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Epistemological Skepticism and
Performance Errors

Matjaž Potrč 

Lately one popular line of objection to contextualism about the concept of knowledge, and to contextualist-based replies to radical skepticism about knowledge, is to claim that contextualism is committed to the implausible thesis that ordinary users of the concept of knowledge are "blind" to the semantical workings of this concept. The reply would be to this effect: the kind of error they are prone to is a subtle and predictable "competence-based performance error," and the fact that contextualism is committed to saying that folks are prone to that kind of error is not a strong objection against the theory.

1. Knowledge is the usual goal of epistemological investigation. Centering upon it however introduces high normative standards. One way of taming the stringency of this approach is to engage into more realistic and humanly accessible normative standards, proper to  epistemological spectrum that extends from the mutually reinforcing low grade a priori to the cognitive science informed naturalized approach, with background cognitive semantic forces somewhere in the middle. The primary goal of epistemological investigation are then objectively justified beliefs whereas knowledge gets accorded a secondary place.

Knowledge defined as justified true belief is usually understood as the goal of epistemological investigation. The definition of knowledge is not easily achieved though, as it is shown by the Gettier cases displaying that knowledge is not a necessary outcome of the justified true belief. Additional conditions are required. It turns out that knowledge is a rather demanding commodity. And the cause of such a conclusion may be the very definition bound nature of the quest for knowledge, the most common method of search for its conditions. Such a quest involves rather high normative standards, being a case of what may be called high grade a priori, namely the a priori search for conditions of knowledge where possible responses to the appearing counterexamples based upon intuitions fail to be treated as empirical data, and rather get assessed from the point of view of the ideal definition fitting competence. From this perspective the quest for knowledge is a very demanding inquiry that may be challenged as to its ultimate error-proof nature, thereby inviting skepticism as its constant companion and a challenge that needs to be affronted.


Recently an approach to epistemology departing from high a priori normative standards in the search of knowledge is proposed under the name of epistemological spectrum (ES: Henderson and Horgan). The main idea of this approach is not that of entirely dismissing the definition based quest in epistemology, but rather to recognize an appropriate place of normatively less demanding standards in it. The main proposed methodology is an abductive inquiry to the best explanation, where intuitive replies to possible counterexamples are treated as low grade a priori based data, thus depending upon a realistic account of human competence. The entire spectrum extends from this low grade a priori side to the naturalized epistemology cognitive science informed data that support a realistically conceived cognitive and thus epistemic competence. Different sides of epistemological spectrum get mutually reinforced. Whatever characterizes human cognitive abilities on the naturalized epistemology side of the spectrum can exercise its impact upon the low grade a priori side, and the other way round. Somewhere in the middle of this spectrum is the place for the semantic background that enters into the building support and justification of beliefs and it may be called morphological content, the content formed by the shape of the multi-dimensional background landscape. One main characteristics of morphological content is its inability to be explicitly assessed and represented by the epistemic agent despite that it is importantly involved into the justification of belief and thereby into the search for knowledge. If one uses connectionist computational model inspired characterization, morphological content is the information present in the weights of the system, where the effective nodes are hidden from the explicit access. Morphological content's semantic forces are thus involved into formation of justified beliefs. Once as this is recognized though, the inquiry shifts from the direct search of conditions for knowledge to the search for conditions of justified beliefs. If so, then the objectively justified beliefs turn out to be the primary goal of epistemological investigation, whereas knowledge becomes its secondary goal. Very demanding normative standards supporting the search for knowledge are thus replaced by the realistic low grade a priori ES informed standards. 

2. Contextualism presents yet another trial of tackling questions related to knowledge as the goal of epistemological inquiry. Contextualism stays with the concept of knowledge, recognizing variable normative forces that govern its ascription in different contexts with the aim to make it more realistic. Centered at knowledge as its target, contextualism responds to skepticism as its counterpart. 

