Roll Call:  

Brian is just a normal guy until one day he receives a massive brain injury from which he never recovers.  In addition to serious behavioral and physical changes he subsequently develops the ability to predict with extraordinary accuracy when a particular publicly traded company is about to experience a huge gain in value.  Brian is aware that he can do this.  However, he has no idea how he does it.  He feels no confidence in his predictions, and fact feels like he is just guessing. His wife Becky is a day trader, and employs his predictions over the remaining 10 years of Brian’s life to become a multi-millionaire.

Question:  Does Brian know when stocks are going up.?  Does Becky know when stocks are going up?
Normativity and Epistemic Intuitions

by J. Weinberg, S. Nichols, and S. Stich

This paper claims to expose an assumption at the heart of traditional analytic epistemology, and it gives some evidence that the assumption is false. 
The assumption in question is, roughly, that the best way to improve upon our thinking is to carefully reflect on the epistemic norms we use and determine whether they seem to be intuitively correct.  The authors think we lack any substantial basis for assuming that intuitive approval is a reliable method for determining whether epistemic norms are correct, and they believe the evidence they provide shifts the burden of proof completely to those who assume we do.
At the heart of this matter is the nature of epistemic norms.  Naturalists tend to assume that epistemic norms derive their normativity from their actual reliability, which is a matter that is entirely external to the agent and can only be determined by empirical means.  Non naturalists tend to assume that the normativity of an epistemic norm stems from it being cognitively accessible (i.e., it makes no sense to claim that one ought to use norms to which one has no direct epistemic access), and so tend to regard establishing correct epistemic norms as an internal matter.
In order to understand the nature of the criticism here, it is again useful to think about ethical theory.  How do we determine whether an ethical norm is correct?  Consider the following ethical norm:

· Do to others whatever they do to you.  

Is this is a correct ethical norm?  You might argue as follows:
· This is not a correct ethical norm because there are times when people accidentally, and non negligently, cause you harm and do not therefore merit payback in kind.

Now, suppose we ask:  How do you know that people who accidentally and non negligently cause you harm don’t deserve payback in kind?  It seems like the only answer you can give is “My moral intuitions tell me so (eieio).”  Which simply prompts questions like this: 

· How do you know your moral intuitions can be trusted?  

· What if my moral intuitions tell me different?
Actually, another kind of answer you might give, viz., a reliabilist or consequentialist type answer, e.g., Punishing people for accidentally and non negligently causing harm does not reliably increase the amount of good in the world. But of course this is now at least partly an empirical claim, one whose truth can not be determined simply by consulting our moral intuitions.  
People who do not like consequentialist answers to moral questions tend to dislike them for precisely this reason:  They think the morality of an action must hinge on matters entirely accessible to the agent.  
So, for both epistemic norms and moral norms one can raise the question:  What makes you think your intuitions are a reliable indicator of the correctness of moral norms?

The Paper

The authors begin by distinguishing different types of epistemological projects.

· The Normative Project

· The attempt to establish norms to guide our epistemic efforts.
· The Descriptive Project

· The attempt to describe epistemic concepts and epistemic language.

· The Evaluative Project

· The attempt to evaluate how well or poorly actual epistemic practice accords with the correct epistemic norms.

· The Ameliorative Project

· The attempt to show how we can go about improving our epistemic practices.

Intuition Driven Romanticism
The authors invent this somewhat disparaging term to identify the epistemic methodology that makes an ultimate appeal to intuitions.  (They suggest that the method is a vestige of 19th century Romanticism according to which our “real selves” are buried deep within us.)  Epistemic Romanticism, then, is the idea that knowledge of correct epistemic norms is buried deep within us, and that a process of self-exploration can reveal them.

Epistemic Romanticism is reflected in the process we call “reflective equilibrium”  Which is basically a feedback process that works like this:


The Normativity Problem
The Normatitivity Problem is simply “Why should we think a process like this would yield the correct epistemic norms or judgments?
Of course, one answer to this question, a highly relativistic one, is, that there are no correct epistemic norms in the sense intended by the authors.  Reflective equilibrium is a process which is intended to maintain an internal coherence between our epistemic norms, intuitions, and judgments.  Hence, the correctness of an epistemic norm is relative to certain intuitions and judgments, etc.  

