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Isit harder to acquire knowledgeaboutthingsthat really matter to usthan it is to acquire
knowledge about things we don®much care about? Jason Stanley (2005) argues that
whether or not the relationd predicate knows thaO holds between an agent and a
propostion can depend on the practica interests of the agent: the more it matters to a
person whether p is the case, the more judification is required before she counts as
knowing that p.? In Stanley@ hands this can be a compdling thesis, but it is easy to
generate cases for which it requires unwelcome knowledgeattributions Thereason, we
contend, isthat Stanley@ thesis, despite its ready appedl, is quite radical: it conflicts with

several traditiond, and quite plaugble, epistemic prindples.

1. Stakes Cases
Stanley (3-5) uses five cases to make a prima facie case for his Interest Relative
Invariantism (IRI) about knowledge In the two cases tha interest us here, Hannah and

her wife Sarah are debaing whether to brave the Friday afternoonlines at therr bank:
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2 Subsequently, parenthetical references to Stanley will beto Stanley (2005)



Low Stakes
Redlizing tha it isn® very important tha thdr paycheques are deposted right
away, Hannah says, @ know the bank will be open tomorrow, since | was there
jug two weeks ago on a Saturday morning. So we can depost our paycheques
tomorrow morning.O
High Stakes
Since they have an impending bill coming due and very little in thar account, it
is very important tha they depost thar paycheques by Saturday. Hannah notes
tha she was at the bank two weeks before on a Saturday morning, and it was
open. But, as Sarah points out, banks do change thear hours. Hannah says, O
guessyou®eright 1 don®knowthat thebank will open tomorrow.O
According to Stanley (5) Hannéh is right in both cases: in Low Stakes he claim to know
istrue andin High Stakes, her claim not to know is true If you agree, you may indine,
with Stanley (85), to the thoughttha Qvhether or not someone knows tha p may be
determined in pat by practical facts aboutthe subject@ environment.O And if you are so
indined, you are indined towards embracing thethoughtbehind IRI.
As Stanley (6) elaborates:
the facts as to whether the relevant attributer can truly describe the predicate
Gnows the bank will be open&to therelevant subject vary. Furthermore, thefacts
vary in accord with the importance to some person b either the knowledge
attributer or the putative knower D of the bank® beng open. This provides a
prima facie case for thethesis tha knowledgeis not jug a matter of non-practica

facts, butis also amatter of howmuch is at stake.



Stanley (88) does not clam tha IRI is a theory of knowledge as we read him, he
proposs IRI as a constraint on theories of knowledge which a diversity of theories may
meet Dor fail to meet.

Stanley illugrates the constraint with the following account of knowedge which
we will refer to asthelRI account

Knows (<x, w, t, p>) if and only if

(1) pistrueat w

(2) ~pisnotaseriousepistemic possibility for x at wandt

(3) If p is a serious practical question for x at t, then ~p has a sufficiently low
epistemic probability, given x@ total evidence

(4) x bdieves at t tha p onthebasis of nonrinferential evidence, or bdieves tha p on

thebasis of competent inference from propostionstha are known by x at t.
Ingances of this schema are obtained by replacing the letters GO v @and @Owith the
names of persons, worlds times, and propasitions respectively. Clause (3), with its
notion of a Gerious practical question,O provides the required sendtivity to practical
facts.

According to Stanley (92) Ga propostion is a serious practical question for a
subject, if there are alterndives to tha propostion tha the subject oughtrationdly to
condder in decision making. OHe suggests three features, each of which can prevent a
propostion from couning as a serious practical question: if it is relatively unlikely to

occur, if the subject cannoteffect whether it will occur, and Of the actions| would take if



| knew it would occur would not result in a subgantial improvement in my life over the
plan of action| aready intended to pursue(§93)°

On Stanley® conception, then, the difference between Low Stkes and High
Stakes istha in Low Stakes the propostion tha the bank is closed on Saturdaysis not a
seriouspractical question for Hannah; it is not a propostion which she oughtrationdly to
consde in her ddiberations perhgps because the actions she would take if she knew it
would notresult in asubdantial improvement in her life over the plan she already intends
to pursue In High Stakes the propostion that thebank is closed on Saturdaysis a serious
practical question for Hannah, because the practical facts are different: Hannah and
Sarah have important bills dug so the actions Hanneh would take if she knew that the
bank would be closed on Saturday (braving the lines on Friday) would result in a
subdantial improvement in her life (bills pad) over the conequences of sticking to her
origind plan (bouned cheques).

