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In this paper, I will consider the repercussions that epistemic contextualism has on 
capturing the distinctive value of knowledge. I will argue that the way that contex-
tualist views capture the value of knowledge depends on the depth of the contextual-
ism involved. To do so, I distinguish between superficial and deep contextualism, and 
I show how the latter is forced to contextualist epistemic value in a way the former 
is not. However, I then argue that if the superficial contextualist view does not con-
textualise epistemic value, it would nevertheless fail to properly capture the value 
of knowledge. If epistemic contextualism is true, then epistemic value should be 
contextualised.

Keywords: Epistemic value; epistemic contextualism; deep contextualism

The Value of Knowledge

The idea that there is a distinctive value associated with knowledge is famously 
discussed in Plato’s Meno. We can reconstruct Socrates’s reasoning in the fol-
lowing way. Knowing that p and merely truly believing that p have the same 
practical value in terms of being action-guiding. If I desire to get to Larissa, then 
whether I know that the A1 road will get me there or I truly believe that the A1 
road will get me there, the result of my practical reasoning and subsequent ac-
tion will be the same. In this respect, true belief and knowledge seem on a par. 
Despite this similarity between knowledge and true belief, we want to preserve 
the following principle:

KVB: Knowledge is more valuable than merely true belief.

The plausibility of this principle can easily be brought out by considering the 
following thought experiment schema. Suppose I believe truly that p in a way 
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that falls short of knowledge. An omnipotent being asks me if I would like to 
have my true belief replaced with knowledge. The natural answer here is the af-
firmative one, regardless of what the content of p is. Consider the opposite situ-
ation, where I know that p, but an omnipotent being asks me whether I would 
replace my knowledge that p with a merely true belief. The natural answer is the 
negative one, regardless of what the content of p actually is. Our preferences are 
indicative of the truth of KVB.

If KVB is true, we require some account of how whatever it is that distin-
guishes knowledge from mere true belief provides a kind of further value that 
is distinctive of knowledge. Some seek to provide an explanation of why KVB is 
true by appealing to something like the following:

VK: There is a distinctive value associated with knowledge.

However, we should be careful here, as VK is a principle that could be read 
in at least two ways. To see this, consider an obviously false theory of knowledge 
as pleasurable, true belief. S knows p iff S believes p, p is true, and S gains pleasure 
from her belief. With this view in hand, we could easily do justice to KVB by 
accounting for the superior value of knowledge over true belief by pointing to 
the value of pleasure. In that sense at least, we could account for the truth of VK. 
But on a stronger reading of VK, the pleasurable true belief theory would fail to 
meet it. On the pleasurable true belief account, the further value possessed by 
knowledge over true belief is solely due to the fact that knowledge is pleasur-
able, and that pleasure is itself valuable. But this doesn’t capture the idea that 
there is some valuable property that is distinctive of knowledge as knowledge, 
because the property of causing pleasure is a fairly common property that many 
things other than knowledge possess.1

And yet many think we do have good reason for defending VK, even on its 
stronger reading. One such reason could be viewed as metaphilosophical: namely, 
that this explains why philosophers throughout history have considered knowl-
edge to be of such philosophical importance. Why, for example, have philoso-
phers been so worried that certain sceptical arguments purport to show that we 
know close to nothing? After all, there are a number of ways we can describe our 
epistemic position without appeal to knowledge, by using belief talk, epistemic 
modals, reason-talk, evidence-talk, forms of assertion, probability, etc. If it turns 
out that we don’t have knowledge, we would still have epistemic lives to live. 

1. VK should not be read as the claim that knowledge has intrinsic value. The issue of intrinsic 
versus extrinsic value is orthogonal to the distinction drawn here. For example, VK might be ac-
counted for by claiming that knowledge provides a unique kind of relation to the truth, but that 
its value is nevertheless derived from the value of truth. Knowledge, then would have an extrinsic 
form of value, but VK would nevertheless be captured.
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A natural answer to this question is that knowledge holds a kind of privileged 
position over other epistemic states. It has a kind of importance, and is indica-
tive, as BonJour (2010) puts it, of “full cognitive success”. This is why we con-
sider knowledge to be of such importance in our epistemic lives and this is why 
knowledge (as opposed to, e.g., pleasurable true belief) is of such philosophical 
importance. This kind of response leads us to something very close to VK. We 
can find numerous instances of this appeal to a metaphilosophical consideration 
in the epistemic value literature. For instance, DePaul states:

If, on the other hand, knowledge lacks value, then efforts to analyse 
knowledge may not have been doomed from the start, but they seem 
pointless: why would anyone care what knowledge is if it has no special 
value? And all the energy invested into arguments for and against skepti-
cism would seem to be wasted as well: why should we get ourselves in 
such a knot about whether it is possible to have something that has no 
distinctive value? (2009: 113)

The thought is that there is something distinctively valuable about knowl-
edge that explains why it is of such philosophical importance and why it is of 
such importance in our everyday lives. Now I don’t take this metaphilosophi-
cal reason to be the final word on the matter regarding the truth of VK, but I 
certainly think it speaks in favour of it. This paper is primarily concerned with 
capturing the more modest claim of KVB, but we will return to consider VK in 
Section 5.

A great deal of contemporary work has focused on the value of knowledge. 
In particular, a further problem has been recognised by the likes of Zagzebski 
(2004) and Kvanvig (2004), among others, known as the swamping problem. This 
is that it is not sufficient to identify some valuable property that knowledge has 
and true belief lacks, because the value of this property may itself be parasitic 
upon a property that true belief does have (i.e., that it is true, or that it is a belief). 
Such a property would add no further value to true belief. So identifying such a 
property would not explain the fact that knowledge is more valuable than mere 
true belief. This is an interesting further problem regarding the value of knowl-
edge, but it is not the focus of this paper. Instead, this paper is concerned with 
the prior issue outlined by Socrates of capturing the weaker idea that knowledge 
is more valuable than mere true belief (i.e., KVB) and the related idea that there 
is a distinctive value associated with knowledge (i.e., VK).

Still, it might be thought that I cannot dismiss the swamping problem so 
easily. For example, Kvanvig (2004) has argued that the project of finding an ac-
count of knowledge that captures all cases of knowledge (in particular, that cap-
tures the intuitive results of Gettier cases) and that makes good of the idea that 
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knowledge is more valuable than any proper subset of its parts is an impossible 
task. So perhaps this should lead us to be sceptical as to whether we can provide 
an account of knowledge that will make good of KVB. But in fact, Kvanvig can 
allow that knowledge is more valuable than mere true belief. What he will not 
allow is that there is some valuable property present in knowledge and lacking 
in true belief and that this property serves to distinguish between Gettiered true 
beliefs and knowledge. To use Pritchard’s (2010) terminology, Kvanvig allows 
that there may be some solution to the primary value problem of how knowl-
edge is more valuable than mere true belief, but doesn’t allow that there is a so-
lution to the secondary value problem of how knowledge is more valuable than 
any proper subset of its parts. My focus in this paper is on the primary value 
problem. The cases I will consider are not cases where we compare knowledge to 
some Gettiered belief, but where we compare knowledge to true beliefs that fall 
short of knowledge in some more traditional sense. In that respect, even Kvanvig 
could agree that in every case I am concerned with, knowledge is more valuable 
than mere true belief.

The issues covered thus far will be familiar to those well-acquainted with the 
contemporary discussion on the value of knowledge. The interest of this paper is 
how claims such as KVB and VK could be captured given the currently popular 
view that what we mean when we talk about “know” can vary across different 
contexts of utterance. This idea is most closely associated with epistemic contex-
tualism, and it is to this view that I now turn.

Epistemic Contextualism

Epistemic contextualism is the view that sentences of the form “S knows p” can 
vary in truth value across different contexts of utterance. The view is standardly 
defended via appeal to context-shifting experiments such as DeRose’s (1992) 
bank case and Cohen’s (1988) airport case. Contextualism seems to cast a particu-
lar light on the question considered in the previous section of why philosophers 
have traditionally been so concerned with knowledge. After all, if contextualism 
is true and the truth-conditional content of “know” differs across contexts, that 
is, “know” refers to different relations across different contexts, then which of 
those relations is of distinctive value and of philosophical importance?

