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1. Introduction

Contemporary Epistemology has received a much needed shot in the arm by a turn from normative epistemology to epistemic axiology. Where there were once fruitless debates between internalists and externalists over the nature of epistemic rationality, there is now a flourishing industry concerned with the nature and sources of epistemic value.


This paper is concerned with the implications of a popular theory of the value of justified belief to which reliabilists are typically committed: instrumentalism. According to instrumentalism, justification is valuable only to the degree to which it promotes true belief. This theory has come under serious attack by wave after wave of virtue epistemologists, with Linda Zagzebski leading the charge. These critics claim that reliabilism cannot fully explain why knowledge and justified belief are more valuable than mere true belief. The primary goal of this paper is to demonstrate that such criticisms are mistaken. Borrowing an insight from Timothy Williamsons’ Knowledge and its Limits I will argue that not only is instrumentalism consistent with the differential value of knowledge and true belief, but that it can even explain why this is so.


The final section of this paper explores an interesting implication of this defense of instrumentalism. This consequence is that epistemic value theory, or axiology, even if supplemented by practical reason, is not powerful enough to generate reasons for belief – the bread and butter of normative epistemology. A discussion of Hilary Kornblith’s instrumentalism about the value of epistemic rationality from Knowledge and its Place in Nature demonstrates such independence. The upshot of such independence is that reasons for belief are in effect not reducible to statements about what is valuable, epistemically or otherwise.

2. Zagzebski’s Criticism of Reliabism


A reliabilist theory of epistemic justification typically involves at least the claim that a belief’s being reliably arrived at or sustained is a necessary condition for its being justified. The motivation for such a theory is intimately related to the instrumentalist account of the value of justified belief that is its traditional complement. Since true belief is undeniably one of the most plausible epistemic goods, it is natural to think of justified belief as being valuable solely as means to that end – after all, why else would we care about it? The ensuing requirement that justified beliefs be reliable is thus reasonably thought of as an expression of a prior commitment to such instrumentalism: if truth is the primary epistemic value, then justification can only be valuable insofar as it is reliable means for obtaining it. In what follows, I will use ‘reliabilism’ to refer to this conjunction of the reliabilist theory of justification and the instrumentalist conception of its value.


Linda Zagzebski has frequently argued that reliabilism is ill-suited to explaining why knowledge is more valuable than true belief. Most epistemologists have traditionally assumed without argument that knowledge is somehow a better state to be in than mere true belief. This paper will likewise assume this claim, which I will refer to as the ‘Differential Thesis’ (DT), in order to assess the criticism that it is incompatible with reliabilism. In the next section of this paper I will attempt to construct the clearest possible argument to this end, but it is of some use to begin with one of Zagzebski’s helpful formulations of the problem. In ‘From Reliabilism to Virtue Epistemology,’ she invites us to appreciate this difficulty by considering an analogy of the value of a good cup of espresso produced by a reliable espresso maker:

A reliable process is good only because of the good of the product of the process. A reliable espresso-maker is good because espresso is good. . . Reliability per se has no value or disvalue. Its value or disvalue derives solely from the value or disvalue of that which it reliably produces. So the value of the product of a process is transferred to the process that produces it. But the value of the process is not transferred back again to the product. A reliable espresso-maker is good because espresso is good, but the espresso made now is no better because it was produced by a reliable espresso machine. (2000, 113)

Zagzebski’s use of the metaphor of ‘transferring’ value can be simply replaced by talking about an asymmetric dependence between that which is instrumentally valuable, and that which it is valuable in relation to. The instrumental value of an espresso machine is dependent upon the value of its products, namely the quality of the espresso it produces. But the value of the espresso does not plausibly depend on that of its origins: for example, the value of a good cup of espresso is not somehow lessened in virtue of its being accidentally produced by an unreliable espresso maker. By presenting such a clear example, Zagzebski is calling attention to the fact that the realization of instrumental value in general involves such asymmetric dependencies between terms. This in turn allows us to detect the same dependence when considering the instrumental value of reliable belief forming processes, which is less of a clear case:

