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ABSTRACT: There has been a great deal of discussionin
the recent literature regarding the supposed phenomenon
of “epistemic luck.” Thisis the putative situation in which
an agent gains knowledge even though that knowledge has
come about in a way that has, in some sense to be speci-
fied, involved luck in some significant measure. Unfortu-
nately, very little of the literature that deals with epistemic
luck has offered an account of it that is anything more than
suggestive. The aim of this paper is to offer a more nu-
anced elucidation of what is involved in different types of
epistemic luck. More specifically, an account of luck is pro-
posed and several varieties of epistemic luck are shown to
be compatible with knowledge possession, in contrast to
two other varieties whose status is much more problem-
atic. It is argued that by being clear about what isinvolved
in epistemic luck one can gain an insight into several cen-
tral debates in epistemology, including the “Gettier”
counterexamples, the problem of radical scepticism and the
so-called “metaepistemological” challenge to externalist
theories of knowledge.

common intuitionthat isoften expressed regarding knowledgeisthat
itistruebelief that has been formed in anon-lucky or non-accidental fash-
ion.!Indeed, thisisoften thought to be the proper moral to be drawn fromthe
Gettier (1963) counterexamplesto the classical tripartite account of knowl-
edge—that the classical account left knowledge possession unduly exposed
tothevagariesof luck.2 It isnot difficult to seethe attraction of such aview,
sinceknowledgeisclearly acognitive achievement of some sort and cogni-
tive achievements are not naturally thought of as being due (either inwhole

or part) to serendipity.
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Nevertheless, this cannot be the full story because it does seem that all
knowledge must be, to some degree, dependent upon luck. After all, knowl-
edgeinvolvesakind of union of agent and world, and thusisineliminably
dependent upon the co-operation of that world. As Wittgenstein (1969, sec-
tion 505) famously put it, “ It isalways by favour of Nature that one knows
something.” This essential dependence upon the co-operation of the world
has led some commentators to urge that we must accept the existence of
epistemic luck. For sure, they argue, knowledge cannot be wholly dueto luck
(such aswhen one gainsatrue belief viaalucky guessfor example®), but we
must bewary of concluding from thisthat luck must play no part in the proper
possession of knowledge. Accordingly, onefinds such distinguished writers
asLindaZzagzebski (1999, 109) arguing that “ epistemic luck permeatesthe
human condition, whether for good orill.”

One should be cautious about being so sanguinein the face of epistemic
luck, however, for two reasons. Thefirstisthat, asso oftenin epistemol ogical
disputes, theradical scepticislurkinginthebackground waiting for achance
to strike. Sincetheintuition that knowledge precludesluck isso strong, itis
opento theradical scepticto usethisconcession asaway of motivating her
intellectually devastating conclusion. Wewill returnto exploretheradical
sceptical challenge at the end of this paper. The second reason why we should
bewary, isthat many of thewriterswho allow epistemic luck often fail to
giveany detailed account of just what it isthat they are conceding and how, in
particular, it differsfrom that variety of epistemic luck that should not be
conceded (asin the supposedly “pure” case of alucky guess). A morede-
tailed examination of epistemicluck isthusinorder.

Section | briefly outlinesarough modal theory of luck. Section |1 looks at
Peter Unger’ s (1968) account of thisnotion and usesit to highlight several
varieties of epistemic luck that are compatiblewith knowledge possession. In
contrast, Sections|11-1V consider two types of luck that do seem to posea
genuine problem for knowledge possession, and draws some general episte-
mological moralsasaresult. In particular, thefollowing issues are discussed
inthelight of thistreatment of epistemic luck: the“ Gettier” counterexamples
(including the“barnfagade” and “ assassination” cases); the epistemic exter-
nalism/internalism distinction; the problem of radical scepticism; and the so-
called “metaepistemological” challengeto externalist theories of knowledge.
Finally, Section V offers some concluding remarks.

. LUCK

One of the problems that has afflicted attemptsto get a handle on the
notion of epistemic luck isthat many of the discussionson thistopic have
tended to take the notion of luck itself aseither an undefined primitive, or
else merely gesture at aloose conceptual characterisation.*Nevertheless, a
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closer inspection of these partial conceptual elucidations of the notion—
along with the main problemsthat they face—is useful to help us under-
stand what luck is.

Oneof themost standard accounts of luck offeredintheliteratureinvolves
definingitintermsof the notion of an accident. William Harper (1996), for
instance, notesthat “‘luck’ overlapsboth with ‘accident’ and ‘ chance,”” and
Peter Unger (1968, 158) cashes out his anti-luck epistemology intermsof a
clausewhich statesthat itis“not at all an accident that the manisright about
its being the case thatp.” Carolyn Morillo (1984) seemsto adopt asimilar
line because throughout her discussion of the topic she usesthe notions of
luck and accident interchangeably. For example, she notes (Morillo 1984,
109), that knowledge precludes|uck and thenimmediately goeson to say that
itisfor thisreason that some analyses of knowledge demand that the truth of
the belief in question should not be accidental.

Therelationship between the notions of luck and accident isnot nearly so
straightforward asthese commentators appear to believe, however. Consider,
for example, the paradigm case of luck—the lottery win. Insuch acase, itis
amatter of luck (given the odds) that one winsthe lottery, but it need not
thereby be anaccident that onewins (at | east absent somefurther details about
the scenario). If one deliberately bought theticket in question and, say, one
self-consciously choose the winning numbers, then it would be odd to refer to
theresulting outcome as being accidental .

Interestingly, Harper, in the quotation just cited, does not just group the
concept “luck” withtheconcept “ accident,” but alsowith the concept “ chance.”
Thistoo, isacommon way of characterising the notion of luck, with Nicholas
Rescher being one of the foremost exponents of aversion of thisthesis(see,
for example, Rescher 1995, 19). Again, however, although thereismanifestly
aclose conceptual connection between the concepts, itisfar from clear ex-
actly how they relate. After all, intuitively at |east, chance events can occur
without anyone’ slife being affected by them, and yetitisonly eventswhich
aresignificant to agentsin some way that are counted as being lucky.® For
example, it may be amatter of chancethat alandslide occurswhen it does (or
occursat all), but if nooneisaffected by thisevent (either adversely or other-
wise), thenitishardto seewhy wewould classthisoccurrence aslucky (or
unlucky for that matter).®

Thisissueisfurther complicated once onereflects upon what the rel evant
understanding of chanceisin thiscontext. After all, eventsthat have alow
probability of occurring from the agent’ s point of view (such asalottery win)
are nevertheless plausibly regarded as predetermined to occur giventheinitial
conditions of the situation and therelevant fundamental physical laws. With
thisinmind, itisnot transparent that the relevant sense of chance at issue here
should beunderstood in terms of low probability. Moreover, identifying chance
withindeterminacy would farelittle better sinceit ought to be uncontroversial
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that at least somelucky eventsare not brought about by indeterminatefactors.
It thus appearsthat amore subtle account of chanceisneeded.’

Another commonway of characterising luck isintermsof control, or rather
the absence of it. If, for example, onewereto say, “| discovered the buried
treasure by luck,” onewould be naturally understood asimplying that one did
nothing to ensure that one would discover what one did (or, indeed, that one
would discover anything at all)—that the discovery itself was out of one’s
control insomeway. Thisis, perhaps, the most common account given of the
notioninthe philosophical literature, anditsinfluenceisprobably dueto the
fact that in hisinfluential paper on thetopic of moral luck Thomas Nagel
definesthis speciesof luck injust theseterms. HereisNagel:

Where asignificant aspect of what someone does depends on factors
beyond his control, yet we continue to treat him in that respect as an
object of moral judgement, it can be called moral luck. (Nagel 1979, 25)

Following Nagel, anumber of writers have adopted thisline asregardsluck
in general 2 Daniel Statman, for exampl e, offersthefollowing account of good
and bad luck:

L et us start by explaining what we usually mean by theterm “luck.”

Good luck occurs when something good happensto an agent P, itsoc-
currence being beyondP’ scontrol. Similarly, bad luck occurswhen
something bad happensto an agentP, itsoccurrence being beyond his
control. (Statman 1991, 146)

And asimilar account isoffered by Andrew Latus (2000). Neverthel ess, both
Statman (1991, 146) and L atus (2000, 167) also note, in footnotes, that lack
of control could only plausibly be regarded asanecessary conditionfor luck.
After all, as Latus (2000, 167) neatly points out, the rising of the sun this
morning was an event the occurrence of which was out of one’ scontrol. But
would wereally want to say that it waslucky that the sun rose this morning?
Moreover, theissue of control isparticularly problematic when it comesto
epistemic luck, because (on most views at |east) belief isacomponent of
knowledge, and it is certainly common to regard the formation of at least
one’ smost basic perceptual beliefsasnot being within one’ simmediate con-
trol. Nevertheless, it seemstoo odd to argue on thisbasisthat basic perceptual
belief is*lucky.”

So although thereisclearly something intuitive about thinking of luck in
terms of accidentality, chance, or the absence of control, thereisno straight-
forward way available of accounting for luck in theseterms. Unfortunately,
the philosophical literature does not go further to offer any deeper analysis of
the concept of luck that goes beyond these suggestive equival ences. Never-
theless, aplausible (though rough) modal account of luck can be offered—
onewhich can meet themainintuitionsin play in the philosophical discussion.

