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Abstract
Jennifer Lackey (2016) challenged group acceptance accounts of justification by arguing
that these accounts make the possession of evidence arbitrary and hence lead to illegitim-
ate manipulation of the group’s evidence. She proposes that the only way out is to rely on
the epistemic propriety of the individual group members, which leads to a dilemma for
group acceptance views: either they are wrong about justification, or they cease to rely
only on group acceptances. I argue that there is a third option based on general expecta-
tions of epistemic propriety that restricts the group’s maximal justification. A group can-
not be more justified than any individual in the group’s position could be expected to be.
I motivate this solution by a discussion of normative defeat and epistemic expectations
as proposed by Goldberg (2018).
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Introduction

Jennifer Lackey challenged group acceptance accounts of justification by arguing that
these accounts make the possession of evidence arbitrary and hence lead to illegitimate
manipulation of the group’s evidence. She proposes that the only way out is to rely on
the epistemic propriety of the individual group members, which leads to a dilemma for
group acceptance views: either they are wrong about justification, or they cease to rely
only on group acceptances. I argue that there is a third option based on general expec-
tations of epistemic propriety that restricts the group’s maximal justification. A group
cannot be more justified than an individual in the group’s position could be expected
to be. I motivate this solution by a discussion of normative defeat and epistemic expec-
tations inspired by Goldberg.

My plan is the following: I start with a quick discussion of joint acceptance accounts
of group justification in section 1. I then explain Lackey’s argument against these views
and discuss her suggested response in section 2. In section 3 I draw a parallel to the
individual case and normative defeat which motivates my response to Lackey’s argu-
ment. In sections 4 and 5 I develop my proposal in more detail and relate it to general
expectations as part of epistemic evaluation. Finally, in section 6, I discuss potential
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objections to my proposal and show how epistemic expectations towards individual and
groups relate.

1. Group justification as joint acceptance of reasons

Accounts of group justification can be roughly grouped into inflational, non-summativist
approaches that take group justification to be over and above or otherwise distinct from the
member’s justification, and deflationary, summativist views that hold that group justifica-
tion is merely an aggregation of the member’s justification. Lackey recently argued that
both of these approaches lead to problems, and proposed a middle ground position.
For the purpose of this paper I am only interested in a particular type of inflational, non-
summativist position that takes group justification to be based on reasons the group
accepts collectively. ‘Collectively’ here is meant to indicate an acceptance as a group
that cannot be reduced to attitudes of individual group members. Call this the joint accept-
ance account (JAA) of group justification. Two versions of JAA can be found in Schmitt
(1994) and Hakli (2011). I use the slightly modified formulations from Lackey (2016).

JAA-S: A group G justifiedly believes that p if and only if G has good reason to
believe that p, and believes that p for this reason, where G has a reason r to believe
that p if and only if all members of G would properly express openly a willingness
to accept r jointly as the group’s reason to believe that p. (Lackey 2016: 346)

JAA-H: A group G justifiedly believes that p collectively “if and only if the group
can successfully defend p against reasonable challenges by providing reasons or
evidence that are collectively acceptable to the group and that support p according
to the epistemic principles collectively accepted in the epistemic community of the
group. The epistemic community determines what counts as a successful defence
and as a reasonable challenge.” (Lackey 2016: 348)

Both examples of JAA function in a similar way. They propose that group justifica-
tion can be spelled out in virtue of reasons for a belief that p that the group has.1

Reasons can be epistemically evaluated insofar as they support the belief in question.
Reasons to believe that p are good reasons if they provide sufficient evidential support,
either by being accepted as responses to challenges to the belief by an epistemic com-
munity (Hakli), or in virtue of reliably leading to truth (Schmitt). The precise method
of evaluation does not matter for now, but will come up later again. To understand
Lackey’s attack on JAA another feature is more important: the formation of these rea-
sons. Both good and bad reasons are formed in the same way: the group collectively
accepts a reason r. To do so the group needs nothing more than each of the relevant
group members being willing to accept r as a reason for the group and – on some ver-
sions – the members have to express this willingness openly. In the simplest version that
includes such an expression the group members indicate their willingness explicitly in
speech. Suppose we have a group of three members: Reid, Melissa, and Kathleen. Reid
says that he is willing to accept that r as a reason, Melissa answers that she is willing to
do the same, before Kathleen states “If you both want to accept r then I also will.” The
three agree to accept r as a reason for the group.2

1Remaining neutral on the nature of reasons. Joint acceptance accounts are compatible with (but not
limited to) a mentalist conception of reasons, or a propositional conception of reasons.

