisholm (1977) and
Ginet (1975), among many others. Nowadays, its popularity seems to be
in decline, either in favour of externalism or in favour of the other kind
of internalism to be discussed in this chapter, mentalism (see Sections
2.3 and 5.2).
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Accessibilism at heart is thus a supervenience thesis: it
entails that justification supervenes on what is reflectively
accessible to the relevant subject. As we saw in the previ-
ous chapter, reflective luck, too, supervenes on the infor-
mation reflectively accessible to an agent. Why is this so?
Consider Jim and Jane, two reflective duplicates. That is,
Jim and Jane have reflective access to exactly the same in-
formation; everything that is reflectively accessible to Jim
is similarly accessible to Jane and vice versa. Jim and Jane
both believe that p. Now suppose, for reductio, that Jane’s
belief is reflectively lucky, but Jim’s is not. In the previous
chapter we said that a belief is reflectively lucky if and only
if it is an easy possibility, from the perspective of the agent,
for her method of belief-formation to produce a false be-
lief (where the perspective of the agent is constituted by
the information reflectively accessible to her). According
to this definition, this means that given what is reflectively
accessible to Jane, she could have easily formed a false be-
lief, whereas given the information reflectively accessible
to Jim, he could not have easily formed a false belief.

However, as we also said in the previous chapter, what
is easily possible from one’s perspective is determined by
the information that one has reflective access to. If one be-
lieves that flying is dangerous, than a plane crash will gen-
erally be an easy possibility from one’s own perspective. If
reflectively accessible information determines one’s subjec-
tive possibility-ordering, however, then it is impossible that
Jim and Jane have different such orderings. Their subjec-
tive possibility-orderings will be identical because they are
determined by the same set of reflectively accessible infor-
mation. What this means is that it cannot be the case that
it is an easy possibility that her method of belief-formation
would have produced a false belief for Jane, but not for Jim.
What is easily possible from Jane’s perspective must be so
from Jim’s perspective as well, since their perspectives are
identical. Hence, it is impossible that Jane’s belief is sub-
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ject to a different degree of reflective luck than Jim’s belief
is. Reflective luck, like accessibilist justification, supervenes
on what is reflectively accessible.

A shared supervenience base does not entail, however,
that accessibilist justification cannot be reflectively lucky.
As it stands, accessibilism is nothing but a claim about the
supervenience basis of justification: it states that justifica-
tion depends on what is reflectively accessible, but not how
it depends on this information. In principle it would thus
be possible for the proponent of accessibilism to adopt a
concept of justification that is compatible with reflective
luck.

An example of such an accessibilist theory would be to
say that one’s belief is justified if and only if it is supported
by at least one other belief. Under the assumption that all
beliefs are reflectively accessible, this kind of justification
supervenes on what is reflectively accessible. But one’s be-
lief may be justified in this sense yet reflectively lucky. For
it is possible that one’s belief is supported by another belief,
even if it seems from one’s perspective that one’s method
of belief-formation could have easily produced a false be-
lief. An example would be to guess a correct answer, an
answer that one fails to see is supported by some other
beliefs one has.

Historically, however, accessibilists have tended to en-
dorse a concept of justification that is not compatible with
reflective luck. Or so I will argue. In Chapter 2, we saw
that one of the main historical motivations for accessibil-
ism draws on the idea that epistemic justification is deon-
tological in nature. I shall argue in what follows that deon-
tological justification entails an absence of reflective luck.
This will show that accessibilist justification, at least as it is
historically motivated, is incompatible with reflective luck
as well.3

3 Even if not all possible forms of accessibilism entail the absence of reflec-
tive luck, the fact that (versions of) this form of accessibilism has been
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Why think that accessibilism combined with a deonto-
logical concept of justification eliminates reflective luck?
Let us first briefly rehearse the deontological concept of
justification. As we saw in Chapter 2, it can be formulated
in the following way:

DJ: S is justified in believing p if and only if S
does not violate any epistemic norms in believ-
ing p.

If justification is a matter of not violating any epistemic
norms, as proponents of the deontological concept presup-
pose, then to evaluate whether someone is justified, we
need to know what these epistemic norms are.

Presumably, there are many epistemic norms. For ex-
ample, it seems plausible that, epistemically speaking, we
should do such things as proportion our belief to our ev-
idence, believe what is true, strive for understanding, re-
frain from believing what is false, strive for coherent belief
sets, trust our experiences, and so on. Reductionists about
these norms think that all these norms can be reduced to
one ultimate norm. Anti-reductionists deny this.4 For our
purposes, the distinction does not matter: if justification re-
quires not violating any norm, then any plausible norm in-
compatible with reflective luck will suffice to show that jus-
tification, on the present conception, is incompatible with
reflective luck.

As we have already seen in Chapter 2, a common way
to formulate such an ultimate epistemic norm is the fol-
lowing: “One’s primary epistemic duty ... includes both

endorsed by textbook internalists like BonJour, Chisholm and Ginet,
means that the claim that it is incompatible with reflective luck should
thus have some interest in its own right. See (BonJour, 1980; Chisholm,
1977; Ginet, 1975).

4 Marian David is an example of the former, Jonathan Kvanvig of the
latter (cf. David, 2013; Kvanvig, 2013).
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seeking the truth and avoiding error” (BonJour, 2002, p.
236).5

At first sight, it may seem that BonJour specifies an ex-
ternalist condition on justification. After all, whether one
believes in a way that maximizes true belief and minimizes
false belief depends on factors, most notably truth, that su-
pervene neither on what is reflectively accessible, nor on
one’s mental states. Of course, insofar as the deontological
concept of justification is to be used in support of accessi-
bilism, it cannot be interpreted in such an externalist way.
That is why proponents of accessibilism tend to interpret
the epistemic norm in a more ’subjective’ way: such that
it does not require the subject to actually believe in a way
that maximizes truth and minimizes falsity, but requires
the subject does so to the best of her knowledge.6

Thus William Alston—himself no supporter of the deon-
tological concept of justification—writes:

[I]f our basic intellectual obligation is to maxi-
mize truth and minimize falsity, one cannot be
deontologically justified in a belief unless one
is believing in such a way that so far as one can

5 For similar formulations, see (Alston, 1989, p. 116; BonJour, 1985, p.7-8;
Chisholm, 1977, pp. 12–15; David, 2001).

6 Such an interpretation seems to fit with the distinction between evalua-
tive and prescriptive norms (McHugh, 2012). Roughly, where evaluative
norms specify what is good or bad, prescriptive norms specify what
one ought to do. These norms do not always imply each each other:
“Something may be bad without its badness being a matter of anyone’s
having done anything they ought not have done, and without its being
the case that there is anyone who ought to change it; some prospective
state of affairs or object may be good without its being the case that
there is anyone who ought to produce it or bring it about. Evaluations
do not presuppose accountability or blameworthiness” (McHugh, 2012,
p. 10). The externalist norm would be the evaluative epistemic norm,
and the ‘subjectivized’ norm the derivative prescriptive norm. Simion,
Kelp, and Ghijsen argue that satisfying a prescriptive rather than an
evaluative norm may be sufficient for epistemic justification (Simion et
al., 2016).
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tell, is well calculated to reach the truth. (Alston,
1989, p. 201, my emphasis)

For Alston’s deontologist, then, justification requires not
that one actually believes in such a way as to maximize true
belief and minimize false belief, but rather that one does
so as far as one can tell. For example, one could be deon-
tologically justified if one has done one’s best to acquire
as much evidence as possible, and to weigh the evidence
accordingly, even if the evidence is in fact highly mislead-
ing, such that one does not in fact believe in a way that
maximizes true belief and minimizes false belief. And con-
versely, one fails to be deontologically justified if, for all
one can tell, one does not believe in a truth-conducive way,
even if one in fact does.7

‘So far as one can tell’ is a notion that is less than clear, of
course. Here, I will assume the standard reading that inter-
prets it as ‘so far as one can reflectively tell’, which in turn
can be glossed as ‘according to the information reflectively
accessible to one’. On this assumed reading, whether one
is deontologically justified thus supervenes on the informa-
tion reflectively accessible to the subject. This is one reason
to think the deontological concept of justification implies
accessibilism.

It follows from the above that S is deontologically justi-
fied only if, given the information reflectively accessible to
her, she forms her beliefs in such a way that she maximizes
truth and minimizes falsity. Now it is notoriously difficult
to say what exactly is required for believing in a way that
maximizes true belief and minimizes false belief. Prima fa-
cie, however, it seems reasonable to suppose that whatever
is required, it excludes believing in a way that for all one
can tell could have easily produced a false belief instead.
Thus, under the assumption that forming beliefs in a way

7 Examples of this latter kind include the ’chicken-sexer’ cases, as well as
BonJour’s clairvoyant Norman, both discussed in the previous chapter.



79B_BW Proefschrift_Grefte_stand.job

148 internalism and luck

that from one’s perspective could have easily produced a
false belief is not a way that, so far as one can tell, maxi-
mizes true belief and minimizes false belief, it follows that
one’s belief cannot be deontologically justified and reflec-
tively lucky at the same time.

What can be said in favour of this assumption? First, it
seems that when we are considering which methods of
belief-formation will maximize true belief and minimize
false belief, it is clear that methods that could easily pro-
duce false beliefs are always trumped by methods that not
easily could easily produce false belief. Using the first kind
of method will result, in the long run, in more false beliefs
than the second. Since maximization requires using the
best available method, it seems that the epistemic norm
under consideration would prohibit using methods that,
for all we can tell, could have easily produced false belief.
Second, the assumption that using such methods will re-
sult in a violation of the epistemic norms is backed-up by
paradigmatic cases from the literature. For example, both
Norman the clairvoyant and Brandom’s chicken-sexers are
usually considered as paradigm examples of subjects who
are not deontologically justified. For neither of them be-
lieves in a way that, for all she can tell, is ‘well-calculated’
to reach the truth. As we have seen in the previous chapter,
however, the beliefs of these subjects are also paradigmatic
cases of reflective luck. This provides further support for
the claim that forming your belief in a way that could have
easily produced false belief will result in a violation of the
epistemic norm of maximizing true belief and minimizing
false belief.

Our argument does not depend on the specific epistemic
norm under consideration. It is plausible that the argument
can be generalized to work with any norm that will vindi-
cate the accessibilist criterion on justification. Take, for ex-
ample, an epistemic norm that says that you should adopt
a degree of belief in p equal to the strenght of the evidence
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for p available to you. If this norm is to support the accessi-
bilist framework, then the evidence available to you must
be reflectively accessible. Otherwise, since on the deonto-
logical account justification just is matter of not violating
any epistemic norms, justification would not supervene on
what is reflectively accessible to you. It seems clear, how-
ever, that if one’s belief is reflectively lucky, one does not
meet the evidentialist norm thus understood. For it seems
that complying with this norm requires you not to form
beliefs that, according to that same evidence, are formed
in a way that could have easily produced false belief.

If the above is right, then deontological justification, at
least as appealed to by accessibilists, is incompatible with
reflective luck. But such justification is quite compatible
with the presence of high degrees of veritic luck. To see this,
we need only consider some famous cases of deontological
justification provided by the literature, such as the beliefs
of victims of the New Evil Demon.8 In this case, victims of
the New Evil Demon have reflective access to exactly the
same information that we do. And just like us (we may sup-
pose), these people are doing the best they can, from their
perspective, to maximize true belief and minimize false be-
lief. According to the deontologist, their beliefs are there-
fore justified. However, due to the Demon’s interventions,
their beliefs are formed in such way that they could very
easily produce false belief (indeed, many of their beliefs
are false). This means that insofar as they do form true be-
liefs, their beliefs will be subject to a high degree of veritic
luck. While accessibilist justification thus eliminates reflec-
tive luck, it is compatible with veritic luck.

8 See Chapter 2.
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5.2 mentalism

I argued above that one traditionally dominant form of in-
ternalism is incompatible with reflective luck but not with
veritic luck. In this section, I will do the same for a form of
internalism that is particularly dominant in contemporary
literature: mentalism. As we saw in Chapter 2, mentalism
can be captured by the following thesis:

Mentalism: The justificatory status of a per-
son’s doxastic attitudes strongly supervenes on
the persons occurrent and dispositional mental
states, conditions and events. (Conee & Feld-
man, 2001, p. 2)

In Chapter 2, I argued that while mentalism and accessi-
bilism are logically independent, it is not clear that under-
stood as bare claims about the supervenience base of justi-
fication, they represent substantially different viewpoints.
We saw that under some plausible assumption, their su-
pervenience claims would amount to the same thing: that
every justificatory difference implies a difference in the re-
flectively accessible mental states of a subject.

However, we also saw that mentalism’s prime defenders
adopt a concept of justification that is different from the
concept usually endorsed by accessibilists. Therefore, we
cannot straightforwardly infer from the fact that that acces-
sibilist justification as supplemented with a deontological
concept of justification is incompatible with reflective luck,
that the same holds for mentalism when proponents of the
latter understand justification in a different, evidentialist
way.

Thus, I must argue for the incompatibility between men-
talist justification and reflective luck independently. I will
use the following strategy. First, I will revisit some of the
cases used by Feldman and Conee to support their mental-
ist theory of epistemic justification. I will argue that insofar
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as these cases support the claim that justification super-
venes on the mental, they also support the claim that justi-
fication and reflective luck are incompatible. This serves to
show that at least in these paradigm cases, more mentalist
justification means less reflective luck.

Second, I will focus on the fact that, as we have seen
in Chapter 2, mentalism is commonly supplemented with
a more substantial view on the nature of epistemic justi-
fication. Whereas accessibilists have tended to opt for a
deontological concept of justification, mentalists primarily
draw on an evidential concept. I will argue that under some
reasonable assumptions, we can show that mentalism com-
bined with an evidentialist concept of justification elimi-
nates reflective luck, but not veritic luck.

We thus look at some of the classic cases used to support
mentalism:

Case 1: Bob and Ray are sitting in an air-
conditioned hotel lobby reading yesterday’s
newspaper. Each has read that it will be very
warm today and, on that basis, each believes
that it is very warm today. Then Bob goes out-
side and feels the heat. They both continue to
believe that it is very warm today. But at this
point Bob’s belief is better justified. (Conee &
Feldman, 2001, p. 3).

Bob’s perception of the heat is a mental state that raises
the justification of his belief that is very warm today. Bob’s
perceptual state is not only reflectively accessible, it is re-
flectively accessed.9 A similar perceptual state is not reflec-
tively accessible to Ray, however, as he stays put in the
hotel lobby. Because of this, the mental state that Conee
and Feldman identify as responsible for a difference in jus-
tification between Bob and Ray constitutes a difference in

9 Cf. Section 2.2.
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the information reflectively accessible to Bob and Ray as
well. Moreover, given the information reflectively accessi-
ble to Bob, he could have less easily formed a false belief
than Ray could have. Both Bob and Ray believe the actual
world to be very warm. But only the facts reflectively ac-
cessible to Bob include the fact that the world feels very
warm. For Ray’s method of belief-formation to produce a
false belief, all that is required is a misspelling in the news-
paper. For Bob’s method to produce a false belief, not only
the newspaper needs to be mistaken, but there needs to
be some elaborate deception going on outside the hotel as
well. Given their respective bodies of reflectively accessible
information, Bob’s method of belief-formation could have
less easily produced a false belief, and his belief is thus
subject to a lesser degree of reflective luck than Ray’s be-
lief.

The second case that we will discuss is the following:

Case 2: A logic Teaching Assistant and a begin-
ning logic student are looking over a homework
assignment. One question displays a sentence
that they both know to express a truth and asks
whether certain other sentences are true as well.
The TA can easily tell through simple reflection
that some of the other sentences express logi-
cal consequences of the original sentence and
thus she is justified in believing that they are
true as well. The student is clueless. (Conee &
Feldman, 2001, p. 4).

As this case is set up, it is explicitly stated that the TA has
better reflectively accessible reasons than the student has
for supposing that her beliefs about the other logical sen-
tences are true. Since the student is clueless, we may sup-
pose she forms her beliefs on the basis of simple guessing.
Since simple guessing could easily produce a false belief,
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the student’s belief will be subject to a high degree of reflec-
tive luck. Not so for the TA. It is precisely the fact that she
has the ability to easily tell through reflection that some of
the sentences express logical consequences, whereas others
do not, that means that she could not have easily formed
false beliefs about the truth values of these sentences in
the same way. Because of this, the belief of the student is
subject to a higher degree of reflective luck than the belief
of the TA. We thus again find that the mental state that
according to Conee and Feldman makes the justificatory
difference also eliminates reflective luck.

Our third and final case is the following:

Case 3: Initially, Smith has excellent reasons
to believe that Jones, who works in his office,
owns a Ford. Smith deduces that someone in
the office owns a Ford. The latter belief is true,
but the former is false. Smith’s reasons derive
from Jones pretending to own a Ford. Someone
else in the office, unknown to Smith, does own
a Ford. The fact that Jones is merely simulat-
ing Ford ownership keeps Smith from knowing
that someone in his office is a Ford owner, but it
does not prevent Smith from being justified or
diminish his justification. At a later time Smith
gains ample reason to believe that Jones is pre-
tending. At that point Smith is not justified in
believing either that Jones owns a Ford or that
someone in his office owns a Ford. (Conee &
Feldman, 2001, p. 4).

In this case, Smith loses the justification he has for be-
lieving that someone in the office owns a Ford as a con-
sequence of gaining ’ample reasons’ to believe Jones is
merely pretending to own a Ford. It seems these reasons
should be reflectively accessible if they are to explain why
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it would be reasonable for Smith to change his belief. As in
the above cases, a change in justification is thus accompa-
nied by a change in the information reflectively accessible
to the agent. Does this change in reflectively accessible in-
formation lead to an increase of reflective luck? In the first
case, Smith forms his belief that Jones owns a Ford on the
basis of ’excellent reasons’. Given that he bases his belief on
these excellent reasons, it seems that from his perspective,
Smith could not easily have formed a false belief in same
way.10 However, continuing to believe that Jones owned a
Ford after receiving ample evidence to the contrary is a
method that even from Smith’s own perspective could eas-
ily produce false belief. So were Smith to disregard the
evidence contradicting his belief in the second case, this
would increase the degree of reflective luck to which his
belief is subject. Again we find that the difference in justi-
fication is mirrored by a difference in reflective luck.

The above three cases each feature differences in men-
talist justification that are mirrored by differences in reflec-
tive luck. While this is of course not logically conclusive, it
does suggest a correlation between mentalist justification
and the absence of reflective luck.

