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Abstract

In this paper, I explore a practical version of the skepticism-dogmatism debate. On the one
hand, phenomena such as implicit bias put pressure on us to be skeptics about our beliefs. On
the other hand, phenomena such as gaslighting put pressure on us to be dogmatists about our
beliefs, to stick to our guns. This gives rise to a puzzle. Intuitively, we want to say that the
person with implicit bias and the person who is gaslighted differ with respect to their epis-
temic status, yet things look the same on the inside to each of them. Thus, the internalist faces
a problem in accounting for the epistemic differences between them. In contrast, although
the externalist can account for an epistemic difference between the gaslighted woman and
the man with implicit bias, the externalist still faces two objections, according to which ex-
ternalism fails to offer a genuinely normative epistemology. First, it fails to capture the sense
in which agents who ignore misleading higher-order evidence are blameworthy. Second, it
fails to offer action-guiding norms. In response to the first objection, I reject the presuppo-
sition. I argue that to blame people like the gaslighted woman is to be an epistemic fetishist.
In response to the second, I endorse an Epistemic Affirmative Action proposal. Ultimately,
I think that phenomena such as gaslighting encourage us to rethink what it means for an
epistemological theory to be normative.

Keywords: Externalism, Rationality, Gaslighting, Applied Epistemology, Higher-Order Evidence,
Implicit Bias

1 Higher-Order Evidence, Implicit Bias, and Gaslighting

The phenomenon of implicit bias motivates a skeptical attitude: it undermines our knowledge-
producing faculties.1 When we gain higher-order evidence that we suffer from implicit bias, we
seem rationally required to consider that evidence. Specifically, once we know implicit biases
affect our beliefs, we ought to adjust our credences. In this sense, such beliefs are defeated by
higher-order evidence: we come to realize that they are not—or were never—justified.2

Besides learning that I harbor implicit biases, other cases of receiving higher-order evidence
include, for instance, learning that my peers disagree and learning that I am at risk for hypoxia.
Consider the latter. Hypoxia occurs at very high altitudes, and it severely affects reasoning abil-
ities. Many pilots have crashed by making judgments while suffering from hypoxia. Imagine
that a pilot learns that she is currently at risk for hypoxia. Intuitively, when she acquires this

1Saul (2013)
2See Lasonen-Aarnio (2014, 317) for the claim that in cases of higher-order defeat, as opposed to other types of

defeat, our original beliefs were never justified.
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evidence, she should decrease her credence that she has correctly calculated whether she has
enough fuel to make it to her destination.3 As in the case of higher-order defeat by implicit bias,
it seems like the pilot should realize that her belief about sufficient fuel is not justified. If she
sticks to her guns, she seems epistemically blameworthy.

The diagnoses suggested above seem especially uncontroversial if we stipulate that the higher-
order evidence was perfectly reliable and that the individuals would have had false beliefs had
they stuck to their guns. Unfortunately, sometimes we gain higher-order evidence that is mis-
leading. Moreover, the subject is often not in a position to know that it is misleading; for all
she knows, it is perfectly reliable. What should one do in such cases? More specifically, is there
a difference in the doxastic attitude one should take in cases of misleading and non-misleading
higher-order evidence?

Intuitively, the answer seems to be no. After all, given that you don’t know in advance
whether your evidence is misleading, it plausibly shouldn’t make a difference to what you ra-
tionally or justifiably believe. Call such views internalist. On internalist views, whether one’s
evidence is misleading or not makes no difference to how we should evaluate an agent’s ac-
tions or beliefs. The norms for how to respond to misleading and non-misleading higher-order
evidence must be the same. Externalist views, by contrast, deny this; they allow agents to ratio-
nally respond differently to higher-order evidence when it is misleading, compared to when it
is non-misleading. Thus, internalism and externalism about higher-order evidence mirror their
first-order analogs: they consider whether the evidence available to an agent makes a difference
with respect to the normative status of an agent’s belief—e.g. whether a belief is rational.

Although non-standard, using ‘externalism’ and ‘internalism’ in debates about higher-order
evidence and rationality has also recently been defended by Maria Lasonen-Aarnio and Brian
Weatherson. For instance, Lasonen-Aarnio argues against what she calls internalism about ratio-
nality, according to which there is “some connection between one’s internal perspective concern-
ing what is rational—that is, one’s (rational) opinions about what is rational—and what is in fact
rational” (Lasonen-Aarnio, 2015, 148). Similarly, Weatherson defends what he calls normative
externalism, which, in epistemology, is the thesis that “the normative status of a doxastic attitude
is independent of one’s beliefs and evidence about the normative status of that very attitude”
(Weatherson, ms, 116). Normative externalism allows agents to (rationally) respond differently
to misleading, as opposed to non-misleading, higher-order evidence.

