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Abstract: It is nearly universally acknowledge among epistemologists that knowledge is non-
accidentally true belief. In this work, I will give an account of what it means to have a non-accidental 
true belief, that is, an explanation to what is referred to as the nature of knowledge. In doing so, I build 
around reliabilist virtue-theoretic approaches to give an account that solves Gettier problems that have 
plagued defenders of justified true belief accounts. Tackling the problem with the virtue-theoretic 
approach, complemented by a new understanding of ability as fallible, will give us insight into the 
character revealing aspects and rational components of abilities. The notions of animal knowledge and 
reflective knowledge stemming from rationality will show that we can avoid problems of luck that 
Gettier problems exemplify. Though this formulation will appear as unconducive to cases of knowledge 
from testimony, our analysis will show that testimony only elucidates the various forms our abilities 
take, including practical and perceptual. Specifically, knowledge through testimony will show how we 
come to train our abilities, which are part of our second nature, and in testimony, our testimonial 
sensibility. 
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I. What is knowledge? 
 A question that has been at the core of philosophical thought at least since Socrates’ elenchus 

method of inquiry has been directed to the nature of knowledge. The history of the inquiry of the nature 

of knowledge spans from the ancient philosophers of antiquity to epistemologists of the modern era, 

and yet there is not an uncontroversial resolution.  In the Platonic dialog Theaetetus, Socrates and 

Theaetetus investigate the nature of knowledge in the hope of finding an answer to the question, “what 

is knowledge?”.  After dismissing the claims that knowledge may be from perception, and mere true 

judgement, Theaetetus comes to recall that it can be argued that true judgement ‘with an account 

(logos) equates to knowledge’ (201d). The claim brought up by Theaetetus is that judgement with an 

account may be knowledge, while judgement without an account is not knowledge. It is in this very 

early account of knowledge that we have the first formulation of what has come to be known as the 

justified true belief account of knowledge.  

 Justified true belief accounts of knowledge state that one has knowledge if one is justified in 

having the true belief that p, where p is the propositional content of some belief that p. The supposition 

that justified true belief holds key insights into the nature of knowledge does ring true in many 

instances of knowledge ascription, especially those of having good reasons for believing and having 

poor reasons for believing. The problem is that justified true belief accounts face a challenge from 

Gettier problems, which show that justified true belief accounts fall prey to not being able to explain 

certain cases of true belief acquisition through luck. The problem arises for the defender of justified 

true belief accounts because she allows for a separation between the circumstances leading to the truth 

of a belief and reasons for issuing the belief. Fortunately, in the past half century there has been a 

growing shift in thought to virtue-theoretic accounts by some epistemologists, which do not necessarily 

separate the acquisition of true belief and responsibility for having the true belief.  

 Throughout this paper I will show how a virtue-theoretic account can give a better account than 
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justified true belief. I will start by giving the case for justified true belief accounts, followed by 

explaining how they cannot solve Gettier problems. Next, I will use theory from reliabilist virtue 

epistemologies of John Greco and Ernest Sosa to show how we can solve Gettier problems. 

Nevertheless, Jennifer Lackey will argue these formulations still fall prey to extended Gettier problems. 

I will argue that if we take a new understanding of power from Sebastian Rödl to describe the nature of 

abilities, we will be able to resolve the concerns raised by extended Gettier cases along with a lingering 

problem of generality. Unfortunately, it will appear as though this new formulation will have taken us 

to have such a high standard of knowing, that easy cases of knowing such as testimonial knowledge 

would fail to satisfy its conditions. I will argue that if we take ideas of perception, rationality, and 

unreflective criticalness borrowed from Miranda Fricker, then we can come up with a new 

understanding of our refined reliabilist virtue-theory which will explain how testimonial knowledge 

does not undermine our theory.  By the end of this project I hope to show that a claim to knowledge is 

not simply attributable to one having good evidence for believing or inferring from codified necessary 

and sufficient conditions, and I think that a virtue-theoretic approach offers a promising possibility. 

II. Justified True Belief and Gettier Problem 

 1. Knowledge requires nonaccidentally true belief, and a justified true belief account seems to 

satisfy this condition.  In showing this plausibility, I will construct the argument from the ground up 

starting with the condition of belief. If a person is to claim that she has knowledge of p, where p is the 

propositional content of some belief that p, then she should have a belief that p. This seems to follow 

out of logically necessity. It would be impossible for someone to know that p without believing that p. 

Indeed, even intuitively it seems silly to say that one knows that the sky is blue without believing the 

sky is blue. Holding a belief is not enough to constitute knowledge for the fact that beliefs do not have 

to answer to reality, that is, it has no truth or false value to it. Thus, merely believing p does not give 

you knowledge that p.  
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 With that in mind, it follows appropriately that the next condition that must be satisfied is the 

condition of truth of a belief. Of course claiming one has knowledge when one is holding a false belief 

cannot be the case. Intuitively, if one holding the belief that the sky is blue and it is the case that the sky 

is blue, then it seems as though one has knowledge. So is knowledge mere true belief? Well there are 

cases that can be thought of in which a person holds a true belief though we would not claim that the 

person has knowledge.  

 Take the case of the person with no mathematical education past basic arithmetic, who has the 

belief that the answer to an unsolved theorem is (3/8) because she usually eats 3 out of 8 slices of 

pizza pie. If the following day a mathematician solves the puzzling theorem and comes to the answer of 

(3/8), then it would be the case that both the mathematician and pizza eater have knowledge of the 

answer to the theorem since both have the true belief that the answer to the theorem is (3/8). This 

cannot be the case, but what is the difference between the two cases? Well both the mathematician and 

the pizza eater have formed the true belief; however the mathematician has a good reason for believing 

that the answer is (3/8), while the pizza eater has no reason at best, and likely a very bad reason, to 

believe that the answer is (3/8). Looking at the case from a slightly different angle, while the 

mathematician is justified in her belief hitting the truth, the pizza eater is lucky that her belief hit the 

truth. This is the difference between a mere true belief and a justified true belief. Justified true belief 

accounts seem to have a good solution to the problem of having non-accidentally true belief, which is 

that it must have justification.  

 2. Thus, to satisfy the necessary and sufficient conditions of the justified true belief account, the 

person must have a true belief and be justified in holding that belief in order to have the claim of 

knowledge. However, Keith Lehrer offers a counterexample to the justified true belief account1:  

Lehrer’s Nogot Case: 
                                                 
1  This counterexample takes on the spirit of argument offered by Edmund Gettier in his 1963 paper “Is Justified 
True Belief Knowledge” and I will thus be referring to this case and cases like it as Gettier cases.  
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On the basis of excellent reasons, S believes that her co-worker Mr. Nogot owns a Ford: Nogot testifies 
that he owns a Ford, and this is confirmed by S’s own relevant observations. From this S infers that 
someone in her office owns a Ford. As it turns out, S’s evidence is misleading and Nogot does not in 
fact own a Ford. However, another person in S’s office, Mr.Havit, does own a Ford, although S has no 
reason for believing this. (Greco, 2010, p.73) 
The counterexample shows that a person S can have a belief that p, have it be the case that p, and have 

strong reasons for saying that she is justified in having the true belief that p; however, we would not 

like to attribute knowledge to S because it is evident that her belief was lucky in hitting the truth. In 

explaining how it is lucky and not worth knowledge attribution, I would like to appeal to Aristotle's 

example of luck in the case of the debt collector. 

 In Aristotle's example: 

A would have come when B was collecting subscriptions, in order to recover the debt from B, if A had known to 
do this; it was a coincidence that A came <when B happened to be there>, and so met B in order to collect the 
debt- given that A neither usually nor of necessity frequents the place <for that purpose>. The end- collecting the 
debt- is not a cause <of A's action> in A, but it is the sort of thing that one decides to do and that results from 
thought. And in this case A's coming is said to result from luck[.] (196b32-197a5) 
 
Accordingly, the fact that the two paths of the debtor and debt collector happened to line up is only a 

lucky occurrence, and it seems as though this sort of luck is the kind of luck that justified true belief 

accounts cannot explain. Allow me to explain this by revisiting Lehrer's Nogot Case.  

  In Lehrer's Nogot Case, S has a justified true belief. The problem is that the facts relevant to the 

truth of the claim that someone in the office owns a Ford are disjointed from the facts relevant to her 

belief that someone in the office owns a Ford. If Nogot is the person that leads S to believe that 

someone in the office owns a Ford, then S is analogous to the debt collector who just happens to go to 

the place where debtor was, where the debtor is analogous to Havit actually having a Ford. It is mere 

luck that on S's way to form a justified belief from evidence by Nogot, that Havit just happens to make 

S's justified belief a justified true belief. Since the justified true belief conditions are met, though we 

cannot call lucky cases knowledge, then we must say that the justified true belief formulation of 

knowledge is fallible.  