We can further support the connection between mental-
ist justification and the absence of reflective luck by con-
sidering the concept of justification that mentalism’s chief
defenders rely upon.

As we saw in Chapter 2, Earl Conee and Richard Feld-
man support a theory of justification that they call eviden-
tialism (1985). Evidentialism essentially consists of the fol-
lowing thesis:

10 Of course, in reality, Smith’s method of belief formation could have eas-
ily produced a false belief. That means his belief is veritically lucky.
Crucial for the present point, however, is that from Smith’s perspective
his reasons would not easily lead him astray.
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EJ: Doxastic attitude D toward proposition p is
epistemically justified for S at t if and only if
having D toward p fits the evidence S has at t.
(Feldman & Conee, 1985, p. 15).

What is one’s evidence? As we saw, Conee and Feld-
man’s view is that one’s evidence consists of one’s mental
states. If one’s evidence consists of one’s mental states, we
may ask whether it consists of all of them, or only a sub-
set thereof. Feldman defines one’s total possible evidence as
“all and only the information the person has stored in his
mind at the time" (Feldman, 2004, p. 226). It includes not
only the information actively considered by the subject at
the time, but also the information that can only be recalled
with great difficulty.

Interestingly, however, Feldman argues that only a sub-
set of one’s total possible evidence is possessed by the sub-
ject in the sense required for evidentialist justification. For
that to be the case, two further conditions need to be met:
a psychological accessibility condition, and an epistemic
acceptability condition. With regard to the first condition,
Feldman notes that one’s total possible evidence will in-
clude mental states that can only be recalled with great
difficulty. For example, there may be certain psychological
primings that will allow me to remember the colour of the
alarm-clock at my parents’ first house. Not being primed
in this way, I cannot for the life of me remember what the
relevant colour was. Since there are conditions, however,
under which I will recall the colour, it is part of my to-
tal possible evidence, but it not plausible that this deeply
buried memory belief is part of the evidence currently in
my possession, or so Feldman argues. As regards the sec-
ond condition, my total possible evidence includes all men-
tal states that I could possible recall, including presumably
some mental states that are formed in epistemically defi-
cient ways. Suppose I believe for no good reason that the
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number of stars is even. From this belief I infer that the
number of stars cannot be prime. But, as Feldman argues,
we would not in this case say that I am currently in pos-
session of a piece of evidence for the thesis ‘the number of
stars cannot be prime’.

Controversially, Feldman then goes on to argue that the
evidence possessed by a subject consists exclusively of
those propositions the subject is currently thinking of. Ob-
viously, this implies, together with EJ, that not many of the
beliefs we take to be justified will count as justified. For
example, I take my belief that Amsterdam is the capital of
the Netherlands to be justified, even if I am not currently
thinking of anything that supports it. If so, it will not meet
EJ, and so Feldman will be forced to say it is not justi-
fied. Feldman replies to this rather obvious objection by
distinguishing two senses of justification: occurrent justifi-
cation and dispositional justification. He then argues that
EJ should be taken as an account of occurrent justification
rather than of dispositional justification.

The distinction between occurrent and dispositional jus-
tification is controversial, as is Feldman’s claim that the
evidence we posses is exhausted by what we are currently
thinking of. Is it really the case that the beliefs we have but
are not currently thinking of are justified in a different way
from the ones that are currently before our mind? Here, I
will remain neutral on this topic. The points made will not
depend on it.

We should say something about what it means for a be-
lief to ‘fit’ one’s evidence. Unfortunately, Conee and Feld-
mand do not specify what it means for a belief to ’fit’ a
body of evidence in their intended sense, noting instead
that while "there are difficult questions concerning the con-
cept of fit ... [t]he application of EJ is clear enough to do the
work that we intend here—a defense of the evidentialist po-
sition" (Feldman & Conee, 1985, fn. 2). The idea seems to
be that
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[b]elieving is the justified attitude when the per-
son’s evidence on balance supports a proposi-
tion, disbelieving is the justified attitude when
the person’s evidence on balance supports the
negation of a proposition, and suspension of
judgment is the justified attitude when the per-
son’s evidence on balance supports neither a
proposition nor its negation. (Conee & Feld-
man, 2004, p. 102).

This formulation is still not entirely clear, but it will have
to do for our purposes. In any case, my point will not de-
pend on the specific definition of evidential ‘fit’.

Perhaps surprisingly, I will now argue that EJ can be sat-
isfied for reflectively lucky beliefs. Remember that we de-
fined a reflectively lucky belief as a belief that, given the in-
formation reflectively accessible to the subject, is produced
in such a way that she could have easily formed a false be-
lief instead. Now, EJ says that a belief is justified if and only
if it fits the evidence possessed by the subject. Crucially, EJ
says nothing about how the subject has acquired her belief,
nor about how she believes she acquired her belief. Sup-
pose, for example, that I believe that my friend is innocent
of a crime she is accused of. Suppose further that I believe
I formed this belief out of loyalty to my friend, rather than
on the basis of any evidence. Suppose finally that I believe
many things that together imply that my friend is innocent.
I simply fail to see the connection between my evidence
and my belief. In this case, the proposition that my friend
is innocent will satisfy EJ, but is nevertheless subject to a
substantial degree of reflective luck. For given the way I be-
lieve I formed my belief, I could have easily formed a false
belief instead, even if this belief fits the evidence I have
very well.

Thus, it is possible for a belief to fit one’s evidence per-
fectly, even if one believes one could have easily formed
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a false belief instead. Moreover, it may fit one’s evidence
perfectly even though one knows one has formed the belief
on the basis of simple guessing. For in the above exam-
ple, it may be true that I formed my belief on the basis
of loyalty, and we may suppose any further conditions for
knowledge to be met as well. The belief would still satisfy
EJ, and would still be subject to a very high degree of re-
flective luck.

It would thus seem that, contrary to what we set out
to argue for, the view under consideration is compatible
with reflective luck. However, as we have seen in Chapter
2, Conee and Feldman use the phrase ’epistemic justifica-
tion’ in a non-standard way, referring to propositional justi-
fication, rather than doxastic justification.

We have also seen that our main concern is doxastic
rather than propositional justification. That is, we are con-
cerned with a property of held beliefs, rather than a prop-
erty of propositions. This is also the kind of justification
that our other internalists target. We saw above that the
accessibilist justification of a belief depends on whether
the subject in so believing satisfied the epistemic norms. For
deontologists about epistemic justification, the method of
belief formation is thus of crucial importance for epistemic
justification. This means that they are talking about doxas-
tic justification, since only held beliefs have a method of
belief-formation. Propositions do not. And a similar argu-
ment can be given for why the notion of epistemic justifica-
tion that is given central importance in externalist theories
like reliabilism is doxastic justification rather than propo-
sitional justification. For reliabilism, what matters for justi-
fication is whether one’s belief is formed through a belief-
forming method that is reliable. Again, only actual beliefs
have a method of belief-formation, propositions do not.

Thus, beliefs that satisfy EJ but are reflectively lucky do
not provide counterexamples to our claim that internal-
ist theories of doxastic justification are incompatible with
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reflective luck. For that, we have to consider the mental-
ist picture of doxastic justification. As we saw in Chap-
ter 2, Conee and Feldman call doxastic justification ’well-
foundedness’, and provide the following definition:

Well-foundedness: S’s doxastic attitude D at
t toward proposition p is well-founded if and
only if

1. having D toward p is justified for S at t;
and

2. S has D toward p on the basis of some
body of evidence e, such that

a) S has e as evidence at t;

b) having D toward p fits e; and

c) there is no more inclusive body of evi-
dence e’ had by S at t such that having
D toward p does not fit e’. (Feldman &
Conee, 1985, p. 24)

As is apparent from its definition, well-foundedness is
a notion that applies to actually held doxastic attitudes,
rather than merely possibly believed propositions. The no-
tion is clearly meant as an epistemic evaluation of the dox-
astic attitude. It is thus closer to our notion of doxastic jus-
tification than Conee and Feldman’s notion of epistemic
justification.

Can a belief be well-founded yet reflectively lucky? As
the above definition makes clear, a belief is well-founded
only if it is based on a set of evidence e that is available
to the subject and that fits the belief, and there is no more
inclusive set of evidence available to the subject that does
not fit her belief.

Whatever the precise notion of fit, it seems, prima facie,
that forming beliefs on the basis of evidence that fits them
is a method that, from one’s perspective, would not easily
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produce false beliefs. As a paradigmatic case, consider my
belief that the grass outside is green on the basis of having
a lush green perceptual experience. It seems that this belief
satisfies the criteria for well-foundedness, in that it fits the
body of evidence on the basis of which it is formed. Simi-
larly, it seems that from my perspective, I could not easily
have formed a false belief in the same way. Some elabo-
rate deception would have to be going on for my method
to have produced a false belief. If this would have been an
easy possibility from my perspective, it is hard to see how
my belief still fits my evidence.

It is also clear that my belief in the innocence of my
friend discussed above does not provide a counterexam-
ple to this claim. For in that case, while I posses evidence
for believing that my friend was innocent, I do not form
my belief on the basis of this evidence. So even though the
case satisfied EJ, it will not satisfy WF (at least assuming
that I formed my belief purely out of loyalty, and this itself
would not constitute evidence that fits my belief).

A possible objection to this line of argument would be
that the basing relation may be interpreted externalisti-
cally; that it may not be clear from one’s perspective on
what basis one’s belief is formed. On this conception of
the basis relation it would be possible that I believe that I
form my belief about my friend’s innocence out of loyalty,
while in fact I form the belief on the basis of evidence that
fits it. In this case, my belief would be well-founded but
still reflectively lucky.

The following passage makes clear, however, that Conee
and Feldman intend a more internalistically friendly in-
terpretation of the basing relation, and that consequently,
well-foundedness excludes reflective luck:

If a belief is justified and otherwise apt for
knowledge, but not well-founded, then the be-
lief is accidentally correct in a way that some-
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what resembles what occurs in the classic Get-
tier cases. But, unlike in classic Gettier cases,
there is nothing epistemically defective about
the connection between the person’s justifica-
tion for P and a fact making P true. The be-
lief itself is not held in light of the justification,
though. It is held dogmatically, or from wishful
thinking, or on some other epistemically faulty
basis. (Conee & Feldman, 2004, p. 105, my ital-
ics)

This passage fits well with our story in two ways. First,
well-foundedness requires that the belief is held in light of
its justification. The phrase ‘in light of’ suggests that the
subject must be aware of the connection between her be-
lief and its justification. This seems to exclude an external-
ist reading of the required basing relation. In the example
above, for instance, I clearly do not believe that my friend
is innocent in light of the fact that this belief fits my evi-
dence. So this belief would not be well-founded according
to the passage above.

Second, Conee and Feldman argue that justified but not
well-founded beliefs are ‘accidentally correct’. Using the
notion of reflective luck, we can spell out the exact sense in
which they are accidentally correct: her beliefs are acciden-
tally correct in the sense that given the information avail-
able to our subject, her method of belief formation could
have easily produced a false belief instead. Her beliefs are
reflectively lucky.

We thus see that there are good reasons to suppose that
a belief that is well-founded in Conee and Feldman’s sense
cannot be subject to a substantial amount of reflective luck.
Well-foundedness does not exclude veritic luck, however.
Consider again the case where I form the belief that the
grass outside is green on the basis of a lush green experi-
ence. My belief may be well-founded in the sense that it fits
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the evidence on which it is based very well and there are
no defeaters present. However, now suppose that my ev-
idence is highly deceptive. While my experiences tell me
I am an embodied philosopher currently looking outside
his window, I am actually a brain in a vat stimulated by
evil scientists. Note that in this case my belief will still be
well-founded. It fits the evidence in light of which it is held,
and the evidence available to me does not include any de-
featers for the belief. But my belief, if true at all, will of
course be subject to a rather large degree of veritic luck.
For the way I actually formed my belief could have very
easily produced a false belief. Even if in the world of the
evil scientists the grass outside is actually green, trusting
the experiences these scientists feed me could have very
easily produced a false belief.

5.3 concluding remarks

In this chapter we investigated the relation between inter-
nalism about epistemic justification and luck. In particular,
we argued that the two main internalist theories of justi-
fication in contemporary epistemological literature are in-
compatible with reflective luck but not with veritic luck.

The first internalist theory of justification we investi-
gated combined a deontological account of justification
with an accessibilist condition on the supervenience base
of justification. According to this form of internalism, a be-
lief is justified if and only if it is formed in a way that does
not violate any epistemic norms, and the factors that de-
termine whether this is the case should all be reflectively
accessible. We saw that on a common interpretation of the
norm, reflectively lucky beliefs will violate it. Reflectively
lucky beliefs will then not be justified according to this
conception of justification. This form of internalism was
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found to allow for justified beliefs that were subject to high
degrees of veritic luck, however.

The second internalist theory of justification we identi-
fied was the theory of justification recently put forward by
Earl Conee and Richard Feldman. It consists of a combi-
nation of views that have been labeled evidentialism and
mentalism. Where mentalism claims that justification su-
pervenes on one’s mental states, evidentialism concerns
the claim that epistemic justification is a matter of fitting
the evidence. While our analysis was complicated by the
fact that what Conee and Feldman call ‘epistemic justifica-
tion’ is something different from what we—and as we ar-
gued most other internalists and externalists too—call epis-
temic justification, we found that, properly understood,
Conee and Feldman’s views on doxastic justification are
incompatible with reflective luck but not with veritic luck.

We thus found that the two main internalist theories of
justification in contemporary literature are incompatible
with reflective luck, but not with veritic luck. Of course,
the forms of internalism investigated in this chapter are not
the only possible ones. They do constitute by far the most
prominent forms of internalism in contemporary literature,
however. Showing that these two forms share a commit-
ment to the absence of reflective luck, but not veritic luck,
constitutes the first step towards showing that the interna-
lism/externalism-debate about epistemic justification can
be captured in terms of veritic and reflective luck.

The findings of this chapter support a non-standard in-
terpretation of the import of Gettier cases. As we said
above, many epistemologists think that Gettier showed
that justification could not deliver on the promise of ex-
cluding (problematic forms of) luck from knowledge. This
chapter shows that we can provide a more nuanced pic-
ture. For internalist justification eliminates reflective luck
but not veritic luck. We have seen in the previous chapter
that reflective luck is incompatible with the possession of
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reflective knowledge but compatible with the possession of
animal knowledge. This raises questions about the func-
tion of internalist justification. For it seems that there is
a kind of knowledge that is incompatible with the kind
of luck that internalist justification eliminates. Perhaps the
kind of knowledge that philosophers like Plato have been
interested in has always been reflective knowledge. For
that kind of knowledge, the elimination of reflective luck
is necessary, and the results of this chapter indicate that
an internalist justification condition is well-suited for that
task. What Gettier draws our attention to, on this picture,
is precisely the fact that there are different forms of ma-
lignant epistemic luck, forms of luck that require different
forms of justification to eliminate.

In the next chapter, we will see that externalist justifica-
tion eliminates veritic luck but not reflective luck. This will
open up the way for a new interpretation of the interna-
lism/externalism-debate about epistemic justification.
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E X T E R N A L I S M A N D L U C K

In the previous chapter I argued that the most prominent
forms of internalism are incompatible with reflective luck,
but compatible with veritic luck. In this chapter, I will ar-
gue that the situation is exactly the opposite with regards
to externalist justification. That is, I will argue that most
prominent externalist concepts of justification are compati-
ble with reflective luck, but incompatible with veritic luck. I
will also discuss some implications of these findings.

We closed the last chapter with the suggestion that the
main import of Gettier’s paper is that there is a kind
of luck that is compatible with internalist justification—
veritic luck—but that nevertheless precludes knowledge.
One prima facie reason for thinking that externalist theories
in general are incompatible with veritic luck stems from
the historical development of such theories in response to
Gettier’s famous problem. Generally, Gettier-subjects are
taken to satisfy internalist criteria for justification, but lack
knowledge because their beliefs are veritically lucky: given
the way these subjects formed their beliefs, they generally
could have very easily formed a false belief instead. One
way to see the development of externalist criteria for justifi-
cation in response to Gettier cases is as attempts to provide
justification conditions that would eliminate veritic luck.1

One of the main aims of this chapter is to see whether and
how prominent externalist concepts of justification are able
to do so.

The chapter consists of two parts. In the first part I show
that prominent externalist theories of justification are in-

1 For similar interpretations, see Poston (2016) and Pritchard (2005a, p.
152).
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deed incompatible with veritic luck, but compatible with
reflective luck. In Section 6.1 I show that reliabilist justi-
fication is incompatible with veritic luck. In Section 6.2, I
discuss Sosa’s virtue epistemology, and argue that it, too, is
incompatible with veritically lucky justified belief. In Sec-
tion 6.3, I argue that both reliabilism and virtue epistemol-
ogy allow for justified beliefs that are reflectively lucky.

In the second part of the chapter I consider some con-
sequences of the results of the first part. In Section 6.4,
I argue against Zagzebski’s (1994) claim that only factive
accounts of justification—accounts that hold that justifica-
tion entails truth—evade Gettier cases. In Section 6.5, I
discuss some implications of our findings concerning the
relation between justification and luck and the recently
popular safety conditions on knowledge. In Section 6.6, I
use the findings of this chapter and the previous to argue
for a re-conceptualization of the internalism/externalism-
debate about epistemic justification. I close in Section 6.7
with some concluding remarks.

6.1 reliabilism

In the first part of this chapter, I argue that the externalist
theories of justification we discussed in Chapter 2 are in-
compatible with veritic luck but compatible with reflective
luck. The first of these theories is simple process reliabil-
ism as proposed in (Goldman, 1979). In this section I argue
that, properly understood, and some recent claims to the
contrary notwithstanding, this kind of justification elimi-
nates veritic luck.

In Chapter 2, we saw the core of simple process reliabil-
ism consists of the following thesis:

Reliabilism: If [and only if] S’s believing p at t
results from a reliable cognitive belief-forming
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process (or set of processes), then S’s belief in p
at t is justified.2 (Goldman, 1979, p. 96)

What does it mean for a belief to be reliably produced?
According to Goldman, the cognitive process that caused
the belief must have a ’tendency’ to produce true beliefs
(Goldman, 1979, p. 96). As we saw, the required tendency
should be understood as a tendency to produce true belief
across nearby possibilities:

[A] cognitive mechanism or process is reliable
if it not only produces true beliefs in actual sit-
uations, but would produce true beliefs, or at
least inhibit false beliefs, in relevant counterfac-
tual situations.(Goldman, 1976, p. 771)

It is doubtful that a belief can be reliable in this sense yet
be veritically lucky. Recall our definition of veritic luck:

Veritic Luck6: A belief is veritically lucky if
and only if it is a matter of luck that the method
one used to form one’s belief produced a true
belief.