Theaccount comesin two parts. Thefirst, which capturesthe specifically
modal dimensionto luck, can be expressed asfollows, where possibleworlds
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areto be understood, in the standard way, asordered intermsof their similar-
ity to theactual world:®

(L1) If aneventislucky, thenitisan event that occursintheactual world
but which does not occur in most of the nearest possible worldsto
the actual world (worldswhich most resembl e the actual world).

With L1inmind, consider how it capturestwo of the paradigm cases of
luck mentioned above, thelottery win and thelucky discovery of treasure. In
theformer case, we have alucky event which, trueto L1, occursin the actual
world, but which—so long, of course, thelottery wasboth fair and sufficiently
demanding—does does not occur in most of the nearby possibleworlds. The
very attraction of afair lottery liesin thefact that the possible world in which
onewinsisvery likethe actual world, eventhoughitisinfact unlikely that
such apossibleworld should be the actual world. This point highlightsthe
senseinwhich the similarity ordering of possibleworldsis not tantamount to
an ordering interms of probability. For althoughitishighly unlikely that one
shouldwinthelottery, it isstill neverthelessthe casethat thereisanearby
possibleworld in which one doeswin the lottery because very little needsto
be different to turn the actual (non-lottery-winning) world into the appropri-
ate (lottery-winning) possibleworld (for example, afew numbered ballsjust
needtofall into slightly different holes on the machinethat drawsthe lottery
numbers). L1 thusexplainsour first paradigm case of luck, in that thelucky
event of alottery winisclearly an event which, on this conception of possible
worlds, obtainsin the actual world but not in most nearby possibleworlds.

Similarly, L1 can also account for the case of thelucky discovery. Accord-
ingto L1, thisevent can count aslucky because, althoughit occurred inthe
actual world, it does not occur in most of the possible worlds that are most
aliketheactual world. And, indeed, thisconformsto our intuitions concern-
ing thiscase. To say that the discovery islucky isto say that, in most possible
worldssimilar to the actual one, onewould not have made the discovery that
onedid. Accordingly, it followsthat although the treasure was found in the
actual world, it would not have been found in most nearby possible worlds,
just asL 1 demands.

Significantly, thiscondition on luck can al so accommodate exampleswhich
arenot, intuitively, cases of luck. For example, itisnot lucky that the sun rose
thismorning, on thisview, because although thisis an event that is out of
one'scontrol, itisnonethel essalso truethat the sun risesin most (if not all) of
the nearest possibleworldsto the actual world.

A further motivation for employing thistype of condition onluck isthat it
can explain why accidentality and lack of control areboth closely related to,
but not essential to, luck. Thisisbecauseif one has control over acertain
event, such that oneisable (typically) to determinethat acertain outcome
obtains, then that is naturally understood asimplying that in most nearby
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possibleworlds, that outcomeisrealised and therefore not lucky (justasL1
would predict). Consider the example of afair 100m race between an amateur
athlete and an Olympic gold medallist at this distance, both of whom want to
win. Presumably, wewould say that if the gold-medallist winsthenthat winis
not dueto luck, whilst if the amateur athlete winsthen (all other thingsbeing
equal) itis(becauseit will be due, for example, to the gold-medallist falling
over or succumbing to some similar fate). Moreover, thisisreflected in the
fact that it isonly the Olympic gold-medallist who has significant control
over theoutcomein thisrespect. Thanksto her prodigiousskill, coupled with
her strict training schedul es and heightened level s of concentration and so
forth, sheisableto not only ensure that she winsin the actual world, but also
innearly all of the nearby possible worldsaswell. Indeed, the only worlds
where she fail sto win are those where something goes wrong, such asthose
worldswhere she stumblesand fallsbeforethefinishline. Accordingly, should
the other runner win the race, then thiswin will be lucky because in most of
the nearest possible worlds sheloses. Control over eventsisthusagood de-
terminant of whether or not luck isinvolved.

Similar remarksapply to accidentality. To say that an event isan accident
is, intuitively, to say that in most nearby possibleworldsit doesnot occur.
Accordingly, on the rough modal analysis of luck offered above, it would
follow that accidental eventswill tend to be lucky events. For example, to say
that one found the buried treasure by “accident” isnaturally taken to mean
both that in most nearby possibleworlds one does not find thetreasure, and
also that one’ sdiscovery isdueto luck.

L1lisalsoableto capturetherelevant sense of “chance” that we saw com-
mentatorstrying toidentify above. The chief concern raised regarding ac-
countsof luck formulated in terms of chance wasthat it wasunclear how one
isto understand the notion of chancein this context. In particular, it was
noted that two plausible ways of understanding this notion—in terms of low
probabilities or indeterminacy—were highly unsatisfactory sincethere were
paradigm cases of luck wherethe event in question was, at least in one sense,
neither indeterminate nor of alow probability. By employing L 1 we can evade
this concern by noting that the sense of chancein play ismerely that modal
notion of how the event in question, though it occurs, does not occur in most
worlds similar to the actual world. Onthisview, the temptation to identify
chancewith indeterminacy, low probabilities, or some other factorissimply a
red herring.®

L 1 alone does not capture the core notion of luck, however, because, as
noted above, we al so need to say something about the significancethat the
agent in question attachesto thetarget event, sinceitisonly significant events
that are counted aslucky or unlucky. The examplecited toillustratethiswas
that of thelandslidewhich did not affect anyone, either positively or adversely.
Clearly, such an event is neither lucky nor unlucky. Nevertheless, it might
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still be an event that meetsthe condition outlined in L1, and hence this ex-
ampleservestoillustratethat L1 aloneisnot sufficient to capture the core
notion of luck.

Wethus need asecond condition that capturesthe “significance” element
of luck. Hereis one possible formulation:

(L2) If aneventislucky, thenitisan event that issignificant to the agent
concerned (or would be significant, were the agent to be availed of
therelevant facts).

Though vague, this condition shoul d sufficeto capture the basic contours of
the “subjective” element of luck, and thus al so capture the sensein which
luck can be either good or bad. Take the landslide example just noted, for
instance. L2 rulesthisevent out as being an exampl e of luck on the grounds
that it is not an event that is of any significance to anyone. Moreover, by
adapting this scenario, we can accommodate the manner in which whether or
not an event isjudged to be lucky can depend upon the significance attached
to the event by the agent concerned. For example, if only one person was
affected in asignificant way by the landslide, then thisevent would belucky
(or unlucky) for them only. Furthermore, the manner in which the event af -
fectsthe agent will determinethetype of luck that isinvolved. For example,
if thelandslide has adverse effects on the agent (as one woul d expect)—such
asif it destroys her house—then we would expect this agent to regard this
event as being unlucky. Conversely, however, if the landslide has positive
effects—if, for example, it levelsthe hillside that she was about to pay asmall
fortuneto havelevelled artificially—then we woul d expect the agent to re-
gard thisevent aslucky. Thetype of luck, and itsvery existence from that
agent’ spoint of view, thus depends upon the significance that the agent at-
tachesto the event in question.

We need to add thecaveat regarding the significance that the agent would
attach to the event were she to be availed of all therelevant factsin order to
deal with cases where agents do not count an event as being lucky simply
becausethey are not aware of certain features of the event. For example, one
might have narrowly avoided being hit by athunderbolt, and thuslosing one’s
life, and yet simply fail to noticethat one had had such alucky escape. Ac-
cordingly, the event would not be significant even though it was manifestly
lucky. Clearly, the way to deal with such an exampleisto widen our under-
standing of significance sothat it includeswhat the agent would find signifi-
cant were sheto be apprised of all therelevant facts.®

Of courseg, there will be considerable room for manceuvre regarding how
oneistointerpret “significance” in thisaccount, though, typically, onewould
expect the context to fix the appropriate reading. For example, in the case of
epistemic luck the conception of significance seems quite broad in that it
merely involvesthe event being significant enough for the agent to form the
relevant belief (and perhapsonly therelevant dispositionto believe), whereas
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in non-epistemic cases more appearsto beinvolved. After all, onemight form
therelevant beliefsin thelandslide case just mentioned, and yet still not re-
gard the event as lucky because the event is not something that one cares
about either way.

Nevertheless, the conjunction of L1 and L2 isclearly ableto accommo-
date anumber of our basic intuitions about luck. Accordingly, whilst this
account of luck isadmittedly vague, it should sufficeto aid usin our discus-
sion of the phenomenon of epistemic luck.?

Il. THREE BENIGN VARIETIES OF EPISTEMIC LUCK

Perhapsthe subtl est account of the notion of epistemicluck intheliterature
isthat offered by Unger (1968) who presentsa“ non-accidental” theory of knowl-
edge (where, recall, for “accident” read “luck”). What makesUnger’ sanalysis
particularly interesting isthat heisone of the few thinkersto give at least a
passing attempt at distinguishing between epistemically significant and
epistemically insignificant varietiesof luck. Consider thefollowing passage:

In my analysis of human knowledge, a complete absence of the acci-
dental isclaimed, not regarding the occurrence or existence of thefact
known nor regarding the existence or abilities of the man who knows,
but only asregards acertain relation concerning the man and the fact.
(Unger 1968, 159)

Unger here distinguishestwo harmlesswaysin which luck can have aninflu-
ence on knowledge. They can be summarised asfollows:

(D) Itislucky that the proposition known istrue.