Similarly, a reliable truth-producing process is good because truth is good. But if I acquire a true belief from such a process, that does not make my belief better than it would be otherwise. Of course, since the process is good, I am better off for having it, and I may even be better off for using it now, but that does not add status to any given true belief of mine that it produces. (2000, 113)

This example may strike one as less compelling, especially if one has already made the natural assumption that justification is indeed valuable and connected to the reliable production of beliefs. Nonetheless, given instrumentalism about the value of justified belief, it would seem that in this case there is equally an asymmetric dependence between the value of true belief and the value of its being reliably caused. For plausibly, if true belief is the only intrinsic epistemic value then the fact that such a belief is reliably caused will have no implications as to its value. The odd consequence is thus that the only thing that determines the value of a belief is its truth value: irrespective of whether it is justified or not, if the belief is true then it is valuable, and if false, not valuable. But why then would we care about either justification or knowledge?


Zagzebski’s general conclusion is that a true belief’s being reliably caused is not sufficient for knowledge. Since assuming that justification is instrumentally valuable with respect to true belief implies that there is an asymmetric dependence between reliable causation and true belief, the fact that a true belief is reliably caused can make no difference to its value. Thus if reliable true belief were sufficient for knowledge, then (DT) would be false. Zagzebski does not deny that reliability is a necessary condition for knowledge, nor that reliable processes are valuable, only that the reliabilist can give us a complete theory of the value of knowledge. A similar argument can be easily be constructed against a reliabilist account of the value of justified belief, insofar as we think that it is more valuable than unjustified belief. Different versions of this argument have been deployed by Michael DePaul (2001), Marian David (2001), John Greco (2003), Ward Jones (1997), Jonathan Kvanvig (1998), Wayne Riggs (2002) and Ernest Sosa (2003). Instead of discussing these authors in any detail, I will next try to provide a more perspicuous version of this argument, which I will refer to as ‘The Differential Argument.’ The ultimate failure of this argument will go to show that reliabilism need not be incompatible with (DT) at all.

3. The Differential Argument: Developed and Exposed


The structure of the argument is simple. If we can reasonably show, assuming reliabilism, that a particular state of knowledge is neither more intrinsically nor instrumentally valuable than true belief in the same proposition, then given that all values are either intrinsic or instrumental we will have demonstrated that the two do not have differential value. But it is relatively easy to show that given reliabilism knowledge that p is not more intrinsically valuable than true belief that p. Consequently, the weight of the argument relies on the claim that knowledge is not more instrumentally valuable than mere true belief. As we will shortly see however, any defense of this claim will encounter serious difficulties.


It is useful to state the premises necessary to run this purported reductio at the outset in order to have some more specific characterization and qualification of our model of reliabilism. First of all, for simplicity we can assume what I will refer to as ‘veritistic monism,’ which involves two theses:


(VM) Veritistic Monism, the conjunction of



(VM1) Any true belief that p has some positive epistemic value.



(VM2) True belief is the only intrinsic epistemic value.

In all likelihood this form of monism is false. By all accounts, what is epistemically good is not simply the attainment of true belief, but also the avoidance of false belief. However, I propose to grant this as an idealization in order to make the differential argument as strong as possible. My suggestion is that even on such an overly simplistic version of instrumentalism we will be able to avoid the denial of (DT), and that if this is the case, there is strong reason to think that more sophisticated and plausible variants will be even better suited to avoid the charge.


Secondly, some characterization, however minimal, of the nature of instrumental value is of use. For the purposes of this essay it is sufficient to understand the instrumental value of some state of affairs α relative to another state of affairs β to be a function of the probability α given β and the value of β, or V[β]:


(IV) instrumental value = the instrumental value of some state of affairs α in 


relation to some β = IV(α, β) = f(Pr[β | α],  V[β] )

Finally, we can characterize the instrumentalist component of reliabilism as two claims:


(I) Instrumentalism about justified belief, the conjunction of 



(I1) Justification is not intrinsically valuable.