Both Weatherson and Lasonen-Aarnio hold that, in many cases of misleading higher-order
evidence, one ought to believe that p and that one’s evidence does not support p. This verdict
does not follow from normative externalism per se but only from normative externalism combined
with evidentialism, i.e. the view that which doxastic attitudes it is rational to hold co-varies with
one’s evidence.4 I return to this combination of views later. In the meantime, I will call the
view that I defend evaluative externalism (EE) and the view that I criticize evaluative internalism
(EI). Evaluative externalism shares the main thesis of normative externalism. My reasons for
not adopting ‘normative externalism’ are two-fold. First, I want to avoid committing myself to
the particular details of Weatherson’s proposal. Second, in Section 3, I offer normativity-based
objections to evaluative externalism, but normativity-based objections to normative externalism

3Elga (ms)
4Definition from Weatherson (ms, 117) and Lasonen-Aarnio (2014). Weatherson explicitly states this as an addi-

tional commitment over and above normative externalism.
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sounds oxymoronic.
I suggested above that in many cases of non-misleading higher-order evidence agents ought

to adjust their credence in their affected first-order beliefs. Both evaluative internalism and eval-
uative externalism can vindicate this intuition. To see why, consider a case involving implicit
bias in more detail:

(i) Implicit Bias: John and Katie are philosophy students at University X, where they
have taken many classes together. John is a very strong student in philosophy and
receives a great deal of praise from his professors, so Katie decides to get his advice
as to whether she would be a strong applicant for philosophy Ph.D. programs. John
knows that an important factor in becoming a promising philosopher is being able to
have creative thoughts and being sharp. However, he consistently forgets the intel-
ligent comments Katie has made and the innovative ideas and objections she comes
up with. They do not stick in his mind because he is biased against women’s ability
to do philosophy. Disappointed at John’s verdict, Katie tells her female philosophy
friend what John said. Her friend finds it unbelievable and tells John that he has con-
veniently forgotten many of the smart things Katie has said. He continues to believe
that Katie does not have what it takes to be a good philosopher.

Both evaluative internalists and externalists can agree that when John maintains his belief that
Katie lacks the potential to be a good philosopher, he violates a norm of rationality.5 He is ratio-
nally obligated to take into account the higher-order evidence. They thus can both get this case
intuitively right. However, I also suggested above that there is intuitively no epistemically rele-
vant difference between cases of misleading and non-misleading higher-order evidence, so long
as the agent would not be able to distinguish them. Evaluative internalism, but not evaluative
externalism, offers this verdict. Thus, cases of misleading higher-order evidence motivate EI over
EE. To see why, consider the following case:

(ii) Drug: Jill has just completed her math take-home exam, which includes arith-
metical calculations, such as addition. She has triple-checked all of her work and
believes that she has done all of the calculations correctly. However, she then ac-
quires strong but misleading higher-order evidence that she has taken a drug that
makes her forget how to perform even simple addition, while making her confident
that she is adding correctly. Nonetheless, she continues to believe that she has com-
pleted all of the calculations correctly.6

In this case, it seems intuitive that Jill does something epistemically irrational in continuing to
believe that she has done all of the calculations correctly when she is told that she has ingested a
drug that tampers with her ability to do basic arithmetic. She ought, at the very least, to decrease
her credence in this clam, perhaps to the point where she no longer counts as believing it.7 This
case seems to pose a prima facie problem for evaluative externalism. At the very least, EE would

5This is not to say that all evaluative internalists and externalists need to be committed to this verdict, but rather
that it is compatible with views on each side.

6Adapted from Lasonen-Aarnio (2014, 339).
7Although, I do not want to commit myself to any thesis on the relationship between belief and credence.
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have to do additional work to vindicate this intuition. Evaluative internalists, by contrast, have
a straightforward explanation of why Jill ought to decrease her credence. The basic idea is that
since the misleading higher-order evidence appears veridical to her, she should form her beliefs
as if it is veridical. To do otherwise is to be irrational.