 In other words, because there is a separation between the truth of the belief, or the success of 



7 
 

the belief hitting its target, and the belief formation, the issuance of the belief in the first place, it has 

allowed for the two paths to converge coincidentally and allow a claim to knowledge that we cannot 

concede. I would argue that this is the case for many of the different variations of justified true belief 

accounts. Unfortunately, because my goal is to give a virtue theoretic account, I will have to leave that 

work for later. I would like to now give a virtue-theoretic account that solves the problem presented by 

the preceding case, an account of knowledge as success from ability. 

III. KSA: a new account of knowledge attribution 

 1. If knowledge is not justified true belief, what can it be? The proceeding argument will 

attempt to defend a virtue theoretic account of knowledge. It can be said that one key element justified 

true belief does incorrectly is to separate belief hitting the truth from belief formation. However, this 

separation can be avoided if one were to take on a virtue theoretic approach. Specifically, we will 

approach the problem from a reliabilist virtue theoretic angle. This approach will yield an account that 

is impervious to the type of Gettier problem that plagued justified true belief accounts; however, we 

will see that a different class of Gettier problems, classified as extended Gettier problems, will prove 

problematic for the reliabilist account to deal with.2 The problem will be expounded by exploring 

charges, brought forth by Jennifer Lackey, to almost any reliabilist credit view of knowledge theory 

including the one presented. Before we arrive at that stage of the argument we must, of course, present 

the reliabilist theory. 

KSA. S knows that p if and only if S believes the truth (with respect to p) because S’s belief that p is 
produced by intellectual ability. (Greco 2010, 71) 
 
As Greco explains, “the term ‘because’ is here intended to mark a causal explanation. The idea is that 

in cases of knowledge, the fact that S has a true belief is explained  by the fact that S believes from 

                                                 
2 Throughout recent literature, the view of knowledge presented in KSA can be seen in different forms. Defenders like 

Greco, Sosa, and Riggs, all have slight differences in their formulations of the credit view of knowledge; however, the 
critiques presented are for the reliabilist tradition in general. I will draw on differences when the time is appropriate, 
especially later when we distinguish animal knowledge from reflective knowledge, a distinction that Greco ignores 
while Sosa adamantly defends. 
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ability.”(Greco 2010, 71) This is important in describing the virtue theoretic approach because it 

classifies two instances of having a true belief: (1) that of having a true belief in virtue of your ability, 

and (2) that of having a true belief because of luck.  

 Let us consider the difference between having a true belief in virtue of your ability versus 

having a true belief because of luck. Greco's two examples will illustrate this point: 

Ability Case- Ken Griffey Jr. runs full speed toward the center field wall, leaps with outstretched glove, and 
catches the ball while diving to the ground. The home team crowd, just robbed of a game winning double, shakes 
their respective heads in admiration of Griffey’s spectacular catch.  
 
Lucky Case- Griffey Jr. runs full speed toward the center field wall, trips, and falls face down on  
the ground. The ball bounces off his head, goes straight in the air, and comes down in his  
glove. The home team crowd, just robbed of a game winning double, shakes their respective  
heads in disgust. (Greco 2003, 10-11) 
 
As can be seen by the previous two cases, there is a measure of whether one has accomplished one's 

goal, that of catching the ball.3 In the first case, it is clearly the relevant reliable character of Griffey in 

relation to the ability which are his athletic abilities, good eyesight, judgment to dive versus wait for 

the bounce, etc., that allows for the great catch. In the second case, Griffey's success does not come 

from the relevant reliable character of Griffey in relation to the ability to make great catches or being a 

good outfielder. Instead, his success is from the luck that the ball happened to bounce off his head and 

into his glove. Hence, because Griffey's success in Lucky Case is not due to his athletic-relevant 

abilities, that is, abilities that reveal his character as a baseball player, we would not credit Griffey the 

same way we do when his athletic-relevant abilities are the cause of his success. 

 When a person comes to have a true belief in virtue of the exercise of her ability, she deserves 

epistemic credit, or knowledge, for having that true belief. This seems simple enough, though it can be 

argued that in most if not all instances of belief formation there are many contributing factors as to why 

someone has formed the true belief. A defender of KSA needs to account for this since it is necessary 

                                                 
3 I talk about belief formation and action quite interchangeably throughout this work. I am working under Greco's claim 

that credit is deserved when one hits one's target, whether it be truth in belief formation or scoring a point when shooting 
a basket or hunting a deer. This should become clearer when we explain that both belief and action both reveal the 
character of the person, which is sufficient for Greco.  
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that S's ability is that most salient cause in explaining why S has hit the target. This leads us to the 

salience characteristic of KSA. 

 As Greco explains, there are a number of things that determine salience; however, there are two 

that are particularly important: abnormal conditions of a situation and our interests and purposes within 

the context. (Greco 2003, 14) Though there are many contributions to an event, abnormality is 

important in distinguishing salience because when something happens unexpectedly, it is likely that the 

abnormality had a large influence on the event. For example, when there is a fire in a welding shop, it 

is likely that sparks are not the reason of the fire. Rather, it is likely that the most salient contribution to 

the fire could be a reckless employee who left flammable material out. Though sparks would be a 

factor in starting the fire, it would likely be the employee who left wool out who is to blame. Besides 

abnormality of an event, our interests and purposes also help determine what we find salient in a 

situation. For example, if we are police officers investigating a car accident, then finding out that one 

driver's blood alcohol level was twice the legal limit will surely give us reason to suspect that it was the 

salient reason for the crash. If, on the other hand, we are a high school football coach and our team just 

lost the championship game, then we may look to a botched play to blame our loss on even though 

there are certainly many contributions as to why we lost. 

 2. The reason salience is important is because the defender of KSA must be able to say that the 

reason they have a true belief is because of the exercise of their ability. We also now have an idea of the 

difference between knowing from ability and knowing from luck. With these considerations in mind we 

should be able to show how KSA overcomes the counterexample to the justified true belief account. 

Let us revisit Lehrer's Nogot Case.  

 The problem the defender of the justified true belief account faced in the Lehrer case was that 

S's belief was a justified belief that happened to be true because someone in her office happened to 

have a Ford. The facts leading to the formation of the belief that someone in S's office owned a Ford 
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were completely independent of the facts leading to the truth that someone in S's office owned a Ford. 

For the defender of KSA, it is simple to see that the reason why S believes the truth (with respect to p) 

is not a reason by an intellectual ability. Rather, as Greco claims, the most salient cause of S believing 

the truth is by a deviant causal chain, that is, a chain of events that cannot be attributed to ability. To see 

this in a different light take the example of an archer's arrow being swayed in the wind away from a 

target, yet a countervailing wind pushes it back on target and in fact hits the bulls-eye.(Greco 75, 2010)  

In this example we would say that the most salient reason the archer has hit her target is because of the 

abnormal deviant causal chain of events. Even though the archer's shot revealed some character of a 

virtuous archer, the success of hitting the bulls-eye cannot be said to be her ability. As Sosa describes, 

“the shot is both accurate and adroit, yet it is not accurate because adroit, so as to manifest the archer's 

skill and competence”. (Sosa 2009, 9) Likewise, even though S's actions reveals some character of an 

inquiring rational being, her hitting the truth has nothing to do with those revealing abilities.  

Therefore, because S's abilities are not the most salient reason S believes the truth of p, S does not have 

a claim to knowledge, and we just showed, the sort of luck found in Lehrer's Nogot Case does not 

undermine KSA. 

 3. We have shown that if we take a view of knowledge in which one's having a true belief can 

be credited to her due to its foundation in intellectual ability, then we can avoid problems of having 

one's belief luckily being true in a way that justified true belief accounts could not avoid. In fact, KSA 

seems to be a perfect fit to solve Gettier problems like those that were problematic to justified true 

belief accounts; however, there is a different class of Gettier problems that suggest KSA may not be the 

final formulation that we need.  

 Duncan Pritchard distinguishes two classes of Gettier problems that come up in literature, and 

those are traditional Gettier cases and extended Gettier cases. The traditional case is marked by the 

important contribution that luck, what Pritchard calls 'intervening luck', has in allowing the agent to 
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have a belief that just happens to hit truth, while on the other hand, the extended case is marked by the 

lack of this 'intervening luck' but is instead marked by 'environmental luck'.(Lackey 2009, 36) That is 

to say, the person hits the target with their ability, but it is still an instance where we would not like to 

say that one has knowledge. Take the case offered by Goldman: 

Fake Barn Country- Henry is driving in the countryside and sees a barn ahead in clear view. On this 
basis he believes that the object he sees is a barn. Unknown to Henry, however, the area is dotted with 
barn facades that are indistinguishable from real barns from the road. However, Henry happens to be 
looking at the one real barn in the area. (Greco 2009, 76) 
 Extended Gettier cases pose a problem to KSA because it seems evident that there is no luck in 

the person using their ability as basis for the formation of a belief and its connection with her hitting 

the truth. In Fake Barn Country, Henry uses his good eyesight and reasoning skills to determine that the 

barn he is looking at is a real barn. Here, there is no deviant causal chain between ability and the true 

belief formed by the believer as we had in Lehrer's traditional case. It is surely because Henry sees the 

barn that he believes the truth that it is a barn.  Thus, as we have it now, traditional Gettier cases may be 

incompatible with achievement from ability; however, extended Gettier cases are compatible with 

achievement. Intuitively we would like to deny Henry knowledge if only because he picked out the 

only real barn in the field. The heart of the problem, as Lackey points out, is that Henry would fail to be 

both safe and sensitive.(Lackey 2009, 38) I will explain what exactly safety and sensitivity are before 

moving on to explain in detail how these are the problems for the defender of KSA. What we will see is 

that the general reliabilist theory offered by Greco will be insufficient. To solve the problem we look 

toward Sosa and it is here where we will have an opportunity to flush out a few differences between 

Greco's and Sosa's reliabilist theories. Through exploring where the theories diverge, we may be able to 

pinpoint some of the sources of the problems. After doing so, we may see how we could come up with 

a more complex virtue theory. Before doing so, allow me to explain safety and sensitivity, and how 

their conditions are burdensome for KSA.  