(I2) Justification is instrumentally valuable in relation to true belief.

(I1) is entailed by (VM2); (I2) follows from (VM1) plus the reliabilist assumption that justified beliefs are likely to be true. Such is sufficient for a minimal, and I think plausible characterization of the instrumentalist component of reliabilism. Using these premises, we can now attempt to construct an argument that (DT) is false.


Consider first the intrinsic value of merely truly believing that p as opposed to knowing that p. A simple argument will obviously suggest itself: knowledge and true belief differ only in terms of their being justified, but since justification is not intrinsically valuable (I1), knowledge and true belief cannot differ in that respect. However, even if we ignore the relevant objection from Gettier-counterexamples, this argument is problematic since it might reasonably be charged as committing the fallacy of composition. That justification is not intrinsically valuable does not imply that it cannot increase the value of a state of true belief. Compare: truth is not intrinsically valuable, but nonetheless it makes a state of believing valuable. 


A better argument is available that does not appeal to the claim that justification is not intrinsically valuable (I1), but instead to another consequence of veritistic monism (VM). This plausible necessary consequence of (VM) is that for any two states of affairs, α and β, if α and β both contain the same beliefs and the same distribution of truth-values to those beliefs, then they have the same epistemic value. This, I take it, is part of what one means by saying that truth is the only value. Now consider a particular state of knowing that p in contrast to merely truly believing the same proposition. Since knowledge entails believing truly, both states of affairs contain the same belief, and by assumption, the same truth value. But, by our necessary condition of monism, these two states cannot differ in terms of their epistemic value. And so given (VM) the bare difference between knowledge and true belief cannot make a difference to their value. 


Consider now whether knowledge and true belief differ with respect to their instrumental value. Given our axiological framework, a simple argument readily presents itself. The instrumental value of a state of affairs, we have assumed, is a function of the probability of the obtaining of an intrinsically valuable state of affairs (IV). For some instance of knowledge that p and a distinct instance of true belief in the same proposition, the obvious candidate of intrinsic value to which these states relate is the state of truly believing that p. But if they involve a relation to the same intrinsically valuable state of affairs then there can only be a difference between their instrumental value if there is a difference in the conditional probability of true belief given such states. But since both knowledge that p and true belief that p entail true belief that p, the probability of true belief that p is 1 in both cases. Thus, they cannot differ in terms of their instrumental value, and this conjoined with the previous argument demonstrates that the theses which characterize reliabilism imply the denial of (DT).


This argument, however, is not obviously sound. Clearly, knowledge that p and true belief that p have the same instrumental value with respect to the end of truly believing that p. But this does not imply that there are no other intrinsic values (which, by assumption (VM2) must be further true belief) to which knowing that p and truly believing that p have differential probabilistic relations. For example, in Knowledge and its Limits, Timothy Williamson has pointed out that knowledge tends to be more persistent than true belief (2000, 78, 83-88). That is, knowledge that p acquired at a certain point is more likely to persist than mere true belief that p in virtue of the fact that unlike mere true belief, knowledge is not vulnerable to be overturned by the discovery of new evidence. Irrespective of what we may think about Williamsons’ own position on the nature of knowledge, clearly we can grant that since it is by definition Gettier-proof and thus, among other things, is not threatened by relevant defeaters and accidental connections between one’s belief and its truth. This makes it extremely plausible that true belief that counts as knowledge that p at time t is much more likely than mere true belief to persist until some arbitrarily later time. Or, if you prefer, where ‘Bapt’ means ‘a believes that p at time t,’ and ‘Kapt’ means ‘a believes that p at t,’ we can formalize the capture the claim as:

(O) Pr [(Bap & p)t+n| Kapt] >Pr [(Bap & p)t+n | ((Bap & p) & ~Kap)t]

If (O) is correct, then knowledge that p is more instrumentally valuable than true belief that p with respect to promoting particular distinct tokens of truly believing that p – namely, those in virtue of which that knowledge can be said to persist over time. This difference might not seem significant enough to explain (DT). However, we should keep in mind that such a feature of knowledge is quite significant when we come to appreciate that it is typically cognitively embedded. Even the most traditional foundationalist will grant that instances of knowledge that lack inferential relations to other beliefs are comparatively rare; coherence is undeniably a virtue even if it is not the only one. Consequently, the increased fitness of knowledge over true belief for doxastic survival is also connected with a greater global stability of one’s belief system, and even more so when those other true beliefs are themselves instances of knowledge. It would seem then that the reliabilist has plausible grounds for claiming not only that their position does not imply a denial of (DT), but that conjoined with the independently plausible (O), reliabilism can even provide an explanation of this fact.


Almost no virtue epistemologists have considered this response, which I consider to be really quite obvious when spelled out. An exception to this is Marian David’s ‘Truth as the Epistemic Goal,’ in which he considers and rejects such a style of response, and it is interesting to see why. While in that essay he is concerned primarily with the reliabilist’s account of the value of justified belief, much of his argument applies to the issue of the value of knowledge. In one passage, David begins by considering the instrumentalist account of the value of justified belief:

How are we to understand the idea that being justified in holding a particular belief p is a good thing relative to this global goal [the truth goal]? The most natural answer to this question is that having a justified belief promotes the truth-goal, that it is a means for reaching the global goal of believing what is true and not believing what is false. (2001, 160)

He then goes on to argue that such a type of response is vulnerable to a reductio. According to David, instrumental accounts of the value of a justified belief come in two flavors: diachronic, which appeal to the temporally removed consequences of that belief, and synchronic, which do not. Diachronic accounts apparently have an unhappy implication: namely that whether a belief is justified or not could be held hostage by the vicissitudes of time:

Being justified in believing p has nothing at all to do with the causal consequences of believing p. More generally, it seems that being justified in believing p has nothing to do with what beliefs you are going to hold in the future. The truth-goal cannot be a diachronic goal if it is to play the role assigned to it in the goal-oriented approach to justification; it cannot be the goal of having beliefs that are true and not having beliefs that are false in the long run – if it were, the causal consequences of our beliefs would be relevant to their epistemic status. Instead, it must be a synchronic goal: It must be the goal of now having beliefs that are true and now not having beliefs that are false. (2001, 160)

If the correct account of the value of justification is diachronic then insofar as whether a belief is justified in the present is not affected by the future, then it would not be possible for a particular justified belief to actually lead to greater false belief than otherwise. But such ‘barren’ justified beliefs are surely possible, and so no diachronic account is correct. 
It is should be obvious to note that the premises of David’s argument do not beg the question against (O), nor its analogue in relation to justification:

(O) Pr [(Bap & p)t+n| JBapt] >Pr [(Bap & p)t+n | ((Bap & p) & ~JBap)t]

Both (O) and (OJ) are perfectly consistent with the claim that a particular instance of knowledge or justification could lead to a great deal of false belief; they simply imply that such cases are improbable. Nonetheless, a reliabilist does have grounds to complain for David makes the highly questionable assumption that conditions of a justified belief’s being valuable are conditions of that belief’s being justified – which is tantamount to the claim that justified beliefs are necessarily valuable. Certainly the reliabilist will likely accept that it is necessary that justified belief be reliable arrived at; perhaps they will also grant that it is necessary that a justified belief is valuable only if it tends to promote true belief. But a reliabilist is not likely to accept the claim that necessarily justified belief is valuable. The reason is simple. Clearly, if justification is only instrumentally valuable with respect to its persisting and stabilizing one’s web of belief, then particular justified beliefs will be only contingently valuable since generally the probabilistic relations that are the partial conditions of instrumental value are themselves contingent. Thus demanding that justification be necessarily valuable simply begs the question against the instrumentalist.


