The Nature of Luck and the Epistemic Consequences T her eof

1.

Luck precludes knowledge. This much most epistegisils agree upon. A study of

luck will thus be an attempt to get at that featfréhe world that prevents knowledge
and for which an adequate account of knowledge roostrol. Recent analyses of

luck have, however, shown that there is little @mssis on how to understand what
luck is. In this paper | argue that no accountugklin the literature proves adequate. |
then highlight some features of luck that othersehmissed; namely that luck is

unanalyzable, description sensitive, displays herainteresting modal nature, and is
context sensitive. | argue that the implicationghd first three features are ominous
for anti-luck epistemology whilst the fourth feagusupports the contextualist’s claim
about knowledge.

2. Luck

Several accounts of luck have been put forwarchin literaturé’ In this section |
explore each of these accounts and argue thati®awdequate.

2.1. Luck as Accident (LA)

On LA an agentS is lucky that evene occurred in so far as that event was an
accident Luck, however cannot be cashed out in terms dflant. There are reasons
to think that luck and accident are conceptuallysinilar. First, an agent is more
integral to luck than accident. We say, e.g., thatry was lucky to win the lottery.
But we say that the universe came into being bydaot. It is odd to say that
inanimate objects can be ascribed luck. We do aptlsat the rock was unlucky that
the dog urinated on it. Second, an accident caoomir where it was an outcome an
agent was trying to achieve. It was an acciderttltbpilt the milk. But the domain of
luck does include an outcome an agent was trying to achiéle say that when Jane
swerved to avoid an oncoming car she was luckysghatsucceeded but we do not say
it was an accident that she managed to do so. @arally speaking accident is
closely related to luck, but the one cannot bengefior understood in terms of the
other.

2.2Luck as Low Probability (LLP)

Nicholas Rescher (1995: 24) claims tRas lucky with respect to an eveaif there
is a low probability o occurring.

1| follow E.J. Coffman (2007: 158) in thinking thaick is “a relation whose domain contains

individuals and whose range contains events (oaioinig states of affairs, or facts): luck obtains

between an individual (of a certain kind) and aergV Let us term the relevance of luck to an agent
the significance condition.

2 See Unger (1968: 158), Harper (1996), and Mofili234).



There are conceptual difficulties with LLP, howevE&here are at least two sorts of
probability: objective and subjective. For our pagps, the objective probability of an
event occurring is the persistent number of tinhe$ &vent will occur over a number
of trials. The objective probability of a coin langd heads is thus .5. Subjective
probability, on the other hand, is an individualssasonable degree of belief in the
occurrence of an event and can thus differ fronsgeto person. Given the evidence
available to him, Peter believes that the theorg\adlution true to degree .8. whilst
the subjective probability for Jane of the theofyewolution being true, given the

evidence available to her, is .4. A coin will laod heads given a long enough trial
50% of the time regardless of what anyone believes.

We can now ask: Which of these two types of prdligitlloes Rescher have in mind?
| think we can read Rescher as defining luck usinfgjective probability. Rescher
writes (1995: 85):

The two crucial factors that determine the operatwd luck are: (1) making a
significant difference for weal or woe, and (2) mgiagainst the perceived odds,
against what can reasonably be anticipated fronbéneficiary’s perspective.

For this reason the winner of the lottery is lu¢tkst he won but the loser of a lottery
is not unlucky that he lost. The loser believedwauld probably lose whilst the
winner placed a low credence in his belief thatvoald win.

There are cases, however, that show that even vghbrective probabilities are high
we still attribute luck. Low subjective probability thus not necessary for luck. When
Hillary places her envelope in the postbox she &dsgh degree of belief in its
arriving safely at its intended destination as Is&® evidence for believing Royal Mail
a reliable postal service. But what if the truchkivaeing Hillary’s letter crashes and
explodes into flames. Only three letters survive tine, one of which is Hillary’s.
Thereafter those three letters are resent and ssfodlg reach their intended
destinations. We say that Hillary is lucky that Hetter reached its intended
destination. But Hilary placed a very high degrééadief in her letter arriving safely
at its intended destination. This case proves taotg: that low subjective probability
is not necessary for luck and that luck is sersitiv events occurring outside of an
agent’s ken whilst subjective probability is not.

