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abstract

Unlike animal knowledge, mature human knowledge is not a natural phenomenon.
This claim is defended by examining the concept of such knowledge and
showing that it is best analysed in deontic terms. To be knowledgeable is to possess
epistemic authority. Such authority is assessable in two dimensions. The rst is
contextually appropriate truth-reliability. The second is epistemic responsibility
in three senses of “responsibility”: accountability, due diligence and liability to
sanction. The fact that knowledge can be impugned by non-culpable unreliability
shows that, with respect to loss of authority, liability is strict. This entails that
mature human knowledge requires some degree of epistemic self-consciousness:
in particular, the conceptual capacities for critically examining one’s beliefs.
Arguments advanced by Kornblith for the claim that there is a vicious regress
involved in this requirement are shown to depend on under-described
examples. When the examples are eshed out, we see that the “critical reection”
requirement does not demand constant self-monitoring but only the capacity
to recognize and respond to appropriate epistemic queries. Recognizing that
the practice of justifying one’s beliefs conforms to a default and query structure
also dispels the illusion that insisting that epistemic subjects have some sense
of their own epistemic powers involves an unpalatable form of epistemic
circularity.

1. introduction

What’s so special about human knowledge? In a word, accountability. Only epistemic
subjects can possess knowledge; and to be an epistemic subject just is to be accountable
for what one believes, just as to be an agent is to be accountable for what one
does. But while simply stated, this answer is controversial and rich in implications.
Defending and explaining it will initially circle around two closely related questions.
What sort of thing (phenomenon, object of study) is knowledge? And how is this
thing, whatever it is, to be investigated? Later we will get to one of the central questions
raised by linking human knowledge with accountability: namely, to what extent
does human knowledge depend on critical reection? The answer will be that, while a
capacity for critical assessment is an essential characteristic of epistemic subjects, the
role of reection is much more circumscribed that some inuential philosophers have
supposed.
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2. examining knowledge

We readily ascribe knowledge to animals as well as to adult humans. This leads some phi-
losophers to think that there is no essential difference between knowledge-ascriptions in
the two cases. This conclusion is too hasty. Clearly, human knowledge is more extensive
and in various ways more sophisticated than animal knowledge (though animals can do
things we can’t). But is human knowledge, at bottom, more of the sort of knowledge
that animals have, or do the differences amount to a difference in kind? This could be
so, even if there is a generic concept of knowledge that applies both to animals and
human beings.

We can ask many kinds of questions about knowledge. We might be curious about
what is known about various matters at different times and places, and how that knowl-
edge was obtained: a matter for historians of science, amongst others. Alternatively, we
might want to investigate the capacities and processes that produce and sustain the indi-
vidual human being’s beliefs about the world around him, and how those processes some-
times lead a person astray: a matter for psychology or cognitive science. Looking beyond
the individual, we might study the workings of the social institutions that make possible
large-scale investigative projects of the kind we see in modern scientic research: a matter
for sociologists, or ethnomethodologists. These are all empirical questions about what
various people (or animals) know and how they know it.1 But there are also questions
about knowledge as such. How does knowledge differ from mere belief or opinion?
Does knowledge depend on justication, whatever that is? Is knowledge as such a suitable
object of theoretical investigation at all? My questions are of this kind. They concern the
nature of knowledge and so belong to the metaphysics of epistemology.2 It is not obvious
that such questions are straightforwardly empirical, even if empirical ndings are relevant
to them.

So much for the object of my investigation. Turning to my second, methodological
question, what is the most important thing to get clear about, if we are not to go astray
concerning the nature of knowledge? There seem to be three possibilities. One is knowl-
edge itself: the phenomenon of knowledge, we might say. But many philosophers think
that we should start farther back and look into the concept of knowledge. Some –

Austin for example – start by examining the word “know.” How we take these objects
of interest to relate to one another depends on what other philosophical views we hold.

The suggestion that we should focus on the phenomenon of knowledge, conceptual
questions being of minor importance, implies that knowledge is a natural phenomenon.
From this standpoint, understanding the nature of knowledge does not differ essentially
from understanding the nature and properties of any other natural kind: water, say. But
how could knowledge not be a natural phenomenon? The most signicant way concerns
the dependence of knowledge itself (mature human knowledge, remember) on possession

1 I don’t claim that empirical ndings are philosophically irrelevant. At a minimum, philosophers should
avoid embracing views that conict with well-established ndings from empirical studies. More than
that, philosophers can and often should learn from empirical studies. For example, Thomas Kuhn revo-
lutionized the philosophy of science by forcing philosophers to take seriously the extent to which scien-
tic inquiry is a co-operative undertaking (something that Bacon knew, but that Descartes seems not to
have cared about).

2 In my view, epistemology could hardly have existed without a central interest in skepticism. But I won’t
have much to say about skepticism here.
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of the concept of knowledge. Many social “phenomena” are like that. No one would be
offside if the concept of offside did not gure in the rules of football. So we had better
begin with the concept of knowledge. Is it more like water or more like offside?

With respect to concept and word, it seems obvious that there are concepts that one
could not have without the words to express them. Concepts that gure in the rules of
games are like that. But so are scientic concepts. The Newtonian concepts of gravitation,
mass and acceleration are grasped through understanding the dynamical laws in which
they gure. If the concept of knowledge (mature human knowledge) is like this, there
will not be much difference between examining the concept and examining the word.
As it happens, I don’t think that the concept of knowledge is exactly like this.
Nevertheless, the best way to get a grip on the concept of knowledge is to examine our
practices of claiming and attributing knowledge. To what extent these practices require
possession of explicit epistemic vocabulary is a further question.

3. a natural phenomenon?

The view that the proper object of epistemological investigation is knowledge itself has
been forcefully defended by Hilary Kornblith. Kornblith relates his view of knowledge
to his broader philosophical naturalism. He writes:

Much of the work in naturalistic epistemology has focused on methodological issues, arguing for
and exploiting the value of empirical work for an understanding of knowledge. But naturalism
involves, of course, not only a commitment to certain methodological views (according to
which proper method in epistemology and philosophy generally, is continuous with empirical sci-
ence); it involves a host of metaphysical commitments as well. For the naturalistic epistemologist,
knowledge is properly viewed as a natural phenomenon.3

Physicists are interested in concepts like that of electron only in the sense that they use such
concepts to understand the nature of matter. Concepts may need to be modied or
replaced. But conceptual innovation is part of replacing existing theories by better theor-
ies. In the natural sciences, concepts are never the object of investigation. Epistemologists
should take the same view. The concepts they need to understand knowledge will emerge
in the course of their inquiries. Kornblith concludes that, “for those who wish to under-
stand the nature of knowledge, there may be no reason at all to care about our concept of
knowledge.”4

Kornblith can’t mean that there is no reason to care about the concept of knowledge.
The very idea that knowledge is a natural phenomenon takes for granted a view of the
nature of knowledge that is more the result of reection on the concept of knowledge
than of scientic investigation. Like all naturalistic epistemologists, Kornblith is an
externalist-reliabilist. In the broadest terms, he equates knowledge with true belief pro-
duced and sustained by suitably reliable cognitive processes. So a more precise way of

3 Kornblith (2007: 145–64). In part, this essay responds to my discussion of Kornblith’s (2002). See
Williams (2004). Although I would not exactly repudiate the arguments I develop there, the present
essay aims to do better.

