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Abstract While there is now considerable anxiety about whether the psycholog-

ical theory presupposed by virtue ethics is empirically sustainable, analogous issues

have received little attention in the virtue epistemology literature. This paper argues

that virtue epistemology encounters challenges reminiscent of those recently

encountered by virtue ethics: just as seemingly trivial variation in context provokes

unsettling variation in patterns of moral behavior, trivial variation in context elicits

unsettling variation in patterns of cognitive functioning. Insofar as reliability is a

condition on epistemic virtue, we have reason to doubt that human beings possess

the cognitive materials required for epistemic virtue, and thereby reason to think

that virtue epistemology is threatened by skepticism. We conclude that while virtue

epistemology has resources for addressing this challenge, exploiting these resources

forces tradeoffs between empirical and normative adequacy.
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It’s no surprise, given the prominence of contemporary virtue ethics, that virtue

epistemology now flourishes. At the same time, the threat of skepticism is likely

more acute in ethics than in other areas of philosophy (Railton 2003, p. 3), and one

might therefore wonder whether epistemologies importing materials from ethical

theory risk infection with skeptical malaise. In our estimation, virtue epistemology

courts such danger. Virtue ethics has lately been beset by criticism, drawn from

situationist social psychology, alleging that its psychological theory is empirically
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unsustainable,1 and an analogous critique may affix to virtue epistemology (Alfano

2011).2 Just as empirical evidence on moral judgment and behavior presses

questions about the psychological realizability of ethical virtue, empirical evidence

pertaining to cognition and perception presses questions about the psychological

realizability of epistemic virtue.3

Whatever one thinks of the ethics debate, questions about psychological

realizability are ones virtue epistemologists must answer, on pain of skepticism.

For if epistemic virtue is, as virtue epistemologists insist, required for knowledge,

and epistemic virtue is not psychologically realizable, it appears to follow that

knowledge is unattainable—at least for creatures with the psychologies of actual

human beings. In our estimation, virtue epistemologies are possessed of resources to

address this difficulty, but when these resources are developed, virtue epistemol-

ogists encounter a dilemma: they can either formulate their theories to successfully

accommodate the empirical challenge and lose the normative appeal derived from

virtue ethics, or retain the normative appeal derived from virtue ethics and fall prey

to the empirical challenge.

1

Contemporary virtue epistemology began with Sosa’s (1980) suggestion, in ‘‘The

Raft and the Pyramid,’’ that articulating a notion of epistemic virtue4 could resolve

the impasse between foundationalist and coherentist approaches to knowledge. The

trouble with the opposing accounts is well known: foundationalism promises a

pyramidal solidity, a promise belied by the difficulty of excavating tenable

foundations, while coherentism evades the problem of foundations, only to cut

knowledge adrift on a free-floating raft of inferential relations. As Sosa allowed,

sophisticated foundationalisms and coherentisms have resources for addressing

1 For situationist critiques of virtue ethics, see Alfano (2013), Doris (1998, 2002, 2005, 2010), Doris and

Stich (2005, 2006), Harman (1999, 2000), Merritt (2000), Merritt et al. (2010), and Vranas (2005). For

rejoinders, see Adams (2006, pp. 115–232), Annas (2005), Appiah (2008, pp. 33–72), Arpaly (2005),

Flanagan (2009, pp. 54–56), Kupperman (2001), Miller (2003, 2009a, b, 2010), Montmarquet (2003),

Russell (2009, pp. 227–331), Solomon (2003, 2005), Snow (2010), Sreenivasan (2002), Swanton (2003,

pp. 30–31), Upton (2009), and Webber (2006a, b; 2007a, b). Doris (2005, p. 670; 2010) offhandedly

suggests that the critique may extend to virtue epistemology.
2 Alfano (2011) argues that the analogy is limited. On his view, a version of the situationist critique

applies to responsibilist, but not to reliabilist variants of virtue epistemology. We suspect that Alfano’s

hesitation derives from his focus on the literature concerning human reasoning in the heuristics and biases

tradition, which emphasizes the stable functioning of epistemically defective judgment processes. Here,

drawing on research on human cognitive functioning more broadly construed, we argue that the epistemic

virtues function variably across situations, to the extent that a version of the situationist challenge

threatens both responsibilist and reliabilist approaches to virtue epistemology.
3 It is surprising that recognition of the challenge is not conspicuous in virtue epistemology, given

epistemology’s history of interacting with the human sciences being considerably longer than that of

ethics (e. g., Goldman 1986; Stich 1983, 1988, 1990; Bishop and Trout 2005).
4 ‘‘Epistemic virtue’’ and ‘‘intellectual virtue’’ both appear in the literature, although some candidates for

epistemic virtues, such as conscientiousness, are not neatly understood as purely intellectual. We’ll favor

‘‘epistemic.’’
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these issues, but difficulty is sufficiently recalcitrant, and opposition sufficiently

entrenched, to make the prospect of a tertium quid enticing.5

For Sosa (1980, Sect. 11), the third way makes reference not only to the condition

of beliefs, but also to the condition of agents: epistemic virtues are ‘‘stable

dispositions for belief acquisition,’’ conducive ‘‘toward getting us to the truth.’’

Subsequently, epistemologists such as Goldman (1992), Greco (1992, 1993, 1999,

2000a, 2002), Bonjour (1980), Code (1984, 1987), Montmarquet (1987, 1993), and

Zagzebski (1996, 1997, 1998, 1999, 2000, 2001) have embraced Sosa’s approach.

These virtue epistemologists maintain that the epistemic status of a belief is derived

from the epistemic status of the believer: if a belief is formed through the

appropriate exercise of epistemic virtue, it counts as knowledge; if not, it does not.

Within this consensus is considerable diversity, loosely ordered in two variants.

On the first variant, associated with Sosa (1991, 2001, 2003, 2007), Greco (1999,

2000a, b, 2001, 2002) and Goldman (1992), epistemic virtues are construed as

cognitive faculties or capacities—acute vision, for example, or an accurate

memory—that reliably eventuate in true beliefs. Formulated this way, virtue

epistemology is a reliabilist theory; the agent who has knowledge is the agent who

employs reliable cognitive capacities in acquiring her beliefs.

The second variant, which we shall follow convention in terming responsibilist,

emphasizes the affinities between epistemic and moral virtues (Montmarquet 1993;

Code 1987; Zagzebski 1996, 2001; Fairweather and Zagzebski 2001). As their nom

de guerre implies, responsibilists reserve a central role for motivation and choice in

epistemic virtue (Code 1987; Montmarquet 1993, p. 83), and for instance

Zagzebski’s ‘‘pure’’ virtue theory is ‘‘explicitly modeled on virtue ethics’’

(Fairweather and Zagzebski 2001, p. 5). For virtue, so for vice. According to

Blackburn (2001, p. 15), there are ‘‘immediate points of contact’’ between moral

and epistemic viciousness: ‘‘faults in the cognitive domain, such as that of being too

timid or stubborn or insensitive or prone to fantasy, would directly reflect, or indeed

be part of, wider moral faults.’’ Not hard to see how this might go: stubbornness and

wishful thinking are recipes for disaster, whether the calamity in question be a

misbegotten undergraduate paper or a misleading intelligence report. It’s similarly

easy to see how traits like open-mindedness and conscientiousness make their

possessors better epistemic agents: the open-minded hedge fund manager is more

likely to heed the cautions voiced by a subordinate, and the conscientious scientist is

more likely to run the additional studies needed to spot an important anomaly.

