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According to process reliabilism, such notions as Ôjustif icationÕ and ÔknowledgeÕ are 
best explained in terms of reliable belief-forming processes, i.e., mental processes that tend 
to generate true beliefs.2 We may spell out a generic process reliabilist approach to 
knowledge thus: 
 

S knows that p iff (i) S believes that p, (ii) it is true that p, and (iii) S believes that 
p as the result of a reliable belief-forming process.3 

 
For brevityÕs sake, I will shorten this formulation to 
 

(1) SK that p =df. SBT, R that p, 
 
which is to be read as ÔÓS knows that pÓ is defined as ÒS believes that p truly and as a 
result of a reliable belief-forming process.ÓÕ I will not argue for (1) but instead assume 
it for the sake of seeing whether it is subject to a particular problem pertaining to the 
value of knowledge. My inquiry is motivated by the fact that some epistemologists4 
have claimed that adhering to a definition like (1) commits one to the contra-intuitive 
idea that knowledge is no more epistemically valuable than true belief. More specifi-
cally: Given that we value truth, we value reliability to the extent that reliably formed 
beliefs are likely to be true. But if a belief already is true, the fact that it was reliably 
formed (and, thereby, also likely to be true) simply cannot add any epistemic value to 
the belief. Consequently, if knowledge is nothing but true belief that is reliably 
formedÑ which is exactly what (1) statesÑ there can be no difference in epistemic 
value between knowledge and true belief. This is the so-called value problem.  
 
 

THE SWAMPING ARGUMENT 
 
To use Jonathan KvanvigÕs term, the problem is that the presence of truth seems to 
swamp the epistemic value of reliable belief-formation.5 The following is a reconstruc-
tion of the argument in its most general form, construed in terms of such a swamping 
effect, where ÔVE(! )Õ stands for ÔThe epistemic value of ! Õ: 
 

(I) Assume (1). 
(II) Swamping premise: VE(SBT, R that p) = VE(SBT that p). 
(III) Hence, VE(SK that p) = VE(SBT that p), from (I) and (II). 
(IV) But it is intuitively the case that VE(SK that p) > VE(SBT that p). 
(V) Hence, we reject (1) by way of a reductio. 

                                                
1 Draft August 2006. 
2 See, e.g., Goldman (1986) and (1979). 
3 Here, I  am ignoring the potential need for a fourth condition to exclude various counterex-
amples along the lines of the ones constructed by Edmund Gettier (1963). 
4 See, e.g., Zagzebski (2004), Kvanvig (2003), and Swinburne (1999). 
5 See Kvanvig (2003). See also Swinburne (1999). 



 
Clearly, (II ) is the crucial premise of the argument and also the one I  will eventually 
contest. However, one way to endow it with some initial plausibility is by considering 
the following analogy by Kvanvig: Say that you want chocolate. You generate two 
lists, one listing nearby places likely to sell chocolate, and one listing nearby places that 
do sell chocolate. Clearly, you would prefer the latter list. Now, suppose that someone 
provides you with a third list, namely the intersection of the first two, which tells you 
which nearby places are not only likely to sell chocolate but also, in fact, do. As noted 
by Kvanvig, you have no reason to prefer the third list to the second.6 

In the words of Richard Swinburne, the analogy to epistemic inquiry and value 
may be brought out as follows: 

 
Now clearly it is a good thing that our beliefs satisfy the reliabilist requirement, 
for the fact that they do means that ... they will probably be true. But, if a given 
belief of mine is true, I cannot see that it is any more worth having for satisfy-
ing the reliabilist requirement. So long as the belief is true, the fact that the 
process which produced it usually produces true belief does not seem to make 
that belief any more worth having.7 

 
In other words, while it might very well be the case that both truth and reliability are 
epistemically valuable properties of belief and its formation, there is no difference, as 
far as epistemic value goes, between believing truly by way of an unreliable process 
and believing truly by way of a reliable one. Hence, premise (II). Against this back-
ground, we will now look into two rationales for (II): Epistemic value monism and the 
synchronic character of epistemic inquiry. 
 
 

A FIRST ATTEMPT TO WARRANT THE SWAMPING PREMISE:  
EPISTEMIC VALUE MONISM 

 
One way to try to explain the alleged swamping effect is with reference to epistemic 
value monismÑ in the words of Linda Zagzebski the idea that Òany epistemic value 
other than the truth of a belief derives from the good of truth.Ó8 We may spell out this 
thesis as follows: 
  

(EVM) The only property of intrinsic epistemic value is truth. 
 