4 Kornblith (2011: 50). Cited below as WSC.
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stating his view is that the concept of knowledge is of little further interest, once the
basic conceptual question has been settled in favor of an austere version of reliabilism.
Given reliabilism, the interesting questions concern the processes on which knowledge
depends.

At this level of abstraction, and waiving questions about how human belief might differ
from animal representation, we can put human knowledge and animal knowledge in the
same box. But the question of specic differences remains on the table. Is austere reliabi-
lism a plausible account of mature human knowledge? If not, do its inadequacies com-
promise the view that such knowledge is a natural phenomenon? These conceptual
issues are far from settled.

4. ‘knowledge’ as a normative concept

If knowledge is a natural phenomenon, the concept of knowledge must be a natural-kind
concept. But it is far from obvious that the concept of knowledge should be thought of this
way.

Our current understanding of natural-kind concepts is pregured in Locke’s account of
our complex ideas of substances.5 As Locke points out, though our conception of a sub-
stance will involve observable characteristics, it will mostly involve the substance’s
“powers”: its dispositions to act or be acted on by other substances, or to respond to
changes in environmental conditions. Gold is soluble in aqua regia, malleable, fusible,
etc. In a more contemporary idiom, natural-kind concepts are law-cluster concepts. The
application of a natural-kind concept supports robustly counterfactual inferences: if this
lump of gold were placed in aqua regia, it would dissolve. The law-clusters that such con-
cepts involve are stable and empirically discovered. Our knowledge of them is indenitely
expandable. In this way, they are independent of us: given phenomena. But there is a fur-
ther element in the concept of a natural kind: the idea of some deeper property that is the
basis of that substance’s powers, and which therefore explains why such stable law
clusters are found. Locke calls this deeper property of a substance its “real essence,” it
contrasting with the observable properties that (initially) dene its concept. When
known, real essences provide theoretical principles of classication that can over-ride
observable similarities, as in the case of whales and sh.

Locke contrasts ideas of substances with what he calls ideas of mixed modes. Such
ideas or concepts determine what are, in a sense, conventional rather than natural
kinds. Locke’s prime examples are legal concepts, such as murder. Other examples can
be drawn from games or from economic activity: offside in (association) football, or
money. Such concepts contrast with natural-kind concepts across the board. The modality
involved in natural-kind concepts is alethic: physical (or more broadly natural) necessity:
what must, may or cannot happen. The modality involved in legal, game-related and eco-
nomic concepts is deontic: proprieties regarding what must, may or may not be done,
which can of course be violated. Murder is unlawful killing. To avoid being called offside,
a player must be positioned so that there are two opposing players between him and the
goal when the ball is kicked towards him, provided that he is not in his own team’s half

5 Locke (1975: Book II, Ch. Xxiii).

michael williams

252 episteme volume 12–2https://doi.org/10.1017/epi.2015.14 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/epi.2015.14


where there is no offside. Money is legal tender. (When informal, as with cigarettes in pris-
ons, money reects local community norms that are not ofcially recognized.)

Things like murder, offside and money have no real essence: they are what we say they
are. Since norms can be modied, we are responsible both to and for them. This does not
mean that such norms are arbitrary: the law relating to murder may be reformed for rea-
sons of policy or morality; the laws of football are intended to make for an interesting and
competitive game, given the normal range of human physical capacities. Without money, a
sophisticated market economy cannot exist. Institutions are adapted to natural conditions
and social ends. Finally, the existence of such institutional phenomena depends on their
being recognized, thus on those who participate in them possessing the relevant concepts.
Of course, crimes such as murder are open to empirical investigation and explanation: are
murder rates rising or declining, and if so why? Even so, murder is an institutional not a
natural phenomenon.

Let us focus on the sort of concepts that we nd in the law. Is the concept of knowledge
–mature human knowledge – a natural-kind concept, or is it more like a legal concept? I’d
say it’s more like a legal concept. The familiar idea that knowledge is justied true belief is
naturally understood in deontic terms. To be justied in believing that p is to be entitled
(in the light of epistemic standards) to use one’s commitment to p in inferences (theoretical
and practical), to inform others that p, and so on. Epistemic permissions are earned by
fullling epistemic obligations. None of this is true of the knowledge that we ascribe to
animals or small children. I think that this is why talk of animals’ having knowledge is
much more natural than talk of their having justied true beliefs, even though philoso-
phers often equate knowledge with justied true belief.

In arguing that the concept of knowledge is of no great interest, Kornblith turns a crit-
ical eye on Edward Craig’s “genealogical” account of the concept of knowledge. Instead
of trying to formulate necessary-and-sufcient conditions for knowing, Craig suggests we
begin by asking

what the concept of knowledge does for us, what its role in our life might be, and then ask what a
concept having that role would be like, what conditions would govern its application.6

Craig’s suggestion is that human beings, by virtue of their need to share information, need
to be able to identify reliable informants. This is the need to which the concept of knowl-
edge answers. In Craig’s words, “To put it briey and roughly, the concept of knowledge
is used to ag approved sources of information.”7 However, this is putting it very roughly.
As Craig goes on to argue, informants are not mere sources of information. They are
sources of a special kind. Informants tell us things and “there is a distinction between a
person’s telling me something and my being able to tell something from observation of
him.”8

As Kornblith notes, Craig motivates his strategy by invoking a number of contrasts:

that knowledge, unlike water, “is not a given phenomenon”; that knowledge, unlike water, is “a
concept which we create in answer to certain needs”; and that the concept of water is “determined

6 Craig (1990: 3). Cited below as KSN.
7 KSN, p. 11.
8 KSN, p. 35.
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by the nature of water itself”, while, presumably, the concept of knowledge is not determined by
knowledge itself.9

Kornblith is dubious about all this. As he says, the point at issue is whether the category of
“knowledge” owes its existence to human activity, as does the classication of tables into
coffee tables, dining room tables, and so on. This classication does not aim to cut nature
at the joints, but ows directly from the different uses that we nd for tables. But why
think that epistemic categories are like this? The point that knowledge plays an important
social role cuts no ice. Gold plays important social roles, but gold is a natural substance
for all that. Indeed gold’s ability to play these social roles is partially explained by its nat-
ural properties, such as its rarity and resistance to corrosion. Kornblith concludes that it is
not at all implausible “to think that knowledge, like gold, plays an important social role,
yet its ability to play this social role is explained by deeper features that it has . . . independ-
ently of the social role it plays.”10

This misses the point. The question at issue is not whether knowledge is like gold but
whether it is like murder or money; not whether knowledge plays a social role but whether
its existence depends on the social role it plays, whether it exists only in so far as its exist-
ence is recognized.

