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Abstract
Most of the literature surrounding virtue reliabilism revolves around issues pertain-
ing to the analysis of knowledge. With the exception of the lottery paradox, virtue 
reliabilists have paid relatively little attention to classic epistemological paradoxes, 
such as Moore’s paradox. This is a significant omission given how central role such 
paradoxes have in epistemic theorizing. In this essay I take a step towards remedy-
ing this shortcoming by providing a solution to Moore’s paradox. The solution that 
I offer stems directly from the core of virtue reliabilism.

Keywords Moore’s paradox · Virtue reliabilism · Cognitive integration · 
Evaluative vs. prescriptive norms · Cognitive character

1 Introduction

In this essay I provide a solution to Moore’s paradox, which has so far been ignored 
in virtue epistemological literature. I demonstrate that one of the core ideas of vir-
tue reliabilism entails a straightforward solution to this paradox. Virtue reliabilism 
entails that in virtue of believing a ‘Moorean’ proposition one will necessarily have 
an unjustified belief. Moorean beliefs and assertions are absurd in that although they 
can be true, they cannot be believed with justification. I should note at the outset 
that this kind of solution is not novel. Many have argued that Moore-paradoxical 
beliefs are not justified, and that this explains their absurdity. What is novel here is 
the way in which the solution is derived. The core claims of virtue reliabilism entail 
this solution. Hence virtue reliabilists do not need to rely on extra-virtue theoretical 
considerations to solve the paradox.
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The structure of this essay is the following. In the next section I present Moore’s 
paradox. In the third section I lay out some of the core tenets of virtue reliabilism, and 
offer a view on how the notion of cognitive character should be understood. In the 
fourth section I demonstrate that the idea of cognitive character can be used to offer 
a solution to Moore’s paradox.

2 Moore’s paradox

Moore (1942, p. 543) noted that it would be absurd to say that “I went to the pictures 
last Tuesday, but I don’t believe that I did”. It is absurd to state that something is the 
case and deny in the same breath that one believes it. Such statements are absurd but 
they are not contradictory in any obvious way since they can be true. It is entirely 
possible that Moore went to the pictures last Tuesday although he does not believe 
it. It is worth emphasizing that the absurdity arises only in a first-personal context. 
It is absurd to assert a sentence with the propositional content p & ¬B(p) under a 
first-personal guise, or mode of presentation (p and I do not believe that p). It is not 
absurd to assert that p and Niko does not believe that p. Moreover, Moorean absurdi-
ties are not confined to assertions. Beliefs in propositions such as p & ¬B(p), which 
are believed under a first-personal guise, are equally absurd.

The paradox that is associated with Moorean absurdities has to do with the ques-
tion why Moorean beliefs or assertions are absurd, given that they can be true (Green 
& Williams, 2007, p. 5). Here then is the paradox:

Moore’s paradox:

1. Moorean beliefs and assertions are absurd.
2. Beliefs and assertions which can be true are not absurd.
3. Moorean beliefs and assertions can be true.

Claims 1-3 are intuitively plausible, but jointly inconsistent. Hence one of them must 
be false. One solution to the paradox is to locate some kind of contradiction in the 
Moorean belief or assertion and hence reject 3. Moore (1993, p. 210) thought that in 
asserting “p but I don’t believe that p” I imply that I believe p, which contradicts what 
I assert, namely that I don’t believe that p.

Another prominent solution to the paradox is to hold that knowledge is the norm 
of belief and assertion and that Moorean beliefs and assertions violate this norm 
(DeRose, 2002, pp. 180–181; Huemer, 2007, p. 146; Williamson, 1996, p. 506). After 
all, knowledge is factive and entails belief. Therefore a belief of the form p & ¬B(p) 
could amount to knowledge only if one believed that p and one did not believe that 
p. But that is a contradiction and hence one cannot know p & ¬B(p). Given the 
knowledge norm, one is not permitted to believe or assert Moorean propositions, and 
this explains their absurdity. The thought is that Moorean beliefs and assertions are 
absurd since they can be true yet cannot be permissibly held or asserted.
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I find this solution quite elegant and plausible, since I happen to like the knowl-
edge norm of belief, but many have reservations regarding it.1 One reason to be skep-
tical of the knowledge norm-solution is that it rests on a much too strict conception 
of justified belief. Proponents of the knowledge norm hold that a belief is justified 
and epistemically permissible just in case it meets the primary norm of belief, which 
is knowledge (Littlejohn, forthcoming; Sutton, 2005; Williamson, forthcoming). This 
means that only those beliefs that amount to knowledge are justified, and hence jus-
tification is factive: there are no false justified beliefs. Moreover, holding that only 
those beliefs that amount to knowledge are justified entails that Gettier cases are 
metaphysically impossible (Kelp, 2016, p. 82). After all, in Gettier cases a subject is 
supposed to have a justified true belief which doesn’t amount to knowledge.2