2Gilbert holds that this is a kind of conditional commitment. Only when every member accepts r the
commitment is established. If only Reid and Melissa would have agreed to take r as a group reason nothing
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The condition that every member has to be a part of the joint acceptance procedure
is surely too strong. In some cases particular members are not involved in forming
group states, or making group decisions. Reid might always defer to the other members
and just execute the decisions made by the rest. Following Tuomela (2013: 86–7) I call
those relevant for forming group states operative members.3 We can now define the key
feature of the formation of reasons under JAA:

A group has reason r iff all operative members are willing to take a reason r as a
group reason (and expresses this willingness openly).

This expression of willingness to jointly accept r can be either explicit, or implicit in
the member’s behaviour. Importantly, each member is willing to let r stand as the
group’s reason, even if they do not accept r on an individual level. Melissa can be
part of the group’s joint acceptance of r, even though she personally does not accept
r as a reason whatsoever. This willingness is a hallmark of group states under non-
summativist accounts (Gilbert 1989: 289) and is used to explain cases in which the
group state supposedly diverges from the member’s states. One such case is provided
by Kallestrup (2016), who modelled the case after a discussion in Schmitt (1994).4

CRIMINAL COURT: A defendant is on trial for the crime of careless driving. The
prosecution adduces evidence from the police report, as well as eyewitnesses testi-
fying in court that the defendant was indeed driving the van that hit the victim.
But the jury finds the evidence not beyond a reasonable doubt, and hence insuffi-
cient to validate criminal conviction. All the members of the jury have hearsay evi-
dence from a reliable source that the defendant caused the accident. But the judge
instructs the jurors to ignore this evidence as it fails to meet the conditions for
being ruled admissible in a criminal court. Consequently, the jury, when function-
ing in its social office, justifiably believes the defendant is innocent, yet none of the
individual jurors justifiably believes this proposition.5

The jury is a chartered group, found with a particular aim and in order to perform a
particular action. This aim is the group’s office. The members have to intend to fulfil the
aim, but it need not be made explicit. In this case the group is formed with the aim to
come to a verdict regarding the defendant’s guilt based on evidence admissible in court.
This aim affects what the group members accept as evidence that can justify beliefs on
the group level. While each individual member of the jury might believe that the
defendant is guilty, they are fully aware that their beliefs are based on evidence that
ought not to be taken into consideration for the jury’s verdict. The group will not accept

would have happened (cf. Gilbert 1990). Joint acceptance needs all three of them. I want to remain neutral
here.

3A reviewer notices that the idea of operative members combined with accounts that do or do not require
open expression of the willingness to accept r as a reason gives us some specific scenarios that are worth a
discussion for which I have unfortunately no room. For instance, if only operative members accept r as a
reason, but they need no open expression we end up with groups that accept r as a reason for p, but which
includes non-operative group members who do not know that the group has reason r.

4Lackey (2016) also discusses a version of this case.
5There is an alternative reading holding that social roles play a more important role here than the group

qua group does. Divergence cases could also be discussed under this aspect. And perhaps the same lesson I
suggest for group justification can be generalised to justification a person has as occupying a specific social
role. My topic is group justification, so I am not following this thread further. Thanks to Miguel Hoeltje for
emphasising this point.

Episteme 81

https://doi.org/10.1017/epi.2020.55 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/epi.2020.55


the hearsay evidence as a group reason to believe that the defendant is guilty. Hence, the
group will find the defendant not guilty. Lackey (2016: 354–7) raises some objections
against cases like CRIMINAL COURT, but for now I want to let the case stand as
motivation for JAA. The group members decide on a reason for the group by jointly
accepting or not accepting propositions. In this case, the members are not willing to
take the hearsay evidence as a reason. The key feature of this reason-formation process
is that the group’s reasons are constrained merely by the operative member’s willingness
to accept some proposition r as a reason. Groups can form reasons at will, according to
JAA. This is the feature that Lackey picks out to generate potential problem cases.

Before presenting Lackey’s arguments it is helpful to motivate the aim at hand: why
defend JAA? The primary reason is the possibility of divergence cases, such as
CRIMINAL COURT. If one accepts any divergence case, then one needs a way to
explain group justification that is compatible with no group member being justified.
Fully aware of the issue Lackey argues against some divergence cases, including
CRIMINAL COURT. However, other divergence cases with different structures are
unaddressed: Hakli (2011: 120–1) introduces his view by pointing to a weather forecast
group in which the group accepts one collective forecast that no group member holds to
be true. Bird (2010: 34–5) suggests that scientific groups can produce knowledge with-
out the members having justified beliefs. Tollefsen (2009: 12) points to a case of the U.S.
National Academies of Science committing to a position as a group, even though the
group members disagree on the issue in question. One might read this also as a case
of justified group belief. Lackey’s explanation of CRIMINAL COURT points to a differ-
ence between evidence in law and epistemic justification. It is not clear that a similar
answer can be given to these other cases.