There is no reason to think that the instrumentalism to which reliabilism is committed to entails the denial of (DT). Furthermore, we have seen that given the differential ability between knowledge and mere true belief with regards to their tendency to persist and promote the persistence of other true beliefs, (DT) is in fact likely to be true on the assumption of instrumentalism. Thus our confidence in (DT) actually confirms reliabilism at least to some degree, pace Zagzebski and company, though it is difficult to say whether other models of the value of justification can offer a better explanation. Rather than go on the offensive against those alternatives, in what remains of this paper I will turn to the relation between the reliabilist theory of the value of justification and its account of the nature of justified belief. For in the preceding rebuttal of David’s criticism there emerged the interesting point that reliabilism is committed to justified belief’s being valuable only contingently. This suggests that on the instrumentalist model what makes a belief justified or reasonable must be distinct from what makes such belief valuable.

4. Instrumentalism and the Normativity of Knowledge and Justification


In this final section I want to explore the implications for normative epistemology, or of the nature of justified or rational belief, of the instrumentalist theory of epistemic value developed in the preceding sections. It is natural to expect that there would be connections between the value and constitution of justification. An analogy to utilitarianism is suggestive here: such a theory begins with an account of morally valuable states of affairs and then builds upon it a theory of the moral rightness of actions, or of when we have reasons for those actions. In the response to David we have already raised suspicions about assuming that this model applies to reasonable belief; in this section the point will be further supported, and the implications for the reliabilist theory of reasons will be seen.


Hilary Kornblith’s Knowledge and its Place in Nature provides a convenient introduction to the issue of the relation between epistemic value and epistemic normativity. One of the stated aims of his book is to give a naturalistic account of epistemic normativity, and in defending this position Kornblith endorses a very clear form of instrumentalism about the value of justified belief. On his view, having true belief is universally valuable for all practical agents on the grounds that reliably successful action requires reliably true belief:

because our cognitive systems are required to perform evaluations relative to our many concerns, and to perform these evaluations accurately, the standards by which we evaluate these cognitive systems themselves must remain insulated from most of what we intrinsically value, whatever we may value. This provides reason to care about the truth whatever we may otherwise care about. It also provides us with a reason to evaluate our cognitive systems by their conduciveness to truth. And this is precisely what epistemic evaluation is all about. Truth plays a pre-eminent role here. (2002, 158)

It is important to note that Kornblith is primarly concerned to give an instrumentalist account of the value of true belief, and only deritively of the value of reliable cognitive mechanisms. The value of true belief has not been the subject of this essay. Instead, I have attempted to explicate the claim that justified belief is solely instrumentally value with respect to the promotion of true belief, while remaining agnostic about how this terminal value is to be understood. Nonetheless, consideration of Kornblith’s model will allow us to see how justification must necessarily be distinct from the value of justified belief. The foregoing argument by Kornblith can roughly be represented as follows:

(K1) Unless one is reliable in believing what means will promote one’s end, one will not be likely to promote that end.

(K2) If some end E is valuable, and E is likely if M, then one has reason to bring about M.

(K3) Consequently, if there are some ends that are valuable to promote, then one has reason to promote reliable belief.

--------------

(K4) Therefore, insofar as one aims to promote some valuable ends, then one has reason to value reliable cognitive mechanisms.

This argument attempts to derive reasons for valuing true belief from a plausible empirical claim about successful action (K1), and a principle of instrumental rationality (K2). Kornblith’s suggestion is that if these premises are true, then all practical agents have a reason to pursue true belief (K4). One might think of this as a vindication of the importance of justified belief that is analogous to attempts to justify morality to the amoralist – a person who does not accept any moral premises. However, I doubt that this was Kornblith’s intention, since this gambit would clearly fail, due to reasons to which I now turn.


