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Abstract
I will present a novel argument that there can be epistemically vicious knowledge. 
In the kind of case that interests me, the subject knows not despite but rather be-
cause of her vice. It is generally agreed that some kinds of epistemic luck doesn’t 
undermine knowledge. For instance, being lucky not to have misleading evidence 
doesn’t undermine knowledge. I will argue that this doesn’t change when the avoid-
ance of misleading evidence depends on the subject’s vice. It does not prevent her 
belief from being both safe and sensitive, nor does it have any bearing on whether 
her justifying reasons are ultimately defeated. To illustrate my point, I will draw 
a parallel with a certain way of thinking about resultant moral luck. I will then go 
on to consider the ramifications for virtue-theoretic analyses of knowledge and the 
doctrine of normative defeat.

Keywords Epistemic Luck · Epistemic Vice · Virtue Epistemology · Moral Luck

Here is an uninteresting case of epistemically vicious knowledge: a subject misused 
a telescope because of intellectual laziness but her misuse caused her to acquire 
knowledge that the lens is out of focus. Can there be interesting cases? Alfano and 
Levy (2019) argue that there can be at the social level: cumulative cultural evolution, 
which requires the transmission of knowledge, depends on the epistemic vices of 
individuals.  Baehr (2014a, b) argues that there can be at the individual level. More 
specifically, he argues that one can have knowledge that p despite viciously inquiring 
into whether p.
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In this paper I will argue, like Baehr, for the possibility of epistemically knowl-
edge at the individual level.1 Unlike Baehr, I will argue that a subject can come to 
know that p not despite but rather because her inquiry into whether p was epistemi-
cally vicious. If successful, my argument will present an even deeper worry about the 
prospects for virtue-theoretic analyses of knowledge than the one that arises from the 
prospect of knowledge despite vice. In the cases of interest to Baehr, the fact that you 
truly believe p doesn’t depend on the vicious inquiry. In the cases that interest me, the 
subject truly believing p depends on the vicious inquiry (i.e., it depends on at least 
one part of that inquiry being vicious, not necessarily all or most of it).2 So, the virtue 
theorist can’t dismiss the vice as explanatorily superfluous.

Virtue theorists claim that a subject’s true belief is creditable to them just in case 
they believed truly because they formed their belief virtuously.3 Different virtue theo-
rists give different accounts of virtue and different accounts of the “…because of…” 
relation, but I will argue that the differences do little to mitigate the problem. The 
reason is that it is unclear why the subject deserves credit if their true belief is no less 
dependent on their inquiring viciously than it is on their inquiring virtuously. Even 
if their believing truly depends on virtue and vice in different ways, it is unclear why 
the subject deserves credit when both kinds of dependence are explanatorily signifi-
cant. Since the credit account holds that knowledge is true belief for which the sub-
ject deserves credit, it is consequently unclear why only one matters for knowledge.

My argument goes as follows. I will assume you can be lucky to have the evidence 
you do and still have knowledge. Knowledge-undermining luck involves the relation 
between the evidence (or a belief based on it) and the truth, not whether you have the 
evidence in the first place. This is relatively uncontroversial. I will argue that it is no 
less plausible to think you can be lucky not to have misleading evidence without this 
luck undermining your knowledge. I will then argue that even if the explanation of 
why you were lucky not to have misleading evidence is that you were epistemically 
vicious, you might still have knowledge. That is the main argument. To illustrate the 
general point that one can be lucky to have a status and, even if one is lucky because 
of vice, maintain that status, I will develop the following parallel case. I assume 
(purely for the sake of exposition and not as a premise in my reasoning4) that there is 
such a thing as resultant moral luck. I then argue that resultant moral luck is compat-
ible with that luck largely being explained by the manifestation of an epistemic vice. 
I then show that the epistemic case is structurally identical to the moral case.

What this ultimately shows is that one’s knowledge can be just as attributable to 
vice as virtue. I will argue in the final section of the paper that this is a problem for 
virtue theoretic analyses of knowledge according to which knowledge is true belief 
creditable to the subject because the fact that she believes truly is explained by her 

1  In fact, I will use an example somewhat similar to his vicious scientist (see Baehr, 2014a: 137) to make 
my point.

2  Thanks to an anonymous referee for raising this point.
3  Cf. Zagzebski (1996, 2003, 2008), Kvanvig (2003), Greco (2003, 2010, 2012), Sosa (2007) and Turri 
(2011).

4  As will be shown, even if there isn’t resultant moral luck in the controversial sense, one could still be 
lucky not to have produced a worse outcome than one in fact did. This is really all the parallel requires.
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cognitive virtues (or something along these lines). In short, it may be that knowledge 
despite vice doesn’t compromise this order of explanation because vice doesn’t play 
the same explanatory role that virtue does. However, if one knows because of vice, 
then it is no longer why the credit-worthiness resulting from the explanatory role of 
virtues isn’t canceled out by the equally important explanatory role played by vice.

In section (I), I discuss one kind of luck that doesn’t undermine knowledge: being 
lucky to have evidence. I then go further and argue it is just as plausible to think you 
can be lucky not to have misleading evidence without this undermining your knowl-
edge. Intuitive examples include already well-known cases in epistemology. In sec-
tion (II) I turn my attention to resultant moral luck. I discuss it just enough to argue 
that resultant moral luck is compatible with moral vice figuring prominently in the 
explanation of why the subject got lucky. In section (III) I return to the epistemic case 
and argue that something analogous holds there. Just as you can have your moral luck 
explained by moral vice, your epistemic luck can be explained by epistemic vice. In 
section (IV) I discuss the ramifications for virtue epistemology.