(2) Itislucky that the agent is capable of knowledge.

The examplethat Unger givestoillustrate thefirst type of epistemic luck
isof someonewho happensto witness aparadigm case of an accidental event—
acar accident. Unger (1968, 159) notesthat eventhoughitisan accident that
thisevent should have occurred, and thusthat it isin this sense an accident
that the proposition which saysthat it hasoccurredistrue, neverthel ess an
agent can know that proposition just so long as“itisnot accidental that heis
right about its being the case” that the accidental event happened. Unger is
surely right here, in that there seems no essential reason why the content of
the proposition at issue should affect an agent’ s knowledge of that proposi-
tion provided that all the usual conditionsfor knowledge have been met (i.e.,
truth, belief and whatever epistemic conditionsare needed to transform true
belief into knowledge). Moreover, note that Unger’ s example of an accident
conformsto the account of luck offered above. For acar accident isnaturally
understood to be an event which occursin the actual world, but not in most
nearby possibleworlds (for thenit wouldn’t be an accident), and which is of
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some significance, both to the person concerned and, in this case, to the wit-
nessto the event.”

Asregardsthe second type of epistemic luck, there isan ambiguity re-
garding what Unger hasin mind. He talks of how itis*“largely accidental”
that one existswhen one does (or even at all), though thisclaimisfar from
obviously true (unlessheisillicitly identifying “ accidental” with “ contin-
gent,” and even thisclaimisfar from contentious). The example he offersto
illustrate hismain point, however, ismore straightforward. He speaks of how
an agent may be looking at aturtle and, as luck would have it (and unbe-
knownst to him), he has at that moment narrowly avoided being smashed to
pieces by arock that would ordinarily have fallen onto him by now (Unger
1968, 160). Herewe clearly have a case of good luck since, ex hypothesi, in
most nearby possibleworlds our protagonist would be dead (and hisdeathis,
we might reasonably suppose, an event whichishighly significant to him).
Nevertheless, Unger arguesthat although

itisindeed quite an accident that the turtle watcher isalive at thetime
he seestheturtle crawling on the ground beforehim . . .itisnot at all
accidental that heisright about its being the case that thereisaturtle
on the ground. [Thus] the turtle watcher knows that thereis aturtle
crawling there upon the ground. (Unger 1968, 160)

Again, then, wefind Unger arguing, plausibly, that genuine knowledge pos-
sessionisnot undermined merely by thefact that itislucky that theagentisin
aposition to know anything at all at that moment. And, again, thisexample
conformsto our account of luck, for the event in questionisclearly onethat
obtainsinthe actual world but not in most nearby worlds, and which would
besignificant to the agent involved if only hewas aware of therelevant facts
inthisregard.

Although Unger only explicitly lists the above two types of harmless
epistemic luck in hisdiscussion of accidentality, one can discern two other
types of luck if one pays careful attention to the text. For example, Unger
makesthefollowing remark:

[A] man may overhear his employer say that he will be fired and he
may do so quite by accident, not intending to be near hisemployer’s
office or to gain any information from hisemployer. Though it may be
an accident that the man cameto know that hewill befired, and it may
be somewhat accidental that he knowsthisto be so, nevertheless, from
thetimethat he hearsand onwards, it may well be not at all accidental
that the manisright about itsbeing the case that hewill befired. Thus,
he may know, whether by accident or not. (Unger 1968, 159)

Curiously, however, although this exampleisadduced within the account
given of thefirst type of benign epistemic luck, it does not conformto either
of thetypesdistinguished above. After all, thisisnot ascenario inwhich the
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agent islucky to be able to possess knowledge in thefirst place nor even a
caseinwhich the proposition knownisonly luckily true. It would seem, then,
that Unger has stumbled across another form of harmless epistemical luck.
We can characterisethistype of luck asfollows:

(3) Itislucky that the agent acquired the evidencethat supportsher knowledge.

AsUnger pointsout, we would be quite willing to ascribe knowledge to the
unfortunate man in this example even though it was entirely lucky that he
came acrossthe evidence which supports hisknowledge (sincein most nearby
possibleworlds he does not acquirethisevidence). Furthermore, the agent’ s
acquisition of thisevidence clearly constitutes a case in which the event at
issue obtainsinthe actual world, but not in most nearby possibleworlds, and
whichisalso of significanceto the agent concerned. We havethusidentified
athird variety of innocuous epistemic luck.

Indeed, such cases of evidential epistemic luck are common in the con-
temporary epistemological literature (although they arerarely explicitly un-
derstood in theseterms). For instance, consider the following example offered
by Robert Nozick (1981) in hisdiscussion of hismodal theory of knowledge,
where he asks usto imagine asituation where “the bank robber’ s mask slips
off asheisescaping and the bystander seesit is Jesse James” (Nozick 1981,
193). On this basis, argues Nozick, the bystander can come to “know that
Jesse Jamesisrobbing the bank” (193) eventhoughitispurely amatter of
luck that the bystander isin the position that he iswhen James's mask hap-
pensto slip. Thisisclearly acase of evidential epistemic luck inthatitis
lucky that the agent should acquirethe evidence that supports histrue belief
intheidentity of the bank robber. After all, thisisan event (the sighting of
Jesse James' sface) that is significant enough to the agent for himto formthe
relevant belief and which, in most nearby possibleworlds, does not obtain.
Accordingly, the agent would not form this belief in (most of) thoseworlds,
because hewould not see James' sface.

One might think, however, that thisway of putting the matter runstwo
distinct forms of innocuous epistemic luck together, evidential anddoxastic
epistemicluck. That is, that although these cases concern situationsinwhich
oneacquiresevidencein alucky fashion, and thereby also formsthe relevant
belief inalucky fashion, nevertheless, theluck that attachesitself to the evi-
dence and theluck that attachesitself to the belief could come apart, so that
therearecasesof evidential epistemicluck that are not thereby casesof doxastic
epistemic luck, andvice versa. We can characterise this notion of doxastic
epistemicluck asfollows:

(4) Itislucky that the agent believesthe proposition known.

Althoughitistruethat one can distinguish thesetwo types of luck, nothing of
consequencehangsupon thisdistinction becauseany caseof evidential epistemic
luck will thereby be a case of doxastic epistemic luck andvice versa.*
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Consider first those potential counterexamplesto thisclaimthat involve
evidential epistemic luck without the corresponding doxastic epistemic luck.
For example, one might think that it ispossibleto be evidentially epistemically
lucky without thereby being doxastically epistemically lucky on the grounds
that it issurely possibleto acquire evidencein alucky fashion without thereby
acquiring the relevant belief in alucky fashion. Such cases do not pose a
problem for the putative coexistence of evidential and doxastic epistemic luck,
however, becausein these casesthe very fact that the agent failsto form the
relevant belief sufficestoindicatethat theluck at issueisno longer epistemic.
That is, for theluck to be epistemic it must coexist with the agent’ sknowl-
edge of thetarget proposition, but if the agent doesnot evenform therelevant
belief then sheisnot in the market for knowledgeinthefirst place. Where
this particular objection goes awry isthus by failing to distinguish between
epistemic luck and luck simpliciter.

A second possible objectionto theideathat all epistemicluck that isevi-
dential isthereby doxastic (andvice versa) might bethat there are casesin
which one acquires the evidence that supports one’ s knowledge in alucky
fashion without thereby acquiring the belief in alucky manner, because one
had already formed that belief in anon-lucky fashion (although it was previ-
ously insufficiently supported by evidence). Such examples are controver-
sial, however, once one spellsout the details. For if itistrue that the agent
would retain her belief in thetarget proposition even if she lacked the evi-
dencethat currently supports her putative knowledge, then it ceasesto be
plausible that she really does know that propositioninthefirst place. For
example, if ajury member only comes acrossthe evidence which supports
her belief inthe defendant’ sguilt through luck, but would have believedin
hisguiltin most nearby possibleworldswhere shelacksthisevidenceregard-
less, then it seemsthat her belief in thisrespect isjust too insensitiveto the
factsto count asknowledge, evenif, asin the actual world, her truebelief is
well supported by evidence. Again, then, we find that potential
counterexamplesto the claim that all epistemicluck that isevidential isthereby
also doxastic (and viceversa) areillusory.

What about the other direction of fit, that between epistemicluck thatis
doxastic and epistemic luck that is evidential ? Here the obj ection may be that
onemight be lucky to have acquired the belief that one does without thereby
being lucky in acquiring therelevant evidencethat supportsone’ sknowledge.
Again, however, the devil isin the details. For the question we now need to
ask isjust what it isthat givesriseto the agent’ slucky belief inthese cases, if
itisnot evidence that has also been luckily acquired. Suppose, for example,
that the agent had the evidence all along (and acquired it in anon-lucky fash-
ion), but failed to form abelief in responseto that evidence because she did
not properly attend to it (akind of epistemicakrasia), and only eventually
formed the relevant belief because she was lucky enough to reflect on her



204 DUNCAN PRITCHARD

evidence at acertain moment of rare lucidity. The problem with such an ex-
ampleisthat thevery story that hasto betold to explain why the acquisition
of the evidence did not giveriseto the belief underminesthe plausibility of
supposing that the agent hasknowledgein thefirst place. For if wegrant such
astory thenit followsthat in most nearby possibleworldsin which the agent
has the same evidence as she doesin the actual world, shefailstoformthe
relevant belief asaresult, and thiskind of insensitivity to the evidence nor-
mally sufficesto indicate that the agent lacks knowledge® And aswe saw
earlier, if the agent isnot even in the market for knowledge, then the luck
under consideration can no longer be regarded as epistemic at all.