Kornblith’s principle of instrumental rationality (K2) is arguably false, and I contend that the reason that it is false is that instrumental rationality is itself constrained by justified belief. Consider first an example: my drinking a glass of water is valuable, for I am thirsty; directly in front of me is a glass of water, but I reasonably believe it to be gin. According to (K2) I have a reason to drink the water which is believed to be gin, but this is surely implausible. Undeniably it would be good or valuable for me to drink the water, but it is not correct to say that I have a reason to do so. What this suggests is that (K2) should be modified to accommodate the fact that one’s instrumental reasons are constrained by what one justifiably believes:


(K2*) If some end E is valuable, and one justifiably believes that E is likely if M, 
then one has reason to bring about M.

This suggestion can be further supported by another example that is more troubling from the perspective of this paper. Given that true belief is valuable, and that some claim p is in fact true, it follows that it would be valuable for one to truly believe p, and thus it would be instrumentally valuable for one to believe p. If (K2) is correct, this would be sufficient for one to have a reason to believe p even if such a belief would be epistemically irrational. In the earlier part of this paper we saw that critics claimed that given reliabilism the value of knowledge or justified belief is entirely a function of that belief’s truth value. While we have seen that the argument for that claim fails, it would seem that we are faced with a comparable problem emerging with Kornblith’s normative theory of when we have reasons for belief. For if (K2) is correct, then it turns out that we have reason to believe something just because it is true, and reason not to believe it simply because it is false. In contrast, this does not follow if we instead assume (K2*) – for under conditions where one can not justifiably believe p, it is false that one can justifiably believe that believing p makes truly believe p likely. There is thus good reason to prefer (K2*) over (K2).


However, if we do accept that instrumental rationality is constrained by rational belief then it would be impossible to defend the claim that the normativity of rational belief can simply be derived from instrumental rationality and the instrumental value of true belief. Having reformulated Kornblith’s argument in terms of (K2*) rather than (K2), he can indeed still claim that the value of truth and reasonable belief can be derived from instrumental reason. However, he will not be able to claim that the normativity of belief –our having reasons for belief – can be similarly reduced. For such an instrumental derivation of reasons itself presupposes that there be reasons for belief. This is exactly the same result that appeared earlier in this paper: an instrumentalist account of the epistemic value of justified belief must be understood as distinct from an account of epistemic normativity and the reasons we have for belief. Thus, epistemic normativity cannot be reduced to value theory – or at least not in the way that Kornblith suggests.


If the instrumentalist cannot derive the conditions of rational belief axiologically, then what can they say about the normativity of justified belief and knowledge? In fact, an instrumentalist is free to endorse any analysis of reasonable belief subject to one constraint: namely, that the conditions on reasonable belief do not entail that it is valuable. For if they did so, reasonable belief would be intrinsically valuable, contra instrumentalism. So long as this is respected, one can provide any account of the conditions of reasonable belief, whether they are internalist or externalist, foundationalist or coherentist, empiricist or rationalist. However, while that constraint is consistent with any of those models of justification, it is likely that it makes some of those models improbable. For given that we do in fact think that there is a tight relation between justified belief and valuable belief, models according to which it is highly likely that a justified belief is true will be preferred as explanatorily superior. That such a desideratum which emerges from an instrumentalist theory of justification clearly suggests reliabilism should be no surprise.

4. Conclusion

Defending reliabilism against the common objection that it cannot account for the difference in value between knowledge and true belief has important implications with respect to the relation of normative epistemology and its axiology. There is good reason to think that reliabilism can in fact give an instrumental account of the evaluative importance of knowledge, though it remains to be seen whether its competitors, either deontological or virtue-based, can provide better explanations. Furthermore, we have seen that any form of instrumentalism will imply that normative epistemology cannot be simply be derived from epistemic axiology and therefore that one’s having reasons for belief must be spelled out independently of the value of such rationality.
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