 3.1 I will begin with an explanation of sensitivity using Duncan Prichard's formulation:  
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Sensitivity- An agent S has a sensitive belief in a true contingent proposition p= df in the nearest 
possible words in which p is not true, S no longer believes p. (Prichard forthcoming, p.2)   
 
Before getting to the explanation of sensitivity, I feel that is necessary to explain the tools we are using 

to determine whether a belief is sensitive or not. Pritchard points out Nozick's insight that much of our 

anti-luck intuitions are based on the thought that in genuine cases of knowledge our beliefs should not 

just be responsive to the facts of the world, but also in a relevant range of possible worlds.4 The way 

the world changes extending through possible worlds is relative to the belief or action at hand. For 

example, if we are testing the performance of Derek Jeter hitting a ball thrown his way through the use 

of close worlds, then the changes that would be most relevant to change in close worlds would be with 

respect to him hitting the ball. Likely changes would be the ball being thrown a bit faster, or having a 

slight curve to it, or the wind being a bit stronger. The tool of close worlds allows us to talk about 

slightly different conditions relevant to the belief or action. Pritchard does give a limit of how far of a 

world we should look toward, and this world is the first world when the target proposition is false. 

Thus, we should not look to the world where circumstances in which Derek Jeter is playing baseball in 

the dark, since that world is surely much farther than the world where the pitcher throws a fantastic 

pitch that Jeter would likely miss.  

 Now that we know what Pritchard means by 'nearest possible worlds in which p is not true', we 

can start to explain what sensitivity is. When S forms the true belief that p, the belief would be sensitive 

if in the closest possible world where p is false, S no longer believes p. Alternatively, the world where S 

no longer believes p, is the nearest possible world where p is false. Take the person who believes she 

will not win the lottery because the odds of winning are millions to one. It might seem like she would 

have some sort of knowledge because of her good reasons to believe so and her reasoning skills. 

                                                 
4 Pritchard also suggests that there are two ways in which one may move from the actual world to further worlds. One 

way is to move from changing circumstances within the environment of the actual world. The other method is by 
changing circumstances in the subjective person, that is the persons motivations, thoughts, and beliefs. (Pritchard, 2006, 
pg 42)The former will be relevant to the safe and sensitive argument while the latter will become relevant when we 
explore distinctions between Greco and Sosa.   
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Furthermore, say that she did lose the lottery, would she then have good reasons to say that she has 

knowledge that would lose? No, because her belief was not sensitive. In the closest world where she 

does not lose, she would still form the belief that she would lose because she based her reasoning on 

the odds. In contrast, if she had formed the true belief because she compared her numbers to those in a 

reliable newspaper, her belief would be sensitive.5 The closest world where she is a winner and not a 

loser, she would form the belief that she has won. Likewise, the closest possible world where she 

believes she won, assuming the reliable newspaper, is also the closest world where p is false. 

 Taking a look at Fake Barn Country, Henry's belief from his ability is not sensitive. Henry has 

the true belief that the object he is looking at is a barn. However, in the nearest world where what he is 

looking at is not a barn, but rather a barn facade, Henry would have the belief that it is a barn. 

Likewise, the nearest world where Henry believes what he is looking at is not a barn, say, because he is 

looking at a tree, is not the nearest world where his belief, “I am looking at a barn” is false. The closest 

relevant world where his belief is false would be one where Henry was looking at any of the barn 

facades dotted across the landscape. Now that we've shown how Henry's belief is not sensitive, we 

must show how it is not safe.  

 Using Sosa's formulation of safety: 
Safety- An agent S has a safe belief in a true contingent proposition p=df in most near-by possible 
worlds in which S believes p, p is true. (Pritchard forthcoming, p. 12)  
Like sensitivity, safety attempts to ensure against luck based true beliefs and uses near-by possible 

worlds to judge so. Unlike sensitivity, a safe belief that p is sufficient to say that p is true. To spell out 

the difference a bit, take the example of throwing a garbage bag down the chute and believing it has 

fallen to the furnace. Putting a bag in the chute is enough for most people to have the belief that the bag 

                                                 
5 It can argued that it appears to be the case that the lottery participant used her reasoning skills and mathematical intuition 

to come to the conclusion that she would surely lose. That is to say, she would be forming a justified belief by a very 
reliable method, so why is not the case that she has knowledge? Well even if she might more often form a false belief in 
choosing to look toward the newspaper, due to typographical errors, misinformation, or the like, as compared to thinking 
she will lose in a lottery due to the odds of even trillions to one, we would still prefer the former case. This case shows, 
as Pritchard points out, “that evidence of a certain kind can sometimes suffice for knowledge even though, surprisingly, 
stronger evidence would not suffice”. The characteristic between the two sorts of evidence that may allow for this 
differential is that evidence like the newspaper allows for sensitivity, while probability does not.  
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made it down the chute because it has done so reliably in the past. This belief is not sensitive. In the 

closest world where the bag is snagged in the chute, we would not believe that the bag did not make it 

down the chute. As Sosa claims, “sensitivity-based views are meant to at least have the advantage of 

ensuring that our everyday knowledge is secure, even if they are not also able to ensure that we have 

anti-skeptical knowledge as well”.(Pritchard forthcoming, 11-12) Safety attempts to solve this skeptical 

dilemma by stating that in most close by worlds where one believes p, p is true.  

 Henry's belief in Fake Barn Country is not safe because in most near-by worlds, Henry's belief 

that he is looking at a barn is not true. If Henry was not in a countryside riddled with barn facades, his 

belief from ability may be safe because one would normally be looking at a barn when looking at what 

seems to be a barn. Unfortunately, this is the problem that KSA cannot account for. Henry still believes 

from ability but he is neither safe nor sensitive in his belief that what he is looking at is a barn. He is 

not safe because his belief is not sufficient for truth, and he is not sensitive because the truth is not 

sufficient for the belief. In other words, if he believes it is a barn it does not make it a barn, and if it is a 

barn, then it does not mean that he will believe that it is a barn. What this leads us to conclude, along 

with Lackey, is that Henry's success from ability is lucky, and we cannot concede knowledge to such 

luck.  

 What is it about our understanding of KSA that allows for such a problem to arise? Extended 

Gettier cases like the barn facade case are not new to virtue theorists, so how could KSA be so easily 

undermined by it? I will argue that we need a better understanding of KSA and its components if we 

are to understand how Lackey could have such charges against it. Specifically, I am interested in 

investigating what it is the reliabilist means by 'intellectual ability'. Greco has thus far claimed that  an 

intellectual ability is one that 'reveals our character relative to the act', but is that a sufficient definition? 

(Pritchard 2006, 37. Lackey 2009, 28. Greco 2003, 10). I will argue we need a different understanding 

of ability, or power, and its relation to belief formation. Ideas from Sosa and Sebastian Rödl will give 
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us insight as to how ability is not mere revealing of character, but rather something that may be a self-

conscious act, or even a perceptual capacity. With a new understanding we should be able to address 

issues stemming from Fake Barn Country, along with generality problems that we have yet to deal with 

in Greco's formulation. 

 
IV. Modified KSA and Intellectual Abilities as Powers 
 1. Like any virtue epistemologist, Greco sees an intellectual ability as an excellence, or a virtue. 

Many virtue-theorists agree with Greco that these abilities reveal the character of the actor.  As 

Aristotle states, “the virtues are neither feelings nor capacities, the remaining possibility is that they are 

states”. (1106a11-13) Greco describes how one would deserve credit by revealing one's character, or 

state, in:  

S is praiseworthy, or blameworthy, of credit of kind K, if an action A can be ascribed to S, A has the 
value of kind K, and A reveals S's K-relevant character.6 (Greco 2003, 10) 
 
Greco claims that if the ascribable action reveals our K-relevant character, then we deserve credit for 

success. Here we see the reason why we can give credit to our beliefs hitting the truth or our actions 

hitting our target. We are given credit when our reasoning skills has led us to find the solution to the 

puzzling theorem as (3/8)since it reveals our mathematical and reasoning-relevant character. Griffey 

is given credit because his leap to catch the game winning double reveals his athletic-relevant character. 

