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Introduction

Check out the number of hits you get from the term “Virtue
Epistemology” on the internet today, and then check it again in
six months time. You’re bound to find that the number of hits
has increased significantly. The growing number of university
courses that include Virtue Epistemology in the curriculum are
a reflection of the interest that has been awakened among
American epistemologists in the Greek virtues. This has been a
somewhat logical consequence of the popular interest that
Virtue Ethics itself has spurred in the United States over the
last thirty years.! The idea of there being a Virtue Epistemology
(in parallel to Virtue Ethics) was first touted by Ernest Sosa in
his “The Raft and the Pyramid: Coherence versus Foundations
in the Theory of Knowledge” (1980).2 By looking at the epis-
temic agent’s intellectual “virtues” or “vices,” prior to an exam-
ination of the properties of any given belief, Sosa hoped that the
justificational impasse between internalists and externalists
would be avoided through this more radical starting point to
helief evaluation, that is, by starting with the properties of the
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believer herself.’ And, as Christopher Hookway has pointed out,

the appeal of a virtue approach to justification lies in the fact
that it can capture both externalist and internalist intuitions.’

Virtues keep externalists happy because our character traits
are largely opaque to reflection or to an explicit consideration of
abstract principles. Internalists are kept satisfied, however,
because the merits of one’s character are attributable to the
agent. In this way the agent can be held responsible for beliefs
over which she does not exercise direct control. The result has
been several books in these lagt few years in which Faculty.
Reliabilists and Virtue Responsibilists have published articles
under the same general heading of Virtue Epistemology.® How
long this amicable relationship between responsibilists and
reliabilists can last will depend upon the substantive details in
how we define “virtue.”

Heather Battaly warns that we will be in for a repeat of the
internalist/externalist debate if we fail to recognize that the
current use of the term virtue is “thin” and that authors like
Alvin Goldman and Linda Zagzebski have been thickening the
concept in different ways.® We argue that the rag-and-bones
state in which the agreed usage of “virtue” finds itself could be
considerably beefed up, to the satisfaction of all, were we to
recover the conceptual baggage that traditionally accompanies
an intellectual virtue. This will mean clearing up some anom-
alies. Within the Virtue Epistemology current of epistemology,
Faculty Reliabilists like Sosa and Goldman conflate the
intellectual virtues with our cognitive fzculties. On the other
hand, Virtue Responsibilists like Zagzebski go to the polar
opposite of the virtue spectrum and deal with the intellectual
virtues as if they were moral virtues of character that aid
investigation into the truth. The intellectual virtues, however,
at least as they were understood by the Greeks and by Medie-
val authors, are neither faculties nor moral virtues. If Faculty
Reliabilists and Virtue Responsibilists want to keep talking to
each other, rather than past each other, then they will need to
make an explicit distinction between our cognitive faculties and
the virtuous uses to which those faculties are put.

1. Internalist Consequences for Faculty Reliabilism

Plantinga and Sosa have sought to follow in Thomas Reid’s
footsteps by developing a faculty-centered epistemology.” They
both argue that the foundations of our epistemic beliefs should
be located in our cognitive faculties. Imagine that you see a
squirrel outside your window. The typical foundationalist would
claim that you are justified in your belief that there is a
gquirrel outside your window if that belief were based upon the
sensory experience of seeming to see the squirrel (under
adequate lighting, at a not too far off distance, etc). But this
sensory foundation of squirrel-seeing must itself be an instance
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of some more general foundational principle. To cut a long story
short, your ability to see squirrels and form true beliefs about
their nut gathering must be derived from some innate or
acquired excellence that underpins the sensory experience.® The
foundationalist’s relation of perceptual belief to its epistemic
grounds should be understood, hence, as a description of
cognitive faculties or “virtues.” For this reason Sosa argues
that our ability to discern simple truths and retain simple
beliefs about sighted squirrels or Everglade swamp monsters is
a species-wide accomplishment that calls for the recognition of
our having corresponding cognitive faculties.'" These faculties
provide us with the unifying ground for all a foundationalist's
justifying sources regarding perceptual beliefs.!! Greco describes
this form of epistemic justification as follows,

A belief B(p) is epistemically justified for a person S (i.e. justified
in the sense required for knowledge) if and only if Bip) is
produced by one or more intellectual virtues of 8.1

The all-important question here is ‘what is an intellectual
virtue?’