In contrast, reliabilists may eschew associations between epistemic virtues and

moral virtues (Sosa 2001, pp. 56–57; Goldman 1992, p. 162). According to Sosa

(1991, p. 271),

it may be one’s faculty of sight operating in good light that generates one’s

belief in the whiteness and roundness of a facing snowball. Is possession of

5 Virtue ethics may also be seen as a tertium quid, dissolving the Kantianism/Utilitarianism polarity.

Continuing the analogy, Utilitarianism might be seen as a foundationalist pyramid built on a notion of

welfare, and Kantianism (in ‘‘constructivist’’ renderings) as a coherentist raft, held together by rational

consensus.
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such a faculty a ‘‘virtue’’? Not in the narrow Aristotelian sense, of course,

since it is no disposition to make deliberate choices. But there is a broader

sense of ‘‘virtue’’, still Greek, in which anything with a function—natural or

artificial—does have virtues. The eye does, after all, have its virtues, and so

does a knife. And if we include grasping the truth about one’s environment

among the proper ends of a human being, then the faculty of sight would seem

in a broad sense a virtue in human beings; and if grasping the truth is an

intellectual matter then that virtue is also in a straightforward sense an

intellectual virtue.

On this broader conception, basic human perceptual and cognitive faculties that do

not involve excellence in motivation and choice may count as epistemic virtues.

This marks an object of contention: how much ethics does one want in one’s

epistemology? Goldman (1992, p. 162; 2001) argues that epistemic virtues

emphasized by responsibilist virtue epistemologists, such as thoroughness or

insightfulness, have no bearing on the question central to epistemology: ‘‘How does

X know?’’ For their part, responsibilists may wonder whether reliabilists have

diluted the brand; Fairweather and Zagzebski (2001, p. 4) insist that ‘‘reliabilist

forms of [virtue epistemology] have little or no connection to virtue ethics,’’ and

Blackburn (2001, p. 18) complains that a virtue epistemology divested of distinctive

ethical commitments is no more than ‘‘a fig leaf for reliabilism.’’

This difference generates important strategic differences in responding to the

empirical challenge, but it should be noted that some virtue epistemologists

minimize the division. Increasingly common are ‘‘mixed’’ views incorporating

elements of both variants: responsibilists may treat reliability as a ‘‘component’’ of

virtue (Fairweather and Zagzebski 2001, p. 5; Code 1987; Montmarquet 1993,

pp. 20–23), and reliabilists may countenance ethically tinged virtues such as

conscientiousness (Greco 1992, p. 289; 2000a; Baher 2006; Sosa 2011, pp. 15–16;

for discussion, see Alfano 2011). We won’t directly consider mixed views, but our

discussion has implications for them: if the respective commitments of responsib-

ilism and reliabilism have different costs and benefits, as we shall argue they do,

mixed theorists will need to weigh these costs and benefits when selecting the

elements of their accounts.

2

For our purposes, discussion begins with an element shared by responsibilism and

reliabilism: both are empirically committed, depending on a range of suppositions

about human cognition. Sosa (2001, p. 56)—unsurprisingly, in light of his

countenancing processes like memory and perception as virtues—emphasizes the

natural processes eventuating in epistemic virtue, while Zagzebski (2001, p. 172)—

unsurprisingly, given her emphasis on the ethical—emphasizes the role of social

artifice and habituation in virtue’s acquisition. Yet Zagzebski’s virtue epistemology

is, while avowedly anti-reductivist, also naturalistic: ‘‘what counts as a virtue,

whether moral or epistemic, is intimately connected with the way human beings are
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constructed by nature’’ (Fairweather and Zagzebski 2001, p. 5). These observations

involve empirical claims about the development of virtue. Furthermore, in so far as

virtue epistemologists are interested in the ‘‘process’’ (Goldman 1986, p. 298), or

‘‘architecture’’ (Greco 2001, p. 138) associated with epistemic virtue, they are

committed to further empirical claims regarding what psychological and cognitive

processes support the exercise of virtue.

It’s not just that virtue epistemologists in fact make empirical claims; it looks as

though they cannot avoid doing so. Recall the skepticism noted at the outset: if

knowledge requires epistemic virtue, and nobody possesses epistemic virtue, then

nobody possesses knowledge. If the virtue epistemologist means to engage this

skeptical possibility, she is forced to engage an empirical question: Are any actual

human beings possessed of epistemic virtue? And this empirical question seems to

force other empirical questions: What cognitive capacities are required for epistemic

virtue? How are these capacities developed, and how is their exercise facilitated?

The virtue epistemologist might simply decline to answer, and embrace skepticism.

Evidently, this will be an unpopular outcome: a recent survey of philosophers found

that some 80 % reject skepticism.6 It’s tempting to suppose that anti-skepticism is a

‘‘Moorean platitude’’ constraining theory construction in epistemology (Alfano

2011), but the general question of whether epistemologists should treat the Moorean

platitude as a platitude is of little consequence in the present circumstances, because

virtue epistemologists typically agree that skeptical questions require response.7

Zagzebski (1996, pp. 296–298; cf. Sosa 1991, pp. 168, 193) develops virtue

epistemology in response to the Gettier-style examples that have bedeviled justified-

true-belief accounts of knowledge for the past 40 years,8 while Greco’s (2000a,

Chap. 7; cf. Axtell 2010b) virtue epistemology is explicitly presented as a defense

against skepticism. If there exist rogue virtue epistemologists who embrace

skepticism, they have already affirmatively answered the question we’ve posed—

does virtue epistemology succumb to skepticism?—and our discussion with them is

likely to be brief. But for the more usual sort of virtue epistemologist—those who

mean to resist skeptical outcomes—discussion of empirical difficulty is required.

3

Here’s the difficulty. Reliability is widely held to be a characteristic feature of

epistemic virtue (Sosa 1991, p. 236; 2007; Code 1987, pp. 39, 66; Montmarquet

1993, p. 21; Zagzebski 1996, pp. 270–271; 1999, p. 106, 2001; Greco 2000a,

6 For the survey by Bourget and Chalmers, go to: http://philpapers.org/surveys/results.pl.
7 Some responsibilists, such as Code (1987), appear to deemphasize traditional questions of knowledge

and skepticism; our discussion here is limited to virtue epistemologists concerned with the traditional

questions.
8 Given that there is no uncontroversial solution to the Gettier problem, and it is plausibly supposed that

Gettier ‘‘successfully refuted the traditional analysis of knowledge as justified true belief’’ (Sosa and Kim

2000, p. 55), we’re surprised at how often epistemologists adopt a justified true belief account, Gettier

problems notwithstanding (e.g., Sellars 2000, p. 125; Greco 1993, p. 413).
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pp. 174–178; Blackburn 2001, pp. 16–17), while a wealth of evidence indicates that

human cognition is highly contingent on contextual variation, making the cognitive

capacities of normal people quite unreliable.9 To put matters a bit hyperbolically:

epistemic viciousness, rather than virtuousness, may best typify the human

cognitive condition.

