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INTRODUCTION 

On one characterization of “reliabilism” the term refers to any epistemological theory that emphasizes 

the reliability of some relevant epistemological feature. Thus Alvin Goldman explains reliabilism as a 

general approach to epistemology that emphasizes the truth-conduciveness of a belief-forming 

process, method, or other epistemologically relevant factor. On this broad characterization, reliabilist 

theories include those originally suggested under different labels, such as tracking theories. A tracking 

theorist holds that knowledge requires that the belief in question tracks truth. What this means is 

generally spelled out in counterfactual terms, such as “if the proposition p weren’t true, then the subject 

S wouldn’t believe that p”. On a narrower understanding, “reliabilism” denotes an epistemological 

theory that places special emphasis on the reliability or truth-conduciveness of belief forming 



processes, that is, processes leading up to the formation of a belief. According to Laurence Bonjour 

(2002, p. 244), “the central idea of reliabilism is that what makes a belief epistemically justified is the 

cognitive reliability of the causal process via which it was produced”. This is the view – commonly 

referred to as “process reliabilism” – that knowledge or justification is to be defined in terms of a 

reliable process of belief formation. Unless otherwise indicated, “reliabilism” will henceforward refer to 

process reliabilism. The basic idea of reliabilism, as a theory of knowledge, is that a subject S knows that 

p if and only if S’s true belief that p was obtained through a reliable process. Reliabilism, as a theory of 

justification, states that S’s belief that p is justified if and only if it was obtained through a reliable 

process. Thus, it is possible to view the reliabilist theory of knowledge as a variant of the traditional 

justified-true-belief account of knowledge. Reliabilists uniformly deny that the subject needs to have 

insight into, or awareness of, the existence of the reliable process leading up to her belief that p for her 

to know, or be justified in believing, that p. Facts of reliability may very well be external to the subject. 

For this reason, reliabilism is classified as an externalist, as opposed to an internalist, theory. Among the 

noted rationales for reliabilism we find the prospects of: 1) ascribing knowledge to higher animals, small 

children, certain artificial devices and so on; 2) providing a naturalized epistemology in which normative 

vocabulary has been eliminated; 3) solving some long-standing problems of epistemology, such as 

skepticism, the regress problem and the Gettier problem; and 4) providing answers to some otherwise 

puzzling problems, e.g. how one can know something without knowing that one does. As for the 

regress, it arises on the assumption that a person can know that p only if she is justified in believing that 

p. This is so because whatever other belief justifies the first must itself be justified, and so on. Since 

reliabilism does not assume that knowledge requires having a justified belief, the regress problem does 

not arise. 

GENERAL OVERVIEWS AND TEXTBOOKS  

Goldman’s entry on reliabilism in the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy is an authoritative and up-to-

date overview over the history and problems of reliabilism. There are a number of book length treatises 

that serve well as overviews. Lemos 2007 is a textbook which positions reliabilism in the context of 

modern epistemology. Goldman and McGrath 2014 is a state-of-the-art textbook on epistemology with 

a strong reliabilist focus. 

Goldman, Alvin I. “*Reliabilism[http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/reliabilism/]*”, Stanford Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy (2008), Edward N. Zalta (ed.). 

This is an extensive and in-depth overview of reliabilism. Having introduced the reliabilist theory of 

knowledge, Goldman proceeds to discuss reliabilism as a theory of justification. He gives a detailed 

account of the standard problems and analyzes various modifications and refinements that have been 

proposed in response to the objections. 

Lemos, Noah. An Introduction to the Theory of Knowledge. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2007. 



Lemos’s textbook is a useful introduction to the theory of knowledge generally and to reliabilism 

specifically. It contains several chapters devoted to reliabilist issues: on reliabilism and virtue 

epistemology, on internalism, externalism and epistemic circularity, and on naturalized epistemology. 

Goldman, Alvin I., and Matthew McGrath. Epistemology: A Contemporary Introduction. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2014. 