Kornblith thinks that knowledge is not in this way recognition- or concept-dependent.
Animals have knowledge, though few if any have the concept of knowledge. Their cap-
acity for knowledge features essentially in explanations of animal behavior offered by cog-
nitive ethology. In that eld, therefore, the concept of knowledge plays the explanatory
role that other natural-kind concepts play in other natural sciences. However, by
Kornblith’s own account, the conception of knowledge in play in cognitive ethology is
only that of reliably produced true belief. The question on the table is whether human
knowledge has special features that make it essentially different from the knowledge we
ascribe to animals, even though some notion of reliably produced true belief, though per-
haps not quite the same notion, may be important in both cases.

As Kornblith notes, the simple claim that the function of knowledge-attributions is to
keep track of approved sources of information gives only a very rough account of Craig’s
idea. Craig’s just-so story begins with a “state of nature,” in which the practice of identi-
fying and keeping track of good informants is closely tied to highly specic aims and situa-
tions. Those of us on the ground want to know whether a lion is approaching. Fred the
lookout, stationed up a tree, is better placed to settle the question. In this restricted con-
text, everyone knows what is at stake, how reliable the information needs to be, and who
is best placed to acquire and transmit it. But as social life becomes more complex, infor-
mation needs to be provided to recipients who are distant in time and space, whose inter-
ests in acquiring it will typically not be known. Standards for knowing must be suitable
for information that is widely disseminated. The concept of knowledge as we now have
it emerges from this process of “objectivisation”.11 Humans in the state of nature are
only proto-knowers with a concept of proto-knowledge.

These complications matter. Craig’s view of the relation between possessing the con-
cept of knowledge and possessing a word for “know” is not altogether clear, though he

9 WSC, pp. 43–4.
10 WSC, p. 45.
11 KSN, Section X.
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often writes as if keeping track of good informants involves labeling them. However, in
the highly constrained situations typical of information-exchange in the state of nature,
identifying and keeping track could be a matter of know-how, with the consequence
that explicit epistemic vocabulary would be neither necessary nor of much functional sign-
icance. Accordingly, if we focus solely on the primitive concept operative in the state of
nature, as in effect Kornblith does, we might easily form the impression that there is no
great distance between mature human knowledge and animal knowledge. But whether
the concept of knowledge that emerges through objectivization would give the same
impression is another matter entirely. Kornblith adds considerable plausibility to his criti-
cisms of Craig by focusing on Craig’s entry-point idea of tracking approved information
sources, ignoring its subsequent development.

Finally and most importantly, Kornblith offers an unduly unsympathetic account of
Craig’s methodology. Though Craig himself does not articulate his meta-theoretical
framework, his “function rst” approach to the concept of knowledge is essentially prag-
matic and expressivist. The way that Craig recommends approaching the concept of
knowledge has already yielded dividends in accounts of other concepts – normative,
semantic and modal – that have often been thought to be metaphysically problematic
from a naturalistic standpoint. The sense of puzzlement comes from thinking of the
semantics of such vocabularies in referential terms. Taking this approach, we will ask
what features of the world such concepts refer to? Some kind of reductive naturalization
will then seem to be required, if we are to avoid populating the world with properties that
science does not recognize. (In epistemology, one of the attractions of austere reliabilism is
that it responds to a related concern.) But from an expressivist standpoint, such worries
are misplaced. Natural-kind concepts earn their living in the dimension of description
and explanation. Normative, semantic and modal concepts are in a different line of
work. Even if Craig gets ahead of himself by announcing at the outset that knowledge
is not a given phenomenon, his strategy has the potential to vindicate this claim.

5. expressive and descriptive

The idea that freestanding claims to or attributions of knowledge have a distinctive
expressive-performative function is not new. Austin remarks that saying “I know” resem-
bles saying “I promise.”12 In making an explicit knowledge-claim, I invite you to take my
word for something. Ayer makes a similar suggestion: in saying “I know . . .,” I “vouch for
the truth” of what I say.13 If I lack the right to be sure, I am not entitled to invite you to
take my word. So to invite you to take my word is implicitly to claim the right to be sure.
No doubt in claiming a right, I also undertake the obligation to vindicate my claim, should
the need arise. Craig is very much in this tradition, but with a complementary emphasis on
third-person knowledge-attribution rather than rst-person knowledge-claims. In claim-
ing knowledge I invite your approval; in attributing knowledge I give you mine.

Austin sometimes seems to suggest that epistemic vocabulary is expressive or performa-
tive rather than descriptive. This is a temptation to avoid. Statements about who knows

12 Austin (1961: 65f).
13 Ayer (1956: 16). Ayer also understands knowledge in explicitly deontic terms. To know is to have a

true belief with respect to which one has “the right to be sure” (p. 35).
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what occur as the antecedents of conditionals. The occurrence of “Tom knows” in “If
Tom knows, he’ll tell everyone” ascribes nothing to Tom. Knowledge-talk must have
conceptual content as well as an expressive-function. The way forward is to see how
the functional characteristics and signicance of a certain vocabulary-item – expressive-
performative function certainly, but perhaps also the utility of having a vocabulary-item
with that function – constrains its conceptual content, understood as determined by its
inferential engagements and epistemic character. So understood, conceptual content will
enable pragmatic signicance. The constraining and enabling relations are reciprocal.

By way of illustration, consider deationary accounts of truth. Such accounts show
how the truth-predicate’s disquotational property – in effect, a rule licensing the inference
from p to ‘p is true’ and vice-versa – underwrite truth-talk’s function as a generalizing
device. In this way, the function of truth-talk is revealed as essentially expressive, allowing
us to express commitment to propositions that we cannot simply list: “Trust John: every-
thing he tells you will be true.”

Expressivist accounts of alethic modals proceed along the same lines. According to
Ryle, to represent a conditional as necessary is to issue a “season inference-ticket.”
Sellars takes a similar view.14 The expressive function of modal operators is enabled by
their material-inferential characteristics. Thus “Necessarily, if p then q” entails
“Not possibly p and not-q”: a license, ceteris paribus, to infer q from p just is a license
to ignore certain (apparent) possibilities. Or since season inference-tickets are always
available for use, whether or not used, alethic modals support subjunctive conditionals.15

Different avors of alethic modality may share common logical features but still be distin-
guished by their epistemic characters. Where mathematical necessities are established by
proof, physical necessities are subject to revision in the light of empirical evidence.
These would be different avors of necessity even if both conformed to S5.