Of course, all of these cases can be contested. However, as long as one of them is a live
candidate for a genuine divergence case the JAA is still a promising candidate for an
account of group justification worth defending. My aim is to find a version of JAA that
is compatible with divergence cases, but nevertheless not susceptible to Lackey’s arguments
against JAA. Whether Lackey’s view or my version of JAA is ultimately better depends on a
final judgment of divergence cases, which I do not provide. I merely want to find a version
of JAA that is a live option for a successful theory of group justification. I am not arguing
that it is the only account that can do that, but rather that we should not rule it out yet.

2. Lackey against JAA

Lackey raises two different cases illustrating the consequences of forming reasons at will,
which she takes to point to “a decisive objection” (Lackey 2016: 350) against JAA:

IGNORING EVIDENCE: Philip Morris is one of the largest tobacco companies in
the world, and each of its operative members is individually aware of the massive
amounts of scientific evidence revealing not only the addictiveness of smoking but
also the links it has with lung cancer and heart disease. Moreover, each individual
member believes that the dangers of smoking give the company a reason to believe
that warning labels should be placed on cigarette boxes. However, because of what
is at stake financially and legally, none of these members would properly express a
willingness to accept that the dangers of smoking give Philip Morris a reason to
believe that it should put warning labels on cigarette boxes.

FABRICATING EVIDENCE: Philip Morris is one of the largest tobacco compan-
ies in the world, and each of its operative members is individually aware of the
massive amounts of scientific evidence revealing not only the addictiveness of
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smoking but also the links it has with lung cancer and heart disease. Entirely
because of what is at stake financially and legally, however, each of these members
decides to jointly accept that all of the scientists working on the relationship
between smoking and health problems are liars. Given this, they also jointly accept
that the duplicity of the scientists gives Philip Morris a reason to believe that the
results of the studies showing a connection between smoking and lung cancer and
heart disease are unreliable. (Lackey 2016: 351)

In IGNORING EVIDENCE we are supposed to come away with the intuition that
Philip Morris clearly has a reason to believe that it should be putting warning labels
on the cigarette boxes. Their deliberate ignorance should not result in them lacking
such a reason. But JAA claims just that! I agree with Lackey’s assessment that this is
an unacceptable result.

FABRICATING EVIDENCE goes one step further. Philip Morris does not merely
ignore evidence deliberately, but generates reasons for purely pragmatic goals. Even if
the members have individually epistemic reasons to believe that the scientists are trust-
worthy, as a group they are willing to accept that these scientists are liars and the studies
not to be reliable. The intuition pumped is that this joint acceptance is not epistemically
justifying anything. Clearly, financial incentives should not be able to create epistemic
justification for a group out of thin air. Lackey’s intuition seems obviously true to me.
And it is a problem for JAA, because JAA is compatible with exactly that: forming epi-
stemic reasons at will. JAA does not have any constraints on the process of creating
joint acceptance besides all operative members being willing to accept r as a reason.
For JAA it does not matter why they are willing to accept r as a reason. More bad
news for JAA!

At first sight, the problem seems to be unavoidable for JAA. These accounts are cre-
ated with the aim of accommodating divergence cases, like CRIMINAL COURT. They
do so by claiming that there is no connection between reasons that individual members
have, and reasons the group has. But as soon as one has severed this connection the
group’s grip on the world is lost. Groups can accept whatever the members feel like
accepting. They are not accountable to compatibility with individually held states.
And as long as one does not want to propose a group mind that can access the
world independently of its members it seems difficult to imagine anything that
makes sure that the group’s reasons are properly connected to the world. They are arbi-
trary, and arbitrariness is not compatible with epistemic propriety. Epistemic propriety
includes aiming at truth, after all. We end up with Lackey’s Illegitimate Manipulation of
Evidence Problem (IMEP):

IMEP: If the justification of group beliefs can be achieved through wholly volun-
tary means, then the evidence available to the group can be illegitimately manipu-
lated, thereby severing the connection between group epistemic justification and
truth-conduciveness. (Lackey 2016: 353)