In response to the traditional Gettier problem, Greco used his notion of intellectual ability to claim that 

the true belief did not come from the ability, and if it did come from ability then we do not have a claim 

of knowledge. This notion has led us far, but it has hit a wall that it cannot supersede. Greco cannot 

explain how Henry, whose character of a good seer and observer however much is revealed by his 

correct belief that he sees a barn, is not deserving of knowledge. Sosa and Pritchard have long seen this 

and argue that it is a shortcoming of Greco.  

                                                 
6 This is a precursor to KSA in Greco's later work though I chose to use this here because it demonstrates how vital 

character revealing is that seems implicit in his 'ability' of his KSA formulation.  
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  I will argue that if we use ideas of rationality from Sosa's AAA formulation of knowledge, we 

will find a more sufficient formulation of what an intellectual ability is. Moreover, I will take this one 

step further and claim that Sosa's rational component aims at the correct end, but falls just short 

because he is still using necessary and sufficient conditions of contextualizing the conditions of ability. 

We will see through Rödl's explanation of powers and habits a view that seems to be what Sosa was 

really aiming for. What I hope to have by the end of drawing out what an ability is, is a solution to 

extended Gettier cases, though as we will see, we will have set a large burden for knowledge claims of 

easy knowledge, specifically testimonial knowledge. 

 In drawing out the differences between Greco and Sosa on intellectual abilities, let us take an 

example of a man who reliably finds gold in the dark. For Sosa, one needs to have what he calls a 

'perspective' on the one's reliable faculty. A perspective is an awareness of one's epistemic doings which 

will turn mere unreflective reliable true belief, which Sosa claims can be lucky, into something 

reflective, and thus enlightened, which excludes the possibility of luck.(Pritchard 2006, 36) For the 

man who reliably finds gold in the dark, the man would not only need to know that he does find gold 

reliably, but he would also need to be able to point out what it is about him and his attributes that gives 

him reliable success. For example, the man would need to point out that he has the ability smell gold, 

or that he knows the special weight of gold, rather than just know that he can find gold reliably without 

an idea as to how he does it.  

 Still, Greco contends that having 'perspective' of one's ability does nothing to further the claim 

that the man has the ability to find gold. As Greco responds to the question, “should [no perspective] be 

considered 'mere lucky success'?”:   

“Not at all and precisely because it is success through an ability to do so. Suppose the person cannot explain how 
he reliably finds gold in the dark. Or suppose he has no beliefs about his reliability (perhaps he is too modest, or 
confused, or just unreflective about such things). That does not count against his having the ability in the first 
place, or against credit for success through that ability. No more than it counts against credit for the virtuous 
athlete, when she is modest or confused, or unreflective about her abilities. Likewise, success through 
intellectual virtue is creditable to the believer, and independently of the believer's perspective on those 
virtues.”(Pritchard 2006, 39) 
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Nevertheless, Sosa maintains that being unreflective about one's ability keeps an order of luck 

involved, and through our analysis we will see that this luck is more problematic than Greco would like 

to lead on. Pritchard spells out how the luck maintained in Greco's account could be examined in terms 

of close worlds, and how Sosa's account avoids this problem.  

 We explored the way in which close worlds could help us elucidate the conditions of safety and 

sensitivity. The way we used the idea close worlds was to help us imagine conditions that were such 

that proposition p was false. The changes that we imagined were changes directly relating to p, as we 

attempted to 'keep other things equal'. Though we will still look to change things in this manner, 

Pritchard envisions a new distinction in ordering of the worlds to help us imagine how a person without 

a perspective on their ability is lucky. Pritchard imagines that we can divide ordering worlds in two 

ways, one where we change things around the subject keeping all other things equal, and one where we 

change things within the subject keeping all other things equal.  

 When we order the worlds such that we make changes around the subject, that is, in the 

environment, we can find when the subject is objectively lucky in their success. Take the example of the 

Derek Jeter playing baseball. As we move along close worlds, if Jeter can still hit the ball with 

relatively minor changes in the environment, then he was not objectively lucky. This tool is useful for 

reasons we have already seen, but when applied to Sosa's and Greco's accounts, we see that neither the 

gold smeller who finds gold reliably and knows that he can smell gold, nor the gold smeller who just 

happens to find gold reliably is objectively lucky. Whether in the dark, in mud, or in a cave, both men 

will still be equally successful in finding gold. This is idea that seems to keep Greco insistent on 

claiming that his account of ability is no less deserving of accounting for the success of the ability 

compared to Sosa's. 

 It may be the case that in Greco's account, the gold smeller who has no perspective on his 

ability is not objectively lucky, but it may be the case that Greco is subjectively lucky. In testing for 
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subjective luck the most obvious way to order the worlds is not in terms of the actual world, but in 

terms of what the agent has good reason for thinking the facts to be in the actual world.(Pritchard 2006, 

42) Considering Sosa's gold smeller who knows that he find gold and knows how he is reliable through 

the ability of smelling gold, we would move along the order of worlds such that what is stable would 

remain while changing small variables. As with the baseball player, we do not start by changing things 

that have a firm hold in the act like the planet he is playing on, or that he is using a baseball bat, since 

those factors are proper to the act of playing baseball. Rather, we change the wind speed or ball speed. 

Analogously, the reflective person has a firm hold on knowing that he has the ability to smell gold, we 

change things within his motivations for finding gold or beliefs about where gold would be in a cave. 

Nevertheless, he would still find gold through his ability of smelling gold. On the other hand, since 

Greco's reliable gold finder cannot point to how he knows how to find gold, he has no reason to believe 

that he is reliable in smelling gold. There would be a range of close worlds where he fails to find the 

gold because he might believe that he can taste gold or has a gut feeling when he is holding gold. 

Therefore, Greco's reliable gold finder is subjectively lucky since he achieves the goal but not without a 

plausible criticism of luck. 

 There is a distinction between Greco's account of knowledge and Sosa's account of knowledge, 

and Sosa aptly distinguishes the two as describing animal knowledge and reflective knowledge. Both 

epistemologists agree that there is a revealing, or manifestation, of character in ability, while both 

complement this characteristic with different ideas. As we will see, Sosa believes a rational component 

is what is needed. In contrast, Greco attempts to justify his view on ability by adding contexual 

components. I will quickly show how Greco's appeal to context in abilities is problematic by taking a 

look at his definition of ability. 

 Greco's Ability- S has an ability A(R/C) relative to environment E = Across the set of 
relevantly close worlds W where S is in C and in E, S has a high rate of success in achieving R. (Greco, 
2010, p.77)  
Though this formulation looks intimidating, it is simply saying what we have already said about 
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Greco's view on ability. The idea is that one is reliable (R/C) across near-by worlds (W and E) in 

achieving a result (R). What is important to note here is two things: this formulation does not solve the 

problem with subjective luck and this formulation creates a generality problem. As Greco admits, 

“depending on how we specify the relevant W,C,E, and R, we get variable success rates with respect to 

S's believing the relevant sort of truth”. (Greco 78, 2010) The problem is if we ask, “does Henry have 

the ability to distinguish real barns from barn facades?”, we must specify whether he has the ability in 

the USA, or in Fake Barn Country, or on Earth. The difficulty of specifying the variables across 

different abilities or contexts is the generality problem. 

 Greco does not necessitate having a perspective on one's ability, a rational understanding of it, 

so one is subjectively lucky when one is successful. Sosa does not encounter this problem because his 

account leads one to be neither subjectively nor objectively lucky. One thing we have not determined is 

what it means to have a 'perspective' on one's ability, or to have a rational understanding of it. In 

explaining this we will see that not only does one have to be reflective, but when one hits the target 

with accuracy through adroitness, or skill, it must be accurate because of the skill, or apt. Furthermore, 

if one wants reflective success, then one must show a rational self-conscious, or meta-aptness. (Sosa 

2009, 9-12) Lastly, we will see how we can solve the generality problem if we take Sosa's view 

complemented by an understanding of powers from Rödl.  

 1.1 What distinguishes Sosa's view from Greco's is that it necessitates a rational actor, which 

also distinguishes reflective knowledge from animal knowledge. As Greco clarifies the construction of 

his theory, “[I] do so without relying on a distinction between animal knowledge and reflective 

knowledge. Hence this is one place where I depart from Sosa, who makes this latter distinction central 

to his epistemology”. (Greco 2010, pg 8)  The centrality of rationality is what we need to incorporate 

into our approach if we wish to overcome instances of subjective luck, and we will attempt to do this 

by incorporating views from Sosa's AAA epistemology. 
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 In Sosa's epistemology, there are three conditions that need to be satisfied for a performance to 

be fully-apt. Sosa uses the word performance to describe an act that uses some rationality or motivation 

to perform as one does. This is opposed to saying a bridge performs its function well or a puppet 

performs well because of its state or composition.(Sosa 2009, 9) In Sosa's epistemology a performance 

must be apt, meta-apt, and apt in virtue of being meta-apt.7 If these three conditions are met, then the 

performance can be said to be fully-apt, or reflective knowledge, and deserving of credit. Incorporating 

reflective knowledge will be our aim in reformulating KSA, because animal knowledge, that is, 

knowledge that only reveals one's character, is insufficient as an account of knowledge since it allows 

for subjective luck. After describing the three conditions of reflective knowledge we will need to take a 

look at what exactly Sosa means by ability, for all we have said is that it must have a rational 

component. Before doing so we must explain what the three conditions are.  

