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Epistemic Virtue. Epistemic virtues are habits and dispositions that promote the acquisition, maintenance, and transmission of epistemic goods, or ends. These ends are typically taken to include at least true belief and knowledge, and sometimes as well personal justification, theoretical understanding, and possibly others. 
A virtue, whether intellectual or ethical, is an excellence. Epistemic most strictly indicates requirements relating to knowledge acquisition, etc., and the factive nature of propositional knowledge as a species of true belief. How to draw the distinction between epistemic and non-epistemic virtues will vary, however, with the specifics of how a particular philosopher conceives epistemic virtues. For example, if they are stable dispositions instrumental to the acquisition, maintenance, etc. of one or several epistemic goods, then non-epistemic ones will be stable dispositions not directly related as means to that end, yet praiseworthy for other reasons. A distinction between epistemic and intellectual virtues is also possible, though rarely drawn. To sharply set apart the kinds of habits and dispositions individuated as epistemic from a broader class of intellectual virtues and vices arguably requires defense of an arationality principle: a principle defending epistemic reasons—and a purely intellectual interest in finding the truth—from social and pragmatic encroachment. Such a principle is only rarely argued for explicitly (Bloor, 1984; Laudan, 1984). 

One distinction far more commonly drawn is that between epistemic and moral or practical virtues. The relationships of knowing to believing reliably and responsibly and of believing reliably and responsibly to acting ethically, both suggest the importance of the agent’s intellectual character. Indeed noting the distinct but inter-related functions of intellectual and ethical virtues connects contemporary virtue theory to its classical origins: Much of Aristotle’s thought about human beings was organized around the two kinds of human excellence he acknowledged, the virtues of character (ethike areté), and the virtues of thought (dianoetike areté). 

Since the concept of epistemic virtue was introduced into epistemology a quarter century ago philosophers have increasingly found it useful to refer to such traits in evaluating agents in interaction with their natural and social environment (Code 1987; Montmarquet 1987; Sosa 2007). But while individuated reflective virtues like intellectual honesty or integrity, seem to have fairly direct ethical analogues, others like inquisitiveness and impartiality appear rather disanalogous. The use of virtue-theoretic terms in various sub-fields of philosophy certainly suggests the importance of metaphilosophical issues connecting those sub-fields. But particular analogies shouldn’t obscure the basic difference between a belief-state, which resists formation in response to non-epistemic reasons, and a voluntary action. (see also “ethics and epistemology”)

To say that an agent manifests epistemic virtue is to evaluate positively the way that the agent has conducted an inquiry or acquired/maintained a belief. We hope that what explains our success in coming to hold interesting true beliefs involves our epistemic competence and performance, that is, our epistemic character. If the virtues are salient parts of the explanation for the human agent’s success, this suggests a role for the concept of epistemic virtue in analysis of knowing—an aretaic or virtue-theoretic condition on knowing. But positive and negative evaluations bring in tow the problem of epistemic luck: having true beliefs need not be an achievement because the belief may be true due to luck. Epistemic luck can function to undercut our motives and effort in pursuit of our epistemic goals.
Studies of epistemic virtue and epistemic luck are natural complements, for we hope to base positive epistemic evaluations on something about the agent that rules out the most troubling kinds of epistemic luck. But what kinds, in particular, and for what philosophic reasons? Internalists and externalists often talk past one another by neither carefully distinguishing kinds of epistemic luck nor making their divergent concerns about them clear. Some externalists think of knowledge as de-gettierized true belief, so that a safety or similar condition to preclude externalist or veritic luck is the only anti-luck concern for analysis of knowing. On this assumption an aretaic (or virtue-theoretic) condition offers no particular advantage over a safety condition. If what motivates the aretaic condition is (merely) veritic luck, and we need a safety principle to be part of the view anyway, then there would appear to be no need to appeal epistemic virtue, but only to a (merely) safety-based analysis (Pritchard, 2005). The concern with safe belief is that instances of knowing should not be instances in which the belief could easily have been false. Foremost defenders of the aretaic condition like John Greco, Ernest Sosa and Linda Zagzebski respond to the safety-theorist’s ‘swamping’ objection by holding that it does care of the safety concern. Indeed the tension between virtue and anti-luck epistemologies can be allayed by indexing safety to belief-forming process types that depend on the agent’s exhibition of intellectual virtue. This would be to acknowledge the agent’s intellectual virtue as an explanatorily salient feature of the explanation for why the agent forms a safe belief. (see also “virtue epistemology”). 