Is there a way out? Lackey claims the only option available is to leave JAA behind. To
do so one can introduce a constraint on the individual member’s willingness to accept a
reason r as a group reason. As is, JAA treats every instance of a member’s voluntary
acceptance equally. But it need not do so. Lackey suggests that some acceptances are
epistemically proper, whereas others are not. And this propriety depends on the epi-
stemic situation of the individual member. Plausibly, if a member has a reason r,
then it is proper for the member to be willing to accept r as a reason for the group.
Moreover, if the group members disclose their evidences to one another, the group
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can base their joint acceptance on the total evidence of the individual group members.
Truth-conduciveness of group justification is salvaged in virtue of the truth-
conduciveness of the individual members. But there is a price to pay. If the group jus-
tification is based on the justification of the group members, divergence cases such as
CRIMINAL COURT become implausible. The group justification cannot diverge from
the members such that no member shares the group’s justification. Lackey’s way out
sacrifices the straightforward reading of divergence cases. Of course, she is aware of
this and more than happy to explain these cases differently (cf. Lackey 2016: 354–7).
I agree that this is an option, but I do not think it is the only one.

There are at least two alternatives one can aim for. First, one can argue against the
claim that joint acceptance accounts have to endorse this sort of arbitrariness. Perhaps
they can find a way to stop believing at will for groups. For instance, they can adopt
Schmitt’s (1994) idea from chartered groups having a structure, aim and ruleset in
place that limits how group beliefs can be formed while still accepting a form of
joint acceptance condition for group states.6 However, this is not the strategy I chose.
My solution is different. I now proceed by developing an alternative that keeps JAA
in the game while fully conceding the arbitrariness in joint acceptance. In doing so I
can grant Lackey as much as possible, while still rejecting her conclusion. In itself
this is not an argument against Lackey’s own account of group justification. Whether
Lackey’s view or a form of JAA is correct will depend on whether divergence cases
exist. I merely argue that IGNORING EVIDENCE and FABRICATING EVIDENCE
cannot decide in favour of Lackey’s view.

3. The Containment Strategy

Lackey presents IMEP as resulting in a dilemma: either one accepts that reasons can be
arbitrary and therefore groups can manipulate their justification at will, or one rejects
JAA. However, there is a third option: I propose that the proponent of JAA can bite
the bullet on the arbitrariness of reasons, but deny that groups thereby can manipulate
their ultima facie justification at will. Whereas Lackey attempts to get rid of the arbi-
trariness, I suggest that we merely contain its effect on the epistemic propriety of
group states. The idea is to introduce conditions that set up boundaries of potential jus-
tification that can be achieved by a group’s reasons. Call this the containment strategy.
The aim is to contain the epistemic badness of arbitrarily formed reasons, without
deferring to the epistemic status of the group members. To emphasise: my strategy
fully endorses that joint acceptance accounts of group justification leads to arbitrarily
formed reasons and hence prima facie justification at will. But I deny that this leads
to implausible results of ultima facie justification because I can contain the arbitrariness.
As long as I end up with the right results for ultima facie justification I do not think the
unusual verdict for prima facie justifications should worry me.

The strategy is not unique to groups. In fact, Lackey herself accepts a form of the
containment strategy for individuals, though it occurs under a different guise: norma-
tive defeat.7 Here is Lackey explaining normative defeat:

A normative defeater is a doubt or belief that S ought to have, and indicates that S’s
belief that p is either false (that is, rebutting) or unreliably formed or sustained

6Thank you to a reviewer for emphasising this option.
7Other proponents of normative defeat include Harman (1980), Kornblith (1983), DeRose (2000),

Meeker (2004), Reed (2006), or more recently Goldberg (2016). Normative defeat only matches the con-
tainment part of my strategy, not the acceptance of arbitrary reasons as prima facie justification.
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(that is, undercutting). Defeaters in this sense function by virtue of being doubts or
beliefs that S should have (whether or not S does have them), given the presence of
certain available evidence. (Lackey 2016: 366)8

As she tells us, normative defeat paradigmatically refers to evidence that one should
have, regardless of whether one actually has the evidence. The classic example is due to
Kornblith (1983), who invites us to imagine a physicist who regularly tunes out his col-
leagues’ comments whenever they provide him counterevidence to his pet hypothesis.
Kornblith convincingly argues that even if the physicist’s current evidence justifies
his belief in his pet hypothesis, this belief is overall not justified. There is evidence
the physicist should have had. He should have listened to the counterevidence his col-
leagues told him about. Clearly, the physicist is doing something epistemically
improper, and if he had been a virtuous physicist he would have heard the counterevi-
dence and thereby lost his justification. The physicist’s belief is normatively defeated by
evidence he should have had. His epistemic impropriety is contained by the effects of
the evidence he should have had: the normative defeater stops the improperly formed
evidence basis from providing ultima facie justification. And it can do so without the
physicist having any inclination of the normative defeater existing at all.