1 Luck and Knowledge

It is generally agreed that Gettier subjects don’t know because of knowledge under-
mining luck.5 There is not widespread agreement about how to give an account of 
knowledge undermining luck. I will briefly discuss two accounts here: one that has 
emerged from the defeasible reasoning literature6 and another that attempts to under-
stand epistemic vocabulary in modal terms (i.e., safety and sensitivity). I won’t com-
mit myself to either one here, but I will try to show that they both have some promise 
for explaining why some kinds of epistemic luck undermine knowledge and others 
don’t.

Let us first consider the defeasible reasoning account. Ordinary reasoning, unlike 
the kind of reasoning we use in deductive logic, is non-monotonic. In deductive 
logic, adding premises will never result in a decrease of consequences you can infer. 
In ordinary reasoning, this isn’t the case. If I know that today is Wednesday, that 
allows me to infer (which is not to say prove) that the leasing office is open. But if 
I then learn that today is a holiday, I can no longer infer that. The fact that today is 
a Wednesday is a prima facie reason to believe that the leasing office is open. But it 
may not be an all-things-considered reason to believe that. For it to be an all-things-
considered reason, it must not be defeated. Defeaters are prima facie reasons to give 
up a belief, they are the mirror images of prima facie reasons.7 Since defeaters are 
prima facie rather than all-things-considered reasons to give up a belief, they too can 
be defeated. Sometimes defeater-defeaters restore your original justifying reasons. I 
might believe that the wall is red because of my perceptual experience, then receive 

5  The few who disagree include Weatherson (2003), Olsson (2015) and Weinberg (2017).
6 See Lehrer, 1965, 1970, Lehrer and Paxson, 1968, Hilpinen, 1971, Johnsen 1974, Swain 1974, Barker 
1976, Klein, 1971, 1976, 1980, Pollock, 1986, Moser 1989, Audi, 1993, de Almeida & Fett 2016. See 
Shope (1983) for a useful overview.

7  For more on defeaters, see Pollock (1986), Piazza & Moretti (2018).
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testimony that the lighting is non-standard. That gives me a defeater. But I might then 
learn that the testimony came from a pathological liar. That defeats the defeater and 
restores my prima facie reason.

Not all defeater-defeaters do this. Sometimes they give you new reasons rather 
than restoring the old ones.8 For example, suppose I believe the wall is red because 
of my perceptual experience, then I’m told the lighting is non-standard but then I’m 
later told that the wall actually is red and the owners painted the wall red after install-
ing the lighting just in case the bulb goes out so it will still look the same. The tes-
timony about the lighting defeats my perceptual reason. The defeater is defeated by 
the information about the owners’ back-up plan. That doesn’t restore my perceptual 
reason: my vision still isn’t to be trusted here. Instead, I now have a new reason to 
think the wall is red. When a defeater doesn’t have a defeater-defeater that restores 
the subject’s original justifying reason, I will call it a “non-restoring defeater”.9

When the defeaters are part of the subject’s possessed evidence, they are “psycho-
logical defeaters”.10 Sometimes facts of which the subject is unaware can be defeaters 
as well. Call these “factual defeaters”.11 This kind of defeater prevents a subject from 
having knowledge. However, it doesn’t defeat the subject’s justification. This is why 
Gettier cases involve justified, true belief with no knowledge. The important thing 
here is that non-restoring factual defeat is what precludes the subject’s justifying 
reason from being related to the truth in the right way for them to have knowledge. 
If you have a true belief and your justifying reason for it has a non-restoring factual 
defeater, then the fact that you believe truly is due to knowledge-undermining luck.

Other kinds of luck don’t involve a mismatch between justifying reasons and truth, 
however. For this reason, they don’t preclude knowledge. Consider Nozick’s (1981) 
case of the masked bandit. After robbing the bank, the bandit’s mask slips for just 
a second. Coincidentally, you happen to be looking when it slips. You then acquire 
perceptual evidence that Jesse James is the bandit. You are lucky to have that evi-
dence. It is a coincidence that you happened to be looking at the brief interval during 
which the mask was down. This luck doesn’t undermine your knowledge, however. 
This is because the connection between your perceptual evidence and the belief it is 
evidence for (i.e., that Jesse James is the bandit) is still of the right sort. One way to 
flesh that idea out is that nothing defeats that perceptual reason. The mere fact that 
you could have easily failed to acquire the evidence is not a defeater. So, this kind of 
luck has no bearing on knowledge.

We can take this reasoning a step further. Not only can you be lucky to have the 
evidence you do; you can also be lucky not to have misleading evidence. Consider 
a variation of the Tom Grabit case from Lehrer and Paxson (1968). Suppose I am 
at the library and I see what looks like Tom Grabit stealing a library book. I then 
form the belief that Tom stole it. If I had left home just 5 min earlier, I would have 

8  This was first pointed out by Klein (1980), see also Pollock (1986: Appendix), De Almeida & Fett 
(2016).

9  I get the term from de Almeida & Fett (2016). Klein (1980) uses similar terminology.
10  Sometimes called “justificational defeat” (Steup, 1996).
11  Sometimes called “propositional defeaters” Bergmann (2006), Piazza & Moretti (2018) or “knowledge 
defeaters” Audi (1993).
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encountered Mrs. Grabit. She would have told me that Tom’s identical twin brother, 
Tim is in town. She is telling everyone this. This is a lie she would have told to help 
cover up her son’s burgeoning kleptomania, although I wouldn’t have been in a posi-
tion to discern this. Her testimony would have defeated my justification for believ-
ing that Tom stole the book. If I were to have heard the testimony, I would have had 
misleading evidence that would have prevented me from knowing that Tom stole the 
book. Luckily, I didn’t hear it, so I do in fact know. Granted, the fact that this story 
is going around is a factual defeater. However, it is defeated by the further fact that 
she’s lying. That restores my justifying reason rather than giving me new reasons. If I 
would have heard from Mrs. Grabit, however, I would have a psychological defeater. 
Nothing in my possessed evidence would defeat the defeater. So, I would have no 
justification and consequently no knowledge.