Regarding objective probability, there are cases ghow us that low objective
probability is not necessary for luck, that luckdawobjective probability are
conceptually different notions, and that this ustinding of luck is incompatible
with one dominant view in physics. Consider theecak Sam who plays a round of
Russian roulette. We say that Sam is lucky to lsaweived even though the objective
probability of surviving a round of Russian roudets heavily in Sam’s favor.So
there being a low objective probability of an evemiccurring is not necessary f8r
being lucky with respect te

A second difficulty with understanding luck in tesnof low objective probability
arises when we consider lotteries a little moreselyp Objective probability is

% If one bullet is placed in a six-chamber bartegrt the odds of surviving are .83.



calculated at a specific time. At trior to the button on the lottery machine being
pressed, the objective probability of Ginger’s éitkvinning is extremely low. But at
to, the moment the balls are released, it may bethiegbrobability that Ginger’s ticket
is a winner given the way the balls fell and thedaof nature is different. What this
highlights is that luck and probability differ geiia bit. Probabilities change from time
to time. But we do not say that luck is similanglexed to a time. We say Henry was
lucky to have won the lottery regardless of whapdems to Henry after becoming
suddenly wealthy. We do not say that Henry wasytuokhave won the lottery on the
day he won it and unlucky to have won the lottény tlay his kid was kidnapped on
ransom against the lottery winnings. And then toseder Henry lucky to have won
the lottery when his kid is returned safe withoutilasom being paid. Henry is either
lucky or unlucky to have won the lottery; Henryigk does not change from time to
time.

If determinism is true, then there is a third pesbl with luck as low objective
probability. It is standardly maintained that irdetermined world the probability of
an event occurring is either 0 or 1. That said wiivener of a lottery was always going
to win that lottery draw. This result would seemiridicate that there is no place for
luck in a determined world. But that result goesiast our practice of attributing
luck. So, should the world be determined, eitharlmguistic practice of attributing
luck to agents is mistaken or luck as low objectiwvebability does not work. The
second disjunct looks the likelier candidate untbsse backing luck as low objective
probability want to bite the bullet and claim ounguistic practice of attributing luck
is the result of a flawed understanding of the @amd is hence a practice to avoid,
which seems a rather stern position to hold.

2.2. Luck as Lack of Control (LLC)

This account has a number of proponents and themreks close scrutiny before we
can reject it as an inadequate account of luck. logatly explains why Sam and
Hillary count as lucky—neither was in control oetfavorable outcomes. Here is one
formulation of LLC:

Good luck occurs when something good happens tagent P, its occurrence
being beyond P’s control (Statman 1991: 146).

Andrew Latus (2000: 167) points out that the suisi®g is an event which is critical

to my survival and which is outside of my contiut surely we do not say that | was
lucky that the sun rose this morning. The idea melsiuch a criticism is that if luck

were defined as an event outside of my controh tinere would be a large class of
events that would count as lucky, a class too ldogethere to be something of

substance to luck. Living on a planet with oxygew deing able to breathe such
oxygen, digestion, and my tea staying in my cu@hbse of gravity would all count as
lucky. But that is stretching the concept too thinl

Perhaps we could improve on LLC by saying thatnfewvente is outside ofSs
control and there is a risk or dangereaiot occurring theis is lucky thate occurred
(LLC*). The sun’s rising is an event over which thave no control. But as there isn’'t
a risk or danger that it won't rise we do not dagttwe are lucky that the sun rose this
morning.



The question now becomes whether we understancheisk in terms of objective or
subjective probability. We saw from the case of $faus roulette that an agent can be
lucky with respect to an evemteven if there is a high objective probability ®f
occurring. Even though Sam'’s surviving is outsididnis control and there is a high
objective probability of his surviving, we still yahat Sam was lucky to have
survived. Conversely, if we propose a high subyecprobability reading of LLC*,
Russian roulette again acts as a problem. Evergth@am places a high degree of
belief in his surviving, we nevertheless consider lucky to survive. So LLC* won't
be defensible on either reading of high probability

Low objective probability does not help here eithdrthere is a low objective
probability thatSs best friend will die today an8 has no control over wheth&is
best friend will die or not, then by LLC* we wouldve to say thais lucky thatSs
best friend didn't die today. But that does notamdcwith our linguistic practices.
Finally, understanding the risk efnot occurring here as low subjective probability
also leads to problems. Take the case of Sandrawakes up the day after reading
Hume on induction and finds herself very anxiouat fhe sun might not rise today.
Sandra places very low credence to her belief tiimatsun will rise today. On this
reading of LLC* we would have to say that Sandrduisky that the sun rose this
morning as it was an event outside of her contnol ia which she had a low degree
of belief thate would occur. That, however, is counterintuitiveddig a risk factor
does not makes things better for LLC.