Normative defeat is not completely uncontroversial. Feldman (2000), for instance,
holds that the single epistemic norm we have requires only a proportioning of one’s
belief to one’s possessed evidence. There is no place for evidence one should have
had, according to Feldman. Be that as it may, given that Lackey accepts normative defeat
I take it as common ground available to defend JAA.

Kornblith’s physicist case has clear parallels to the case of IGNORING EVIDENCE.
It seems rather natural to me to describe IGNORING EVIDENCE as a case of Philip
Morris not possessing evidence it should have had. Given that the members of Philip
Morris have a reason to put warning labels on cigarette packs insofar as they believe
that smoking is unhealthy, the group consisting of these members should have this rea-
son as well. But the group does not have this reason available. This is explicitly high-
lighted by Lackey:

Consider IGNORING EVIDENCE: given that all of the evidence showing that
smoking is dangerous is not available to the group because of the members’ refusal
to jointly accept it, none of it is part of the justificatory basis of the group’s belief.
(Lackey 2016: 352)

Here she is talking about evidence that is not available to the group because of the
members’ actions. Similarly, the physicist does not have the proper evidence available,
because of his refusal to engage with it properly. None of the colleagues’ counterevi-
dence is part of the justificatory basis of the physicist’s belief. Considering only the phy-
sicist’s actual evidence it looks as if he is justified. But he is not. His justification is
normatively defeated. Similarly, considering only the group’s actual reasons that are
formed by joint acceptance it looks as if the group is justified. And Lackey is right
that in this case Philip Morris being justified sounds absurd. However, this can be
explained by normative defeat just as the physicist case was. The group’s justification
is normatively defeated. Ultima facie justification is not merely a product of reasons
the group has, but also of reasons the group should have. Hence, there is no need to
abandon JAA just by raising IGNORING EVIDENCE.

8Lackey relies on normative defeat in other work as well. See for instance Lackey (2005).
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This line of reasoning relies on the claim that beliefs of the group members can have
a particular relation to normative defeaters for the group. In some cases we can gauge
which normative defeaters apply to a group based on group members and their beliefs.
Because the members of Philip Morris believe that smoking is unhealthy, we have rea-
son to believe that Philip Morris has a normative defeater – the group lacks evidence it
should have. This might be surprising, given that a JAA holds that justification of indi-
vidual members does not straightforwardly transmit to the group level. Group justifica-
tion has to be something over and above member justification. Therefore, I need to
further unpack this claim: It is not mere belief of members that is a guide to normative
defeaters for the group, rather it is ultima facie justified belief. Belief that is both prima
facie justified and not normatively defeated. It is this latter component that matters for
my claim. Whereas neither prima facie nor ultima facie justification of members trans-
fers to the group level, the epistemic standards that make up normative defeat apply to
individuals and groups equally.9 The same evaluative standards that determine what
evidence an individual ought to have also apply to the group and determine what evi-
dence the group ought to have. Hence, if we know that a particular belief of an individ-
ual member satisfies all epistemic standards we can infer whether the group’s belief
satisfies those standards as well. And in the case of Philip Morris it seems obvious
that the group belief does not satisfy the same standards with regard to normative
defeat. This is compatible with a JAA, because ultima facie justification of the group
still is over and above ultima facie justification of individual members. The epistemic
status of individual members itself does not directly impact the group justification. It
is only our guide to epistemic standards that apply equally to individuals and groups,
and these standards destroy the group’s ultima facie justification via normative defeat.10

In contrast, Lackey’s own view posits that the group’s prima facie and ultima facie jus-
tification depend directly on a significant percentage of operative members justifiably
believing a proposition (2016: 381). Her view is not compatible with JAA. I will
come back to the relation of groups and their members with regard to standards for
normative defeat in section 6, after presenting tools developed by Goldberg (2018)
that will help me discuss the issue in more detail.