One answer would be that while the meaning of “know” may shift across 
contexts, epistemologists only use the expression within a philosophical context, 
and so the fact that the expression holds different meanings in other contexts is 
not strictly relevant to the epistemological endeavour of investigating what phi-
losophers mean by the term. Sosa (2000) argues for something like this position. 
It is what “know” refers to in a philosophical context that holds such epistemic 
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value and is rightly the subject of epistemological study. This would be to ac-
cept contextualism but to claim that because philosophers confine themselves to 
a single context, knowledge talk remains invariant for philosophical purposes. 
This, however, is simply not plausible given the kinds of considerations that 
are typically raised in epistemological theorising. Epistemologists don’t confine 
themselves to considering knowledge-related activities in the epistemologist’s 
context.2 They draw upon many different aspects of life (particularly with the 
employment of thought experiments) in order to construct a theory of knowl-
edge that encompasses our knowledge practices across all contexts. It seems that 
if contextualism about knowledge attributions is true, this can’t be put to one side 
by the epistemologist. Instead, whatever epistemological claims are made about 
knowledge, they must be compatible with the context-sensitivity of knowledge 
attributions. Returning to the question of the value of knowledge, if we are to 
make good of the idea that knowledge possesses a distinctive kind of value such 
that it is more valuable than mere true belief, this too should be something that 
holds across the full range of possible contexts.

In this paper, I am interested in the ways in which epistemic contextualism 
can approach the idea that knowledge is more valuable than true belief, that is, 
how epistemic contextualism can account for KVB. I will argue that the manner 
in which contextualist proposals can capture the value of knowledge is depen-
dent upon the depth of the contextualism. In the next section, I will introduce the 
distinction between deep and superficial contextualism.

Deep versus Superficial Contextualism

The distinction between superficial and deep contextualism can be applied to 
any contextualist view that states that a given set of sentences can vary in their 
truth conditional content across different contexts of utterance. The distinction is 
due to Stalnaker, who introduces it by first considering two alternative views on 
the nature of quantification, and then on the nature of indexicals:

Both sides will agree that we may speak the literal truth when we say 
such things as that there is no beer left, that all the children are accounted 
for, that everyone has gone home. So both sides in this debate are contex-
tualists about the quantifiers, but according to one, but not the other, the 
context-dependence is eliminable, and so the contextualism is not just a 

2. It seems doubtful that there would even be a single epistemology context. Epistemologists 
often proceed from many different starting points, often holding different assumptions as fixed. 
Assuming that contexts are at least partly defined by the assumptions held within a context, this 
means that different epistemologists will operate within different kinds of context.
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fact about the way our language is used to generalise, but a fact about the 
nature of generality. For the absolutist, the contextualism about quanti-
fiers is superficial: though we in fact often let implicit contextual factors 
restrict our domain, we need not do so. There is an absolute domain (if 
I may speak loosely, with a singular term to refer to what is properly 
spoken of only in the plural) of which all other domains are restrictions, 
and we could in principle make all of our contextual restrictions explicit.

The kind of context-dependence that Kaplan’s original theory of in-
dexicals and demonstratives was aiming to model is also superficial in 
this sense. The context-dependence was in the relation between expres-
sions of the indexical language and the propositions that they expressed, 
but the propositions themselves (“content” or “what is said”, as opposed 
to “character”) were characterised independently of context. Later, when 
the phenomenon of essentially indexical attitudes was recognised, Ka-
plan’s theory was applied to a deeper kind of context-dependence.

(2008: 103–104)

Stalnaker’s concern here is whether the context-sensitivity associated with an 
expression is a contingent truth about the expression, or whether the context-
sensitivity had to have been in place in order to properly describe the phenome-
non in question. In the case of non-absolutist views of quantification, the thought 
is that the restriction of the domain quantified over by expressions like “all” and 
“every” is a necessary process.3 But for those who think that unrestricted quanti-
fication is perfectly fine, the restriction that in fact occurs with such expressions 
is a superficial fact about those expressions. Something similar holds in the case 
of essentially indexical attitudes. The thought is that when I have a belief of the 
form “He is making a mess”, some part of the belief or proposition believed is 
essentially perspectival or indexical, and so the context-sensitivity of the expres-
sion “he”—as an expression used to communicate this belief—is ineliminable. 
This would then be a form of deep contextualism. But if the apparently indexical 
nature of such beliefs can be outlined in some other way, perhaps by using non-
indexical language, then the context-sensitivity associated with indexicals is not 
something required in order to properly convey the nature of such beliefs, and 
so the context-sensitivity would be superficial.