In opposition to the just introduced recent epistemological spectrum (ES) approach to knowledge, contextualism is a widely discussed epistemological branch. The main claim of contextualism is in respect to the variability of contextual normative conditions under which the concept of knowledge happens to occur. Semantics of the predicate “flat” varies according to the contextual circumstances and their adjoined normative standards under which it is used. So the pavement will be recognized as flat according to the usual circumstances of flatness evaluation. But if normative scores get higher, as this is the case where one takes a real close look at the details of the pavement's structure and surface, the ascription of the predicate will not be appropriate anymore. Similarly it may be claimed that the semantics of the concept “knowledge” varies with the context in which the term happens to be used. In the usual practical everyday circumstances I may be said to know that the departure of the train is at noon. If the scores get higher though, such as it happens to be the case where a lot depends upon my catching the train, I may not have justifiably ascribed the concept of knowledge anymore, facing thereby the skeptical possibility that I am in error as to the time of departure. 


Epistemological contextualism centers at the concept of knowledge, which does not appear as an indistinguishable commodity anymore, but whose semantic impact, meaning, depends upon the variable contextual circumstances. In this way contextualism tries to make knowledge a 

more realistic concept. This it tries to achieve by making its ascription context-dependent. One result is that the ascription of knowledge gets limited to only normatively high-score situations, or again that it has a rather variable extension.


As it centers upon knowledge though and not at the justified belief as does the ES proposal, epistemological contextualism is inclined to retain high normative standards that naturally involve skepticism in various forms, and also radical skepticism, as its counterpart. This is not necessarily the case for the ES inspired epistemology. 

3. Lately one popular line of objection to contextualism about the concept of knowledge, and to contextualist-based replies to radical skepticism about knowledge, is to claim that contextualism is committed to an the implausible thesis that ordinary users of the concept of knowledge are "blind" to the semantical workings of this concept.

According to contextualism, the concept of knowledge very simply depends upon the contextual circumstances, involving variable normative standards. This is opposed though to the intuition that the concept of knowledge requires mastery by the cognitive agents. For it may be claimed that the epistemic agent cannot be said to know that p if he does not master the conditions of p, in an evidential manner, say. If the epistemic agent does not master conditions of access to p, in an evidential or otherwise attuned explicit manner, then it may be held that he will not be in possession of knowledge and that he rather entertains just an opinion about p. And this certainly does not seem to satisfy requirements for an epistemological success. In other words, knowledge, in opposition to the epistemologically unbinding opinion, seems to require something such as full evidential mastery of conditions entering into assessment of the targeted proposition p, so that these conditions are evidentially present to the epistemic agent and mastered by him. For otherwise, as just said, the epistemic agent would entertain just an opinion involving p, and thus would not master knowledge in respect to it. But now, it looks that according to contextualism such an evidential or otherwise forthcoming explicit access by the epistemic agent in respect to p is foreclosed, because the conditions for something to count as a piece of knowledge are the property of normative forces residing in contextual circumstances, with their own normative dynamics, which is forthcoming independently of the epistemic agent, in the context.


How can a contextualist try to provide a reply to the radical skepticism about knowledge? He will claim that knowledge is a context-bound concept, and so that radical skepticism as well is bound to a rather peculiar context involving very demanding normative semantic pressures in that context, determining the concept of knowledge. Radical skepticism would appear in evil demon scenarios and in their fitting environments. In such scenario settings, the epistemic agent is not in control of normative forces that govern ascription of the concept of knowledge. So, the ascription of knowledge may be reserved for less demanding contexts where the normative forces governing ascription of knowledge are not entirely outside the mastery of cognitive agent. But the very idea of epistemic agent mastering conditions for knowledge ascription seems to go against the basic contextualist view which constrains semantic forces to the objectively existing context in which the ascription happens.