Even if these considerations are correct, JAA is not safe yet. Whereas IGNORING
EVIDENCE looks structurally similar to Kornblith’s physicist case, FABRICATING
EVIDENCE is different. Here the group is creating evidence, not merely lacking evi-
dence it should have had. How can the same strategy work? I take this case to be a little
trickier, and it requires further discussion of the nature of normative defeat and epi-
stemic propriety more generally. Fortunately, Sanford Goldberg provides much of the
required ingredients to cook up a solution. I will first use his discussion to get a better
understanding of what is going on in the IGNORING EVIDENCE case, and then
explore how to explain FABRICATING EVIDENCE in a similar way.

4. Justification and General Expectations

Goldberg (2018) proposes that many types of evaluative assessments are hybrid assess-
ments, built from core criteria and general expectations. The core criteria can either
help or hurt the case for meeting the evaluative standard. General expectations on
the other hand can only disqualify a subject from meeting the standard.

9I do not need the claim that they are exactly equal at this point, just that they are similar enough so that
the standards for individuals can be used as basis of a heuristic allowing us to grasp the standards for
groups. I suggest that they are equal in section 6 and provide a short argument there.

10Thank you to a reviewer who suggested to spell out this relation more explicitly.
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There are ‘hybrid’ assessments involving evaluation along two distinct dimensions,
where one of the dimensions includes assessment relevant considerations that can
either support or bear against the claim that the subject S meets the standard w,
and the other of which includes assessment-relevant considerations whose only
significance is as potentially bearing against (but not as providing positive support
for) the claim that S meets w. (Goldberg 2018: 55)

Goldberg suggests as a simple example a search committee trying to pick out new
employees from a pool of candidates. The committee’s job is to find out who is worthy
of serious consideration for the job. Take this as the evaluative standard w. The job
description provides core criteria to meet this standard. Candidates need certain skills
evidenced by education, previous job experience, and so on. Having a sufficiently good
and fitting education and experience clearly helps to meet the standard. Lacking these
would rule out a person as a potential employee. This is exactly what Goldberg predicts
for core criteria: they can help, but they can also hurt the case for meeting w. The com-
mittee can rank the candidates based on how well they do with regard to these core cri-
teria. However, as Goldberg points out, these are not the only relevant factors that play a
role for who is getting the job. Additionally, there are general expectations in place that
can disqualify a candidate. Someone might be high-skilled, educated and experienced,
but a terrible co-worker. Perhaps they keep talking loudly to themselves in shared work
environments, dress inappropriately for the job, or keep harassing colleagues. Even the
highest ranked candidate given the core criteria might be disqualified for being an
unsuitable co-worker. These general expectations can disqualify, but they can never
help a candidate who fails to satisfy w. Being a great colleague cannot compensate
for not having the ability to do the job properly. If one does not know how to write
code in C#, then one is ruled out from the job as a C# coder, regardless of being a
great person.

Goldberg provides several other examples that I cannot go into here (see Goldberg
2018: Ch. 2). In general, the core criteria are meant to capture the standard itself, or
features that are good indicators for the standard being met. The general expectations
need not indicate that the standard is met at all. They are background assumptions that
assessors are entitled to take for granted. Crucially, these expectations are not arbitrary.
I cannot simply decide that I expect an applicant to, say, like lemon tarts and that not
liking lemon tarts disqualifies the applicant. Hence, Goldberg gives us a characterisation
of these expectations. First, they must fit, or “make sense” (Goldberg 2018: 60) in the
broader domain the assessment takes place and what the assessment is meant to accom-
plish. Obviously, constantly talking loudly to oneself when the job is located in a shared
office environment is not something the committee looks for. Similarly, harassment is
not something desirable in general, and for a work climate in particular. The domain,
including relevant social actors, determine what makes sense as a general expectation.
Moreover, these expectations can be changed through cultural changes. What makes
for a good co-worker today might not be exactly the same as in the 1800s.