At least one of the author’s of this paper (Stich) might accept a response like this.  But this kind of relativism is simply not what the traditional epistemological project aims at.  Rather, the aim has always been to identify epistemic norms that are appropriate to any rational being engaged in rational inquiry.

The relativistic response opens the possibility that there exists real cultural variation in epistemic intuitions, and the rest of this paper is devoted to producing empirical evidence that this is actually the case.  So, if the evidence is compelling, then it forces the Epistemic Romantic to concede that they are relativists.  But it is really worse than that, because the kind of relativism they are forced to cop to is essentially ethnocentric, and the authors concluded by dubbing it “ethno-epistemology.”

Empirical Hypotheses
The authors are inspired by the work of Richard Nisbett who has provided evidence that East Asians think differently than westerners.   The rather hackneyed-stereotype here is very familiar, but Nisbett provides interesting evidence that there is some truth to it:  

· Asian thinking is more holistic; Western is more analytical.  

· Asian thinking tends to be more analogical, Western tends toward causal analysis.
· Asian thinking is more committed to social harmony, Western is more individualistic.

The authors are also interested in whether epistemic intuitions track socioeconomic status (SES) and here they reference the work of Jonathan Haidt.  

The methodology basically consists in measuring reactions to described scenarios.  For example, one study designed to determine whether moral intuitions correlated with SES used the following scenario:
· A man goes to the supermarket once a week and buys a dead chicken. Before cooking the chicken, he has sex with it. Then he cooks it and eats it.

Subjects are then asked to rate whether what the man is doing is seriously morally wrong. 
The authors of this paper are ultimately interested in testing 4 empirical hypotheses.

1. Epistemic intuitions vary from culture to culture.

2. Epistemic intuitions vary from one socioeconomic group to the other.

3. Epistemic intuitions vary as a function of how many philosophy courses a person has had.

4. Epistemic intuitions depend, in part, on the order in which cases are presented.

The Experiments
Descriptions of the experiments begin on page 15 of the online article. 

The authors conclude that there is statistically significant evidence to support the existence of different epistemic intuitions between cultures and socioeconomic classes.

Objections and Replies

In concluding this paper they consider several objections.

1.  What’s so bad about epistemic relativism?

The author’s don’t reject epistemic relativism out of hand, but they say:

….the version of relativism to which IDR strategies lead would entail that the epistemic norms appropriate for the rich are quite different then the norms appropriate for the poor, and that the epistemic norms appropriate for white people are different from the norms appropriate for people of color.

This is actually a pretty preposterous remark insofar as it is meant to be interpreted causally.  SES and skin color turn out to be correlated with different epistemic intuitions on their results, but they aren’t studies that suggest a causal model.  Intuitively, one would tend to suspect that difference in SES tracks level of education, and differences between culture track any number of things, perhaps even immersion in scientific method, which until quite recently was a largely occidental phenomenon.

2.  There are several senses of “knowledge”. Perhaps the measured differences are the result of this ambiguity.

What the author’s have in mind here is that fact that we often use the word “know” as denoting a strong sense of subjective certainty.  Sometimes, for example, we will say “I just knew that you were planning me a surprise birthday party,” even though it turns out to have been false.
The authors anticipated this criticism by including a question that would expose a tendency to favor this sense of the term. (p. 29)

3.  The results are actually very weak.  In fact, they show more convergence than divergence.  For example, in the Truetemp cases, the majority of members of both groups reject knowledge attributions.  

The authors’ basic response to this is that the differences are statistically significant, and therefore require an explanation.  Moreover, one quite plausible explanation of the difference will be the presence of different epistemic intuitions and concerns.

It would actually be incredibly disturbing if they recorded radical differences between the groups compared.  There should be a great deal of convergence on basic questions, or we would have to wonder if the subjects even understood them at all.
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