As conditions for the ascription of the concept of knowledge together with the normative forces are given in the objectively existing context, according to contextualism, it seems that contextualism must be committed to the thesis that epistemic agents are “blind” to the semantical workings of the concept of knowledge. All the work in determining the ascription of the concept of knowledge, according to contextualism, is thus effectuated in the objectively existing context, where semantic normative forces determining the correctness of knowledge ascription are the effect of this context, and not of the ability or competence of the epistemic agent. So contextualism seems to be committed to an implausible thesis that ordinary users of the concept of knowledge are “blind” to the semantical workings of the concept of knowledge. But someone who is “blind” to the semantical workings of the concept of knowledge, so it seems, certainly cannot be the one who masters conditions for knowledge ascription, and thereby cannot be someone that knows.

4. Replying to the mentioned objection to contextualism would be to this effect: the kind of error that ordinary users of the concept of knowledge are prone to is a subtle and predictable "competence-based performance error," and the fact that contextualism is committed to saying that folks are prone to that kind of error is not a strong objection against the theory.

The above mentioned objection to contextualism in respect to knowledge seems to possess its force due to the fact that in one way or the other evidential conditions need to be mastered by the epistemic agent in order for him to possess knowledge, and that this is excluded by the contextualist shift of conditions for mastering concept of knowledge entirely to the normative forces being effective in the context, with the correlative exclusion of the powers upheld by the epistemic agent. 


We will try to reply to this objection, following the route sketched by the ES approach to knowledge. That way of tackling the concept of knowledge emphasizes a realistic human approach to epistemic competence, leaning upon the manner in which this competence succeeds in the actual epistemic agents, as supported by their effective cognitive architecture. It turns out that the evidential status is required for the concept of knowledge indeed, but that the needed kind of evidence may be achieved as supported by the cognitive competence that is typical for human cognizers. Such a competence builds upon the cognitive background of the semantical nature being effective in the support of belief formation. This is the already mentioned background that can be called morphological content. Morphological content, as we claimed, is the semantic background that is not explicitly present in the occurrent cognitive state, but rather supports this state in forming it, and providing justification status to it. Morphological content is not evidentially accessible to the epistemic agent. Despite this, it delivers justificatory status to the total cognitive state of the epistemic agent that happens to be measured in respect to this justificatory status. The evidential characteristic seems to be barred by the background and non-explicit to the agent nature of morphological content. But as morphological content leans on the way in which human cognition really works, the evidential status has to be achieved in accordance with it. This can only succeed, we claim, in the objective circumstances supporting evidential approach, of the skeptical scenarios involving transglobal environment.


Human cognition is very rich and it comes with dynamical nature. This implies that evidential conditions for a certain total cognitive state p as entertained by the epistemic agent will not be available in an atomistic manner and separately in respect to other cognitive states. Evidential conditions may be obtained in a special transglobal environment, where semantic and justification providing forces do not cling to separate total cognitive states, but come from the holistic background of morphological content. 


This proves that epistemic agents being “blind” as to the semantical workings of concept such as knowledge is not a kind of error that is specific to contextualism, which seems to exclude evidential mastering from these epistemic agents and to transfer it to the independently existing context. It is in fact an “error” whose roots are in the specific nature of competence upheld by cognizers with the background of morphological content exercising an important role in semantical workings of concepts. One can even claim now that contextualism will happily admit such an “error”, and that it will explain it as a consequence of rich and dynamical cognition, as being effective in belief formation and justification. 

5. Epistemological spectrum approach delivers a realistic non-idealized view of human epistemic competence, involving low-grade a priori inquiry, cognitive science informed naturalization and the semantic background that enters into the objectively justified belief formation.