On our definition of luck, this means that a belief is verit-
ically lucky if and only if it is true and produced in a
way that could have easily produced false belief instead. If
the counterfactual situations relevant for reliability include
the nearby possibilities where one forms the belief in the
same way, then reliably produced belief will not be veriti-
cally lucky. For reliability is now simply defined in terms
of whether the relevant belief-forming process could have
easily produced false belief instead. Thus understood, reli-
abilism excludes veritic luck.

2 As we saw, Goldman formulates his base clause as a sufficient condition,
even though it is clear from the rest of his work that he intends it to be
necessary as well. See Section 2.4.
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The claim that reliability excludes veritic luck is contro-
versial, however. Here I will discuss two objections. The
first one derives from William Harper. Harper asks us to
suppose that

Smith forms a reliably formed belief, by nor-
mal methods, that Jones owns a Ford, but, unbe-
knownst to Smith, Jones’ Pinto is blown to dust
by a terrorist’s bomb and simultaneously Jones
wins a Falcon in the State lottery. Smith has a
reliably formed true belief that Jones owns a
Ford, but his belief is not knowledge. (Harper,
1996, p. 277)

If Harper is right, reliability does not eliminate veritic
luck, contrary to what we said above. My response starts
by noting that it is unclear in Harper’s description of the
case whether the terrorist attack is supposed to be an easy
possibility or not. Let us suppose first that it is. In this
case Smith’s method of belief-formation could have easily
produced false belief, namely in the case of the terrorist
attack, and so his belief will not be modally reliable.

If the terrorist attack is not easily possible, Smith’s
method of belief-formation will be reliable across the rel-
evant counterfactual situations, and his belief will thus be
modally reliable. But if the terrorist attack is not easily pos-
sible, then Smith’s belief is not veritically lucky either. For
now his method could not have easily produced a false be-
lief instead. Jones will keep his Pinto across the relevant
easy possibilities where Smith forms his belief in the same
way. In some of them, he will also have won the Falcon.
But that does not make Smith’s belief that Jones owns a
Ford false.

Once we remove the ambiguity concerning the modal
distance of the terrorist attack, we see that neither of the
possible interpretations provides us with reason to revise
our claim that reliability is incompatible with veritic luck.
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Another alleged counterexample to our claim comes
from Linda Zagzebski (1994). As Zagzebski argues:

a breakdown in the connection between a re-
liable belief-forming process and the truth is
possible. When that happens, even if you man-
age to hit on the truth anyway, you do not have
knowledge. (Zagzebski, 1994, p. 66)

The implication is that you do not have knowledge be-
cause your beliefs could still be true merely by luck. As an
example, she provides following case:

The well-known fake barn case can be de-
scribed as an example of this sort. Here we are
to imagine that you are driving through a re-
gion in which, unknown to you, the inhabitants
have erected three barn facades for each real
barn in an effort to make themselves look more
prosperous. Your eyesight is normal and reli-
able enough in ordinary circumstances to spot
a barn from the road. But in this case the fake
barns are indistinguishable from the real barns
at such a distance. As you look at a real barn
you form the belief ‘That’s a fine barn’. The be-
lief is true and justified, but is not knowledge.
(Zagzebski, 1994, p. 66)

Let us grant that the belief does not constitute knowl-
edge.3 Still, there is a way for the reliabilist to deny that
the relevant belief is reliably produced. For reliability is
context relative. What may be a reliable method of belief-
formation for us may not be so for a Brain In a Vat (BIV).

3 We have seen, in Chapter 4, that fake barn cases involve environmental,
not veritic luck, and that it is not clear that they undermine all forms of
knowledge. More on this below.
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Whether a method is reliable thus depends on the envi-
ronment in which it is used. Relative to the environment
described by Zagzebski, the subject’s method of forming
beliefs about barns by trusting one’s eyesight is not reli-
able. True, as Zagzebski notes, in our, normal, context this
method is (presumably) reliable, even modally reliable, but
this need not be so in fake barn county. Our actual world,
and the worlds surrounding it are not the actual world
and the worlds surrounding the actual world in fake barn
scenario’s. In these scenario’s the method used could have
easily produced a false belief instead, and would thus not
be modally reliable. On our interpretation of veritic luck
and reliability the considered counterexamples thus fail to
present problems for our claim that reliability eliminates
veritic luck.

We can further support our claim by considering another
important motivation for reliabilism. As we saw in Chap-
ter 2, reliabilism can be supported by the truth-conducive
account of justification. The truth-conducive account holds
that a belief is justified only if it is produced in such as
way as to make it ‘at least very likely that the belief is true’.
Such a conception of justification motivates reliabilism, be-
cause reliably produced beliefs are guaranteed to satisfy
this criterion.

I will now argue that the truth-conducive concept
of justification itself is incompatible with the presence
of veritic luck. This would mean that insofar as relia-
bilists intend their conditions of justification to guarantee
truth-conducivity, they must eliminate veritic luck. Truth-
conducive beliefs are beliefs that are very likely to be true.
We can interpret this claim in different ways.

First, we may distinguish first between ‘objective’ and
‘subjective’ likelihood of truth. A belief is objectively likely
to be true if and only if it is likely to be true, given the objec-
tive facts of the situation. It is subjectively likely to be true
if and only if it is likely to be true, given the subjective per-
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spective of the believing subject. The most plausible way
to understand the truth-conducive concept, at least insofar
as it is used to support externalist theories of justification
like reliabilism, is in terms of objective, rather than sub-
jective, likelihood of truth. Externalists usually count the
beliefs of victims of the New Evil Demon as unjustified. In
particular, they will want to say that this is so because the
relevant beliefs are not truth-conducive. Yet these beliefs
may have a high subjective likelihood of truth. So insofar
as reliabilists draw on a concept of truth-conducivity in
which these beliefs will fail to be truth-conducive, they are
committed to an objective understanding of the relevant
likelihood of truth.

Second, truth conducivity can be given a modal and a
probabilistic reading. On the modal interpretation, a be-
lief satisfies the truth-conducive concept if and only if it is
produced in a way that could not easily have resulted in a
false belief instead. On the probabilistic reading, the truth-
conducive concept is satisfied if and only if the belief is
produced in a way that has a low probability of producing
a false belief. I argued in Chapter 3 that how easily some-
thing is possible depends on more than just probability
alone. Also modal distance is important. For this reason,
the modal and the probabilistic reading do not reduce to
each other. For if I form my belief that my lottery ticket will
lose purely on the basis of the relevant odds, my method
may have a low probability of producing false belief, but
since the nearest world where that belief is false may be
very similar to the actual world, there is still a sense in
which my method could have easily produced a false be-
lief, and the resulting belief will thus still be subject to a
certain degree of veritic luck.

On the modal interpretation, the truth-conducive con-
cept is nothing over and above the requirement that jus-
tified beliefs are not veritically lucky. For to be veritically
lucky the belief would have to be produced in a way that
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could have easily produced false belief instead, which is
precisely what is the truth-conducive concept says justified
beliefs cannot be.

As lottery beliefs show, belief-forming methods that
have a high probability of producing true belief, and are
truth-conducive in the purely probabilistic sense, will not
suffice to rule out veritic luck.4

The fact that we commonly do not consider lottery be-
liefs to be cases of knowledge suggests that the truth-
conducivity required for knowledge is stronger than the
purely probabilistic kind.5 If we want our concept of jus-
tification to be truth-conducive in the sense required for
knowledge, we should thus interpret it in modal terms.

If justified beliefs are truth-conducive in the modal sense,
then lottery beliefs are not justified. Yet, there seems to be
some intuitive pull towards saying that these beliefs are jus-
tified. Here, one person’s modus ponens is another’s modus
tollens. I feel inclined to bite this particular bullet and say
that lottery beliefs are not justified. The advantage of this is
that it allows us to provide a straightforward explanation
of why we are disinclined to ascribe knowledge in these
cases: the relevant beliefs are not justified and justification
is necessary for knowledge. This also allows me to explain
why reliabilists like Goldman would provide modal inter-
pretations of their reliability conditions: they think justifi-
cation is truth-conducive in a modal sense, which requires
a modal form of reliability. Such a concept of justification
will be incompatible with veritic luck.

4 The epistemic relevance of this is recognised in (Williamson, 2009),
where it is argued that knowledge is subject to a modal safety condi-
tion, rather than a probabilistic one.

5 Martin Smith uses similar arguments to argue for a modal interpreta-
tion of justification directly (Smith, 2010, 2016). The present account
differs most significantly from Smith’s account in that I maintain, while
Smith denies, that many of the usual accounts of justification should be
understood in modal terms. For Smith, justification has classically been
understood in probabilistic terms.
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This concludes my defence of the claim that reliabilism
eliminates veritic luck. In the next section, I consider the
other prominent externalist account of justification that we
discussed in Chapter 2, and argue that it, too, is incompat-
ible with veritic luck.

6.2 virtue epistemology

In Chapter 2, we saw that virtue epistemology provides
another prominent externalist theory of justification. As be-
fore, I will focus on Sosa’s version.

To recap, Sosa distinguishes between animal and reflec-
tive knowledge.6 Here we focus on the former, since it is
this kind of knowledge which brings out the externalist
character of Sosa’s concept of justification most clearly.7

About justification, Sosa says the following:

we can then evaluate it [a belief] as ”epistemi-
cally justified”, in one or another sense: ”com-
petently adroit” perhaps (or reliably based, or
counterfactually safe, etc.), or perhaps ”ratio-
nally justified” (coherently fitting, and held in
part on that basis). (Sosa, 2009b, p. 114)

It is clear from the context of this remark that the lat-
ter kind of justification is the kind required for reflective
knowledge, whereas the former is the kind required for an-
imal knowledge.8 Adroitness is required for either sense of

6 And in his most recent work between knowledge full well too. But
for our present purposes the distinction between animal and reflective
knowledge is sufficient.

7 Although, as we have seen, reflective knowledge requires animal knowl-
edge, and so reflective knowledge will require externalist justification
as well. More on reflective knowledge below.

8 See Section 4.3.
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epistemic justification.9 What is required for a belief to be
adroit? As we saw in Chapter 2, Sosa thinks that a belief
is adroit just in case it manifests an epistemic competence
to believe truly. In general, to possess a competence for
X requires that one could not easily fail to X if one tried,
under the appropriate circumstances. Thus, to possess an
epistemic competence requires that one does not easily fail
to believe truly, were one to try to do so, under the appro-
priate circumstances.

As Sosa says, manifesting a competence requires that
circumstances are indeed appropriate (Sosa, 2015, p. 103).
Thus, a shot manifests a competence for archery only if the
conditions are in fact appropriate in the sense that reliable
success in these conditions is required to possess the compe-
tence of archery at all. Similarly, manifesting an epistemic
competence requires that the conditions are such that if
one under those conditions could have easily failed to be-
lieve truly, one would not count as possessing the epis-
temic competence at all.

A belief is thus justified only if it is adroit, which in
turn requires that in those conditions one could not easily
have failed to form a true belief. This rules out veritic luck.
Thus, Sosa’s account of justification eliminates veritic luck
as well.

It is instructive to consider what happens in cases where
the conditions are not appropriate. In such cases, a be-
lief cannot manifest the epistemic competence, and thus
fails to be justified according to Sosa’s criteria. This is one
point where the externalist character of Sosa’s virtue the-
ory clearly shines through. As is typical for externalist the-
ories of justification, Sosa is committed to the claim that
victims of the new evil demon and recently envatted brains
will not be justified. Presumably, in such situations condi-

9 Interestingly, adroitness is spelled out in counterfactual terms: on Sosa’s
view, a belief is adroit just in case it is ‘counterfactually safe’. Below I
discuss whether this kind of safety suffices to rule out veritic luck.
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tions are not appropriate for the competences possessed by
the believing subjects, and as a result, their beliefs will not
manifest those competences, and will thus not be justified.

However, perhaps surprisingly, given the above, Sosa
does allow for justification, even knowledge, in cases of
substantial environmental luck. Consider the following case:

You see a surface that looks red in ostensibly
normal conditions. But it is a kaleidoscope sur-
face controlled by a jokester who also controls
the ambient light, and might as easily have
presented you with a red-light+white-surface
combination as with the actual white-light+red-
surface combination. Do you then know the sur-
face you see to be red when he presents you
with that good combination, despite the fact
that, even more easily, he might have presented
you with the bad combination?

Arguably, your belief that the surface is red is
an apt belief, in which case it amounts to knowl-
edge, or so it does according to our account.
(Sosa, 2007, p. 31)

This makes clear that Sosa thinks environmental luck
is compatible with knowledge.10 However, he recognizes
that this is somewhat counterintuitive, given that fake barn
cases and the like have been traditionally regarded as Get-
tier cases, that is, as cases where there is a distinctive absence
of knowledge.

Sosa’s solution lies in his insistence on the two distinct
grades of knowledge we have already come across: animal
and reflective knowledge. Where cases of environmental
luck are compatible with animal knowledge, they exclude
reflective knowledge. I want to mention this point rather

10 Sosa explicitly likens the kaleidoscope example to the Ginet/Goldman
barns example (Sosa, 2007, fn. 5.2).
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than discuss it in detail. What is important here is that on
Sosa’s conception of animal knowledge and justification,
both of these are incompatible with veritic luck but com-
patible with environmental luck.

If Sosa thinks that justification is compatible with envi-
ronmental luck, he must think that in such cases the condi-
tions for the exercise of the epistemic competence in ques-
tion are appropriate, and thus that the subjects in such
cases will form true beliefs reliably enough to be justified.
It should be noted that this is a different interpretation of
the fake barn cases than the one we provided above when
we discussed reliabilism. There we argued that reliabilism
could deny knowledge in these cases on the basis that in
these environments, the methods used for belief-formation
are not reliable. What we see here is that Sosa maintains
that we do have knowledge in such cases, and thus needs
to show how beliefs in these cases can be competently pro-
duced.

To see how this can be done, consider two different ver-
sions of the fake barn case, both compatible with how such
cases are usually described. Both cases start in the standard
way. I drive through fake barn county and form the belief
that there is a nice barn over there. In both cases, I am
looking at the only real barn around. The relevant differ-
ence between the two cases is the amount of time that I
spend in fake barn county. In version 1, we suppose that
I live in fake barn county. In this version of the case, it
is clear that fake barns are part of the ’appropriate envi-
ronment’ for forming such beliefs . Consequently, forming
beliefs about these barns just by looking will not manifest
an epistemic competence since, in what are for me normal
circumstances, this method will produce many false beliefs.
Consequently, in this version of the case, we can deny jus-
tification.

In version 2 of the case, we suppose that I drive past fake
barn county, glimpsing across the border just long enough
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to form the belief that there is a barn there. In this case,
the relevant normal circumstance will be mostly normal cir-
cumstances, that is, circumstances in which there are only
real barns and no fakes. In this case, my belief forming
method may qualify as an epistemic competence. It may
also qualify as a manifestation of such a competence, since
I am using my normal perceptual faculties to arrive at the
belief about this particular barn. Even if there are many fake
barns around, this does not prevent me from manifesting
my competence on this specific occasion. In this case, my
belief will thus be justified, and qualify as knowledge. As
we have seen, this implies that my belief will not be a case
of veritic luck. The way I formed my belief could, in this
version of the case, not easily have produced a false belief
instead.

An important upshot of the present discussion is that
we see how externalist accounts of justification can both
accommodate and deny knowledge in fake barn cases.
Which verdict one goes with depends on what one thinks
is the relevant environment for evaluating belief-forming
process in these cases. Relative to more global environ-
ments, one’s belief-forming methods will be reliable and
competent, which provides reason for thinking these cases
involve knowledge. Relative to more local environments,
they are not, and this provides reason for denying knowl-
edge. What the relevant environments are for epistemically
evaluating belief-forming processes is a question I will not
try to answer here. What is important here is that we see
how Sosa could argue to support his claim that environ-
mental luck does not undermine knowledge.

6.3 externalism and reflective luck

So far, the externalist accounts of justification considered
are incompatible with veritic luck. As the cases of Norman
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the Clairvoyant and our naive chicken-sexers show, how-
ever, neither of these theories rules out reflective luck.

Consider first Norman the Clairvoyant.11 While Nor-
man forms his belief about the current whereabouts of
the president on the basis of a highly reliable faculty of
clairvoyance, he has no reflectively accessible information
to suppose that he is actually in possession of such a
faculty. Since his belief is produced by a highly reliable
belief-forming process, it is justified according to reliabil-
ism. Since Norman does not have any idea how he forms
his beliefs, however, it will seem like an easy possibility
from his perspective that they are produced in an unreli-
able fashion. Consequently, as we saw in Chapter 4, his
beliefs will be reflectively lucky.

Norman’s case may or may not satisfy Sosa’s criteria for
justification. That depends on whether we want to regard
Norman’s clairvoyance powers as cognitive competences
of his. When we consider just the fact that if Norman were
to try to form beliefs about the president’s whereabouts, he
could not easily form false beliefs, it seems that his beliefs
would qualify as justified.

Next we consider again the chicken-sexer case. The case
is structurally very similar to Norman’s case, with the ex-
ception that these cases are somewhat more straightfor-
ward because they do not rely on any implicit assump-
tions we may have about the possibility and/or reliability
of clairvoyance. Beliefs formed by such chicken-sexers are
reliably produced and thus satisfy the reliabilist criterion
for justification. Yet they are, as we have seen in Chapter
4, subject to substantial reflective luck. Like Norman, these
people do not have any idea how they form their beliefs.
This means that from their perspective, their beliefs might
as well have been produced by an unreliable method, and
thus, from their perspective, their beliefs could have easily

11 See Chapters 2, 4.
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been false. Even if their beliefs are formed reliably, they are
thus nevertheless reflectively lucky. In this case too, relia-
bility fails to eliminate reflective luck.

Note that our chicken-sexers provide a natural analogue
to how we form most of our beliefs ourselves. Often we
do not reflect on how we form our beliefs, or whether
this method is reliable. If the virtue epistemologist regards
the latter as manifesting competence in so believing, she
should similarly allow the chicken-sexers to do so. Thus, it
seems, Sosa’s requirements for justification will be fulfilled
as well, even though the beliefs of these chicken-sexers are
subject to substantial degrees of reflective luck.