The defeasible reasoning theory has performed well so far. Some might still worry 
that it doesn’t deal well with fake barn-style cases that feel like Gettier cases but 
involve non-inferential knowledge. Goldman (1976), for example, has said as much. 
For a response to this criticism, see Klein (1980).12 Trying to settle this question 
would take us too far afield. Luckily, I will show that the defeasibility theory and its 
most formidable competitors both suit my purposes here.

Let us now consider the modal approach to making sense of knowledge undermin-
ing epistemic luck. Here are two modal properties that could potentially help shed 
light on knowledge undermining epistemic luck,

Safety: If an agent’s belief that Φ is safe, then, in nearly all (if not all) nearby 
possible worlds in which she forms her belief about Φ the same way as she 
forms her belief in the actual world, that agent only believes that Φ if Φ is true.13

 
Sensitivity: If an agent’s belief that Φ is sensitive, then in the nearest possible 
worlds in which Φ is false the agent does not form a belief that Φ in the same 
way.14

Safety and sensitivity only have the potential to give us an account of knowledge 
undermining luck for beliefs in metaphysically contingent propositions. If the prop-
osition believed is metaphysically necessary, then there are no worlds where it is 
false. So, we will restrict our attention for now to metaphysically contingent truths, 
although later we will consider another formulation of the safety principle meant to 
deal with necessary truths to see how it bears on my argument.

Some theorists use safety rather than sensitivity to explain knowledge and knowl-
edge undermining luck (e.g., Hawthorne, 2004, Pritchard, 2005). Others use both 

12  For newer criticisms, see Feldman (2003), Foley (2012) and Turri (2012). In my view, an ample response 
to all three can be found in de Almeida & Fett (2016). Lasonen-Aarnio (2010a, b, 2014) and Baker-Hytch 
and Benton (2015) raise a distinct set of worries I won’t be able to address in this paper.
13  This is a slightly modified version of the definition of safety from Pritchard (2005: 163).
14  This is a modified version of Pritchard’s (2005: 48) sensitivity principle that relativizes sensitivity to 
belief-forming methods.
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criteria (e.g., Nozick 1981). In the cases we will be considering, the two will give the 
same verdict which will make it unnecessary to take a stance on this issue.

The intuitive idea the safety principle is supposed to capture is that when a belief is 
not safe, it could have easily been false. If a belief could have easily been false, then 
there is a sense in which the subject was lucky to get it right in the actual world. The 
intuitive idea the sensitivity principle is supposed to capture is that when a belief fails 
to be sensitive, the subject would have believed the same thing even if it were false. 
If a subject would have believed the same thing even if it were false, then her belief 
doesn’t track the truth of the proposition believed. This might give one the impres-
sion that the subject was lucky, epistemically speaking, to be in one of the possible 
worlds where her belief is true. If she weren’t in one of these worlds, she would be 
none the wiser.

These theories also have the potential to explain why some kinds of epistemic 
luck don’t undermine knowledge and others do. Consider the Jesse James case from 
earlier. This kind of epistemic luck isn’t intuitively knowledge undermining. The 
safety theory vindicates that intuition. Even though the subject was lucky to have 
the evidence they had and consequently to form their belief in the way they did, they 
could not have easily formed a false belief in that way. They had a good look at his 
face after all. The sensitivity theorist also has something to say here. In the near-
est worlds in which it is false that the robber is Jesse James, either nobody robbed 
the bank or somebody else is riding away from the robbery. Either way, they won’t 
believe it is Jesse James because they won’t see someone who looks like him riding 
away from the bank.

Both theories also vindicate the intuitive result regarding the second kind of epis-
temic luck that does not undermine knowledge. Consider the Tom Grabit case again. 
The subject’s belief is both safe and sensitive. It is safe assuming that the subject 
couldn’t have easily mistaken someone else for Grabit. Since the identical twin is 
non-existent, this condition seems to be met. It is also sensitive for much the same 
reason. If Grabit did not steal the book and the subject formed a belief about whether 
he stole it by watching him, they would not have falsely believed that he stole it. 
Perhaps in nearby worlds in which the subject encounters Grabit’s mother they would 
have formed a false belief that his identical twin stole it. This doesn’t make their 
belief unsafe or insensitive, however, since they would have formed their belief in a 
different way (i.e., on the basis of testimony).

I will now go on to show that the second kind of luck I’ve identified can be caused 
by epistemic vice and still not undermine knowledge. To that end, I will take a brief 
detour and make a parallel point about resultant moral luck. Once we have done that 
and the epistemic analogue is in place, we will be in a position to see that there is a 
phenomenon of epistemically vicious knowledge and the consequences this has for 
a range of positions.
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2 Resultant Moral Luck

In this section, I will discuss moral luck. I will do so because it is easier to see the 
general point I want to make in its moral form. Once we see the point, we will return 
to the epistemic case in the next section. I am doing this for the purpose of exposi-
tion. It is not important to my argument that moral luck exists. I am discussing it here 
because the reader is likely to be familiar with a certain way of thinking about moral 
luck. Adding one further wrinkle to moral luck, so understood, results in a moral ver-
sion of the epistemic phenomenon that is my main concern here. So, even if this is the 
wrong way to think about moral luck, it might still help us understand a structurally 
similar phenomenon in epistemology.

