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3

ch a pter 1

Knowledge as success from ability

1  t he centr a l t hesis

The central thesis of this book is that knowledge is a kind of success from 
ability. Let us suppose, with Aristotle, that the intellectual virtues are 
abilities. Then knowledge is a kind of success from virtue. This is a thesis 
about what knowledge is. More specifically, and more importantly, it is 
a thesis about the sort of normative status that knowledge requires. The 
thesis, then, is that knowledge is an instance of a more general norma-
tive phenomenon – that of success through ability (or success through 
 excellence, or success through virtue).1

Adopting this thesis allows progress on a range of epistemology’s 
 problems. Some of these are “problems for everyone.” That is, they are 
perennial problems of the field that any adequate theory of knowledge 
must address. Others are “problems for reliabilism.” That is, they are 
problems that arise for reliabilist theories of knowledge in particular, and 
that must be addressed if reliabilism is to be a viable approach in episte-
mology. To that extent, the book can be viewed as an extended defense 
of reliabilism as a theory of knowledge. In effect, the present approach 
shows how knowledge can be normative within a reliabilist framework.

Knowledge is a kind of success from ability. This is intended as both 
an account of knowledge and an account of epistemic normativity. Is it 

1 This thesis has been defended by a number of authors, most notably Ernest Sosa. For the latest 
development of Sosa’s view, see his A Virtue Epistemology: Apt Belief and Reflective Knowledge, 
vol. I (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), and Reflective Knowledge: Apt Belief and Reflective 
Knowledge, vol. II (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009). Much earlier than this, Sosa wrote, 
“knowledge is true belief out of intellectual virtue, belief that turns out right by reason of the 
virtue and not just by coincidence.” Knowledge in Perspective (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1991), p. 277. As early as 1988 Sosa wrote that, in cases of knowledge, one’s belief must 
“non-accidentally reflect the truth of P through the exercise of … a virtue.” See his “Beyond 
Skepticism, to the Best of Our Knowledge,” Mind 97, 386 (1988): 184. In the present book I focus 
on what I take to be the most powerful idea in Sosa’s early work – that knowledge is a kind of 
success from ability – and I attempt to display that idea’s explanatory power.
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Achieving Knowledge4

intended as an “analysis” of knowledge? Not in any traditional sense. For 
example, I do not pretend to give a conceptual analysis, where to do so is 
to analyze some complex concept into more simple conceptual building 
blocks. Neither do I pretend to give an ontological analysis, where to do 
so is to analyze some property into ontologically prior parts. As Timothy 
Williamson has pointed out, these sorts of analysis make little sense out-
side the context of earlier philosophical projects.2 Do I intend, at least, 
to give necessary, sufficient and informative conditions? No, because to 
say that knowledge is a kind of success from ability is not to give suf-
ficient conditions. On the contrary, it is to give a species without giving a 
difference. Nevertheless, the account is informative in a straightforward 
sense: it provides insight into what knowledge is by identifying it as an 
instance of a more general, familiar kind. Again, the central thesis is that 
knowledge is a kind of success from ability. Put differently, knowledge 
is a kind of achievement, as opposed to mere lucky success. This locates 
knowledge within a broader normative arena. Moreover, this is an arena 
in which we operate with both familiarity and facility. By reflecting on 
our thinking and practices in this arena, I want to argue, we gain insight 
and understanding into what knowledge is.

2  t hr ee t hemes

The central thesis of the book has now been introduced. In the present 
section I elaborate on some related themes, organized around this central 
thesis. In Section 3 I provide a brief outline of the discussion to follow.

a Epistemology as a normative discipline

When we say that someone knows something we are making a value 
judgment. We imply, for example, that his or her judgment is preferable 
to someone else’s mere opinion. But then knowledge attributions and the 
like have a normative or evaluative dimension. Epistemology is a norma-
tive discipline.

These claims are hardly controversial – almost everyone in the field 
would accept them. But in this book I take them seriously and allow them 
to focus and organize our inquiry. If knowledge has an evaluative dimen-
sion – if epistemology is a normative discipline – then a central task of 
epistemology is to provide an account of the normativity involved.