This all seems pretty sengble. But the cases cut both ways:

2. Indifference Cases

Deadbeat
Ded, a notorious dacker, is wondeing whether to brave the Friday afternoon
lines, or return to the bank (late) Saturday morning, and depost a cheque he has

jug received from selling his (broken) Harley. His roommate Alfie, loungngin

% From this list of features it seems clear tha although Stanley developsthe notion of a

seriouspractical questionin terms of propostions he aso sometimes appliesit to events.



the passenge seat of Ded® pickup, points out that banks sometimes do change
thar hours, and given tha thear rent is due failure to make a depost will likely
result in yet another bouned chequeto ther landlord, whose paience has already
been strained to the breaking point. Ded responds, GChill dude | know the bank
will be open tomorrow, | was there on Saturday two weeks ago, and even if |
boune another chequeto the landlord, we can just skip town -- [®n sick of this

Podunkanyway.O Inhding deeply, Alfie nodshis agreement.

Ded and Alfie are in the same postion as Hanneh and Sarah, except tha for them the
practical facts are different. Ded couldn®care less whether the bank is open tomorrow---
he might well nat take any actionstha would result in a Gubgantial improvement in his
lifeQif he knew the bank would be closed---so it is not a serious practical question for
him. Thanks to Ded® indifference, the condition specified in clause (3) of Stanley®
accountis trivially satisfied. Since Ded and Alfie are otherwise in the same position as
Hannah and Sarah, IRI entails Ded is right to say tha he knows tha the bank is open
tomorrow.

This looksto be an awkward consequence. Even if you don®have reservations
about Ded® ascription beng true, you should have reservations we subrmit, about what
makes it true not giving a damn, however enviable in other respects, should not be
knowledge making.

One way to begin motivating this reservation is by apped to reliablist scruples
(e.g. Goldman 1967). Indifference, onemight think, should not countas part of areliable
process. very often, one suspects, indifference like Ded@® is implicated in false bdiefs.

The defendea of practica interest theories could bite the bullet here and assert that



indifferenceis reliable in therelevant sense, but thislooksa mouthful. Given a congraint
like IRI, and given the extent to which cases like Deadbeat can be expected to proliferate,
indifference will be reliably implicated in knowledge And now knowledge--on the IRI
account--doesn®look like much to get excited about Whether or not oneis a reliablist,
it is plaugble to think tha knowledge is an achievement, and tha bdiefs bearing the
honoific &knowledgelenjoy special prestigein cognitive endeavors (see Kvanvig 2003)
But as the story is now developing, this thoughtis dipping away, since any lucky guess
tha the enquirer doesn®care aboutis entitled the honoific.

It might beargued that the propostion tha thebank is closed on Saturday is, after
al, a serious practical question for Ded. As Stanley (92) has it, (a] propostion is a
seriouspractical question for an agent, if there are aternaives to tha propostion tha the
subject oughtrationaly to consder in decision makingQ(our italics). Asusual, it is not
easy to determinethe bite of rationd oughs, butit is very plaugble to suppcse tha Ded
is not so bitten. Given his desires D or lack of desires -- there@ not much rationd
pressure for him to consder dternatives to thebank@ being open.

Thee are questions as to wha desires Ded rationdly oughtto have, and there is
also congderable difficulty in seeing howto rationally decide such questions But even if
Ded@® indifference could be shown practicaly irrationd B perhaps the best theory of
practical rationdity favors the uptight -- it@ not difficult to condruct other troublesome
cases:

Richboy
Richie, the trug fund baby, is wondeing whether to brave the Friday afternom

lines, or return to the bank Saturday (late) morning, and depost a cheque he has



jud received from his paents. Hisroommate Tad, lounging in the passenge seat
of Richie® Hummer, points out that banks sometimes do changethdr hours, and
given tha thear rent is dug failure to make a depost will likely result in yet
anothe bouned cheque to ther landlord, whose paience has aready been
strained to the bresking point. Richie responds, GChill dude | know the bank will
be open, | was there last week, and even if | bounce a cheque my paents and |
can buy tha dunp of an apatment building.O Inhding deeply, Tad nods his
agreement.
Richie is so obscendy wealthy tha tha the cogs of bounéng a cheque are atogeher
negligible; something the more prudent amongusmight want to deny for Ded. Richie (or
his stooges) could simply buy the landod®@ management company (or the bank) if
there@® trouble over a bouned cheque why shoud he be anything but indifferent as to
whether the bank is open on Saturday? (Thereader is free to add any tweaks aboutthe
ease of getting to the bank, the emptiness of Richie® Saturday morings etc., that she
thinksare needed.)