2.3. TheModal Account of Luck (MAL)
According to Duncan Pritchard (2005: 128)s lucky in relation to evergif:

e is an event that occurs in the actual world buictvldoes not occur in a wide
class of the nearest possible worlds where theaetenitial conditions foe are
the same as in the actual world.

Pritchard struggles to get very clear on the phragkere the relevant initial
conditions for that event are the same as in theabevorld.” He does not want to
specify the initial conditions so pedantically subhat the description determines that
the event will occur in all nearby possible worldéW). For example, we do not
want to describe the relevant initial conditionsadbttery draw as “the way the balls
fell at the moment they were released” since assgrdeterminism and the laws of
nature we would have to say that certain numbers @etermined to come up in that
lottery draw. So Pritchard allows for some flextlyilof description of the initial
conditions.

Here is a case that suggest that MAL is false. &denk from Saul Kripke (1980: 112-
5) that one’s DNA is an essential property of asper that is, different DNA,
different person:

How could a person originating from different pdasgrfrom a totally different
sperm and egg, be this very woman ... But what isldrais to imagine is her
being born of different parents. It seems to med #ra/thing coming from a
different origin would not be this object.



An essential property of me is my being born to payents. It is impossible that |
could be born to different parents. That would Jasisomeone else. Now consider the
case of an individual born with a rare and dehihia congenital disease that cannot
be cured. We say of such a person that he is uplicckave been born with such a
condition. If Kripke is correct, then a person whis DNA cannot but have that
disease—he has that disease in the actual worldnaalti possible worlds. That gene
exhibits in all possible worlds. But this would thie a counterexample to MAL: our
agent has the disease not only in the actual wartdn all possible worlds as well.
But we nevertheless say of him that he is unlicky.

3. Reflections on Luck
3.1. Epistemology and Conceptual Analysis

No account of luck explored thus far adequatelytw&s our concept of luck. Each

account puts itself forward as a complete analysisall cases, independent of
context, of the concept luck. But for every anayput forward of the concept

counterexamples surface in opposition. Perhaps dbises as no surprise for the
classical account of concepts has long been in tddedictorizing concepts into

necessary and jointly sufficient conditions is agddnerating research programme
(Williamson 2000: 317.

| propose that this unsatisfactory state of affies a lesson to teach. Traditional
analytic epistemology from Socrates until the bemgig of this century has largely

been classical in nature. By this | mean that epislogists have been looking for a
classical account of the concept knowledge. Thagept involves a search for non-

trivial necessary and sufficient conditions for whedge. It has been a common
intuition since the early post-Gettier period tHaise conditions would have to be a
justified true belief immune to epistemic luck.

From the preceding sections, however, it is appatieat luck, like most of our
concepts, resists a complete conceptual analysgartAfrom the significance
condition, we struggle to provide a second nondlimecessary condition for luck.
But if this is the case it is going to be diffictdt posit a fourth anti-luck condition for
knowledge that captures what we are seeking byudia luck from knowledge. If
we struggle to get our heads around exactly whak Is and when it is present or
absent, then it follows that we are naturally gdimgtruggle to formulate an adequate
anti-luck condition for knowledge. The proof of ghclaim is in the pudding—no
account of knowledge designed to exclude epistelock has managed to
successfully do so or does succeed at excluding bbut does so at the expense of
creating further problems, e.g., denying closuce §ensitivity) or the possibility of

* | take it for granted that if the accounts of lubks far examined do not come out as adequate ahe
hybrid theory of these conditions as both necesaadysufficient for luck will come out inadequate a
well. For such a hybrid account see Coffman (2007).

® Whilst | cannot go into an extensive investigatioto the adequacy of the neoclassical, prototype,
family resemblance, or atomistic theories of comgeguffice it to say here that each has been sltown
face significant difficulties as an account of cepts. As such, trying to find away forward regagdin
luck on one of these accounts would merely be exging one set of problems for another.



inductive knowledge (for safety)The anti-luck condition on knowledge will be a
theoretically weak condition unable to do the b# twork required of it until it has

some flesh on its bones. Those who continue ingjstipon providing a classical
account of the concept knowledge will have to mmalihat whilst some anti-luck

condition is necessary for knowledge they will malble to get much mileage out of
that condition when we have such a loose graspabfitself.