Daniel Greco draws upon this distinction, as he is interested in the idea that we 
can compare different forms of epistemic contextualism according to their depth:

3. The non-absolutist view is usually motivated by the claim that when combined with cer-
tain set-theoretic principles, allowing for unrestricted quantification will lead to Russell-style par-
adoxes.
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Roughly, the sort of context-dependence posited by the superficial contex-
tualist is eliminable, while the sort of context-dependence posited by the 
deep contextualist is not. The deep contextualist is contextualist “all the way 
down”, while the superficial contextualist thinks that, once you start dig-
ging, you eventually hit some context-independent bedrock. Without worry-
ing too much about exactly how far “all the way down” is, we can compare 
versions of contextualism for “depth” depending on just how many of our 
epistemological notions they take to be context-sensitive.

(2017: 114)

The extent to which a view is a deep form of contextualism is dependent upon 
whether the phenomena that knowledge attributions are used to talk about re-
quire context-sensitive language in order to be spoken of. For example, one thing 
that knowledge attributions are used to talk about are our beliefs. If it turns out 
that the phenomenon of having beliefs and having evidence for those beliefs is 
such that it is best captured using context-sensitive language, then I take it that 
this is a deeper form of contextualism. The same would hold if the form of justi-
fication required for knowledge itself required context-sensitive language in or-
der to be described. But if the underlying phenomenon is itself relatively stable 
across contexts, then this looks like a more superficial form of contextualism. So 
what would the respective views actually look like? We’ll begin by considering 
superficial forms of contextualism before considering certain deeper forms.

Superficial Epistemic Contextualism

One relatively superficial form of epistemic contextualism will state that the dif-
ference between knowledge that p and a mere true belief that p lies in whether 
the subject meets a minimum threshold of justification.4 We can view justification 
as lying along a single dimension, upon which the threshold sits. What makes 
this view contextualist is that the justificatory threshold for knowledge can shift 
across contexts, or put in a more precise metalinguistic form, the justificatory 
threshold required for a true knowledge attribution can shift across different 
contexts of utterance. Now on this view, it seems that the underlying phenom-
enon that knowledge attributions describe—that is, the level of justification held 
by a subject regarding a certain belief—is in fact an invariant phenomenon. The 
context-sensitivity only arises at the point of determining the truth conditions 
for knowledge attributions.

While I have employed the terminology of justification, we can outline su-
perficial contextualist views using other frameworks as well. For example, imag-

4. Schaffer (2005) discusses this kind of view and attributes it to Cohen (1988).
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ine a view that states that the difference between knowledge and true belief lies 
in the extent to which the subject can truth-track their belief in a set of nearby 
possible worlds (Nozick 1981). On this view, we can essentially place all possible 
worlds on a 1-dimensional scale in terms of their distance from the actual world. 
A context-sensitive threshold will then sit somewhere along that scale and will 
determine the set of possible worlds that the subject’s belief must truth-track 
in (DeRose 1995). This will mean that in some contexts, the subject will have to 
truth-track her belief in more possible worlds, in others, fewer possible worlds. 
This will still be a superficial contextualist view because the underlying phe-
nomenon of truth-tracking one’s belief is itself invariant.

Deep Epistemic Contextualism

A deeper form of contextualism is one in which the underlying phenomenon is 
such that it requires an appeal to context in order to be understood. Many rel-
evant alternatives views take this form. Let’s say S knows p in c only if S can rule 
out all the alternatives that are relevant in c. Now, importantly, suppose there 
is no particular ordering to the alternatives, so that the fact that one alternative 
is relevant tells you nothing about whether other alternatives are relevant. On 
this account, there is nothing like an invariant scale of justification. Instead, the 
quality of the epistemic position will be dependent upon the alternatives that are 
relevant, and this too is a context-sensitive matter. It is in this sense that this is a 
deeper form of contextualism.

Just as with superficial contextualism, we can outline a deeper form of con-
textualism using the truth-tracking framework. Again, imagine a view where 
S knows p only if S can truth-track her belief in all nearby possible worlds. But 
now, imagine that the similarity metric that determines the distance from possible 
worlds to the actual world is a context-sensitive matter.5 So in some contexts, the 
distance between w1 and the actual world will be less than the distance between 
w2 and the actual world, while in other contexts the reverse will be the case. Now 
we could still allow that there is a context-sensitive threshold between nearby 
and non-nearby possible worlds such that even once you fix the similarity met-
ric, there is still a more superficial form of context-sensitivity. But the important 
point here is that because this view does not have a fixed notion of truth-tracking 
one’s belief across possible worlds, the underlying phenomenon itself is context-
sensitive. It is in this sense that this view would constitute a deeper form of 
epistemic contextualism.6