Another possible response is to retain the aretaic condition, but allow as well an independent safety or similar anti-luck condition to address Gettier and Lackey-type cases. This approach needn’t presuppose that a fully satisfying way of neutralizing veritic luck is in store. But the real problem it faces is in maintaining that there is an anti-luck concern distinct from that of veritic luck that it remains the task of the aretaic condition to help neutralize. There certainly are non-veritic kinds of epistemic luck and concerns that surround them; but whether these concerns are one’s for the analysis of knowing becomes the crucial question (Axtell, 2006). Conflicting views about this are clearly related to whether reflective knowledge is an achievement, or whether the externalist turn in epistemology negates the need for epistemic responsibility and the personal justification it affords as a requirement on reflective knowing. Thick descriptions of particular virtues like self-trust, conscientiousness, intellectual honesty, intellectual humility, perseverance, etc. provide insight into how agents developmentally acquire habits that extend their competence and improve their reliability as cognitive agents interacting in a natural and social world. But the literature says comparatively little about evidential, circumstantial and constitutive luck: the kinds that raise direct concern about conversational implicatures, and our epistemic responsibility in inquiry. The reflective virtues help us respond to reasons, and they are motivating (Hookway, 2000). Concern about the quality of our efforts at inquiry, and whether we are properly sensitive to counter-evidence to the truth of our beliefs, raise questions about the proper role of the reflective or character virtues in epistemology (Baehr, 2006).

Still another view accepts the importance of the intellectual virtues in epistemology, but views the issues they raise as lying outside of analysis of knowing. There is a very intuitive connection between epistemic responsibility and rationality. But these can be studied independently of their connection to the radical sceptical challenge to our capacity for knowledge. Similarly then, intellectual virtue and vice may be worthy of study whether or not they are concepts that contribute to a successful theory of knowing. Indeed, while the traditional epistemological project focused around a theory of knowledge as a bulwark against scepticism, proponents of this approach anticipate its displacement by a more diverse set of concerns engaging a plethora of aims, including that of theoretical understanding (Kvanvig, 1992; Riggs, 2007).
The literature on epistemic virtue has helped to foster a newer literature on epistemic value, or epistemological axiology. Connecting these we can describe competing accounts of epistemic virtue as ensembles—complexes made up of several elements. They are ensembles because they combine claims at least about a) the nature of, and b) the value of, epistemic virtue. Taking accounts of epistemic virtue as aspiring to broad, philosophically-coherent ensembles underlines their explanatory ambitions. But clearly, some ensemble accounts will be more supportable and self-consistent than others.
The Reliabilist-Instrumentalist ensemble. Epistemological externalists reject access internalism, the view that what makes certain instances of believing truly also instances of knowing is something the agent should be capable of identifying or accessing upon reflection. Externalists assert instead truth-connected accounts of justification, arguing that this improves our ability to respond to the skeptical challenge. The externalist’s rejection of access internalism would suggest at least two things for the treatment of epistemic virtue: 1) a motivated distinction between reflective and non-reflective knowing, and 2) a corresponding distinction between reflective virtues and faculty virtues. The upshot is that to take advantage of externalist responses to skepticism, it is no longer useful to distinguish very sharply between faculties and excellences of faculties; advantage instead lies in treating anything with a function, such as the eye, as having virtues germane to it. Faculty virtues or acuities germane to sight, hearing, sense of smell, memory, etc. can then be counted alongside reflective virtues germane to testimony, introspection, deduction, induction and abduction. 
An example of a strongly externalist epistemology offering an account of epistemic virtue is Alvin Goldman’s. He argues “for the unity of epistemic virtues in which the cardinal value, or underlying motif, is something like true, accurate, belief…The principle relation that epistemic virtues bear to the core epistemic value will be a teleological or consequentialist one. A process, trait, or action is an epistemic virtue to the extent that it tends to produce, generate, or promote (roughly) true belief (2002).” 
Goldman and other reliabilists make an epistemic virtue something like a power or ability or competence to come to true beliefs in a particular field (Sosa, 2007; Greco, 2000). Competences or virtues qualify as epistemic sources only if they qualify as truth-reliable. So the consequentialist approach leads to treating the reliability of a belief-forming cognitive process as what explains why a trait is to be counted among epistemic virtues. 