Craig’s rather original proposal is to treat the concept of knowledge in a similar fash-
ion. There is no reason to dismiss his approach out of hand.

6. epistemic authority

Whereas Craig’s approach to explicating the concept of knowledge takes the form of a
just-so story, Robert Brandom offers a suggestion along Craig’s lines, but without the
genealogical trappings and with a more pronounced deontic avor. Thus:

In taking someone to be a knower, one attributes a commitment, attributes entitlement to that com-
mitment, and acknowledges commitment to that same content oneself . . . These correspond . . .

to taking to believe, taking to be justied in that belief, and taking the belief to be true.”16

In this pragmatic recasting of the justied-true-belief analysis, knowledge emerges as a
“complex, hybrid deontic status.” The attributor acknowledges commitment on the

14 Ryle (2009: Ch. 17). Sellars (1958: 225–308. See especially section IV, p. 285f).
15 Sellars (2007: 1–27) describes modal talk as a “transposed language of norms.” For Sellars account of

modality, see p. 20f. Quotation p. 21.
16 Brandom (1994: 201f).
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claimant’s authority.17 But although Brandom dispenses with Craig’s ctional genealogy,
he too faces questions that arose for Craig, namely, the functional signicance of explicit
epistemic vocabulary, and how possession of such vocabulary affects epistemic concepts
(if it does). There seems no reason why a practice of epistemic deference – taking someone
to be a knower – should depend essentially on having the ability to talk about knowledge.
Now it is plausible that assertion itself is governed by epistemic norms; and in this spirit
Brandom holds that assertion is essentially connected with the willingness to justify one’s
implied entitlements by reasons.18 But this doesn’t change anything: a practice of reason-
giving can exist without the ability to talk about reasons. I warn you that a lion is
approaching; you give me a quizzical look: I point to Fred who is signaling from his tree-
top post. As Kornblith says, sensitivity to reasons does not require the ability to talk about
reasons. Similar consideration apply to the so-called “Knowledge Rule,” according to
which one should only assert things that one knows to be so. Such a rule could be
respected in practice even by speakers without the vocabulary to formulate it. Indeed,
in the simple situations encountered in Craig’s state of nature, Brandom’s rule and the
Knowledge Rule would be hard to tell apart.

Let us turn, then, to a direct examination of epistemic authority. Brandom treats
knowledge as a hybrid, involving elements of both commitment and entitlement. But I
want to claim that entitlement, when it reects epistemic authority amounting to knowl-
edge, is a different kind of hybrid in that it is appraised in two dimensions: truth-reliability
and epistemic responsibility. Authority is compromised by a shortcoming in either.

Some preliminary words about reliability. The rationale for this requirement is straight-
forward. As Craig notes, when we are seeking information we cannot readily obtain for
ourselves, our knowledge of a potential informant’s situation will often be incomplete.
We therefore want an informant who can be counted on to provide correct information
across a range of possible situations. In Craig’s example, Fred is up a tree and I am on
the ground, putting Fred in a better position than I am to settle the question of whether
a lion is approaching. To receive a timely warning, I need an informant with the capacity
and opportunity to spot lions more reliably than I can.19 But as we have noted, at least in
primitive cases of assertion and communication, the reliability constraint could be
observed by people without epistemic vocabulary and thus without any sophisticated cap-
acity for self-conscious reection on the constraint governing the practice of epistemic def-
erence. Human knowledge may be different from animal knowledge, but so far it doesn’t
look that different.

The distinctive character of mature human knowledge only emerges clearly with an
examination of the idea of epistemic responsibility, or rather ideas of epistemic responsi-
bility, for epistemic authority involves epistemic responsibility in three senses of
“responsibility.”

The rst and most fundamental sense is what I claimed at the outset to be the feature of
human knowledge that makes it special: accountability. To be an epistemic subject just is
to be accountable (responsible) for what one believes, in the way that to be a responsible

17 In speaking of “authority,” Brandom follows Sellars. I will also follow Sellars’s lead. “Epistemic
authority” is more obviously term of art than “justication”. In my view, the latter has become a semi-
technical term, though with no agreed meaning.

18 Brandom (1983: 637–50).
19 KSN, Section III.
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agent is to be accountable for what one does. This involves being accountable to ourselves
and others. In the case of animals and small children, we appraise their performances, but
we do not hold them to account, either for what they believe or what they do. In the case
of small children, we begin at quite an early age to treat them as if they were subjects and
agents, as part of the process of acculturation that will eventually make them such: they
are not responsible for what they think or do. But we cut them (or ought to cut them)
a good deal of slack. We hesitate to apply to animals or very small children the deontic
notions we apply to human adults. If the dog continues to sit at the base of the tree, having
failed to notice that the squirrel has escaped on to the roof, we can say that the dog is mak-
ing a mistake. But it would be odd to ask whether or not the dog is entitled to think that
the squirrel is still around. It is not clear what would count as an answer.

Do animals hold each other accountable? In some social animals there is behavior that
can be described as a primitive form of sanctioning.20 But the kind of accountability that
goes with being an epistemic subject (remember again that we are talking about mature
human knowledge) is importantly different. According to the norm of accountability gov-
erning mature human knowledge, human beings cannot properly be held to account
unless they can account for themselves. This is why small children are not fully account-
able. One is not an epistemic subject without some degree of epistemic self-conscious.
Participants in a norm-governed practice must in some sense understand the governing
norms. In Kantian terms, they must not merely act in accordance with rules, but for the
sake of them. To be an epistemic subject, it is not enough to be a reliable signaler of events
in the passing scene. By virtue of being accountable, a subject must possess some degree of
understanding of his or her reliability, and in particular of his or her limitations: of how it
is possible to go wrong. But while making accountability a condition of subjecthood
requires breaking with austere reliabilism, it does not entail denying that reliability is
essential for knowledge.

Mention of norms governing epistemic practices brings us to the second idea of epi-
stemic responsibility: doing one’s due diligence. To fail to be responsible in this sense is
to be irresponsible. Epistemic irresponsibility defeats epistemic authority, even if an irre-
sponsibly held belief happens to be true. The requirement to avoid epistemic irresponsibil-
ity also has a fairly obvious instrumental rationale: to promote reliability. However, it
would be wrong to think that epistemic responsibility’s only rationale is instrumental. I
shall come back to this point.

The two kinds of responsibility – accountability and subjection to norms of epistemic
conduct – are closely related. We are accountable for our beliefs by virtue of being respon-
sible to epistemic norms, including norms of proper procedure. As with the reliability con-
straint, subjects cannot be held to account for violating norms that they do not
understand. Note, however, that this understanding may be largely implicit and practical.
It will be manifested by the normative attitudes that are taken in practices of criticism and
justication, e.g., the objections or questions that are taken to impugn entitlement and the
responses that are required to vindicate it. I am not suggesting epistemologists with a pro-
fessional interest in making epistemic norms explicit are the only genuine subjects.