5. Heller (1999) explicitly defends a position of this kind.
6. There are ways in which you could view the relevant alternatives framework and the truth-

tracking framework as equivalent, as (Heller 1999: 116) has noted. For any alternative q, if a subject 
is able to rule out q, then we could say that the subject’s belief is truth-tracked in all q worlds. The 
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In this section, I have outlined the distinction I have in mind between deep 
and superficial contextualism. In the following section, I will analyse the way in 
which each type of view is able to capture the idea that knowledge is more valu-
able than true belief. Before I do so, however, it is worth approaching an issue 
that naturally arises when considering how contextualism impacts upon other 
epistemological debates. It might be thought that there is simply no straight-
forward link between epistemic contextualism as a linguistic theory about the 
truth of knowledge attributions and between epistemological theories that are con-
cerned with knowledge (DeRose 2009: 18; Kornblith 2000). For the purposes of 
this paper, I will assume as the default position that the relation (or set of rela-
tions) that knowledge-attributing sentences describe is the same relation (or set 
of relations) that epistemologists are interested in when providing theories of 
knowledge. In doing so, I assume a close link between whether it is true to say “S 
knows p” within a context c and whether S does know p in c. I consider this to be 
the default position for anyone—contextualist and otherwise—simply because 
it would be incumbent upon those who rejected this position to describe some 
other plausible way that there could be a link between the two fields of inquiry, 
without letting the “semantics float free of metaphysics”, as McKenna (2015: 501) 
has put it.7 In particular, if the default view is not held, then we face a poten-
tial dilemma. On the one hand, we run the risk of our philosophical account of 
knowledge being about something other than our ordinary conception insofar 
as it is divorced from our linguistic behaviour regarding knowledge terms. On 
the other hand, we run the risk that the truth values we assign to knowledge at-

converse could also be true as well: for any given set of worlds, if a subject’s belief truth-tracks in 
those worlds, then we could say that there is an alternative consisting of those worlds that the sub-
ject is able to rule out. We cannot distinguish between the two views merely by appealing to truth-
tracking rather than ruling out alternatives. It might be thought that the similarity metric appealed 
to by the truth-tracking view constitutes an important difference between the two views. After all, 
this places an order on possible worlds that is lacking in the case of relevant alternatives. So if w1 
is a closer possible world than w2, and w2 falls within the sphere of nearby worlds, then it follows 
that w1 does as well. The relevant alternatives framework does not allow for any similar kind of 
inference: the fact that alternative q is relevant tells you nothing about whether any other alterna-
tives are relevant. However, this difference really amounts to how much ordering is provided by 
the similarity metric. Imagine a relevant alternatives view that states that q1 and q2 are relevant. 
You could effectively get the same results with the truth-tracking view by providing a very partial 
ordering on possible worlds such that q1 and q2 worlds are the joint closest worlds to the actual 
world, and all other worlds are equally far behind, and so q1 and q2 worlds are the only worlds that 
count as nearby. Now this is probably not the kind of ordering that advocates of truth-tracking 
views usually have in mind, but it does show that in order to properly distinguish between these 
views, a fuller account of the similarity metric would be required.

7. We have seen that Sosa (2000) provides an alternative kind of view, in suggesting that 
philosophical (specifically, epistemological) theorising is contained within a single conversational 
context. But we have also seen that this is simply an implausible picture of how epistemological 
theorising proceeds.
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tributions are not values of truth in the proper sense insofar as they fail to track 
when knowledge is present.

Once the default view is accepted, then we see that the deep/superficial 
distinction has real philosophical importance. According to more superficial 
forms of contextualism, it is only knowledge attributions that display context-
sensitivity, whereas other important epistemic notions (such as justification or 
truth-tracking) are invariant. But according to deeper forms of contextualism, 
those underlying notions may also be context-sensitive. In the following section, 
I will argue that this distinction impacts on the notion of epistemic value.

Contextualism and the Value of Knowledge

We saw earlier that Socrates’s reasoning relies on the intuition of KVB:

KVB: Knowledge is more valuable than merely true belief.

Rather than investigating the plausibility of Socrates’s reasoning on the basis of 
this intuition, I now want to cash out KVB in the following way:

Invariant Value: If A knows p and B merely truly believes that p, then 
A’s epistemic position regarding p is more valuable than B’s epistemic 
position regarding p.