Sosa’s multi-level picture of knowledge and justification
introduces some complexity into our story about the rela-
tion between externalist concepts of justification and luck.
So far, the considered concepts are compatible with reflec-
tive luck. But this may not hold true for the kind of justi-
fication required for Sosa’s reflective knowledge. Consider
the following quote again:

we can then evaluate it [a belief] as ”epistemi-
cally justified”, in one or another sense: ”com-
petently adroit” perhaps (or reliably based, or
counterfactually safe, etc.), or perhaps ”ratio-
nally justified” (coherently fitting, and held in
part on that basis). (Sosa, 2009b, p. 114)

Where for animal knowledge the first sense of justifi-
cation suffices, reflective knowledge requires the second,
stronger sense. Here it is not only necessary that one’s be-
lief is counterfactually safe, but also that one’s belief is
held in part on that basis. As we saw in Chapter 2, this
requires that one has at least a second-order belief that
one’s first-order belief is adroit. If one believes that one’s
belief is adroit, one believes that one’s belief is competently
produced and thus produced in a way that could not eas-
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ily have produced false belief. This entails that one’s first-
order belief will be immune from reflective luck, because
now it seems that from one’s perspective, one could not
have easily formed a false belief instead. So the justifica-
tion required for reflective knowledge eliminates reflective
luck. Since reflective knowledge is required for knowledge-
full well, this latter kind of knowledge will also be immune
from reflective luck. Both these higher forms of knowledge
require animal knowledge, so both forms will also be im-
mune from veritic luck.

Note that the kind of justification required for reflec-
tive knowledge is weakly externalist, since justification still
requires the absence of veritic luck, a property to which
the believing subject does not have reflective access. This
means that while most externalist concepts of justification
are compatible with reflective luck, not all of them are.
Some kinds of justification, such as the kind required for
reflective knowledge, will exclude both veritic and reflec-
tive luck. In the next section we will see another example
of such a ‘strong’ form of justification. These strong forms
of justification can be regarded as hybrid concepts of justifi-
cation: concepts that share both internalist and externalist
elements. I will then continue in the next chapter to dis-
cuss the prospects of such strong accounts of justification
in more detail. For now, let us rest content by saying that at
least at the most basic level, Sosa allows for justified belief
that is nevertheless reflectively lucky. In the next section
I discuss some immediate implications of our findings so
far.

6.4 factive accounts of justification

I will start the second part of this chapter by considering
the implication of our findings for Zagzebski’s well-known
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claim that only factive accounts of justification are able to
evade Gettier cases (1994).

As we saw in Chapter 4, Zagzebski argues that no non-
factive account of justification will be immune from Gettier
cases. By this she means that for every non-factive account
of justification, we will be able to construct a case where
this condition, together with the truth and belief condition,
is satisfied, but in which the subject nevertheless fails to
have knowledge.

What is problematic about Gettier cases, according to
Zagzebski, is the following:

What generates the problem for JTB, then, is
that an accident of bad luck is cancelled out
by an accident of good luck. The right goal is
reached, but only by chance. (Zagzebski, 1994,
p. 66)

‘The right goal’ here is truth. So Gettier cases in general
are cases where a true belief is formed but only by chance.
In Chapter 4 I argued this means that Gettier cases nec-
essarily involve veritic luck. Importantly, Zagzebski thinks
this means that only accounts of justification that are fac-
tive—in the sense that having a justified belief entails that
the belief is true—are immune to Gettier cases:

As long as the property that putatively converts
true belief into knowledge is analysed in such a
way that it is strongly linked with the truth, but
does not guarantee it, it will always be possible
to devise cases in which the link between such
a property and the truth is broken but regained
by accident. Such is the nature of Gettier cases.
(Zagzebski, 1994, p. 69)

One of the reasons why Zagzebski’s point is particularly
pressing is that most philosophers would like to accommo-
date the possibility of false but nonetheless justified beliefs.
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Most philosopher’s would thus endorse a non-factive in-
terpretation of justification. If Zagzebski is right, such jus-
tification conditions will never suffice (together with true
belief) for knowledge.

Our findings suggest, however, that Zagzebski is mis-
taken. It is not the case that only factive accounts of justifi-
cation can evade Gettier cases. What is problematic about
Gettier cases is the presence of veritic luck. Every justifica-
tion condition that eliminates this kind of luck will thus be
immune to them. Justification that eliminates veritic luck
need not entail truth. The elimination of veritic luck only
requires that one could not have easily formed a false be-
lief in the same way instead, not that one could not possi-
bly have formed a false belief. Indeed, we have argued that
properly understood, most prominent non-factive external-
ist accounts of justification are able to eliminate veritic luck,
and thus are immune to Gettier cases.

It seems thus that Zagzebski is mistaken in her claim
that factive justification is necessary to escape Gettier
cases.12 We may still wonder whether she is right in her
claim that they would be sufficient. To test this claim, we
consider two factive concepts of justification. These con-
cepts have not been considered so far because, as we said
above, the view that justification is factive is a minority
view. Nevertheless, they are interesting for our present pur-
poses.

12 Zagzebski responds to a similar argument in her (1999, p. 103). She
argues that while it will exclude Gettier-cases, an anti-luck condition
on justification will be both uninformative and ad hoc. (Howard-snyder,
Howard-snyder, & Feit, 2003) provide a response, which I take to be
largely adequate. Such a condition is informative since it tells us some-
thing substantial about the general constraints on epistemic justification.
It is not ad hoc, because it would be plausible even if no one thought of
Gettier cases. Indeed, as we saw, the condition is implied by most promi-
nent externalist concepts of justification, concepts that can be motivated
without an appeal to Gettier cases.
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The first approach we consider is Clayton Littlejohn’s
concept of justification (2012). According to Littlejohn, jus-
tification is factive:

FactivityJ: You cannot justifiably believe p un-
less p is true. (2012, p. 122)

The second factive account of justification that we con-
sider is Jonathan Sutton’s account of justification:

KnowledgeJ: A subject’s belief that p is justi-
fied if and only if he knows that p.13 (2005)

That Littlejohn’s account of justification is factive is clear.
That Sutton’s account is factive is clear if we make the as-
sumption that knowledge is factive explicit. You cannot
know what is false, and therefore, if you cannot justifiably
believe p unless you know it, you cannot justifiably believe
it unless it is true. Let us see if these factive accounts of
justification eliminate veritic luck.

The argument is easier to make for Sutton’s account of
justification than for Littlejohn’s. For, as we have been ar-
guing throughout this dissertation, the main lesson to be
drawn from Gettier’s paper is that knowledge is incompat-
ible with veritic luck. If knowledge is incompatible with
veritic luck, and a justified belief is a belief that constitutes
knowledge, as Sutton maintains, then a justified belief can-
not be veritically lucky. So on Sutton’s account, justification
straightforwardly, by definition, eliminates veritic luck.

On the other hand, FactivityJ does not rule out Gettier
cases. By definition, all Gettiered beliefs are true. So in this
sense, the factivity of justification does not rule out the
kind of luck present in Gettier cases. For that, justification
needs to exclude veritic luck. Does that mean that Zagzeb-
ski is wrong when she claims that factivitity is sufficient

13 See also (Haddock, 2010; Sutton, 2007; Williamson, 2016).
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to evade Gettier-cases? I do not think it does, because the
notion of factivity that Zagzebski uses is is of the stronger
kind that requires not just that every justified belief is true,
but rather that one’s justifiers guarantee that one’s belief
is true. What seems to be required by Zagzebski to evade
Gettier cases is that it is impossible for one to form a false
belief in the same, justified way. If this is the case, then
of course one’s belief will not be a matter of veritic luck.
So, contrary to Littlejohn’s weaker kind of factivity, this
stronger notion of factive justification does seem to rule
out veritic luck. Nevertheless, this means that in full gener-
ality, the claim that factive accounts of justification evade
Gettier cases is wrong. As FactivityJ brings out, there can
be factive accounts of justification that are compatible with
veritic luck.

It should be noted, however, that this does not mean that
Littlejohn’s own account of justification is compatible with
veritic luck. For Littlejohn does not consider FactivityJ to
be sufficient for justification. For Littlejohn,

[w]hether your meet all of the requirements on
doxastic justification, ... depends upon whether
the mental states by virtue of which you meet
the requirements on personal justification di-
rect your attention to the facts that show that
your relevant beliefs are correct. (Littlejohn,
2012, p. 240)

Personal justification, for Littlejohn, requires that you do
not have any available defeaters for your belief and that
it seems to you that the belief is correct. This is an inter-
nalist element of Littlejohn’s account of justification, since
whether it seems to you that your belief is correct, and
whether you have any available defeaters “turns on what
your mental life is like” (Littlejohn, 2012, p. 240).

However, what is primarily relevant for our present pur-
poses is that besides personal justification, doxastic justi-
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fication requires that the facts under consideration ‘show
that your relevant beliefs are correct’. What does it take
for something to show to someone that she is correct? Lit-
tlejohn notes that there has to be a subject, and something
that is correct. Furthermore, there must be “something that
puts the person and the facts in the right relation” (2012, p.
241). Interestingly for our purposes, the required relation
is spelled in terms of luck:

Whether you are related in the appropriate way
depends upon whether the connection between
you and the facts is sufficiently non-accidental.
(Littlejohn, 2012, p. 241)

Thus, for Littlejohn, to be justified, you must stand in a
non-accidental relation to the facts that make your belief
true. What kind of luck must be excluded? Here Littlejohn
draws on the distinction between intervening and environ-
mental luck. He argues that only intervening luck under-
mines justification, although he admits his arguments are
not entirely conclusive.14 In Chapter 4 we saw that inter-
vening luck is a subspecies of veritic luck. At the very least
we can thus say that Littlejohn’s account is designed to rule
out an important variety of veritic luck.

Further, while Littlejohn does not go into the issue, it
seems plausible to suppose that his account is incompati-
ble with other forms of epistemically problematic luck as
well. For one thing, he requires that justified beliefs be
based on reasons that show that you are right. If your be-
lief is formed in this way, it is hard to imagine how you

14 “If our intuitions about these [fake barn] cases are not to be trusted ...
I have failed to show that justification is an externalist notion distinct
from knowledge” (Littlejohn, 2012, p. 253). Since, at least for Littlejohn,
it is clear that knowledge is incompatible with the environmental luck
present in fake barn cases, this would entail that justification is incom-
patible with environmental luck as well. Cf. our discussion of Sosa’s
account of justification above.
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could easily have formed a false belief on the same basis.
In any case, paradigmatic cases of veritically lucky beliefs
such as lucky guesses and the beliefs of victims of the new
evil demon will not be justified. Even if not conclusive, this
provides support to the claim that Littlejohn’s account of
justification rules out other kinds of veritic luck besides the
intervening luck present in Gettier cases.

Finally, Littlejohn’s account of justification eliminates re-
flective luck because it requires that you are in possession
of reasons that you take to show you are right. If you
are in possession of such reasons, and you believe that
you formed your belief on the basis of those reasons, it
seems that from your perspective, you could not have eas-
ily formed a false belief in the same way. Littlejohn’s ac-
count of justification is thus another example of a ‘strong’
account of justification that not only eliminates veritic but
also reflective luck.

Let us recap. In this section we argued that factivity is
neither necessary nor sufficient to eliminate veritic luck.
This means that Zagzebski is wrong to say that only fac-
tive accounts of justification are able to evade Gettier cases.
Nevertheless, we found that the factive accounts of Little-
john and Sutton are able to evade Gettier cases. But that
is because they are incompatible with veritic luck, not be-
cause of their factivity.

6.5 safety and luck

With the exception of a bare-bone factivity account of justi-
fication, all externalist accounts of justification considered
eliminate veritic luck. This is striking, because it is usually
thought that we need a condition on knowledge additional
to justification in order to eliminate veritic luck. In this sec-
tion, we will briefly switch our attention from justification
to knowledge, and discuss one such condition.
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According to Pritchard, Sosa and Williamson, knowl-
edge should be safe (Pritchard, 2007; Sosa, 1999;
Williamson, 2000, Ch. 5). Different as their overall views
on knowledge are, they all seem to be committed to some-
thing like the following thesis:

Safety I: S knows that p only if not easily
would S believe that p without it being the case
that p.15

That knowledge is subject to such a safety condition is
brought out by cases like the following. I form the belief
that Donald Trump is going to save America on the basis
of looking at his campaign posters. However, as campaign
posters work, they would tell me this even if it was not in
fact true. Suppose I am very gullible in this regard. Thus, I
would easily form the same belief in the same way even it
were false. My belief is thus unsafe, and this meshes with
our intuition that, even if it turns out that my belief is true,
I cannot on this basis alone claim to know that Donald
Trump is going to save America.

Thus formulated, Safety I specifies a necessary condi-
tion on knowledge. Does it eliminate veritic luck? Even
though safety is usually put forward specifically to elimi-
nate veritic luck, as formulated, it will not do so. This is
because what is at issue in the formulation of safety above
is the modal profile of the belief that p itself. This means
that beliefs in necessary truths, which are modally speak-
ing, maximally ’robust’ (you cannot possibly falsely belief
a necessary proposition to be true), will be safe by default.
But beliefs in necessary truths can be veritically lucky. On
the present conception of veritic luck, what is important
for veritic luck is not whether the belief itself could have
easily been false, but rather that the way the belief is produced
could have easily produced a false belief instead, whether

15 The formulation is based on Sosa’s (1999, p. 142).
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that belief is the same belief or a different belief produced
in the same way. As formulated, safe belief might thus still
be veritically lucky. Luckily, it is easy to provide a modified
safety condition on knowledge:

Safety II: S knows that p only if not easily
would S form a false belief instead.

This condition rules out veritic luck, since beliefs that
are veritically lucky are produced in a way that could have
easily produced a false belief instead, and this is just what
is precluded by Safety II.

However, note that, as formulated, safety eliminates
more luck than just veritic luck. Consider a case of eviden-
tial luck:

I luckily run into you on my way to my exam.
As we discuss the exam, it turns out that I have
been calculating a specific class of statistical
problems using an unsuitable method. As the
result of our talk, my handling of these cases is
greatly improved.

Here, my belief will not satisfy Safety II because I could
have easily still be using my faulty method, believing
wrongly that certain answers to the exam questions are
correct. But this seems to be the wrong result, in particular
if safety is a necessary condition on knowledge. For I may
still, if I actually used the right method, come to know the
correct answers to my questions. So Safety II cannot be the
kind of condition that is necessary for knowledge.

Not all formulations of safety fall prey to this problem,
however. Consider Prichard’s formulation:

Safety III: For all agents, φ, if an agent knows
a contingent proposition φ, then, in nearly all
(if not all) nearby possible worlds in which she
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forms her belief about φ in the same way as she
forms her belief in the actual world, that agent
only believes that φ when φ is true. (Pritchard,
2005a, p. 163)

Here, nearby possible worlds represent easy possibili-
ties. We note two things about this definition. First, in
order to avoid the necessary safety of necessary truths,
Pritchard’s formulation needs to be modified.16 Second,
however, Safety III explicitly references the belief-forming
method used to produce the safe belief. Our example be-
liefs above would be safe, since in those cases, one could
not have easily formed a false belief, in the same way as one
actually formed one’s belief.

On the basis of the points made above, it seems we need
something like the following safety condition on knowl-
edge:

Safety IV: S knows that p only if not easily
would the method used to produce her belief
result in a false belief instead.

This safety condition targets all and only veritic luck. If I
am right, however, then externalists about justification do
not need to pose any additional safety condition on knowl-
edge. Externalist justification on its own would suffice to
rule out veritic luck. As we have seen, the same does not
hold for internalist concepts of justification. If the above
authors are right in supposing that knowledge should be
safe, then internalists about justification will need to en-
dorse something like Safety IV as an additional safety con-
dition on knowledge besides their preferred justification
condition.

16 This fact is recognized by Prichard in his (Pritchard, 2012a).
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6.6 the internalism/externalism-debate revis-
ited

In the previous chapter, I argued that the most prominent
internalist accounts of justification eliminate reflective luck
but not veritic luck. In this chapter, I argued that the con-
verse is true for the most prominent externalist accounts of
justification: externalist accounts eliminate veritic luck but
not reflective luck. In this section I take a step back and
review the consequences of these findings for the interna-
lism/externalism-debate about epistemic justification.

Our findings indicate that internalist and externalist jus-
tification can be distinguished in terms of the kinds of luck
they are compatible and incompatible with. Internalist jus-
tification, as we have seen, is incompatible with reflective
luck but not with veritic luck, whereas externalist justifica-
tion is incompatible with veritic luck but in principle com-
patible with reflective luck.17 My proposal as regards our
view of the internalism/externalism-debate boils down to
taking the incompatibility between justification and reflec-
tive and veritic luck as essential characteristics of internal-
ism and externalism, respectively.18 That is, what unites in-
ternalists is a commitment to the claim that reflective luck
should be eliminated in order for a belief to be justified,
and I propose to take this joint commitment as the defin-
ing characteristic of internalist conceptions of justification.
I characterize externalism about justification as any posi-
tion that entails that veritic luck should be absent in order
for a belief to be justified.

This proposal is not entirely new. In particular, Duncan
Pritchard has claimed that we should understand external-
ist theories of knowledge as directed mainly at the elimina-

17 Even though we have seen externalist accounts that are incompatible
with both kinds of luck.

18 I do not mean to commit myself to any metaphysical claim here. ‘essen-
tial’ should be understood loosely as ‘unique’ or ‘defining’
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tion of veritic luck (from knowledge), whereas the elimi-
nation of reflective luck seems to be more of an internalist
preoccupation (Pritchard, 2005a). I take the present find-
ings to provide further support for this claim.

While our findings thus support Pritchard’s claim, they
also go beyond it because his claim concerns internalist
and externalist theories of knowledge, not justification. Since
Pritchard defines an internalist account of knowledge as an
account that features a necessary internalist kind of justifi-
cation (and consequently, an externalist account as an ac-
count that does not feature such an internalist justification
condition), one may suspect that such internalist accounts
of knowledge are incompatible with reflective luck because
internalist kinds of justification are. However, this tells us
nothing about why externalist accounts of knowledge are
incompatible with luck, for these may either feature an ex-
ternalist justification condition, or no justification condition
at all. Pritchard’s claim thus does not reduce to mine.