This argument is analogous to recent critiques of virtue ethics drawn from

situationist social psychology. In a recent entry to the half-century parade of

relevant findings, Lilenquist et al. (2010, pp. 381–382) found people were nearly

four times more likely to donate to a charitable cause if the opportunity was

presented in a ‘‘clean-scented’’ room doctored with a squirt of citrus-fragranced

Windex. Such findings support a general observation to the effect that behavior is

enormously sensitive to even slight situational influences, resulting in behavior that

is highly variable from situation to situation. This degree of variability would not

obtain, claim the critics, if behavior were typically structured by robust traits of

character such as virtues; the implication is supposed to be that such traits are

seldom realized in actual human beings. Then supposing virtue is necessary for right

conduct, as virtue ethicists such as Hursthouse (1999, pp. 28, 49–51) insist,

skepticism (or near skepticism) about right conduct ensues (Doris and Stich 2005,

pp. 121–122), a result apparently contravened by countless everyday examples of

morally admirable behavior—much as skepticism about knowledge appears

contravened by countless everyday examples of well-founded belief.

Now, the kindred problematic in virtue epistemology. To begin, consider a

vexing problem in education, the limited extent to which proficiency ‘‘transfers.’’

People experience remarkable difficulty applying skills learned in one area to other,

even closely related, areas (Detterman 1993): students able to solve one type of

algebra problem are sometimes unable to solve other problems of a similar type

(Reed et al. 1985), and workers may have difficulty applying job training to the very

work settings the training was designed to address (Baldwin and Ford 1988; Gist

et al. 1990). This may vex educators, but it is unlikely to surprise psychologists,

given the quantities of evidence demonstrating contextual variability in cognitive

functioning.

We’ll now canvass that evidence, with the usual caveats: interpretations are

contestable, no single study is decisive, and any study may be contradicted by future

studies. Fortunately, the caveats needn’t unduly detain us in a paper length

treatment, since the trends we identify are sturdy enough to require philosophical

consideration. Without further ado, then:

• People are more likely to say a statement is true when the color it is

printed in makes it easier to read, and more likely to say it is false when

9 This assertion may appear to be undermined by the continued currency of Spearman’s (1904) theory of

‘‘general intelligence,’’ or g. According to one generalist, ‘‘tests of mental skills invariably point to the

existence of a global factor that permeates all aspects of cognition’’ (Gottfredson 1999, p. 58; for cautions,

see Nisbett 2009). Yet there are also prominent anti–generalist approaches, such as Thurstone’s (1938)

and Guilford’s (1967, Chap. 3) factor-analytic theories, Ceci’s (1993a, b, 1996) contextualism, and

Gardner’s (1983), ‘‘multiple intelligences.’’ Whatever the outcome of the theoretical debate, the

variability of human cognition is not in dispute (cf. Conway and Kovacs 2013).
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printed in a more difficult to read hue (Reber and Schwarz 1999; cf. Alter

et al. 2007; Song and Schwarz 2008).

• Those who speak quickly are routinely judged as being more credible and

persuasive than those who speak more slowly, and listeners are more

likely to agree with them—regardless of the strength of their arguments

(Smith and Schaffer 1995).10

• People predict that stocks with easy to pronounce names will perform

better than stocks with difficult to pronounce names (Alter and Oppen-

heimer 2006, Study 1; cf. McGlone and Tofighbakhsh 2000; Shah and

Oppenheimer 2007, 2008).

• Asking men to recall several instances of heart-risky behavior prompts

higher estimates of coronary risk than asking them to recall many such

behaviors (Rothman and Schwarz 1998).

In addition to complex cognition, contextual variability affects ‘‘basic’’ or ‘‘low-

level’’ capacities, such as perception, hearing, memory, and attention (Munataka

2001). Consider vision:

• People perform more poorly in a face recognition task after working on a

cryptic crossword puzzle than they do after working on suduko puzzles,

literal crossword puzzles, or reading (Lewis 2006).

• When people are tired, or wearing a heavy backpack, they are more likely

to overestimate the slope of a hill, or the distance to a target object (Proffitt

et al. 2003; Proffitt 2006).

• People provide consistent and accurate judgments of distance on a lawn,

consistent but inaccurate judgments of distance in a lobby, and inconsis-

tent and inaccurate judgments in a hallway (Lappin et al. 2006; cf. Witt

et al. 2007).

The cumulative evidence that cognitive functioning is contextually variable—make

that enormously contextually variable—seems to us irrefutable, and this variability

afflicts both higher-level problem solving and lower-level processing.

But to show that cognition is contextually variable is not to show it is unreliable:

contextual manipulations need not always cause error, and the opposite may

sometimes be true. To sustain the charge of unreliability, it is necessary to show that

variability can be expected to eventuate in error. This, we argue, is exactly what to

expect. In some cases, the evidence is direct, as in the lawn/lobby/hallway and

cryptic crossword studies, where particular conditions are associated with dimin-

ished performance. Additionally, there are compelling indirect considerations. The

evidence indicates that cognition often varies with epistemically irrelevant factors—

font size, ease of pronunciation, and so on—that are unlikely candidates for

10 In as much as speaking speed is thought to reflect processing speed, it might be supposed that there are

correlations between speaking speed and intelligence. We urge caution regarding such heuristics: people

who appear shy are consistently rated as less intelligent (Gough and Thorne 1986) and less talented (Jones

et al. 1983) than non-shy individuals, but to date there is no empirical evidence supporting a relation

between shyness and intelligence.
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evidence. Where judgments are substantially influenced by non-evidential consid-

erations, we submit, there is a plausible presumption of increased error.

But suppose that this presumption is false; suppose we live in an epistemically

gentle world, where judgments influenced by epistemically irrelevant factors don’t

trend to falsity. There remains the question of justified belief, and it is altogether

plausible that beliefs substantially influenced by such factors won’t, at least in many

cases, count as well justified: if your financial advisor urged you to by buy Enron

because the company name is easy to pronounce, you’d consider taking your

business elsewhere. But as long as we’re supposing, suppose it was established that

this prima facie epistemically irrelevant consideration was reliably conducive to

truth: people buy what’s easier to pronounce, say, which drives stock prices up.

Then fluidity of pronunciation wouldn’t be epistemically irrelevant, and fluidity

would be relevant in predicting stock performance—as it actually may be, in the

short term (Alter and Oppenheimer 2006, Studies 2 and 3). If this sort of

serendipitous influence were discovered in a sufficient number of the prima facie

irrelevant variations, the skeptical difficulty would dissipate.

We doubt this has the makings of a high-payoff research program. Variability

with epistemically irrelevant influences is in fact associated with unreliability, and

there’s little reason not to expect more of the same. While investigation may in

some cases uncover serendipitous variation, we see little reason to suppose things

won’t just as often break the other way: there’s no guarantee, when we look deeper,

that we’ll like what we find. For example, a possible explanation of the cryptic

crossword effect is that solving such puzzles primes one to attend to unobvious

features, while success in facial recognition requires attending to obvious features

(Lewis 2006, p. 1435). That is, a requirement for success in one condition may be a

recipe for failure in another; if this sort of circumstance is common enough—and

why think it’s not?—variability will be associated with unreliability.

Before considering how this concern might be assuaged, a point of clarification.

When we say that cognition is unreliable, we mean that it is epistemically unreliable—

unreliable with regard to realizing epistemic values like truth. Nothing follows from

this about whether cognition is also practically unreliable. For all we’ve said, it might

be that human cognition quite reliably serves many extra-epistemic ends. Further-

more, it might be that pragmatic and epistemic goals (be they implicit or explicit) often

diverge, as a large psychological literature on ‘‘motivated cognition’’ intimates

(Kunda 1990; Dunning 1999). When hiking, for example, there may be good reason

for the weight of one’s pack to inflate one’s estimation of slopes and distances: with big

packs, avoid steep slopes. What gets you through the night may be very different from

what gets you to the truth, and nothing we’ve said casts aspersion on the utility of

human cognition for gritting out the dark hours.