A property of intrinsic value is here to be understood as a property the value of which 
is not instrumentally, or in any other way, dependent on the presence of other proper-
tiesÑ a characterization mirroring the Moorean intuition that something has intrinsic 
value if it is valuable even when considered in complete isolation or, alternatively, if it 
were the only thing in existence. Consequently, and as for the particular thesis that 
truth not only is a property of intrinsic epistemic value but the only property of intrin-
sic epistemic value, all other epistemically valuable properties are merely instrumentally 
valuable and, furthermore, only to the extent that they are conducive to truth. 

However, the problem is that (EVM) does not warrant (II) but merely the 
weaker premise that 

 
(II*) VIE(SBT, R that p) = VIE(SBT that p), 
 

                                                
6 See Kvanvig (2003, pp. 47-48). 
7 Swinburne (1999). 
8 Zagzebski (2004, p. 191). 



where ÔVIE(! )Õ stands for ÔThe intrinsic epistemic value of ! .Õ And, unfortunately, this 
premise is completely compatible with the idea that the epistemic value of reliably 
formed true belief exceeds that of mere true belief, due to the instrumental epistemic 
value of reliable belief formation, and that this instrumental epistemic value, further-
more, explains why knowledge is more valuable than mere true belief. Hence, (EVM) 
is of no use to the swamping theorist. 

In light of this, she might attempt to reformulate her epistemic value monism 
as follows: 

 
(EVM+) The only property of epistemic value is truth, 
 

which does, indeed, warrant (II). This, however, is at the cost of being incompatible 
with reliability or any other property but truth having any kind of epistemic value, even 
instrumentalÑ a commitment that is highly implausible, to say the least. 

To sum up: While (EVM) does not warrant (II ), (EVM+) does, but at the cost 
of being highly implausible. In the following section, I will look into an alternative way 
to warrant (II) that suggests that, rather than being a vital ingredient in setting up the 
value problem, epistemic value monism is a mere corollary of a particular assumption 
about the goals and desiderata of epistemic inquiryÑ an assumption that is the com-
mon source of both epistemic value monism and the swamping effect. Let us look into 
this assumption. 
 
 

A SECOND ATTEMPT TO WARRANT THE SWAMPING PREMISE:  
THE SYNCHRONIC CHARACTER OF EPISTEMIC INQUIRY 

 
By way of taxonomy, let us postulate that a desideratum of an inquiry is a specification 
of something that is desirable or valuable in relation to the goals of that inquiry. 
Hence, all properties that satisfy desiderata are valuable in relation to the inquiry that 
those desiderata pertain to. As for the source of particularly epistemic desiderata, a piv-
otal point has to be the cognitive goal pertaining to the desire that Òour beliefs cor-
rectly and accurately depict the world,Ó to quote Laurence BonJour.9 We may charac-
terize this goal in terms of the synchronic epistemic desideratum that 
 

(D1) it is now the case that our beliefs are true.10 
 
Against the background of this desideratum, truth is, clearly, of intrinsic epistemic 
value, which implies that 
 

(2) VE(SBT that p) > VE(SBF that p),11 

                                                
9 BonJour (1985, pp. 7-8). 
10 Note two things: First, this is a purely epistemic desideratum and may, hence, be overruled by 
other, non-epistemic desiderata (e.g., desiderata pertaining to efficiency, relevance, survival, 
happiness, etc.) in more realistic settings where we are not considered purely epistemic beings. 
Second, this formulation leaves out a plausible qualification along the lines of ÒAs far as ques-
tions of interest goÉÓ As has been pointed out by several epistemologists (see, e.g., Alston 
2005, and Sosa 2002) we do not value truth as such. Rather, we value truth to the extent that 
the it pertains to questions of interest. However, while this qualification could easily be added 
in appropriate places throughout the present paper, I  have refrained from doing so since it 
makes no difference to my line of arguments. 
11 Since I will be concerned exclusively with epistemic value, I  will disregard the valid point 
that the value of two true beliefs all things considered may vary with the proposition believed. For 
example, it is, for practical purposes, more valuable to have a true belief about your ATM PIN 



 
where ÔVE(SBF that p)Õ stands for ÔThe epistemic value of S believing that p falsely.Õ 
Furthermore, to be (or have been) reliably formed is of instrumental epistemic value for 
the simple reason that reliably formed beliefs are likely to be true. This implies that 

 
(3) VE(SBR that p) > VE(SBU that p). 

 
where ÔVE(SBU that p)Õ stands for ÔThe epistemic value of S believing that p as a result 
of an unreliable belief-forming process.Õ And as initially pointed out, a proponent of the 
swamping argument does not need to reject (3) but only that it follows from (2) and 
(3) that 
 

(4) VE(SBT, R that p) > VE(SBT that p). 
 