That being said, our findings motivate a novel concep-
tion of the internalism/externalism-debate about epistemic
justification as essentially a debate about which kinds of
luck is ruled out if a belief is epistemically justified. Such
a re-conceptualization is supported by the following two
points.

First, if we want to argue that internalism and external-
ism can be distinguished in terms of the luck they elimi-
nate, it is necessary that these characteristics are possessed
by all and only the internalist and externalist theories of
justification respectively. That is, the theory has to be ex-
tensionally adequate. In this chapter and the previous one,
we provided support for this claim by arguing that the
two main internalist theories of justification are commit-
ted to the claim that justification eliminates reflective luck,
whereas main externalist theories of justification are com-
mitted to the claim that justification eliminates veritic luck.
Further, the considered internalist concepts of justification
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are compatible with veritic luck, and, with the exception of
some ‘strong’ accounts of justification, our main external-
ist concepts of justification are compatible with reflective
luck. While we have not considered all possible internalist
or externalist accounts of justification, it seems that our cri-
terion would appropriately classify the main accounts of
justification in the literature.

Second, this way of formulating the issue dividing the
internalists and externalists makes it at once clear that in-
ternalism and externalism are compatible in principle. For
as the ‘strong’ accounts of justification that we have come
across in this chapter show, it is possible for an account
of justification to eliminate both reflective and veritic luck.
Rather than envisaging the internalist and the externalist
as diametrically opposed to each other, we get a picture
where internalism and externalism are quite compatible.
I believe such a picture does better justice to the actual
hybrid positions in the field and promotes a cooperation
between different sides of the debate.

My approach to the justification debate is in line with Al-
ston’s pluralistic approach outlined in his (2005). Accord-
ing to Alston, internalists and externalists about justifica-
tion are talking past another and are instead just stressing
different epistemic desiderata. Contrary to Alston, however,
I do not think that we best abandon all talk of ‘justifica-
tion’. As the present study brings out, internalist and ex-
ternalist concepts of justification share the property of ex-
cluding some form of luck from true belief. Contrary to
Alston’s claim, there is thus a neutral way of specifying
the property about which internalists and externalists are
disagreeing: justification eliminates luck from belief. Inter-
nalists and externalists disagree about the kind of luck that
is relevant here.

Second, this way of delineating internalism and external-
ism has some important virtues over the way this is usually
done. Consider the following examples:
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Epistemic internalism is the view that a
thinker’s epistemic status depends wholly on
matters which are ‘internal’ to that thinker,
rather than at least partially on matters which
are ‘external’ to her, such as her relations to her
environment. Let epistemic externalism be the
denial of epistemic internalism. (Brown, 2007,
pp. 13-14)

Internalism asserts that justification is inter-
nally determined, whether by evidence pos-
sessed, or by coherence among beliefs, or
by some other internal condition. Externalism
about justification is readily understood as the
denial that internal factors are sufficient. Some-
thing external has an independent role in jus-
tifying beliefs. Justification does not supervene
on the internal alone. (Conee, 2004, p. 48)

Note that both these accounts try to delineate internal-
ism about justification from externalism in theory-neutral
terms. For example, both Brown and Conee are trying
to provide characterization of internalism that does not
favour accessibilism over mentalism. But this has the un-
fortunate consequence of making their characterizations
quite unspecific. Surely internalism is the view that justi-
fication depends on the internal in some way, but this ob-
servation alone is rather trivial. We would like to know
in what way justification depends on the internal for in-
ternalism. Of course, this differs between different inter-
nalist conceptions. But what is nice about the proposal to
define internalism and externalism in terms of luck is that
it is able to maintain a neutral stance towards the different
forms of internalism and externalism, while at the same
time saying something informative about their respective
commitments.
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In what way is our proposal informative? First, on our
proposal, it is clear that what is required by internalists
is that a justified belief is a belief that from the perspec-
tive of the subject is formed in a way that could not easily
have produced a false belief instead. For externalists, on
the other hand, what matters for justification is whether
one’s method of belief-formation could not easily have pro-
duced a false belief instead, according to the objective, exter-
nal description of the situation, independently of what is
reflectively accessible to the agent. This brings out a shared
commitment to eliminating luck from justified belief, while
at the same time making clear in what sense the kinds of
luck that are eliminated are different.

Contrast this with the above two accounts of Brown and
Conee. On Brown’s account, hearing that a belief is inter-
nalistically justified conveys no more information than that
this epistemic status depends wholly on matters which
are ‘internal’ to that thinker. Hearing that a belief is ex-
ternalistically justified is even less informative: all we can
infer from that information is that it is not the case that
its epistemic status depends on such internal matters. A
similar critique can be levelled against Conee’s classifica-
tion: on his account internalistically justified beliefs are be-
liefs whose justificatory status is determined by some in-
ternal conditions, and externalistically justified beliefs are
beliefs for which this does not hold. Thus, our proposal
has an important advantage over these attempts in that it
provides more content to the internalism/externalism dis-
tinction than is usually done, while maintaining the neu-
trality with respect to different internalist and externalist
conceptions of justification.

A second—related—advantage of our proposal is that it
identifies a positive commitment of externalism. For both
Brown and Conee, externalism is characterized as the de-
nial of internalism, but not much more is said on what,
if anything, unites externalist conceptions of justification
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besides their incompatibility with internalist ones. For all
their characterizations allow, there may be nothing which
is common to externalist conceptions of justification apart
from their incompatibility with internalist ones. On our
characterization, however, this is not the case. In this chap-
ter I argued that all externalist conceptions of justification
are committed to the positive claim that justification re-
quires the elimination of veritic luck, and so our characteri-
zation makes clear that there is such a thing as an ‘external-
ist commitment’, one that goes beyond the mere rejection
of internalism.

We thus see that an application of different concepts
of luck to the internalism/externalism-debate constitutes
progress in the sense that it enables us to provide a more in-
formative delineation of internalism and externalism, and
in doing so uncovers a positive commitment of external-
ism, rather than the mere rejection of internalism. This
alone, I think, justifies our efforts to relate various kinds
of justification and luck. But the increase in clarity about
the current state of the debate between internalists and ex-
ternalists is not the only reward generated by this project.
As I will argue in the next chapter, our investigations point
us towards a multi-level view of justification, a view that
recognizes both the importance of eliminating veritic luck
from knowledge, as well as reflective luck.

6.7 concluding remarks

In the first part of this chapter, I argued that prominent
externalist accounts of justification are incompatible with
veritic luck but compatible with reflective luck. In the sec-
ond part, I considered some implications.

First, I discussed at some length Zagzebski’s claims
about the inescapability of Gettier cases for non-factive ac-
counts of justification. We found that factive accounts of
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justification are neither necessary nor sufficient to escape
Gettier problems.

Second, I argued that if externalist concepts of justifi-
cation are incompatible with veritic luck, this means that
externalists about justification can do without a separate
safety condition on knowledge. Since internalist concepts
of justification do little to eliminate veritic luck, this will
not be true for those who endorse an internalist concept of
justification.

Finally, I argued that the findings from this chapter and
the previous one provide the basis for a novel characteriza-
tion of the internalism/externalism-debateabout epistemic
justification in terms of luck. I argued that this concep-
tion of the internalism/externalism-debatehas some advan-
tages over existing ways of characterizing the debate, most
notably that it is more informative about the commonalties
among internalist and externalist accounts respectively.
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In the last two chapters, I argued that internalist and ex-
ternalist accounts of justification can be characterized in
terms of various kinds of epistemic luck. In particular, I
argued that externalist concepts of justification eliminate
veritic luck but not reflective luck, whereas the reverse is
true for internalist concepts. So far, I have thus tried to
bring out connections between existing theories of justifi-
cation and various forms of luck. In this chapter, I will—
informed by these findings—develop my own account of
the relation between justification and luck. Specifically, I
will draw a distinction between two forms of justification,
which I will call Type I and Type II justification. Whereas
Type I justification requires only the elimination of veritic
luck, Type II justification additionally requires the elimina-
tion of reflective luck. Type I and Type II justification can
be linked to Sosa’s different levels of knowledge: Type I
justification is required for animal knowledge, Type II jus-
tification for the other levels.

If we define internalism, as we have done in Chapter
6, as the claim that justification excludes reflective luck but
not veritic luck, then neither Type I nor Type II justification
is of the internalist kind, since neither is compatible with
veritic luck. But Type II justification does have the internal-
ist element of excluding reflective luck, and thereby opens
the door to a kind of justification that can be endorsed and
defended. But it also has externalist elements in that veritic
luck needs to be excluded as well. In this regard, the con-
cept can be seen as a synthesis between internalism and
externalism. Type II justification has high epistemic value,
but is difficult to achieve, and for some agents out of reach
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in principle. Type I justification is purely externalist and
more easily achievable.

This chapter will be somewhat more speculative than the
previous ones. But I feel that anyone who spends so much
time analysing the relation between other accounts of justi-
fication and luck owes an exposition of his own views on
the matter. That is what I attempt to do in this chapter. In
any case, what we will see is that we can use our findings
regarding the various forms of malignant epistemic luck,
and their relation to internalism, externalism and various
grades of knowledge to say quite a bit about the relation
between luck and justification. Crucially, by distinguishing
different forms of justification we can provide a more nu-
anced picture of the relation between justification and luck
than that given by either internalists or externalists.

I only claim that the conditions developed in this chap-
ter are necessary for justification, not that they are suffi-
cient as well. What I will say is thus compatible with other,
non-luck related, conditions on justification. In particular,
I will argue that the anti-luck condition on Type I justifi-
cation is derivative from a particular relation between this
kind of justification and what I call ‘veritic risk’. We can ex-
plain why Type I justification is incompatible with veritic
luck in terms of the incompatibility between this kind of
justification and veritic risk.

The chapter is structured as follows. In Section 7.1, I
present my account of the relation between justification
and luck. As said, I distinguish two kinds of justification,
and present two corresponding anti-luck conditions. In the
second part of the chapter, I discuss two possible prob-
lems for this way of thinking about justification. The first
is that every false belief will trivially satisfy my condition
for Type I justification. I therefore discuss the relation be-
tween false belief and luck in more detail in Section 7.2. I
introduce a notion related to the notion of veritic luck, the
notion of veritic risk. It will turn out that this notion allows
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us to formulate conditions on Type I and Type II justifica-
tion that are more general than our conditions in terms of
veritic luck, which are entailed by these more general con-
ditions. Our discussion of the relation between veritic luck
and justification will also lead us to distinguish between
good and bad veritic luck in Section 7.3. Perhaps surpris-
ingly, it tuns out that while Type I justification is incom-
patible with good veritic luck, it is compatible with bad
veritic luck. Indeed, I will argue that false beliefs require
the presence of bad veritic luck if they are to be justified.

In Section 7.4, I discuss a second potential problem for
my way of thinking about the relation between justifica-
tion and luck. This problem is specifically related to my
condition for Type II justification. It concerns the fact that
some people have argued that reflective luck is ineliminable.
This would have sceptical consequences on the assump-
tion that Type II justification is required for certain kinds
of knowledge. I present some ways to evade this objection.
In Section 7.5, I close with some concluding remarks.

7.1 type i and type ii justification

In this section I distinguish between two kinds of justifi-
cation: Type I justification and Type II justification. Type I
justification requires the elimination of veritic luck, Type
II justification the elimination of both veritic and reflective
luck. What can be said for drawing this distinction?

In Chapter 4, we saw that Sosa distinguishes three kinds
of knowledge: animal knowledge, reflective knowledge,
and knowledge full well. I argued that the first of these
three requires the elimination of veritic luck, whereas the
other two require the elimination of both reflective and
veritic luck. The distinction between the kinds of justifica-
tion identified in this chapter can be seen as an extension
of Sosa’s theory. Whereas Type I justification is naturally
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interpreted as the kind of justification required for animal
knowledge, Type II justification is the kind of justification
that could be a necessary condition on Sosa’s higher grades
of knowledge.

If Sosa is right, and there are different kinds of knowl-
edge, it stands to reason that there are different kinds of
justification as well. This is especially plausible on the stan-
dard view that the justification condition is the epistemic
condition on knowledge.1 If, as Sosa maintains, the differ-
ent kinds of knowledge have different epistemic statuses,
we might expect they are governed by distinct epistemic
conditions. Indeed, in the previous chapter we saw that
Sosa does indeed distinguish between different grades of
justification, one of which I argued requires just the ab-
sence of veritic luck other one requiring the absence of both
veritic and reflective luck. On my picture, the former one
would be a specific kind of Type I justification, the latter
an example of Type II justification.

While the present view on justification thus fits naturally
with Sosa’s picture on the different kinds of knowledge, it
does not depend on it. We have seen that reliabilism entails
the absence of veritic luck just as Sosa’s concept of justifica-
tion does. So reliabilism may be considered a form of Type
I justification as well. Similarly, we argued in the previous
chapter that Littlejohn’s concept of epistemic justification
eliminates both veritic and reflective luck, so this concept
may be considered a kind of Type II justification.

Furthermore, we may well distinguish different kinds of
justification even if we allow for only one grade of knowl-

1 The standard view is something like this. There are three conditions on
knowledge: justification, truth, and belief. Of these three, justification is
the epistemic, truth the metaphysical and belief the psychological condi-
tion. Perhaps an additional anti-Gettier condition is needed, though as
we have seen some externalist conceptions of the justification condition
are able to evade Gettier cases.



106A_BW Proefschrift_Grefte_stand.job

7.1 type i and type ii justification 201

edge.2 This would give rise to the question of which kind
of justification is required for knowledge. On a liberal
view, only Type I justification is required for knowledge.
This would enable us to say that young children and non-
human animals could have knowledge, even if they lack
the capacity to achieve Type II justification. A more conser-
vative view would say that Type II justification is required
for knowledge, and would consequently entail that knowl-
edge is more rare.

Independently of the above considerations, we can argue
for the plausibility of the distinction between Type I and
Type II justification by drawing on the notion of epistemic
value. We have seen that both reflective and veritic luck are
epistemically problematic or undesirable, in the sense that
we accord a higher epistemic value to beliefs that are not
veritically lucky than to beliefs that are, and more value
still to beliefs that are neither reflectively nor veritically
lucky. A ‘strong’ kind of justification that would eliminate
both reflective and veritic luck would thus be highly valu-
able from the epistemic point of view.3 One can see the
present chapter in part as an exploration of the prospects
for such a strong concept of justification.

Be that as it may, it seems that most of our beliefs are
held without the explicit reflective support required to
eliminate reflective luck. If we want to allow for the jus-
tification of some of those unreflectively held beliefs, we
thus need to distinguish a second, weaker, kind of epis-
temic justification as well. My dual account of justification

2 I use ‘grades’ and ‘kinds’ of knowledge interchangeably. No commit-
ment to natural kinds is intended.

3 Note the present distinction between a strong and a weak type of justifi-
cation is not the same as Goldman’s distinction under the same heading
(Goldman, 1988). Roughly, Goldman’s strong concept of justification is
a purely externalist one, whereas his weak concept of justification is
a purely internalist one. The purely externalist concept of justification
would be more akin to our weak type of justification, where our strong
type of justification include both internalist and externalist elements.
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will allow for these beliefs to be justified in one sense, but
still acknowledge there is a different sense of justification
in which they fall short.

Why not acknowledge a third kind of justification that
only requires the elimination of reflective luck? That is,
why think the elimination of veritic luck is necessary for
every kind of justification? My reason for this is twofold.
First, I believe that all forms of justification should be truth
conducive, and only non-veritically lucky beliefs satisfy
this criterion. Epistemic justification is something that is
valuable from the epistemic point of view. What is this
point of view? We saw in Chapter 2 that it is plausible that
truth is among our ultimate epistemic aims, and in Chap-
ter 6 that such a truth-conducive concept of justification
requires the elimination of veritic luck. This means that
only non-veritically lucky belief will be conducive to our
ultimate epistemic aim, and thus, have the kind of value
required for epistemic justification. On this conception, no
form of epistemic justification is compatible with veritic
luck.

Second, much of the appeal of extant theories of justi-
fication that are compatible with veritic luck can be ex-
plained away by drawing a distinction between primary
and derivative epistemic norms, or between justifications
and excuses, as Williamson and Littlejohn respectively
have argued recently (Littlejohn, n.d.; Williamson, n.d.).
When your belief is veritically lucky, the most you can hope
for is an epistemic excuse, not a justification. Because both
justification and excuse remove blame, it is easy to see how
people can confuse veritically lucky but blameless beliefs
with justified ones.

The distinction between (epistemic) justification and ex-
cuse can be supported by the claim above about the nec-
essary truth-conduciveness of epistemic justification, but
is not entailed by it. Justification could be truth-conducive
even in the absence of a distinction between justifications
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and excuses. In that case, the appeal of theories compat-
ible with veritic luck would be harder to explain, but so
much the worse, one might say, for such theories. Simi-
larly, one might draw a distinction between justification
and excuse without maintaining that justification is truth-
conducive. Nevertheless, the claims fit together nicely: part
of the explanation why internalist criteria for justification
only generate epistemic excuses, not justifications, could
be that justification must be truth-conducive.

Let us say a little more about Type I and Type II justi-
fication respectively. Type I justification, as I define it, is
subject to the following anti-luck condition:

C1: Belief B(p) of agent S is Type I justified only
if the belief is not veritically lucky.

On the definition I adopted in Chapter 4, a belief is verit-
ically lucky if and only if it is true, but the method that
produced the belief could have easily produced a false be-
lief instead. There are three ways in which a belief can fail
to meet this criterion: it can be false, it can be produced in
a way that could have easily produced false belief, or both.
This means that all false beliefs will meet C1. Lest we want
to say that all false beliefs are justified, we had thus better
not regard C1 as a sufficient condition on justification. We
will return to this issue in the next section.

Whether a belief-forming method could have easily pro-
duced a false belief is neither reflectively accessible nor a
mental state, so C1 is an externalist condition. This makes
Type I justification an externalist concept of justification.
In the previous chapter we saw that C1 is implied by
many important externalist theories of justification. In this
sense, the claim that justification requires the elimination
of veritic luck, although rarely noted, should be agreeable
to externalists of different kinds.

I understand Type I justification to be compatible with
reflective luck. Thus, Norman the clairvoyant, whose be-
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liefs are reflectively, but not veritically lucky, could still be
Type I justified in his belief. Whether he is so justified will
depend on whether there are additional criteria on Type I
justification besides C1, and whether Norman meets those
criteria if so. But nothing in the present account excludes
his belief as counting as Type I justified.