Matters are now even dodger for practical interest accounts, because money turns
outto beknowledge making. Of course, money may buy theinstruments of knowledge--
-perhgos more can belearned in fancy labs--but here the connection between money and
knowledgeseems rather too direct. On Stanley@ view, it seems tha money may improve

someoned epistemic circumstances without there being a corresponding changein their



evidential circumstances.* Money buying knowledge may not offend as much as money

buying love butit may well offend. Especialy if tha purchaseis abrupt

Jackpot
Since they have an impending bill and very little in thar account it is very
important to Hannah and Sarah tha they depost ther paycheques by Saturday.
Hannah says, O know the bank will be open tomorrow, since | was there just two
weeks ago on a Saturday morning. So we can depost our paycheques tomorrow
morning.OBut, as Sarah points out, banks do change their hours. Hannah then
says, O guess you@e right | don®know that the bank will be open tomorrow.O
However, as they drive past the bank, the local station playing on ther car radio
announes the winning numbers for arecord setting lottery jackpot Thenumbe's
match those on the ticket Hanneh purchased earlier in the week, and Hannah and
Sarah are now, to ther ddight, obendy wealthy.

This case starts out like Stanley@ High Stakes case, and so it seemstha, by IRI lights, we

should judgetha Hannéeh starts out not knowing tha the bank will be open on Saturday.

Yet theIRI accountmud say that Hannah comes to knowtha the bank will be open when

she strikes it rich: jugt like in Richie@ case, it is no longe a serious practical question

* We mean GvidenceO to be construed broadly, to indude both inferentid and

observationd processes.



whether the bank is open, so the condition specified in clause (3) of the IRI accountis
trivially satisfied.”
But winning the lottery doesn® look a likely candidate for a knowledgebmaker.
In this case IRI seems to violate a stability condition, maintained by various thinkers
since Plato (Meno 97a983), to the effect that knowedge unlike mere opinion, should be
relatively resistant to fluctuaion. But on IR, it@ not jus as Hannah can win knowedge
in the indant of a lottery drawing, she can lo= it in the indant her drug addled little
sster, who has stolen her ATM card, drains her accountat a cash machine across town.
On accounts like IRI, the rich appaently know a great deal more about
mundane matters D such as whether the bank is open on Saturdays Bsmply because such
matters are not as crudal to thar practical interests. By contrast, the poormay know alot
more aboutthe best investing strategies for multinaiond corporations the safety records
of light aircraft, and the relative chams of old Bordeauxs in large format botlings
Moreover, the callousand racist know more aboutthe sufferingscaused by prejudice, the
flaky and thick-skinned abouthowther friendsfeel, and thefickle and faithless aboutthe

steadfastness of their lovers. (Stanley's view carries onewelcome implication for those of

® In fact Stanley® remarks on his Ognomnt High StakesO(5) case suggest tha Hannah
will suddenly come to know that the bank is open on Saturday when she winsthelottery,
even if Hannahand Sarah hawe the radio turned off and hawe yet to learn that they hawe

won.



us toiling away in the American interior: owr colleagues employed in more glamorous
coastal regionsmay, by virtue of highe cogs of living, actudly knowless than we do!)®

Furthermore, if we combinethese consequences of IRI with thethesis tha
knowledgeis anom of assertion, i.e. tha oneshauld assert only wha oneknows, we get
more strangeconsequences. For example, while an indifferent agent might be more
likely to knowmundanefacts abouta subject matter than a deeply invested one, it won®
follow tha ther sincere testimonyis more likely to bereliable than tha of ther more
caring counterpart, since theindifferent agent can acquire license to assert based on much
flimsier evidence. Undestanding this, you should hold theindifferent agent® testimony
to beworth less than that of his highly invested counterpart, butit@ strangeto think this,
and aso tha theindifferent agent is more likely to know.,

Such embarrassments could be conaocted until (long after!) we grew bored. Like
Stanley (12-13), we don® contend that the responss we favour for our cases are
indefeasible, and we don®take our cases to be, by themselves, decisive.” But something

has gonesquirrelly here. Wha the cases indicate is tha accountss like IRI, if endorsed,

® Thanksto Ric Otte for this bit of goodcheer.

" Many philosophes, especially thos influenced by cognitive science, have expressed
serious reservationsregarding the philosophical potency of a Gnethod of casesQinvolving
Gipped to intuitionge. g., Weinbeag et a. 2001;Bishopand Trout 2005;Doris and Stich
2005) But even if oneshaes these reservations it does not affect our argument, for the
cases we develop may be undestood as heuristicsOhighlighting the conflict of Stanley®@