Seeing this helps to show what’s wrong with suspicions that an unflattering

depiction of human cognition of the sort we’ve contemplated is ‘‘evolutionarily

unlikely.’’ It would be incredible, the objection runs, for Nature to design such

epistemically maladroit creatures; organisms so susceptible to epistemically irrelevant

influences would often get it wrong in fatal ways, with predictably unfortunate effects

on reproductive fitness. This argument only has teeth if there’s reason to believe that

Nature and Epistemology care about the same things, and there’s not obviously reason
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to think so. Perhaps Nature cares that her organisms form survival-apt beliefs (or if you

like, representations), but as the consideration of the previous paragraph indicates,

there’s little reason to suppose that these beliefs are coextensive with the class of

beliefs that count as knowledge (cf. Churchland 1987, pp. 548–549). And as Otte

(2007) argues, the evolutionary argument is even less persuasive when applied to

abstract beliefs of the sort prominent in science and religion, which may be only

tenuously related to survival relevant behavior: surely our ancestors had countless

false—howlingly false—beliefs of these kinds, but our presence here indicates that the

old timers made out pretty well when it came to making out. The virtue epistemologist,

we submit, will be better served by attempting to accommodate the problem of

unreliability than by denying it exists.

4

Perhaps the problem can, like so many problems, be fixed with a bit of elbow

grease. Some circumstances are epistemically challenging, and in these circum-

stances, cognitive vigilance, and cognitive effort, are required to get things right.

This realization helps motivate responsibilists’ insistence on more-than-merely-

cognitive epistemic virtues like conscientiousness, and may, by extension, prod

reliabilists in the direction of mixed views. Unfortunately, it also encounters a range

of unruly empirical observations.

Motivational epistemic virtues such as conscientiousness apparently require that

one accurately determine where to direct one’s cognitive energies: since cognitive

resources are limited, one needs to identify the circumstances with highest epistemic

risk and deploy one’s resources accordingly. We might call the requisite family of

capacities ‘‘well-calibrated meta-cognition’’; a bit less grandly, they’re the

capacities required to think appropriately about thinking. Of special epistemic

importance is thinking directed at determining when, how, and how often one

should think; in short, the epistemically virtuous person must tailor her epistemic

efforts to her epistemic capacities and circumstances.

This may be a hard trick. Many epistemically challenging circumstances are

likely to be unobtrusive, making them difficult to identify: perhaps it doesn’t take

much to know one should be on their epistemic guard in situations of low ambient

light or high ambient noise, but who knew that hallways were epistemically toxic?

Unsurprising, then, that people’s notions about what is cognitively challenging may

map rather poorly onto actual degree of difficulty. For instance, there is no relation

between font size and memory success, but even when people are explicitly told that

size doesn’t matter, they are more likely to rate stimuli presented in larger fonts as

memorable (Rhodes and Castel 2008). Relatedly, people are more likely to predict

that they will remember words presented at higher volumes, even though

presentation volume is unrelated to memory success (Rhodes and Castel 2009).

Significantly, this erroneous perception influences effort: when given the opportu-

nity to engage in extra study time, people choose to devote additional time to words

presented at lower volume.
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The virtue epistemologist may now want to propose a marriage—or a marriage of

convenience—with the cognitive scientist (Morton 2013). If empirical study can

help identify unobtrusive cognitive challenges, the virtue epistemologist—and the

epistemically virtuous agent—will want to consult empirical study. This is a

salutary amendment to virtue epistemology, but it should not cause us to understate

the difficulty of calibrating effort. For epistemic agents not only misjudge their

circumstances, they misjudge their selves.

A large literature on the ‘‘overconfidence effect’’ indicates that people are

routinely and substantially overconfident about even relatively simple judgments

(Einhorn and Hogarth 1978; Dunning et al. 1990; Gill et al. 1998). In Adams and

Adams’ (1960) evaluation of spelling performance, participants were correct only

about 80 % of the time when they were ‘‘100 % certain’’ of a spelling; their

expected error rate was 0 % while their actual error rate was 20 %. Similarly, when

Alpert and Raiffa (1982) asked participants to estimate quantities, such as the

number of physicians and surgeons in the Boston Yellow pages or U.S. egg

production, the actual error rate (46 %) exceeded the participants’ expected error

rate (2 %) by a gruesome 44 %. Moreover, once these wildly overconfident

participants had been warned about overconfidence, they remained overconfident.

The trouble isn’t error—little shame in ignorance of egg production—but about

overconfidence—more shame, as Socrates would say, in ignorance of one’s

ignorance.

Worse still, overconfidence is pronounced in the incompetent: when Ehrlinger

et al. (2008, Study 3, and p. 105) had participants in a Trap and Skeet competition

take a test on gun usage and safety, the worst performers estimated their ranking in

the 65th percentile, while their actual performance placed them around the 11th

percentile.11 Such hubris might be expected to impede the effective allocation of

cognitive resources; if you’re ignorant of your hazardous ignorance of firearm

safety, you’re unlikely to attempt ameliorating it. The general point is of

considerable importance for virtue epistemology, particularly for those variants

emphasizing virtues like conscientiousness: people may fail to exert cognitive effort

where it is most needed, simply because they don’t know it’s needed.

To thicken the mix, note that people are not merely overconfident, they are

variably overconfident. Calibration is itself highly sensitive to context, and

overconfidence varies across even closely related domains. In one study, people

were overconfident regards the population of US states, but underconfident regards

state poverty levels (Klayman et al. 1999, p. 235). In another surprising effect,

increasing the amount of available information increased judgment confidence

without increasing judgment accuracy (Tsai et al. 2008, Experiment 1); ironically, a

factor that might be expected to improve people’s epistemic circumstances here had

the opposite effect. While such results may be unexpected, the general observation

is not. Metacognition is a form of cognition; like other forms, its efficacy is

11 In contrast, strong performers may underestimate their ranking, perhaps because they generalize from

the ease with which they complete a task and thereby underestimate the difficulty faced by their less

competent colleagues (Ehrlinger et al. 2008, p. 99). Of course, underconfidence may also be epistemically

perilous, if it results in abandoning true beliefs.
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situationally variable. In sum, appeals to cognitive effort displace, rather than

dissolve, the unreliability problem.

5

Perhaps these empirical considerations are off the point. Virtue epistemologists, it

may be argued, are not in the business of describing ordinary cognition, but

excellent cognition, and it’s hardly remarkable that many experimental participants

fail that standard. A more promising place to look for virtue than the literature on

‘‘ordinary’’ cognition, the argument continues, is the literature on expertise, which

examines the performance of individuals noted for cognitive achievements. The

association of expertise and epistemic virtue is readily made; for example, Pritchard

(2005) contends that the superior accuracy of some clinicians in the diagnosis of

epilepsy is explained by their possession of epistemic virtue. If virtue is a kind of

acquired skill, as some have supposed (Bloomfield 2000, 2001, Chap. 2; Annas

2011), and experts are the sorts of people who have acquired such skill, experts may

be expected to have knowledge, if anyone does.

Yet the portrait that emerges from research on experts is not uniformly flattering.

