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Abstract:

Contextualism in epistemology has been endorsed by many as a solution to skepticism.  When we turn to contextualism to do this job, we need to make sure that the version of contextualism we endorse is up to the task. In this paper I examine three versions of epistemic contextualism: attributor contextualism, inferential contextualism, and virtue based context-sensitivity.  I argue that virtue based context-sensitivity is superior to both other versions of contextualism, both in how it handles skepticism, and in how it captures the role that contexts play in our lives.
Virtue Epistemology and Context


Epistemology is a normative enterprise.  As a result it makes sense to ask what model of normativity is being used. Virtue Epistemology is an answer to that question which insists that we look to virtue ethics for our model of normativity.  In this paper I will show how a version of context-sensitivity which is useful in virtue ethics can also be used in the realm of epistemology to explain how and why our epistemic judgments ought to depend on context.
Virtue Based Context-Sensitivity: Moral and Epistemic
Within the realm of ethics the charge has been leveled at virtue theories that the standards they set are simply too high.  Rather than setting a standard for action and asking agents to act in accordance with that standard, virtue theory requires also that the motivations behind the actions are correct as well.  Furthermore there is a worry that living a virtuous life is a standard that few can achieve because most of us do not have the time or freedom to engage in solitary contemplation.  

In reasoning about how to live a life of virtue, the Stoics were similarly concerned that virtue not be a standard that is out of reach of most people.  And they realized that most people, particularly by the time they were considering how to live a life of virtue, are already embedded in a life with its own demands and obligations
.  One starts out to live a virtuous life as the daughter of particular parents.  One is also a member of one’s country, state and community.  We might summarize these commitments and obligations as an agent’s social role.  This social role then interacts with what a virtuous life will look like for that particular agent.  Thus there are many different types of virtuous lives that an agent might live, and these different virtuous lives might look very different from each other.  

This variation will be particularly obvious when we look at the individual actions of virtuous agents.  Faced with similar circumstances, different virtuous agents might do very different things.  If a courageous police officer witnesses a burglary she will pursue the criminal.  A courageous bystander might call the police.   Thus we can see that the right or virtuous action to take in a particular circumstance can depend on the social role of the agent in question.

The reason that virtue can be sensitive to social roles in this way is that the virtuous action is the mean between two extremes.  If we allow that this mean can very depending on details of the circumstances the result is a more realistic model of the virtuous life.  In addition to variation in response to circumstances, the mean may also vary in response to the social roles of the individuals involved.  I will call both of these types of sensitivity—both to circumstances and to social roles—context-sensitivity.

Context-sensitivity can be extended from the moral virtues to the epistemic virtues as well.  Just as we take on specific moral obligations we also take on epistemic obligations.    It is a desirable result of virtue epistemology that agents are left to choose their own epistemic areas of interest.    On deciding to become a doctor, an agent takes on responsibilities to be particularly epistemically careful in evaluating claims about drug effectiveness. An agent who does not take on the social role of a doctor still should be careful about evaluation of such claims, but need not be as careful.  Between the extremes of being epistemically slipshod, and being epistemically too cautious, we find the mean of epistemic carefulness.  But epistemic carefulness is different for a doctor and a layperson, even if they find themselves in the same circumstance.  Thus virtue epistemology offers a way to account for epistemic burdens that shift in accordance with our social roles, as well as our general context.
Other Approaches to Context-Sensitivity
In this section I would like to compare two versions of epistemic contextualism.  Both versions are introduced to solve the skeptical problems presented by arguments of the form:
I do not know that I am not a brain in a vat
If I do not know that I am not a brain in a vat then I don’t know that I have hands 

Therefore I don’t know that I have hands

This type of argument can be used to attack our everyday knowledge.  Contextualism is introduced to avoid this type of skeptical argument. In normal contexts I really do know that I have hands (and I know that I’m not a brain in a vat).  It is only when we engage in philosophical discourse, and particularly philosophical discourse of the skeptical sort that we lose our knowledge.  As David Lewis pithily puts it, “epistemology destroys knowledge”
.  But not for good.  When we move out of skeptical contexts, our knowledge returns
.  The two major versions of contextualism agree about this much.  

The first type of contextualism, which I will call “attributor contextualism”
, focuses on instances of knowledge attribution and the truth conditions for those attributions.  Although the context of the subject of the attribution is taken into account, what is distinctive of this type of contextualism is that the context of the attributor determines the meaning of the knowledge attribution.  This means that it is possible for two attributors, A and B, to both attribute knowledge to the same person, and for the knowledge attribution by A to be true while the knowledge attribution by B is false.  One way this can be true is if the attribution in question is “John know that he has hands” and while attributor A is in a normal non-skeptical context, attributor B is in a skeptical context.  According to attributor contextualism, the context of the attributor can change the meaning of the expression “know”.  In a normal context, when A uses the term “know” it is associated with our everyday standards for knowledge.  However when the attributor B uses the term “know” in a skeptical context  it has higher standards associated with it.  If John meets the low standards but not the high standards, then “John knows he has hands” can be true when uttered by A and false when uttered by B. 