A few kinds of moral luck have been identified. Here I am only interested in resul-
tant moral luck. The basic idea here is that the moral standing of the agent is partially 
a function of the results of her actions. Worldly outcomes are not entirely within the 
agent’s control, so her moral standing is also to some degree outside of her control. 
This means the agent might be morally worse because of bad luck or morally better 
because of good luck.

Here is an example of resultant moral luck. In Manchester by the Sea, an inebri-
ated Lee Chandler leaves his home to get more beer. His family is at home asleep. 
He leaves a fire in the fireplace. His drunkenness prevents him from remembering to 
shut the screen to keep the embers in. When he returns home, the house has burned 
down with his children in it. The police interview him about the event the next day. 
The detective says something to the effect that plenty of people make a mistake and 
forget to shut the screen. It just so happens that Lee’s mistake cost people their lives. 
It is obvious that Lee got unlucky. This is the detective’s point. It is intuitive, albeit 
less obvious, to say that he had bad moral luck. That is, it is intuitive to say that Lee 
is morally worse off than the other people who forgot to shut their screens. Even if the 
other people were equally drunk and equally negligent, they are morally better off. 
Both Lee and these other people were culpably negligent. But Lee is also culpable 
for bringing about the deaths of several people. His counterparts aren’t culpable for 
bringing about any deaths.

This is a controversial way to characterize the case. Some would rather give an 
alternative non-vindicating account of why we have different reactions when we 
consider Lee’s case than we do his lucky counterparts.15 They do this so that they 
can maintain that Lee and his counterparts are morally alike. They want to do this 
because they recoil from the idea that we can be blamed for things outside of our 
control. Lee and his counterparts exercised control in the same way. They performed 
the same intentional actions for the same reasons. So, they should receive the same 
moral assessment.

I can’t give this line of thought the attention it deserves in this paper. I will just 
point out that, even if you doubt the existence of resultant moral luck, you might 
still agree with what I say in the epistemic case. Those that want to redescribe puta-
tive cases of resultant moral luck needn’t also deny that there are Gettier cases, for 

15  See Richards (1986), Thomson (1989), Zimmerman (2002, 2006, 2015), Graham (2014), Rivera-López 
(2016), Khoury (2018). For recent opposition, see Hanna (2014).
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example. Similarly, they could allow that there are kinds of epistemic luck that don’t 
undermine knowledge. Even so, I will make my case by developing the moral ana-
logue. I will do this because the reader is likely familiar with this way of thinking 
about resultant moral luck, even if they disagree with it. This will make it easier to 
understand the epistemic analogue in the next section.

Before going on to the epistemic analogue, one further piece needs to be put in 
place. We need to consider the possibility that moral luck can be explained by vice. 
Suppose you drive drunk and get lucky. You are lucky to achieve a moral standing I 
will call “in the clear”. Being in the clear does not entail that you acted permissibly. 
You were negligent and negligence is not permissible. It means just that your neg-
ligence didn’t result in any serious consequences this time. Being in the clear is the 
moral status the drunk driver hopes for when they get behind the wheel knowing it’s 
a bad idea.

The fact that you are in the clear can be a consequence of your vice. Consider a 
drunk driver who would have hit a pedestrian had they not swerved at the last second. 
Their swerving had nothing to do with the fact that the pedestrian was there. They 
never saw the pedestrian and their reaction time had been slowed by drink too much 
for them to purposely get out of the way even if they had seen them. Rather, the driver 
swerved only because at the exact moment they needed to swerve, they saw a passing 
bicyclist and thought it would be funny to throw a beer can at them. Throwing the 
can caused them to jerk the steering wheel and this is what made them swerve out of 
the way. The driver is in the clear, but only because their vice manifested at the right 
time and in the right way.

3 Epistemically Vicious Knowledge

We can now return to the epistemic case.16 We have already seen that a subject might 
be lucky to not have misleading evidence. This kind of luck doesn’t undermine 
knowledge. I urge that, just as in the moral case, this kind of luck can be the result of 
epistemic vice and still not undermine knowledge. Just as your being in the clear can 
be explained by vice, so too can your not having misleading evidence. The fact that 
the driver is viciously chucking a beer can doesn’t make them any less in the clear. 
Similarly, the fact that a subject is epistemically vicious doesn’t make the luck that 
results from their vice knowledge-undermining. To sum up, the moral status of being 
in the clear is comparable to the status of knowledge. The former can be brought 
about by luck just as the latter can be brought about by the subject luckily not hav-
ing misleading evidence. In either case, the relevant luck being brought about by a 
manifestation of vice doesn’t change the status of the subject as either a knower or 
being in the clear. I will go on to apply the defeasible reasoning and modal traditions 
to the kind of case just discussed.

16  For a very different way of seeing the moral luck/epistemic luck connection, see Slote (1985). He argues 
that whether one’s belief in a future-tensed proposition at t is epistemically rational depends in some cases 
on whether that proposition turns out to be true at t + n. This seems false to me, though it is compatible 
with what I say here.
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Before doing so, I should note that there may be differences between the two cases. 
The moral case involves the subject being lucky to be less blameworthy than their 
unlucky counterpart. The different epistemic statuses between the lucky and unlucky 
subjects might have nothing to do with blame but rather some other epistemic status. 
This doesn’t change the general point that a subject could be lucky to achieve a posi-
tive standing of some sort even if that luck is explained by vice.