Second, Goldberg proposes that general expectations ought to be legitimate.
Legitimacy here relates to our responses to potential challenges of these expectations.
Some expectations are rightly taken for granted. Someone might complain that the
job description did not list that people are expected not to harass co-workers and
that this expectation is arbitrary. But clearly, the committee could respond by providing
reasons for this general expectation – reasons that would be generally accepted in the
relevant social environment. Goldberg admits that it is not always clear whether an
expectation is legitimate, but I take it that there are at least clear cases in which one
is happy to accept that the expectation is legitimate. That is all I require.
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After having discussed Goldberg’s general picture I can continue with the case of
epistemic evaluations. These work in the same fashion as the evaluation of job candi-
dates. They are also hybrid between core criteria and general expectations. And
again, the core criteria can either help or hurt, whereas the general expectations can
only disqualify. This is where normative defeat comes into the picture. A subject’s jus-
tification is normatively defeated when some general expectation of evidence acquisition
is not met. The subject lacks evidence that they are generally expected to have in their
situation. It is evidence they should have had. It is important for my purpose that these
general expectations hurt the case for meeting the epistemic standard. The containment
strategy aims to stop the epistemic badness of arbitrary evidence from leaking into
ultima facie justification. Normative defeat is supposed to do the job. And it can do
so by us having general expectations on the evidential state a subject should have. In
IGNORING EVIDENCE Philip Morris has an evidential state that does not fit our gen-
eral expectations for the situation. We expect Philip Morris to possess evidence for the
effects of smoking on health. Moreover, we expect Philip Morris to therefore have a rea-
son to stick warning labels on packs of cigarettes. Even if Philip Morris proportions its
belief correctly to the actually held group reasons, Philip Morris does not meet the
standard due to violating these general expectations. That is, Philip Morris might satisfy
the core criteria, but that is not enough to overall satisfy the epistemic standard. Just like
the high-skilled, rude applicant will be ruled out, even though they meet the core cri-
teria. The general expectations stop a subject from being more justified than it ought to
be by introducing a ceiling on ultima facie justification. Goldberg formulates this epi-
stemic ceiling principle (ECP) already in an earlier work on normative defeat:

ECP: Given a subject S’s belief that p based at time t on evidence E, if there was
evidence S should have had (ESHH) [Evidence S should have had] at t, then (i) S’s
belief that p at t can be no more justified than it is on E, and (ii) S’s belief that p
can be no more justified at t than it would have been if S had acquired ESHH at t
(and updated in a rational fashion). (Goldberg 2016: 462, italics added)

Here the hybrid nature is made obvious in virtue of the two distinct conditions:
(i) captures a ceiling that is a product of the core criteria. (i) relates justification to
the evidence a subject possesses. A subject cannot be more justified than the core
criteria (the possessed evidence) allows it to be. This follows from the general view
on hybrid assessments, because no factor besides the core criteria can help meet the
standard in question. (ii) creates the upper limit included by general expectations of
the evidence a subject ought to possess, regardless of whether the subject actually has
this evidence. This captures normative defeat. ECP explains why Philip Morris is not
justified in IGNORING EVIDENCE. The evidence jointly accepted determines the
upper limit of justification based on (i) and the evidence the group should have had
determines the upper limit of justification based on (ii). Philip Morris cannot be
more justified than the lower bound of (i) and (ii). In this case (ii) makes sure that
Philip Morris cannot be justified at all, hence the group is not justified to believe
that it should not put warning labels on cigarette boxes.11

11One might object here, that this is not quite the same as in IGNORING EVIDENCE. The question is
not about being unjustified regarding the belief that the group should not put warning labels on the boxes.
It is about being justified to put these labels on the boxes. As a first response this cannot be right, because
Lackey is clear that she is talking about doxastic, not propositional justification (Lackey 2016: 342–3). And
justification for a belief the group does not hold cannot be doxastic. As a second response I point to the
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One might question at this point whether that is needlessly complicated for
IGNORING EVIDENCE. Why not just argue that the core criteria are not met?12

The answer to this question depends on how exactly we conceive of the core criteria.
These depend on the background theory we accept. Goldberg makes this explicit
when he states that “there are a variety of different theories each aiming to articulate
such standards: reliabilism, evidentialism, coherentism, phenomenal conservatism,
and so forth” (Goldberg 2018: 69). Goldberg himself opts for a version of process relia-
bilism. I also commit to process reliabilism as the background for understanding core
criteria. Like every account of justification on offer reliabilism has its fair share of chal-
lenges, but these will not be solved in this paper. I merely want to highlight the back-
ground commitment to reliabilism in both Goldberg and my understanding of core
criteria. Given this understanding I can explain how the core criteria can be met in
IGNORING EVIDENCE, and hence why the general expectations need to do the job
of removing ultima facie justification. Jumping back on Schmitt’s (1994) idea of a char-
tered group we can identify an office and a charter for Philip Morris. To remind us: a
group’s charter charter captures rules, norms and standards that organise the group and
its members. These rules need not be written down, but the group members need to be
aware of these rules on some level. Philip Morris’s charter regulates how decisions are
made in the company, and how new economic targets are determined. The office is the
group’s aim and purpose. For simplicity we can just assume it is the aim of Philip
Morris to maximise profits. I am happy to concede that these toy versions of charter
and office are much simpler than real world cases, but they will do a good enough
job for my purpose. Together charter and office provide a background under which
the group forms group states. I take charter and office to leave plenty of room for arbi-
trariness in joint acceptance. However, they provide a way to individuate the group’s
belief formation. The group’s belief-forming process can be individuated as joint
acceptance by the operative members following the group’s office and charter. Now
the reliabilist take on core criteria just has to take this belief-forming process and
look at its reliability. And it is possible to tell the tale of IGNORING EVIDENCE in
a way that makes Philip Morris reliable enough to satisfy the threshold required for
the core criteria in the reliabilist version. This is merely a result of combining the
joint acceptance idea with process reliabilism. Some might feel reluctant to accept
this result, but as long as the verdicts for ultima facie justification match our intutitions
I do not see a convincing reason to abandon this framework. Hence, the importance of