In what follows I wish to explore whether the theoretical resources that virtue 
reliabilism provides suffice to explain the absurdity of Moorean beliefs and asser-
tions. If virtue reliabilism all in itself entails a solution to Moore’s paradox, then it 
is a point in its favour. The virtue reliabilist solution to Moore’s paradox is, roughly, 
that while Moore paradoxical beliefs can be true, they cannot be justifiably held, and 
this explains their absurdity. This way of explaining the absurdity of Moorean beliefs 
and assertions is not unique. Indeed, it is very similar to the knowledge norm-solution 
and to the solution advanced for instance by De Almeida (2001) and Hintikka (1962). 
However, the ingredients from which the solution stems are novel. For instance, 
contra Williamson, we do not need a factive conception of justification in order to 
advance the solution. Contra De Almeida, the virtue reliabilist solution I offer draws 
on resources that epistemic externalists can accept, unlike the internalist solution that 
De Almeida (2001) proposes. I argue that the virtue reliabilist conception of justi-
fication, which is both externalistic and non-factive, enables us to offer the kind of 
solution to Moore’s paradox that many have found attractive. Indeed, this essay can 
be seen as taking up De Almeida’s challenge to reliabilism. De Almeida writes that 
“a conceptual framework that is distinctively internalist may have provided us with 
the solution to [Moore’s paradox…] whereas, to my knowledge, we don’t have the 
foggiest idea of what a reliabilist approach to [Moore’s paradox] would look like” 
(2001, p. 56). I suggest that at least virtue reliabilism yields a solution to the paradox.

Finally, a qualification; we will limit ourselves to examine Moore’s paradox as 
it pertains to beliefs, rather than assertions. I assume that the connections between 
assertion and belief are strong enough in order for the proposed solution to carry over 
to Moore paradoxical assertions.3 That is, I assume that if it would not be proper 

1  See for instance McGlynn (2013, 2014), Hughes (2017) and Cohen and Comesaña (2013). I utilize the 
knowledge norm of belief to give an account of the epistemic significance of disagreement in (Hirvelä, 
2017).

2  In my (Hirvelä, 2021) I argue formulate a modal account of justification, according to which a subject 
can be justified to believe a proposition just in case the way in which she believes could result in her 
knowing the relevant proposition. Therein I argue that it avoids the problems of views that equate justifi-
cation with knowledge and solves Moore’s paradox.

3  Many have argued that there is a tight connection between assertion and belief, for instance by claiming 
that belief is the inner analogue of assertion, or that both are governed by the same norm (Adler, 2002, pp. 
274–277; Bach, 2008, p. 77; Sosa, 2011, p. 48; Williamson, 2000, pp. 255–256). For arguments against 
these ideas see Brown (2012). For support of the idea that a solution to Moore’s paradox as it pertains to 
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to believe a proposition under a guise it would not be proper to assert it. For my 
argument to work I don’t need to assume the reverse, namely that it if it would be 
improper to assert a proposition under a guise it is improper to believe it. There might 
be reasons that prohibit asserting p, say because it would be impolite, hurtful, or dis-
close secret information to the FSB which don’t prohibit believing p.

3 Virtue reliabilism

The core idea of virtue reliabilism is that knowledge is a cognitive achievement, i.e. 
a success that is attributable to the subject’s cognitive character. Robust virtue relia-
bilists see this central thesis as giving both the necessary and sufficient conditions for 
knowledge, while modest virtue reliabilists think that it only gives a necessary condi-
tion for knowledge.4 Virtue reliabilists differ in what they take a cognitive success to 
be. Those who seek to provide a virtue-theoretic analysis of knowledge understand 
cognitive successes as the acquisition or maintaining of a true belief whereas knowl-
edge first virtue epistemologists understand it as knowledge.5

Another issue that divides virtue reliabilists is the question of when a cognitive 
success is attributable to the subject’s cognitive character. Greco (2010) used to hold 
that the truth of a subject’s belief that p is attributable to her cognitive abilities if the 
fact that the subject exercised her cognitive abilities in coming to believe p is part of 
the most salient explanation why the subject acquired a true, rather than a false belief. 
Greco (2012, p. 19) has since changed his mind and nowadays holds the truth of a 
belief is attributable to the subject’s cognitive abilities just in case the way in which 
the exercise of the cognitive abilities resulted in a true belief would regularly serve 
the relevant informational needs.6 Sosa (2007, 2009, 2010) and Turri (2011), among 
others, hold that a cognitive success is attributable to a subject’s cognitive character 
just in case the subject’s success is a manifestation of the subject’s cognitive abilities 
that make up her cognitive character. Here the ‘attribution-relation’ is understood in 
terms of a more general metaphysical relation, namely that of a manifestation of a 
disposition.

beliefs suffices for a solution to the paradox as it pertains to assertions, see Green and Williams (2007, 
p. p. 12).

4  The most prominent robust virtue reliabilists include Sosa (1991, 2007, 2009, 2010, 2015), Greco (1999, 
2003, 2010, 2012) and Zagzebski (1996).Pritchard (2010b), 2012) is a proponent of modest virtue relia-
bilism.

5  Greco, Sosa, Zagzebski and Pritchard take the relevant kind of success to be true belief. Miracchi (2015), 
Kelp (2017) and Silva (2017) have argued for knowledge first virtue epistemology. See my (Hirvelä, 
2019) for a critique of knowledge first virtue epistemology.

6  In Greco’s latest work (2020, p. 281) he argues that a cognitive success can be attributable not just to 
one’s own agency, but also to a competent joint agency in which one participates in. On Greco’s view the 
truth of one’s belief is attributable to a joint agency in cases of knowledge transmission via testimony, and 
in cases of cooperative knowledge generation as when a research team conducts an inquiry into a ques-
tion. Greco’s new view is disjunctive since knowledge is always either attributable to one’s own cognitive 
agency, or to a joint cognitive agency one competently participates in. It is worth to note that this is a 
significant departure from the core virtue-theoretical program which seeks to understand epistemic nor-
mativity primarily in terms of an individual agent’s properties (Hirvelä & Lasonen-Aarnio, forthcoming).
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As luck would have it, here we need not be concerned with the difficult question 
of when a cognitive success is attributable to one’s cognitive character. The aspects of 
virtue reliabilism that I will base my argumentation on have to do with a feature that 
all virtue reliabilists agree on, which is that knowledge and epistemic justification 
require the exercise of cognitive abilities or virtues.7 What then are cognitive abilities 
and under what conditions does on possess a cognitive ability?