Despitefirst appearances, then, there is no separate account needed of
doxastic and evidential epistemic luck, since any case of theformer will bea
case of thelatter, andvice versa. Henceforth, we will refer to these cases of
epistemic luck asevidential and simply takeit asgranted that thisclassifica-
tion also covers doxastic epistemic luck.

We havethusidentified several possiblewaysinwhich knowledge can be
based on luck, all of which areentirely consistent with the possession of knowl-
edge. Aswewill see, theimportance of distinguishing thesetypes of epistemic
luck isthat the kind of casesin which thereisagenuinetension between luck
and knowl edge can easily be confused with casesin which thereisnotension
at all. Distinguishing between those types of luck that undermine knowledge
possession and those that do not isthus essential if we are to capture the
source of the supposed tension between luck and knowledge.®

1. VERITIC LUCK AND THE GETTIER
COUNTEREXAMPLES

In effect, the types of epistemic luck that we have identified as being
epistemically harmlessconcernluck intheinitial conditionsfor knowledge,
rather than luck intheknowledgeitself. AsUnger put the point in the passage
cited above, theissue about problematic examples of epistemic luck isthat
they impair the epistemic “ rel ation concerning the man and the fact,” and the
types of luck that we have examined so far do not havethis effect. We must
thuslook more specifically at the sort of luck that affectsthis epistemicrela-
tionship between the knowing subject and the fact known.

We can expressthistype of luck interms of how, evenif all therelevant
epistemic conditions on knowledge demanded by the epistemol ogical theory
inquestion aremet, itisstill amatter of luck that the belief istrue:

(5) Itisamatter of luck, given that the agent’ sbelief meetsall therelevant
epistemic conditions, that the belief istrue.

Wewill call thistypeof luck “veritic” luck.r” So construed, veritic luck clearly
constitutes one sensein which luck can be epistemologically significant. In-
deed, this is the type of luck that is famously at issue in the Gettier
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counterexamplesto theclassical tripartite account of knowledge, whereonthis
account therelevant epistemic conditionsare understood intermsof theagent’s
justification. That exampleswhich highlight the presence of thistype of luck
arewidely thought to refute decisively acertain epistemol ogical theory should
sufficetoindicatethat thisparticular speciesof luck isincompatiblewith know!-
edge possession (and istherefore not, strictly speaking, epistemicat all).

Consider the following example adapted from one given (though in adif-
ferent context) by Bertrand Russell (1948, 170-1). A man comesdownstairs
every morning around about the same time and |ooks at the time on the old
clockinhishall. Theclock hasbeen ahighly reliabletimepiece now for many
years, and the man has no groundsfor thinking that it isfaulty thismorning.
Theclock tellshimthatitis8:22, anditisindeed usually around about 8:20
a.m. that the man comes downstairs. Furthermore, the clock isright, because
itis8:22 am. Nevertheless, unbeknownst to our protagonist, the clock hasin
fact broken down (it broke down twelve hoursbefore). Thisisclearly acase
where, even given the excellent groundsthat the agent has, hisbelief isonly
luckily true, sincein most nearby possible worlds where the agent forms his
belief onthe samebasis, it isfalse.® Clearly, wewould say in such acasethat
the man does not know what thetimeis, even though he has excellent grounds
tojustify hisbelief—and thus, seemingly, hasmet all therelevant epistemic
conditionsinthisregard—and even though hisbelief isinfact true. Wethus
havefound asensein whichluck can undermine an agent’ s putative posses-
sion of knowledge.

AsZagzebski (1994; 1999) pointsout, thereisasystematic method for
generating Gettier counterexamples of this sort. First, take ajustified true
belief, but onewherethejustification in question does not entail thetruth of
the belief. Next, stipulate a case of bad luck that would usually prevent the
agent from having atrue belief. Finally, stipulate afurther case of good luck
that cancelsout the bad luck and ensuresthat the belief istrue. For example,
inthe case just given, the bad luck that (despite all the good grounds for
thinking the contrary) the clock isbroken iscancelled out by the good luck
that the clock happened to break down at thetimethat it did, so that, twelve
hourslater, the agent formsatrue belief regardless.

The standard diagnosis of these examplesisthat they show that merely
true belief supported by good groundswill not sufficeto ensure knowledge,
because the quality of such groundswill not be sufficient to rule out luck.
More specifically, we can note that the problem is not the presence of luck
per se, but rather the presence of veritic luck. Mylan Engel (1992) concludes
fromthisthat veriticluck posesafundamental problemfor all internalist epis-
temological theories, on the basisthat whatever internal epistemic conditions
are adduced by such theories, they will not incorporate the kind of external
relationship to thetruth that would eliminate this sort of luck. Engel does not
offer afull-fledged account of what he hasin mind regarding epistemol ogical
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internalism here, but hiscomments seemto fit the standard conception of this
position. For example, James Pryor, in asurvey article on recent trendsin
epistemology, characteriseswhat he calls“ simpleinternalism” intermsof a
conception of justification that demandsthat:

[W]hether or not the agent isjustified in believingpiswholly deter-
mined by factswhich oneisin aposition to know about by reflection
alone. (Pryor 2001, 100)

Pryor goesonto characterise what ismeant by “reflection” herein terms of

apriori reasoning, introspective awareness of one' sown mental states, and
one' smemory of knowledge acquiredinthoseways. (Pryor 2001, 100)

Onthisconception of internalism, one can see why in any internalist theory
of knowledge which merely held that knowledge wasjustified, true belief
would be hostage to veritic luck. After all, there is no fact that one could
know by reflection alonethat would ensurethat one’ sjustified true belief was
not “ Gettiered.” For example, thefactsthat the agent in the“ stopped clock”
example above knows by reflection alone could al so be known by acounter-
part agent who isin exactly the same circumstances except that the clock has
not stopped and he hasknowledge. That is, the difference between the agent
whose putative knowledgeis subject to asignificant and undermining degree
of veriticluck, and the counterpart agent whose knowledgeis not influenced
by veritic luck (and so isbonafide), isnot onethat can be captured interms
of thefactsthat the agent isableto know by reflection alone. Accordingly,
knowledge cannot just be true belief that is justified by the lights of the
internalist account.

Nevertheless, Engel iswrong to conclude on thisbasisthat thereis some
essential problemwith all internalist theories of knowledge. Thisisbecauseit
isentirely opentointernaliststo advocate extraepistemic conditionsin addi-
tionto aninternalist conception of justificationin their account of know!-
edge. Indeed, thisisonekey reason why one cannot usefully draw the epistemic
externalism/internalism contrast asit appliesto theories of knowledgeinterms
of justification, because it is entirely possible that both externalists and
internalists might advance an internalist conception of justification. In such
cases, wherethetheoriesdivergewill beintermsof therolethat they accord
tothisnotion of justification. In particular, whereasinternalists about knowl -
edgewill typically regard meeting this condition as being necessary for knowl-
edge, externalistswill demur, allowing that at least in some cases (such as
basi ¢ perceptual knowledge, say) an agent could have knowledge by meeting
external epistemic conditionsalone (such as some sort of reliability condi-
tion).*® Sowhilst veritic luck isindeed epistemically significant—in that itis
inconsistent with knowledge such that its elimination isan adequacy condi-
tion on any theory of knowledge—itsramificationsfor contemporary episte-
mological discussion are not quite as dramatic as Engel claims.®
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Theway to eliminate veritic luck from one’ stheory of knowledge—and
thus evade the Gettier counterexamples—is thusto identify some external
epistemic condition which ensuresthat the rel ationshi p between the epistemic
conditionsand thetruth of thetarget propositionissuch that luck cannot inter-
vene. More specifically, one needsto identify an external epistemic condition
that makesit such that meeting the relevant epistemic conditions entailsthe
truth of thetarget proposition.? Oneeasy, but unilluminating, way of doingthis
would beto simply specify that knowledgeisjustified true belief that arisesin
a“ Gettier-free” fashion, wherethelatter conditionisan“external” epistemic
condition, inthe sensethat it isnot acondition that the agent will be ableto
know reflectively hasobtained. Indeed, Unger’ s (1968) “ hon-accidental” ac-
countisalongtheselines. A more plausibletheory would, of course, specify
what it meansfor an agent’ sjustification to be Gettier-free. Such theoriesasthe
indefeasibility thesis propounded by Keith L ehrer and Tom Paxson (1969) could
be construed as attemptsto offer such aspecification.