The objection to contextualism involves “blindness” of epistemic agents in respect to semantic workings of such concepts as knowledge, due to the fact that contextualism recognizes such workings in the objective context, out of the reach of direct evidential access by cognitive agents to the total cognitive states that may figure as candidates for knowledge. This objection is due though to an idealized view of human cognitive and epistemic competence, which subscribes to the high grade a priori conditions of evidence that should be achieved upon this basis. The ES approach delivers a different picture of human cognitive competence, where justification is achieved by the empirically recognized intuitions figuring in the low grade a priori inquiry, and supported by cognitive science informed epistemology naturalized. The middle of the spectrum figures morphological content as the background of the semantic holistic support. The question that needs explaining now is how this morphological content which figures in semantics of belief formation and justification can be eventually reconciled with the evidence that seems to be needed anyway for mastering of the concept of knowledge. Such a step is available by the dialectics that finishes up with an objectively justified belief account, which does not take knowledge as its primary epistemic goal, but enables it nevertheless, in a rich cognition and epistemic support involving human competence.

6. Objectively justified belief inquiry, following the epistemic spectrum guidelines, starts with externalist reliability. As it tries to answer possible objections, such as fake barn scenarios, it needs to involve a wider surrounding, moving from the local to the global environment. The result though is still prone to the evil demon problem for reliabilism, and its solution needs to push from the global to the transglobal environment, involving a range of possible experiential worlds. It turns out that the appropriate reliability can only be of the transglobal kind, and the inquiry ends up with evidential reliabilism. Notice now that this path to evidential reliabilism delivers an ordered and systematic naturally appearing range of environments, and that this compares favorably as compared to the absence of systematic context environments account in contextualism. At its final stage of inquiry into objectively justified belief epistemological spectrum approach also provides a natural reply to the skeptical challenge, although knowledge is its secondary goal.

Once as we have enriched our view of human cognition, recognizing it as dynamic and not directly submitted to the direct evidentialist atomistic enterprise, we may ask how evidentialist support that seems to be anyway needed for knowledge may be achieved. In order to engage into dialectics leading to this result, we can start with the externalist objective reliabilist justification, and see where the inquiry will lead us. (Henderson and Horgan; Henderson, Horgan and Potrč) As we start with reliabilism, we have to deal with problems that may be there for it, such as the one figuring fake barn cases. Even if an epistemic agent forms a true belief about a barn being there, his belief will not be justified in an environment that happens to abound with fake-barns, which are there without him being aware of this fact. In order to escape this conundrum, a way out is possible through the shift from the local environment to the global environment as the one that is appropriate for justification. Even at this dialectical stage a further shift is required if we wish to obtain an objective justification, because there exists a possible challenge via new evil demon problem for reliabilism. This one can be solved by the move from the global to the transglobal environment, which figures a range of possible experiential worlds. What has happened? One started with the desire to provide a reliabilist account of justification. The dialectics has shown us that an objective justification is achieved only as the considered environment is shifted from the local to the global, and then to the transglobal environment. The objective reliabilist justification turns out to be transglobal, and thus evidentialist. So we end up with a form of evidentialist reliabilism. Notice that such reliabilism provides an evidentialist basis that may be hoped to offer a solution not just to the objective justified belief, but to the concept of knowledge ascription as well.


Notice now that this path to evidential reliabilism delivers an ordered and systematic naturally appearing range of environments (local, global, transglobal), and that this compares favorably as compared to the absence of a systematic context environments account in contextualism (that just sticks to the variability of environments, presumably in the local and global, but hardly in the transglobal setting). At its final stage of inquiry into objectively justified belief epistemological spectrum approach also provides a natural reply to the skeptical challenge (as related to the transglobal environment, figuring a wide range of experientially possible worlds), although knowledge is its secondary goal.

7. Because contextualist approach sticks to knowledge as its primary goal, it stays with idealized view of epistemic competence. Epistemological spectrum approach brings the inquiry closer to the competence of human epistemic agents. This one involves morphological content as the semantic background supporting processes of belief formation and thereby of justification. The cognitive background of morphological content is much too complex and dynamical in its nature that it could be subjected to the idealized account of human competence. 

By the introduction of  evidentialist reliabilism we have secured the basis for objective justified belief and through it for the possible concept of knowledge ascription. From the point of view of evidentialism, this may be understood as self-ascription. In such a manner, we have defended a real human competence based view of epistemic justification.