In what follows, I will argue that the manner in which Invariant Value is account-
ed for by the contextualist is dependent upon the depth of their contextualism. 
Let’s begin by first considering a deeper form of contextualism—relevant alter-
natives contextualism:

Relevant alternatives: “S knows p” is true in c only if S can rule out the 
set of alternatives relevant in c.

As stated earlier, this is a deeper form of contextualism because the set of rel-
evant alternatives is itself a context-sensitive matter. This view faces a problem 
in capturing Invariant Value, which can be illustrated with the following case. 
Imagine Jack and Jill are bird-watchers both watching the same bird, albeit sepa-
rately from one another. They both believe that the bird is a goldcrest. Jack is 
able to rule out that the bird is a goldfinch, but not that it is a firecrest. Jill is able 
to rule out that it is a firecrest, but not that it is a goldfinch. Let’s suppose that, 
the business of ruling out alternatives aside, they both meet all other conditions 
associated with knowledge (i.e., they believe, their beliefs are true, etc.).
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Meanwhile, in c1—a nearby goldfinch conference—the set of relevant alter-
natives contains only the possibility that the bird is a goldfinch. In that context, 
Jack knows that the bird is a goldcrest (or it is true to say “Jack knows that the 
bird is a goldcrest” in c1). Jill, on the other hand, merely believes that the bird 
is a goldcrest in c1. In c2—a nearby firecrest conference—the set of relevant al-
ternatives contains only the possibility that the bird is a firecrest. As such, Jack 
merely truly believes that the bird is a goldcrest, while Jill knows that the bird is 
a goldcrest.

Let’s label as ‘pg’ the proposition that the bird is a goldcrest. From c1, plus 
Invariant Value, we can infer that Jack’s epistemic position regarding pg is more 
valuable than Jill’s epistemic position regarding pg. From c2, plus Invariant Value, 
we can infer that Jill’s epistemic position regarding pg is more valuable than 
Jack’s epistemic position regarding pg. So we reach:

Jack’s epistemic position regarding pg is more valuable than Jill’s epis-
temic position regarding pg and Jill’s epistemic position regarding pg is 
more valuable than Jack’s epistemic position regarding pg.8

This conjunction strikes the ear as contradictory, and this is confirmed if we ac-
cept something like the following principle:

Ordinal Value: For all x, y, and p, if x’s belief that p is more valuable than 
y’s belief that p, then y’s belief that p is not more valuable than x’s belief 
that p.

So Invariant Value, Relevant Alternatives, and Ordinal Value give rise to a contradic-
tory situation. A natural way for the relevant alternatives theorist to fix this is to 
contextualise epistemic value in a manner that corresponds to the contextualisa-
tion of truth values of knowledge attributions. No longer does A’s belief that p 
hold some value simpliciter; instead, the value of an epistemic position will al-
ways be relative to a context. We can capture this thought by replacing Invariant 
Value with Contextualised Value:9

Contextualised Value: If in c, A knows that p and B merely truly believes 
that p, then in c, A’s belief that p is more valuable than B’s belief that p.

8. In what follows I refer to this kind of case—where one agent knows p in c1 but not c2 while 
another knows p in c2 but not c1—as Jack and Jill cases.

9. We will also have to adjust Ordered Value so that it is relativized to a context in the follow-
ing way: For all x, y, p, and c, if in c x’s epistemic position regarding p is more valuable than y’s 
epistemic position regarding p, then in c y’s epistemic position regarding p is not more valuable 
than x’s epistemic position regarding p.
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This would block the problematic inference drawn earlier. The idea outlined 
here is that it only makes sense to talk of the value of an epistemic position rela-
tive to a particular context, and within any particular context, knowing will be 
more valuable than merely believing. A key strength of this approach is that it 
manages to preserve KVB if we interpret KVB as restricted to within a context. 
This may well be a plausible route for the relevant alternatives theorist to take, 
and it is one I will return to in the next section, but for now I only want to note 
that the relevant alternatives view is forced into contextualising value in this 
way. In the remainder of this section, I will argue that the same cannot be said 
for more superficial forms of contextualism.