What (4) claims is that believing a true proposition as a result of a reliable belief-
forming process is more valuable than merely believing a true proposition, the reason 
being that the values established through (2) and (3) add up and in combination ex-
ceed the value of mere true beliefÑ which is exactly what (II ) denies. 

In order to warrant (II ) and, thereby, block the move from (2) and (3) to (4), 
the swamping theorist may now reason as follows: (D1) is not just one desideratum 
among manyÑ it is the defining desideratum of epistemic inquiry. This implies two 
things. First, it implies that not only is truth a property of intrinsic epistemic valueÑ it 
is the only property of intrinsic epistemic value. In other words, it implies (EVM). 
SecondÑ and more importantly, since we saw above that (EVM) does not, in itself, 
warrant (I I)Ñ it also implies that the sole determining factor behind the epistemic 
value of properties is the extent to which they either imply or make it probable that is 
now the case that our beliefs are true. Consequently, the intrinsic epistemic value of 
believing truly is exclusively determined by the fact that the belief in question is true 
nowÑ not that it was true in the past or will be true in the future. Similarly, the instru-
mental epistemic value of reliably formed belief is exclusively determined by the fact 
that being (or having been) formed thus makes it probable that the belief in question is 
true now. And if so, believing reliably becomes a completely redundant factor, as far as 
epistemic value goes, in cases where the belief is already true, since true beliefs have all 
the properties needed to satisfy (D1) and simply cannot be more epistemically valu-
able just because it happens to be the case that the belief is also likely to be true. 
Hence, premise (I I). 
 
 

THE DIACHRONIC ASPECT OF OUR COGNITIVE GOAL 
 

The problem with this line of reasoning, however, is that (D1) is not the sole defining 
desideratum of epistemic inquiry. More specifically, in focusing exclusively on the 
synchronic aspect pertaining to that we value now having true beliefs, the above line of 
reasoning concerns itself with a far too narrow conception of our cognitive goal. Con-
sequently, it takes the epistemic value of being reliably formed to be completely de-
termined by the fact that it implies probable truth. However, in order to properly 
understand all facets of the instrumental value of reliability, we also need to acknowl-
edge the diachronic aspect of our cognitive goal, pertaining to the way in which we 
want our belief set to evolve dynamicallyÑ an aspect arising out of the fact that epis-
temic inquiry is an inquiry stretching over time. This aspect may be characterized in 
terms of the diachronic epistemic desideratum that 

                                                                                                                        
code than the number of hairs on your head. Nevertheless, in a purely epistemic setting, the 
two beliefs are just as valuable if they both are true.  



 
(D2) we attain and maintain true beliefs. 

 
In other words, we do not only want our beliefs to be true nowÑ a desire flowing di-
rectly from the synchronic desideratum (D1)Ñ but also for it to be the case that, if our 
beliefs are not true now, our belief set evolves by way of expansion, contraction and 
revision so as to rectify this and attain truth, and, if they are true now, it will evolve by 
way of the same mechanisms so as to maintain truth. Differently put, we want it to be 
the case that our belief set fluctuates to the extent that it, thereby, tracks the truth. 

As it happens, the best guarantee that our belief set satisfies (D2) through 
tracking truth is that it is generated by reliable belief-forming processes or methods. 
The following example might make this more obvious: Say that you are at Grand Cen-
tral Station and want to find out when the next train leaves for Fairfield, CT. You look 
at the timetable, find out that it leaves in 15 minutes from track 5, and come to form a 
true belief accordingly. You have, thereby, reached a true belief by way of a reliable 
method and belief-forming process, i.e., consulting timetables by way of human sense 
perception. Now, suppose that you, instead of consulting the timetable, just guess that 
the train leaves in 15 minutes from track 5. Regardless of the fact that you, thereby, 
happen to reach a true belief, you have reached it by way of an unreliable belief-
forming process. How will this affect the values that pertain to that belief? 