Contextualism though stays with knowledge as its primary goal. In fact, we have perhaps secured objective justified belief conditions, but not these of a direct knowledge ascription, which seems to be locked into an atomistic and idealized view of epistemic competence, not so easily reconciled with the background morphological content with its effects upon semantic competence, that is in the foreground of the concept of knowledge ascription to an epistemic agent.


Although our approach can support contextualism, it may not be compatible with a simple version of it, but just perhaps with a refined version of contextualism that achieves the desired evidentialist impact in the transglobal environment, consisting of a wide range of experientially possible global environments. The simple contextualist version, on the contrary, would stick to the local or global environments of justification, where evidence is achievable through atomistic direct means only.


So we have some reserves in respect to the simple version of contextualism. But we are also inspired by the contextualist approach, and we endorse it in its transglobal environment figuring version. As we say, the cognitive background of morphological content is much too complex and dynamical in its nature that it could be subjected to an idealized and atomism involving account of human competence. The evidence that is needed for objective justification of beliefs needs to be derived from the rich and dynamically complex human cognitive competence, which also provides the means for support of belief justification, and only in a secondary manner for knowledge ascription.

8. The objection that humans are blind to the semantic changes governing contextualist treatment of knowledge loses its force once as the morphological content is accorded its place in processes of belief justification. Morphological content, namely, is a semantic part of cognition. Just that the nature of morphological content does not allow idealized tracking methods of epistemic support, wrongly presupposed to be there by the idealized view of epistemological inquiry. Given the background and non-explicit nature of morphological content, it is to be expected that epistemological agents are not able to transparently track semantic moves in justificatory belief support. On the contrary, what appears as an error from the idealized epistemological competence point of view turns out to be the very semantics based possibility for epistemological agents to achieve justified beliefs. In as far as these beliefs are objectively justified, epistemological spectrum approach in accordance with its low-grade a priori inquiry also delivers its answer to the radical skepticism challenge about knowledge by providing the transglobal evidential reliabilist environment.

The objection that humans are blind to the semantic changes governing contextualist treatment of knowledge loses its force once as the morphological content is accorded its place in processes of belief justification.


In section 3. the objection to contextualism was that all the work of semantical normativity which determines the appropriateness of the usage of the concept of knowledge is entirely due to the context, and so epistemic agents, i.e. ordinary users of the concept of knowledge, seem to be “blind” in respect to the workings of this concept. The tension for the skeptical contexts, as approached by contextualism, seems to be that between the normative semantic forces determining the appropriate ascription of the concept of knowledge that entirely resides in the objective contextual conditions, and between the need for an epistemic agent to exercise mastery and his epistemic ability in respect to the concept of knowledge, preferably in an evidentialist manner. This conundrum may now be tackled and as we believe also solved by the evidential reliabilism approach to ascription of the concept of knowledge. In fact, according to this way to proceed, evidentialist conditions are essential for the concept of knowledge ascription. And these evidential conditions are achieved in respect to the new evil demon introduced skeptical environment of evidential reliabilism. The objective justified belief conditions are thus in the foreground of the proposal, whereas the ascription of the concept of knowledge is secondary to these.


The objection that humans are blind to the semantic changes governing contextualist treatment of knowledge loses its force once as the morphological content is accorded its place in processes of belief justification. Morphological content, namely, is a semantic part of cognition. Just that the nature of morphological content does not allow idealized tracking methods of epistemic support, wrongly presupposed to be there by the idealized view of epistemological inquiry. Given the background and non-explicit nature of morphological content, it is to be expected that epistemological agents are not able to transparently track semantic moves in justificatory belief support. On the contrary, what appears as an error from the idealized epistemological competence point of view turns out to be the very semantics based possibility for epistemological agents to achieve justified beliefs. In as far as these beliefs are objectively justified, epistemological spectrum approach in accordance with its low-grade a priori inquiry also delivers its answer to the radical skepticism challenge about knowledge by providing the transglobal evidential reliabilist environment.
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