2 Timothy Williamson, Knowledge and its Limits (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000).
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5Knowledge as success from ability

We may locate that task in the context of traditional  epistemological 
inquiry. Traditionally, the theory of knowledge has been driven by 
two central questions: What is knowledge? and What do we know? 
Corresponding to these questions are two very different projects of epis-
temology. “The project of explanation” corresponds to the first ques-
tion and is the focus of Plato’s Theaetetus. It asks what knowledge is, 
and tries to explain the difference between knowing and not knowing. 
“The project of vindication” corresponds to the second question. It has 
also been prominent since the early days of epistemology, and is closely 
related to Pyrrhonian skepticism. It is the project of showing that we have 
knowledge, in general or in some domain. The first project is concerned 
to explain what knowledge is and how knowledge is possible, whereas the 
second is concerned to establish that knowledge exists.

Contemporary epistemology has clearly privileged the project of expla-
nation over the project of vindication. Even further, there is an emerging 
consensus that the project of vindication is somehow flawed or misguided, 
and that the proper task of epistemology is the project of explanation. 
I heartily endorse this emerging consensus, and will argue in its favor 
below.3 But for now I want to stress that this book is a contribution to the 
project of explanation. The project is to understand what knowledge is, 
and providing an account of epistemic normativity is an important part 
of that project.

But even here, we can press questions regarding the object of our 
investigation: Are we investigating knowledge itself, our concept of 
knowledge, or the term “knowledge” and its cognates? Are we giving an 
account of epistemically normative properties, our evaluative concepts, or 
our language? Different philosophers at different times have understood 
the project of explanation as directed toward each of these. I want to say 
that a complete theory of knowledge should have something to say about 
all of them. That is, it falls within the proper domain of epistemology 
to investigate what knowledge is, how we think about knowledge, and 
how the language of epistemic evaluation functions, both semantically 
and pragmatically. Even more broadly, it makes sense to ask what know-
ledge ascriptions are for and how our practices of evaluation achieve their 
purposes. Getting answers to any of these questions increases our under-
standing, which is the proper goal of philosophical investigation in the 
first place.

3 See especially Chapters 8 and 11.
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Achieving Knowledge6

b Reliabilism

Simple reliabilism is a powerful view. It explains a wide range of our intu-
itions regarding what does and does not count as knowledge, it provides 
elegant solutions to a range of difficult skeptical problems, and it gives a 
straightforward account of the relation between justification and truth. 
Yet there is widespread dissatisfaction with reliabilism. Why so?

Much of that dissatisfaction can be summarized this way: Reliabilism 
is not sufficiently normative. Knowledge is supposed to be a superior state. 
There is supposed to be something good or praiseworthy about the person 
who knows, as opposed to the person who has only opinion. But one’s 
beliefs can be reliably formed and yet lack this superior sort of status. 
Reliabilism seems to leave out the normative dimension of knowledge. 
More generally, it seems to leave out the evaluative part of epistemic 
evaluation.

This sort of complaint comes out in the internalism-externalism debate 
about the nature of epistemic justification. Epistemologists have meant 
many things by “epistemic justification,” but suppose this term refers to 
something like “epistemic normativity,” or “the sort of normative status 
required for knowledge.” Knowledge is (at least) true justified belief in 
this sense. But why think that reliably formed belief is equivalent to justi-
fied belief? De facto reliability seems insufficient for the sort of justifica-
tion required for knowledge. Neither does reliability seem necessary for 
justification. The victim of Descartes’s demon has justified beliefs in some 
important sense. He seems as justified as we are in believing, for example, 
that he has a body and that he is sitting by the fire. And yet the victim’s 
beliefs fail miserably from an external point of view – he is altogether out 
of touch with reality. Externalism in general, and reliabilism in particular, 
seem to miss something important about the epistemically normative.