Early studies operationalized expertise in terms of variables like reputation and

experience; these studies indicated, one after the next, that experts aren’t much more

reliable than the rest of us: Goldberg (1959) found that the diagnostic accuracy of

psychologists was no better than that of secretaries, while Kendall (1973) showed

that the diagnostic acuity of psychiatrists was uncorrelated with the length of their

experience. One shouldn’t throw experts under the bus prematurely, however;

perhaps such results indicate not the infirmity of expertise, but the difficulty of

determining who the real experts are (a sort of cognitive science analog to the

Euthyphro problem). For example, Gardner et al. (1996) found that patients

diagnosed with mental illness outperformed clinicians in predicting violent

behavior; does this show that there are no experts in the prediction of violent

behavior, or that the experts aren’t who the clinical training programs would like us

to believe?

In the 1980s, researchers began to suspect that variables like reputation and

experience are poor predictors of expert performance (Ericsson and Smith 1991;

Ericsson 2008), and research shifted from emphasis on social perceptions of

expertise to developing objective measures for evaluating performance in particular

domains. With this shift in focus came more inspiring depictions of expertise, made

en vivo. In baseball, for example, elite hitters exhibit superior visual pitch-tracking

skills (Fadde 2009; Paull and Glencross 1997), while in aviation, experienced pilots

make better judgments about weather conditions than do novice pilots (National

Transportation Safety Board 2005). A respectable generalization has emerged from

this work: according to the ‘‘10,000 hour rule,’’ development of expertise requires

10,000 hours, or about 10 years, of deliberate practice (Ericsson 2008, 2009;

Ericsson et al. 1993). The rule is widely applicable: it has been shown to work for

novelists, musicians, soldiers, musicians, typists, doctors, hockey players, and even

burglars (Ericsson 2008, 2009).
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Nevertheless, the record on expertise remains mixed. For example, physicians

don’t always get better at diagnosing heart sounds as a result of years in practice; on

the contrary, their performance can decrease gradually with the accumulation of

experience (Choudhry et al. 2005; Ericsson et al. 2007, cf. Ericsson 2008). Recently,

Tetlock (2009, p. 20) returned to the pessimistic tone of early studies, reporting that

when expert economic predictions are pitted against ‘‘minimalist performance

benchmarks—dilettantes, dart-throwing chimps, and assorted extrapolation algo-

rithms—we find few signs that expertise translates into greater ability to make either

‘well-calibrated’ or ‘discriminating’ forecasts.’’ Still, there must be something to the

notion of expertise. There’s good reason to take your car to a mechanic and your

teeth to the dentist, rather than reverse, and there’s little question that in many

domains experts get it right when non-experts couldn’t. Our question, however, is

whether this good news is good news for virtue epistemology. The answer, we think,

is ‘‘not obviously.’’

Appeals to expertise recall a familiar response to the situationist critique of virtue

ethics, to the effect that virtue is rare (e.g., Kupperman 2001, pp. 242–243). On this

response, the empirical evidence does not show that virtue is impossible, only that it

is not easily attained, and if one expects virtue to be rare, this result is untroubling.

We won’t opine on what good this response does virtue ethics,12 but we’re not sure

it does much good for virtue epistemology. Suppose epistemic virtue, whether

construed as expertise or something else, is rare. Then knowledge, according to

virtue epistemology, will also be rare. This implication will not quite be skepticism,

since there will be some knowledge, possessed by those fortunate, talented, and

diligent enough to become experts. But it will be something closely approaching

skepticism, since there will be a lot less knowledge than the non-skeptic supposed.

Classical philosophical skepticisms typically concern knowledge of the ‘‘external

world,’’ and the disquieting thought that ordinary people lack knowledge of ‘‘middle-

sized dry goods’’—the sort of knowledge that ordinary people do seem to possess. It is

hard to see how establishing the existence of expertise provides purchase here. The

chess master knows chess, but does she know whether she’s a brain in a vat? The pilot

knows how to fly, but does he know whether he’s flying through a Matrix? Indeed, the

existence of experts is quite compatible with external world skepticism: the brain in

one vat might reliably checkmate the brain in another, and even in the Matrix, we

might want to entrust our lives to this pilot rather than that pilot.

One could contend that there are experts regards middle-sized dry goods: the

uncounted millions who have logged ten thousand or more hours with them. There

then turn out to be lots of experts, and figuring 8,760 hours a year, expertise comes

on line rather early in life. This result exhibits a reassuring conformity with common

sense: many pretheoretically unproblematic candidates for knowledge are in fact

knowledge. Yet in another sense, it flouts philosophical common sense, for the

skeptical problem is negated with a flick of the wrist, merely by asserting, in effect,

that ‘‘everybody’s an expert.’’ Are we really to suppose that proponents of

skepticism simply fail to notice that experience confers plenty of knowledge?

12 For a virtue ethicist’s reservations regarding this expedient, see Annas (2011, p. 173).
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Of course, there are those who have asserted epistemological quietisms in this

vicinity; Moore’s (1962) brilliance with his pencil comes to mind. Quietisms are not

without appeal, if one can stomach a bit of question begging (as one has to do in

swallowing most any philosophical position). But notice: in the ‘‘everybody’s an

expert’’ response to skepticism, the appeal to expertise is not doing much work,

since ordinary experience of the world is sufficient to secure knowledge. One might

try developing a more empirically detailed account of how ‘‘experiential expertise’’

comes to be possessed by us ordinary people, but it’s unclear how this account is to

be drawn from the existing empirical literature on experts, with its emphasis on the

cultivation of particular practical skills.13

6

It’s not over yet; the literature on expertise may contain further resources for the

virtue epistemologist. An important feature of the 10,000-hour rule is that it

presupposes a high degree of domain specificity; one of the most enduring findings

on expertise is that people rarely, if ever, achieve elite status in more than one area

(Ericsson and Lehmann 1996; cf. Slatter 1987; Mayer 1983). For example, Chiesi

et al. (1979) found that baseball experts were better than novices at recognizing,

remembering, and making inferences from new baseball related material, but this

superiority obtained only for baseball related material. Likewise, Chase and Simon

(1973) found that chess masters perform poorly when asked to recall random

configurations of pieces; their memory of positions is superior only for configu-

rations one might encounter in actual, sophisticated games.

While one might take this as more evidence for the depressing limitations of

expertise, it’s possible to draw a more uplifting conclusion, one applicable to expert

and non-expert cognition alike: cognitive capacities are reliable in specified

domains.14 That cognitive systems are prone to error in non-standard conditions is

unremarkable; it would be a mistake to complain because vision works better in

brightly lit laboratories than it does in pitch-dark caves. Accordingly, a virtue-

epistemic criterion for knowledge may specify condition of environment as well as

condition of agent. Greco (2000a, pp. 208–220) argues that the classic skeptical

scenarios lose force when epistemology takes seriously the thought that epistemic

virtues operate well in some environments but not in others; knowledge comes from

the exercise of virtues in standard conditions, which don’t involve envatted brains or

mean-spirited demons. Plantinga (1986, pp. 11–13) adopts a similar strategy in

arguing that virtue epistemology can accommodate Gettier cases: justified true

beliefs in Gettier scenarios are arrived at via the exercise of epistemic virtue, but in

an environment inimical to the proper functioning of that virtue; as such, they are

13 One such proposal is due to Bishop and Trout (2005), who argue that epistemological experts and non-

experts alike would do well to take into account lessons derived from ameliorative psychology.
14 The specification may have to be very specific: in medicine, for example, the diagnostic acuity of

clinicians may vary with experience of the particular patient in question (Ericsson 2004).
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only true ‘‘by accident’’ and don’t count as pieces of knowledge.15 What makes a

cognitive capacity an epistemic virtue, on such approaches, is that the capacity

reliably generates true beliefs in the relevant domain, given the relevant

circumstances. It may therefore be argued that the empirical work does not raise

awkward questions about reliability, because the variability in question is observed

in non-standard laboratory contexts that are not relevant to the attribution of

epistemic virtues.