There is thus going to be a clash between ourdackderstanding what luck actually
is and the classical theory of concepts. And cagd luck to be a basic or primitive

concept will be of little help to us in epistemojod we cannot get our heads around
exactly what that concept involves. We can idenpifyadigm or exemplar cases of
luck. And some cases of true belief involve suchightforward instances of luck.

But as our examples in epistemology get more compled absurd the paradigm
understanding of luck with not suffice for bordedior disputed cases. Without a firm
grip on what counts as lucky we will continue touggle in adducing a complete
analysis of knowledge on the traditional mofdihis internal clash between our
inability to pin down luck and the traditional aced of knowledge may be one more
reason to follow those like Timothy Williamson wieosork on knowledge is not

predicated on a conceptual analysis of knowledge.

3.2. Luck and Description

A close look at how weletermine the presence or absence of luck is the basis for a
second feature about luck that can influence oist@mology. The following point is
fairly obvious. But we need to remind ourselvesitef importance as it is often
overlooked.

In the following cases the description of the cadays a pivotal role in our
determination of whether the agent is lucky or not.

We say Patricia is lucky that she received a pramatt work when there were
so many othersqually as good as Patria competing for the same promdsion
if we are told that the company intended to make adiirmative action
appointment of the female gender and we learnRa#icia was the only female
of color to apply for the promotion, then we do sal that Patricia was lucky
that she received the promotion.

If our determinations of luck are description s@wmeithen our determinations of

whether a true belief is true by luck will be déstion sensitive. How we determine

whether an agent is lucky that her belief is trepahds largely on how we describe
the actual world or the context in which the belds formed. A determination of

luck is sensitive to how much salient informatioe Wwave upon which to make the
judgment.

If we turn to the case of Henry in fake barn coumatyparadigm case that exemplifies
the problem epistemic luck poses, we can see ligatiéscription sensitivity of luck

® See Greco (2007) and Hawthorne & Lasonen-Aarmidi{€oming).
" We at least have a fairly good idea what truttieheand justification amount to, the other neeegs
“components” of knowledge according to many.



has serious implications for anti-luck epistemolo@ven different descriptions of
this case our intuitions yield different results.

Description 1

Henry is driving through the countryside and sebam. Henry forms the belief
that there is a barn.

Description 2

Henry is driving through the countryside and thare fake barns in the county.
Henry happens to look at the only true barn inahea. Henry forms the belief
that there is a barn.

Description 3

Henry walks past a real barn. Fred drives by amefliprstops the car. There are
fake barns within easy driving distance—indeeds ifjuite likely that Fred will
soon come upon one—though there are no fake bagessible by foot. Both
form the belief that there is a batn.

Description 4

While entering a farming community, Henry lookedl# first barn that he saw,
which was on the southernmost end of the field, fmmched the corresponding
belief that is a barn. As it happens, the barn & & the only real one,
surrounded by barn facades that members of thisreonty have placed in the
field in order to make their town appear prosperddiswever, as a matter of
strict and unwavering policy, the members of thesnmunity always place their
only real barn on the southernmost end of the [figlite this is where traffic first
enters their town. Moreover, thirty years earlidenry had lived in a house on
the southernmost end of this field in the prec@eation of the one real barn.
Because of his deep interest in his childhood rooisbined with the brief period
during which he can safely take his eyes off higinlg, he would invariably have
looked at only the particular place in the fieldesé the real barn exists.

Given Description 1 most would attribute knowledgédenry. No salient information
is given in the description of the case to makatabuter think Henry lucky that his
belief is true. Under Description 2 of thdentical case many would not attribute
knowledge to Henry as Henry is lucky to have formedrue belief given the
epistemic saliency of the new information in thesa®tion. There is a mixed
reaction to Description 3. Some attribute knowledgeHenry and others deny it
depending on how salient they think Henry’s distaftom the nearest fake barn. And
many would attribute knowledge to Henry under Diggicn 4. What explains this
difference in attributions when in all four casesnifly is looking at the identical barn?
The answer lies in what information is includedtiwe description of the case. Our
intuitions about luck and knowledge change depandim how we describe the case.