Another way that dissatisfaction with reliabilism comes out is in the “Is 
that all there is?” syndrome. Over the years, externalism about epistemic 
justification has gained ground, largely because internalist theories seem 
to entail unacceptable skeptical consequences. More and more, the choice 
seems to be between (a) externalism and knowledge and (b) internalism 
and skepticism. Faced with this choice, most epistemologists will embrace 
externalism. But dissatisfaction persists. If ordinary knowledge is exter-
nalist, doesn’t that show that we wanted more than ordinary knowledge? 
Suppose that reliabilism is right, and that knowledge is (something like) 
reliably formed true belief. What is so great about that? And is that all 
there is?
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Knowledge as success from ability 7

Some reliabilists have tried to make a virtue out of necessity, embracing 
“naturalized” epistemology as an alternative to normative epistemology, 
or at least as a way to downplay the importance of the epistemically nor-
mative. Here the reasoning seems to go something like this: If knowledge 
is robustly normative then something like an internalist theory of that 
normativity must be right. But that way leads to skepticism, and to an 
otherwise inadequate account of our ordinary practices and evaluations. 
Therefore, knowledge is not robustly normative.

I think that this reasoning is mistaken, and that the mistake is in the 
first premise. Knowledge is robustly normative, but that normativity is 
not internalist. On the contrary, epistemic normativity is of a perfectly 
familiar externalist sort, and one that is perfectly “natural” in any rele-
vant sense of the term. Again, knowledge is a kind of success from ability. 
Put another way, knowledge is a kind of achievement, or a kind of success 
for which the knower deserves credit. And in general, success from ability 
(i.e. achievement) has special value and deserves a special sort of credit. 
This is a ubiquitous and perfectly familiar sort of normativity. Thus we 
credit people for their athletic achievements, for their artistic achieve-
ments, and for their moral achievements. We also credit people for their 
intellectual achievements. Epistemic normativity is an instance of a more 
general, familiar kind.

I have been claiming that knowledge is a kind of success from ability, 
and that this is a plausible and fruitful idea. But here I want to empha-
size something else: that the present account of epistemic normativity 
is tailor-made for reliabilism. For starters, the account is externalist. It 
makes knowledge and epistemic normativity depend on the knower’s 
abilities, and on relations among abilities, environment and success. 
These are all paradigmatically externalist factors. But there is a straight-
forward sense in which the account is also reliabilist: it makes agent 
reliability an important condition on epistemic normativity. In effect, 
this book defends an account of knowledge that makes normativity 
safe for reliabilism. It shows how knowledge can be both reliabilist and 
robustly normative.

c Knowledge and understanding

Finally, a third, related theme recurs in the chapters that follow: that 
epistemology benefits from a distinction between knowledge and under-
standing. One benefit of the distinction is that it points to a richer plural-
ity of epistemic goods. Truth and knowledge have epistemic value, but 
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Achieving Knowledge8

so do understanding, wisdom and other intellectual goods. It should not 
be unexpected that the values manifested in this plurality are distinctive, 
and therefore require distinctive treatment in a complete epistemology. A 
related benefit of the distinction is that it takes a significant theoretical 
burden off the concept of knowledge. If the concept of knowledge serves 
as a catch-all for every sort of epistemic value, then too much will have to 
be crammed into it. Put differently, leaving anything of value out of the 
concept will make it seem that something has gone missing. If knowledge 
is understood as just one intellectual good among others, however, then 
the concept of knowledge need not do so much work. In particular, it 
now becomes possible to accommodate deep-seated intuitions motivating 
internalism, evidentialism and coherentism while rejecting them as intui-
tions about knowledge per se.4 Likewise, and in related fashion, we get an 
easy answer to the “Is that all there is?” question. The answer is no – there 
is understanding, wisdom, and other epistemic goods as well.

Granting that a distinction between knowledge and understanding 
can be useful, what exactly are knowledge and understanding? These 
are, of course, big questions. I have already said something about knowl-
edge. Details will follow. As far as understanding is concerned, it will 
be enough to serve the purposes of this book to have a rough and ready 
understanding of what understanding is. For that we can look to some 
thoughts by two recent authors, both of whom have called for more focus 
on the concept of understanding. We can then tie their ideas into a vener-
able tradition.