This feature of attributor contextualism is in contrast with the type of contextualism held by Michael Williams, which is called by Pritchard ‘Inferential Contextualism’
.  This version of contextualism holds that the context is determined not by the circumstances attributor, but rather by the circumstances of the subject—the person who’s putative knowledge is being questioned.   As a result it will not be possible for one attributor to truly attribute knowledge to a subject while another attributor truly attributes lack of knowledge to the same subject.  In addition, contrary to what happens in attributor contextualism, a mere change in conversation cannot change the context
. Instead each inferential context carries with it certain parameters determining which things can be questioned and which must be taken as basic within that context.  For example we might think of the inferential context for doing history
.  In such a context we might question if a particular document is authentic or not, but it is not appropriate to ask if the world was created five minutes ago.  Since inferential contexts are connected to particular purposes, we can only change those contexts by changing our purposes and getting others to change theirs too.  

Inferential contextualism also differs from attributor contextualism in that there is no hierarchy of contexts
.  In attributor contextualism conversational changes can raise or lower the epistemic standards.  Speaking of ‘higher’ or ‘lower’ standards implies that there is some ranking of the contexts.   The epistemic standards in inferential contextualism are not so ranked.  Rather than thinking of one standard as being more demanding or rigorous than another we are to think of each as simply being the appropriate standard for the context.  
All this leads to the inferential contextualist’s answer to the skeptical problem.  When one is in a normal inferential context it is true that one knows that one has hands.  When one is in a skeptical inferential context it is true that one does not know one is not a brain in a vat or that one has hands.  Epistemic skepticism is true, but only within skeptical contexts.  Fortunately for those who want to avoid skepticism, there are many other contexts in which epistemic skepticism is false.
Comparing Inferential Contextualism to Attributor Contextualism

Duncan Pritchard has argued that inferential contextualism is superior to attributor contextualism in addressing skeptical worries.  In this section I would like to agree with these arguments and expand on them.  However, after agreeing with this conclusion I will go on to show why the context-sensitivity of virtue epistemology is superior to inferential contextualism.  
The first objection to attributor contextualism is the worry that its hierarchical ranking of contexts grants too much to the skeptic.  If the epistemic standards given by different contexts are ranked, then we might rightly ask what the “best” standard says.  According to the highest ranked epistemic standard, skepticism is true.  And this seems like a victory for the skeptic.

Pritchard explains this worry by making a comparison between absolute terms such as “flat” and our epistemic terms
.  Absolute terms have a single absolute standard.  The absolute standard for flatness is something that a table could never hope to achieve.  It might be acceptable to describe tables that approach the absolute standard as flat. But such attributions won’t be true.  Similarly for “knowledge”.  It might be acceptable to say that I know I have hands in a normal context. But if I haven’t met the highest epistemic standards, it isn’t true that I know I have hands.  This potential worry does not apply to inferential contextualism because it does not endorse any hierarchy of contexts.  
The second objection to attributor contextualism is based on the determiners of context and the way in contexts can be changed.  Attributor contextualism is committed to the claim that changes in the attributor’s conversational situation can make a change in the epistemic context.  But it seems that sometimes, no matter how hard we try, conversation cannot change context.  Inferential contextualism can explain this phenomenon by its contention that it is difficult to change an inferential context. If doing history determines a context, then we need to stop doing history in order to change contexts.  
On the other hand, one might reply that the inferential contextualism cannot explain enough of the ways that conversation does affect context.  Sometimes shifts in conversation do work to make changes in context.  And this seems to give an advantage to the attributor contextualist.  However this apparent advantage leads to another objection that Pritchard raises to attributor contextualism.  This is the objection that while changes in conversation only change what it is  warranted to assert
.  This is basically a suggestion that we treat attributor contextualism as applying not to semantics (and hence truth values) but only to pragmatics.  Even the most dedicated skeptic will find himself making knowledge assertions on a regular basis.  If he were to answer his spouse’s question about the car keys with “I don’t know where they are” despite having seen them moments before, he would create the false implicature that he had not recently seen them.  On the skeptic’s view the pragmatics of knowledge attribution may come apart from the semantics. Inferential contextualism can accept this distinction, and hence gain the benefits of attributor contextualism by accepting it only as a pragmatic theory.   