8 This is an adaptation of a case presented by Ham¢hand Gendler (2005: 338-9).
® This description is adapted from Lackey (2006).



Description 1 excludes information about fake bartompletely. Mentioning fake
barns in Description 2 makes us withhold a knowdedtribution. But Description 3
shows that it is unclear whether information abfale barns definitively influences
our intuitions. And Description 4 is a case thabwb that information about fake
barns need not deny knowledge attributions sintplici

The implications of this conclusion about descadptiluck, and knowledge are not

pleasant for epistemology. The success of accairksowledge designed to rule out

epistemic luck, such as sensitivity and safety aotx) will hinge upon our fickleness

about description of cases. If we are lax in désugi cases, we will fix the epistemic

judgment in one way. And if we plug in more detale can sway our epistemic

judgments another way. Some parts of epistemolathyhus become a game and our
knowledge attributions will be fixed by describiogses in ways that yield the desired
result.

We cannot ignore the fact that human judgment imildeensitive. We condemn
shoplifting yet resist such condemnation when wee iaformed that the perpetrator
was starving. We say that an agent did not hawee\ii# to kill a third person when a
first person had a gun to his head. But some chémgejudgment when they learn
that the agent intended to Kill the third persomiiry case. When God is described as
having certain attributes it becomes possible tmidate an ontological argument for
his existence. When God is described as being ldeymman cognition, as the
mystics do, no such ontological argument is possibl

3.3. Luck and Modality

Cases of congenital deformity requires us to stapthink a lot more carefully about
how epistemologists want to preclude luck from klemlge. From Gettier cases and
their ilk many have thought it received wisdom thieg appropriate way to rule out
luck is by some modal condition. Fred Dretske ()9aid Robert Nozick (1981)
proposed the sensitivity condition on knowledgevil Goldman (1986) was
concerned about the elimination of relevant altiwvea. Williamson (2000) and
Pritchard (2005) propose a safety requirement homkedge.

It is now not entirely clear to me that any of themodal conditions will prove
successful in eliminating epistemic luck. From cemital diseases we learn that an
agent can be lucky in all possible worlds with exdpto some event. If this is the
case, then it appears that in some cases a moastraiot on true belief will not be
effective in ruling out epistemic luck. For instand¢ake the case of Pat who is born
with a congenital abnormality in her brain. The afmality takes the form of a
cognitive mechanism connected to her visual prosash that though Pat thinks she
is forming beliefs about the external world viaierg she is in fact forming such
beliefs via this abnormal mechanism. A further deatof this abnormal mechanism is
that all beliefs formed via this mechanism are ,tmegardless of the world in which
Pat finds herself. Were Pat to form beliefs abdw& &ctual world via her visual
process most would turn out to be false as a cores®wg of how underdeveloped her
visual process is owing to the impinging preserfad® abnormal mechanism. | don’t
see that a modal condition on knowledge could asjple such a case. Pat’s visual
beliefs are safe, as they aren’t in danger of béatge. Such beliefs also satisfy the
sensitivity condition as Pat doesn’t believe falseven in far off worlds. But surely



we do say that Pat is lucky that her visual belggtstrue. A modal anti-luck condition
on knowledge is going to struggle with the rathecyiar modal characteristic of
luck.

3.4. Luck and Context

There is a further interesting feature of luck theks in the neighborhood. It might
be that one of the reasons we find it hard to getheads around exactly what it is
that makes for luck is because luck is a contersiige concept. In one frame of
mind one agent will deer lucky with respect to an eveetwhilst in a different
frame of mind a second agent will de&uanlucky or not at all lucky with respect to
e. And both agents would be speaking truly. Luck ldothus be a semantically
variant concept. Here is an example bearing outtinéext sensitivity of luck:

SupposeA values honesty mosB values happiness most, a@dis indifferent.
Then A will say thatS is lucky Ss wife informed him of her affair, whereds
will say thatSis unlucky that his wife confesse@.will say that that it is not a
matter of luck thaSs wife confessed.

The implications of the foregoing claim for epistogy are that attributors will
disagree over whether to attribute knowledge tagent because they differ over
whether the agent is lucky that her belief is triighe luck precludes knowledge
platitude is true and the claim that luck is a setncally variant concept is true, then
it appears to follow that knowledge would be cohteansitive.
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