First, consider what Jonathan Kvanvig says about understanding:
The central feature of understanding, it seems to me, is in the neighborhood 
of what internalist coherence theories say about justification. Understanding 
requires the grasping of explanatory and other coherence-making relationships 
in a large and comprehensive body of information. One can know many unre-
lated pieces of information, but understanding is achieved only when informa-
tional items are pieced together by the subject in question.5

… understanding requires … an internal grasping or appreciation of how var-
ious elements in a body of information are related to each other in terms of 
explanatory, logical, probabilistic, and other kinds of relations that coherentists 
have thought constitutive of justification.6

4 And to do so without relying on a distinction between animal knowledge and reflective know-
ledge. Hence this is one place where I depart from Sosa, who makes this latter distinction central 
to his epistemology.

5 Jonathan Kvanvig, The Value of Knowledge and the Pursuit of Understanding (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2003), 192.

6 Ibid., pp. 192–3.
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Knowledge as success from ability 9

Wayne Riggs describes understanding in similar terms.
The kind of understanding I have in mind is the appreciation or grasp of order, 
pattern, and how things “hang together”. Understanding has a multitude of 
appropriate objects, among them complicated machines, people, subject discip-
lines, mathematical proofs, and so on. Understanding something like this 
requires a deep appreciation, grasp, or awareness of how its parts fit together, 
what role each one plays in the context of the whole, and of the role it plays in 
the larger scheme of things.7

Tradition has it that understanding is intimately related to explanation, 
and explanation to knowledge of causes. Thus Aristotle identifies epis-
teme, sometimes translated as “scientific understanding,” with knowing 
the cause of a thing. Commenting on Aristotle’s philosophy of science, 
R. J. Hankinson writes:
To have scientific knowledge, then, is to have explanatory understanding: not 
merely to “know” a fact incidentally, to be able to assent to something which is 
true, but to know why it is a fact. The proper function of science is to provide 
explanations.8

Here we must take “cause” in a broad sense, to include all of Aristotle’s 
four causes: material, formal, efficient and final. To understand, on 
Aristotle’s view, is to have an explanation in terms of these sorts of causes. 
Put differently, it is to have an answer to different sorts of “Why” ques-
tions, in terms of what a thing is made of, what sort of thing it is, what 
produced a change, or what end was intended.

Putting these various ideas together, a rough and ready notion of 
understanding emerges: Understanding is knowledge of causes, or some-
thing close to it. Understanding involves “grasping,” “appreciating” or 
knowing causal relations taken in a broad sense: i.e. the sort of relations 
that ground explanation. This is still rough, but good enough to imply 
both (a) the obvious value of understanding and (b) a distinction between 
understanding and knowledge per se.

I will end this section by briefly mentioning a related concern. Some 
epistemologists think of the intellectual virtues very differently than the 
way I have been suggesting. Namely, they think of them as traits of char-
acter akin to the moral virtues. Examples are intellectual courage, open-
mindedness, and intellectual carefulness. Granted that such character 

7 Wayne Riggs, “Understanding ‘Virtue’ and the Virtue of Understanding,” in Michael DePaul and 
Linda Zagzebski, eds., Intellectual Virtue: Perspectives from Ethics and Epistemology (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2003), p. 217.

8 “Philosophy of Science,” in Jonathan Barnes, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Aristotle 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), p. 110.
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Achieving Knowledge10

traits exist and that they are a kind of intellectual excellence or virtue, 
what is the place of this kind of virtue in epistemology?

Some authors have argued that character virtues should have pride of 
place in an account of knowledge. For example, Linda Zagzebski has 
argued that knowledge can be understood as virtuous true belief, where 
the virtues are understood as acquired excellences of character akin to the 
moral virtues.9 This seems wrong, however, since there are paradigmatic 
cases of knowledge that seem not to involve that sort of virtue at all. It 
is a hard sell, for example, that such virtues are always and essentially 
involved in cases of perceptual knowledge. That is not to say, however, 
that the character virtues are not important in other ways. For example, it 
is plausible that such virtues are often needed to make our cognitive abili-
ties reliable. Put differently, it is plausible that such virtues are sometimes 
needed to turn mere faculties into excellences. This would give character 
virtues a place in the theory of knowledge, even if not as a necessary or 
essential condition on knowledge. Perhaps more interestingly, such vir-
tues might have place in a complete epistemology because they are essen-
tially involved in goods other than knowledge, or perhaps because they 
are valuable in themselves.10

3  ou t l ine

The chapters in this book are divided into three parts. Part I introduces a 
virtue-theoretic account of epistemic normativity and defends it against 
alternatives.