Plantinga’s response is an enumeration of the cognitive
“faculties,” “modules,” “belief-producing mechanisms,” or
“cognitive processes” as being self-knowledge, memory,
perception, knowledge of other persons and of their thoughts
and feelings (extrospection), evidence from others’ beliefs
(testimony), a priori knowledge, induction, and probability.'?
He says that his rather long list is an incomplete one and
could also include natural and organ-based ways of knowing
moral truths, perceiving beauty, a sensus divinitatis, as well as
supernatural faculties such as the Internal Testimony of the
Holy Spirit.!* Interestingly, Plantinga does not establish any
sort of hierarchy between these faculties. Indeed, although
aware of not having provided us with a way of determining
exactly what faculties there are, or which faculties need to be
functioning properly in order for a belief to be justified, let
alone how they all work together, Plantinga seems content
with having opened up a trail for others to blaze.'s He simply
says that the /acunae in his theory show that his account of
the faculties is an incomplete one, and he leaves it at that.
What would a continuation of Plantinga’s pronouncements on
the faculties look like? To start with, some faculties would
need to be identified as coordinators of the other faculties
precisely because we see and hear “squirrels” rather than “see
grey and brown swirls” as an independent event from “hearing
nattering sounds.” The “myth of the given” in Sellars is a
problem that Peirce drew attention to many years earlier
when he described his vision of a flower blooming outside his
window.,
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“Looking out of my window this lovely spring morning I see,”
Peirce wrote in 1901, “an azalea in full bloom. No, no! T do not
see that; though that is the only way I can describe what I see™"

Sensations are unified in the subject that grasps reality as a
complete picture. The external senses alone do not provide us
with a sufficient explanation for this phenomena and so we are
forced to expand our category of cognitive faculties beyond our
external sense organs. Humans and more developed animals
not only receive present sensations, they can also deal with
externally absent realities (enabling them to go in search of
them in a knowing way). If external senses capture what is
“outside,” the internal ones capture those sensations that the
external senses have presented to us and coordinate them.
(“*Outside” is presented in quotes because we have external
senses of touch inside the stomach, The distinction, hence, has
to do with the object grasped by the senses.”™) The inner senses
retain the forms derived from our external ones and are more
general in that the real thing that gave rise to the sensation
need no longer be present. Eyes, ears, nose, and nerves depend
upon the power of the brain to make sense of what they have to
report. The external faculties of seeing and hearing work in a
coordinated way thanks to some interior common sense in the
mind. Comments Aristotle,

every sense has something special and also something common;
special, as e.g. seeing is to the sense of sight, hearing to the
auditory sense, and so on with the other senses severally; while
all are accompanied by a common power, in virtue whereof a
person perceives that he sees or hears (for assuredly it is not by
sight that one sees that he sees; and it is not by taste, or sight,
or both together that one discerns, and that sweet things are
different from white things, but by a part common to all the
organs of sense;™

This common sense receives, distinguishes and coordinates
the object proper to each of our sensory faculties (touch and
sense of one’s own body and of other bodies, taste, smell,
hearing, sight) in a vague recognition of what is common and
what is distinet.?* Our Sosa-like sense apparatus that captures
the existence of other bodies is prior in time and prepares the
way, so to speak, for our higher-order reflective abilities,
including those that are able to take in @il being.?* When we
begin to blaze the Reidian trail that Plantinga has opened up,
we find that it leads us into internalist territory because we
need a subject who, wittingly or not, is the final coordinator of
these faculties, in whose cognitive service they are naturally
ordered towards. In other words, it is the rational (or irrational)
agent who freely governs her cognitive faculties as the head of
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that hierarchy, subject, of course, to the constraints and
possibilities of her cognitive powers. Once Faculty Reliabilists
begin to ask about the relationship that exists among the
different faculties, they necessarily make contact with the
character concerns of the Virtue Responsibilists.

2., Three Hurdles for a Purely
Externalist Faculty Reliabilism

Talk of subjects and the sometimes free coordination of the
faculties and their proper objects will probably not go down too
well with Quinean naturalists and reformed epistemologists. To
date, epistemic virtue talk among Faculty Reliabilists could not
be further removed from internalist concerns. Sosa, Plantinga,
and Goldman speak about faculties, operations, or basically any
stable and nonfleeting cognitive process rather than about the
excellent use we might choose to make of our faculties. We
maintain, however, that an inevitable result of centering our
epistemic attention on the believer, rather than on the belief, is
that it will one day lead to a full-blown philosophical anthropol-
ogy that makes allowance for both hot and cold (ir)rationality in
the knowing agent. Time will tell, but a glimpse of this
epistemic future can already be gleaned from the Agent
Reliable and Virtue Responsibilist solutions to the thorny issues
that arise in a merely “Low Church” interpretation of virtue.
Let us now examine in detail three of the hurdles that stand in
the way of a purely externalist Faculty Reliabilism.