Virtue reliabilists predominantly hold that abilities are dispositions to succeed 
while in suitable conditions (Greco, 2010; Littlejohn, 2014; Pritchard, 2012; Sosa, 
2010; Turri, 2011). But not all dispositions to form, say true beliefs count. Only those 
doxastic dispositions that are a proper part of one’s cognitive character can count 
as abilities of the agent (Greco, 1999, p. 287; Palermos, 2014, p. 1940; Pritchard, 
2012). This is the key feature that distinguishes virtue reliabilism from process relia-
bilism. Several virtue reliabilists have argued that a reliable doxastic disposition is 
not knowledge-conducive if it is not a proper part of the agent. The case often cited in 
this connection features a subject, call him Alvin, who has a brain lesion that causes 
him to believe that he has a brain lesion, though he has no reason to think, apart from 
the deliverance of the brain lesion, that he has a brain lesion.8 Alvin’s belief is the 
manifestation of an infallible doxastic disposition but yet the belief seems to be nei-
ther justified nor to amonut to knowledge. Virtue reliabilists hold that Alvin’s belief 
lacks a positive epistemic standing because the disposition constituted by the brain 
lesion is not a part of Alvin’s cognitive character (Breyer & Greco, 2008, p. 174; 
Greco, 2010, p. 151; Palermos, 2014, p. 1938; Pritchard, 2012, p. 263).

When is a doxastic disposition a part of a subject’s cognitive character? Greco 
(2010, p. 150) has argued that in order for a reliable disposition to be a part of the 
subject’s cognitive character it must be.

(i) stable,
(ii) not strange, and,
(iii) integrated into the subject’s cognitive character.

These conditions are designed to secure the idea that in order for a doxastic dispo-
sition to be a part of the subject’s cognitive character the disposition has to be the 
agent’s disposition. Outputs of such dispositions are in sense owned by the subject, 
in that she is responsible for those outputs, and she can deserve praise or blame for 
them. Earlier we noted that virtue reliabilists hold that in cases of knowledge the cog-
nitive success that the subject attains is attributable to her cognitive character. Within 
the literature on responsibility and attributability it is common place to hold that 
an action is attributable to a subject just in case it reveals or expresses the subject’s 
character. This is so even outside virtue reliabilism. Shoemaker (2015, p. 59), for 
instance, writes that “An agent is attributability-responsible for any specific attitude 
(volitional or non-volitional) just in case it expresses the agent’s deep self, that is, 
just in case it is causally dependent on, and its content is harmonious with, at least 
one of the agent’s cares, commitments, or care-commitment clusters.” The notions of 

7  I use the terms ‘cognitive ability’ and ‘epistemic virtue’ interchangeably.
8  This case is taken from Plantinga (1993, p. 199).
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character and attributability are hence widely thought to be interconnected. It is via 
the notion of cognitive character that virtue reliabilists are able to maintain that we 
are responsible (at least in the sense of attributability) for our beliefs.9

The claim that a disposition can qualify as a cognitive ability only if it partially 
constitutes one’s cognitive character is one of the core ideas of virtue reliabilism. 
This is because virtue reliabilists seek to understand epistemic normativity in terms 
of the agent’s properties. For instance, Turri and Greco (2021) write that “[Virtue 
epistemology] explains a cognitive performance’s normative properties in terms of 
the cognizer’s properties, such as whether a belief results from hastiness or excellent 
eyesight, or whether an inquiry manifests carelessness or discrimination. For virtue 
ethics the relevant properties are moral traits, and for [virtue epistemology] intellec-
tual traits.” In what follows I will focus on spelling out condition (iii) in greater detail 
since it is the one that my argument hinges on. Furthermore, condition (iii) is most 
widely shared by virtue reliabilists, and hence focusing on it is justified.10 What then 
does cognitive integration require?

Cognitive integration of one’s doxastic dispositions is a matter of how those dis-
positions interact with each other. It is a function of how well the different aspects of 
one’s cognitive system act together to produce successful attempts within the cogni-
tive realm. This kind of idea is widely shared among virtue reliabilists. Greco (2010, 
p. 152), for instance writes that

cognitive integration is a function of cooperation and interaction, or coopera-
tive interaction, with other aspects of the cognitive system.

Palermos (2014, pp. 1941–1942) holds that

the only necessary and sufficient condition for a process to count as knowledge-
conducive is that it cooperatively interacts with the rest of the agent’s cogni-
tive character. [The] process of cognitive integration gives rise to a coherentist 
effect both on the level of processes (how the beliefs are generated) and on the 
level of content (how the beliefs themselves combine).11

And Sosa (1991, p. 240) writes that

A reason-endowed being automatically monitors his background information 
and his sensory input for contrary evidence and automatically opts for the most 
coherent hypothesis even when he responds most directly to sensory stimuli. 
[…] The beliefs of a rational animal hence would seem never to issue from 
unaided introspection, memory, or perception. For reason is always at least a 
silent partner on the watch for other relevant data, a silent partner whose very 
silence is a contributing cause of the belief outcome.

9  See Watson (1996) for the distinction between two senses of responsibility, namely attributability and 
accountability.