approach with the epistemic prindples we shdl presently adduce.
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force us to jettison some highly plausble general convictions about knowedge For
example:
¥ Knowledgeisnotunduly dependent onluck (Klein 1971:471-2; Dancy 1985:23;
Greco 2003:111;Riggs2002:93-4; Sosa1991:277).
¥ Knowedgeis generally assodated with reliable processes (Goldman 1967,Alston
1995, Plantingal1993)
¥ Knowledgeisanom of assertion (Unge 1975 Williamson 2000)
¥ Testimony trangmits knowedge(Coady 1994 Schafer 2006)
¥ Attributonsof knowledgeconfer prestige on bdiefs (Kvanvig 2003)
¥ Knowedgeisreatively stable (Williamson 200Q 78-80).
One might have reservationsabout one or another of these prindples. We ourselves do.
And no doubt with sufficient ingenuity, awkward cases can be generated for each of
them. But on an accountlike IRI, they all go by theboad. Tha, it seemsto us isalot
of going by theboad. Indeed, these difficulties make tempting the following prinaple:
No change in one3 epistemic circumstances without change in oned evidential
circumstances. We won® here argue for this prindple. But its prima facie appedl is
obviousenoughto cause hesitation in embracing any view tha entailsits negaion, as|RI
appaently does.
Of course, not everyone sees paticular theoretical cods as equdly codly.
Perhgpstherevisionism IRI requires is not a bug but a feature: Grice is reported to have

said, Qha® not an objection to my theory, tha® my theory,Oand perhagps Stanley is
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willing to say something like that here® But it should now be clear tha there are good
philosophica reasonsBwhether or not they are philosophically overriding reasonsbfor
Stanley@ (6) foil, the epistemological Ontellectualist,Oto distinguish sharply between
epistemic and practical consderations in just the way tha Stanley counsls agand

doing?

3. Epistemic Possibilities

It may be tempting to deny tha our indifference cases are as similar to Stanley® stakes
cases as we have maintained. WeQe claimed, in effect, that the only relevant difference
between Deadbeat and High Siakes conaerns clause (3). But one might respond tha
Ded@ indifference also affects whether his situaion meets the condition specified by
clause (2), the seriousepistemic possibility condition. Here@® how the story might go: the
bank not bang open Saturday is a serious epistemic possibility for Ded; he jug fails to
treat it as such, so tha his indifference, rather than bang implicated in knowedge
explains his lack of knowledge This sort of unhappy state, Stanley might suppo, will
be a typica result of indifference. Indifference will often be implicated in failure to
condder epistemically relevant possibilities, and tha® wha motivates the thoughtthat

indifference is not (usudly) knowedgemaking.

8 Perhgps not Stanley (v) avows Ca philosophical tendency to preserve as much as
possible of common-sense intuition.O
° For persuasive argument in favor of maintaining a distinction between (practical

rationdityOand Gepistemic rationdity,Osee Heil (1983: esp. 754 757-8).
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We have reservations

First, note that there are actudly two differences between Stanley@ Low and High
Stakes. In additionto theraised stakes for which High Stakes is named, there is a second
changefrom the Low Stakes scenaio: Sarah (like our Alfie and Tad) pointing out tha
banks sometimes do change thar hours. This addition might make the bank not beng
open Saturday a Geriousepistemic possibility.O While we hesitate to speculate aboutthe
contours and origins of the responses audiences have to cases, it is not implausble to
suppoe that this difference isimpacting responses as much (or more) as thedifferencein
stakes.

Second, it would be ussful to have some explication of Gerious epistemic
possibility.O Stanley (91) offers a paragraph of discussion, where he suggests tha the
notion is vague and gives the example of an (bjective (or epistemic) probability of 50
percent or ovarO as clearly meeting the standard. But it seems clear tha lower
probabilities would do B 1 in 5, say, or even 1 in 10---something like the lifetime lung
cancer risk faced by smokers.

And now there@ trouble. For while clause (2) may block some indifference cases,
it does too much work. Consder a conscientious and fair-minded scientist B of the sort
tha might be celebrated in virtue epistemology (e.g. Zagzebski 1996)Dwho bdieves he
hypotesis on the basis of convindng evidence, but sengbly allows tha some competing
hypotesis, while not so well suppoted, and on the whole not highly probable, is still in
thehunt CongientiousScientist, onefears, can know very little in her area of expertise,
for she often B admirably - treats credible hypotheses contradicting hers as serious

epistemic possibilities. Compare Congientious Scientist® evil twin, Raving Dogmatist,
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who is steadfastly disindined to treat rival hypotheses as serious epistemic possibilities.
IRI now seems to have anothe peculiar result: epistemic virtue is implicated in
ignorance, and epistemic vice in knowedge Maybe this result is not entirely
ungpeding. Witness an old saw of graduae science education: a good investigaor is
onewho disbdieves the data when it conflicts with her theory.® Still, welye come to an
odd place. As the various stakes cases seem to show, interest destroys knowledge and
indifference createsit. This result, perhgps can be resisted on Stanley® overall account
by apped to serious epistemic possibility. But now another difficulty emerges:
congientiousess impedes the attainment of knowledgeand dogmatism suppotsiit.
Perhaps these implications are not unduly costly, and perhgps the benefits of
practical interest theories can be shown to outweigh the cogs. But if we are right about

the problem of knowledgeby indifference, such approaches should be shown to earn very

handome theoretical returns
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