 An apt performance must be accurate, adroit, and accurate because adroit. Take the example of 

Arthur the Archer shooting at a target at an archery range. If Arthur's shot hits the bulls-eye, it is 

accurate, though this does not mean it is an adroit shot. An adroit shot manifests the shooter's skill in 

some manner. If Arthur had been using horrible technique in his shot, his shot would be accurate 

though not adroit. Likewise, if he had used amazing technique, though unknown stress on the 

bowstring cause the arrow to flail away from the target, then Arthur would have displayed an adroit yet 

inaccurate shot. Lastly, if the shot was both skillful and accurate, yet not accurate because of the skill 

then it would not be an apt shot. For example, upon releasing the shot, the arrow could encounter an 

initial gust of wind, only to have it put back on track with a countervailing wind, which would negate 

the competence of shot. Thus, as Sosa summarizes, “a performance is apt if its success manifests a 

competence seated in the agent (in relatively appropriate conditions)”.8 (Sosa 2009, 12)  

 So far aptness does not seem too different from Greco's argument that one hitting the target 

                                                 
7 Hence the AAA acronym of the view- aptness, meta-aptness, and apt because meta-apt. 
8 Parenthesis in original. We will see this notion of relatively appropriate conditions is unnecessary .  
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must come from ability, which reveals one's character, just as Sosa's requirement that hitting the target 

manifests one's competence. Meta-aptness takes this argument one step further by requiring the use of 

the agent's rationality in a normative judgement. This is required because of the possible objection that, 

though it is easy to tell when one performs and hits the target, it is hard to parallel it with a non-

performance. That is to object, how is one's skills manifested or character revealed and accuracy judged 

when one should refrain from a performance.  

 Sosa argues that competence can be measured when there is a decision to make as to whether 

one should issue a performance or withhold from it. (Sosa 2009, 11) Take Arthur at the archery range, 

he does not have to decide what targets to shoot at. Rather, he just shoots at the practice targets in front 

of him. On weekends, Arthur enjoys going hunting and it is here where he must make decisions and 

these decisions as to whether to act or not act, and these decisions can have a normative judgement. 

When Arthur sees a deer 100 yards away, he knows that his bow might reach that far, but he has not hit 

a high value target from this far, thus he decides to approach the animal. At 75 yards, Arthur sees that 

he has a good shot, though the wind gusts are particularly unpredictable so he decides to approach 

again. Halfway from his starting point, Arthur has a clear shot and believes attempting to get any closer 

will spook the animal. He takes the shot and hits his target. 

 An examination of Arthur’s actions shows us where his meta-aptness was or possibly wasn't 

secured. At 100 yards Arthur both doubted the accuracy of his bow and his skill, and his decision to 

withhold from shooting was an aim that was accomplished. He could have taken the shot and hitting 

the deer would have been apt. He surely would have shown good marksmanship in hitting his target. 

However, it would not have been meta-apt because he should not have taken the shot if he was worried 

about the distance and his previous experience. In contrast, when Arthur withholds from shooting, he 

accurately hits the target of aiming to avoid failure. Additionally, Arthur would have been meta-apt 

because he should not have taken the shot if he was worried about the distance and his experience. This 



22 
 

logic can be carried through the other distances, except at 50 yards the meta-apt action would be to take 

the shot. In short, being meta-apt is taking the appropriate risks so as to manifest the agent's 

competence for target and shot selection.(Sosa, 2009, p.12)9   

 We now know what it means for one's performance to be apt and meta-apt, but we still need to 

explain the third condition of AAA, which is that a performance must be apt because meta-apt. That is 

to say, our success in hitting the target must be attributable to our rational capacity in relation to that 

skill. Again, either of the two conditions is not sufficient for the other. Arthur could be atp in hitting the 

deer at 100 yards though he should not have taken the shot and thus lacks meta-aptness. Arthur could 

be meta-apt at taking the shot at 50 yards yet could miss his target and thus lacks aptness. If Arthur 

takes the shot (or withholds) because he should have taken (or should have withheld) the shot, and he 

hits his target, then he is apt because meta-apt.  

 Recall that there is a distinction between Greco's account of knowledge and Sosa's account of 

knowledge, and Sosa aptly distinguishes the two as animal knowledge and reflective knowledge. Both 

epistemologists agree that there is a revealing or manifestation of character in ability, while both 

complement this characteristic with different ideas. As we have seen Sosa believes a rational 

component is what is needed. Rödl gives us insight into what it means for a power to be a self-

conscious power, and I would like to argue that this is the extent that Sosa's rationality would like to go. 

The reason I think this is helpful is because Sosa seems to maintain some sort of generality when he 

states, “performance is apt if its success manifests a competence seated in the agent (in relatively 

appropriate conditions)”.10 Rödl will argue that these conditions are not necessary to explain what we 

mean when we speak of abilities and powers. Additionally, both Greco and Sosa leave no room for an 

ability to fail. Rödl will address the problem of an infallible ability. With Rödl's insights, we will finally 

                                                 
9 One way to think about this is by appealing to the the idea that one may be meta-apt if an expert in the given field 
would have approved of their performance issuance or withholding. This is an loose idea in the sense that there are cases in 
which experts disagree for various reasons. On the other hand, an expert would likely have good reason for determining 
their answer. It may be possible that expertise deals closely with perspective, though I do not have a foundation for that yet. 
10 Parenthesis in original, emphasis added.  
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be able to tackle the extended Gettier case along with solving the generality problem. 

 Rödl differentiates a power from a habit. A power is the cause of the existence of its acts in such 

a way as to be, at the same time, the cause of their conforming to the normative measure, which thus is 

internal to these acts. (Rödl 2008, 141) A virtue, like the conception of a virtue that the virtue theorist 

mimic in their ideas of intellectual ability, is a power. A habit is one that does not bring its acts under a 

normative standard. (Rödl 2008, 141) Thus, one who is 'learning' to be virtuous, yet is not virtuous, has 

a habit to do such acts, but not a power to do such acts.  Unlike the virtue theorists we have 

encountered, Rödl argues that a power is fallible, and in fact, it is a feature of a power. A fallible power 

is one whose exercise is liable to be thwarted by unfavorable circumstances. Here, the relevant power is 

a self-conscious power of receptive knowledge, a power to explain why one believes something by a 

cause that excludes, that one goes wrong in believing it.(Rödl 2008, 151) Allow us to explore this by 

explaining how a power can be fallible. 

 Consider the practical power such as the ability to juggle five balls. The person on occasion 

may fail to juggle the balls if there is, say, a strong wind. According to Greco's formulation of an 

ability, we would like to say that the person does not have the ability to juggle balls in the condition of 

strong wind since it would fail to satisfy his conditions set forth by his defintion of ability. For Greco's 

account the ability must be reliable within a set enviorment and conditions and in the conditions of 

strong winds, because it would cause unreliability, then the person does not have the ability to juggle 

balls in those conditions. On the other side of the coin,  Sosa would argue that the person would not be 

apt since she did not hit her target of juggling the balls. Recall that Sosa claims that the person manifest 

competence in relatively appropriate conditions, and since the person who fails to juggle the balls 

would fail to show this competence due to failing to juggle in strong winds, then we would say that the 

person does not have the ability to juggle balls in that condition. Moreover, in the case of Sosa's AAA 

account, in the way the person would show competence would probably be to withhold from attempting 
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to juggle, but then at that point how are creating a characterization of one's ability as infallible. What I 

mean is that according to the AAA account, if someone fails to hit their target due to anything but 

epistemic bad luck, then we would say they would not have the proposed ability. The person would fail 

to satisfy the condition of having a perspective on their ability. If the person does not see that they 

should not try to juggle the balls in the wind, then the person clearly does not show the competence of 

knowing when to withhold from performing.  

 Yet, Rödl argues that such claims are nonsense for two reasons. The first is that there is no end 

to the list of unfavorable circumstances to the completion of an act. The second reason is that any 

circumstance unfavorable to juggling cannot be specified except as circumstances unfavorable to 

juggling. (Rödl 2008, 152) Rödl is pointing to the fact that unfavorable circumstances to an action 

cannot be determined without the action existing already existing, and as such, no further conditions to 

the action need to be added. Even if the first problem were not there, that is, if the list of unfavorable 

circumstances were in fact limited, the existence of the action already excludes any such circumstances. 

Thus, when we say that one can juggle when there is not a strong winds, we are adding nothing as that 

circumstance is logically exempt. In explaining this, take a different practical power-- the power to 

bake a cake.  

 Every Sunday Mary likes to bake a cake for dessert. Let us say for now that because Mary does 

this action with frequent success and that her food actually comes to take the form of a cake, rather than 

say, a big cookie, that Mary has the ability to bake cakes. Shall we say that Mary has the ability to bake 

cakes when the thermostat on her oven is working correctly, or when the sugar jar has not been filled 

with salt, or when the yeast is still viable? The idea of setting out these conditions seems sensible. It 

would certainly be the case that if one's yeast was not viable, then one would not be cooking a cake 

since it would be impossible for the cake to take its final form.11  But, Rödl sees this as unnecessary. 