As I just pointed out, our condition on Type I justifica-
tion should be agreeable to externalists. Somewhat more
controversial is my claim that there is another kind of justi-
fication, Type II justification, that requires the elimination
of both reflective and veritic luck. It is subject to the follow-
ing necessary condition:

C2: Belief B(p) of agent S is Type II justified
only if it is neither veritically nor reflectively
lucky.

What this means is that for a belief to be Type II justi-
fied, it must not only be the case that the belief is true and
produced in a way that could not easily have produced a
false belief instead, but also that this is so, given the infor-
mation accessible to the subject. Thus, in order to evade reflec-
tive luck, the subject’s reflective perspective must make it
likely that her belief is produced in a way that could not
easily have produced false belief instead. If she lacks such
reasons, her belief will be subject to reflective luck.

In virtue of incorporating an anti-reflective luck condi-
tion, C2 will satisfy the constraint we saw in Chapter 5 was
implied by most prominent internalist theories of justifica-
tion. In virtue of incorporating an anti-veritic luck condi-
tion, C2 will satisfy the constraint we saw in Chapter 6 was
implied by most prominent externalist theories of justifica-
tion. Type II justification will thus satisfy some internalist,
as well as some externalist constraints on justification. In
this sense, it will be a hybrid view, a view of justification
that has both internalist and externalist elements.
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Since the absence of reflective and veritic luck implies
the absence of veritic luck, a belief that meets our criterion
for Type II justification will automatically meet our crite-
rion for Type I justification. Not every kind of Type II justi-
fication will imply Type I justification, however, since our
anti-luck conditions are only necessary for their respective
kinds of justification, and the additional criteria for both
Type I and Type II justification may be spelled out in dif-
ferent ways.

Both C1 and C2 treat justification as an absolute term.
This is customary in the literature that deals with defini-
tions of epistemic justification, but in fact it is highly im-
plausible that justification is an all-or-nothing matter. One
can be more or less justified. So I should say something
about how my account is compatible with such a gradual
picture of justification.

As we have seen in Chapter 3, the notion of luck is grad-
ual too. A particular event can be more or less lucky. So
while stated in absolute terms, both C1 and C2 can eas-
ily be modified to accommodate the above point. We can
simply say that the more veritic luck to which a belief is
subject, the less it will be Type I justified. The degree of
Type II justification, on the other hand, will depend on
both on the degree of reflective and on the degree of veritic
luck. From a gradual perspective, we can read our condi-
tions on extreme degrees of justification. One is completely
Type I justified only if one’s belief is subject to no veritic
luck at all, and one is completely Type II justified only in
the absence of any reflective or veritic luck. These extreme
degrees of justification may be hard to achieve. But that
would not be a problem, since it is plausible that for most
of our purposes something less than complete justification
will be sufficient.

This raises the interesting issue of how degrees of veritic
and reflective luck are to be weighed against each other. Is
it as bad, epistemically speaking, for a belief to be subject
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to veritic luck as it is for the belief to be subject to an equal
degree of reflective luck? I do not claim to have a precise
answer to this question. Nor do I think that such a precise
answer can be given, since, as we saw in Chapter 3, it is
doubtful that we can put an exact measure on the ‘easiness’
of a particular possibility, and thus on the degree of luck
(either of the veritic or of the reflective kind) to which it is
subject.

Nevertheless, some general remarks are possible. A high
degree of veritic luck will preclude a high degree of Type
II justification, even if the belief is subject only to a low
degree of reflective luck. This is in line with out comments
earlier, that no belief is justified (either Type I or Type II) if
it is not formed in a way that is truth-conducive. The fact
that it seems to be produced in such a way will only gener-
ate an epistemic excuse, not a justification. So in order to
achieve a high degree of Type II justification, a belief must
be subject to a relatively low degree of veritic luck.

Similarly, a belief cannot achieve a high degree of Type
II justification if it is subject to a high degree of reflective
luck. If from your perspective, your belief is produced in
a way that could easily have produced a false belief, than
you will not be highly Type II justified, even if in fact your
method could not easily have produced false belief at all.
Type II justification requires a perspective from which your
methods are safe from error. Of course, when your belief
is subject to a high degree of reflective luck, but only to a
low degree of veritic luck, it may still be Type I justified.

In order to achieve a high degree of Type II justification,
your belief can thus neither be subject to a high degree
of veritic luck, nor to a high degree of reflective luck. In
this sense, Type II justification is quite demanding. It is
precluded by either a substantial degree of veritic or of
reflective luck.

This being said, while our conditions are thus compati-
ble with a gradual account of justification, for reasons of
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simplicity, we will focus in this chapter mainly on the ab-
solute versions of our justification conditions.

With this sketch of Type I and Type II justification in
mind, I continue to discuss two possible problems for my
account. First, in the next section, I consider the objection
that all false beliefs trivially satisfy our condition for Type
I justification. This need not be a problem, since as we said,
C1 is only intended as a necessary condition on justifica-
tion. However, the fact that false beliefs trivially satisfy
our condition makes our anti-luck condition on justifica-
tion somewhat uninformative. It is not able, for example,
to explain the difference between false justified and false
unjustified beliefs. To explain this difference we turn in the
next section to the related notion of veritic risk.

7.2 false beliefs and veritic risk

In this section I argue for a condition on justification in
terms of the notion of risk. This notion, related to luck,
is more informative than our anti-luck condition on Type
I justification in that it specifies a criterion not only for
distinguishing justified from unjustified true belief, but be-
tween justified and unjustified false belief as well.

First things first, however. Not all false beliefs are justi-
fied. This should not require much explanation, so let it
suffice to name a few examples. If you have been given
roughly the education I have been given, but you believe
the earth is flat, this belief is presumably both false and
unjustified. If you are bad at mathematics, and come to be-
lieve that 72 divided by 4 is 17, presumably this belief will
be both false and unjustified. If you hastily generalize from
a few incompetent metal bands to the belief that all metal
bands are incompetent, presumably this belief is both false
and unjustified. And we can of course think of many more
such examples.
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On the other hand, while this is sometimes denied, it
seems there can be false justified beliefs.4 This possibility
can be, and has been, accommodated by both internalists
and externalists: even highly reliable methods may some-
times produce false belief, and even the best reflectively
accessible evidence can point in the wrong direction.

What this means is that any plausible account of justi-
fication should allow for the possibility of false justified
beliefs, as well as false unjustified beliefs. Ideally, such an
account should furthermore be able to explain the differ-
ence.

Let us first see how our account of Type I justification
fares in this regard. At the end of this section I will come
back to Type II justification.

As we said, Type I justification requires the absence of
veritic luck. Recall that a belief is veritically lucky if and
only if it is true but produced in a way that could have eas-
ily resulted in a false belief. As we noted above, no false be-
liefs are veritically lucky according to this definition, since
no false belief is true. This means that all false beliefs will
satisfy our condition for Type I justification. If we regard
C1 as sufficient for Type I justification, this means that all
false beliefs will be Type I justified. Since this is clearly
wrong, we cannot take C1 as a sufficient condition for jus-
tification.

It is thus of paramount importance to stress that the ac-
count of Type I justification sketched above is just a par-
tial account. The anti-veritic luck condition is necessary for
Type I justification only. No belief can be justified if it is
veritically lucky. This will solve our problem, for now addi-
tional criteria for justification may be formulated that deal
with the possibility of false unjustified beliefs. On this read-

4 Epistemologists who think false beliefs cannot be justified include Lit-
tlejohn (2012), Sutton (2007), and Williamson (2016).
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ing, the account will not automatically license all false be-
liefs as Type I justified.5

Note that a similar problem arises for anti-luck theo-
ries of knowledge. Consider a theory of knowledge that
states that a belief constitutes knowledge if and only if it
is not veritically lucky.6 If the absence of veritic luck were
sufficient for knowledge, all false beliefs would constitute
knowledge. This of course is incompatible with the factiv-
ity of knowledge. In fact, no false beliefs constitute knowl-
edge. So an anti-luck condition all by itself will do neither
for an adequate account of justification nor for an adequate
account of knowledge.

In the case of knowledge, however, the problem is easily
fixed by adding a separate truth-condition. On this view,
knowledge requires truth and the absence of veritic luck.7

Such a solution will not do in the case of justification, how-
ever, since we saw it is plausible that there are false but
still justified beliefs. So we cannot just stipulate that justi-
fied beliefs must be true. What we need is a condition on
justification that allows us to distinguish between true and
false justified beliefs on the one hand, and true and false
unjustified beliefs on the other in a uniform way. Prefer-
ably, such a condition would also explain why Type I jus-
tification is incompatible with veritic luck. As it turns out,
we can give such a condition in terms of a notion closely
related to the notion of veritic luck: the notion of veritic
risk.

5 (Howard-snyder et al., 2003) identifies the same problem for anti-luck
conditions on justification. The condition on justification proposed there
differs from the one proposed below. No distinction is made between
Type I and Type II justification, and no mention is made of veritic risk.

6 One may think of the theory of Pritchard (2005a) in this regard. Since
then Pritchard has modified his account of knowledge, however. See
(Pritchard, 2012a).

7 One could think of the safety-conditions endorsed by Pritchard (2005a,
Ch. 6), Sosa (1999) and Williamson (2000, Ch. 5) as conjunctions of truth
and anti-veritic luck conditions.
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Let us define the following notion of veritic risk:

Veritic risk: Belief B(p) of agent S is veritically
risky iff B(p) is produced in a way that could
have easily produced a false belief.

The notions of veritic risk and veritic luck are very sim-
ilar. The only difference between the two is that veritically
lucky beliefs are required to be true, but veritically risky
beliefs are not. This means that every true non-veritically
risky belief will be non-veritically lucky, and every true
veritically risky belief will be vertically lucky as well. 8

The notions are not equivalent, however. No false belief is
veritically lucky, but some will be veritically risky. We then
specify the following anti-veritic risk condition for Type I
justification:

C3: Belief B(p) of agent S is Type I justified only
if B(p) is non-risky.

Adopting C3 as a necessary condition on Type I justi-
fication solves our problem, since there clearly are risky
false beliefs. For example, my belief that it will rain to-
morrow on the basis of a simple guess may both be false
and risky, since guessing can easily produce false belief.
Moreover, C3 still seems to capture the important exter-
nalist that justified beliefs are produced in a way that is
truth-conducive. Simple process reliabilism, as a paradigm
externalist conception of justification, would entail, for ex-
ample, that justified beliefs are non-risky, at least on the
modal interpretation of reliability. On this interpretation,
reliably produced beliefs are produced in a way that not
only results in a high ratio of true beliefs over false beliefs

8 See also Pritchard’s discussion of the relation between luck and risk in
general in (Pritchard, 2015). It is not clear, however, whether Pritchard’s
concept of risk is the same as ours, since he does not provide a defini-
tion (cf. Pritchard, 2015, pp. 149–152).
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in this world, but in nearby worlds as well. On this inter-
pretation, reliable belief-forming methods could not easily
have produced false beliefs, and thus result in beliefs that
are non-risky. So an account of Type I justification in terms
of risk rather than luck would still seem to be compatible
with prime externalist accounts of justification.

Relatedly, most prominent externalist accounts of justifi-
cation are incompatible with veritic luck. At least for those
true beliefs that satisfy these externalist criteria, this entails
that veritic risk will be absent as well. If the satisfaction of
externalist criteria is compatible with the absence of veritic
risk in the case of true belief, it stands to reason that it is
compatible with the absence of veritic risk in the case of
false belief as well. Even the reliable methods may some-
times produce false belief, but the fact that these methods
are reliable indicates that they could not easily have pro-
duced false belief, and so the beliefs formed on their basis
will not be subject to high degrees of veritic risk.

Since C3 entails C1, we can explain why Type I justified
beliefs cannot be veritically lucky by referring to the fact
that they cannot be veritically risky. Viewed in this light,
the incompatibility between justification and luck would
be derivative from the incompatibility between justification
and risk. At first sight, thus, C3 provides the condition on
justification that we were looking for: it explains why Type
I justification is incompatible with veritic luck and draws
a distinction between justified and unjustified belief in a
uniform manner.

As we saw in Chapter 3, how easily something is possi-
ble depends on two factors: i) the modal distance between
the nearest world where the event occurs and the actual
world, ii) the relative proportion of worlds where the event
occurs compared to all (relevant) worlds. This means that
how easily one’s method of belief-formation could produce
a false belief will also depend on two factors: i) the modal
distance between the nearest world where one’s methods
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of belief-formation produces a false belief and the actual
world, and ii) the relative proportion of nearby possibilities
where one’s method of belief-formation produces a false
belief. This in turn means that the veritic risk to which a
belief is subject will also be a function of these last two
factors. In particular, the closer to the actual world the
nearest world is where one’s method of belief-formation
produces a false belief, the more risky the belief. And sim-
ilarly, the higher the proportion of relevant worlds where
one’s method of belief to produces a false belief, the more
risky the resulting belief.

It should be noted, that this entails that false beliefs are
always somewhat risky. For they are formed, by definition,
by a method that actually produces false belief. Since there
is no world more similar to the actual world than the ac-
tual world itself, this means in the modal distance sense of
easy possibility, false beliefs are always produced in a way
that could easily have produced false belief. They will thus
always be somewhat risky. If any degree of risk is enough
to prohibit justification, then no false belief will be justi-
fied. While, as I mentioned in the introduction, there are
people who endorse this view, I would like to maintain the
possibility of false justified belief.

We can accommodate the possibility of false justified be-
lief in two ways. First, we can simply specify a threshold
value for the degree of risk to which a justified belief may
still be subject. Even if a method produces a false belief in
the actual world, the relative proportion of nearby worlds
where it does so may be limited, such that the degree of
veritic risk to which the belief is subject may still be low.
On the threshold view, such a low degree of risk may still
be compatible with justification. A second strategy, which
I think is the more plausible one of the two, stresses the
fact, noted in the introduction of this chapter, that justifi-
cation itself is plausibly regarded as a gradual notion. On
this view, a false belief that is subject only to a low degree
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of risk is simply Type I justified to a high, but non-maximal
degree. As an example, take my belief, based purely on the
long odds, that my lottery ticket will not win. Suppose this
belief is false (I will in fact win the lottery). On our current
understanding of veritic risk, my belief is somewhat risky.
After all, in actuality the method that I used produced a
false belief. But we can still say, on the present understand-
ing of risk, that the risk is quite low, for there are propor-
tionally many more easy possibilities for this method to pro-
duce a true belief. Therefore, my belief may still be highly
justified, even if not maximally so.

We can thus draw on the earlier made distinction be-
tween maximal and non-maximal justification. Even if false
beliefs will never be maximally Type I justified, since always
subject to some risk, they may nevertheless be Type I justi-
fied to a high degree. So not all false beliefs will be unjusti-
fied. C3 fulfils our conditions for a plausible and informa-
tive necessary condition on epistemic justification. It draws
the distinction between justified and unjustified belief in a
principled way, and can explain why justified beliefs can-
not be veritically lucky, for no belief that is produced in
a way that could not easily produce false belief (and is
therefore not subject to veritic risk) is true and produced
in a way that could easily have produced a false belief (and
thus subject to veritic luck).

I have amended my condition for Type I justification in
order to explain the difference between justified and un-
justified beliefs, irrespective of whether the belief in ques-
tion is true or false. I similarly update my condition for
Type II justification. But before doing this, we may won-
der whether an adequate account of Type II justification
would have to involve a notion of reflective risk instead of
its present reference to reflective luck. As it turns out, how-
ever, where the notions of veritic luck and veritic risk are
importantly distinct, this is not the case for the notions of
reflective luck and reflective risk.
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This is so because presumably, there are no beliefs,
which from the reflective perspective of the subject her-
self are false. For it is hard to imagine how you could
simultaneously believe something and believe that belief
to be false. In any case, as Moore famously argued, ex-
pressing such a state of mind would be absurd (?, ?, pp.
207–212)cf.>Moore1993. Believing that the Eiffel tower is
in Rome seems to be the same thing as believing that it is
true that the Eiffel tower is in Rome. If you do believe that
the Eiffel tower is in Rome, you think that it is true that the
Eiffel tower is in Rome, and this implies that you do not
think it is false that the Eiffel tower is in Rome.

Let us define reflective risk analogously to how we de-
fined veritic risk:

Reflective risk: Belief B(p) of agent S is re-
flectively risky iff, given only the information
reflectively accessible to the agent, B(p) is pro-
duced in a way that could have easily produced
a false belief.

If the only way that the agent can hold the belief B(p) for
it to be the case that from her perspective, B(p) is true, then
this definition is equivalent to our definition of reflective
luck:

Reflective Luck2: S’s belief that p is reflec-
tively lucky if and only if, given the informa-
tion reflectively accessible to S, it is a matter of
luck that the method S used to form her belief
that p produced a true belief.

That this is so can be seen more clearly once we plug in
our general account of luck:

Reflective Luck3: S’s belief that p is reflec-
tively lucky if and only if, given the informa-
tion reflectively accessible to S, her belief that p
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is true but the method S used to form her belief
that p could have easily produced a false belief
instead.

No special account of the relation between reflective luck
and Type II justified belief is needed. We thus arrive at the
following definition of Type II justification:

C4: The belief B(p) of agent S is Type II jus-
tified only if the following two conditions are
satisfied:

i B(p) is not veritically risky

ii B(p) is not reflectively lucky.

I have argued that C4 provides a plausible necessary
condition on Type II justification. I have not claimed suffi-
ciency. Even so, based on the consideration of the relation
between luck and justification alone, it seems we can say
quite a lot already about the requirements for epistemic
justification.

7.3 good and bad veritic luck

In the previous section I argued that Type I justification
requires the elimination of veritic risk, and suggested that
this explains why such justification is incompatible with
veritic luck. We can say a bit more, however, about the re-
lation between Type I justification and veritic luck. In this
section, I argue for a nuanced picture of this relation by dis-
tinguishing between two kinds of veritic luck: good veritic
luck and bad veritic luck.

To start, in Chapter 3, we argued that luck comes in good
and bad varieties, and attributed the difference to the sig-
nificance of the event in question: if an event is a case of
good luck for an agent, then it has positive significance to
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that agent, and if it is a matter of bad luck, then it has nega-
tive significance. Now we will apply this distinction to the
case of veritic luck.