Consider the simplest form of superficial contextualism, according to which 
there is a 1-dimensional scale of justification along which a given belief will sit, 
and there is a context-sensitive threshold that a given belief must exceed in order 
for that belief to count as knowledge. How could this view accommodate the 
idea that knowledge is more valuable than true belief? The simplest way to do 
this would be to claim that the higher up on the invariant scale of justification a 
given belief sits, the more valuable it is. So if two believers A and B only differ 
with regard to their justification, and A knows while B merely truly believes, 
then A’s belief is no more valuable than B’s regardless of the context. This would 
be a way of making good of the claim that knowledge is more valuable than true 
belief. So this superficial form of contextualism can still provide an invariant no-
tion of epistemic value, by aligning the scale of epistemic value with the invari-
ant scale of justification.

Here is another way of looking at it: having a single invariant scale of justifi-
cation essentially blocks Jack and Jill cases where Jack knows p while Jill doesn’t 
in c1, whereas Jill knows p while Jack doesn’t in c2.10 This is because if A holds a 
greater level of justification than B such that in c, A knows and B merely believes, 
A will hold the greater level of justification across all contexts. Justification is an 

10. What about a superficial form of contextualism that depends on an n-dimensional scale 
where n>1? For example, you might think that the relevant difference between knowledge and 
true belief is a matter of evidence, where evidence can vary in both quantity and quality, and 
where the quantity and quality of one’s evidence is an invariant matter. The threshold between 
knowledge and true belief can then be represented as a line through 2-dimensional space. The 
context-sensitivity would arise from the fact that the threshold can vary across contexts. Whether 
such a view can capture Jack and Jill cases is something of a complex matter that is beyond the 
scope of this paper. My speculation is this: if the knowledge threshold can only translate across 
contexts such that all possible thresholds of knowledge would be parallel with one another, then 
Jack and Jill cases cannot be captured. On the other hand, if the knowledge threshold can be rotated 
or distorted across contexts, then it will be possible to capture Jack and Jill cases. However, allow-
ing for rotation or distortion across contexts is to allow that, while the two underlying dimensions 
of quality and quantity are invariant, the relative contribution they make towards the truth of 
knowledge attributions is context-sensitive, and so this would then constitute a deeper form of 
contextualism.
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invariant matter on this picture, and so the simplest way to capture the idea that 
knowledge is more valuable than true belief is simply to say that value tracks 
justification. This is not to say that the option of contextualising epistemic value 
is not available to superficial contextualism, just that the deep contextualist must 
contextualise epistemic value whereas the superficial contextualist can appeal to 
an invariant notion of epistemic value.

Rejecting the Invariant Notion of Epistemic Value

To summarise thus far, superficial and deep contextualism differ in how they 
are able to account for the distinctive value of knowledge. Superficial contextu-
alism has two broad options available. First the superficial contextualist could 
claim that knowledge is always more valuable than a mere true belief because it 
will always sit higher on the invariant scale of justification. Alternatively, they 
could accept something like Contextualised Value and allow that the notion of 
epistemic value is itself a context-sensitive notion. The deep contextualist, on the 
other hand, has no invariant scale of justification that they can appeal to and so 
is forced to contextualise epistemic value. This in itself is an interesting result, 
partly because it shows the importance of the deep/superficial distinction, but 
also because it opens up certain argumentative possibilities. For instance, if one 
had good reason to think that epistemic value cannot be a context-sensitive no-
tion, then this is a basis to argue against any deep form of contextualism. Fur-
thermore, we have seen that superficial contextualism cannot allow for Jack and 
Jill cases, and so if such cases are possible, then this provides us with reason to 
reject superficial contextualism, and thus to contextualise epistemic value. For 
my own part, I will not pursue either of these options. I will argue, instead, that 
the option available to the superficial contextualist of keeping an invariant no-
tion of epistemic value should be rejected and so contextualists—superficial and 
deep—should contextualise epistemic value.

At the beginning of this paper, we encountered the move from knowledge 
being more valuable than true belief (KVB) to the claim that there is some dis-
tinctive kind of value associated specifically with knowledge (VK). Furthermore, 
we saw that VK is itself a plausible principle insofar as it captures the fact that 
knowledge simply does play such a central role in our epistemic lives (i.e., it 
potentially provides a basis for action and assertion), and also has been of such 
primary focus in epistemological theorising.