That is the main argument. I will now apply it to a case to see how it works in 
more detail. It is important to bear in mind that I am not making an argument primar-
ily driven by intuitions about cases. If I were doing that, I would need to consider 
more of them. The theoretical considerations already introduced are meant to bear the 
burden of the argument. I am introducing a case here to illustrate the consequences of 
independently motivated theoretical considerations. With that in mind, let us consider 
an adaptation of Hilary Kornblith’s (1983) case of the smug physicist.

Smug Physicist: A young physicist has a theory about the value of the gravi-
tational constant. The theory is, let us suppose, well justified by her possessed 
evidence and true. She is so arrogant that when others try to tell her about 
defeaters that aren’t part of her possessed evidence, she doesn’t listen. That is, 
she simply doesn’t encode what they are saying. She is too busy contemplating 
her own greatness to register their legitimate concerns. Now let us suppose that 
the defeaters are misleading, although nobody in the vignette has any reason to 
think so. The smug physicist’s theory is correct and, furthermore, her justifying 
reasons are ultimately undefeated. That is, the defeater her colleagues are try-
ing to tell her about has a defeater-defeater that restores her justifying reasons.

Let us begin assessing the smug physicist by the lights of the defeasible reasoning 
tradition. We should note that the subject does not have a psychological defeater. 
That is, her justifying reasons are undefeated by her total evidence. There is evidence 
she in some sense should have that defeats it, but she doesn’t have that evidence. If 
she were to have even encoded the testimony of her colleagues, she would have a 
defeater in her possessed evidence.17 Even if she didn’t listen closely enough to know 
what they were saying specifically, she would at least have higher-order evidence so 
long as she encoded enough to register the disagreement. However, I am stipulating 
that she didn’t even register that. So, she has a prima facie reason and no psychologi-
cal defeaters. It is only because of her complacency and intellectual laziness that she 
doesn’t have the misleading defeater. There is a factual defeater out there. This is the 
sort of thing that can undermine knowledge, but in this case it doesn’t because it has 
a defeater-defeater that restores her justifying reason. This case is just like the Grabit 
variation from earlier, except Tom Grabit wasn’t vicious.

Where does all this leave us? She has prima facie justification undefeated by her 
total evidence. Her justifying reason is also ultimately undefeated by the facts, since 

17  For this reason, there is no virtuous path to knowledge available to the agent. Although it doesn’t matter 
to my main argument, I don’t think this is essential to the case. Even if a virtuous path were available, so 
long as the subject took a vicious path instead, the explanation of how she in fact came to know would 
make essential reference to her vice. That said, the key point I want to make is most clear in cases where 
there is no virtuous path to knowledge available. Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for asking about this.
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the only factual defeater is misleading and it has a defeater-defeater that restores her 
justifying reasons. So, she has a justified true belief and she is not Gettiered, at least 
according to the defeasible reasoning tradition. Gettier victims have factual defeaters 
and those factual defeaters are defeated, but in such a way that the Gettier victim’s 
original justifying reasons are not restored.

Let us now move on to the modal properties. The subject’s belief is in a nomologi-
cal (but not metaphysical) necessity. So, it isn’t false in any nearby worlds. It is also 
sensitive for a similar reason. The subject doesn’t form a false belief using the same 
belief forming method in the nearest worlds in which the proposition is false because 
there is no life in those worlds. If the gravitational constant were slightly different, 
the universe would be unable to sustain life (assuming we hold fixed the values of 
several other constants).

One might object to the formulation of the safety principle I have adopted from 
Pritchard (2005). Perhaps the belief is unsafe, in the sense that counts, because the 
method by which the subject formed her belief could have easily produced a false 
belief in a different but relevantly similar proposition. This suggests an alternative 
safety principle,

Safety II: S’s belief that p on the basis of B is safe if and only if: in most nearby 
worlds in which S forms a belief relevantly similar to p on the basis of B, S’s 
belief is true.

A proposal along these lines has been made in Pritchard’s more recent work.18 How-
ever, he has said little about how to individuate the bases of belief (cf. Hirvelä, 2019). 
In the present context, this matters greatly since whether the subject’s belief satisfies 
Safety II depends on how we individuate her basis. On a very coarse-grained indi-
viduation, the subject based her belief on some combination let’s say of induction 
and abduction on her possessed evidence, as scientist’s typically do. Her evidence 
is not misleading and presumably competent induction and abduction are reliable 
enough to satisfy any reasonable standard. On an ultra-fine-grained individuation 
of her belief-forming process, she based her belief on induction and abduction on 
her possessed evidence plus tuning out the misleading testimony of her colleagues. 
Tuning out misleading testimony is certainly truth-conducive, so her belief satisfies 
Safety II on the ultra-fine-grained individuation of B. Her belief only fails to satisfy 
Safety II on an intermediately fine-grained individuation of B according to which she 
based her belief on induction and abduction on her possessed evidence plus tuning 
out the testimony of her colleagues. Perhaps some principled reason can be given for 
the intermediate individuation. Since most ways of individuating B have it that she 
satisfies Safety II, I will assume that she does and, at the very least, shift the burden 
of proof to those who disagree.