A “virtue-theoretic” account of epistemic normativity is one that 
explains knowledge in terms of person-level excellences. More specifically, 
it explains the normative dimension of knowledge in terms of person-level 
excellences. As I said above, I here understand such excellences as intel-
lectual abilities, or intellectual powers. Hence, knowledge is success from 
intellectual ability. Put differently: In cases of knowledge, S believes the 
truth because S believes from intellectual ability. Because abilities are reli-
able dispositions, the account is a version of reliabilism. Because abilities 
are person-level dispositions, the account is a version of agent reliabilism. 

 9 Linda Zagzebski, Virtues of the Mind: An Inquiry into the Nature of Virtue and the Ethical 
Foundations of Knowledge (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996).

10 This line of argument is developed more fully in my “Two Kinds of Intellectual Virtue,” 
Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 60, 1 (2000): 179–84. For an interesting position along 
similar lines, see Jason Baehr, “Character, Reliability and Virtue Epistemology,” Philosophical 
Quarterly 56 (2006): 161–315.

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-19391-7 - Achieving Knowledge: A Virtue-Theoretic Account of Epistemic Normativity
John Greco
Excerpt
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521193917
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Knowledge as success from ability 11

On the present account, then, knowledge and epistemic normativity 
require reliability, where the seat of reliability is the knower herself.

This account of epistemic normativity is inconsistent with several 
approaches currently on offer. In Chapter 2, I argue against deonto-
logical approaches, understood as theories that understand epistemic 
 normativity in terms of rules or norms. Such theories are inconsistent 
with a virtue-theoretic account because they require that knowledge be 
rule-governed. A virtue-theoretic account requires no such thing, and so 
the different kinds of theory place different conditions on epistemic nor-
mativity. I argue that a virtue-theoretic account has the advantage here. 
On the one hand, such an account nicely explains why etiology matters 
in cases of knowledge. That is, it explains why whether a person knows 
has something to do with how the person formed her belief. On the other 
hand, a virtue-theoretic account need not say too much about etiology. 
Specifically, it need not demand that knowledge-producing processes be 
rule-governed in the sense required by deontological theories. On the 
contrary, it can view this as an empirical question for cognitive science 
rather than a normative question for epistemology.

Deontological theories are at the level of normative epistemology – 
they try to give a substantive account of epistemic normativity in terms of 
intellectual rules or norms. Internalism about epistemic normativity is one 
level up: internalist theories place a restriction on any adequate substantive 
theory. Specifically, internalist theories demand that epistemic normativ-
ity must be understood in terms of factors that are  appropriately “internal” 
to the knower. We can interpret this as a supervenience thesis: the norma-
tive status required by knowledge supervenes entirely on states that are 
internal to the knower. Different kinds of internalism will differ in their 
details, but all of them are inconsistent with a  virtue-theoretic account. 
That is because a virtue theory understands  epistemic  normativity in 
terms of causal and other modal properties – properties that are para-
digmatically externalist. In Chapter 3 I argue against internalist theories 
so understood. A variety of considerations are brought to bear, but the 
central idea is this: We can imagine cases (psychological twin cases, for 
example) where there are differences in knowledge-relevant normative 
status, but no differences in internal states. But then knowledge-relevant 
normative status does not supervene on internal states.

Having rejected internalist theories of epistemic normativity, we are 
well positioned to argue against evidentialist theories. Evidentialist theo-
ries, as the label implies, try to explain epistemic normativity in terms 
of evidence and evidential relations. Such theories can be internalist or 
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