However, many cases of misleading higher-order evidence do not obviously favor evaluative
internalism. Consider a case of gaslighting. Gaslighting occurs when an individual is manipu-
lated into questioning her own perception, memory, or sanity.8 By definition, when someone is
gaslit, she receives misleading higher-order evidence. Yet just like in the case of hypoxia, she is
not in a position to know that she is being gaslit, and thus she is not in a position to know that
her evidence is misleading. However, it is not clear to me that she ought to give up her first-order
belief. If she were to stick to her guns, I would hesitate to call her epistemically blameworthy or
irrational. Indeed, I would judge her to be epistemically praiseworthy. 9 In more detail, here is
the sort of case I have in mind:

(iii) Gaslighting: Jane is a junior philosophy professor. Her colleague, Joe, has per-
sistently created a hostile work environment in subtle ways, such as by commenting
on the appearance of women in the department and flirting with them. One day, he
asks Jane if she’d like to go out to dinner with him and tells her that she’ll thank him
after her tenure review. Jane rightly thinks this is an instance of quid pro quo sexual
harassment. However, when she reports the incident to the chair of the department,
claiming it as an instance of sexual harassment. He responds, “You’ve forgotten that
you’re prone to overreacting. You’re reading too much into things. Joe probably
didn’t mean anything by it; it was just a nice gesture.”

As in Drug, the evaluative internalist and evaluative externalist disagree about whether Jane
ought to continue to believe she was sexually harassed. But unlike in Drug, the evaluative exter-
nalist seems to get the case right, or so I contend. Thus, there seems to be an incongruity in our
intuitions between the two cases. The evaluative internalist gets (ii) intuitively correct at risk of
getting (iii) wrong, while the evaluative externalist yields the correct answer on (iii) while getting
(ii) intuitively wrong.

To review, in the triad of cases above, John, Jill, and Jane are in the same epistemic posi-
tion internally regarding higher-order evidence in the following respect: they have all received
higher-order evidence from generally reliable and trustworthy sources that their first-order be-
liefs are unreliable. However, John differs from both Jill and Jane in one major respect: John’s
higher-order evidence is veridical, whereas Jill’s and Jane’s higher-order evidence is not. That
is, in Implicit Bias, John has in fact forgotten all of the intelligent comments Jane has made.

8The term derives from a film, Gaslight, in which a woman’s husband manipulates her into questioning her own
sanity by dimming and brightening the gaslights and then claiming that this is all in the woman’s imagination.

9One might worry that we hesitate to call Jill irrational in Gaslighting simply because it’s politically incorrect
to do so, and it seems morally good that she continues to believe she was sexually harassed; this might not, however,
mean that it was rational for her to do so. For those with this worry—or related worries about the use of philosophical
intuitions—my thesis should be understood as an ameliorative project in Haslanger’s sense (Haslanger, 2000). The
question becomes what view of rationality (or epistemic norms, evaluation, or justification) can dowork for us. What
concept allows us to say that the personwho is being gaslit—asmanywomen and people of color are—is epistemically
praiseworthy in ignoringmisleading higher-order evidence, evenwhen she does not know it is misleading? For these
questions, evaluative externalism provides promising answers.
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By contrast, in Drug, Jill has in fact not taken a drug, and in Gaslighting, Jane is not in fact
hysterical.

There are two possible asymmetries to explain here. The first is that between cases of non-
misleading higher-order evidence vs. misleading higher-order evidence, i.e. cases like (i) vs. those
like (ii) and (iii). According to evaluative internalists there is no asymmetry, whereas according
to externalists, there is. Cases such as Drug seem to vindicate evaluative internalism. However,
when we turn to cases like Gaslighting, evaluative externalism seems more attractive. The sec-
ond asymmetry is that between cases such as Drug and what Amia Srinivasan would describe as
their ‘radical analogues,’ such as Gaslighting. Roughly, radical cases involve epistemic agents
responding to evidence in contexts of bad ideology, i.e. surrounded by “structures of thought and
practice whose function it is to obscure the truth in order to sustain systems of oppression” (Srini-
vasan, ms, 3). The question here is what could explain a difference between the two types of cases
and the corresponding intuitive judgments? Paralleling Srinivasan’s argument for justification
externalism, I will argue that evaluative externalism is an attractive epistemological theory for
those who have a radical worldview, i.e. a view on which the world is pervaded by bad ideology,
which makes misleading higher-order evidence abundant. On my proposal, how a reasonable
agent ought to respond to misleading higher-order evidence is partly contingent on whether it
is systematically misleading and on the identity of the speaker. As we will see, this allows us to
capture all of the intuitive verdicts in the cases offered above as well as in others. Since I develop
my argument in analogy to Srinivasan’s, I will present her argument first.