But what’s non-standard about a hallway or a fast talker? There’s plenty of the

first, and too many of the second. Assessing the skeptical challenge requires

determining whether the trouble about reliability is limited to non-standard

conditions, or extends to standard cases, but what counts as standard, and what not,

will in many cases be debatable. Exhaustively canvassing debatable cases would

make Sisyphean labor, but we can begin to appreciate the difficulty of precisifying

‘‘standard conditions’’ with a limited survey. Consider some findings on vision:

• People are better at recognizing objects presented in the upper visual field

than objects presented in the lower visual field (Chambers et al. 1999; cf.

Previc 1990, 1998).

• Words are recognized more quickly and accurately when presented in the

upper right quadrant of the visual field rather than in the lower-right

quadrant, or anywhere in the left hemifield (Goldstein and Babkoff 2001).

• Semantic descriptions of spatial relations are more effectively processed

when presented in the upper right quadrant of the visual field, whereas

processing of spatial information presented in metric or ‘‘coordinate’’

terms are more effectively processed when presented in the lower left

quadrant of the visual field (Christman and Niebauer 1997).

Suppose we allow that ‘‘standard conditions’’ legitimately excludes canonical

epistemic trouble spots like Fake Barn Country and Gettier’s Parking Lot. Should

some regions of the visual field be similarly subject to exclusion? The fact that an

object or relation is presented in one region of the visual field rather than another is

not obviously supposed to constitute non-standard conditions, and we rather doubt

‘‘good vision’’ is perspicuously glossed at ‘‘good vision for spatial relations

presented in the right side of the upper visual field.’’

Here emerges the dilemma we noted at the outset. The virtue epistemologist

faces a decision: specify domains broadly, or specify domains narrowly. A broad

specification counts a large and diverse range of circumstances as relevant to the

functioning of a given epistemic virtue, while a narrow specification is restricted to

a smaller, more uniform range.16 The broad horn appears to enjoy greater normative

15 Plantinga is often found in the company of virtue epistemologists (e.g., Greco 2000a, p. 179, n. 20,

p. 251) although he doesn’t favor referring to himself this way (Plantinga 1993).
16 Axtell (2010a) observes that the difficulty bears a structural similarity to the ‘‘generality problem’’ for

reliabilism, while Alfano (2011) suggests that his version of the situationist challenge to reliabilist virtue

epistemology just is a version of the generality problem. While we are sympathetic to the observation that

the search for virtues and the search for reliable belief forming process types may be partly coextensive,

we deny that this obviates the situationist challenge for virtue reliabilism. The question of whether a
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appeal. It has room for familiar epistemic virtues like good memory and good

vision, which are associated with pervasive epistemic excellence: the person with a

good memory is naturally supposed to remember when remembering is needed, and

not just when circumstances are conducive to doing so. However, there’s trouble on

the empirical side, for the attribution of broadly specified virtues is compromised by

evidence of cognitive unreliability.

For the narrow horn, conditions are reversed. Highly domain specific virtues fare

better regards the empirical threat, since their attribution is compatible with

considerable cross-situational unreliability, but there’s something disappointing

about the contemplated decomposition of virtue. Talk of virtues compels at least in

part because virtue—be it epistemic or moral—promises progress on unusual

problems, in difficult conditions. The exercise of virtue in congenial circumstances

is not the stuff of epics: it’s hard to make an Odyssey of a trip to the mall. If the

empirical threat is ameliorated by indexing to very narrow domains, the resultant

conception of virtue seems normatively slight.

In the case of moral virtue, it’s tempting to withhold the title of honesty from

someone who is only honest in particular circumstances, or with particular people:

the politician who is honest about his contempt for the other party but not with his

long suffering spouse does not obviously possess the virtue of honesty, and the

narrower trait, ‘‘honest with regard to divisive political rhetoric’’ may seem a poor

candidate for a moral virtue. You might have similar instincts with regard to

intellectual virtues. One isn’t clever by dint of solving the easy puzzles, and even

difficult achievements may seem a little uninspiring, if they’re limited to a narrow

domain. Someone who is diligent in completing cryptic crossword puzzles but not

in citing the sources of her ideas is not an obvious candidate for epistemic

conscientiousness, and the narrower capacity ‘‘conscientiousness in cryptic

crossword puzzle completion’’ may seem a poor candidate for inclusion in one’s

catalogue of epistemic virtues.

There are legitimate questions as to whether this conviction is widely shared—

and whether it should be widely shared. Regards the moral virtues, Adams (2006,

p. 130) observes:

…we should expect that much learning to be virtuous will come in situational

or domain-specific modules, as we learn to understand and appreciate relevant

considerations only after some exposure to relevant situations. What reason is

there to think that such modules could not be virtues? Will it be claimed that

Footnote 16 continued

belief forming process is reliable is relevant to establishing whether or not that process counts as a virtue,

but it is not the only thing that is relevant: the question of whether some process counts as an epistemic

virtue is not decided, for the responsibilist or the reliabilist, on grounds of reliability alone. To repeat: our

argument takes the form of a dilemma. If the virtues are specified broadly, they are undermined by

considerations of empirical adequacy. If, alternatively, they are specified narrowly, they are undermined

by considerations of normative adequacy. This is distinct from the claim that the ‘‘breadth’’ of virtue-

relevant processes cannot be perspicuously specified.
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their narrowness of scope keeps them from being important enough? That can

hardly be right as a general rule, though it may be true in some cases. I don’t

think it is in general right to deny that excellences can come in small

packages….

Nevertheless, Adams (2006, p. 181) thinks domain-specificity has limits; for him,

attributing a highly domain-specific virtue, like ‘‘sailing-in-rough-weather-with

one’s-friends courage’’ would be ‘‘ridiculous’’ if ‘‘it describes the only form of

courage a person possesses.’’ Perhaps the concern is that if an attribute is highly

specific, there would be reason to doubt that it could really manifest the evaluative

commitments appropriate to the relevant virtue: is it the characteristic aims of

courage she cares about, if she’s only stouthearted while sailing in good company

and bad weather?

We expect that responsibilists will want to embrace the broad horn (or at least a

horn that tends more to broad than narrow): slender virtues like ‘‘sailing-in-rough-

weather-with one’s-friends courage’’ are certainly not prominent in their writing,

and their discussions seem typically to invoke domain-general understandings of

virtue. Less speculatively, it appears that some virtue epistemologists embrace a

very broad horn: they maintain the inseparability or unity of the virtues (Zagzebski

1996, 2001). Inseparability theorists maintain that individual virtues are never found

in isolation (to have one virtue entails having them all), while unity theorists insist

that the apparently distinct virtues are actually manifestations of a single

overarching capacity. In both cases, the functioning of the virtuous person is

expected to be evaluatively uniform: in all domains, it conforms to the standards of

virtue. One doesn’t require a review of empirical research to balk at this: little

experience of the academy is required to recognize that being smart does not

preclude being nasty. Moreover, conflict may arise within the class of epistemic

virtues: For example, perseverance in developing a research program might conflict

with open mindedness in considering a promising change of direction.