                                                 
11 Though it is not common to use yeast in baking cakes, the argument at hand does not rest on whether or not yeast is 
actually used in baking many cakes. Any other ingredient may be substituted, for example spoiled eggs.  
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When we say that we would a working thermostat or viable yeast, we are pointing to conditions that 

have in mind the action-form 'to bake a cake'. To think about it in a different way, when we say that we 

would like a working thermostat or viable yeast, we are not putting conditions on the action. Rather, we 

are merely bringing out descriptions of the action.  The only way we would be setting out conditions is 

if by our statement we have created something that was not already instantiated in the original action-

form. So in our baking cake example, if one wanted to bake a certain type of cake, then it is possible 

that it would be a condition on the action-form, but otherwise we are still baking a cake. Thus, Sosa 

claiming that “[a] performance is apt if its success manifests a competence seated in the agent (in 

relatively appropriate conditions)”, the phrase 'in relatively appropriate conditions' adds only a 

description, not a condition. Attempting to limit conditions of ability as Greco does is to attempt to 

describe that one can do a pure act. It would be claiming that there is not a parallel between an acts 

progress and its completion, and power and its actualization since a there would be no chance of 

interruption.(Rödl, 2008, p.152) Taking this idea to our baking cake example, if we attempt to draw out 

every possible 'condition' in hopes to prevent any chance of failure, doing so would bring us to a 

conception of the power as infallible. In Mary starting to 'bake a cake', she will have already been 

successful in baking a cake since her ability, if we take on Greco's conditioned ability, excludes the 

possibility of being thwarted. How does Rödl allow for the possibility of a failed action? Rödl claims 

that the successful exercise of our ability is explained by the power alone, while its failed act is through 

negation and subtraction, that is, by unpropitious circumstances. The reason why the successful 

exercise of our ability is explained by power alone is because it can only be attributable to our power 

for being successful. If we attempt to say that it was the use of our power in circumstances that did not 

prevent its success, we are only putting forth a description that is already within the success of our 

ability. That is to say, of course there were not unpropitious circumstances, we were successful. On the 

other hand, it may be hard to see that any failure of our ability is due to unpropitious circumstances. 
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What Rödl seems to be saying is that if we miss our target, we can always blame something outside of 

ourselves. I think that either this view is too strict, or that we are looking at it the wrong way if we 

come to this conclusion. Even if we take it to be too strict, the view thus far has led us to see how 

powers are not powers that need to be conditioned in the various ways that Greco and Sosa attempted 

to do. We also see how it can be the case that unpropitious circumstances may be to blame. On the 

other hand, I think that if we take the meta-apt idea from Sosa, we can see how Rödl's view does not go 

too far. For now I would say that, if we should have issued the performance, that is, if we are meta-apt 

in issuing the performance, and we fail, then it is likely that unpropitious circumstances are to blame. 

 Rödl parallels the practical power with the power to gain knowledge by means of the senses. We 

do not say that we know p from our senses when there is not misleading mirrors or falsifying lights. If 

we exclude all possible unfavorable circumstances we are left with infallible powers of receptivity, 

which cannot exist. It would be knowing concepts without the need of intuitions. It is a logical, or 

metaphysical, fact that our power of receptive knowledge is fallible.(Rödl 2008, 153) This idea of 

perception as an ability will help us bring out how testimonial knowledge is attained through our 

perceptual abilities, though for now we still need to tackle the problem presented by the extended 

Gettier Case.  

 2. Sosa has allowed us to see that we cannot merely have animal knowledge but must have 

reflective knowledge, and Rödl has shown us that viewing our powers as fallible powers is exactly 

what it means to have self-conscious powers. Let us reexamine Henry's position on the countryside. In 

Fake Barn Country, Henry forms the belief, “I see a barn because I perceive it”. In the case, Henry 

happens to be looking at the one real barn. Of course Henry could have been looking at one of the 

many other objects that were barn facades. Should we say then that Henry only has the ability to 

distinguish barns when he is not in Fake Barn Country? No, because such a condition would add 

nothing to the condition of having the ability to distinguish a barn. On that countryside, Henry has a 
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failure of his ability which is contributed to unpropitious circumstances. The one time he is correct, his 

success is explained by the power alone. As Rödl points out, “there is an asymmetry: successful acts of 

a power are explained by the power alone, failed acts by negation and subtraction, i.e., by 

circumstances unfavorable to its exercise”. (Rödl 2008, 155) 

If our conclusion holds, we should have a new formulation of our theory of knowledge:  
KAP (knowledge by apt power): 
1st order knowledge: S has animal knowledge that p when S's belief that p is apt and S's belief that 
p is produced by a power. 
2nd order knowledge: S has reflective knowledge that p when S's belief that p is fully-apt and S 
belief that p is produced a power.12 
 
Claiming that one needs to be apt to even have animal knowledge is quite the high standard. One needs 

to have a belief that hits the truth and hits the truth because of their skill. This extends further for 

reflective knowledge in that one would have to have formed the true belief through their skill because 

it was the right belief to form at that moment. It can be argued that if we are to maintain this high 

standard, then cases of easy knowledge, specifically testimonial knowledge, would not be possible. 

This is a reasonable criticism of our thesis, one that we will need to address right now. 

 
V. Testimonial Knowledge 
 1. The criticism brought forth against our thesis is two-fold. The first raises the question as to 

whether we can attribute true belief formation to our abilities. The beliefs that we come to have as 

hearers are beliefs that can be argued to be caused by sources outside of ourselves. Moreover, these 

sources are not known to be reliable. It can be argued that the reason why I have the belief  p is due to 

the speaker's abilities and not anything of epistemic relevance to my abilities, which KAP requires to 

claim knowledge of p. The condition that would not be satisfied is being accurate because adroit. 

According to the criticism, adroitness, the manifestation of skill in a performance, would be attributable 

                                                 
12 Only 2nd order knowledge requires a self-conscious actor. A lioness and an unreflective gold hunter certainly can both 

hunt, though their actions are not liable to 2nd order critique when rational thinking is not in play. A lioness can be apt 
when she catches her prey, as she has hit her target and displayed skill in doing so. Indeed the lioness has the power to 
hunt, even though she may miss his prey. The unreflective gold hunter may be reliable in finding gold, and has the 
power to find gold, though has no room for improvement or reflection as to why it failed other than that it has failed. 
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to the speaker, rather than the hearer. This is a worry for our account because it would mean that if one 

were to subscribe to KAP, then one would have to deny knowledge to cases in which testimony is the 

vehicle of belief formation.  

 The second concern is that it seems too demanding to require that we exercise our abilities in 

every instance of belief formation in testimonial exchanges. This seems unlikely and as Lackey puts the 

problem, “[credit views of knowledge] may be saved by making the requirement about what the 

reliable reception of testimony amounts to extremely demanding, but it does so at the cost of embracing 

a limited version of skepticism about testimonial knowledge. I, for one, think this price is far too high 

to pay”.13 (Lackey, 2009, p.32) Allow us to detail the problems by exploring Lackey's Chicago Case:  

Chicago Case: Having just arrived at the train station in Chicago, Morris wishes to obtain directions to 
the Sears Tower. He looks around, approaches the first adult passer-by that he sees, and asks how to get 
to his desired destination. The passer-by, who happens to be a Chicago resident who knows the city 
extraordinarily well, provides Morris with impeccable directions to the Sears Tower by telling him that 
it is located two blocks east of the train station. Morris unhesitatingly forms the corresponding true 
belief. (Lackey 2009, p.29) 
According to KAP, Morris has hit the truth yet he has not manifested skill in doing so. If anything, it 

was the abilities of the passerby that is responsible for Morris forming the true belief that the Sears 

Tower is two blocks east. Thus, Morris does not even have animal knowledge, let alone reflective 

knowledge. This argument extends to any case of testimony and so it seems that according to KAP, we 

cannot have cases of knowledge through testimonial.  

 The virtue-theorist does have a general approach to this problem. As Greco suggests, 

“testimonial knowledge requires that the believer is a reliable receiver of testimony. That is, what is 

important is not so much that the testifier is reliable, or that the believer knows that she is, but that the 

believer herself is reliable in the way that she receives and evaluates testimony. This will plausibly 

involve reliable capacities for discriminating reliable sources of testimony from unreliable sources.” 

(Greco 2010, 81) On the other hand, Lackey maintains, “there isn't a specific testimonial faculty to 
                                                 
13 Lackey refers to any credit view of knowledge in her statement and specifically she is referring to the credit views of J. 

Greco, W. Riggs, and E. Sosa. I would imagine then that she would include our new thesis as it also a credit view of 
knowledge inspired by these philosophers.  