2 Internalism and Externalism about Justification

In a recent manuscript, “Radical Externalism,” Amia Srinivasan argues that externalism about
epistemic justification offers a genuinely normative epistemology if one has a radical worldview,
i.e. one on which “bad ideology shapes and constrains our access to the truth” (Srinivasan, ms,
1). I hope to extend Srinivasan’s arguments to an argument for evaluative externalism. One
motivation for this application is that bad ideology can affect our access to the truth by giving us
misleading higher-order evidence. Before arguing for this below, I will first discuss Srinivasan’s
article, which requires me to first introduce internalism and externalism about justification in
more detail.10

According to internalist theories of justification, whether S’s belief that p is justified depends
entirely onwhether S has introspective access to certain facts relevant to her justification.11 These
facts may include S’s evidence, the fact that S has undefeated reasons, and facts about whether S
would have believed p under various counterfactual scenarios.12 Externalist theories of justifica-
tion, by contrast, deny that introspective access of these kinds is either necessary or sufficient for
justification. According to externalists, justification depends, in part, on external facts to which
an individual need not have access, such as whether the belief is produced by a reliable method
or whether it was caused by a state of affairs that makes it true. In a slogan, internalists hold

10I’ll often write ‘justification internalism’ and ‘justification externalism’ for ease of reference.
11Note that Srinivasan’s target is access internalism. Moreover, note that we can distinguish between weak and

strong forms of internalism. According to the latter, to be justified, a subject must not only have introspective access
to the facts that justify her belief; she must also be in a position to know that her belief is supported by those facts
(Srinivasan, ms, 6). The distinction will not be especially relevant for our purposes here.

12Srinivasan (ms, 2)
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that justification is a matter of what’s-in-the-head, whereas externalists hold that justification
depends, in part, on how the world is, in ways that go beyond what is accessible to a particular
individual.

Several cases seem to motivate justification internalism. I will discuss one such case here,
namely that of the brain-in-a-vat thought experiment:

Brain-in-vat: For all you know, you could be a brain-in-a-vat. If you were a brain-
in-a-vat, you would still believe you were a normally embodied person in virtue of
being electrochemically stimulated so that things appeared that way to you.

Intuitively, there is no deep epistemic asymmetry between the brain-in-a-vat and an actually em-
bodied but possibly envatted person.13 According to justification internalists, both the envatted
person and the embodied person are equally justified in their beliefs, since their evidence seems
to be consistent with both possibilities. The justification externalist, by contrast, has to predict a
deep epistemic asymmetry between the two: the envatted person is unjustified, yet the embodied
person is justified. The upshot is that if things look the same ‘from the inside’ to the agents, then
according to the justification internalist, they must be equally justified in their beliefs. The justi-
fication externalist, by contrast, allows two agents to differ epistemically even if things look the
same from the inside, so long as the world cooperates for one agent but not for the other. We can
summarize this by saying that justification internalism predicts Symmetry, whereas justification
externalism denies it:

Symmetry: If two agents do not differ in what they have internal access to, then
necessarily, they cannot differ with respect to their justification.

While a prediction of symmetry seems to yield the right result in Brain-in-a-vat cases, it seems
to yield the wrong result in other cases. More specifically, it yields the wrong results in what
Srinivasan calls ‘radical analogues’ of the traditional cases like Brain-in-a-vat. For instance,
she raises the radical case Domestic Violence, which is structurally analogous to Brain-in-a-
vat, to put pressure on the justification internalist. Here we want to predict an asymmetry, but
the internalist must predict a symmetry:

Domestic Violence: “Radha is a young woman who lives in rural India. Her hus-
band, Krishnan, regularly beats her. Krishnan often expresses regret for having had
to beat her, but explains that it was Radha’s fault for being insufficiently obedient or
caring. Radha finds these beatings humiliating and guilt-inducing; she believes she
has only herself to blame, and that she deserves to be beaten for her bad behaviour.
After all her parents, elders and friends agree that if she is being beaten it must be her
fault, and no one she knows has ever offered a contrary opinion. Moreover Radha has
thoroughly reflected on the issue and concluded that, given the natural social roles
of men and women, it’s justified for men to beat their wives when they misbehave.”14

13By ‘possibly,’ I mean that it’s an epistemic possibility.
14Srinivasan (ms, 3)
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Here, it seems intuitive that Radha is not justified in her belief that she deserves to be beaten,
even if she is excused. Justification internalism seems to give the wrong result, for it seems like
Radha’s belief is “internalistically impeccable. After all, her belief was formed in accordance with
how things seem to her (her feelings of shame and guilt speak to Radha of her own culpability),
is supported by the evidence (the testimony of respected elders and peers), and corroborated by
Radha’s own rational reflection” (Srinivasan, ms, 9) This seems like the wrong result: Radha does
not seem to be justified in her belief.