The core claim of this section is that the superficial contextualist strategy of 
claiming that a belief is valuable to the extent that it is justified is one that will not 
be able to explain what is distinctively valuable about knowledge. Recall that, on 
this account, the threshold that a given subject needs to exceed in order for their 
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true belief to constitute knowledge will vary along an invariant scale of justifica-
tion across different contexts of utterance. Invariant Value (and thus, KVB) can be 
preserved because if A knows that p but B merely believes, A must sit higher on 
the scale of justification and thus have a more valuable epistemic position than 
B does. The problem with this view is that it doesn’t explain why we would take 
knowledge to be of such central importance in our epistemic lives, rather than 
some epistemic state the threshold for which sits higher on the scale of justifica-
tion. Assigning numeric values to the scale of justification, we can put the point 
as follows. If the knowledge threshold for a given context sits at 0.7, then anyone 
that does know in that context is in a valuable epistemic position insofar as its 
justification value is some figure greater than 0.7. But then why, in this context, 
should we care about states that exceed a justification score of 0.7, rather than 0.8, 
0.9, etc.?11 If an epistemic position is just valuable to the extent that it is justified, 
it seems difficult to say why we should prioritise knowledge—with its threshold 
nearly always sitting somewhere between 0 and 1 on the justification scale—
rather some epistemic position that requires some greater level of justification.

Laurence BonJour (2010) draws upon similar considerations in order to 
reach a very different conclusion: infallibilism. He considers the possibility that 
the level of justification necessary for knowledge could sit on some point less 
than 1 on a wider scale. He argues that such a view would be unable to capture 
the fact that knowledge is a valuable kind of epistemic position that holds a 
kind of privileged position over other epistemic states. Say the given threshold 
sat at 0.8; BonJour argues that it then becomes mysterious why true beliefs that 
sit at 0.8 would hold a significant kind of value beliefs that sit at 0.799 lack, and 
indeed why we shouldn’t subsequently prioritise epistemic states that sit even 
higher. Given the distinctive value of knowledge, the claim that the justification 
threshold could sit at any particular point less than 1 appears arbitrary. Thus, he 
argues that the only point at which the justification threshold could sit in order 
to make sense of the idea that knowledge holds a distinctive kind of epistemic 
value is 1.

Of course, nearly all forms of contextualism are forms of fallibilism, and so 
no contextualist would accept BonJour’s argument. But whereas BonJour argues 
that these considerations should lead us to accept infallibilism, I am arguing that 
we should reject something that BonJour’s argument assumes and that is inher-
ent in the contextualist view considered: that the value of knowledge can be 
accounted for via some underlying invariant scale. If we are to say that there is 
a distinctive kind of value associated with knowledge, this cannot be accounted 

11. Pritchard (2010) discusses this issue in outlining the tertiary value problem of knowledge as 
the need to explain why the difference in value between knowledge and whatever falls short of it 
is one of kind and not merely degree.
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for by claiming that knowledge possesses some valuable property to some non-
maximal degree, because this then suggests that what we were really interested 
in all along is possessing that valuable property to the highest degree possible.

So although I have argued in this paper that the superficial contextualist is 
not forced to contextualise epistemic value in the same way that the deep con-
textualist is, I have subsequently argued in this section that the option available 
to the superficial contextualist of maintaining an invariant notion of epistemic 
value will not be satisfactory. Ultimately, then, epistemic contextualism ought to 
be committed to a contextualised notion of epistemic value.

Contextualists will typically characterise their view as merely a claim about 
knowledge attributions, and in doing so they give the impression that the com-
mitments of their view are fairly light—particularly if one holds the prior view 
that natural languages have many such context-sensitive expressions—and that 
such commitments are limited to the linguistic domain. In this paper, I have 
sought to show that this is not the case: the contextualist is in fact committed to 
much more than insofar as they are committed to a particular account of epis-
temic value. To be clear, some contextualists have previously endorsed some 
form of contextualised epistemic value. Arguably, Heller does when he states 
that in attributing knowledge, “we are saying that someone who is in that epis-
temic condition has the property we care about in that context” (1999: 118). Sim-
ilarly, a contextualised form of virtue epistemology will claim that exercising 
one’s epistemic virtues is a source of epistemic value, and whether an agent has 
exercised their epistemic virtues in forming a true belief (and thus whether one 
has knowledge) is a context-sensitive matter (J. Greco 2004). In doing so, they 
will have a contextualised notion of epistemic value. However, this paper has ar-
gued that all contextualists are forced to contextualise epistemic value. Once we 
appreciate this insight, we start to see how the epistemic contextualism debate 
will impact upon other areas of epistemology, particularly upon other epistemic 
notions of which epistemic value is just one. If this paper is indicative of future 
findings, it may well be that the contextualist is committed to far more than has 
been previously thought.
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