In contrast, reliabilists may happily embrace the narrow horn, and allow

considerable domain specificity; as Sosa (2009b, p. 281) observes, it ‘‘seems

incumbent on virtue theory to grant that the experiments do raise legitimate doubt as

to how global and robust is human practical wisdom.’’ For reliabilists, if vision

reliably leads to true beliefs about certain sorts of objects or propositions in

particular sectors of the visual field, it may be virtue enough. This may look a little

thin, but it need not concern reliabilists; their conceptions of epistemic virtue

typically do not emphasize normative associations with the traditional virtues of

virtue ethics. Accordingly, ‘‘agent reliabilism’’ (Greco 2000a, Chap. 7) may be a

more accurate—if less uplifting—moniker for reliabilist virtue epistemologies than

‘‘virtue epistemology.’’

One way of diagnosing the unease one may feel with reliabilism here is to note

that knowledge is an achievement: ‘‘Just as actions that result from virtues yield

credit for the actor, beliefs resulting from faculties that count as virtues generate

credit for the believer’’ (Kvanvig 2003, p. 81; cf. Greco 2010, pp. 99–101). As Code

(1984, p. 46) argues, responsibilism may be in better position than reliabilism to

make sense of this: good vision isn’t due the same sort of praise as
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conscientiousness, and blindness isn’t due condemnation, but laziness is. To put the

point another way, it seems a little odd to admire someone for her good vision

(though it’s understandable to envy her), while admiration is just what the diligent

and appropriately motivated deserve. We’re back to one of the questions with which

we began—how much ethics does one want in one’s epistemology?—and we won’t

presume to advise the combatants here. We simply note that different answers

situate respondents differently regards our dilemma: if reliabilism relinquishes

responsibilism’s distinctive normative appeal, it thereby more readily accommo-

dates empirical concerns about reliability.

On our view, both approaches to the dilemma carry costs. Specify domains

broadly, as the responsibilist may prefer, and achieve normative security while

incurring empirical risk; specify domains narrowly, as the reliabilist may prefer, and

achieve empirical security while incurring normative risk. In short, normative

appeal may come at the expense of empirical viability, and vice versa. Of course, it

may be possible to achieve an attractive balance of the opposing desiderata, perhaps

by developing some version of a mixed theory. Assessing the prospects for

particular admixtures requires more detailed discussion than we can undertake here;

we will be content if we have established that the tension is something virtue

epistemologists must address.

7

Before closing, we’ll consider a final empirically instigated tension afflicting virtue

epistemology, one based on observations of cognitive diversity. Prominent writers

on ethical virtue such as MacIntyre (1984), Williams (1985), and Adams (2006),

have argued that virtue is realized, if at all, in relation to a cultural context: if one

lives in civil society, civility is a virtue, but if one lives in a rougher climes, the

virtues will be rougher stuff. This variation emerges not only in encounters with

what used to be called ‘‘exotic,’’ non-Western peoples, but also within the Western

tradition. Here is the German poet Thomasin von Zerclaere, writing on ‘‘courtly

virtues’’ of the Middle Ages:

Nothing suits a man worse than boasting, but boasting suits a woman even worse

than a man. To those who want to know whether a woman should tell her husband

who is paying court to her—she should rather be quiet. Her boasting and her

sinfulness would cause her husband much grief and she would raise suspicion

toward herself. She would then also lose the man who had wanted to pay love’s

service to her (translation in Starkey 2002, pp. 126–127).

For von Zerclaere, boasting is bad but cheating is not. Indeed, part of what’s bad

about boasting is that it limits one’s opportunities for cheating. Not the sort of thing

one expects to find celebrated in American popular writings like The Book of the

Virtues and A Call to Character: apparently virtue, like politics, is local.

In ethics, cultural variability helps fuel ‘‘the argument from disagreement,’’

which takes evaluative diversity as evidence for moral irrealism or skepticism

(Mackie 1977; Tolhurst 1987; Loeb 1998; Doris and Stich 2005; Doris and Plakias
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2007),17 and similar trouble might be made in epistemology. Cultures not only

exhibit a dizzying variety of beliefs, they pursue a befuddling array of practices for

forming and evaluating these beliefs, which makes it difficult to see how, and from

what perspective, one might rationally choose between them (Stich 1988,

pp. 107–109; cf. Stich 2009, pp. 228–236).18 Once one realizes that the epistemic

projects of Western Philosophy are peculiarities in the context of the world’s

cultures, one may, if one is not an unrepentant epistemic imperialist, begin to

entertain skeptical doubts.19

Virtue epistemologists, of course, are aware of cultural diversity, but they needn’t

treat diversity as an invitation to skepticism. Instead, they may argue that epistemic

diversity demands non-traditional approaches in epistemology, approaches that

eschew traditional accounts of knowledge and justification. For Code (1984, 1987)

culturally-situated narratives are essential to any viable account of intellectual

virtue, meaning we should not expect simple or universally applicable accounts of

knowledge or justification. Similarly, Kvanvig (1992) emphasizes the importance of

epistemic communities in the production of knowledge, and defends a social and

genetic epistemology focused on cognitive development within particular social

contexts. On such views, cultural diversity invites not skepticism, but relativism: if

what counts as knowledge—for the virtue epistemologist, beliefs resulting from the

exercise of epistemic virtues—is culturally variable, then knowledge is itself

culturally variable: the shaman might be quite ignorant if transported from his

ancestral home to a modern surgery, and the surgeon might fare no better if the

situation were reversed, but both might successfully exercise epistemic virtue in

their customary environments.

This ‘‘going relative’’ may be thought to ameliorate skeptical doubts intimated by

cognitive diversity. If the virtue epistemologist claims, as she is likely to do, that

epistemic virtue effects knowledge in standard conditions, there is nothing to

prevent her from treating culture as part of these conditions, which secures the

possibility of knowledge even in the face of substantial cultural variation.

To specify standard conditions, it now turns out, one must specify a culture or an

epistemic community. One might attempt to specify communities broadly, to

include a large group, such as ‘‘American Culture,’’ or ‘‘Western European

Culture.’’ But such cultures are likely far too heterogeneous to count as unified en

suite: the fundamentalist cat show judge and the atheist professor of colonial

literature have radically different beliefs, and radically different standards for

forming and evaluating beliefs. Broadly specified cultural groups will be comprised

not of a single epistemic community, but of many, often radically diverse, epistemic

17 According to Rachels (2003, p. 120), the fact that ‘‘different cultures have different moral codes’’ is

the main consideration that has ‘‘persuaded people to be skeptical about ethics.’’
18 See the experimental philosophy indicating that philosophically standard responses to classic

epistemological thought experiments are cultural artifacts (Nichols et al. 2003; Weinberg et al. 2001).
19 Such contentions, whether motivated by experimental philosophy or cultural anthropology, have been

vigorously disputed (Sosa 2009a), but the present discussion doesn’t require adjudicating the general

dispute.
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communities. It is hard to see where, in such a sundry milieu, one might find the

materials for a unified account of epistemic virtue.