The upshot is that the subject’s justifying reason relates to the truth non-acciden-
tally, at least according to the familiar criteria. Her belief formed on the basis of that 
justifying reason is safe, sensitive and has no undefeated defeaters. I submit that the 

18  See his (2012: 256-7). In his (2007) he explicitly restricts the safety principle considered earlier in this 
paper to fully contingent propositions, which excludes nomological necessities.
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subject believes truly not despite but largely because of her epistemic vice. It is only 
because of her complacency that she steered clear of misleading evidence. If she 
were to have had that evidence, she would have believed falsely that her hypothesis is 
false, suspended judgment or believed her hypothesis irrationally, depending on how 
we fill out the case. In none of these scenarios does she have knowledge.

It is worth considering her justificatory status for a moment. There are many theo-
ries of epistemic justification on the market, and it will be impossible to consider 
them individually here. Instead, I will focus on what seems like the most promising 
general strategy for denying that the subject has justification. Plausibly, sufficiently 
egregious irrationality can undermine justification. I will assume this going forward. 
This is not to assume that rationality is either necessary or sufficient for justification, 
only that egregious irrationality is incompatible with it. It is not to assume inter-
nalism. Some externalists give a reliabilist account of epistemic reasons that can 
be extended to cover epistemic rationality.19 Others impose a “no-defeaters” condi-
tion on justification to prevent reliably produced but blatantly irrational beliefs from 
counting as justified.20 At any rate, many can get on board with the idea that egre-
gious irrationality can undermine justification. One might think that the subject is 
being sufficiently irrational in the case we are considering undermining her justifica-
tion and, consequently, her knowledge.

Of all the criticisms that immediately spring to mind when we consider the smug 
physicist, irrationality is not obviously among them. She is smug, hubristic, com-
placent, irresponsible, intellectually lazy, etc. but none of this entails irrationality. 
My point is that the intuitive verdict about the smug physicist is that she exhibits 
all the vices mentioned above and maybe some others. Claiming that any of these 
vices entail irrationality is a substantive claim. To be sure, intellectual laziness (for 
instance) is not prudentially rational when your aim is to secure true beliefs. It isn’t 
clear why this matters for justification though. The intellectually lazy know all sorts 
of things. The fact that they should have investigated more rigorously needn’t prevent 
them from knowing them, at least so long as their beliefs are safe, sensitive, they have 
prima facie reasons and there aren’t any non-restoring defeaters.

To sum up, the smug physicist doesn’t seem to be irrational and her belief is non-
accidentally true.21 There is some luck involved, but not the knowledge undermining 
kind. I submit that we have a case of epistemically vicious knowledge. The subject 
knows not despite vice, but largely because of it.

19  Beddor (2021), See also Comesaña (2010) for a relibabilist account of evidence.
20  See Graham and Lyons (2021), who also give an externalist account of defeaters. See also Goldman 
(1979).
21  I think we can give a similar analysis of Harman’s (1980) Unopened Letter case, although it is more 
complicated and I don’t have the space to pursue it here.
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4 Ramifications

I now turn to the big picture implications of the conclusion reached in the last section. 
The first thing to note is that this creates difficulties for virtue-theoretic accounts of 
knowledge. According to these, a true belief is knowledge just in case the fact that the 
subject believed truly is explained (sufficiently or in the right way) by the subject’s 
cognitive virtues. Different theorists have different things to say about what virtues 
are and how believing truly must be explained by virtue. I will consider a range of 
different proposals and identify difficulties for each of them.

I won’t offer my own analysis of epistemic vice here. What I say here doesn’t 
depend on any particular account of epistemic vice, only a sound pre-theoretical 
understanding of it that any well-developed theory ought to vindicate. Quassim 
Cassam proposes that epistemic vices are “character traits that impede effective 
and responsible inquiry” (2016). This analysis will suit my purposes, though my 
argument does not depend on it. Whatever epistemic vice ends up being, the smug 
physicist manifests it and her believing truly depends on this manifestation. Virtue 
epistemologists claim that knowledge is true belief that is creditable to the agent and 
it is creditable just in case it is explained (in the right way) by her virtues. The exis-
tence of vice raises the question of why her true belief is creditable to her if it depends 
just as much on vice as it does on virtue.

Before we consider some of the authors working in this tradition and how this 
problem bears on their specific views, we should preemptively respond to an objec-
tion I sometimes hear. A defender of virtue epistemology could claim that the unequal 
status of virtue and vice is to be explained by the fact that virtue bears on knowledge 
(or justification, for that matter) whereas vice does not.

This response presupposes the very thing that needs to be explained. The virtue 
theorist says that knowledge, over and above true belief, is a matter of the true belief 
being creditable to the agent. It is creditable just in case it is held because of a virtue. 
I am challenging the virtue theorist to explain why holding a true belief because of 
(plug in their preferred account of the “…because of…” relation here) a virtue is 
creditable to the agent even when it is also held because of (perhaps a different “…
because of…” relation goes here) vice.

I am not going to provide an analysis of the dependence or “…because of…” rela-
tion that holds between the subject’s true belief and her vice. It is clear that her believ-
ing truly depends on her vicious inquiry because that is what steered her clear of 
misleading evidence such that if she had it, she would not have believed truly. Unless 
given a principled reason to think otherwise, we should think that this dependence 
relation is just as explanatorily and epistemically significant as the ones that figure in 
virtue theoretic analyses of knowledge. This point can be appreciated prior to iron-
ing out necessary and sufficient conditions for this dependence relation. In fact, it 
is compatible with that dependence relation being metaphysically and conceptually 
primitive, should that turn out to be the case.

