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The paper aims to examine and criticize recent approaches suggested by
some virtue reliabilists. To this end, section 2 provides a sketch of Sosa’s
triple account of knowledge, on which knowledge is described as a cognitive
achievement and an apt belief. Borrowing some lines from Lackey and
Pritchard’s criticisms, I try to show that Sosa’s account is vulnerable to two
distinct problems in section 3: the problem of cases of knowledge which are
not cognitive achievements, and the problem of non-classic Gettier cases.
Section 4 discusses four recent approaches pursued by some prominent
virtue epistemologists, seeking to show how each of them responds to the
above distinct problems. These four approaches are as follows: Pritchard’s
anti-luck virtue epistemology, Sosa and Turri’s dispositional account, Greco
and Littlejohn’s safety-based account of ability, and knowledge-first virtue
epistemology from Miracchi and kelp. In addition to addressing standard
complaints to each of these accounts, | put forward new arguments against
some of them, making clear that all of these approaches face severe
difficulties in explaining knowledge and justification. Finally, in section 5, |
sketch an alternative version of virtue epistemology which | call know-how-
first virtue epistemology. Inspired by know-how-first anti-intellectualism, I
put forward an argument in favor of know-how-first virtue epistemology,
trying to provide good answers to the mentioned challenges which every
virtue reliabilism should face.

Cite this article: M. A. Khalaj, M. H. (2023). Recent Work on Reliabilist Virtue Epistemology, Journal of Philosophical
Investigations, 17(43), 211-234. https://doi.org/10.22034/JPIUT.2022.52233.3260

© The Author(s). Publisher: University of Tabriz.
= https://doi.org/10.22034/JPIUT.2022.52233.3260



https://doi.org/
https://doi.org/
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6193-3080

Journal of Philosophical Investigations, Volume 17, Issue 43, 2023, pp. 211-234 212

Extended Abstract

What are the most challenging problems of the reliabilist branch of virtue epistemology in the
analysis of knowledge? How do the recent versions of this view face these difficulties and what
are the weak points in their cases? Is there a way to characterize virtue reliabilism such that be
immune to these problems and difficulties? The paper is devoted to answering these questions,
providing a critical examination of the recent work in virtue reliabilism. To this end, in section 2,
| sketch the classic version of virtue reliabilism suggested by the champion of this view, Ernest
Sosa. In order to develop an account of the nature and the value of knowledge, Sosa (2007) defines
knowledge as an apt belief, that is, a belief that is not only accurate (true) and adroit (justified) but
also accurate because of adroit. In light of this account of the nature of knowledge, it would be
clear that knowledge is valuable since it is a specific kind of achievement.

In section 3, however, | discuss two distinct kinds of cases suggested in the literature as
counterexamples to Sosa’s account of knowledge. The first kind contains a set of cases in which
we attribute knowledge to someone without ascribing to her any cognitive achievement. Lackey
(2007) argues that knowledge by testimony is of this kind; and Pritchard (2010, 2012) recommends
that extended knowledge is another instance of it. These cases show that Sosa’s classic virtue
reliabilism is not a necessary condition for knowledge. On the other hand, it has been argued that
the famous case of Fake-barn casts doubts on Sosa’s account as a sufficient condition for
knowledge Pritchard (2012). Virtue reliabilism would not be tenable if it provides neither necessary
nor sufficient conditions for knowledge.

In section 4, | introduce four recent attempts in virtue reliabilism to provide a version of this
view which would not be vulnerable to the above problems. I also discuss the difficulties each of
them confronts:

1) Pritchard (2012) develops an anti-luck virtue epistemology, on which, knowledge is
explained in terms of two conditions: ability condition and safety condition. With the latter
condition at hand, Pritchard can easily accommodate the standard intuition regarding the case of
Fake-barn. According to Pritchard’s version of virtue reliabilism, S knows p iff S has a true belief
that p that is safe and a product of her relevant cognitive ability, meaning that her success is to a
significant degree creditable to her cognitive ability. Following Greco (2012) and Sosa (2015: 118-
19), I argue that a variant of the famous case of Tempt is a clear counterexample to this view.

2) Turri (2011) and Sosa in his recent work (see, for example, Sosa (2010, 2015)) have
developed a dispositional version of virtue reliabilism in which they explain cognitive achievement
in terms of manifestation relation. In cases of knowledge by testimony and extended knowledge,
they argue, the true belief a subject has is a cognitive achievement since it is a direct manifestation
of the subject’s cognitive disposition. In Judgment and Agency, Sosa provides further support for
this view by making an analogy between cases of mimicking in the literature on dispositions and
Gettier cases in the literature on knowledge. However, as | argue in detail elsewhere (Khalaj
2022a), there are crucial disanalogies between these two cases that call the dispositional version of
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virtue reliabilism into question. Specifically, the problem of mimicking disappears via a shift in
context whereas the same is not true for the Gettier problem.

3) In order to exclude the case of Fake-barn, Greco (2012) and Littlejohn (2014) characterize
another version of virtue reliabilism in which, like Pritchard (2012), they think of safety condition
as a necessary condition for knowledge, but, unlike him, they describe it as a condition for ability
in general. In which case, Greco and Littlejohn can provide us with a unified account of knowledge
and achievement, and therefore preserve one of the important advantages of classic virtue
reliabilism. As Beddor and Pavese (2022), Kelp (2017), and others have argued, however, this view
has its own problems. One difficulty for such an account is to accommodate our intuitions regarding
the cases of unsafe knowledge (Kelp 2017).

4) Inspired by knowledge-first epistemology (Williamson 2000), Miracchi (2015) and Kelp
(2017) have developed another version of virtue reliabilism, according to which knowledge is a
manifestation of disposition or ability to know. Given this application of knowledge-first insight,
they need to account for other central epistemic notions like justification in terms of disposition or
ability to know; However, | am doubtful that they have been successful. As | argue in the main
text, neither account is sufficiently engaged with the relevant literature on dispositions.

As a result, section 4 shows that each of the four attempts to develop a more plausible version
of virtue reliabilism faces severe problems.

Finally, in section 5, | suggest tentatively an alternative version of virtue reliabilism, one which
I call know-how-first virtue epistemology. The central idea is to extend know-how-first anti-
intellectualism (Khalaj, 2022b) to the realm of propositional knowledge. My argument in favor of
this view has three premises:

1) Propositional knowledge is constituted by cognitive virtues.

2) Cognitive virtues are kinds of skill.

3) Skill is explained in terms of knowing how.

Therefore, propositional knowledge is explained in virtue of knowing how too. I argue that each
of these premises is well-motivated. Know-how-first virtue epistemology provides us, I claim, with
new solutions to old problems for virtue reliabilism. Specifically, the distinct way of context-
sensitivity of know-how, I think, cast new light on the dispute over the problem of Fake-barn; and
some special kinds of know-how play role in explaining knowledge by testimony and extended
knowledge in a virtue reliabilistic style. This is, of course, only a brief sketch of know-how-first
virtue epistemology that needs to develop in future work.
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