10  See for instance Breyer and Greco (2008), Greco (2010), Palermos (2014) and Pritchard (2012).
11  See also Pritchard (2010a, pp. 147–148) for similar remarks.
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Hence the doxastic dispositions of a virtuous agent are not isolated from each other 
in that they could operate completely independently from each other without being 
sensitive to each other’s outputs. The main mechanism via which our doxastic dispo-
sitions integrate into our cognitive character is via constantly confirming each other’s 
outputs. This is something that occurs on a daily basis. Suppose, for instance, that you 
are sitting eyes closed in your armchair and can feel the heat of the fire as it radiates 
warmth onto you. You hear the crackling of the wood and smell the bittersweet aroma 
of the resin as it burns. Taking a sip of barley wine, you open your eyes and see the 
flames dancing in the fireplace. All of these experiences part-take in confirming your 
belief that you are sitting near the fire (well maybe the taste of the barley wine does so 
only very indirectly). The claim that our doxastic dispositions converge in confirming 
particular propositions is not a radical one. Many of our experiences are multi-modal, 
in that that multiple sense modalities are responsible for our phenomenological state. 
And it’s not just the case that our sense modalities confirm each other’s outputs. 
Rather, in many cases our sense modalities affect the outputs and operations of our 
other sense modalities.12,13

Note that cognitive integration, at least in mundane cases, does not require any 
kind of perspective on the coherence of one’s character. Instead it is solely a matter 
of how one’s cognitive abilities interact. Given that virtue reliabilists tend to discuss 
cognitive integration in order to distinguish their view from process reliabilism, it is 
easy to think that they would hold that cognitive integration would require a perspec-
tive on one’s own cognitive abilities. For instance, Pritchard writes that the doxastic 
disposition that is constituted by Alvin’s brain lesion could be integrated to his cog-
nitive character if he gained good reasons to think that he has such a brain lesion 
(Pritchard, 2010a, p. 226). But this is an exception, rather than a rule. Reflective 
endorsement of the truth conduciveness of our doxastic dispositions is almost never 
required for cognitive integration. In ordinary cases it suffices that our doxastic dis-
positions constantly confirm each other’s outputs, as when multiple sense modalities 
part-take in a single experience.

Finally, there are constraints in what ways our cognitive abilities should interact 
with each other in order to form a whole that can be called the cognitive character. 
The purpose of our cognitive abilities is to yield knowledge. This is something that 
even those who hold that cognitive abilities are abilities to form true beliefs accept. 
After all, it is knowledge which is the achievement, the purpose of cognitive activ-
ity, not mere true belief.14 If the external circumstances are benign, epistemically 

12  See O’Callaghan (2012) for an overview on empirical work on the multi-modality of experience.
13  Some have argued that (at least sometimes) in perceiving we are represented with affordances, that is, 
possibilities for action (Nanay, 2011). For instance, I can perceive a tree as climbable, but my daughter 
would not perceive it as climbable because her perception of the tree does not represent such a possibility 
for her. Though this kind of Gibbsonian theory of perception is strictly speaking only a theory of the con-
tent of perception, it is not too far-fetched to think that proponents of such theories would be sympathetic 
to the idea that perception would sometimes involve, not just the employment of one’s perceptual system 
(as it is traditionally conceived), but also one’s other cognitive resources, such as beliefs about one’s 
physical capabilities.
14  Indeed, consider the apt title of John Greco’s book Achieving Knowledge. Here I equate cognitive 
achievement with knowledge, but this is not essential for our purposes. Modest virtue reliabilists who think 
that cognitive achievements can fall short of knowledge are invited to ignore the references to achieve-
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virtuous believing results in knowledge. There is something off with one’s doxastic 
dispositions if they yield true beliefs, but interact in such a way that the beliefs they 
yield could not amount to knowledge.15 If it is in principle impossible that the beliefs 
that are outputs of one’s doxastic dispositions amount to knowledge, if the beliefs 
were true, then the doxastic dispositions that produced the beliefs are not properly 
integrated into one’s cognitive character.

We can then lay out the following condition for cognitive integration:
INTEGRATION: S’s doxastic disposition D, is integrated to her cognitive char-

acter only if D, and the other dispositions D* that partially constitute S’s cognitive 
character, could result in beliefs that amount to knowledge if the beliefs were true, 
when triggered while in suitable conditions for their exercise.

It is worth to emphasize that INTEGRATION is not as strong a condition as one 
might initially fear. First, virtue reliabilists hold that cognitive abilities are abilities 
relative to certain appropriate environments (Beddor & Pavese, 2018; Greco, 2010; 
Sosa, 2010). The fact that one’s doxastic dispositions would not act in concert if the 
subject was located in inappropriate conditions for the exercise of some of those 
dispositions does not mean that the subject would thereby violate INTEGRATION. 
Counterfactual scenarios in which one’s dispositions act against each other due to 
the fact that the conditions are not appropriate for the exercise of one’s doxastic 
disposition(s) are simply irrelevant when assessing whether a doxastic disposition is 
a proper part of one’s cognitive character.

Second, one might think that there are obvious counterexamples to INTEGRA-
TION. Suppose for instance that you are exposed to the Müller-Lyer illusion. Based 
on your visual perception alone you would judge that the lines are of different lengths. 
But if you run your index finger and thumb at the ends of the lines you can perceive 
that the lines are of the same length via proprioception, and plausibly this over-rides 
the deliverances of your visual system, and you will not form the belief that the lines 
are of different lengths. Similarly, if you knew about the Müller-Lyer illusion (which 
you no doubt did), your theoretical reason would prohibit you from forming a belief 
on the basis of your visual perception. So in this kind of cases our cognitive abilities 
are in fact acting in concert, rather than in tension with each other, since our other 
faculties prevent us from trusting our other faculties in this kind of situations. We do 
not end up with two contradictory judgments, since reason is always on the watch in 
the case of a virtuous agent.