29 
 

which we can turn to shoulder the explanatory burden of why the subject holds the true belief in 

question.” (Lackey 2007, 356). I will argue against this claim that there is not a testimonial faculty; in 

fact, there is some sort of faculty which helps us gauge testimony. It seems as though Lackey sees this 

faculty as a faculty of inference, but I will argue that it is from perception, and thus does not 

necessarily require inference. Miranda Fricker has shown how we train this faculty of testimony as it is 

a virtue, indeed a power of knowing through the senses.  

 Before explaining the nature of this testimonial faculty, I will attempt to draw out a distinction 

between two classes of testimonial exchanges that Lackey bundles together, the defining feature of 

which is the end purpose of testimony. In one case, we have have conversation or testimony in and for 

itself, and in the other, we have testimony as a means to an end. When explaining the nature of our 

testimonial faculty, we will see that it not only helps us find reliable sources of information, but it also 

helps set the bar for when we would need to find a reliable source based on our evaluation of the 

proposition at hand. Together, these two insights, of the separation of previous bound classes of 

testimonial exchanges and the defense of a testimonial faculty, will allow us to see how testimonial 

knowledge can fit into our formulation of KAP. 

 2. The first step in overcoming the challenge brought forth by testimonial knowledge is to 

determine how in a testimonial exchange our abilities are importantly connected to how we come to the 

true belief that p. The will serve to rebut the argument that it is the speaker's abilities that are most 

important. Recall that, in order to have animal knowledge we reveal our character in some manifest 

way and have our success be because of that manifestation. We need to show that in cases of testimony 

we have at least animal knowledge. In showing this, I would like to distinguish two sorts of testimonial 

exchanges that Lackey bundles together, which can be characterized by seeking information and 

sharing information along with the propositions, sought in both types of exchanges.  
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A- Type of testimonial exchange 
B- Value of the proposition in the 
testimonial exchange, in the eyes 
of the hearer.  
Ax/Bx- Paradigm example 

A1. Sharing information- May obtain 
low value proposition. The form of the 
exchange is that the hearer is not looking 
for valuable testimony. Low bar to count 
as sufficient for forming belief. Any high 
value propositions gained are by luck, or 
are not attributable to either the speaker 
or hearer as it is testimony as an end in 
itself.  

A2. Seeking information- May obtain low 
or high value propositions. The form of the 
exchange is that the hearer is looking for 
valuable testimony. There is a higher bar to 
count as sufficient grounds for belief 
formation. Any high value propositions 
gained must satisfy reflective knowledge or 
fail to be meta-apt as it is testimony as a 
means to an end.  

B1. Low value proposition- Little 
value to the hearer. Possibility of 
animal and reflective knowledge 
of low value proposition. Source 
is anyone with a minimal positive 
reason. 

A1/B1: Informal introductions, small 
talk, bar banter.  

A2/B1: Peter and his sister's friend at a 
Christmas party. Peter forgets her name and 
asks a random fellow party goer. 

B2. High Value proposition- Has 
some value higher than little 
value, enough such that one feels 
compelled to hit the truth. If one 
has merely animal knowledge of 
high value proposition then it was 
lucky because it failed to be meta-
apt. Source is seen as reliable.  

A1/B2: During sharing information, a 
passerby mentions loudly the score of a 
game you've placed a large bet on 
without you seeking the testimony. 

A2/B2: Mr. Boss and Peter at a job 
interview. Peter forgets her name and needs 
to find out. The end in this case is of a high 
value proposition. 

Table 1.  
 When one seeks information one may be looking for high value or low value information, and 

this determination is of course made by one. Say, for example, that Peter is at a job interview and 

halfway through the interview he happens to forget the potential employer’s name. Certainly Peter 

would like to leave a lasting impression and all of the For-Dummies books he has read tell him to leave 

the interview with saying, “thank you for your time Ms. Boss”. This information has high value to 

Peter, as he is seeking to solve something that is intellectually valuable. In this case Peter ought to find 

a reliable source and if he were to use his critical-thinking skills, perceptive skills, and finesse, then he 

may be able to solve the issue. Accordingly, Peter figures to look at Mrs. Boss's letter-head when Mrs. 

Boss leaves the room for a moment to retrieve her golf trophy from the lobby, which she wants to show 

Peter. The information being sought had high value to Peter and thus he used his abilities appropriately 

to attain the information. 

 In contrast, say Peter is at a Christmas party and this same Mrs. Boss is his sister's friend. In this 

case, Peter may not be so inclined to remember her name. Even when Peter does want the information 

so that he can call Mrs. Boss over for a round of drinks, Peter can simply ask anybody since sources of 
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low value propositions only need a minimal positive reason to be seen as possibly reliable. The 

information sought has little to no value to Peter and thus his decision to ask anyone at the party can 

lead him to a correct answer. 

 On the other hand, when one shares information, one may obtain low value propositions, 

however any high value proposition gained must be from luck. Take for example the act of small talk or 

bar banter. One is not attempting to gain valuable testimony in such cases. One is entering a testimonial 

exchange for the purpose to fulfill that act, as an end in itself. At most, one is aiming to enter this 

exchange in order to have fun or pass time, but for the most part, the hearer does not value the 

testimony. This is by nature of the difference between sharing and seeking information. If one were to 

stumble across a high value proposition, then it could only have been by luck. Say for example Peter is 

at the bar and he meets Elizabeth. At some point during their small talk, Elizabeth mentions the angst of 

her father who had bet on the Philly's and lost. Unbeknownst to Elizabeth, Peter had also bet on the 

Philly's yet had not known the outcome of the game. In this case Peter had just stumbled across this 

high value proposition. Now, if Peter finds out that Elizabeth is an accountant, any inquiry he would 

like to make about managing money should be directed to Elizabeth. At this point though, the inquiry 

becomes seeking and not sharing information.14 

  . The distinction that Lackey does not make is that there is such a thing as 'small talk', bar 

banter, or just not very useful information, and it is distinct from what one would determine to be 

valuable information. In the cases of seeking information, Peter is apt. He has the target of learning 

Mrs. Boss's name and his method of doing so showed some skill. This skill in the first may look much 

more deserving of the title of knowledge; however, we show that in both cases Peter used the correct 

skill. That is to say, Peter is also meta-apt. In both cases he judged appropriately the skills needed to hit 

                                                 
14 Lackey brings these two sorts of cases together without any distinction. She claims that we could not know whether a 

person whom we met on a plane lied about their name or the number of kids they have, and in the same sense we could 
not know the reliability of a our high school history teacher and his lectures. (Lackey 2009, 32) As I have suggested, 
there is an important distinction.  
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his target. The determination of high value in the job interview, while determination of low value 

during the party, was the correct determination. This of course leads us to claim that in both instances 

Peter was fully apt. If Peter had called his sister during the interview, it would likely be the wrong 

choice, while attempting to find Mrs. Boss's letter-head during the party would also be the wrong 

choice. Peter is apt because meta-apt, and thus fully apt.  

 With our distinct cases of testimony now in place, we can return to Morris in Chicago Case. The 

distinction of seeking vs. sharing allows a revealing of one’s cognitive character due to its nature of 

valuing information in one’s own eyes. In the way Lackey presents the Chicago visitor case, Morris 

would still ask the first adult passerby the question in mind whether it is directions to the Sears Tower, 

or directions to the nearest hospital for what we suppose is much needed medical care. The merely 

minimal positive reason that the speaker is an adult, as opposed to a child or inanimate object, Lackey 

claims is enough for a hearer to seek information from the speaker.(Lackey, 2007, p.353. Lackey, 2009, 

p.31) However, this minimal positive reason is not enough when the person highly values the outcome 

of having the testimonial knowledge. If Morris would like to know where the Sears Tower is because 

he has a job interview there within the hour, then he should not ask the first passer-by, but rather a 

transit worker or possibly someone wearing a Cubs jersey. If Morris would like to know where the 

Sears Tower because he's exploring the city for the next few days, or even just to satisfy his curiosity, 

then it seems reasonable to ask the first passerby. 

 This is the sort of skill the person uses when she uses her testimonial faculty, and in doing so, 

her testimony acquisition can be directly attributed to her. We have solved the problem of attribution of 

skill to the agent, yet we have not solved the problem that it would seem then that the agent is under a 

large burden to use this skill every instance there is a testimonial exchange. My argument will be that 

taking that view is forgetting that this skill is a virtue, one that takes habituation, correction, and self-

consciousness to attain, and it is always available for improvement. Additionally, as I noted earlier, this 
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power will be a power from perception, and not a self-conscious inference as Lackey seems to suppose 

that it must entail. As a virtue, it becomes part of our second nature, that is, we see people as reliable 

though reflection and can always improve it since it is a virtue of which we have a perspective on. 

 2.1 Fricker argues that in coming to a state of knowledge, we have arrived there by way of an 

appropriate sensitivity to the reasons for and against the proposition (Fricker 2007, 67). In the exercise 

of our testimonial ability, we neither use inference nor argumentation in believing that a speaker is a 

reliable source of information. Following the lead of John McDowell, Fricker claims that we do not 

need to explain knowing p via testimony, since in coming to know p, we exercised a sensitivity to 

surrounding reasons for and against taking it that p.(Fricker, 2007, p.67) Even in explaining how we 

exercise a sensitivity to the balance of reasons for and against acceptance, we make no inference.  She 

takes on an idea from Coady of a testimonial learning mechanism which may be part innate, although 

modified from experience, which is normally unreflective but is not thereby uncritical. Fricker suggests 

an unreflective alertness to the plethora of prompts and cues that bear on how far we trust a source. 