With our characterisation of luck intermsof L1 and L2 in mind, we can
offer amore general account of what isrequired to eliminate veritic luck.
Recall that what is needed isatheory of knowledgethat ensuresthat it isnot
amatter of luck that the agent’ s belief istrue given that she meets all the
relevant epistemic conditions. This meansthat provided the agent meets all
the relevant epistemic conditionsin the actual world, then in most nearby
possible worldsin which she forms the same belief on the same basis, her
belief istrue. For example, the stopped clock caseisclearly not aninstance of
knowledge, because thereisawide range of nearby possibleworldswhere
the agent forms the same belief regarding what the time is on the same basis
(i.e., by looking at the clock), and where hisbelief isfalse. Moreover, thisis
entirely consistent with epistemological internalism, because merely making
thisdemand does not prejudice theissue of whether theinternalist conception
of justification isanecessary condition on knowledge.

In order to seethisaccount in more detail, consider how it dealswith two
of the standard examples of fered in epistemol ogy. First, the “barn facade”
scenario, aversion of which wasfirst advanced (in print) by Alvin Goldman
(1976). Inthisexampleweare asked to consider the epistemic statusof Henry’s
truebelief that the barn beforehimisareal barn giventhat heiscurrently in
Barn Fagade County, where all the other barnsarefake. Intuitively, although
Henry has atrue belief based (by hypothesis) onimpeccable evidence, itis
not an instance of knowledge. We can explain thisintuition in terms of our
account of veritic luck by noting that it would not betrueinthiscasethatin
most nearby possibleworldswhere Henry formsthe same belief on the same
basis (i.e., by simply looking at the “barns”) hisbelief istrue. Afteral,ina
great number of nearby possibleworldswhere heformshisbelief onthe same
basis, Henry will be looking at barn fagcades rather than barns, and so will
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form afalsebelief asaresult. Accordingly, hisputative knowledgeinthis
caseisinfected with veriticluck, and soisnot genuineknowledgeat all.

In contrast, consider the “ assassination” case offered by Gilbert Harman
(1973, 142-154). Inthisexamplewe are asked to consider the epistemic sta-
tusof Jill’ strue belief that the president has been assassinated, abelief that
she hasformed on the basis of reading what is, normally, areliable newspa-
per. Thetwist in thisstory comesfrom thefact that subsequent editions of the
paper retract the story for political reasons, and had Jill read theretractions
(she doesnot), shewould no longer have believed that the president had been
assassinated. Unlikeinthebarn fagcade example, however, our account of veritic
luck issuesinasurprising result in thiscase, becauseit allows, contrary to the
conventional wisdom on this matter, that Jill doesindeed have knowledge.
The reason for thisisthat there are going to be very few nearby possible
worlds where Jill forms her belief on the same basis and yet forms afalse
belief asaresult, sincethe general reliability of the newspaper ensuresthat in
most nearby possible worldswhere Jill trustswhat shereads, shewill forma
true belief asaresult. Properly understood, then, the type of luck thatisin
play inthisexampleisof an evidential, rather than of averitic, variety, in that
itisonly lucky that Jill acquiresthe evidence she does given that subsequent
editions of the newspaper retract the story. Thisisthereason why Jill’ sknowl-
edgeisso unstable, and thus, asaconsequence, why it looksasif it might not
be genuine knowledge at all.

Indeed, we can al so explain why other commentatorsareinclined to draw
a different conclusion from this example by reflecting upon the type of
epistemicinstability in Jill’ sknowledgethat isin play here. Thestory thatis
beingtoldisambiguousinacrucial respect. Althoughitisstipulated that the
newspaper isreliable, thefact that itisalso part of the story that the newspa-
per is, inthiscase, an unreliable source of information, tendsto obscure the
i ssue of whether or not the luck at issueisof an evidential or veritic variety.
On the supposition that the newspaper isnot areliable source of information,
we do get the standard result that Jill lacks knowledge, because now there
will be awide class of nearby possible worlds where she forms her belief
about the death of the president viareading the newspaper, and yet forms
falsebelief asaresult. Thedevil isthusinthedetails. If wetake the example
at facevalue, it isnot acase of veritic luck and Jill does have knowledge,
whilstif weread into the examplethat the newspaper isnot areliable source
of information, thenit isplausibleto contend that thereisveriticluck in play
here, and thusthat Jill lacksknowledge.?

The conclusionsthat we draw from such examplesare thus dependent upon
thetype of luck that isin play. Moreover, once we are clear about the variety
of luck at issue, then even commonplace examplesin epistemol ogy can gen-
erate surprising conclusions.®
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IV. REFLECTIVE LUCK, SCEPTICISM, AND THE
METAEPISTEMOLOGICAL CHALLENGE

Eliminating veritic luck from one’ s epistemol ogy does not sufficeto evade
the prima facietension between luck and knowledge, however, because an-
other form of luck remainsthat is potentially just as epistemol ogically sig-
nificant. Thisisbecause, asnoted above, what iscommon to all Gettier-proof
epistemol ogies (whether they beinternalist or externalist theories) isthat they
citeat least one epistemic condition (the condition which ensures that the
theory is Gettier-proof), which the agent isnot in aposition to know reflec-
tively has obtained. Thetype of epistemic luck that resultsthus concernsthe
manner in which an agent can have knowledge, and yet, from that agent’s
reflective position, it is amatter of luck that she has met all the epistemic
conditions in question and thus has knowledge. We will call this type of
epistemicluck “reflective” epistemicluck and characteriseit asfollows:

(6) Itisamatter of luck, given what the agent isableto know by reflection
alone, that she hasknowledge of what shetruly believes.

For exampl e, imaginetwo counterparts whose epistemic situation, andin par-
ticular what they are ableto know by reflection alone, isidentical except that
thefirst, but not the second, lacks knowledge because her putative knowledge
hasbeen “ Gettiered.” Asnoted above, such an exampleisentirely possible;
thus an extreme form of epistemological internalism which did not incorpo-
rate anon-reflectively accessible external epistemic condition on knowledge,
would always be hostage to exampl es of thissort. With thisconditionin play,
however, it followsthat whether or not an agent has knowledgeis not some-
thing that the agent can cometo know by reflection alone. Accordingly, or so
thethought runsat any rate, it can be amatter of luck, givenwhat theagent is
ableto know by reflection alone, that she has knowledge. Inthe examplejust
described, for instance, we would have to argue that what distinguishesthe
agent who hasknowledge from the counterpart agent who has been Gettiered,
and so does not have it (but who is otherwiseidentical), isthat the former
agent has met an epistemic condition that thelatter agent hasnot. And since
oneisunableto know by reflection alone whether one’ sknowledge has been
Gettiered, it followsthat, relative to what oneisableto know by reflection
alone, one could just aswell bein the situation of the Gettiered agent asthat
of her non-Gettiered counterpart.

Despite these suggestive remarks, however, it isfar from clear on closer
inspection what exactly islucky about these scenarios. For example, one might
understand the claim being made here asthat it is entirely possible for an
agent to have atrue belief in the actual world which meetsall therelevant
epistemic conditions and so is an instance of knowledge and yet, in most
nearby possibleworldswherewhat onereflectively knowsisexactly the same
(at least intherelevant respects), and where one formsthe same belief on the
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same basis, onelacks knowledge becausetherelevant external epistemic con-
ditionisnot met. The problem, however, isthat by having an external condi-
tion on knowledge that eliminates veritic luck, such examplesjust are not
possiblebecausethiscondition will ensurethat in most nearby possibleworlds
where oneformsthe same belief onthe samebasis, one’ sbelief istrue. Ac-
cordingly, if one hasknowledgeinthe actual world then one al so has knowl-
edge in most nearby possibleworldsin which one formsthe samebelief on
the same basis, regardless of whether those worlds are oneswherewhat one
reflectively knowsremains constant.

For exampl e, suppose| gain knowledge by looking at the (reliable) clock
inmy officein good cognitive conditions (good lighting and so forth). If this
isagenuine case of knowledge which isnot infected by veritic luck, thenin
most nearby possibleworldswhere | form this same belief on the same basis,
my belief will betrue (and thus, at least in the majority of theseworlds, | will
cometo have knowledge of thisproposition). Now, it iscertainly true that
therewill beasmall cluster of possibleworldswherethebelief | form onthis
basisisfalse (such aswherethe clock stopped afew minutesbefore | looked),
and also asmall cluster of possible worldswhere my belief is Gettiered so
that, whilst true, it isnot aninstance of knowledge (perhaps becausethe clock
stopped only secondsearlier). Andinthe case of thelatter worlds, it could
well bethat what | reflectively know remains unaltered from the actual world.
Nevertheless, it cannot be the case that in the majority of the nearby possible
worlds where | form my belief on this basis and have the same reflective
knowledgeasin the actual world, my belief is Gettiered, becausethe fact that
theknowledgeat issueisgenuine (and thusthat veritic luck isexcluded) means
that there are only alimited number of worlds of thissort (if any) near to the
actual world. Strictly speaking, then, eliminating veritic luck from one’ stheory
of knowledge should sufficeto eliminatereflectiveluck aswell, at |east asit
isunderstood here.

Sowhat, then, istheissue asregardsreflectiveluck? Well, presumably,
theworry isthat interms of what one can reflectively know, oneisunableto
takefor granted that the possible worlds are ordered in the fashion just indi-
cated, such that we can safely disregard therol e of reflectiveluck in our knowl-
edge. That is, we need not worry about reflective luck provided we can take
for granted that we do have genuine knowledge in the actual world, and thus
areentitled to assumethat the possible worlds are ordered such that very few
of them areworldsin which one’ sreflective knowledge remainsthe same but
one’sbelief is Gettiered. The problem, however, ishow this can be taken for
granted, giventhat in terms of what we can reflectively know the actual world
might not be aworld where one has genuine knowl edge, and thuswhere Gettier
worldsarefew and far between in the modal neighbourhood.