As we argued in Chapter 4, the significance important
for epistemic luck is epistemic significance. We argued that
from the epistemic point of view, true beliefs are always
positively significant to epistemic agents. However, in a
similar vein we may argue that false beliefs are always neg-
atively significant to epistemic agents. From the epistemic
point of view, false beliefs have negative value. On this as-
sumption, then, we may distinguish between cases where
it is a matter of luck that one’s method of belief-formation
produced a true belief, from cases where it is a matter of
luck that it produced a false belief. So far, we have reserved
the term ‘veritic luck’ only for instances of the first kind,
but both kinds can be called forms of veritic luck in the
sense that in both cases it is a matter of luck that a be-
lief with a particular truth-value is produced. I will from
now on call instances of the former kind instances of ‘good’
veritic luck, and instances of the latter kind instances of
‘bad’ veritic luck.

Interestingly, this distinction allows for a more nuanced
picture regarding the relation between veritic luck and
Type I justification in general. For while, as we have argued
all along, this kind of justification is incompatible with
good veritic luck, it is quite compatible with bad veritic
luck.

Consider first what is required for bad veritic luck to oc-
cur. If a belief is a case of bad veritic luck, it is false but pro-
duced in a way that could have easily produced true belief
instead. We can produce many such cases that intuitively
seem to be justified. Consider first my lottery belief above.
It is false, but given the way I formed it, I could have eas-
ily produced a true belief. Intuitively, my belief that I will
win the lottery is justified. Further, suppose that I read in
a reputable encyclopaedia that the atomic number of gold
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is 76. To check whether this source is reliable, I look up its
credentials. Various sources tell me that regarding atomic
numbers, my source is the authority. I then form the corre-
sponding belief about the atomic number of gold. Alas, the
atomic number of gold in reality is 79, so my belief is false.
The encyclopaedia simply contained an embarrassing mis-
print on one of its pages. Given the way I formed my belief
(say, consulting a reputable source, and cross-checking its
reliability), I could easily have formed a true belief instead.
So my belief is a case of bad veritic luck. Still, it seems, my
belief is justified. Finally, I may form a belief based on my
reliably faculty of vision. Since this faculty is not perfectly
reliably, it may still produce false belief. If it does, then my
false belief will be a case of bad veritic luck: easily might
my method have produced a true belief instead. Yet this
does not seem to detract from my belief’s justification.

Note that we are still considering Type I justification
here, the kind of justification required for animal knowl-
edge. We may have this kind of justification, even if our
false beliefs are cases of bad veritic luck. Indeed, I will go
even further and assert that if they are to be Type I jus-
tified, the presence of bad veritic luck is required for false
beliefs. For consider what is the case if false beliefs are not
subject to bad veritic luck. In that case, they are false but
produced in a way that could not easily have produced true
belief. I submit it is highly implausible that belief-forming
methods for which the production of a true belief is only
a remote possibility can generate justified beliefs, even if it
is justification of the most basic kind.

It seems thus, that while Type I justification is incom-
patible with good veritic luck, it is compatible with bad
veritic luck, and may even require it if the belief in ques-
tion is false. This does not require an additional condition
on Type I justification, since the requirement for the be-
lief to be non-veritically risky suffices to guarantee bad
veritic luck in case of false belief. For such a belief to be
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non-veritically risky, it must be produced in a way that
could not very easily produce false belief. Even if in actu-
ality the method produced false belief, this suffices to en-
sure that there will be many close possibilities where the
method produces true belief, and thus to ensure substan-
tial degrees of bad veritic luck.

While of course epistemic justification is different from
that of moral or pragmatic justification, it is interesting
that those other kinds of justification seem to have sim-
ilar relations to good and bad forms of luck as the one
proposed here. For example, it seems doubtful that one’s
action could be pragmatically justified if it is just a matter
of (good) luck that one’s action had ultimately useful con-
sequences. On the other hand, it seems that one can only
be pragmatically justified in acting a certain way if it is a
matter of bad luck that one’s action did not have ultimately
useful consequences.

In ethics too, there seems some plausibility (assuming
a simple consequentialist view, at least) to the claim that
one cannot be morally justified if it is just a matter of good
luck that one’s action has good consequences, but that one
could still be morally justified if the fact that one’s action
had bad consequences is a matter of (bad) luck.9

More generally even, our ascriptions of praise and blame
behave in the same way. We praise actions that have a pos-
itive outcome only if these outcomes are not due to luck,
whereas we would praise actions that have a negative out-
come only if this negative outcome is due to luck. Thus,
we would not praise the CEO for preserving the rainfor-
est if the method she followed could have easily destroyed
it. Her actions might still be praised, on the other hand, if

9 See the classical debate on moral luck between Thomas Nagel and
Bernard Williams (1976). Compare also the so-called ‘Knobe effect’, the
effect that effect that people’s attributions of intentionality vary with
the moral significance of the effect (Knobe, 2003; Nadelhoffer, 2004).
See also (Hindriks, 2011).
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the forest was destroyed, but not if her method could not
have easily preserved it, thus, only on the condition that
was a matter of bad luck that her method had the result of
destroying the forest.

In general then, it seems to be the case that we positively
evaluate methods or actions only when their positive re-
sults are not due to luck, and conversely, that the positive
evaluation of actions that have negative consequences re-
quires these consequences to be a matter of bad luck. The
same, I submit, is the case when we evaluate beliefs. False
beliefs can only be positively evaluated when their falsity
is a matter of bad veritic luck.

By distinguishing between good and bad veritic luck, we
thus arrive at a more nuanced picture of the relation be-
tween Type I justification and veritic luck. It is incompati-
ble with some subspecies of veritic luck, but quite compati-
ble with others. This seems to hold not only for our notion
of Type I justification, but to the evaluation of intentional
action in general.

In this section we discussed a problem that is particu-
larly salient for Type I justification. In the next section we
discuss an objection to our account of Type II justification.
The objection concerns the extent to which our account is
subject to certain sceptical worries.

7.4 scepticism

In this section we discuss the relation between Type II
justification and scepticism. Before we start, it should be
noted that our dual account of justification is compatible
with various accounts of the relation between justification
and knowledge. The problem that we will discuss here tar-
gets accounts of knowledge that require our conditions for
Type II justification to be satisfied. By now, we have seen
that Sosa’s accounts of reflective knowledge and knowl-
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edge full well are examples of such accounts. The problem
is that on our account of Type II justification, such knowl-
edge is impossible, because the conditions for Type II justi-
fication can never be satisfied.

Why think that Type II justification is impossible? Here
I focus on one particular argument to this effect—an argu-
ment that can be put directly in terms of luck. The argu-
ment has the following simple structure:

P1 Type II justification requires the elimination of reflec-
tive luck.

P2 The elimination of reflective luck is impossible.

C Therefore, Type II justification is impossible.

The argument is valid. P1 is true by definition of Type
II justification. The crucial premise here is thus P2. P2 has
been defended by Duncan Pritchard (2005a). The argument
Pritchard provides for P2 has the following structure:

P3 The elimination of reflective luck requires us to have
reflectively accessible grounds for our beliefs that
favour them over sceptical scenarios.

P4 We cannot have reflectively accessible grounds for
our beliefs that favour them over sceptical scenarios.

C The elimination of reflective luck is impossible.

Why does Pritchard think that the elimination of reflec-
tive luck would require us to have reflectively accessible
grounds for our beliefs that favour them over sceptical sce-
narios? The idea here is that if a world w is to be counted
as far-off, on the ordering relevant for reflective luck—that
is, the ordering from the perspective of the subject herself—
the subject needs to have access to reasons that support the
fact that w is not the world, or a world very much alike, the
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world she is actually living in. If she does not have access
to such reasons, then from her own perspective, the subject
might as well be living in w. So w will be easily possible
from her perspective. This holds true for all worlds, and
thus also for worlds that contain sceptical scenarios.

By stipulation, in sceptical scenarios, most of our beliefs
are produced in a way that could easily produce false be-
lief. It follows that if the grounds for our beliefs do not
favour them over sceptical scenarios, our belief-forming
methods could have easily produced false belief, from our
perspective. Thus, if the reasons a subject has for her be-
lief do not favour them over sceptical scenarios, then given
these reasons only, her belief will be subject to reflective
luck.

Why think P4 is true? That is, why think that we can-
not have reflectively accessible grounds for our beliefs that
favour them over sceptical scenarios? Here the reason is
simply that sceptical scenarios are stipulated to be reflec-
tively identical to ‘normal’ situations, situations in which
everything is as it appears to us. So, in the brain in a vat
case, it is stipulated that the brain in a vat has access to ex-
actly the same reflectively accessible evidence as we have—
assuming that we are not ourselves brains in vats. Similarly,
when the New Evil Demon is introduced, it is stipulated
that this demon is able to manipulate the world in such
a way that there is no reflectively accessible difference be-
tween us and the demon’s victims.

If our reflectively accessible evidence is the same be-
tween the normal and the sceptical case, then that evidence
will not favour the normal case over the sceptical case. You
do not have evidence for being in the normal case when
you would have exactly the same evidence in the scepti-
cal scenario. The evidence you have is equally compatible
with both situations and thus does not provide you reason
to favour one over the other.
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It thus seems that our reflectively accessible evidence
does not favour our present beliefs over sceptical scenarios,
and that our beliefs will be ineliminably subject to reflec-
tive luck.

If Pritchard is right and the elimination of reflective luck
is impossible, then this will have consequences for the
present theory of justification. If Type II justification re-
quires the elimination of reflective luck, then we have to
conclude that Type II justification is impossible. If there are
kinds of knowledge that require this kind of justification,
such as Sosa’s higher levels of knowledge, this will in turn
have sceptical consequences for these kinds of knowledge.
Something like this seems to be Pritchard’s view. In his
words, the ineliminability of reflective luck means that we
will be condemned to a state of perpetual Epistemic Angst,
an inability to attain a kind of knowledge for which we
can take full responsibility as epistemic agents (Pritchard,
2005a, p. 247). But it would certainly be a bitter pill to swal-
low. As we have argued, reflective knowledge is epistem-
ically more valuable than animal knowledge.10 It would
be a pity if a kind of knowledge with such high epistemic
value would be out of reach in principle.

Do we need to go along with this pessimistic conclusion?
There are at least two ways to resist it.

First, we can attack premise P3. As we saw, the plausibil-
ity of this premise depends on the easy possibility of scep-
tical scenarios, given one’s reflectively accessible evidence
only. From this it is concluded that one’s beliefs could have
easily been false from one’s perspective, and are thus re-
flectively lucky. But this inference is invalid because not all
worlds that are easily possible from one’s perspective are
relevant for reflective luck. Only those worlds where the

10 This does not imply anything on how to two kinds of knowledge com-
pare in terms of other kinds of value. A given item of animal knowledge
may have much more pragmatic value than an item of reflective knowl-
edge.
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subject uses the same method as that she believes she uses
in the actual world are. This means that sceptical worlds
where I form my belief on the basis of a method different
from the one I believe I used in the actual world will not
be relevant. So if I believe that the way I formed my belief
involves faculties that take in light reflected by external ob-
jects to form my belief that there is a tree there, then my
belief may well fail to be reflectively lucky, since from my
perspective this method could not have easily produced
false belief. Nearby sceptical scenarios are irrelevant, since
in these easily possible worlds I use a method different
from the one I believe I am using.

On this concept of reflective luck, the inference from the
easy possibility of sceptical scenarios to the presence of
reflective luck is invalid, and P3 is thus false. This would
allow us to evade the conclusion that Type II knowledge is
impossible.11

A second strategy for resisting this conclusion attacks
premise P4 of Pritchard’s argument. As we saw, the plau-
sibility of this premise depends on the fact that by defini-
tion, we are in possession of the same reflectively accessi-
ble evidence in sceptical scenarios as that we are in more
‘normal’ situations. The cogency of this possibility is far
from clear, however, on some recent views regarding the
nature of perceptual evidence. In particular, there seems to
be some traction for disjunctivist views on perceptual ev-
idence that imply one’s evidence is not the same between
the normal and the sceptical case (Byrne & Logue, 2009).

According to a common disjunctivist view, the reason
that one has for believing there is a tree yonder is that one

11 This requires that we individuate our belief-forming methods on the
basis of factors that are external to the subject. I take it that many of our
beliefs about our own belief-forming methods involve such external
factors. This does not yet mean that reflective luck itself depends on the
external environment. Beliefs about external factors are themselves still
appropriately within the subject’s perspective to count as internal.
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sees there is a tree yonder. Disjunctivists argue that this
fact is one’s evidence for belief and appropriately (that is,
reflectively accessible) in one’s possession in the normal
case. In the sceptical case, however, one does not see the
tree but merely seems to see the tree. Thus, there is no fact
of seeing the tree that can be one’s evidence or appropri-
ately in one’s possession. What this means is that on this
conception of the reasons in one’s possession, one can have
reasons that favour one’s beliefs over sceptical scenarios. If
there is no tree, I cannot see that there is a tree over yonder,
so the fact that I see a tree certainly favours the normal sce-
nario, in which there is a tree, over the sceptical scenario
in which there is no such tree.

Drawing on a disjunctivist conception of evidence we
can thus resist P4, and thereby resist the conclusion that
our reflectively accessible evidence does not favour normal
scenarios over sceptical ones. The disjunctivist conception
of evidence is controversial, however. But even on a less
controversial conception of one’s reflectively accessible ev-
idence, one could still use our first strategy for denying
Pritchard’s conclusion. What this shows is that there are
still multiple ways to account for the possibility of Type II
justification in the face of Pritchard’s argument to the con-
trary. We do not need to withdraw into a state of perpetual
epistemic angst.

7.5 concluding remarks

In this chapter I presented my own views on the relation
between justification and luck. I distinguished two kinds
of justification: Type I and Type II justification. Type I jus-
tification requires the elimination of veritic luck. Type II
justification requires the elimination of both reflective and
veritic luck.
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But this is not all we can say about the relation between
luck in justification. We saw that we can provide a more
general condition on Type I and Type II justification in
terms of the notion of veritic risk. Both forms of justifica-
tion are incompatible with veritic risk, which explains why
both forms of justification are incompatible with veritic
luck, but it is also able to explain the difference between
false justified and false unjustified beliefs.

Furthermore, I argued that we can distinguish between
good and bad veritic luck. Type I and Type II justification
are incompatible with good veritic luck, but quite compat-
ible with bad veritic luck. Indeed, when the belief is false,
it seems it must be subject to bad veritic luck if it is to be
Type I or Type II justified at all.

Finally, we considered the threat of scepticism that faces
accounts of justification that require the absence of reflec-
tive luck, such as our account of Type II justification, as
well as some ways to respond to these objections. What we
see is that at least in the face of the present objections, the
distinction between Type I and Type II justification turns
out to be quite defensible.
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C O N C L U S I O N S

Luck is everywhere. It hides in the small crevices between
the actual world and worlds much like it. Although we
rarely realize it, it shows itself when we cross the street un-
harmed, or open the fridge after a long day’s work to find
some food still left in there. It shows itself more clearly
when we meet someone special, or when we witness some-
thing extraordinary. Much of our personal lives are mired
with luck, and so are our professional ones. We are lucky
when our home price offer is accepted, or when we are of-
fered a job. But luck also comes in negative varieties. When
our papers are rejected, we lament our bad luck. Similarly
when we lose our loved ones in a tragic accident, or when
we lose our fortune at the gambling tables.

Our lives are thus riddled with luck. But besides this
practical role in our daily lives, luck has a theoretical role
to play as well. For as recent work has shown, luck is in-
timately related to some of the most central concepts in
philosophy. In ethics, for example, it is argued that luck
is incompatible with free will, and undermines moral re-
sponsibility (Levy, 2011b). In epistemology, it is argued
that luck undermines knowledge. In order to substantiate
these claims, it is vitally important that more work is done
on the nature of luck and the relation between luck and
these various other concepts so important for philosophy.

In this study, my aim was to contribute to this project in-
sofar as it concerns the role of luck in epistemology. Some
important work has already been done. In particular, Dun-
can Pritchard has been influential in distinguishing various
forms of luck, and arguing that knowledge is compatible
with some of them but not with others. What is central to

227



119B_BW Proefschrift_Grefte_stand.job

228 conclusions

Pritchard’s account of luck is that lucky events have a cer-
tain modal profile. That is, a lucky event is an event that
occurs in the actual world, but fails to occur in a relevant
set of nearby possible worlds. In this sense, all lucky events
could have easily failed to occur. Such a modal account of
luck, I argued, is superior to rival alternative accounts, for-
mulated in terms of probability or lack of control over the
event on the part of the agent.

But Pritchard’s account of luck is not quite right in how
it handles the various ways in which luck comes in degrees.
For Pritchard, degree of luck is determined by the modal
distance between the nearest possible world where the rel-
evant initial conditions for an event are the same as in the
actual world, but in which the event fails to obtain, and
the actual world. I argued that this view has some counter-
intuitive consequences. To evade these, we should acknowl-
edge that degree of luck also depends on both the signifi-
cance of the event, and on the proportion of nearby possible
worlds where the relevant initial conditions for the event
are the same as in the actual world, but in which the event
fails to obtain. Once we do so, it becomes clear that the
degree of luck to which an event is subject will depend on
subjective factors in more than one way. In particular, the
degree of luck to which an event is subject will depend not
just on how we classify the event in question, or how we
choose to partition the relevant modal space, but also on
the event’s significance to us.

If we consider the relation between knowledge and luck,
it quickly becomes apparent that not all cases of luck are
incompatible with the possession of knowledge. For exam-
ple, the fact that it is a matter of luck that the proposition
believed by the agent is true need not necessarily preclude
the agent from knowing that proposition. Similarly, when
she is lucky to acquire some evidence, she may still come
to know on its basis. But there are forms of luck that do pre-
clude knowledge. The most well-known of these is veritic



120A_BW Proefschrift_Grefte_stand.job

conclusions 229

luck, the kind of luck that is in play when the method that
the agent used to form her true belief could have easily
produced a false belief instead. More controversial is the
compatibility of knowledge with reflective luck, the kind
of luck that is in play when form the agent’s perspective, her
belief-forming method could have easily produced a false
belief instead of a true one. I argued for a nuanced picture,
drawing on Sosa’s distinction between animal knowledge
and reflective knowledge. Whereas animal knowledge is
compatible with reflective luck, reflective knowledge is
not.