Goldman and McGrath survey many of the core issues in contemporary epistemology, such as the 

structure of justification, defining knowledge and skepticism about knowledge. The book also takes up 

some new themes including social and probabilistic epistemology. The focus of the book is on 

naturalized epistemology in general and reliabilism in particular. 

ANTHOLOGIES 

Many of the central texts on reliabilism can be found in some excellent anthologies. One particularly 

useful collection is Bernecker and Dretske 2000 which contains a number of the most distinguished 

contributions to the topic. As for Goldman’s work on reliabilism, Goldman 2012 is recommended. 

Kornblith 1994 features some of the most important texts on naturalized epistemology. Schurz and 

Werning 2009 and Kornblith and McLaughlin forthcoming are two up-to-date anthologies on 

Goldman’s epistemology. 

Kornblith, Hilary. Naturalizing Epistemology. MIT press, 1994. 

This anthology covers a range of classical papers on naturalized epistemology, by authors such as 

W.V.O. Quine, Alvin I. Goldman, Jaegwon Kim, Philip Kitcher and Stephen Stich. Topics range from 

justification and a priori knowledge to issues in logic and cognition. 

Bernecker, Sven, and Fred Dretske. Readings in Contemporary Epistemology. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2000. 

Bernecker and Dretske’s anthology is a highly recommendable collection of outstanding work in 

epistemology featuring many reliabilist classics, including seminal texts by Armstrong, Dretske and 

Goldman. The texts are thematically organized and each group of papers is preceded by a highly 

readable introduction and overview written by the Editors. 

Goldman, Alvin I. Reliabilism and Contemporary Epistemology. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012. 

In this volume, Goldman has assembled his most important writings on reliabilism and related subjects. 

The book starts with Goldman’s early work on justified belief which is followed by articles addressing 

topics like internalism and externalism, reliabilism and evidentialism, and the value of knowledge. The 

concluding articles deal with issues of social epistemology and epistemological methodology. 

Schurz, Gerhard and Markus Werning (Eds). Reliable Knowledge and Social Epistemology: Essays on the 

Philosophy of Alvin Goldman and Replies by Goldman. Grazer philosophische Studien 79, 2009. 



This anthology on contains original articles discussing various aspects of Goldman’s reliabilism. 

Goldman replies to his critics in a final chapter. 

Kornblith, Hilary and Brian McLaughlin (Eds.) Alvin Goldman and His Critics. Blackwell, forthcoming. 

This is an extensive volume featuring original articles on most aspects of Goldman’s epistemology, 

including his reliabilism, written by leading theorists of knowledge. The volume ends with Goldman 

replying to his critics. 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

The historical background can be divided into *early defenses* and *contemporary defenses* 

Early defenses 

F. P. Ramsey is generally credited with having provided the first formulation of the reliabilist theory of 

knowledge. In a note, reproduced in Ramsey 1931, he presents what may be the first clear formulation 

of a reliabilist theory of knowledge writing that a belief counts as knowledge if was true, certain, 

obtained by a reliable process. Still, he thinks that the third condition is in need of some amendment. 

Ramsey also considered the application of reliabilism to beliefs arrived at through inference. He pointed 

out that unreliable, as predicated of a process, seems to refer only to a fallacious method and not to a 

false premise. If, in a process of inference, occur other intermediary beliefs they must all be true ones. In 

this connection, Ramsey proposed to rephrase the third, reliability, condition: the belief in question 

must be formed in a reliable way. This note of Ramsey’s attracted little attention at the time. Instead, 

the theory, in its broader sense, was revived four decades later by a number of researchers. About 40 

years after Ramsey a number of researchers proposed epistemological theories where the concept of 

reliability plays an essential role. They include Goldman 1967 and 1976, Dretske 1971 and Armstrong 

1973. The truth-tracking theory introduced in Nozick 1981 also belongs to this category. The first 

statement of a reliabilist theory of justification is likely to be that offered in Goldman 1979. Kitcher 1980 

defends a reliabilist theory of a priori knowledge and Goldman 1986 a reliabilist theory of knowledge in 

Ramsey’s spirit. 