 Take the case of Morris in the subway station, in the case that he has a job interview in the Sears 

Tower within the hour. Fricker is claiming that if Morris asks a passerby as to the location of the Tower 

and he comes to know that it is two blocks east of the station, then that means that she finds the source 

reliable. Otherwise, if Morris does not come to know that the station is two blocks east of the station, 

then he must have picked up on some cue or prompt that he sees as unreliable; it is possible that the 

passerby had shifty eyes or smelled of alcohol, both of which Morris has learned over the years that 

those are traits of an unreliable source. Morris does not infer that the passerby is unreliable, but rather 

perceives the person as unreliable.  

 As Coady points out, our sensitivity is modified through experience. Experience can shape our 

sensitivity of what we take to be testimonially reliable either by token or by type, and in the long-run 

necessarily does. In the previous example of Morris perceiving the passerby as unreliable, this could 
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shift if he incorporates new ideas into his nature. This happens with stereotypes as we have ideas of 

what a reliable person would look like or act. If one comes from a country which prevents the 

advancement of women, then it would be possible that one has the stereotype that women are 

unreliable sources of information in academic settings. If this person were to attend university in a 

more progressive country, say, America, then it is entirely possible that within a few years the person's 

enrollment that his perception of women would change.  This would be a type that would be effected, 

while a token change can take the shape of shifting from finding a person unreliable to reliable.  

 Through our experiences we would like to think that we can have a good testimonial faculty. 

Fricker and McDowell envision this as a possibility if we view the training of our sensitivity as we 

would a virtue, such that we see the world in moral color. A second nature that we acquire through a 

good moral upbringing, what McDowell calls bildung. (Fricker 2007, 71 and McDowell 1996, 84) 

 The problem of whether we need to decide at every instance of testimonial exchange whether or 

not a person is a reliable source does not seem so problematic now. We see that we do not expel much 

energy in our perception of a good or bad source. Our testimonial sensibility just shows us who is a 

good source, as it is the way we perceive the person. If we are in the subway we ought to see transit 

workers or police officers as reliable sources of information. If we approach them and we do not come 

to know the location of the Sears Tower, we must have picked up on cues that we recognize as 

indicators of deceit, even if the person is just a shy person. That does not mean that we cannot come to 

know that person as a good source of information. Likewise, if we come to know the location of the 

Sears Tower, then we have taken in the prompts and cues that tell us that it is a reliable source. 

  The question is what role does our testimonial faculty play in animal knowledge versus 

reflective knowledge? Let us first examine how one would obtain animal knowledge through 

testimony. In testimony, our aim is to obtain a true belief and if we show our skill in hitting the truth, 

then our performance would be apt. Imagine that Morris in Chicago Case asks the first passerby the 
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location of the Sears Tower, but the passerby gives false information about the location of the Tower 

whether it is because the passerby wants to lie, is confused, or guesses incorrectly. We would say that 

Morris displayed the skill of asking, that is, his shot was successful, though he did not hit the truth and 

thus his shot is adroit yet not accurate. Imagine now that Morris completely fails in asking but comes to 

know that the tower is two blocks east of the station. Morris would be accurate though not adroit. 

Finally, imagine Morris asking the first passerby where the Sears Tower is and comes to know that it is 

two blocks east. In this situation Morris can be said to have animal knowledge as he is apt.  

 What is the difference then of having reflective knowledge in testimony? I would claim one 

cannot have mere animal knowledge without failing in being meta-apt in cases where there is a high 

value proposition, for it would violate the condition of meta-aptness. As we argued earlier, meta-

aptness requires the use of the agent's rationality in a normative judgement. Sosa argues that 

competence can be measured when there is a decision to make. (Sosa, 2009, p.11) We have seen that 

though these 'decisions' on reliability by our perceptual faculty are passive, that does not mean that they 

are not bound by a normative judgement. In high value inquiries, when one is seeking information, 

there are sources one should seek while there are also sources one should avoid. Much like Arthur who 

can shoot any target he likes at the archery range, sharing information has a similar value of not being 

bound by normative judgement.  Additionally, when Arthur hunts, he has good and bad positions to 

shoot, and analogously when Morris is seeking information he has good and bad sources that he should 

recognize. At the shooting range, there is no normative judgement to make and so even though Arthur 

is not meta-apt, he did not fail to be meta-apt; meta-aptness did not apply in that situation. But in 

hunting deer, Arthur can take the 100 yard shot and succeed, though he would fail to be meta-apt since 

he should not have taken the shot. In cases where the proposition has a high value, the agent should 

find a reliable source in seeking testimony because if the agent does not, then even if the agent were to 

hit the truth in her questioning, she would not have hit the truth because she should have issued the 
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question to that source.15  

 I have attempted to shed light to how KAP can avoid the problems presented to it by testimonial 

knowledge. The two problems of whether we can attribute testimonial knowledge to the hearer, and 

whether it we have set the standard of knowledge to high, have retorts based on KAP. We have 

defended our account by claiming that there are two sort of inquiries, those of high value and those of 

low value, and by explaining how we indeed have a type of testimonial faculty that is trained through a 

good ethical upbringing much in same sense of a good Aristotelian ethical upbringing. With these two 

ideas, we can evaluate how one can have either animal knowledge or reflective knowledge through 

testimony, though we still hold reflective knowledge to a higher standard. The higher standard of 

reflective knowledge still stems from the rational component we attribute to reflective knowledge, that 

of what Sosa would call, having a perspective on the testimonial exchange.  

VI. Conclusion 

 Our inquiry into the nature of knowledge has been propelled by the idea that knowledge is non-

accidental true belief. What it means for a true belief to be non-accidental is what we have been at work 

with. We have seen that the structure of justified true belief theory is undermined by Aristotelian luck 

attributable to its nature of having justification separate from belief formation. The separated paths 

happened to converge coincidentally and thus we did not allow the claim of knowledge for justified 

true belief. In solving this issue, we suggested looking to Greco's reliabilist virtue-theoretic formulation 

of knowledge which held that the truth of a belief had to be ascribable to the exercise of an agent's 

ability. This initial formulation solved traditional Gettier cases that plagued the defender of justified 

                                                 
15 One peculiar element of high value propositions that I did not detail is how we ought to distinguish high value 

propositions from low value propositions. It could seem problematic to say that if all that is important is that something 
has the value in 'our eyes', then we should act accordingly. The problem would be that one could give value to things that  
are seemingly inappropriate. For example, if we conclude that our baby's health is not of high value so we can ask the 
first passerby as to the direction of the nearest health center, then we can avoid the problem of failing to be meta-apt. I 
would agree with this though I do not find it to be a problem. The determination of high and low value propositions is a 
function of our sensibility. We would hope that a good upbringing would help us get things right, though we can only see 
as far as our eyes can, even if they have been trained poorly. The ability for progress is a feature of our sensibility, 
though progress is not always the case. 
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true belief theory though itself faced a problem with extended Gettier cases. 

 I agreed with Sosa that what we needed was a different notion of ability, one that did more than 

just necessitate the revealing of one's character, if we were solve the extended Gettier case. We turned 

to Sosa for his insight that Greco's notion of ability made no room for rationality, and with this insight 

we realized what conceptions we needed to change in order to have a better account of knowledge. We 

saw that Greco's formulation was enough to satisfy conditions of first order knowledge, that is, animal 

knowledge, though could not attain second order reflective knowledge. Unfortunately, even with Sosa's 

distinction of first and second order knowledge, we still saw a condition placed on abilities that they 

needed to be exercised in so called 'appropriate conditions', with the aim to imagine abilities as 

infallible. Here we assess that the notion of ability and its rational nature may extend further than Sosa 

anticipated. We use Rödl's illuminating ideas on powers to adjust the notion of ability, in complement 

with Sosa's theory. With this revamped understanding of ability, one that understands ability as a 

fallible power, and with a new formulation of our theory, we see that extended cases are no longer 

problematic.  

 Taking a look at our new virtue theory, KAP, we seem to have a large standard for knowledge 

which poses a problem of easy knowledge through testimony. I argue that we solve those problems if 

we distinguish high value propositions from low value propositions, which we gauge through our 

sensibility. In testimony we have what seems to be a testimonial faculty that this trained, though that is 

only one power that we have. In testimony we have the power of knowing from perception, though 

there are other modes of knowing. It is true that like the mathematician that solves the troubling 

theorem, deduction and inference are a mode of gaining knowledge, and indeed the mathematician 

would have been meta-apt in his belief. I argue that it is also true that deduction and inference are not 

necessary in all modes of knowledge, like through perception. We have arrived here by reverting to an 

Aristotelian notion of powers as virtue, as that which reveals the character of a rational being. 
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