Third, INTEGRATION does not rule out the possibility that beliefs that are nec-
essarily false could not be products of cognitive abilities, as for instance when one 

ments and replace them with just knowledge. They can still accept the arguments that follow, since their 
primary reason why they think that some cognitive achievements do not amount to knowledge has to 
do with the phenomenon of environmental luck. Whether a belief suffers from environmental luck has 
nothing to do with the way in which the subject’s cognitive abilities interact, and hence such cases can be 
bracketed for present purposes.
15  Not all doxastic dispositions yield beliefs as outputs. Some doxastic dispositions might be disposi-
tions to suspend, and plausibly one can manifest epistemic virtue in suspending judgment. Hence INTE-
GRATION is limited in scope to those doxastic dispositions that manifest as beliefs. How exactly virtue 
reliabilists ought to explain when it is proper to suspend judgment is a vexed question. See Sosa (2021) 
for a virtue-theoretic explanation of suspension. See Lasonen-Aarnio (forthcoming) for a dispositionalist 
framework that seeks to explain normative issues relating to suspension.
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believes the erroneous, yet plausible looking deliverance of a malfunctioning calcu-
lator which seems to be in working order. In such a case the fact that the subject can-
not know the proposition in question is not rooted in the way in which her cognitive 
abilities interact, but in the fact that the proposition is necessarily false. INTEGRA-
TION is meant to capture the idea that there is something off with one’s doxastic 
dispositions if it is in virtue of the way in which they interact that one cannot know. 
INTEGRATION is violated only when the subject’s cognitive abilities interact in 
such a way that they preclude their deliverances from being knowledge.16

Virtue reliabilists hold that beliefs that are products of our cognitive abilities are 
thereby justified (Greco, 2002, p. 311; Sosa, 1980, p. 23; 1991, p. 189). Beliefs that 
are outputs of doxastic dispositions that do not qualify as cognitive abilities are not 
justified. So far so good. But could we say something more about the notion of jus-
tification at play here? Do virtue reliabilists think that there is a norm on belief, and 
that one satisfies that norm if, and only if one believes through a cognitive virtue? 
In that case, justification would ultimately be a matter of norm compliance.17 Greco 
(2010) certainly does not think along these lines since he argues against rule-based 
accounts of epistemic normativity in a chapter entitled Against deontology. Rather, 
Greco (2010, p. 7), and other virtue reliabilists such as Sosa (2021 ch. 2), understand 
epistemic normativity in terms of performance normativity. This is the kind of nor-
mativity that attaches to any performance or attempt with an aim, and it concerns 
the evaluation of a performance as the kind of performance it is (Sosa, 2021, p. 24).

Is this kind of normativity evaluative rather than prescriptive? Prescriptive norms 
(also known as deontic norms) specify what one ought or ought not to do; what one 
is permitted or forbidden from doing. Prescriptive norms are thought to be action 
guiding, and violating them leaves one open to blame. Evaluative norms in contrast 
have to do merely with what is good, bad, valuable or disvaluable. Such norms are 
not action guiding but might give rise to prescriptive norms indirectly. (McHugh, 
2012, pp. 9–10)

Many think that genuine norms are prescriptive, rather than evaluative, since only 
prescriptive norms specify what we ought to do (Chrisman, 2020, p. 5137). Evalu-
ative norms, the thought goes, are better seen as standards with respect to which we 
can assess the goodness or badness of certain things. As such, evaluative norms do 
not answer the question what you ought to do in a given situation.

Several passages by virtue reliabilists suggest that performance normativity is 
merely evaluative. For instance, Greco writes that

If knowledge has an evaluative dimension – if epistemology is a normative 
discipline – then a central task of epistemology is to provide an account of the 
normativity involved. (Greco, 2010, p. 4 my italics)

16  I argue elsewhere that virtue-reliabilists can provide an elegant error-theory of putative cases of knowl-
edge-defeat with the help of INTEGRATION (Hirvelä, forthcoming), and that if modal conditions for 
knowing are relativized to cognitive virtues that are integrated to one’s cognitive character, then such 
conditions are not hostage to the potential truth of the extended mind thesis (Hirvelä, 2020).
17  The idea that justification is a matter of norm compliance is quite popular. See for instance Littlejohn 
(forthcoming) and Williamson (forthcoming).
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Sosa echoes this in writing that

Telic “normativity” has thus its own distinctive character. It involves the assess-
ment of attempts as attempts. Such assessment is relative to the agent and their 
aims. The apex of such normativity is the fully “creditable” attempt, whose 
success is fully attributable to the agent. This sort of assessment is sealed off 
from more substantive axiological or deontic assessment. (Sosa, 2021, p. 24)18

The idea that performance normativity, or telic normativity as Sosa prefers to call it, 
is evaluative is also evidenced by the fact that performance normativity is insulated 
from moral evaluation. For instance, the moral impermissibility of an assassination 
does not impact our assessment of how skillful the assassin was in executing the 
deadly plot when we assess the performance of the assassin as an assassin. But do the 
evaluative norms that virtue reliabilism gives rise to generate or imply prescriptive 
epistemic norms?