Ramsey, Frank Plumpton. The Foundations of Mathematics and other Logical Essays. Braithwaite, R. B. 

(Ed.), London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1931. 

This is a collection of various texts and notes by Ramsey, whose seminal reliabilist definition of 

knowledge is found on p. 258. 

Goldman, Alvin I. A Causal Theory of Knowing. The Journal of Philosophy 64, pp. 357-72, 1967. 

Goldman presents a causal theory of knowledge which is acknowledged as a precursor to the more 

popular reliabilist theory. The causal theory is introduced in response to the Gettier problem, i.e., 

roughly, the problem of accounting for cases of justified true belief in which the belief in question is 

true by chance. 



Dretske, Fred. Conclusive Reasons. The Australasian Journal of Philosophy 49, pp. 1-22, 1971. 

Dreske defends the view that knowledge requires conclusive reasons, thus emphasizing the reliability of 

reasons for a belief. The main idea is that the required kind of reasons be such that, given the reasons, 

the possibility that the belief is false can be eliminated. 

Armstrong, David. Belief, Truth and Knowledge. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1973. 

Armstrong formulates what he refers to as the thermometer model of knowledge. A thermometer 

reading is a reliable indicator of the actual temperature. In the same spirit, a belief that is knowledge is 

a reliable indicator of the truth of the belief. 

Goldman, Alvin I. Discrimination and Perceptual Knowledge. The Journal of Philosophy 73, pp. 771-91, 

1976. 

Goldman develops what has been called a relevant-alternatives model of knowledge. According to this 

view, knowledge requires that the person holding the belief is able reliably to discriminate the truth of 

the belief from relevant alternatives. The theory is developed partly in response to objections raised 

against the causal theory stated in Goldman 1976. 

Goldman, Alvin I. What is Justified Belief? In Pappas, G. (Ed.) Justification and Knowledge. Dordrecht: D. 

Reidel, pp. 1-23, 1979. 

Goldman formulates what is taken to be the first reliabilist account of justification. A belief is justified if it 

was acquired through a reliable process of belief formation, i.e. one that tends to produce true beliefs 

in a majority of cases. A reliable inference process confers justification on a belief only if its input beliefs 

are themselves justified by reliable processes. Goldman also adds a non-defeater condition: for a belief 

to be justified the person must not have evidence against the reliability of the process she employed. 

This requirement, too, is spelled out in reliabilist terms. 

Kitcher, Philip. A Priori Knowledge. The Philosophical Review 89, pp. 3-23, 1980. 

Kitcher defends a reliabilist theory of a priori knowledge. The proposal is that a person knows a priori 

that p just in case she has a true belief and that belief was produced by a process which is an a priori 

warrant for it. A priori warrants are moreover assumed to be ultra-reliable: in a counterfactual situation 

in which an a priori warrant produces the same belief that belief is true. 

Nozick, Robert. Philosophical Explanations. Cambridge Mass.: The Belknap Press of Harvard University 

Press. 

Nozick introduces a counterfactual theory according to which the characteristic feature of knowledge is 

that it tracks truth: if the belief were true, the subject would (still) believe it; and if it were false, the 

subject would not believe it. Nozick goes on to argue that the method (or way of believing) should be 

held fixed in the analysis. For that purpose he redefines knowledge as a three-place relation: a subject S 

knows that p through method (or way of believing) M. 



Goldman, Alvin. I. Epistemology and Cognition. Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 1986. 

In this seminal book, Goldman details a reliabilist theory of knowledge and justification. A characteristic 

feature is a distinction between the global and local reliability of a process. The former is the reliability 

for all (or many) uses of the process. The latter is the reliability of the process with respect to a 

particular belief. Knowledge requires, according to Goldman, a process that is reliable in both senses. 

The book contains extensive discussions of most issues of reliabilism often drawing on work in cognitive 

science. Goldman considers not just the reliability of belief forming processes but also their power and 

speed. 