This type of objection is called the Warranted Assertability Maneuver (WAM) by DeRose.
.  In defending attributor contextualism, he agrees that some instances of arguments of this type are legitimate, but claims that others are not.   Legitimate WAM’s are generated by appeal to a general principle. For instance, while it is strictly speaking true to say “possibly p” when you know not P,  “possibly p” is not warrantedly assertable because it violates of the general rule “Assert the Stronger” 
.  DeRose holds that in general WAMs are only legitimate when they depend on general rules that are not content specific.  The pragmatic rule to support Pritchard’s objection would have the form “Assert that someone knows when they are close enough to knowing”.  But this rule is far too specific, and applies only to instances with a particular type of content.  And so DeRose holds that the WAM objection to attributor contextualism does not work.

However, there is a response available to defend the superiority of inferential contextualism, even if we accept DeRose’s standards for a legitimate WAM.  For there is a principle even more general than “Assert the Stronger” which explains the pragmatic limitations.  This is the principle “Don’t create false conversational implicatures”.  One way to do this would be to assert knowledge even when one doesn’t have it.  Consider the skeptic who ought to assert that he knows where his spouse’s keys are.  To do otherwise would be to create the false implicature that he had not recently seen the keys.  Avoiding false implicatures will affect the assertability of particular knowledge claims. Thus we may use a WAM to show that attributor contextualism can be used as a theory of pragmatics rather than as theory of truth values.

These considerations taken together give us good reasons to prefer inferential contextualism over attributor contextualism.  Attributor contextualism grants too much to the skeptic and the benefits of attributor contextualism can be preserved by accepting an interpretation on which the conversational context determines the pragmatic appropriateness of assertions not their truth values.

Comparing Virtue Context Sensitivity to Inferential Contextualism
Let us compare virtue context-sensitivity and inferential contextualism on the basis of the two objections raised to attributor contextualism.  The first objection to attributor contextualism was that it ends up granting too much to the skeptic because of its hierarchical ranking of contexts. By admitting that the standards in the skeptical context are “best” we suggest that those standards ought to be met in all contexts. This objection does not apply to virtue context-sensitivity because the social roles it uses are not ranked in a hierarchical way.  There are a large number of social roles that do not conflict with either moral or epistemic virtues and these social roles can be taken to be on a par with each other.  The social role of the philosopher will not be more valuable than the social role of doctor, parent, or garbage collector.  Each of these social roles will have subject matters standards of proof appropriate to it.  Without a hierarchy of roles, virtue context-sensitivity is not subject the first objection.

The second objection raised to attributor contextualism also does not apply to virtue context-sensitivity because it is not offering an approach on which conversation can radically change the epistemic context.  Yet virtue context-sensitivity can explain why sometimes conversational can change the epistemic context.  When someone shouts “Fire”, this brings salience to the social role of a self preserving member of society, and cues looking for exits and trying to help others out of them in response to the epistemic and moral commitments of that role.  Thus conversion can change the context only by calling attention to an already existing social role of the agent.  And, like inferential contextualism, virtue context-sensitivity can also take on the benefits of attributor contextualism understood as a pragmatic rather than a semantic theory. 
Thus far virtue context-sensitivity and inferential contextualism are on a par.  The difference comes when we search for an explanation for why people would take on epistemic burdens associated with an inferential context.  Why not avoid these burdens by simply working within another inferential context with a lower burden of proof? 
Virtue context-dependence can explain why we take on these burdens by appealing to the benefits associated with a social role.  We take on the burdens of a given social role because we want the benefits associated with that same social role and we cannot have one without the other.  This is true in both the moral and the epistemic realm.  When someone takes on the role of mother she takes on an immense amount of responsibilities towards her child.  Why would anyone take on these burdens voluntarily?  In order to gain the benefits of being a mother.  The same can occur in the epistemic realm.  Why would she voluntarily put herself in the inferential context of doing history rather than the inferential context of a casual conversation?  We can explain this behavior by pointing out that she wants to be a historian.  Our desire to take on certain roles and to obtain the benefits associated with them can explain why we take on moral and epistemic burdens that we might otherwise avoid.

This explanation according to social roles can explain not just why we take on roles in the first place, but also why we continue to hold ourselves to their standards.  On a day when she is tired, a historian might not want to hold herself to the standards of doing history.  And yet, she does so.  Why?  If we think of inferential contexts as unconnected to the social role or something we can voluntarily take on this is hard to understand.  However if we think of these contexts as following from social roles to which we have already committed ourselves, can explain our commitment to those inferential contexts
Thus virtue context-dependence has an advantage over inferential contextualism in that it can use social roles to explain why we would take on epistemic burdens that it is possible to avoid.  At the same time virtue context-dependence avoids the problems that beset attributor contextualism, while retaining its usefulness as a pragmatic theory.  Virtue context-dependence is thus the best model to accommodate context-dependence into our epistemological theories.
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