Cleary, the reliable etiology in the first scenario makes no difference as far as 
(D1) goes. As long as the belief is true, it has all the qualities needed for it to satisfy 
the desideratum that our beliefs are now true. That the belief in question is also likely 
to be true because it is reliably formed simply makes no difference hereÑ and this is 
exactly where the swamping theorist gets a potential foothold. But what if the desider-
ata of epistemic inquiry are not exhausted by (D1) but also include (D2)? The swamp-
ing theorist might argue that, since the belief formed turned out true in either sce-
nario, we are in both casesÑ i.e., the one involving a reliable method and belief-
forming process as well as the one involving an unreliable belief-forming processÑ
dealing with a fluctuation in your belief set that, in fact, ÒtrackedÓ the truth, albeit 
somewhat accidentally in the latter case. However, it is in this very accident that we 
find the problem with this reply. The way in which the belief was formed in the sec-
ond scenario did in no way contribute to the tracking of truth, since the belief was not 
formed in a way sensitive to the way the world is and, hence, would, most likely, have 
been formed even if the world had been different in a way that would make the belief 
come out false. 
 

 
REJECTING THE SWAMPING PREMISE 

 
So, does the presence of truth swamp the instrumental value of believing reliably in 
accordance with (II )? No. In order to realize the diachronic goal brought out through 
(D2), we need an epistemic state with a diachronic component. To be (or have been) 
reliably formed is such a component since being (or having been) reliably formed 
implies something about the etiology of the belief in questionÑ an etiology that, if 
repeatedly instantiated, will promote our diachronic goal to attain and maintain true 
beliefs through tracking the truth. To believe truly, however, is no such diachronic 
component since it carries no promise to the effect that the belief was formed in re-
sponse to the way the world is rather than as a result of mere luck. This is why the 
presence of truth cannot make the epistemic value of believing reliably otiose. Given 
the diachronic aspect of epistemic inquiry, believing truly cannot swamp the value of 
believing reliably since believing trulyÑ unlike believing reliablyÑ carries no promise 
to the effect that the belief was formed in response to the way the world is rather than 
as a result of mere luck and, hence, cannot replace believing reliably as a means to 



attain and maintain a belief set that tracks the truth. For this reason, we should reject 
(II) and accept (4). 

This also serves to bring out the dissimilarity between KvanvigÕs chocolate sce-
nario above and the relationship between the value of truth and the value of reliability. 
In order to make the cases analogous, we need to reformulate the example as follows: 
Say that you not only want chocolate nowÑ which corresponds to a synchronic goal of 
yoursÑ but also want to be able to keep attaining chocolate in the futureÑ
corresponding to a diachronic goal. You generate two lists, one listing nearby places 
likely to not only sell chocolate now but also in the future, and one listing nearby 
places that do, in fact, sell chocolate now. If you only had a synchronic goal to the 
effect of wanting chocolate now, the latter list would, clearly, be preferable. But given 
that you also have the further diachronic goal, manifested in a want to keep attaining 
chocolate in the future, KvanvigÕs conclusion does not follow: If someone provides 
you with a third list, namely the intersection of the two lists, which tells you not only 
which places do, in fact, sell chocolate now, but also which places are likely to sell 
chocolate now as well as are likely to keep on selling chocolate in the future, your diachronic 
goal gives you a reason to prefer the third list to the second. 

So, given premises (1) through (4), we conclude that 
 

(5) VE(SK that p) > VE(SBT that p). 
 
Hence, adhering to a process reliabilist approach to knowledge along the lines of (1) 
does not commit one to the idea that knowledge is no more epistemically valuable 
than true belief.12 
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12 Duncan Pritchard (manuscript) distinguishes what he calls the primary value problem of 
explaining why knowledge is more valuable than true belief from the secondary value problem of 
explaining why knowledge is more valuable than any proper subset of the components of 
knowledge (including, but not restricted to, true belief). While the argument warranting (5) 
serves to solve the former, it does not solve the latter. However, given that (1) holds, we see 
that, in order to solve the secondary problem, we only need to show that it is the case that 
V(SK that p) > V(SBR that p)Ñ the latter being the only remaining component of knowledge, 
apart from true beliefÑ which we may do by recourse to the factivity of knowing (contrasted 
with the non-factivity of reliably believing). In other words, since knowing but not reliably 
believing implies believing truly, the former is more epistemically valuable than the latter. 