Contemporary defenses 

A number of contemporary authors defend reliabilism, mostly as a theory of knowledge rather than of 

justification. Usually these authors defend a modified version of the original theory, e.g. a version of 

reliabilism which emphasizes social factors, in contrast to the individualistic picture that characterized 

early defenses of reliabilism. Apart from the recent books by Goldman already mentioned two notable 

general book length defenses of reliabilism are Kornblith 2002 and Goldberg 2010. Papinau 1992 is a 

shorter defense of classic reliabilism focusing on induction and skepticism. A number of authors have 

advanced modified versions of reliabilism, e.g. theories that combine reliability with elements from 

other epistemological theories. They include Brandom 1998, Greco 1999, Steup 2004 and Comesãna 

2010. 

Kornblith, Hilary. Knowledge and Its Place in Nature. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002. 

Kornblith’s book is a novel defense of the reliabilist theory of knowledge from the point of view of 

particular species of naturalized epistemology, one according to which knowledge should be studied as 

a natural kind. This is in contrast to the methodology of conceptual analysis that is predominant in 

epistemology. Kornblith argues that the reliabilist conception is the one most congenial to this picture. 

Goldberg, Sanford. Relying on Others: An Essay in Epistemology. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010. 

Goldberg considers knowledge from testimony as a challenge to an individualistic reliabilist theory of 

knowledge which holds that the process through which beliefs are formed never extend beyond the 

boundaries of the individual. Goldberg develops an alternative social-reliabilist approach according to 

which the relevant processes can involve reliance on others. 

Papineau, David. Reliabilism, Induction and Scepticism. The Philosophical Quarterly 42 (166), pp. 1-20, 

1992. 

Papineau defends reliabilism as a solution to traditional skepticism about induction. He observes that 

the mere fact that inductive reasoning may occasionally lead to a false conclusion does not show that 

induction is not reliable. To the extent that our inductive practices are reliable, they can lead to 

knowledge. Papineau believes that similar considerations can undermine more ambitious forms of 

skepticism. 



Brandom, Robert. Insights and Blindspots of Reliabilism. The Monist 81 (3):371-392, 1998. 

Brandom defends an inferentialist interpretation of reliabilism according to which we should understand 

assessments of reliability as issues of what inferences to endorse. This approach, he maintains, avoids 

the generality problem (see below) by showing that the different process types correspond to different 

(true) assumptions or auxiliary hypotheses that can be used as premises in one’s inferences. 

Greco, John. Agent Reliabilism. Philosophical Perspectives 13, 1999. 

Greco holds, first, that in order to avoid skepticism we must subscribe to some form of reliabilism and, 

second, that reliabilism, as standardly conceived, needs to be reformulated so as to disqualify “strange 

and fleeting” processes of belief formation. Greco concludes that what he calls agent reliabilism avoids 

skepticism without succumbing to the problem just mentioned. 

Steup, Matthias. Internalist reliabilism, Philosophical Issues 14, Epistemology, pp. 403-425, 2004. 

Steup introduces and defends an epistemological theory which combines reliabilist and internalist 

elements. In particular, Steup defends the view that a subject’s sense experiences are a source of 

justification for her if and only if she has a memory impression of a track record of both perceptual and 

memorial success. 

Comesãna, Juan. “Evidentialist Reliabilism”, Noûs 44 (4), pp. 571-600, 2010. 

The author defends a hybrid account of epistemic justification which incorporated elements from both 

reliabilism and evidentialism (the view that a person is justified in holding a belief if that belief fits the 

evidence that the person has). 

STANDARD OBJECTIONS 

Early objections to reliabilism include the generality problem and various examples purporting to 

establish that reliability is not sufficient, or not necessary, for knowledge or justification. They include 

the new evil demon problem, clairvoyance and Truetemp examples, and the Gettier problem. 