Proponents of this order of explanation sometimes understand cognitive virtues as 
character virtues (i.e., roughly the same kind of thing as moral virtues such as humil-
ity and temperance). Linda Zagzebski, for example, holds this view and analyzes 
knowledge in terms of virtue here,
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Zagzebski: Knowledge is a state of true belief arising out of acts of intellectual 
virtue (1996: 271).22

The fact that the agent holds the true belief out of intellectual virtue makes it credit-
able to her (Zagzebski, 2003). If you think of the connection between virtue and 
knowledge in this way, then you need to explain why intellectual vices can be so 
prominent in the explanation of why the subject believes truly without undermining 
knowledge. Even if virtue is necessary for knowledge, it isn’t clear why the kind of 
vice at play in smug physicist isn’t sufficient for undermining it. The virtue theorist 
owes us an explanation of this.

In more recent work, Linda Zagzebski has turned from analyzing knowledge in 
terms of character virtues to analyzing it in terms of “epistemic conscientiousness”,

New Zagzebski: Knowledge is belief in which the believer gets to the truth 
because she acts in an epistemically conscientious way. (Zagzebski, 2008: 127)

Epistemic conscientiousness entails caring about truth, though not necessarily for its 
own sake and not necessarily in episodes of occurrent reflection (Zagzebski, 2008: 
126; Zagzebski, 2014). The intellectual virtues are character traits one would try to 
develop if one were epistemically conscientious (Zagzebski, 2014: 143). This analy-
sis faces a dilemma. Is the smug physicist epistemically conscientious? Affirmative 
and negative answers are both unpalatable because, intuitively, the subject’s cred-
itworthiness is diminished by her vice, but her knowledge isn’t diminished at all.23

Let us first consider an affirmative answer. We can flesh it out as follows. Epis-
temic conscientiousness entails that one will try to cultivate the intellectual virtues. 
It does not entail complete success. Perhaps she has succeeded in developing her 
quantitative reasoning acumen but tried and failed to be more open-minded (though 
she isn’t aware of her failure). If so, then she is epistemically conscientious despite 
her smugness. Furthermore, her conscientious quantitative reasoning figures promi-
nently in the explanation of why she got to the truth. So, she knows. However, Zag-
zebski still owes us an explanation as to why the positive epistemic status associated 
with conscientiousness isn’t canceled out by the negative epistemic status associated 
with her vice. This is especially important considering that her getting to the truth 
in this case depends on both. Recall that on Zagzebski’s account, knowledge is true 
belief for which the subject deserves credit. It isn’t clear why the dependence on vice 
doesn’t undo the pro tanto creditworthiness that results from conscientiousness. Even 
if the subject is generally conscientious, this belief seems to be no less due to vice 
than conscientiousness. So why does she deserve credit for it?

Let us consider the other horn: a negative answer. If we go this way, the subject 
does not deserve credit and does not have knowledge, on her analysis. We should 
worry about denying knowledge here though considering that, as we saw in the last 

22  Zagzebski also offers two other definitions that she takes to be equivalent. See Kvanvig (2003) and 
Riggs (2009: 341) for similar views.
23  Baehr (2006) and Lackey (2009) employ a similar argumentative tactic, but they focus on passivity 
rather than vice.  Baehr (2014a) considers cases involving knowledge despite rather than because of vice.
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section, the subject’s belief is safe, sensitive and her justifying reasons are undefeated. 
According to these diagnostics, the physicist’s belief is non-accidentally true. There 
is surely something wrong with the subject’s epistemic conduct, but not anything that 
makes it an accident that she truly believes this proposition about the gravitational 
constant. When epistemic luck undermines knowledge, it is because of the relation 
between the subject’s justifying reasons (or belief based on that evidence) and the 
truth of the proposition believed. According to the defeasible reasoning tradition, this 
is because the reasons it was based on are defeated by facts of which the subject was 
unaware. According to the modal tradition, it is because the belief, formed as it was, 
doesn’t bear the right counterfactual relation to the truth of the proposition believed. 
Either way, the relation between her belief and the truth of the proposition believed 
seems to be of the right sort for knowledge.

At certain points Zagzebski acknowledges that there will be mixtures of vice and 
conscientiousness that are difficult for her view to assess (Zagzebski, 2014: 145). In 
response, she appeals to the vagueness of knowledge (Ibid). If the problem had to do 
with vagueness, we could solve it by stipulating a cut-off point. The problem is that, 
regardless of the cut-off point we choose, we will find ourselves on one or the other of the 
above horns. The subject is either sufficiently conscientious for knowledge, or she isn’t.

Others think of virtues as, roughly, cognitive faculties such as memory, percep-
tion, etc. If you think of virtues this way, then the cognitive virtues that appear in 
your analysis of knowledge appear to be very different than the ethical virtues. None-
theless, proponents of this approach sometimes argue that knowledge is true belief 
for which the subject deserves credit (e.g., Greco, 2003, 2010, 2012; Sosa, 2007: 
22, Turri, 201124). They get credit because they exercised their virtues. So, despite 
faculty virtues being different than character virtues, this order of explanation is still 
committed to saying that one becomes creditworthy by exercising them. This is why 
knowledge is epistemically better than mere true belief (Zagzebski, 1996, 2003; 
Riggs, 2009; Greco, 2010: Chap. 6).

We need an account then of why you deserve credit even if your vices are just as 
prominent in the explanation of why you believed truly as your virtues. In general, 
bringing about a good outcome by manifesting your vices is not something for which 
you deserve credit. Why are cases of epistemically vicious knowledge any different? 
Why don’t the virtues and vices cancel each other out? Similarly, some working in 
this tradition say that knowledge must be due to virtue more than luck (Pritchard, 
2012; Carter, 2016). If you think that, it seems no less reasonable to also say it must 
be due to virtue more than vice. Yet the smug physicist knows just as much because 
of vice as virtue. If she didn’t inquire viciously, she would have had misleading evi-
dence. Why then are virtue and vice equally explanatorily important but unequal in 
determining whether the subject deserves credit? Let us consider some specific pro-
posals and see if they can give a satisfactory answer.