While it is contentious whether we can derive prescriptive norms from evalua-
tive ones there are prominent theories that make such derivations. Take for instance 
act consequentialism, according to which an act is morally right if, and only if it 
maximizes the good. Here the prescriptive norm (one ought to maximize the good) is 
directly related to the evaluative norms (the standards which determine the good). I 
am not certain how prescriptive epistemic norms should be derived from evaluative 
epistemic norms. Perhaps we ought to live good lives (in a prescriptive sense) and 
in order to do that we must be epistemically virtuous, which in turn requires that we 
exercise our epistemic virtues. In any case, we should bear in mind that satisfying 
the evaluative epistemic norms that virtue reliabilism gives rise to, can be necessary 
for satisfying the prescriptive epistemic norms that bind us (assuming there are such 
norms).

We are now in a position to present our solution to Moore’s paradox that stems 
directly from the core ideas of virtue reliabilism. I will demonstrate that subjects 
who entertain Moorean beliefs thereby believe through doxastic dispositions that are 
not epistemic virtues. While the proposition p & ¬B(p) might be true while believed 
under a first-personal guise, the belief itself will necessarily be unjustified.

4 Back for ‘more’

Recall Moore’s paradox, now formulated in terms of beliefs:

1. Moorean beliefs are absurd.
2. Beliefs which can be true are not absurd.
3. Moorean beliefs can be true.

To solve the paradox we must reject either 2 or 3. The virtue reliabilist solution is to 
reject 2. Beliefs that are true can be absurd in virtue of being such that by believing 

18  Boult (manuscript) argues that Sosa’s framework gives rise only to evaluative normativity.
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them one necessarily manifests doxastic dispositions that do not qualify as cognitive 
abilities or virtues. Hence by having a Moorean belief one has an unjustified belief. 
Moorean beliefs are then absurd since one cannot be epistemically virtuous while 
believing such propositions though they can be true. Given what was said above, it is 
easy to see that virtue reliabilism entails that one cannot be justified in believing p & 
¬B(p) under a first personal guise. To prove this assume for the sake of the reductio 
that J(p & ¬B(p)). Given virtue reliabilism only those beliefs that are products of 
one’s cognitive abilities qualify as justified. In order for a belief to be the product of 
one’s cognitive abilities it must be the product of a doxastic dispositions that would 
manifest as knowledge if triggered while in suitable conditions for their exercise 
if the beliefs were true. Suppose that p & ¬B(p) is true. Therefore, if a subject is 
justified in believing p & ¬B(p), it must be possible for her to know p & ¬B(p). 
Knowledge is factive, entails belief and distributes over conjunction. Therefore K(p 
& ¬B(p)) entails B(p) & ¬B(p). But that is an outright contradiction, and hence one 
cannot know that p & ¬B(p). Since the doxastic dispositions that yield as output the 
belief that p & ¬B(p) are not acting in concert with each other, the dispositions are not 
a proper part of one’s virtuous epistemic character. Hence the belief is not a product 
of a cognitive ability and it cannot be justified.

I contend that Moorean beliefs of the form p & ¬B(p) are absurd since the propo-
sition can be true, but yet it cannot be justifiably believed due to its content. This is 
absurd because it is generally thought to be the case that epistemic justification can-
not rule out believing specific propositions due to their content if that content is not 
contradictory or at least false. But in the case of Moorean propositions the content is 
such that it cannot be believed via doxastic dispositions that act in concert with each 
other. Therefore virtue reliabilism entails that there are true propositions that cannot 
be believed with justification. Moorean beliefs are a case in point. Thus virtue relia-
bilists would have us reject the second premise of Moore’s paradox.

So far I have argued that subjects who hold Moorean beliefs necessarily have 
unjustified beliefs. A question that I have only hinted at is whether the virtue reliabi-
list conception of justification is robust enough to capture the kind of responses that 
intuitively seem appropriate towards subjects who have Moorean beliefs. Earlier we 
noted that the kind of normativity that virtue reliabilism gives rise to is perhaps best 
conceived as being evaluative rather than prescriptive. Beliefs that result from the 
exercise of our epistemic virtues are good when evaluated as beliefs that aspire to be 
true or knowledge. Unjustified beliefs in contrast are bad when evaluated as beliefs 
that aspire to be true or knowledge. So at least we can say that one will have bad or 
botched belief from an epistemic perspective in virtue of believing Moorean proposi-
tions. Such beliefs are therefore epistemically irrational. But if the evaluative epis-
temic norms that virtue reliabilism gives rise to are directly connected to prescriptive 
epistemic norms we might be able to say something stronger. Perhaps subjects with 
Moorean beliefs have the kind of character that diminishes their possibility of living a 
good epistemic life, and we ought to lead good epistemic lives. Therefore, it wouldn’t 
just be bad from an epistemic perspective to have Moorean beliefs, one also ought 
not have such beliefs. I leave it as an open question whether such a connection exists 
between evaluative and prescriptive epistemic norms (and indeed whether there even 
are prescriptive epistemic norms).
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5 Conclusion

I demonstrated that one of the core ideas of virtue reliabilism entails a straightfor-
ward solution to Moore’s paradox. Subjects with Moorean beliefs necessarily have 
an unjustified belief. The absurdity of Moorean beliefs lies in the fact that while such 
beliefs can be true, they cannot be believed with justification.

Acknowledgements I would like to thank Giulia Luvisotto, Maria Lasonen-Aarnio, Max Lewis, Juhani 
Yli-Vakkuri, Hanne Appelqvist, and two anonymous reviewers at Synthese for detailed comments and 
discussion. This work has received funding from Academy of Finland under the grant Responsible Beliefs: 
Why Ethics and Epistemology Need Each Other, and the Structure and Nature of Risk-project, funded by 
the Kone Foundation.