The generality problem 

The generality problem, which was raised already in Goldman 1979, focuses on the claim that any 

process can be described at different levels of generality, i.e. broadly (e.g. a process of observation) or 

broadly (e.g. a process of observation in utter darkness). Depending on how the process is described it 

can come out as either reliable or unreliable. Since there is no fact of the matter how a process should 

best be described there is also no fact of the matter whether it was reliable or not. If this is true, 

reliabilism is an uninformative theory. Heller 1995 argued that the generality problem arises when the 

context is not taken into account. The most influential work on the generality problem is Conee and 

Feldman 1998, which stresses the severity of the generality problem also against Heller’s contextualist 

treatment. Goldman 2014 adopts a solution to the generality problem put forward in Jönsson 2013 and 

Olsson (forthcoming). 



Heller, Mark. The Simple Solution to the Generality Problem. Noûs 29, pp. 501–515, 1995. 

Heller offers a contextualist approach to the generality problem arguing that the term reliable is 

radically sensitive to the evaluator's context. The context picks out a unique process type. Hence, once 

the context is taken into account, there is no problem of generality. 

Conee, Earl and Fred Feldman. The Generality Problem for Reliabilism. Philosophical Studies 89, pp. 1-

29, 1998. 

This article is considered to be the most forceful work pressing the generality problem as a main 

obstacle for a reliabilist theory. Conee and Feldman argue that people will agree on how a given 

process should be described only if the particular process type is salient in the conversational context 

and that this holds only if the process type has been explicitly mentioned. In contexts where this is not 

the case, there will be a generality problem. 

Comesaña, Juan. A Well-Founded Solution to the Generality Problem. Philosophical Studies 129, 27-47, 

2006. 

Comesaña argues that reliabilism can overcome the generality problem if it incorporates elements form 

evidentialism, i.e. the view that knowledge has to be based on evidence in a certain way. 

Olsson, Erik J. A Naturalistic Solution to the Generality Problem. In Kornblith, H. & McLaughlin, B. (Eds.) 

Alvin Goldman and His Critics. Blackwell, forthcoming. 

Olsson argues that the generality problem, as it is commonly formulated, reliabilism if the latter is 

viewed simply as providing an analysis or explication of knowledge. Olsson also considers a different 

formulation due to Conee and Feldman 1998 but contends that this particular version is in conflict with 

the basic level tradition in cognitive psychology. He also outlines an experimental setup for testing 

Conee and Feldman’s empirical assumptions. 

Jönsson, Martin L. A Reliabilism Built on Cognitive Convergence: An Empirically Grounded Solution to 

the Generality Problem. Episteme 10, pp. 241-268, 2013. 

Jönsson conducted a psychological experiment designed to test the empirical claims made in Conee 

and Feldman 1998. In the experiment subjects were asked to describe the process of belief formation 

operative in film clips showing someone coming to believe something. Jönsson found that most people 

agreed on how to describe a given process even if the process type had not been mentioned in the 

context. 

The new evil demon, clairvoyance and Truetemp 

A prominent challenge to the necessity of reliability for justification is the new evil demon problem 

raised in Cohen 1994 and Foley 1985. Throughout the years, Goldman has proposed several different 

solutions to this kind of problem, e.g. Goldman 1979, 1988 and 1992. The two most well-known 

objections to the sufficiency of reliabilism for justification or knowledge are the clairvoyance examples 



in BonJour 1980 and the Truetemp example in Lehrer 1990. Bach 1985 gives a noted defense of the 

reliabilist theory of justification against BonJour’s objection. 

Cohen, Stewart. Justification and Truth. Philosophical Studies 46, pp. 279–295, 1984. 

Cohen considers a thought example in which an evil demon makes us to believe that we have reliably 

acquired beliefs when in fact our beliefs where unreliably formed. He argues that in such a scenario we 

would still be justified in our beliefs. Cohen concludes, against a reliabilist theory of justification, that 

reliable belief formation is not necessary for justified belief. 

Foley, Richard (1985). “What's Wrong with Reliabilism?” Monist, 68: 188–202. 

Foley discusses, among other things, the new evil demon objection to reliabilism. He concludes that 

reliability is not a significant criterion with can be used to distinguish epistemically valuable (justified) 

kinds of beliefs from other kinds of beliefs. Foley still thinks that having a true belief which is caused by 

a highly reliable cognitive process can be sufficient for knowledge. 