A reliabilist account of the nature of epistemic virtue can be developed in various ways, but is routinely supported by accounts of the value of the virtues. Goldman’s own approach to questions of epistemological axiology is explicitly instrumentalist, where instrumental value is the kind that accrues to something due to its serving one’s goal. For an instrumentalist, epistemic rationality/normativity is a species of instrumental rationality/normativity in the service of the epistemic goal. Instrumentalists hold that epistemic virtues, individually and collectively, derive their value from the value of true belief. But there is also an embedded claim about true belief being intrinsically or finally valuable—about truth as valuable for its own sake. For without this claim the implicit contrast with instrumental qua means-end reason could not be clearly drawn. When truth is accorded its place as the core epistemic goal, epistemic virtues are understood as stable character traits standing in a causal/instrumental relation to true belief. Here we arrive fully at the reliabilist-instrumentalist ensemble, the combination of a reliabilist account of the nature of the virtues and an instrumentalist account of the value of virtues.
One motive that externalists and internalists often share for employing an instrumental conception of epistemic normativity, is to show their treatment of normative posits to be naturalistically unproblematic. Attributions of epistemic virtue and vice appear to be normative judgments that involve issues of praise, blame, credit, and discredit. Philosophical naturalists, if not all philosophers, want to know on what non-normative basis a judgment of an agent as epistemically credit or praise worthy is made. The appeal of the R-I ensemble is strongest among those who hold themselves heirs to Quine’s influential call for the ‘naturalization of epistemology’. To Quine our normative concerns aren’t to be abandoned as a result of this naturalization; rather, epistemic normativity “is a matter of efficacy for an ulterior end, truth….The normative here…becomes descriptive when the terminal parameter is expressed (1986).” 
While the same motivation is explicit in Goldman’s thought, it has critics who ask both what it means to treat truth as the core epistemic goal, and what justifies so treating it. Proponents of the R-I ensemble are charged with holding an  austere externalism akin to a ‘machine-model’ of knowing, and in debate we find at least three more specific objections. The first regards the R-I ensemble’s alleged inability to account for value of knowing intuitions, intuitions that knowledge is valuable and generally more valuable than ‘mere’ true belief (Zagzebski, 2000). If our account treats the value of the process as being solely captured by the reliability of the process—its tendency to produce the desired effect—then the value of the effect appears to ‘swamp’ the value of the reliability of the process by which the effect was achieved. On the view that postulating a goal for belief should explain both the authority of epistemic norms but also their motivational efficacy, the resources of the reliabilist account will be still further questioned (Owens, 2006). 
The second objection is that proponents of the R-I ensemble misconceive the problem of epistemic luck and therefore the function of anti-luck and/or aretaic conditions on knowing. The more austere the externalism, the less attention to personal or subjective justification as an epistemically-central concern. This means their treatments of luck won’t jibe with our everyday practices of knowledge attribution, which are sensitive to the way non-veritic kinds of epistemic luck can undercut our responsibility and control. (Riggs, 2006; Axtell 2006).
The third objection to the R-I ensemble is that the force of the value of knowing and epistemic luck objections against its deeper, problematic commitment to epistemic value monism (also Jones, 1997; Grimm, 2007; Kelly, 2003). Epistemic value monism is the thesis that if there is any epistemic value other than the truth of a belief, this value derives from the goodness of truth. Epistemic value pluralism is at minimum the rejection of that claim. One key concern here is that Goldman explicitly hinges the plausibility of an instrumentalist account of the value of the virtues on his veritism, the version of epistemic value monism he explicitly defends (Goldman 2006). This strongly suggests that the prospects of these two theories—instrumentalism and epistemic value monism—are closely tied together.  
The Motivationist-Constitutivist ensemble. An account of epistemic virtue at the far end of the spectrum of available views is found among self-described neo-Aristotelians. Sharp differences with reliabilism are apparent in the account of Linda Zagzebski. She combines a motivationist account of the nature of the virtues with a constitutivist account of the value of the virtues to form a Motivationist-Constitutivist ensemble (hereafter M-C).
On the constitutivist view, intellectual virtues are valuable in themselves; they are intrinsically valuable (Roberts & Wood, 2007). The virtues are accorded intrinsic worth as being not only instrumentally related to but also partly constitutive of the intellectual telos, a telos conceived in overtly normative terms: intellectual flourishing, for example. What is important then is the personal worth of the virtues, which is a function of motivational and other factors internal to agency. Epistemic value for Zagzebski (2003) is always derivative from what we care about; it is only motives of caring that give rise to the demand to be epistemically conscientious. The epistemic virtues are then defined in terms of motives and behavior in the service of what we care about. This motivationist account of the nature of the virtues is non-consequentialist: a trait’s status as an intellectual virtue is not a function of its (external) cognitive outputs or consequences, but rather of motives and characteristic emotions that attend paradigmatic instances of knowing. In such instances knowing demands reflective engagement, so that by implication beliefs formed in an insufficiently reflective fashion (young children, unenlightened chicken-sexers, etc.) will not count as knowledge.