Because knowledge requires both responsibility and reliability, epistemically respon-
sible believing confers only what is sometimes called “personal justication.” It does

20 The canid bow. I learned of this from Simon Blackburn.
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not guarantee knowledge. I can be as careful as anyone could demand and still end up
following an epistemic procedure which is – in the circumstances – unreliable. If you sus-
pect that this has happened, you will not take me at my word. To be knowledgeable, I
have to satisfy the reliability constraint, not just do my best to satisfy it. The grounds
of epistemic authority are not purely procedural.

The possibility of non-culpable failures of authority brings us to the third idea of epi-
stemic responsibility. We must distinguish accountability as a general condition from
liability – being subject to sanction – in a particular case. Here, I am inclined to think
that action and belief diverge. In the case of action, the liability structure is default and
challenge: we are presumed liable (thus praiseworthy or culpable) unless we have an
excuse that cancels or mitigates our (degree of) responsibility. In the epistemic case, liabil-
ity is strict. Violation of the reliability constraint renders a person subject to epistemic
sanction in the form of loss of authority even when he or she has done nothing wrong:
that is to say even when the violation is non-culpable.21 Strict liability is a consequence
of the reliability constraint. In law, strict liability applies (where it applies at all) to under-
takings that are inherently risky, encouraging participants to exercise due care and atten-
tion. Assertion is like that. We are not always (or even often?) cognizant of all the ways we
might go wrong. This does not mean we are never entitled to claim knowledge. But it does
mean that others are entitled to deny us authority when unreliability, culpable or other-
wise, is reasonably suspected.

7. accountability and reflection

Accountability entails epistemic self-understanding. In some way, subjects must recognize
the norms by which they are bound. Humans are self-consciously norm-bound in ways
that animals are not. However, it is all too easy to exaggerate what this element of epi-
stemic self-consciousness involves, equating the need for epistemic self-consciousness
with the claim that in all cases justied believing depends on critically examining any
presupposition that is relevant to a belief’s positive epistemic status. This view is not
only psychologically implausible: it is excessively demanding, thus apt to trigger a recoil
to pure reliabilism.

Laurence Bonjour once defended this view in the course of developing what he took to
be counter-examples to purely reliabilist accounts of knowledge. Here is one.

Norman, under certain conditions which usually obtain, is a completely reliable clairvoyant with
respect to certain kinds of subject matter. He possesses no evidence or reasons of any kind for or
against the general possibility of such a cognitive power or for or against the thesis that he pos-
sesses it. One day Norman comes to believe that the President is in New York City, though he
has no evidence for or against this belief. In fact his belief is true and results from his clairvoyant
power under circumstances in which it is completely reliable.22

Given Norman’s de facto reliability, pure reliabilism would credit Norman with knowl-
edge. BonJour argues that this is the wrong result:

21 For an illuminating discussion of strict liability in the law, see Honoré (1999: Ch. 2).
22 Bonjour (1985: 41). Quoted by Kornblith (2012: 9), cited below as OR.
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Norman’s acceptance of the belief about the President’s whereabouts is epistemologically irration-
al and irresponsible, and thereby unjustied, whether or not he believes himself to have clairvoy-
ant power, so long as he has no justication for such a belief. Part of one’s epistemic duty is to
reect critically on one’s beliefs, and such critical reection precludes believing things to which
one has, to the best of one’s knowledge, no reliable means of epistemic access.23

Belief in the absence of critical reection on epistemically relevant presuppositions is
always and everywhere epistemically irresponsible.

BonJour’s argument is an object lesson in the perils of arguing from contrived exam-
ples. He means the argument to show something about epistemic responsibility in general:
that there is a standing obligation to reect critically on the epistemic status of one’s
beliefs. But Norman is a more than a bit peculiar. It is interesting that BonJour describes
his belief as not merely “unjustied” but “irrational.” Rightly so: Norman seems not so
much epistemically careless as borderline deranged. The conviction that the President is
in New York comes to him out of nowhere. Presumably, this is the rst time such a
thing has happened to him, for if previous hunches had worked out, he would have
had reason to trust this one. But Norman doesn’t have a hunch: he simply believes that
the President is in New York. To put it mildly, it is very unusual for a person to have a
rm belief, to have no idea how he came by it – not even to be able to say things like
“I was there,” “I read about it somewhere,” or “I learned it in school” – and yet to be
completely unperturbed by or even curious about this strange occurrence. Apparently,
BonJour thinks that it doesn’t matter whether Norman even suspects that his belief, if
true, would indicate clairvoyance: the thought doesn’t have to cross his mind. But
maybe it should have. Then he would have had to ask himself about the likelihood of
his possessing such powers, since there are very good reasons for thinking that no one
has them.

Perhaps we are supposed to imagine that Norman is unaware of these reasons. But this
won’t help. Maybe he should have known about them: on any plausible account of epi-
stemic responsibility, there is such a thing as culpable ignorance. And even when ignor-
ance of relevant facts isn’t culpable, it is still an epistemic shortcoming. As I have
already argued, failings with respect to reliability compromise epistemic authority even
when non-culpable. For all BonJour has shown, Norman’s lack of justication has to
do with his failure to engage in critical reection in an epistemic situation that cries out
for it. BonJour thus fails to establish the general conclusion he draws. The most that fol-
lows from his example is that there is an obligation to reect critically on the epistemic
status of a belief when there is reason to do so.

As Kornblith points out, the claim that there is an unqualied obligation to reect crit-
ically on one’s beliefs sets an unreasonably – perhaps impossibly – high bar for justica-
tion. If in order to responsibly believe that-p I have to reect on my reasons for believing
that p, these reasons will themselves have to be responsibly believed. A regress looms, and
with it the unpalatable choice between internalist foundationalism, coherentism and
innitism, all of which face well-known difculties. However, pursuing this important
objection would take us too far into a discussion of the traditional skeptical problem of
the regress of justication. I shall therefore set it aside. Kornblith raises a very interesting

23 Bonjour (1985: 41). Quoted by Kornblith (2012: 9), cited below as OR.
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and less familiar objection: namely, that there is a regress lurking in the idea of critical
reection itself.

Before getting to this objection, it will be worth considering an example that Kornblith
offers to explain why the mistaken view that there is a general obligation to reect critic-
ally on one’s beliefs might nevertheless seem attractive. At home, listening to news on the
radio, he hears the newscaster say that government policies have led to a rise in unemploy-
ment. But he is busy making dinner and gives no thought to whether the radio station or
the particular reporter is a reliable source of information on economic issues. He doesn’t
even wonder whether the reporter’s claim ts in with what he takes himself to know about
government policy or the causes of unemployment. He just takes the report on board,
thoughtlessly as we might say. According to Kornblith, it is tempting to conclude that
he is not really justied in the belief he forms because of his failure to reect on its epistem-
ic status.