Just such athought regarding epistemic luck seemsto beinplay in certain
sceptical arguments. Take asceptical possibleworldto beany worldinwhich
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aradical sceptical hypothesis—such asthat oneisabraininavat being fed
one’ sexperiences by computers—istrue. Now if onewerein asceptical pos-
sibleworld thenitisquite possiblethat one’sactual belief about what the
timeiscould happen to be true, and yet in most nearby possible worldsin
which oneformsthe same belief on the same basis, and where what one re-
flectively knowsis exactly the same, one’ s belief isfalse. Such ascenario
would clearly be onewherewe would say that the agent lacked knowledge,
even despite the excellent grounds she might have in support of her belief,
and even despite the fact that her belief wastrue. Now contrast thisworld
with that described above, where the agent is held to possess knowledge of
what thetimeis. Clearly, the agent in each world could well have exactly the
samereflective knowledge. Sincethisisso, what oneisableto reflectively
know does not serveto distinguish between the scenario whereoneisinthe
sceptical world (and so lacks knowledge) and the scenario where oneisinthe
non-sceptical world (and so, putatively at least, hasknowledge). It isthusa
matter of luck, given what one reflectively knows, that oneisin the non-
sceptical world (and thus has knowledge).

Again, however, itisnot clear that thisisaproblematic case of epistemic
luck at all. That is, the sceptic seemsto be faced with adilemma. Either she
grantsthat there are no sceptical possibleworldsnear to the actual world, in
which caseitisobviously not amatter of luck that one has knowledge given
what one can reflectively know, sincein most nearby possibleworldswhere
one believeswhat one does on the same basisand where one’ sreflective know! -
edgeisthe same, one continuesto have knowledge. Alternatively, she could
arguethat there are sceptical possibleworldsnear to the actual world, inwhich
casewe should all agreethat the agent lacksknowledge. Crucially, however,
the reason why we should agree that the agent lacksknowledgeinthiscaseis
becausethe presence of such sceptical possibleworlds near to the actual world
will ensurethat thereisasignificant degree of veritic luck in play, such that
although the agent hasatrue belief in the actual world, shelacksatrue belief
in asignificant number of nearby possible worlds where she formsthe same
belief onthe samebasis. So either reflective epistemic luck does not under-
mine knowledge, or else knowledge is undermined but not because of reflec-
tive epistemic luck but simply due to veritic luck. Either way, reflective
epistemic luck does not posethe distinctive threat to our theories of knowl-
edgethat wasadvertised. Asaresult, the sceptical challenge cannot be cap-
tured in terms of asupposed tension between knowledge and luck (although
note that thisisnot to say that thereisno sceptical challengethat needsre-
sponding to).#

A similar problem afflictsthe so-called “ metaepistemol ogical” sceptical
challengethat has been made against externalist theories of knowledge. Here
isZagzebski:
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Thedispute between externalists and internalistsloomslarge mostly
because of ambivalence over the place of luck in normative theory.
Theoristswhoresist theideathat knowledge. . . isvulnerableto luck
are pulled in the direction of internalism. ... Externalists are more
sanguine about luck. Ironically, one of the attractions of externalismis
that it is supposed to be antiskeptical and thus bypasses the threat of
the worst sort of epistemicluck. That s, it isnot necessary to have an
answer to the skeptical hypothesesin order to have knowledge on these
theories. But, of course, thereislots of room for luck in externalist
theories sincethe conditionsthat makesit the case that the knower isin
astate of knowledge areindependent of her consciousaccess. (Zagzebski
1996, 39)

Here we get all the essential s of the metaepistemol ogical challenge and,
moreover, an account of therole of luck inthat challenge. Theideaappearsto
bethat bothinternalist and externalist epistemol ogies are subject to aproblem-
atic degree of epistemic luck, either theveriticluck that afflictsinternalist epis-
temol ogiesor thereflectiveluck that afflictsexternalist epistemol ogies. Either
way, then, weare unableto avoid allowing luck to play aconstitutiverolein the
possession of knowledge, despite our strong intuitionsto the contrary.

Zagzebski issurely wrong inthisregard, however, for two reasons. First,
sheis mistaken to believe that the kind of reflective luck that she describes
only afflictsexternalist epistemol ogiessince, aswe have seen, itisessential
to any Gettier-proof epistemology, whether externalist or internalist, that it
incorporatesan external condition on knowledge, the obtaining of which, will
not bereflectively accessibleto the agent. Accordingly, if thisisaproblem at
all,itisaproblemthat afflicts all adequate post-Gettier epistemol ogies.®

Second, sheiswrongto think that the kind of reflective epistemic luck that
any Gettier-proof epistemol ogy is susceptibleto posesthe samekind of chal-
lenge asthat presented by the veritic luck that undermines extreme forms of
epistemological internalism. In order to seethis, one need only notethat the
point that lies behind the metaepi stemol ogical challengeis contiguouswith that
which motivatesthe more general radical sceptical challengejust noted. Recall
that the sceptical claimisthat the epistemological theoriesat issueallow, in
termsof what the agent can reflectively know, that there need be no difference
between the non-sceptical scenario in which the agent hasknowledge and the
sceptical scenario inwhich shelacksknowledge. Accordingly, it can beamat-
ter of reflective epistemic luck that the agent has knowl edge; thus, since luck
and knowl edge areincompatible, the theories of knowledgein question must
bergjected. The metaepistemological challenge, at | east as Zagzebski expresses
it,issimply aweakened version of thisthesis, sinceit merely notesthe prob-
|ematic relationship between luck and knowledge, and so draws the weaker
conclusion that the epistemological theoriesin question are not nearly as
uncontentiousinthisregard asthey may at first seem.
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Aswiththeradical sceptical challenge, however, the metaepistemol ogical
scepticisfaced with adilemma. Either the sceptical scenariosinquestionreally
aremodally far off, in which case the epistemicluck at issueisunableto under-
minethe agent’ spossession of knowledge, or they are modally nearby, inwhich
caseinsofar asthereisaproblemregarding therole of luck hereat all, itisone
that will be dealt with by whatever response one makesto the problem of veritic
luck. Either way, no special challengeisbeing posed to theoriesof knowledge
(externalist or otherwise) that incorporate an external condition.

Often, however, this challengeisnot raised with the connection to luck
made explicit. For example, Richard Fumerton makesthe following point:

It istempting to think that externalist analyses of knowledge. . . simply
remove onelevel of thetraditional problems of skepticism. When one
readsthewell-known externalists oneissurely inclined to wonder why
they are so sanguine about their supposition that our commonplace
beliefsare, for themost part, . . . knowledge. . . . Perception, memory,
and induction may bereliable processes (in Goldman’ s sense) and thus
given hismetaepistemol ogical position we may [have knowledge of]
the beliefsthey produce but, the sceptic can argue, we have no reason
to believe that these process are reliable and thus even if we accept
reliabilism, we have no reason to think that the beliefsthey produce
[constitute knowledge]. (Fumerton 1990, 63)%

In effect, the complaint that Fumerton isgiving expressionto hereisthat
externalism allowsthat there are certain conditions on knowledge that oneis
unableto reflectively know have obtained. Indeed, Fumertonismoreexplicit
about the focus of hisobjection when he goesontowritethat:

[T]he main problem with externalist accounts, it seemsto me, justis
thefact that such accounts. . . develop concepts of knowledgethat are
irrelevant. . .. The philosopher doesn’t just want true beliefs, or even
reliably produced beliefs, or beliefs caused by thefactsthat make them
true. The philosopher wantsto havetherelevant features of theworld
directly before consciousness. (Fumerton 1990, 64)

Presumably, to argue that externalist accounts of knowledge are prob-
lematic becausethey fail to demand that the relevant facts should be “di-
rectly before consciousness” is simply to complain that such theories make
the satisfaction of non-reflectively accessible external epistemic conditions
essential to knowledge possession. And, intuitively, theworry hereisthat
thisleavesthese epistemol ogical theories open to the kind of reflective luck
that we saw earlier.

Another famous exponent of the metaepistemological challengeisBarry
Stroud. He writes:

[S]uppose there are truths about the world and the human condition
which link human perceptual states and cognitive mechanismswith
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further states of knowledge and reasonabl e belief, and whichimply
that human beingsacquiretheir beliefsabout the physical world through
the operation of belief-forming mechanismswhich are onthewhole
reliableinthe sense of giving them mostly truebeliefs. . . . If thereare
truths of thiskind . . . that fact alone obviously will do usno good as
theoristswho want to understand human knowledge in this phil osophi-
cal way. Atthevery least wemust believe some such truths; their merely
being truewould not be enough to give usany illumination or satisfac-
tion. But our merely happening to believe them would not be enough
either. We seek understanding of certain aspects of the human condi-
tion, so we seek more than just a set of beliefs about it; we want to
know or have good reasonsfor thinking that what we believeabout itis
true. (Stroud 1994, 297)%

Itisdifficult to understand Stroud’ s objection hereif it isnot to be con-
strued along similar linesto that found in the passages from Fumerton cited
above. Stroud’ sthought seemsto bethat it isnot enough merely to meet the
epistemic conditionsthat give usknowledge, rather we should also have the
special kind of internal accessto those conditionsthat (hethinks) theinternalist
demands (and perhapseven morethanthat). Again, then, thethought seems
to bethat externalist epistemol ogies, by incorporating external epistemic con-
ditions, allow reflective luck and thus, since knowledge appearsto beincom-
patiblewith luck, that thisisaproblem for epistemol ogical externalism.