Traditionally, knowledge has been regarded to amount
to justified, true belief. While many take Gettier to have
shown that this simple definition fails in its generality, the
picture remains influential. In particular, it is widely held
that a belief needs to be justified if it is to count as knowl-
edge. But what does this epistemic justification amount to?
This question gives rise to one of the most important and
at the same time intractable debates in contemporary epis-
temology: the internalism/externalism-debate. According
to internalists, epistemic justification supervenes on facts
that are ‘internal’, in some way or other, to the believing
subject. Externalists deny this. This, of course, is not a very
informative characterization. I argued that we can provide
a better one by focussing on the relation between various
accounts of justification and luck. In particular, I argued
that whereas internalist concepts of justification tend to be
compatible with veritic luck, but incompatible with reflec-
tive luck, the converse is true for externalist concepts. What
is this means is that we can characterize the internalism/ex-
ternalism-debate in terms of luck: internalism is the view
that justification is incompatible with reflective luck (but
compatible with veritic luck), externalism the view that jus-
tification is incompatible with veritic luck (but compatible
with reflective luck). This account identifies core commit-
ments for both internalism and externalism and should be
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preferred over the standard way of characterizing the inter-
nalism/externalism-debate.

Our findings regarding the relation between internalism,
externalism and epistemic luck also support a nuanced
story about the import of Gettier cases. For it is commonly
accepted that what prohibits knowledge in Gettier cases is
the presence of veritic luck. On the assumption that exter-
nalist concepts are incompatible with such luck, it follows
that Gettier cases provide a counterexample to the tripar-
tite analysis of knowledge only if we interpret the justifi-
cation condition in an internalist way. Externalists should
simply deny that Gettier-victims are justified in believing
as they do.

Finally, I investigated the prospects of a dual account of
justification. Type I justification, the kind of justification re-
quired for our most basic kind of knowledge, requires the
elimination of veritic luck. Type II justification, the kind of
justification required for the higher grades of knowledge,
requires the elimination of both veritic and reflective luck.
I argued that an account of Type I justification in terms of
the absence of luck cannot explain the difference between
justified and unjustified false beliefs, since all false beliefs
are non-lucky by definition. But I argued that we can pro-
vide a more informative condition on the requirements of
Type I justification in in terms of the notion of epistemic
risk. This notion allows us to provide a uniform explana-
tion of the difference between Type I justified and unjusti-
fied belief, while at the same time explaining why Type I
justification is incompatible with veritic luck.

In this study my aim was to provide a contribution
to anti-luck epistemology by investigating the relation be-
tween luck and epistemic justification. Our findings indi-
cate that there are important relations between justifica-
tion (of either the internalist or externalist variety) and
reflective and veritic luck. This is significant, because the
received opinion in the literature seems to be that external-
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ist concepts of justification fail to rule out veritic luck (e.g.
Harper, 1996), whereas internalist concepts of justification
fail to rule out reflective luck (e.g. Pritchard, 2005a). I have
argued the opposite.

Once we see clearly the relation between internalism, ex-
ternalism and the various forms of malignant epistemic
luck, it becomes possible to see the internalism/externa-
lism-debate in a new light. Knowledge is incompatible
with luck, and we want our beliefs to be justified because
this will guarantee that they satisfy this criterion. So far,
this is a standard interpretation of the function of justifica-
tion (e.g. Booth, 2011). Our findings make this story more
nuanced. We can distinguish different forms of knowledge,
and these different forms bear different relations to various
forms of luck. In order to exclude these different forms
of luck, we need different forms of justification. In partic-
ular, the kind of knowledge that we aspire to in science,
the kind of knowledge that can be explicitly endorsed and
defended—reflective knowledge—requires the absence of
both veritic and reflective luck, and therefore Type II jus-
tification. Animal knowledge, which constitutes the vast
bulk of our knowledge, and is the kind of knowledge that
helps us get around in the world with near miraculous ef-
ficiency, requires just the elimination of veritic luck, and
therefore Type I justification. Both forms of justification
are legitimately called forms of justification, in that they
present necessary epistemic conditions for various forms
of knowledge. Internalists and externalists have, however,
been partly talking past each other because they fail to
make the distinction between different grades of justifica-
tion and knowledge, with different anti-luck requirements
for each grade.

This story is compatible with the insistence that some-
times justification requires the presence of some form of
veritic luck. For we can distinguish between good and bad
varieties of veritic luck. All forms of justification are incom-
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patible with good veritic luck, but compatible with bad
veritic luck. Indeed, if they are to be justified at all, false
beliefs must be subject to bad veritic luck. An agent cannot
be justified if her belief is formed in a way for which the
production of true belief is only a remote possibility. Our
methods need to be more reliable than that if they are to
provide justification. So veritic luck is relevant for justifica-
tion in more than one way.

In this study I aimed to provide a foundation for the in-
vestigation of the relation between justification and luck. I
have only considered what I take to be the most prominent
concepts of justification, and the defence of my own view
regarding the relation between justification and luck has
been somewhat tentative. So much more work can still be
done. Nevertheless, the present study illustrates both the
importance and fruitfulness of the study of luck in episte-
mology.
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S U M M A RY

One of the oldest questions in philosophy, and the ques-
tion that is central to this thesis, is the question: what is
knowledge? While the question is short and simple, the
answers that philosophers have formulated since Socrates
put forward the question in the Theaetetus have tended to
be long, complex and inconclusive.

That does not mean that no progress has been made.
Over the course of time, something like a consensus has
been reached among epistemologists that knowledge re-
quires at least three criteria to be met: if a subject is to have
knowledge that p, it must be the case that i) she believes p,
ii) her believe that p is true, and iii) she must be justified in
believing p.

It is the last of these three criteria that is the focal point
of this dissertation. Traditionally, the justification condition
has been interpreted as a requirement to have evidence for
one’s belief. For it seems that no true belief can amount
to knowledge without the subject having some evidence in
favour of it. If I make a wild guess, without any evidence
in favour of this belief, that Justin Bieber will be forgot-
ten twenty years from now, this belief will not amount to
knowledge even if I turn out to be right.

The interpretation of epistemic justification (as opposed
to moral justification, for example) in terms of the evidence
one has for one’s belief is an interpretation that is cen-
tral to so-called internalist theories of justification. These
are theories that posit that epistemic justification depends
solely on facts that are in some way internal to the believ-
ing subject. After an introduction in Chapter 1, I discuss
the two most prominent internalist concepts of epistemic
justification in Chapter 2: accessibilism and mentalism. I
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argue that these two different forms of internalism are
motivated by two different conceptions of epistemic jus-
tification. For the accessibilist, epistemic justification is a
matter of fulfilling your epistemic duties, while the men-
talist considers justification directly in terms of a certain
conception of the evidence one possesses. In Chapter 2,
I also discuss the positions of opponents of internalism,
the externalists. Although externalism is often simply con-
strued as the denial of internalism, I show that different
versions of externalism are motivated by different positive
views on the nature of justification. Thus, reliablism is mo-
tivated by a truth-conducive view of justification, while
virtue-epistemological approaches, as the name indicates,
emphasise the importance of epistemic virtues.

With this analysis of the debate between internalists and
externalists in hand, we take a step back from epistemol-
ogy in Chapter 3. Already in the Theaetetus we find the
suggestion that one of the functions of epistemic justifica-
tion is the exclusion of luck. Evidence for your belief, after
all, makes it less likely that it was only a matter of luck
that you formed a true belief. This relation between luck
and justification is investigated in the following chapters.
In Chapter 3, I start with providing an analysis of the no-
tion of luck itself. I argue that we are best off with a modal
notion of luck—an analysis in terms of possibilities—which
essentially states that an event is lucky only if it is easily
possible that the event could not have occurred. I draw on
the analysis of Duncan Pritchard, but make some crucial
modifications. Among other things, I argue that it is neces-
sary not only to take into account the minimal difference
between the current world and the possible worlds where
the event does not occur, but that the proportion of possible
worlds where the event does not take place is important as
well.

In Chapter 4, I bring the discussion of luck back to epis-
temology, and distinguish different forms of luck that may
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be relevant for the possession of knowledge. More con-
cretely, I distinguish two forms of luck, veritic luck and
reflective luck, which undermine knowledge. A belief falls
a prey to veritic luck in case it is only a matter of luck
that the way the belief was formed produced a true belief.
Reflective luck can then be construed as the subjective vari-
ant of veritic luck. A belief is reflectively lucky if, from the
perspective of the subject itself, it is a matter of luck that
her belief-forming method produced a true belief. Where
most epistemologists agree that veritic luck is incompati-
ble with knowledge, it is still an open question whether
reflective luck is. I argue on the basis of Ernest Sosa’s re-
cent work that it is useful to distinguish different forms of
knowledge, where the weaker forms of knowledge, but not
the stronger forms, are compatible with reflective luck.

In Chapters 5 and 6, I return to the debate between inter-
nalists and externalists, and connect the findings of the pre-
vious chapters to the various positions within this debate.
Specifically, in Chapter 5, I argue that internalist notions
of justification exclude reflective luck, but do not eliminate
veritic luck. In Chapter 6, I argue that the opposite is true
for externalist views of justification. They usually eliminate
veritic luck but not reflective luck. This allows us to give
a new characterization of the debate between internalists
and externalists: internalists and externalists disagree on
the question what kind of luck justification should eliminate.

In Chapter 7, I review the main implications of my find-
ings. First, I argue that we can do justice to the main intu-
itions of both internalists and externalists by distinguish-
ing two types of justification: a weak type (Type I justifica-
tion) and a strong type (Type II justification). Where exter-
nalist criteria for justification are sufficient for Type I justi-
fication, Type II justification will also require the fulfilment
of internalist criteria. Second, I argue that the possibility of
justified false beliefs gives us a reason to investigate the
relationship between epistemic luck and epistemic risk. I
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propose a possible relationship between these two notions.
Third, I deal with the relationship between epistemic jus-
tification and the difference between good and bad luck.
I argue that true beliefs are justified only in the absence
of good luck, while false beliefs are justified only in the
presence of bad luck. Finally, I consider Duncan Pritchard’s
claim that it is impossible to exclude reflective luck, and
the skepticism that seems to follow from it. I argue that
there are several ways to resist Pritchard’s skeptical con-
clusions.

In Chapter 8, I draw some conclusions.
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S A M E N VAT T I N G

Een van de oudste vragen van de filosofie, en de vraag die
in dit proefschrift centraal staat, is de vraag: wat is kennis?
Zo simpel en kort als de vraag zelf is, zo ingewikkeld en
uitgebreid zijn de filosofische antwoorden hierop gebleken
sinds Socrates hem voor het eerst stelde in de Theaetetus.

In de loop der tijd is er onder filosofen consensus ont-
staan over het feit dat, voor we van kennis kunnen spreken,
er voldaan moet worden aan ten minste drie voorwaarden:
i) kennis is een overtuiging van een subject, zonder derge-
lijke overtuiging geen kennis, ii) alleen overtuigingen die
waar zijn kunnen met recht kennis genoemd worden, en
iii) alleen ware overtuigingen die gerechtvaardigd zijn kun-
nen kennis vormen.

In dit proefschrift is vooral het laatste van deze criteria
belangrijk. Traditioneel werd dit rechtvaardigingscriterium
vooral gezien als een criterium van goed bewijs. Immers,
het lijkt problematisch om te spreken van kennis, zelfs al
heb je een ware overtuiging, als je geen enkel bewijs voor
je overtuiging hebt. Je kan niet weten dat de aarde rond is
als dit slechts een wilde gok van je is, zonder dat je enig
bewijs voor deze (ware) overtuiging hebt.

De interpretatie van epistemische rechtvaardiging (’epis-
temisch’ om het onderscheid met andere vormen van recht-
vaardiging, zoals morele rechtvaardiging duidelijk te ma-
ken) in termen van het bewijs dat je voor je overtuiging
hebt is een interpretatie die vooral tot uitdrukking komt in
zogenaamde internalistische theorieën van rechtvaardiging.
Dit zijn theorieën die stellen dat epistemische rechtvaardi-
ging slechts afhangt van zaken die op enigerlei wijze in-
tern zijn aan het kennend subject. Nadat ik in Hoofdstuk
1 een inleiding gegeven heb, bespreek ik in Hoofdstuk 2
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de twee meest voorkomende vormen van internalisme: het
accessibilisme en het mentalisme. Ik betoog dat deze twee
verschillende vormen van internalisme gemotiveerd wor-
den door twee verschillende concepten van epistemische
rechtvaardiging. Voor de accessibilist is epistemische recht-
vaardiging een kwestie van het nakomen van je epistemi-
sche plichten, terwijl de mentalist rechtvaardiging direct op-
vat in termen van een bepaalde opvatting van bewijs. Ook
bespreek ik in Hoofdstuk 2 de posities van de tegenstan-
ders van het internalisme, de externalisten. Alhoewel exter-
nalisme vaak simpelweg wordt opgevat als de ontkenning
van de internalistische these dat rechtvaardiging alleen af-
hangt van wat intern is aan het subject, laat ik zien dat
verschillende versies van het externalisme wel degelijk een
positieve opvatting hebben over wat rechtvaardiging is, en
bovendien van elkaar onderscheiden kunnen worden aan
de hand van deze opvattingen. Zo wordt het reliabilisme
gemotiveerd door een waarheidsbevorderende opvatting
van rechtvaardiging, terwijl deugdepistemologische bena-
deringen, zoals de naam al aangeeft, het belang van episte-
mische deugden benadrukken.

Met deze analyse van het internalisme-externalisme de-
bat in de hand nemen we in Hoofdstuk 3 even afstand
van de epistemologie. Al in de Theaetetus vinden we name-
lijk de suggestie dat een van de functies van epistemische
rechtvaardiging het uitsluiten van toeval is. Bewijs voor je
overtuiging, immers, maakt het minder waarschijnlijk dat
je slechts toevallig een ware overtuiging gevormd hebt, zo-
als bij een wilde gok wel het geval is. In Hoofdstuk 3 analy-
seer ik dan ook de notie van toeval. Ik beargumenteer dat
we het beste af zijn met een modale notie van toeval—een
analyse in termen van alternatieve mogelijkheden—die in
essentie stelt dat een gebeurtenis slechts een kwestie van
toeval is als de gebeurtenis gemakkelijk niet had kunnen
plaatsvinden. Ik baseer me hier op de analyse van Duncan
Pritchard, maar pas deze op een aantal cruciale punten aan.
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Zo betoog ik onder andere dat het noodzakelijk is niet al-
leen rekening te houden met het minimale verschil tussen
de huidige wereld en de mogelijke werelden waar de ge-
beurtenis niet voorkomt, maar dat ook de proportie van
mogelijke werelden waar de gebeurtenis niet plaatsvindt
belangrijk is.

In Hoofdstuk 4 pas ik mijn analyse van toeval toe op
de epistemologie, en onderscheid ik verschillende vormen
van toeval die relevant zijn in het debat over de vraag wat
kennis is. Meer precies onderscheid ik twee vormen van
toeval, veristisch toeval en reflectief toeval, die kennis onder-
mijnen. Een overtuiging valt ten prooi aan veristisch toeval
in het geval het slechts toevallig is dat de methode waar-
mee deze opvatting tot stand gebracht is een ware overtui-
ging opleverde. Reflectief toeval kan worden opgevat als
de subjectieve variant van veristisch toeval. Een overtui-
ging is reflectief toevallig als het vanuit het perspectief van
het subject zelf slecht toevallig is dat de methode waarmee
zij haar overtuiging vormde een ware overtuiging voort-
bracht. Daar waar de meeste epistemologen het erover eens
zijn dat veristisch toeval kennis ondermijnt, is het voorals-
nog een open vraag of reflectief toeval compatibel is met
het hebben van kennis. Ik beargumenteer aan de hand van
recent werk van Ernest Sosa dat het nuttig is in dit ver-
band verschillende vormen van kennis te onderscheiden,
waarbij de zwakkere vormen van kennis wél, maar de ster-
kere vormen van kennis níet compatibel zijn met reflectief
toeval.

In Hoofdstuk 5 en 6 kom ik terug op het onderscheid
tussen internalisme en externalisme, en verbind de bevin-
dingen uit de vorige hoofdstukken aan de verschillende
posities binnen dit debat. Specifiek betoog ik in Hoofd-
stuk 5 dat internalistische opvattingen van rechtvaardiging
reflectief toeval wel uitsluiten, maar veristisch toeval niet.
In hoofdstuk 6 betoog is het omgekeerde voor externalisti-
sche opvattingen van rechtvaardiging. Zij sluiten in de re-
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gel wel veristisch toeval uit, maar niet reflectief toeval. Dit
stelt ons in staat een nieuwe karakterisering van het debat
tussen internalisten en externalisten te geven: internalisten
en externalisten verschillen met elkaar van mening over de
vraag welke vorm van toeval de rechtvaardiging van onze
overtuigingen uit dient te sluiten.

In hoofdstuk 7 ga ik na wat de belangrijkste implicaties
van mijn bevindingen zijn. Ten eerste betoog ik dat we
recht kunnen doen aan de belangrijkste intuïties van zo-
wel internalisten als externalisten door twee typen recht-
vaardiging te onderscheiden: een zwakke vorm (Type I
rechtvaardiging) en een sterke vorm (Type II rechtvaardi-
ging). Daar waar externalistische criteria voor rechtvaardi-
ging voldoende zijn voor Type I rechtvaardiging, zal voor
Type II rechtvaardiging ook aan de internalistische criteria
voldaan moeten worden. Ten tweede betoog ik dat de mo-
gelijkheid van onware gerechtvaardigde overtuigingen ons
een reden verschaft om te onderzoeken wat de relatie is
tussen epistemisch toeval en epistemisch risico. Ik doe een
voorstel voor een mogelijke relatie. Ten derde behandel ik
de relatie tussen epistemische rechtvaardiging en het ver-
schil tussen positief en negatief toeval (’good luck’ en ’bad
luck’, respectievelijk). Ik beargumenteer dat ware overtui-
gingen slechts gerechtvaardigd zijn als er geen sprake is
van positief toeval (good luck), terwijl onware overtuigin-
gen slechts gerechtvaardigd zijn als er wel sprake is van
negatief toeval (bad luck). Ten slotte behandel ik de claim
van Duncan Pritchard dat het onmogelijk is reflectief toe-
val uit te sluiten, en het scepticisme dat daaruit voortvloeit.
Ik betoog dat er meerdere manieren zijn om aan Pritchards
sceptische conclusies te ontkomen.

In hoofdstuk 8 trek ik mijn conclusies.