BonJour, Laurence. Externalist Theories of Empirical Knowledge. In P. A. French, T. E. Uehling, and H. K. 

Wettstein (Eds.), Midwest Studies in Philosophy 5: Studies in Epistemology, pp. 53-73, 1980. 

This article contains the well-known clairvoyance examples purporting to show that a person, a 

clairvoyant in the example, can be in a situation where her true belief was reliably acquired and yet fail 

to live up to the rationality standards required for her to be justified in her belief. 

Bach, Kent. A Rationale for Reliabilism. The Monist 68, pp. 246-63, 1985. 

Bach proposed to deal with BonJour’s clairvoyance examples by introducing a distinction between a 

belief being justified per se and a person being justified in holding that belief. Reliabilism captures the 

former, but not the latter, concept of justification. Bach goes on to defend reliabilism in the context of 

default reasoning. 

Goldman, Alvin I. (1988). “Strong and Weak Justification,” in J. Tomberlin (ed.), Philosophical 

Perspectives, Volume 13. Atascadero, CA: Ridgeview. Reprinted in A. Goldman, Liaisons: Philosophy 

Meets the Cognitive and Social Sciences, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press (1992). 

Goldman makes a distinction between strong and weak justification to tackle various counter examples 

to a reliabilist theory of justification, including the new evil demon problem. Strong justifiedness 

requires de facto reliability and weak justifiedness imposes no such requirement. In the case of the 

demon-deceived cognizer, his beliefs can be described as lacking strong justifiedness but possessing 

weak justifiedness in the sense that he is blameless in entertaining them. 

Lehrer, Keith. Theory of Knowledge. Boulder: Westview Press, 1990. 

Lehrer gives a famous example featuring a person, Mr. Truetemp, who unbeknownst to himself has had 

a reliable thermometer implanted in his brain and, as an effect thereof, forms completely reliable beliefs 



about the temperature. Lehrer maintains that since Mr. Truetemp has no reason to think that his beliefs 

are true, he lacks knowledge. 

Goldman, Alvin I. (1992). “Epistemic Folkways and Scientific Epistemology,” in Goldman, Liaisons: 

Philosophy Meets the Cognitive and Social Sciences, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, pp. 155–175. 

Goldman introduces a two-stage theory of justification in order to tackle counter examples to 

reliabilism. At the first stage, a mental list of epistemic virtues and vices is created, corresponding to 

“good” and “bad” ways of forming beliefs. The second stage consists in applying these virtues and vices 

to particular examples, such as the demon-deceived cognizer. 

Lyons, Jack C. Should reliabilists be worried about demon worlds? Philosophy and Phenomenological 

Research, 2013. 

Lyons argues that consideration of demon worlds pose no real threat to reliabilism. The reason, Lyons 

maintains, is that reliabilist is correct to hold that the inhabitants of such worlds have very few justified 

beliefs. 

The Gettier problem 

Solving the Gettier problem was one of the motivations for Goldman’s early causal theory of 

knowledge. Since then various Gettier type examples have been discussed in the reliabilist literature and 

led to theory development. A famous example is the barn façade introduced in Goldman 1976 as a 

counterexample to the causal analysis. In Goldman 1986, Gettier examples provide a motivation for 

distinguishing between global and local reliability. In Gettier cases, the subject uses a process that is 

globally but not locally reliable. Zagzebski 1994 stresses the inescapability of the Gettier problem for 

internalist and externalist theories alike. Olsson 2015 argues, however, that the Gettier problem is not a 

decisive objection to reliabilism if the latter is viewed as providing a Carnapian explication of 

knowledge. 

Zagzebski, Linda. The Inescapability of Gettier Problems. 

Zagzebski argues, among other things that so long as the reliable belief forming processes required for 

knowledge do not have to be perfectly reliable, there is always the possibility that there will be a Gettier 

problem. Gettier problems are in that sense inescapable.   