Justification externalists can easily accommodate this institution. This is because they allow
the possibility that two agents could have access to all the same facts or evidencewhile differing in
their justification. For instance, they can fulfill all of their procedural epistemic duties—gathering
sufficient evidence, checking for defeaters, etc.—and still be unjustified in their beliefs. They can
also ignore evidence that seems perfectly good but proves to be misleading and still be justified.
I think the externalist offers the intuitive diagnosis in ‘radical’ cases, despite offering an appar-
ently unintuitive diagnosis in the ‘traditional’ cases. Moreover, we saw the same phenomenon
with respect to Drug and Gaslighting, the former of which could be classified as traditional
and the latter as radical. I will attempt to explain and justify this apparent asymmetry later on.
First, I want to turn to objections that face both evaluative externalism and justification exter-
nalism, since my proposal is developed partly in response to them. In a word, the charge is that
externalism fails to be sufficiently normative.

3 Normativity-Based Objections to Externalism

One common objection to justification externalism is that it fails to offer a genuinely normative
epistemology. This objection comes in two forms. First, according to the Blameworthiness Objec-
tion, justification externalism divorces our notions of justification from those of blameworthiness
and responsibility. Yet, intuitively, it seems as if these notions are closely related. For instance,
the brain-in-a-vat is intuitively not epistemically blameworthy for its belief that it has hands. The
justification internalist offers a simple explanation for this intuition: its belief is justified. Con-
versely, it seems someone who forms reliably true beliefs while ignoring misleading evidence
is epistemically blameworthy for her beliefs; again, the internalist vindicates this intuition by
calling her beliefs unjustified.

Second, according to the Action-Guiding Objection, justification externalism is insufficiently
normative because it fails to offer action-guiding norms. That is, it fails to give us norms that
agents like us can operationalize. All it can offer, the objection continues, is unhelpful platitudes
like ‘believe the truth,’ but externalism fails to give us any guidance on how to do this. Consider,
for instance, the discussion of Radha above. What epistemic norm could we offer Radha so that
she could come to realize that domestic violence is never deserved? It seems she has done ev-
erything a good epistemic agent could: she received testimony from various seemingly reliable
sources, corroborated it, and reflected on it. Insofar as justification and knowledge are achieve-
ments, it seems that it ought to be within the power of agents to achieve them. Yet, according
to justification externalism, satisfying one’s epistemic duties is neither necessary nor sufficient
for either justification or knowledge. Both normativity-based objections are highly related: in
virtue of failing to offer any action-guiding norms, justification externalism severs the connection
between violation of these norms and blameworthiness.

Since these two objections are familiar in their application to justification externalism, I will
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focus on their application to evaluative externalism here. Nonetheless, I intend my responses to
these objections to apply equally well for both forms of externalism.

3.1 Blameworthiness Objection

The Blameworthiness Objection applies to evaluative externalism in a straightforward way: the
objection is that evaluative externalism divorces notions of blameworthiness and rationality, as
opposed to justification. To use a common example, evaluative externalism allows one to be
rationally akratic, yet we usually think that akrasia is blameworthy, since it involves one believing
p but that her evidence does not support p. On the evaluative internalist’s explanation, akrasia
is epistemically blameworthy because it is irrational; the externalist can say no such thing.

In the context of the current debate, the Blameworthiness Objection can be put as follows:

There is certainly one dimension of epistemic assessment that Jane is scoring high
marks on: namely, success. But we don’t praise people for accidentally succeeding
at ϕ -ing (we don’t praise the bad espresso machine when it, by accident, produces a
good cup of espresso), and we don’t blame people for failing to ϕ despite their best
efforts (we don’t blame the brain-in-a-vat for failing to know that he’s a brain-in-
a-vat). Rather, we praise them only if they also intended to ϕ , and we blame them
for failing to ϕ when knowing that they ought to ϕ . In the context of epistemology,
we praise people for forming beliefs in accordance with evidence available to them,
and we blame people for failing to believe in accordance with this evidence. Thus,
there is one dimension of epistemic assessment at which Jane is failing, namely that
of responding to all of her evidence, which includes her higher-order evidence. Intu-
itively, failing to believe in accordance with available evidence violates an epistemic
norm and renders her blameworthy.

Insofar as Jane manifests a reliable disposition to ignore misleading higher-order evidence, the
externalist cannot diagnose her as epistemically blameworthy, and she is certainly not irrational.
She is not only rational but also reasonable in Lasonen-Aarnio (2010)’s sense, to be described
in Section 4. Yet, intuitively, the internalist claims, Jane is doing something epistemically wrong
by ignoring higher-order evidence without knowing that it’s misleading. The internalist captures
this intuition by saying that they are acting irrationally and are thus blameworthy. The externalist
cannot capture any sense in which Jane is epistemically lacking, or so the objection goes.