Funding Funded by Academy of Finland: Responsible Beliefs: Why Ethics and Epistemology Need Each 
Other, and the Kone Foundation.
Open Access funding provided by University of Helsinki (including Helsinki University Central Hospital).

Declarations

Conflict of interest None.

Open Access  This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, 
which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long 
as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative 
Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line 
to the material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use 
is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission 
directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/4.0/.

References

Adler, J. (2002). Belief’s Own Ethics. MIT Press.
Bach, K. (2008). APPLYING PRAGMATICS TO EPISTEMOLOGY. Nous, 68–88. Retrieved from < Go 

to ISI>://WOS:000260047100005
Beddor, B., & Pavese, C. (2018). Modal Virtue Epistemology. Philosophy and Phenomenological 

Research, 101(1), 61–79.
Boult, C. (manuscript) (Ed.). Is Epistemic Evaluation Prescriptive?.
Breyer, D., & Greco, J. (2008). Cognitive Integration and the Ownership of Belief: Response to Bernecker. 

Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, 76(1), 173–184. Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/
stable/40041158.

Brown, J. (2012). Assertion and practical reasoning: Common or divergent epistemic standards? Philosophy 
and Phenomenological Research, 84(1), 123–157. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1933-1592.2010.00432.x.

Chrisman, M. (2020). Performance normativity and here-and-now doxastic agency. Synthese, 197(12), 
5137–5145. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11229-017-1641-3.

Cohen, S., & Comesaña, J. (2013). Williamson on Gettier cases in Epistemic Logic and the knowledge 
norm for rational belief: A reply to a reply to a reply. Inquiry: A Journal of Medical Care Organi-
zation, Provision and Financing, 56(4), 400–415. https://doi.org/10.1080/0020174X.2013.816087.

De Almeida, C. (2001). What Moore’s Paradox is about. Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, 
62(1), 33–58. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1933-1592.2001.tb00040.x.

1 3

158 Page 12 of 14

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://www.jstor.org/stable/40041158
http://www.jstor.org/stable/40041158
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1933-1592.2010.00432.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11229-017-1641-3
https://doi.org/10.1080/0020174X.2013.816087
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1933-1592.2001.tb00040.x


Synthese (2023) 202:158

DeRose, K. (2002). Assertion, knowledge, and Context. The Philosophical Review, 111(2), 167–203. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/3182618.

Greco, J. (1999). Agent Reliabilism. 33(s13), 273–296. https://doi.org/10.1111/0029-4624.33.s13.13.
Greco, J. (2002). Virtues in Epistemology. In P. Moser (Ed.), Oxford Handbook of Epistemology (pp. 

287–315). Oxford University Press.
Greco, J. (2003). Knowledge as credit for true belief. In M. DePaul, & L. Zagzebski (Eds.), Intellectual 

Virtue: Perspectives from Ethis and Epistemology. Oxford University Press.
Greco, J. (2010). Achieving knowledge: A Virtue Theoretic Account of Epistemic Normativity. Cambridge 

University Press.
Greco, J. (2012). A (different) Virtue Epistemology. Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, 85(1), 

1–26. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1933-1592.2011.00567.x.
Greco, J. (2020). The transmission of knowledge. Cambridge University Press.
Green, M. S., & Williams, J. N. (2007). Introduction and historical context. In M. S. Green, & J. N. Wil-

liams (Eds.), Moore’s Paradox: New Essays on Belief, Rationality and the First Person. Oxford 
University Press.

Hintikka, J. (1962). Knowledge and belief: An introduction into the logic of the two notions. Cornell 
University Press.

Hirvelä, J. (2017). Is it safe to disagree? Ratio, 30, 305–321.
Hirvelä, J. (2019). Knowing without having the competence to do so. 8(2), 110–118. https://doi.

org/10.1002/tht3.411.
Hirvelä, J. (2020). How to stay safe while extending the mind. Synthese, 197(9), 4065–4081. https://doi.

org/10.1007/s11229-018-01920-0.
Hirvelä, J. (2021). Justification and the knowledge-connection. Philosophical Studies, 179, 1973–1995.
Hirvelä, J. (forthcoming) (Ed.). A Virtue Reliabilist Error-Theory of Defeat. Erkenntis.
Hirvelä, J., & Lasonen-Aarnio, M. (forthcoming). The Cake Theory of Credit. Philosophical Topics.
Huemer, M. (2007). Moore’s Paradox and the norm of belief. In S. Nuccetelli, & G. Seay (Eds.), Themes 

from G. E. Moore: New essays in Epistemology and Ethics (pp. 142–157). Clarendon Press.
Hughes, N. (2017). No excuses: Against the knowledge norm of belief. 6(3), 157–166. https://doi.

org/10.1002/tht3.244.
Kelp, C. (2016). Justified belief: Knowledge First-Style. Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, 

93(1), 79–100. https://doi.org/10.1111/phpr.12272.
Kelp, C. (2017). Knowledge First Virtue Epistemology. In A. Carter, E. Gordon, & B. Jarvis (Eds.), Knowl-

edge First: Approaches in epistemology and mind (pp. 224–245). Oxford University Press.
Lasonen-Aarnio, M. (forthcoming) (Ed.). Perspectives and Good Dispositions. Philosophy and Phenom-

enological Research.
Littlejohn, C. (2014). Fake barns and false dilemmas. Episteme-a Journal of Individual and Social Episte-

mology, 11(4), 369–389. https://doi.org/10.1017/epi.2014.24.
Littlejohn, C. (forthcoming)., Julien, F. D., & Dutant (Eds.). The New Evil Demon Problem: Oxford Uni-

versity Press.
McGlynn, A. (2013). Believing things unknown. Nous, 47, 385–407.
McGlynn, A. (2014). Knowledge First? Palgrave-Mcmillan.
McHugh, C. (2012). The Truth norm of belief. Pacific Philosophical Quarterly, 93(1), 8–30. https://doi.

org/10.1111/j.1468-0114.2011.01413.x.
Miracchi, L. (2015). Competence to know. Philosophical Studies, 172, 29–56.
Moore, G. E. (1942). A reply to my critics. In P. Schilpp (Ed.), The philosophy of G. E. Moore (pp. 