This example avoids some of the defects of BonJour’s Norman case. BonJour wants a
case in which Norman has a belief but no idea why he holds it. Since this is rarely (if ever)
the case with beliefs acquired in normal ways, he appeals to a belief formed in an abnor-
mal way: clairvoyance. However, most of us think that clairvoyance doesn’t exist, which
may color our reaction to the example. But while Kornblith’s example is superior for
being mundane, it is no more effective. It fails to makes even a prima facie case for the
view that there is a general obligation to reect critically on our beliefs.

Kornblith’s argument illustrates the perils of arguing from examples that are under-
described. In Kornblith’s example, his failure to reect on whether the station or reporter
is a reliable source of information leads to an unjustied belief. But was there any call for
such reection? It is hard to say: the example is just too sketchy.

Let us start with questions about the station and the reporter. Most of us choose the
stations we listen to, and in the case of news stations reliability is an important factor
in the choice. If this is the case, Kornblith doesn’t need to ask questions because he has
already answered them, at least to his own satisfaction. Suppose, then, that the station
got changed without his knowledge. A change of station is something one can generally
recognize: news programs on different stations have distinctive styles. If Kornblith fails
to notice the change of station, then his belief may well be unjustied. But the reason
for this is not merely that he failed to reect. It is that, being otherwise occupied, he missed
a warning signal that could and perhaps should have given him pause. Like Norman, he
failed to reect when there was reason to do so.

Moving on to the reporter’s claim, what the reporter offers is not naturally described as
“information.” Rather, it is an explanatory claim about the cause of current unemploy-
ment. Explanatory claims concerning economic matters are notoriously controversial,
not least because the theoretical preferences of economists are far from free of broader pol-
itical convictions. This is why they belong in editorial segments. Suppose that the news-
caster had merely reported what Norman believes: that the President was in New York
City. This is a simple piece of information that just about any news station can be counted
on to get right. But in this case, I am not even slightly tempted to think that Kornblith is
unjustied in his belief. It is not a mere failure to reect that accounts for the sense that
Kornblith has failed in his epistemic duty: it is his casual acceptance of a controversial
claim. Again, Kornblith’s example points in the same direction as BonJour’s Norman
case: there is indeed an obligation to subject one’s beliefs to scrutiny, but only in appro-
priate circumstances.
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Another defect that Kornblith’s example shares with BonJour’s is a cavalier treatment
of how one acquires a genuine belief: that is, a stable conviction. Kornblith says that he
doesn’t reect on whether the newscaster’s claim is plausible in the light of what he
(Kornblith) takes himself to know about current economic affairs. No doubt we all do
this sort of thing when we hear something that we already disposed to nd reasonable.
But suppose that the newscaster had said something utterly outrageous: outrageous,
that is, in the light of Kornblith’s background knowledge (or what he takes to be such).
If Kornblith were really listening, even though primarily engaged in other activities, the
claim itself would have grabbed his attention. If on the other hand he were not paying
much attention, it is unlikely that he would have acquired a stable belief: in one ear
and out the other.

With these points in mind, we can turn to the regress that Kornblith nds lurking in the
very idea of reection. If Kornblith reects on his belief that current levels of unemploy-
ment are the result of the government’s economic policies, he forms beliefs about his
beliefs: about the reliability of the station, how far these beliefs give him reason to believe
the claim in question, and so on. But as Kornblith says, his reliability in making these
judgments is not the issue. Rather, on Bonjour’s view, even if Kornblith is perfectly reliable
in forming such second-order beliefs, they will be irresponsibly held, hence unjustied, if
they have not been subjected to reective scrutiny. An innite regress results.24

Now in point of fact, BonJour realizes that there is a problem along these lines.
Bonjour’s coherentist view of justication is holistic: particular beliefs are justied by
virtue of belonging to a coherent system of beliefs. Revisions to the system, whether
by addition or subtraction, are justied or not according to whether they increase or
decrease global coherence. But Bonjour’s coherentism is internalist: it is not enough
that a person’s system be coherent; the person must recognize its coherence and manage
his beliefs in the light of that recognition. BonJour candidly admits that his coherentist
epistemology is structurally more complicated than foundationalist alternatives. So if he
were willing to go externalist, foundationalism would be the structural option of
choice. Coherentism is to be preferred because it is the better option for an internalist.
Since the hallmark of internalism, as BonJour understands it, is the requirement that a
person be aware of the factors by virtue of which his beliefs are justied, his coherent-
ism entails that justied believing depends on a person’s being aware of what beliefs
belong to his system and how they hang together. Must these second-order beliefs,
to be justied, pass the test of coherence? If the answer is “Yes,” as an unrestricted
demand for critical reection implies, we will need third-order beliefs about our
second-order beliefs and how they hang together with themselves and with our
rst-order beliefs. This is Kornblith’s regress, as it arises for BonJour’s coherentist con-
ception of justication.

BonJour blocks the regress by appealing to what he calls “the Doxastic
Presumption.”25 According to this epistemic principle, for the purposes of critically asses-
sing a rst-order belief (asking whether it could be adopted without compromising coher-
ence), a person is entitled to take his sense of the contents and current coherence of his
belief system for granted. At one time, it seemed to me that this move turned BonJour’s

24 OR, p. 13.
25 BonJour (1985: 81–2).
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supposedly coherentist view into a variant form of internalist foundationalism by virtue of
assigning a privileged epistemic status to second-order beliefs. I now think that this isn’t
quite right. What the Doxastic Presumption amounts to is a restricted waiver of the
demand for critical scrutiny. The claim is not that second-order beliefs are privileged,
because intrinsically credible in the manner of the basic beliefs of classical foundational-
ism. It is rather that, for the purposes of critically assessing rst-order beliefs, we may per-
missibly – i.e., responsibly – take our reliability in forming second-order beliefs for
granted.26

BonJour’s own response to the reective regress shows the unreasonableness of his
unrestricted demand for critical reection. No plausible account of the role of critical
reection in epistemically responsible belief-management can incorporate such a demand.
BonJour is not wrong to issue a waiver. His error lies in the particular waiver he issues,
which applies only to second-order beliefs.

8. claims and questions

The correct form of the waiver has already emerged in our examination of the examples
offered by BonJour and Kornblith. Epistemically responsible belief-management requires
only that a belief be subjected to critical scrutiny, or justied by citing reasons, when there
is reason to question either it or its epistemic status.

