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Here I argue for a claim about the nature of epistemic evaluations, which I call epistemic 
separability: our actions can be evaluated epistemically either in terms of their permissibility (i.e. whether 
we have adhered to the norms that govern those actions), or in terms of whether we are responsible for 
adhering to or violating those norms. Our actions are epistemically responsible when we fulfil the 
epistemic commitments we make by performing those actions, where such commitments involve the 
ability to provide adequate reasons to believe that one’s actions are epistemically permissible. The project 
is consists in two parts: first, establishing the epistemic separability thesis, and second, establishing the 
conditions for epistemically responsible action. 

In my defense of epistemic separability I appeal to work both in epistemology and cognitive 
psychology. First, I argue that luminosity arguments – that, for any given epistemic relationship we can 
have with a proposition we can have good reason to believe we fail to be in it – and empirical arguments 
concerning the way in which we access our own mental states give us reason to think that a failure to 
recognize our own epistemic relationships is potentially able to exonerate us of our epistemic 
transgressions. Second, I argue that the ways in which we accept and reject information suggests that we 
distinguish epistemic evaluations of actions that pertain to whether one has a given epistemic relationship 
from evaluations of how those epistemic relationships are employed in one’s actions. Here I appeal to 
recent work concerning the ways in which we are epistemically vigilant – i.e. the ways in which we 
attempt to avoid being deceived by employing different cognitive mechanisms in accepting or rejecting 
information. That we are epistemically vigilant suggests that we have certain natural expectations for the 
provision of reasons to accept information, and that, by asserting or acting, we commit ourselves to 
providing such reasons. Such commitments provide the criteria for the epistemic responsibility of our 
actions. 

Accepting epistemic separability and a notion of epistemically responsible action has 
consequences for a number of current debates in epistemology. Discussion of epistemically impermissible 
assertions and actions is typically centred around determining the correct epistemically constituted norms 
of assertion and practical reasoning, specifically whether one must know that p in order to appropriately 
assert p or treat p as a reason for acting. Opponents of the knowledge norms often appeal to what appear 
to be apt judgments of the epistemic propriety of assertions and actions involving propositions that are 
not known to argue that knowledge is too stringent of an epistemic condition to govern assertion and 
action; such arguments thus deny that epistemic separability is true. Accepting epistemic separability 
entails that such arguments are misguided, and thus provide implicit support for the knowledge norms of 
assertion and action. 

The second significant consequence epistemic separability has for epistemology is in terms of the 
plausibility of two prominent contemporary theories of knowledge: contextualism and interest-relative 
invariantism. The contextualist takes intuitively apt judgments of knowledge attributions to be indicative 
of the semantic value of a knowledge-attributing sentence, whereas interest-relative invariantists take 
such judgments to indicate whether we do, in fact, have knowledge. For example, the interest-relative 
invariantist appeals to our tendency to withhold attributions of knowledge when there is a lot at stake as 
reason to believe that whether we do, in fact, have knowledge, is partially dependent on how much there 
is at stake. However, I argue that contextualists and interest-relative invariantists have again failed to 
distinguish the conditions for the possession of knowledge and the conditions for the responsible use of 
that knowledge in their reasoning; in other words, they assume, incorrectly, that epistemic responsibility 
is false. While one could adhere to contextualism and/or interest-relative invariantism while also holding 
that epistemic separability is true, I argue that the judgments that are appealed to most frequently in 
support of these views are better accommodated by a notion of epistemic responsibility. 

 