535–677). Open Court.
Moore, G. E. (1993). Moore’s Paradox. In T. Baldwin (Ed.), G. E. Moore: Selected writings (pp. 207–212). 

Routledge.
Nanay, B. (2011). Do we see apples as edible? Pacific Philosophical Quarterly, 92(3), 305–322.
O’Callaghan, C. (2012). Perception and Multimodality. In E. Margolis, R. Samuels, & S. Stich (Eds.), 

Oxford Handbook of Philosophy of Cognitive Science (pp. 92–177).
Palermos, S. O. (2014). Knowledge and cognitive integration. Synthese, 191(8), 1931–1951. https://doi.

org/10.1007/s11229-013-0383-0.
Plantinga, A. (1993). Warrant: The current debate. Oxford University Press.
Pritchard, D. (2010a). Cognitive ability and the extended cognition thesis. Synthese, 175, 133–151. https://

doi.org/10.1007/s11229-010-9738-y.
Pritchard, D. (2010b). Knowledge and understanding. In D. Pritchard, A. Millar, & A. Haddock (Eds.), The 

Nature and Value of Knowledge (pp. 5–88). Oxford University Press.

1 3

Page 13 of 14 158

https://doi.org/10.2307/3182618
https://doi.org/10.1111/0029-4624.33.s13.13
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1933-1592.2011.00567.x
https://doi.org/10.1002/tht3.411
https://doi.org/10.1002/tht3.411
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11229-018-01920-0
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11229-018-01920-0
https://doi.org/10.1002/tht3.244
https://doi.org/10.1002/tht3.244
https://doi.org/10.1111/phpr.12272
https://doi.org/10.1017/epi.2014.24
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0114.2011.01413.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0114.2011.01413.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11229-013-0383-0
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11229-013-0383-0
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11229-010-9738-y
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11229-010-9738-y


Synthese (2023) 202:158

Pritchard, D. (2012). Anti-Luck Virtue Epistemology. Journal of Philosophy, 109(3), 247–279. Retrieved 
from < Go to ISI>://WOS:000311002900002

Shoemaker, D. (2015). Responsibility from the margins. Oxford University Press.
Silva, P. (2017). Knowing how to put Knowledge First in the theory of justification. Episteme, 14(4), 

393–412.
Sosa, E. (1980). The raft and the pyramid: Coherence versus foundations in the theory of knowledge. 

Midwest Studies in Philosophy, 5, 3–25.
Sosa, E. (1991). Knowledge in perspective - selected essays in Epistemology. Cambridge University Press.
Sosa, E. (2007). A Virtue Epistemology: Apt belief and reflective knowledge: Volume I. Oxford University 

Press.
Sosa, E. (2009). Reflective knowledge: Apt belief and reflective knowledge, volume II. Oxford University 

Press.
Sosa, E. (2010). How competence matters in Epistemology. Philosophical Perspectives, 24(1), 465–475. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1520-8583.2010.00200.x.
Sosa, E. (2011). Knowing full well. Princeton University Press.
Sosa, E. (2015). Judgment and Agency. Oxford University Press.
Sosa, E. (2021). Epistemic explanations - a theory of Telic Normativity and what it explains. Oxford 

University Press.
Sutton, J. (2005). Stick to what you know. Nous, 39(3), 359–396. https://doi.

org/10.1111/j.0029-4624.2005.00506.x.
Turri, J. (2011). Manifest Failure: The Gettier Problem Solved. Philosophers Imprint, 11(8), 1–11. 

Retrieved from < Go to ISI>://WOS:000208774600001
Turri, J., & Greco, J. (2021). Virtue Epistemology. In N. Zalta (Ed.), The Stanford Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy.
Watson, G. (1996). Two Faces of Responsibility. Philosophical Topics, 24(2), 227–248. Retrieved from 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/43154245.
Williamson, T. (1996). Knowing and asserting. The Philosophical Review, 105(4), 489–523. https://doi.

org/10.2307/2998423.
Williamson, T. (2000). Knowledge and its limits. Oxford University Press.
Williamson, T. (forthcoming)., Dorsch, F., & Dutant, J. (Eds.). The New Evil Demon. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press.
Zagzebski, L. (1996). Virtues of the mind: An Inquiry into the nature of Virtue and the ethical foundations 

of knowledge. Cambridge University Press.

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps 
and institutional affiliations.

1 3

158 Page 14 of 14

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1520-8583.2010.00200.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0029-4624.2005.00506.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0029-4624.2005.00506.x
http://www.jstor.org/stable/43154245
https://doi.org/10.2307/2998423
https://doi.org/10.2307/2998423

	A virtue reliabilist solution to moore’s paradox
	Abstract
	1 Introduction
	2 Moore’s paradox
	3 Virtue reliabilism
	4 Back for ‘more’
	5 Conclusion
	References