Aswith Zagzebski’ s expression of the metaepistemol ogical challenge,
however, the version of the challenge posed by Fumerton and Stroud isfun-
damentally flawed. First, becauseinsofar asthisisaproblem at all, thenitis
problemthat afflictsall Gettier-proof epistemologies, not just externalist ones.
Second, because, aswe have seen, the presence of reflective epistemicluckis
compatiblewith knowledge possession.

V. EPISTEMIC ANGST

One of thekey features of the discussion of epistemic luck in Section 1V is
that it highlights how our theories of knowledge appear to be hostage to two
superficially incompatibleintuitionsregarding therole of luck in knowledge
possession. Thefirstisthat represented by veritic luck concerning how it ought
not to be amatter of luck, given that one meetsall the epistemic conditions, that
one'sheliefsaretrue. Interestingly, however, meeting thisintuition behooves
usto contraveneasecond intuition, represented by reflectiveluck, that it ought
not to be lucky that one hasknowledge given what onereflectively knows. If
both of these intuitions were sound and of equal weight, then we would be
caught in aphilosophical bind that would giveriseto aparadoxical conclusion:
that one or other of these key intuitions should be denied, or that radical scep-
ticismwastrue. Such asituation could only beto the sceptic’ sadvantage. Cru-
cialy, however, we have seenthat one of thevarietiesof luck, reflectiveluck, is
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not what it seems, and so does not carry the dial ectical weight that is often set
uponitsshoulders.

Nevertheless, it isworth reflecting upon what the consequences are for
any epistemology that eliminatesthe possibility of veritic luck. For although
one cannot capture the sceptical challenge—or, indeed, the
metaepi stemol ogical challenge—interms of asupposed incompatibility be-
tween knowledge and acertain type of luck, it does seem that aslightly dif-
ferent challengeislicensed by the considerations brought to bear here, which
isthat thereisasensein which what our epistemic positionis, and what we
takeit to be, can come apart in undetectable ways. Thisconclusionisnot a
sceptical conclusion, however (at least not initself), but rather representsa
challenge to configure our epistemol ogy without the assurance that can be
gained from conceiving of our epistemic position entirely interms of what we
areabletoknow reflectively. Thisfeature of our epistemic predicament gives
riseto acertain epistemicangst that our epistemic situationisnot what we
takeit to be, afear that lacks any specific ground but which can never be
allayed in any decisive manner. It could well be, then, that the appropriate
way to respond to scepticismisneither to accedetoit nor to simply reject it,
but rather to show how scepticism, properly understood, issimply the con-
fused conflation of the view that knowledgeisimpossiblewith the view that
knowledge of avariety that will not licence such epistemicangst isimpos-
sible. If suchangstishereto stay, thenwe must learnto livewithit®

ENDNOTES

1. Infact, some epistemol ogists basetheir wholetheory of knowledge around thisclaim.
As noted below, Unger (1968) is one example. For a more recent example, see Heller
(1999). Thereader should notethat here, asthroughout this paper, | am assuming that the
type of knowledge at issueisempirical knowledge of contingent propositions.

2. AsDancy (1985, 134) putsthe point, “[JJustification and knowledge must somehow
not depend on coincidence or luck. This was just the point of the Gettier counter-ex-
amples; nothing in the tripartite definition excluded knowledge by luck.”

3. Though even with the case of the lucky guess matters are not quite as they at first
seem, becauseitisnot at all clear in such casesthat the agent even hasthe requisitebelief
in the first place (and thus that the agent’s lack of knowledge is not simply due to her
failureto meet the belief condition for knowledge). After all, the formation of belief isnot
(at least usually) simply amatter of fiat, although some commentators seem to write asif
thiswere so. Accordingly, amere guess, and a self-conscious one at that, would not ordi-
narily sufficefor belief.

4. Foley (1984), Gjelsvik (1991), Hall (1994), Greco (1995), Heller (1999) and V ahid
(2001) are all representatives of the former camp, since none of them offers an account of

luck at all. Moreover, some writers who do seem to offer at least a loose conceptual
characterisation of the notion of luck fare little better. Engel (1992, 59), for example,
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describes the notion of epistemic luck in terms of “situations where a person has atrue
belief which isin some sense fortuitous or coincidental,” whichis hardly illuminating.
Indeed, in general, thereisno real devel oped account of luck availablein theliterature,
perhapsthe closest being Rescher (1995).

5. Thispoint has been made by experimenterswho have studied the psychol ogy of luck.
For asurvey of the key treatments of luck in the psychological literature, see Pritchard
and Smith (2002).

6. Indeed, the very same event can be judged to be lucky by one person, unlucky by
another, and neither lucky nor unlucky by athird person. See, for instance, the exampl e of
the sinking of the Spanish Armadaoffered by Rescher (1995, 20).

7. Rescher (1995) isactually sensitiveto theseissues (though not to others). Hisview is
discussed in more detail below.

8. For more onthedebate regarding moral luck, seethe papers collected in the anthol ogy
edited by Statman (1993), in particular the exchange between Nagel (1979) and Williams
(1979) reprinted in that volume.

9. For the sake of brevity, inwhat follows | will be setting aside the concernsrai sed by
those who are sceptical about the very possibility of outlining an adequate account of
possible worlds. It should be noted, however, that any theory of luck (and thus, given
what | say below, of knowledge) which, like mine, makes essential use of possibleworlds
will be hostage to the conclusions reached in thismore general debate.

10. Two further advantagesto L 1 arethat it can incorporate our intuition that some events
areluckier than others, and al so capture the sense in which the notion of luck isinherently
vague. To take the former point first, it is certainly the case that there sometimes occur
eventswhich are so fortuitousthat they appear to constitute agreater degree of luck than
isusual. For example, that one happensto find one’ swallet, with its contents, in the street
the day after losingitisclearly lucky, but it is not nearly aslucky aslosing one’ swallet
and thenfinding it again, with its contents unharmed, ayear later. A plausible explanation
of why wethink the second event isluckier than thefirst isthat there are far fewer nearby
possible worldswhere the second event occursthan where thefirst event occurs. L1 thus
capturesthe sensein which extremely unusual events can beregarded asluckier than just
plain unusual events.

Asto thelatter point, there will be events such that it isjust not clear whether or not they
are lucky. For example, does dropping one’ swallet and finding it (untampered with) ten
minutes|ater when oneretraces one’ s steps (and knowing that one has only just dropped
it) count aslucky? Possibly, though, equally, possibly not. Our confusion hererelatesto
the fact that such an event is part of the wide range of penumbral caseswhereitissimply
not transparent that luck isinvolved. L1 captures this aspect of luck becauseit will like-
wise be a vague matter whether or not the event does not occur in most of the nearby
possibleworlds. In general, possible worlds are not well suited to drawing sharp bound-
aries, becauseit isn’t always straightforward how oneisto measure accurately the near-
ness of the relevant possibleworld or (relatedly) to count possible worldsin the required
manner. Thisisthe so called “world order” problem for possible worlds. For discussion,
see Lewis(1973; 1987). Since our notion of luck is not sharp either, however, the vague-
nessinherent in measuring or counting possibleworldsisall to the good.
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11. There arefurther issues here, of course. What should we do, for example, with those
agentswho are (counterfactually) unresponsiveto the relevant facts? Should we maintain
that in these cases the event just is not lucky or tighten our caveat so that it involves some
claim about what the agent ought to regard as significant were she to be apprised of all the
relevant facts? My inclination hereistowardsthe former alternative, on the grounds that
when it comesto meeting L2, luck is, in therelevant sense, in the eye of the beholder. This
raisesafurther issue, however, of what to do with cases where the agent in question does
not regard the event as lucky, but others do (such as, for example, ascenario in which a
devoutly religious person who regards all events as predestined isregarded as lucky to
surviveaplane crash in which everyone elsewaskilled). In these cases our intuitions are
not, | think, all that clear, and | will thus be setting this problem aside for now. In any case,
thisrough account of luck should be informative enough to sufficefor our purposes here.