3.1.1 Responses to the Blameworthiness Objection

In response, I want to deny the presupposition that Jane is epistemically blameworthy. She man-
ifests a disposition to ignore apparent (in this case, higher-order) defeaters that are not in fact
defeaters; they are in touch with social reality. It is not the case that they merely got lucky. It is
plausible that both Jane’s dispositions were developed in virtue of the very social position they
occupied, even if they were neither consciously aware of it nor could justify it. Why should we
blame them for tracking the truth?

I want to suggest that to epistemically blame Jane is to be an epistemic fetishist. Just as the
moral fetishist, to use Michael Smith’s phrase,15 cares more about doing the right thing under

15Smith (1994).
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that description than doing the thing that is, in fact, right, the third-personal epistemic fetishist
cares more about getting things ‘right’ by your own lights, under that description, rather than in
fact getting things right.

A slightly different version of the objection would be that externalism fails to make room for
epistemic virtue. In response, we could defend naivety about epistemic virtue, the view that “it
is not characteristic of a fully [epistemically] virtuous person that she grasps explicitly why her
action is right and can explain the reasons why it is right” (Hills, 2015, 11). To respond to these
versions of the blame-objection, Huckleberry Finn-like cases could be developed.16 It would go
beyond the scope of this paper to fully develop this line of response here, but I merely want to to
suggest it as an option worth pursuing.

3.2 Action-Guiding Objection

As mentioned above, the second normativity-based objection that the internalist lodges against
the externalist is the Action-Guiding Objection, which also applies to evaluative externalism in a
straightforward way. Recall that in Implicit Bias and Gaslighting, John and Jane respectively
gained higher-order evidence that their beliefs were unreliably produced. John was told from a
genuinely reliable source that he was the victim of an evil demon known as implicit bias, which
made him forget all of the smart comments Katie had made. Jane was told that by an apparently
reliable, though in fact unreliable, source that she was the victim of a kind of hypoxia known
as hysteria, which led her to forget all of the times she had overreacted to apparent instances of
sexual harassment. For all they know, the higher-order evidence is reliable. Intuitively, we want
to say that John (like Radha) should conciliate, while, Jane should stick to her guns. Though I
argued that the internalist cannot capture this intuition, the internalist rebuts by claiming that
even if this judgment is correct, the externalist cannot capture the subjective- or action-guiding
force of this ‘should.’ The internalist requests norms by which agents can be in a position to know
whether to concede or stick to their guns; the externalist seems to provide none.

To make the problem seem more pressing, consider the possibility that we’re in the epistemi-
cally worst world (on the externalist’s assessment): John sticks to his guns, while Jane conciliates.
In fact, this scenario is not merely possible; it’s quite probable, given the fact that John, as a white
male, has a credibility surplus, and Jane, as a woman, has a credibility deficit.17 In an important
sense, things look the same to them ‘from the inside,’ insofar as neither of them knows that their
evidence is misleading. Given that, how do they know what they should do? According to the
internalist, this is precisely the question that the externalist cannot answer. Although the inter-
nalist tells Jane what I take to be the wrong thing to do, at least it tells her something to do at
all; moreover, it successfully tells John the right thing to do. Without internalism, Jane and John
could both be led astray.

I will have more to say about this suggestion in Section 4. Here I want to canvas a possible
response. On it, one needs to know one’s social position in order to know one’s epistemic duties,
and one’s social position generates defeasible norms for what to do in the face of defeaters in
cases like those presented above. The proposal amounts to a sort of epistemic affirmative action,
which I lay out below. Ultimately, I will argue that this proposal is too simple, but it provides a
helpful framing and motivation for my own view.

16See Arpaly (2002) for discussion of the Huckleberry Finn case.
17See Fricker (2007) for discussion of credibility surpluses and deficits. I return to Fricker in Section 4.
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3.2.1 Epistemic Affirmative Action Regarding Norm-Applicaton

Consider the proposal that we should endorse a form of epistemic affirmative action to account
for the difference in norms that Jane and John should apply in their respective cases. A version of
this proposal is given voice by Louise Antony, who suggests that men should “employ a kind of
epistemic affirmative action: to adopt the working hypothesis that when a woman, or any mem-
ber of a stereotyped group says something anomalous, they should assume that it’s they who
don’t understand, not that it is the woman who is nuts” (Antony, 1995, 89). Correspondingly,
women, on her view, should adopt different epistemic norms, as the prevailing ones are “not
applicable to ‘subaltern’ knowledges” (Antony, 1995, 90). The difficulty with this proposal as it
stands is that the phenomenon of intersectionality make this too simplistic, even as a working hy-
pothesis (Fricker, 2007, 171). For instance, men of color and poor white men may be epistemically
disadvantaged, on some dimensions, compared to upper-middle class white women.