Objections to the M-C ensemble focus around whether it can provide the needed degree of unity to epistemic virtues to avoid a charge of ad hocness (Greco, 2002). Zagzebski argues that a strong unification of the intellectual virtues is indeed available on her view. But it requires accepting assimilationism, her proposal to “subsume the intellectual virtues under the general category of the moral virtues, or aretai ethikai, roughly as Aristotle understands the latter” (1996, 255;). Accordingly, related objections to the M-C ensemble are that it is a) non-naturalistic (Goldman, 2007), b) epistemologically internalist (Pritchard, 2005), and c) extravagantly assimilationist (Driver, 2000). 
Alternative ensembles. Many virtue theorists view epistemic evaluation as intertwined with moral evaluation and with practical reasoning. But the assimilationist thesis (see also Dancy, 2000) illustrates just how sharp the contrasts can be between the R-I and the M-C accounts of epistemic virtue. The one places intrinsic value in the epistemic telos itself, the other in virtuous motives. The one emphasizes the uniqueness of truth as a naturally bequeathed aim of belief; the other assimilates the desire for truth to ends desirable from a motive of morality. But although may be two of the best-developed accounts of epistemic virtue and help define the field of debate, they by no means the full range of available views. The sharpness of the contrast, together with concerns about the adequacy of each of our two ensembles, may already indicate the need for new proposals. 
Along a range lying between the two ensemble accounts of epistemic virtue are accounts often described as virtue reliabilisms and virtue responsibilisms. Here and elsewhere we find clear indications of the potential for substantial mediation of the conflict, where the virtues find their place within a “credit-related family” of concepts (Riggs, 2007). Zagzebski herself points out that despite other differences, many well-known proponents of reliabilism, responsibilism, and certain anti-luck epistemologies share with her a credit theory of knowing. Sosa and Greco are prime example since each actually argues with her that when an agent knows, she deserves epistemic credit. Knowledge is an achievement for which the agent deserves credit, but credit is attributable in degree and is not simply had or not had, like a binary notion. The ties between credit-attribution and fulfillment of different kinds of anti-luck concerns make it a still more complex issue. But for all of the proponents of credit theories, attributing epistemic virtue and attributing epistemic credit are closely linked. This underlines the key point that neutralizing veritic luck—immunity from the veritic-luck family of Gettier, Lackey, fake barn, lottery, etc. cases—is far from the epistemology’s only legitimate concern.
If we ask what it is that makes credit theory appealing to parties often mis-conceived as residing on opposite sides of an unbridgeable divide, the most plausible answer is the virtue reliabilists’ and virtue responsibilists’ strongly shared commitment to epistemic compatibilism. Compatibilism is the view that the intuitions behind internalism and externalism needn’t be conceived as driving competing accounts of the same univocal concept, justification. The compatibilist yearning to retain insights from each in a single account of ‘the intellectual side of life’ is clearly evident in virtue reliabilist thought, and perhaps still more pronounced among virtue responsibilists, including feminist virtue responsibilists (Code, 1987; Dalmiya, 2002; see also feminist epistemology). The synergies between pragmatism and virtue theory are exploited by inquiry-focused accounts of epistemic virtue (Axtell, 2007; Hookway, 2000; Olson, 2006). All of these proposals emphasize the active nature of inquiry, and support epistemic compatibilism while also warning against any very sharp distinction between knowing and acting. Responsibilists are not all neo-Aristotelians, nor internalists, nor assimilationists; indeed the differences between virtue reliabilist and responsiblist externalisms remains in need of careful explication. Still, responsibilist proposals for re-conceiving the virtues often challenge the received view of the moral/epistemic divide, and the legacy of twentieth-century logical empiricist metaphilosophy from which it derives (Montmarquet, 1987).
Arguably, virtue reliabilist, responsibilist and alternative proposals for side-stepping the clash of R-I and M-C ensembles have not been adequately explored in the literature. But the fact that credit theories are often endorsed on both sides of the divide suggests at least two things. First is the need to better understand the relationship between credit theories of knowing and the thesis of epistemic compatibilism. It is the endorsement of this thesis which appears to unite reliabilist and responsibilist accounts (especially with regard to their anti-luck concerns), while setting them apart from both austere externalists and access internalists as compatibilism’s main detractors. Second is the possibility for further mediation of the clashing accounts of epistemic virtue, and for developing not just more sophisticated versions of existing ensembles, but also new accounts able to bring fresh insights to the table. Whether any of these will eventually emerge as desirable and well-supported alternatives to the clash of Reliabilist-Instrumentalist and Motivationist-Constitutivist ensembles, is a question that awaits further developments in epistemology.
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