In his groundbreaking paper, “The Ascription of Responsibilities and Rights,”27

H. L. A. Hart insists on two fundamental points. One is the important ascriptive – or
as I have put it expressive-performative – function of freestanding claims involving deontic
vocabulary. The other is the prevalence in the law of what he called “defeasible concepts.”
Hart gives the example of contract. For a valid contract to exist, certain positive condi-
tions must be met: an offer by one party that is accepted by the other, a memorandum,
and something of value that each party brings to the exchange (“consideration”). But
even when these conditions are met, there are various grounds on which one of the parties
can challenge the validity of the contract: for example, he entered into the contract under
duress, or that the other party engaged in fraudulent misrepresentation. If the court
upholds such charges, the validity of the contract is defeated. I want to suggest that epi-
stemic authority is just such a defeasible concept. Provided that certain conditions are
met, a person’s assertions and beliefs count as responsibly held. They need no critical scru-
tiny, thus no defence by reasons, unless there is reason to question them. The structure of
accountability with respect to epistemic authority is default and query.

(DQS) In some contexts and with respect to some claims, claimants possess and are properly
granted default epistemic assertional (doxastic) entitlement: entitlement that does not depend on
the claimant’s doing or having done any specic evidential work or possessing any citable reasons
for his commitment. Default entitlement is situationally unearned and imposes no standing

26 The word “presumption” is rich in associations: “presumption of innocence,” “heir presumptive,” and
so on. The accused may be found guilty only if the prosecution clears a high bar; the heir presumptive
will not succeed to the throne only if he or she dies or an heir with a stronger claim emerges.

27 Hart (1948–49: 171–94).
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defence requirement. However, it is open to defeat by failure to answer a contextually appropriate
query.

Epistemic authority is thus analogous, not only to validity of contracts, but to the pre-
sumption of innocence in criminal law. By contrast, BonJour’s demand for unrestricted
reective scrutiny treats belief as automatically under suspicion, so that anyone who
fails to establish his right to hold the belief in question is ipso facto epistemically irrespon-
sible. This has the effect of building into the requirements for epistemic responsibility a
severe asymmetry with respect to the right to believe versus the right to question. In effect,
there is an absolute right – indeed, in terms of each person’s management of his own
beliefs, an obligation – to question any and every potential belief’s epistemic status. The
right to believe is always to be established, whereas the right to demand reasons, thus
the obligation to seek them, is a standing condition. Candidate beliefs are like immigrants
or asylum seekers: they have to apply for a work-permit or the right to remain. Otherwise
they are illegal or undocumented and should be refused entry or deported. This threatens
to make responsible believing, hence knowledge, impossible.

The crucial feature of a default and query structure is that it involves no such asym-
metry, because claims (beliefs) and epistemic queries are equally subject to epistemic
norms. As in law, questioners need to have standing; and queries, like law suits, need
grounds. Queries do not need to be addressed unless they meet standards of reasonable-
ness and relevance. If they fail to meet such standards, they may not even be fully intelli-
gible, since it will be left unclear what sort of defence is being demanded. Queries must be
contextually appropriate, on pain of not being really queries at all.

Following Brandom, I used to call this a “default and challenge structure.”However, as
Austin reminds us, epistemic queries – “How do you know . . .?” or “Why do you
believe. . .?” can be asked in two ways.28 Asked pointedly, the implication is that perhaps
you don’t know or shouldn’t believe: you lack appropriate authority. Pointed queries are
challenges. Grounds for them will be a reasonable suspicion that a subject has defective
credentials with respect to his reliability or responsibility in forming and holding the belief
in question: as Austin says, “some denite lack.”29 But not all queries are challenges.
There are also explanatory questions. You may concede that I do know but for various
reasons be curious as to how I came by the knowledge you are happy to credit me
with. Obviously, the legitimacy of such questions cannot depend on grounds for suspi-
cion. But this does not free them from normative constraint. For an explanatory question
to make sense, there must be something to explain. If your reasons for conceding that I
know that p is that you already know how I know, this condition will not be met. But
if I can’t explain how I know something, you may have grounds for suspicion sufcient
to motivate and sustain a challenge. So although the grounds for challenges and explana-
tory questions are different, the consequences of failing to provide a satisfactory answer
may be the same: loss of authority.

In the case of contract law, a contract, though subject to defeat, is presumed valid if
certain positive conditions have been met. If epistemic authority is such a defeasible con-
ceptual, what are the positive conditions by virtue of which authority is a default condi-
tion? There are two kinds: standing and situational.

28 Austin (1961: 46).
29 Austin (1961: 52).
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The standing conditions are implied by the very idea of accountability. Just as only
competent adults can enter into contracts, only epistemic subjects can possess epistemic
authority, and to be an epistemic subject just is to be accountable for one’s beliefs. Two
things follow. Obviously, to be epistemically accountable, a person must have beliefs to
be accountable for. But the content of a person’s beliefs are determined by the functional
role that they play in the perception-inference-action nexus that is a person’s way of cop-
ing with the world. If a person completely lost touch with the world, moving or speaking
randomly, there would be no way of saying what he or she was thinking: indeed, no
grounds for attributing beliefs at all. Having reasonably reliable recognitional and infer-
ential capacities, operative in the pursuit of intelligible goals, is a precondition for having
any beliefs to be accountable for. Simply to be an epistemic subject, then, is to possess a
wide range of default entitlements.

Specic entitlements are situationally variable. They are most clearly visible in a Basic
Communicative Context: a context involving the communication of information that
(relative to the mutually recognized background knowledge and cognitive capacities of
the interlocutors) is not notably exotic or surprising, either in itself or with respect to
the claimant’s access to it. In such a context, queries will not generally arise. Of course,
not all contexts are like this. Some are contexts of investigation or argument. In such con-
texts, the focus of interest will be claims or beliefs to which objections have been raised, or
which face recognized problems, or for which there is simply nothing to be said (so far as
some parties to the conversation can see). In the last case, we have mere suggestions.

Let us return to the idea that justied believing always demands epistemic reection.
This idea implies that, since epistemic responsibility always depends on something that
one ought to do, entitlement is always to be earned. The model I have been defending
has no such implication. Perceptually based beliefs just come to us, and on the whole
and for the most part we are entitled to rely on them without more ado. Of course, some-
times we need to take steps to get a better look. But there is no standing obligation to
actively investigate the situation or our capacities in order to determine our situational
reliability. Such obligations come into play through situation-specic red ags or speci-
cally relevant background knowledge. They have to be triggered.

Having reliable recognitional capacities is what Sellars calls an “ought-to-be” condi-
tion. To be authoritative with respect to certain reports, I need to be reliable and to
have no reason to distrust my reliability. There is nothing that I need to do, unless some-
thing in my situation calls for caution. If my recognitional abilities are not reliable enough
for the matter in hand, then if it is worth my while I should take steps to rene them.
Otherwise, I can just forego epistemic authority in certain cases, perhaps deferring to
others.