A common complaint about Faculty Reliabilism is that it
only provides us with a motley crew in our list of the virtues.
What Faculty Reliabilists like Sosa or Goldman list as being
faculties or “virtues” is so broad that it covers basgically any
‘under the skin’ means of belief production which proves to be
reliable. Sosa defines epistemic “virtue” as being any subject-
grounded ability that allows us to reliably tell truth from error
in a naturally correlated field, bound, thereby, to help maximize
one’s “surplus” of truth over error.?? Goldman broadens the
category of epistemic virtue even further than Sosa does. In
“What is Justified True Belief” (1979) he described a cognitive
process or reliable faculty as a functional operation of
reasoning, memory or perception that takes in inputs and
produces belief states as output.?? The “cognitive faculties,”
thus, include any of the “information-processing’ equipment
internal to the organism.” In “The Unity of the Epistemic
Virtues” (2001), however, he describes an epistemic virtue as
being any faculty, power, competence, mental process type or
even action which is judged to be praiseworthy.? When it comes
to filling in the blanks of said definitions, their merely
reliahilist criteria for establishing the nature of a virtue dash
upon the rocks of the “Generality Problem.” Axtell sets forth the
Faculty Reliabilists’ dilemma as follows,
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the “Generality Problem” alleges a problem for reliabilists in the
specification of reliable processes. If taken too narrowly, the
argument runs, such processes show themselves not to be
necessary for justification; and il taken too broadly, then they
may be necessary but are also shown insufficient. This places a
specific demand on virtue reliabilists to provide a specification of
a faculty or virtue that is neither so specific that every true
belief is credited to a reliable faculty, nor so broad that a single
faculty generates beliefs that seem to have different epistemic
statuses.?

This practical objection against Faculty Reliabilism has yet
to find an adequate response within the Reliabilist camp and it
is doubtful that a purely reliabilist solution will ever be
possible. But that is not the end of the Faculty Reliabilists’
WOes.

John Greco has recently identified a second drawback with
the Faculty Reliabilists’ too free and easy specification of the
“yirtues.” Although reliabilism is theoretically open to both
internalists and externalists alike, the thrust of Faculty
Reliabilism has been largely externalist and foundationalist at
the level of apt or ‘animal’ knowledge. The justification of our
perceptual knowledge is grounded in the sensory faculties
without any sort of internalist concern for how the epistemic
agent decides to use her faculties. Instead of distinguishing
between the faculties and their virtues (in the “High Chureh”
gsense of the term) as Aristotle does,?” Sosa describes the vir-
tuous habit in a faculty as constituting a “sub-faculty.” Thus,
intuitive, deductive and ampliative reasoning (which are uses of
reason) are held by him to be sub-faculties of reason. Sosa gives
us the following definition,

Faculty F is a more refined subfaculéy of Faculty F~ iff the [ield
[(F) of F includes but is not included by the field f{F’} of F'. Thus
the visual faculties of an expert bird-watcher would presumably
include many more refined sub-faculties of the faculties of color
and shape perception that he shares with ordinary people.™

Fine as it goes, but the formulation of this intuition has
large cracks in its foundationalist basis. According to the
descriptions of reliable belief-forming processes that Sosa and
his companions have given us, there is no real reason why
coherence-seeking reason should be excluded from our list of
the epistemic virtues. If this is the case then pure founda-
tionalism would no longer be tenable because “coherence
seeking reason is also a reliable source of true belief and hence
a source of epistemic justification.”® Indeed, it is precisely due
to the virtuous use that we make of our reasoning faculty that
we are even able to increase the range and reliability of our
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foundational belief-forming processes. The glass lenses that
Spinoza used to grind and polish helped him to see more of
Holland than his unaided natural faculties could have done.
Reality took on even greater dimensions for Galileo when he
peeped through a slightly bigger glass lens of his own intel-
ligent invention. Through invention we can even discover
aspects of reality like polar magnetism that escape our
naturally endowed sense faculties altogether. Once again, we
see that the current specifications of the cognitive faculties are
too loose and stand in need of a proper demarcation from how
they might be freely used.

A third, and more conceptual, difficulty with Faculty
Reliabilism (which is of special significance for Goldman’s
input-output understanding of knowledge) has been labeled by
Zagzebski as the “Value Problem.” In short, if knowledge is
something more valuable than a lucky guess, and almost
everybody would agree that this is the case, then there must be
something special about the formation of that belief that needs
to be taken into account. Faculty Reliabilism, however, is at a
loss to explain what that might be. The notion of epistemic
virtue as a ‘reliable belief-forming process’ is unable to explicate
the value that epistemic virtue has independently of the value
of a given true belief. Says Zagzebski,

The value of the product is transferred to the value of the
process reliably producing that product, but the product does
not then get an extra boost of value from the value of the
process. A true belief that is a product of a reliable truth-
producing process has no greater epistemic value than a true
belief that is the product of an unreliable process. Hence
process reliabilism cannot explain what gives knowledge
greater value than true belief®

Zagzebski compares the Faculty Reliabilists’ account of
input-output belief generation by cognitive faculties with the
production of coffee by an espresso maker. Purely reliabilist
criteria will prove insufficient for an adequate explication of
knowledge because a cup of coffee would taste just as sweet
whether it was made by a reliable or properly functioning
espresso maker or by a faulty one that happened to get it right
on this occasion. Nor does the fact that the espresso maker
made the coffee (Sosa) or that the maker is worthy of credit
(Greco) say anything itself about the actual coffee it produces.®
The value of the producer is independent of the value of the
product.

True belief arising from cognitive activity cannot be like espresso
coming out of an espresso maker. Not only is the reliability of the
machine insufficient to make the coffee in the cup any better,
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