Acknowledging the complexity of social identity, we can roughly put the norms as follows:

NormD: If you are epistemically disadvantaged across the relevant dimension D in
contextC, you should stick to your guns when presented with higher-order defeaters
from members of an epistemically advantaged group. In a slogan, you should pre-
suppose externalism.
NormA: If you are epistemically advantaged across D in context C, and you receive
higher-order defeaters from members of an epistemically disadvantaged group, then
you should defer to that evidence. That is, you should either decrease your credence
in that proposition or drop it entirely. In a slogan, you should presuppose internalism.

A proponent of this approach might note that one will need a great deal of sensitivity and some
empirical knowledge to successfully exercise these norms while holding that they are at least
more action-guiding than ‘believe the truth.’ However, as stated, these norms are much too broad.
For instance, it seems implausible to claim that members of epistemically disadvantaged groups
should systematically ignore higher-order evidence that, for example, they are suffering from
hypoxia. Onemight respond: this is because no one is epistemically disadvantagedwhen it comes
to being told one’s hypoxic; that is, there is no reason to think that attributions of hypoxia are
more likely to be made if one is a woman. Attributions of hysteria, by contrast, are quite different
in that attributions of hysteria are obviously gendered. Thus, NormD only applies in cases where
one is unfairly told that one’s faculties are unreliable in virtue of being, e.g., a woman or a person
of color.

Unfortunately, this response seems to underestimate the extent to which it can be difficult
to know if one is being told that her faculties are unreliable in virtue of being a member of a
subordinated group. For instance, gaslighting, though a gendered phenomenon, does not always
wear its gendered-nature on its sleeve.18 That is, it does not always take the form of a man telling
a woman she is hysterical or that she is relying on ‘women’s intuition;’ it often involves raising
apparently gender-neutral doubts on her cognitive faculties. For instance, it might merely take
the form of the gaslighter telling her she is forgetful.

18It is a gendered phenomenon insofar as women are disproportionately victims of gaslighting and men dispro-
portionately gaslighters. See Abramson (2014, 24 n2) for references.
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In short, the objection to this epistemic affirmative action proposal is that it offers an indi-
vidualistic solution to a social problem.19 While this does not make it useless, it severely limits
it. Though this epistemic affirmative action proposal might play an action-guiding role in some
circumstances, i.e. those where individuals are aware of whether they are epistemically privi-
leged or disadvantaged in that context, such circumstances are few and far between. Moreover,
for reasons related to bad ideology that will be presented below, the externalist can say why they
are so rare.

3.2.2 What is the Normative?

The above proposal failed to offer a satisfactory response to the Action-Guiding Objection. How-
ever, I agree with Srinivasan that this objection relies on a narrow view of the normative in the
first place. Internalists think that epistemic notions like justification or rationality are individ-
ual goods, connected, for instance, to notions like individual’s blameworthiness or virtue. This
leads them to be concerned about the action-guidance of individuals. The externalist, by contrast,
thinks these epistemic notions are social goods. In the words of Srinivasan, “Externalism is a nor-
mative epistemology that evaluates the epistemic goodness or badness of situations not in terms
of how things stand from the individual perspective, but in terms of how things stand between
the world and the individual” (Srinivasan, ms, 23). Thus, externalism should not be focused on
the action-guidance of individuals but rather on that of societies and institutions. This leads me
to offer a proposal which I call Epistemic Affirmative Action for Rationality- and Knowledge-
Attributions, which I detail below.

4 Epistemic Affirmative Action For Knowledge- and Rationality-Attributions

Above we saw several problems with epistemic affirmative action regarding norm-application.
I also suggested that it was externalist in that, on it, epistemic duties are derived from social
position, which are not necessarily internally accessible. However, this response was developed
in response to the Action-Guiding objection. But this objection is motivated by a concern with
individuals’ actions and motivations. Externalism is better equipped to address problems at a
structural level which, I argued above, is more important.

Thus, an epistemic affirmative action proposal should focus not on how things seem from
individual rational agents but rather from the perspective of the third-person, i.e. from us as-
cribing knowledge. This is not supposed to serve as a replacement for the program mentioned
above but rather a much needed supplement. The idea is that we, as ascribers of knowledge,
should implement norms like NormD and NormA above. That is, in determining whether to as-
cribe knowledge or rationality to a particular agent regarding some proposition, we ought to
take into account features such as the identities of the agents receiving and offering higher-order
evidence. Moreover, we ought to take into account whether the higher-order evidence is sys-
tematically misleading. Though it is controversial what ideology precisely consists in,20 ideology
is nothing if not systematic. For instance, I want to suggest that it is partly in virtue of a sexist
ideology that women are disproportionately gaslighted by men, often about matters involving
sexual abuse. In addition to offering systematically misleading higher-order evidence, ideology

19The same can, and has, been said about Fricker’s virtue-based solution to epistemic injustice.
20See Haslanger (2011) for discussion of some possible views.
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offers both systematically misleading first-order evidence. As an example, both media and adver-
tising often offer misleading evidence that, for instance, Muslims are more likely to be terrorists
while white male terrorists are ‘lone wolves’ and that women enjoy being objectified. Thus, when
evidence (both higher-order and first-order) is systematically misleading—as it often is, in cases
of ideology—the epistemic affirmative action proposal kicks in.