When I introduced the idea of accountability, I said that beings that cannot account for
themselves cannot be held to account. This implies that epistemic subjects must not just
possess reliable capacities for perception, memory and inference: they must know some-
thing about their reliability. However, this epistemic self-understanding may be mostly
exhibited in practice rather than “thematized.” It is important not to misunderstand
why this is so.

Returning to Kornblith’s newscast example, Kornblith remarks that one reason he
might be thought irresponsible in simply taking the news report on board is that he
fails to reect on the reliability of either the station or the particular reporter. Behind
this idea (which of course Kornblith only presents for explanatory purposes, without
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endorsing it himself) is the idea that knowledge of a source’s reliability would at least
enhance one’s justication for believing information from that source. Some would say
that without knowledge of a source’s reliability one would have no justication for believ-
ing the “information” it provides. Now a radio station, it might be said, is a derivative
source of information: its reliability can be checked by seeking information from other
sources. But some sources, such as perception, memory and other cognitive faculties,
are basic in that they are inevitably involving in any process of checking. There is therefore
no way of checking the reliability of our most basic faculties without making use of those
faculties themselves. It is has often been argued that attempting to validate the reliability of
our basic faculties involves an incurable epistemic circularity. (This problem lies at the
heart of what Ernest Sosa calls “the Pyrrhonian Problematic.”30) It might be thought
that the view I am defending invites this skeptical challenge.

Since I am not trying to refute the skeptic but to understand the practice of knowledge
claiming and attribution that we actually have, I cannot go deeply into skeptical matters.
However, it is important to see that, on my view, the function of reliability-knowledge,
with respect to basic faculties, is not primarily justicational. In general, what we know
about the reliability of our basic faculties is no more certain than the knowledge that arises
from their exercise and may often be less so. Further, reliability, as it gures in epistemic
authority, is itself a defeasible concept. In properly brought-up adult humans, and with
respect to a wide range of beliefs and situations, reliability is a default condition.
However, it is essential that human beings recognize their cognitive limitations, because
such knowledge is the basis on which legitimate queries are recognized and answered.

Our knowledge of our limitations and biases is indenitely expandable. As Kornblith
emphasizes, cognitive science has unearthed previously unrecognized inuences on belief.
The lesson to learn is that there never was a problem of epistemic circularity. Investigating
our basic faculties, using those very faculties, leads not to self-congratulation but to a
more precise and accurate understanding of their strengths and weaknesses. Kornblith
is quite right to argue that we do not always need to satisfy ourselves as to the reliability
of an information-source before responsibly relying on it. As an austere externalist, he
concludes that reliability is never essential for knowledge at rst-order. My claim is that
such knowledge is an essential component in mature human knowledge, but that its func-
tion is not primarily justicational. Rather, it is an essential element in the contextually
appropriate critical reection through which we correct and improve our beliefs.

There is a general moral here. Skeptical concerns – whether avowed or subterranean –

have a distorting inuence on our understanding or ordinary epistemic practices.
BonJour’s unreasonably demanding conception of epistemic responsibility is not really
derived from examples like the case of Norman, which only points towards the default
and query conception just sketched. BonJour himself agrees that everyday justication
is local: beliefs are justied against the background of a larger belief system that is
taken (responsibly?) to be more or less in order. BonJour’s real interest is in general skep-
ticism, which challenges us to explain how anything whatsoever that we believe is justied.
In the context of responding to this skeptical challenge, nothing can be taken for granted,
so everything is open to scrutiny. My suspicion is that BonJour’s interest in skepticism

30 Sosa (2009). The Pyrrhonian Problematic – the question of whether it is possible to give a non-circular
justication of the reliability of basic sources of knowledge – is a recurrent theme in the essays in this
volume.
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leads him to distort the conception of epistemic responsibility that is operative in real life,
Unfortunately, the regress generating potential of BonJour’s excessively demanding con-
ception of epistemic responsibility makes that conception itself a potent source of skeptical
worries. There is a symbiotic relationship between disease and cure. As a result, once we
see that the excessively demanding conception of epistemic responsibility is an imposition
rather than a discovery, the threat of skepticism recedes.

9. conclusion

By way of conclusion, let me take up two issues left hanging at earlier stages of the
discussion.

The rst issue concerns the function of explicit epistemic vocabulary. Now the standard
way of expressing a claim to knowledge is not to say “I know that . . .” but simply to make
an unqualied assertion. If I am not certain (sufciently certain, for present intents and
purposes) I should warn you. If I don’t, you are default-entitled to take me as representing
myself as knowledgeable, which I shouldn’t do if I am guessing or speculating. Explicit
epistemic vocabulary comes into play when we seek or give assurance: i.e., when epistemic
authority is in question and may need to be vindicated and explicitly claimed.

If this is right, there is considerable plausibility to the Knowledge Rule: that one should
only assert what one knows to be the case. However, given the defeasibility structure of
epistemic accountability, there is no conict between the Knowledge Rule and
Brandom’s alternative rule that assertion involves a commitment to support what one
asserts by reasons. In making an epistemically unqualied assertion, thereby representing
myself as knowledgeable, I undertake the commitment to provide reasons should the need
arise.

In my discussion of Craig and Brandom, I argued that a restricted practice of epistemic
deference could exist in the absence of explicit epistemic vocabulary. The accountability
structure would still be default and query, as we see in the case of Fred the lookout.
But as the range of human undertakings, theoretical and practical, expands, the need to
attribute knowledge becomes detached from situations in which the appropriateness of
such attributions is immediately ascertainable. This is the process Craig calls “objectivisa-
tion.” It makes more sophisticated and self-conscious practices of knowledge-claiming and
attribution involving explicit epistemic vocabulary indispensable.

The second issue concerns reliability. The reliability constraint makes it reasonable to
think of animal and human knowledge as falling under a generic concept of knowledge as
true belief, reliably produced and sustained. In the animal case, reliability can be under-
stood with respect to the animal’s functioning effectively in its natural environment.
However, in the human case, the reliability constraint has a distinctive character, by virtue
of its interactions with the deontic considerations involved in the idea of epistemic respon-
sibility. Reliability itself becomes reliability for particular purposes. This is particularly
evident in sophisticated forms of inquiry. In particle physics, the standard for “detecting”
a particle has moved from three to ve sigma, the standard in effect when the discovery of
the Higgs boson was announced. Meeting this standard means that the probability of
obtaining the data actually obtained on the null hypothesis (that the Higgs boson does
not exist) is roughly one in three and a half million. This is a very high standard, but a
reasonable one given that “discoveries” at three sigma – itself a high standard – have
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sometimes turned out to be statistical blips. Reliability is a norm that we are not only
responsible to but, in certain applications, responsible for. We are accountable all the
way down. That is what is special about human knowledge.
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