Turri (2011) offers the following,

Turri: Knowledge is true belief manifesting competence (i.e., faculty virtue).

24  Pritchard (2007) agrees that the knowing subject deserves credit, though gives a different account of 
why.
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Believing truly might be a manifestation of some faculty virtue (perhaps inductive or 
abductive reasoning) but be related in a different way to her character vice of intellec-
tual smugness. Perhaps believing truly cannot itself be a manifestation of character 
vice, even if character vice is an enabling condition for it in some cases. If so, this 
might seem to get him out of trouble, since epistemically vicious knowledge doesn’t 
depend on vice in the same way it depends on virtue.25

However, this should make us wonder why knowledge matters. If a subject believ-
ing truly depends on virtue in one way and vice in another and they are both interest-
ing relations of dependence, then it isn’t clear why the subject deserves credit for her 
true belief. It isn’t clear why the dependence on vice doesn’t cancel out whatever pro 
tanto creditworthiness comes from the dependence on virtue. Both kinds of depen-
dence seem to be equally relevant to how we evaluate the subject, so it isn’t clear why 
only one of them is relevant to whether she receives credit.

Now consider Sosa’s (2007: 22) account,

Sosa: Knowledge is belief that is accurate because adroit.

Adroit beliefs issue from competences. How does the adroitness need to figure into 
the explanation of the accuracy? The adroitness of the belief needs to be an important 
part of the explanation of its truth. However, it does not need to be the most impor-
tant. It can just be one of many important factors. This runs into the same problem: 
it leaves open the possibility that vice is no less explanatorily important than virtue. 
Why does virtue trump vice in such a case when the two are equally explanatorily 
important?

Greco (2003, 2010: 71) proposes,

Greco: S knows that p if and only if S believes the truth (with respect to p) 
because S’s belief that p is produced by intellectual ability (i.e., faculty virtue).

The “…because…” relation is understood to be explanatory. In general, some parts of 
an explanation are more salient than others. Unlike Sosa’s account, Greco’s requires 
that the competences not just be a part of the explanation but that they be the most 
salient part of the explanation. Competences have default explanatory salience, but 
that default salience can be overridden by abnormalities of the sort that crop up in 
Gettier cases. Perhaps the presence of vice in the cases we have been considering is 
a similar abnormality. At first glance, this seems like an empirical claim of dubious 
merit considering the well-documented frequency of the base rate fallacy, affirming 
the consequent, confirmation bias, etc., all of which plausibly evince epistemic vices 
of some sort.26 However, I will bracket this worry going forward as I think there are 
bigger problems for Greco.

Greco (2010: 74) claims that explanatory salience is a function of our practical 
interests and this is why faculty virtues enjoy default salience. However, it is unclear 
why the same wouldn’t be true of vices. Just as good cognitive habits bear on our 

25  Whether this is true doesn’t matter, I am just imagining a best-case scenario for Turri.
26  See for example Kahneman et al. (1982).
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practical interests, so do bad ones. Virtue and vice seem to be on equal footing in this 
respect. Perhaps this is why, intuitively, virtue and vice seem to be equally important 
in explaining why the subject believes truly in the cases we have been considering. 
If this is so, then the explanatory salience of virtue isn’t demoted by an abnormality 
of greater explanatory salience, but rather supplemented by a vice of equal explana-
tory salience. Greco then faces a dilemma. He must either claim that when virtue and 
vice enjoy equal explanatory salience the tie goes to virtue and the agent gets credit; 
in which case he needs a principled reason for this claim. Or he can hold that vice 
must exceed the explanatory salience of virtue to undermine knowledge, in which 
case we have no explanation of why the agent deserves credit when virtue and vice 
are equally salient. We need a principled reason to think the tie goes to virtue so far 
as credit is concerned.

In more recent work, Greco (2012: 14) still claims that knowledge is true belief 
that is creditable to the agent, but now he says the following about when a true belief 
is creditable to the agent,

New Greco: A true belief is creditable to the agent just in case the subject’s 
competences contribute to her believing truly in a way that serves the informa-
tional needs of the community.

This is not going to help in the case of the smug physicist precisely because indi-
vidual scientists clinging to their theories can benefit the community even when those 
theories are not as well supported as rival theories (cf. Kitcher, 1993: 345ff). Even if 
all the available evidence favors vaccine A over vaccine B, it is still potentially good 
for the community to have some stubborn scientists championing vaccine B. This 
way the community as a whole has more comprehensive information about vaccines 
generally than they would if everyone just researched vaccine A. This is because, 
as Alfano & Levy put it, “Group deliberation harnesses the power of asymmetrical 
individual scrutiny” (2019: 907). That is, the labor of scrutiny is communally divided 
among biased individuals who will subject rival hypotheses to intense scrutiny. The 
group can benefit from having stubborn scientists among them, so long as the scien-
tists stubbornly cling to different theories.

5 Conclusion

I hope to have convinced you that epistemically vicious knowledge is possible. That 
is, it is possible for an individual’s knowledge to depend on her vices. This is possible 
for much the same reason that it is possible for a drunk driver’s resultant moral luck 
to depend on some vice other than whatever vices got them behind the wheel in the 
first place. This presents complications for virtue-theoretic accounts of knowledge.
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