12. A challengeto thismodel of luck is posed by those, such as Rescher, who argue that
luck isinextricably tied to what the agent can rationally expect to occur. On thisview, an
event could belucky for an agent even though it occurred in most nearby possible worlds
just so long asthe agent could not be rationally expected to have predicted such an event.
Fortunately, the examplesthat Rescher offersto support thisline are unpersuasive. Hereis
one of them:

[A] happy or unhappy development can be amatter of luck from therecipient’s
point of view even if its eventuation is the result of adeliberate contrivance by
others. (Y our secret benefactor’ s sending you that big check represents a stroke of
good luck for you evenif it is something that he has been planning for years). Thus
even if someone else—different from the person affected—is able to predict that
unexpected devel opment, the eventuation at i ssue may still belucky for thosewho
areinvolved. (1995, 35)

Itisfar from clear that thisisacase of luck, however, no matter how much the agent may
regard it as such. Indeed, the exampl e seems more accurately to be an instance of good
fortunerather than luck, where fortune relates to those cases where certain eventsthat one
has no control over count in one’ sfavour (wherefortune smiles on one) rather than cases
where luck is specifically involved. (On this view of fortune, one could regard lucky
events as being part of amore general class of fortunate events. Interestingly, Rescher
(1995, passim) also makes this distinction between luck and fortune, though he does not
draw the same consequences from it.) In order to see this, one need only notethat if the
agent wereto discover that this event had been carefully planned all along, then hewould
plausibly nolonger regard it asalucky event. Indeed, once he discovered that this event
was always dueto occur, it seems natural to suppose that he would regard himself asno
more lucky than afavoured sonislucky to have received avast inheritance from hisrich
father (i.e., not lucky at all, but merely fortunate). The moral to be drawn from such cases
isthus not that lack of information on the part of the agent isadeterminant of luck (which
isthe moral that Rescher draws), but rather that lack of information can seriously affect
the agent’ sability to correctly determine whether or not an event islucky in thefirst place.
Similar remarks apply to the other examples that Rescher (1995, section 2.5) offersto
support his case in thisregard. For further discussion of Rescher’s account of luck, see
Pritchard and Smith (2002).

13. Thereisabroader sense of “accident” which appliesevenif the event in question was
not, strictly speaking, an accident at all. Such a case might be where someone deliberately
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drivesinto the oncoming traffic. The subsequent news reports would no doubt still refer
to the ensuing carnage as being a traffic accident even though there was nothing at all
accidental about thisevent. When | talk about the notion of an accident, however, | have
the stricter meaning in mind that excludesthis usage.

14.1 am grateful to an anonymous referee from the Journal of Philosophical Research for
helping meto be clearer on this point.

15. For example, once this moment of rare lucidity has passed, what happensto her puta-
tive knowledge then? One might think that the knowledge is now “banked” for further
use, but there seems no good reason for thinking that thisis so. Indeed, one would rather
expect her subsequent states of intellectual muddlement to be insufficient to support knowl-
edge of the target proposition, and that the agent lacks knowledge of the target proposi-
tion in most nearby possible worlds is pretty definitive indicator that she lacksit in the
actual world also.

16. See Harper (1996) for more discussion of Unger’s account of epistemic luck in
this respect.

17.1 borrow the term from Engel (1992), who argues for a similar characterisation of
epistemic luck, although he specifically putsthe point in terms of evidence.

18. We need to specify that the worlds at issue are those where the agent forms her belief
on the same basis as in the actual world in order to distinguish the type of luck at issue
here from the sort of evidential epistemic luck discussed above. Without this constraint,
there will be cases where the agent is epistemically lucky in an evidential fashion, such
that there are nearby possible worldswhere she doesn’t form the belief in question, or else
formsadifferent belief (perhapsthat the target propositionisfalse, rather than true). The
agent would thus be taken to lack knowledge, even though, as we have seen, evidential
epistemic luck is compatible with knowl edge possession. For more on the need to index a
modal theory of knowledge to the manner in which the agent actually forms her belief,
see Nozick (1981, 179-185).

Notethat this example works even if thelikelihood that the clock should break downis
extremely low (onein abillion say), because it would still remain that in most nearby
possible worlds in which the agent forms his belief on the same basis as in the actual
world (i.e., by looking at the clock), the belief isfalse. In order to seethis, notice that the
agent isonly going to form the same belief on the same basis provided that the clock is
showing the time of 8:22a.m. Accordingly, the range of nearby possible worldsthat is
relevant hereisonly those worldsin which either the clock isworking or it is broken but
still showing thetime of 8:22a.m. Moreover, even given the low odds of the clock break-
ing, sinceitisafeature of the actual world that the clock isbroken, it will neverthelessbe
truethat in most nearby possible worldsthe clock will remain broken. Accordingly, it will
betruethat in most nearby possible worldsthe agent will form afalse belief asaresult of
seeing the clock. | am grateful to an anonymous referee from the Journal of Philosophical
Resear ch for pressing me on this point.

19. For more on this point, see Pritchard (2001).

20. For asimilar account of the externalist/internalist distinction asit applies to knowl-
edge, see Brandom (1998). For the key discussions of thisdistinctionin general, seethe
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anthol ogy edited by Kornblith (2001). Vahid (2001) also notesthat Engel ismistakenin
thisregard, although for slightly different reasons than those offered here.

21. For further discussion of thisclaim, see Merricks (1995).

22. Hetherington (1998) al so arguesthat Jill has knowledgein this case, and for similar
reasonsto that offered here, although he also argues for the dramatic conclusion that the
agentsin both the barn fagade and the Gettier cases have knowledge aswell. In terms of
the model of epistemic luck being advanced here, Hetherington's mistake is to fail to
recognise that whilst luck might be epistemically permissiblein some cases(i.e., whereit
ismerely evidential luck that is at issue, for example), this does not mean that it isalways
epistemically permissible (i.e., evenin caseswhereveritic luck isin play).

23. A possible challengeto thistreatment of veritic luck is posed by the so-called “lottery”
example. Supposethat the agent has one of millionsof losing ticketsin afree and fair lottery
and that she believes (on grounds of probability) that it isalosing ticket. Can this agent
know, prior to being informed of the result, that she has alosing ticket? With the odds so
determined, there is no possibility of the belief in question here being veritically lucky,
sincein most nearby possible worldsin which sheforms her belief in the sameway asinthe
actual world, her belief remains true. Nevertheless, there does seem to be a prima facie
difficulty with ascribing knowledgein such acase. My inclination hereisto bitethe prover-
bial bullet and claim that the agent does have knowledge, whilst limiting the counterintuitive
force of thisclaim by noting that there is nonethel ess something epistemically undesirable
about her belief. In particular, | think that cases such asthese highlight that we usually want
an agent to do more than merely know a proposition (where this means simply having a
non-veritically lucky true belief in the proposition in question). Rather, we also want the
agent to be ableto offer groundsthat would support aclaim to knowledge of that proposi-
tion that would not generate fal se conversational implicatures. Inthis case, for example, the
agent could not properly claim that she knew the proposition in question since it would
generate anumber of false conversational implicatures (e.g., that she had special grounds
whichindicate that the particular set of numberson her ticket isnot the set of numbersthat
were generated by the lottery draw). For further discussion of this type of example, see
Cohen (1998). He al so concludesthat the agent in this case can have knowledge, although
hetempersthis conclusion somewhat by limiting it to a particular set of contexts, and thus
epistemic standards. | am grateful to an anonymous referee from the Journal of Philosophi-
cal Researchfor pressing me on thisissue.

24. For example, one common way of motivating the sceptical challengein the contempo-
rary literature has been to make appeal to the so-called “ closure” principlefor knowledge
(roughly: that if one knows a propositionp, and knowsthat it entails a second proposition
g, then one knowsq). Using this principle, one can straightforwardly argue that an agent’s
inability to know that sheisnot abrainin avat sufficesto ensurethat she cannot know any
one of awide number of everyday propositions which she takes herself to know and
which she knows are inconsistent with the brain-in-a-vat hypothesis. In any case, the
claim that the sceptical tension cannot be captured in terms of atension between knowl-
edge simpliciter and luck is consistent with the thought that it can be captured in terms of
atension between knowledgeof a certain sort and luck. | further remark upon this point
in section V. For more on the contemporary debate regarding radical scepticism, see
Pritchard (2002).
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25. Of course, there can still beroom for adifference of degree here regarding how differ-
ent epistemol ogies are ableto evade the kind of concernsoutlined. After all, acompletely
externalist epistemol ogy which did not find any room for internal epistemic conditions
would seem to make knowledge possession more reflectively lucky than a standard
internalist account which was merely supplemented with a Gettier-evading external
epistemic condition. Indeed, one can regard the move from purereliabilist epistemol ogies
to virtue-theoretic accounts as being motivated by these sorts of concerns. After all, by
conceiving of knowledge in terms of the stable cognitive faculties of the agent, virtue
epistemol ogies evade the problematic cases that pure reliabilist theories face where the
agent has knowledge purely by meeting some external epistemic condition even though
the agent has clearly not exhibited any kind of cognitive achievement (perhapsbecauseit
isacase wherethereliability isasaresult of theworld tracking the agent’ s beliefsrather
than vice versa). For more on the difference between pure and virtue (or agent based)
reliabilist theories, see Greco (1999). For discussion of these two types of virtue episte-
mology in the light of the problem of epistemic luck, see Axtell (2001) and Pritchard
(forthcoming).

26. Fumerton devel opsthisline of attack at length in Fumerton (1995).
27. Stroud was explicitly responding here to Sosa (1994). See also, Stroud (1996).

28. For a recent work that licenses the claim that our knowledge is always subject to
epistemic angst in the fashion just described, see Williamson (2000).

30. I am grateful to the Leverhulme Trust for the award of a Special Research Fellowship
that has enabled meto conduct research in this area. Thanks also to Michael Brady and
two anonymous referees from the Journal of Philosophical Research for their incisive
comments on an earlier version of this paper.
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