Olsson, Erik J. The Gettier Problem and the Method of Explication: A 60 Year Old Solution to a 50 year 

Old Problem. Philosophical Studies 172, 57-72, 2015. 

Olsson proposes that epistemologists embrace Carnap’s method of explication. According to Carnap, a 

good explication, or rational reconstruction, of a pre-systematic concept like knowledge should be 

fruitful, exact and simple while being as similar as possible to the original. Olsson argues that the 

reliabilist account of knowledge satisfies these four criteria to a high degree even if it does not give the 

right result in Gettier cases. 



RECENT DEBATES 

The recent debates include controversies about the value of knowledge and bootstrapping or easy 

knowledge. Critics have also raised difficulties in connection with lottery cases. 

The value of knowledge 

Knowledge is widely considered to be more valuable than mere true belief. It is thought that an 

epistemological theory that does not have this consequence is unacceptable. Reliabilism has been the 

specific target of this kind of criticism. In particular, it has been argued, e.g by Kvanvig and Zagzebski, 

that the fact that a true belief was obtained through a reliable process does not give that belief an 

additional boost of value. Goldman and Olsson 2009 explores various reliabilist solutions to the value 

problem. Others have giving up reliabilism in favor of some form of virtue epistemology. The main 

thought is that knowledge arises out of the exercise of an epistemic virtue and that such exercise has 

value in itself. Kvanvig 2003 is a good introduction to the value problem. Haddock et al 2009 is a useful 

collection of original contributions to the topic. 

Kvanvig, Jonathan. “The Value of Knowledge and the Pursuit of Understanding”. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2003. 

Kvanvig surveys the history of the value problem, from Plato and onward, and argues that it particularly 

affects reliabilism. He then argues that it can be solved, in its traditional form, by his favored version of 

virtue epistemology. Kvanvig also thinks that the problem in its most general form – showing why 

knowledge is more valuable than its conceptual parts – does not admit of a plausible solution. Instead, 

he argues that understanding, and not knowledge, is what has distinctive value. 

Goldman, Alvin I. and Erik J. Olsson. “Relibilism and the Value of Knowledge.” In Epistemic Value. Edited 

by Adrian Haddock, Alan Millar and Duncan H. Pritchard, pp. 19-41. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2009. 

The paper contains Goldman’s original defense of reliabilism in the face of the value problem. The 

solution Goldman offers has two elements: type-instrumentalism and value autonomization. The former 

ascribes value to process types rather than to process tokens. The latter is a psychological account of 

value assignment. Olsson offers a third proposal, the conditional probability solution, based on the idea 

that reliabilist knowledge is indicative of having more true beliefs (and knowledge) in the future.  

Adrian Haddock, Alan Millar and Duncan H. Pritchard  (Eds.), Epistemic Value. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2009. 

This is recent collection of papers on the value of knowledge. Most authors who have made an original 

contribution to the debate are featured in the volume. Apart from Goldman and Olsson 2009, the 

volume includes articles by Greco, Kvanvig, Pritchard and others. 

Bootstrapping and easy knowledge 



The problem of bootstrapping was introduced in Vogel 2000 and stressed in Cohen 2002. Vogel 

returned to the problem in his 2008 article. To make a long story short the worry is that reliabilism 

seems to license a kind of inference that makes the attainment of a certain kind of higher-order 

knowledge or justification too easy. If a process is reliable, then a person could come to know, or be 

justified in, this by induction from individual applications of the process. Goldman 2008 argues, 

following Van Cleve 2003, that if bootstrapping or easy knowledge is disallowed, the only alternative is 

skepticism, which is a worse option. Kornblith 2009 is a more recent attempt to undermine 

bootstrapping objections to reliabilism. 

Vogel, Jonathan. Reliabilism Leveled. The Journal of Philosophy 97, pp. 602–623, 2000. 

Vogel introduces the must discussed bootstrapping example with Roxanne who, simply by repeatedly 

reading off the gas gauge of her car, under certain circumstances can attain knowledge that the gauge 
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