One might instead specify epistemic communities narrowly, to include only

highly homogeneous groups. These groups should not, typically, be troubled by

radical cognitive diversity, so they may readily be counted as epistemic

communities. But just how narrowly should these communities be specified? Is

New Brunswick an epistemic community, or does it subdivide into High SES and

Low SES communities, each of which has very different notions of epistemic

virtue? Might New Brunswick be sundered by divisions within divisions, such as

between High SES cognitive scientists and High SES analytic metaphysicians? At

the limit, shrinking communities might eventuate in epistemic communities of one,

each populated with an individual possessed of her own idiosyncratic beliefs and

standards—beliefs and standards that may conflict with the beliefs and standards of

the surrounding singleton communities.

Open minded relativists might claim to be untroubled by the spectre of epistemic

solipsism, since they may be content to let a thousand—or even 6 billion or so—

flowers bloom. Of course, this is not quite how epistemic practice standardly works:

the global scientific community is accorded greater authority than communities of

flat-earthers, conspiracy theorists, and other nutters that proliferate the blogosphere

(Boghossian 2006, pp. 4–5). This is not merely name-calling. Claims to knowledge

are traditionally awarded a normative status, and doubly so: knowledge is valued,

and it commands deference over mere opinion (Kvanvig 2003). But if epistemic

communities are individuated narrowly, then knowledge looks to be highly

parochial, and its normative standing downsized.

One does not see much in the way of ascriptions like ‘‘the intellectual virtues

befitting a high SES white male cognitive scientist at University X’’ in the virtue

epistemology literature. The problem is not just that such attributions are somewhat

uninspiring, although they certainly are. It’s that virtues so specified appear to lack

the reliability associated with paradigmatic epistemic virtues. For even those who

lead relatively cloistered lives, like academics, seem frequently to cross the

boundaries of epistemic communities. This is exactly what is to be expected, if it is

true that many contemporary cultures contain multiple and diverse epistemic

communities. But if epistemic virtues are ‘‘indexed’’ to particular epistemic

communities, they will not travel widely: epistemic virtue and, by implication,

knowledge, will have become a fragile affair. Is the cognitive scientist shorn of his

virtues if he pays a visit to the metaphysics side of the hall in his own department?

And does the metaphysician suffer the same ignominious fate, if she pays a return

visit? One might bite the bullet here, but in doing so, one may have to deny

epistemic claims such as that knowledge carries authority and commands deference

(Kvanvig 2003) and that knowledge is relatively stable (Williamson 2000,

pp. 78–80). The virtue epistemologist, in particular, may have to rethink her

insistence that virtue is reliable.

Addressing the problem of cognitive diversity, then, may entail onerous costs for

virtue epistemology. This argument is not a general argument to the effect that

relativism entails skepticism; as philosophers with relativist leanings have been at pains

to point out, relativism is not a skeptical view (Harman in preparation; Prinz 2009;
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Sirpada and Stich 2006; Weinberg et al. 2001). Rather, our contention is that given the

empirical facts of cognitive diversity, epistemic communities, if they are to be

sufficiently homogeneous, must be specified narrowly. But these narrowly specified

communities will be highly local—small, and often quite idiosyncratic, groups. And if

that is the case, the attendant ‘‘local virtues’’ may lack important attributes associated

with virtue, and the associated ‘‘local knowledge’’ may lack important attributes

associated with knowledge. This ‘‘breadth problem’’ is loosely analogous to issues we

raised earlier, about the specification of cognitive capacities. But now the difficulty

concerns specifying not capacities, but communities; one interesting implication is that

virtue theoretic approaches in epistemology, if they are to be empirically viable, may

not be well characterized in terms of a distinctively ‘‘agent-centered’’ direction of

analysis (cf. Zagzebski 1998, p. 617; Greco 2004, Introduction).

It may appear that reliabilism fares better than responsibilism on this score. That

ethical norms vary wildly from culture to culture is hardly news. But these norms

tend to have objects of considerable cultural elaboration, such as sexual, dietary, and

funeral practice (and dietary-funeral practice!). Thus, they intermingle elements that

are both elaborately descriptive and heavily evaluative; they are, as it’s sometimes

said, ‘‘thick’’ (Geertz 1983/1974; Williams 1985). On reliabilism, paradigmatic

epistemic virtues are basic capacities such as memory and vision, and these seem to

be explicable much more ‘‘thinly’’ than such attributes as conscientiousness,

courage and open-mindedness. It therefore seems plausible that the exercise of such

capacities, and the conceptions of excellence applied to that exercise, admit of tamer

cultural variation than do thicker responsibilist virtues: one naturally supposes that

acute distance vision comes to much the same thing in Beijing as it does in Boise. If

so, it may be that reliabilist epistemic virtues travel more widely than responsibilist

ones, and fare better in crossing cultural boundaries. To put it another way, the

epistemic communities associated with vision and memory may be larger than those

associated with epistemic courage and responsibility.

However, recent cultural psychology indicates that different populations differ

systematically in patterns of attention, memory, and perception, just the sort of

materials with which reliabilists construct their thinner conceptions of epistemic

virtue20:

• East Asians may be more sensitive to ‘‘field’’ changes in object-

perception; for example, Japanese participants have been found to be less

accurate than Americans re-identifying previously presented animals when

the background of the original presentation was changed (Nisbett et al.

2001; cf. Nisbett 2003).

• Asians and Asian Americans are less able to access episodic (‘‘moment’’)

memories than their Western counterparts (Wang 2001, 2009; MacDonald

et al. 2000; Mullen 1994; Wang and Conway 2004; Wang et al. 2004;

Wang and Ross 2005).

20 We should emphasize that we are pointing to differences sourced in culture and experience, not ‘‘racial

differences.’’
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• Westerners are more susceptible than non-Westerners to geometric

illusions, such as Müller-Lyer: Westerners are more likely to see the

two equal lines as having different lengths (Segall et al. 1966; cf. Segall

et al. 1999; Deregowski 1989).

These studies suggest striking cultural differences in basic cognitive processing.

Moreover, there look to be cultural differences in metacognition: both Chinese

(Yates et al. 1997) and Mexicans (Lechuga and Weibe 2011) have been found to be

more prone to overconfidence effects than Americans.

It may therefore appear that cognitive diversity is no less a problem for the thin

reliabilisms than it is for thick responsibilisms. Though insofar as responsibilism is

distinctive in importing thick virtues such as conscientiousness and courage into

epistemology, and insofar as the cultural variation may be supposed to be more

pronounced for such notions, this might make for a distinctively acute version of the

diversity problem. On the other hand, responsibilists will be quick to point out that

by eschewing the thick evaluative notions associated with responsibilist virtues,

reliabilists have already paid a cost: the attributes they identify as epistemic virtues

lack the rich evaluative textures historically associated with virtue.

8

We have argued that virtue epistemologies are empirically committed, and

presuppose a range of claims about human cognition and psychology. One of these

claims, that epistemic virtue is reliable, falls prey to a critique analogous to

situationist critiques of virtue epistemology, which insists that human cognition is

surprisingly unreliable. This empirical difficulty engenders skeptical difficulty, if the

epistemic virtue required for knowledge is typically unobtainable. Virtue episte-

mology has resources for addressing this challenge, but exploiting these resources

forces tradeoffs between empirical adequacy and normative appeal, tradeoffs that the

two major variants of virtue epistemology, reliabilism and responsibilism, may

regard very differently. We will not presume to say which choices should be made,

but insist that choices must be made—choices that are likely to be difficult ones.
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