This is where Lasonen-Aarnio’s distinction between succeeding to ϕ and exercising a com-
petence to ϕ , where a competence is a disposition to succeed at ϕ , is helpful.21 She notes that
for most, if not all, domains, it is possible to successfully ϕ without exercising a competence to
ϕ and vice versa. I’ll illustrate the distinction with an example. In Gaslighting, Jane exercises
an epistemic competence to “track core structural features of normative reality.”22 She is also
successful insofar as they get things right. Now consider the following amendments to Implicit
Bias: John’s higher-order evidence was misleading, and his belief that Katie does not have the
potential to be a good philosopher was correct. On the externalist account, his first-order belief
is justified, and he is rational in ignoring the higher-order evidence. Yet since John’s belief was
motivated by implicit bias against women, it was not the result of an epistemic competence; he
simply got lucky that he was correct on this particular occasion. Thus, the externalist can cap-
ture the intuition that John is still doing something epistemically wrong when he ignores the
higher-order evidence even though his belief is justified and even counts as knowledge.

Lasonen-Aarnio’s distinction allows the evaluative externalist to diagnose a difference be-
tween radical and traditional cases of misleading higher-order evidence. As we saw, the evalua-
tive externalist offers an unintuitive verdict in the latter cases, like Drug, since she claims that
Jill is rational in sticking to her guns. However, the difference between the two sets of cases is
that in the radical cases, ideology makes the higher-order evidence agents receive systematically
misleading, and thus they exercise a competence in ignoring it. It is plausible that in the tradi-
tional cases, by contrast, the agents typically merely get lucky in ignoring it. That is, it seems
like in cases like Drug and hypoxia, people like Jill do not exercise a competence in ignoring the
higher-order evidence; they merely succeed in getting things right. Thus although these agents
are rational, the externalist can still say it is unreasonable in Lasonen-Aarnio (2010)’s sense.23
Of course, in traditional cases where the agent does in fact manifest a competence in ignoring
the misleading higher-order evidence, then the evaluative externalist will simply have to bite the
bullet and say that such agents are acting both rationally and reasonably. It is not clear to me
that this is a large bullet to bite.

At this point, one might wonder why I need a notion of affirmative action; perhaps whether
the evidence is systematically misleading does all the work. Here is one reason to think that it
matters. Consider the phenomenon of self-fulfilling ideologies, i.e. ideologies that make certain
beliefs reliably true.24 For instance, a man’s belief that his wife is submissive might be reliably
true in virtue of him treating her that way. However, such beliefs seem problematic. Some deny
that they are epistemically problematic but rather only politically so.25 While I can agree with
this proposal, I also offer a way to capture this intuition: the man, when presented with counter-

21Lasonen-Aarnio, “My Bigger Picture in Epistemology.” Applied Epistemology Class, 3/27/17
22ibid.
23If it sounds odd to say that Jill is rational yet unreasonable, we can simply follow Weatherson (ms, 118) by

substituting ‘unwise’ for ‘unreasonable.’
24See Haslanger (2007)
25For instance, Haslanger (2007) and Srinivasan (ms).
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evidence to the claim that women are submissive, should defer to it, even though he might be
(temporarily) losing knowledge. In this case, a political and social commitment to anti-sexism
should take priority. In other words, a political or moral ‘ought’ should take precedent over an
epistemic ‘ought.’ We should not say that this man’s belief constitutes knowledge, even if it in
fact does at that particular time.

5 Conclusion

In sum, I argued that radical cases of misleading higher-order evidence motivate evaluative exter-
nalism, thereby extending Amia Srinivasan’s argument for justification externalism to evaluative
externalism. Later, I proposed that we could capture intuitions in the traditional cases that seem
to favor internalism by appealing to Maria Lasonen-Aarnio’s distinction between competence
and success. After motivating both evaluative and justification externalism, I responded to two
normativity-based objections, which I argued relied on faulty presuppositions. Finally, I offered
a proposal regarding epistemic affirmative action for knowledge- and rationality attributions,
which not only helps to respond to additional objections but also is helpful for addressing forms
of epistemic injustice.
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