related idea of propositions that a subject should have known (cf. Goldberg 2017). Some evidence that we
expect subjects to have comes in the form of beliefs, or even knowledge. For instance, suppose you are part
of a protest wielding a huge poster stating ‘stop global warming’. It seems natural to assume that there are
general expectations about you knowing what ‘global warming’ means or refers to. I expect you to know
about global warming. If you do not, there is a clear sense in which you are blameworthy. You should
have known!

Similarly, some general expectations of knowledge go with working in a particular domain. If you work
as a geologist, one expects you to have the relevant knowledge. If you do not, you might be rightfully
blamed. And Philip Morris? Would we not generally expect an organisation in the tobacco domain to
know about the effects of cigarettes? I certainly do. Someone who produces a product should know
about the effects of said product. IGNORING EVIDENCE shows Philip Morris’ failure on this axis of gen-
eral expectations. Philip Morris should have known what the studies about the effects of smoking state.
Philip Morris should have a reason to believe that it should put warning labels on cigarette boxes.
Hence, we can blame Philip Morris for not having the right propositional justification by considering
the general expectations of what Philip Morris should know.

12Thank you to a reviewer for raising this issue.
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the general expectations to explain why the group is not ultima facie justified in
IGNORING EVIDENCE. These give us the right verdicts for ultima facie justification.

General expectations are also the key to deal with FABRICATING EVIDENCE. Here
again the arbitrariness of group reasons creates a problem. If the group can form rea-
sons at will, then the group can create justification for any belief of their choosing out of
thin air. Philip Morris decides to jointly accept that particular scientists are liars and
thereby gets a reason not to believe their studies. Just looking at the reasons that
Philip Morris possess this belief seems justified. But clearly, it is not.

I previously wrote that this case is different to Kornblith’s scientist scenario. It is dif-
ferent because the scientist merely ignored evidence, but did not create its own evidence
at will. However, if we conceive of these cases as more general violations of general
expectations they turn out to be closely related. Normative defeat functions not merely
through a lack of particular evidence. Rather, normative defeat is based on the evidence
actually possessed coming apart from the evidence one ought to have. This can be
because the subject lacks evidence, but it may also be because the subject has evidence
it should not have.13 In FABRICATING EVIDENCE Philip Morris clearly has evidence
that it should not have in addition to lacking evidence it should have. The group’s evi-
dential profile is not even close to what one expects it to be, given the situation Philip
Morris is in.

Let me illustrate this with a modified version of CRIMINAL COURT:

FAILING JURY: A defendant is on trial for the crime of careless driving. The pros-
ecution adduces evidence from the police report, as well as eyewitnesses testifying
in court that the defendant was indeed driving the van that hit the victim. But the
jury finds the evidence not beyond a reasonable doubt, and hence insufficient to
validate criminal conviction. All the members of the jury have hearsay evidence
from a reliable source that the defendant caused the accident. But the judge
instructs the jurors to ignore this evidence as it fails to meet the conditions for
being ruled admissible in a criminal court. However, the jury ignores the judge,
even though it is functioning in its social office, and bases its belief that the
defendant is guilty on the hearsay evidence.

In FAILING JURY the group has a justified belief that the defendant is guilty,
according to JAA. But it seems to me that the jury should not have that justified belief.
The jury uses evidence it should not have and is therefore blameworthy. This is a result
of general expectations towards the jury. A jury is expected to ignore evidence that the
judge orders them to dismiss. Here this expectation is violated. And just like in
FABRICATING EVIDENCE, the group ends up with a reason it should not have.
The group, functioning in its social office, should not be justified in believing that
the defendant is guilty, regardless of whether the group based that belief properly on
the group’s evidence. The jury’s job can be assessed on two levels: they satisfy (i) the
core criteria of basing their judgment on their evidence. However, they do not meet
(ii) the general expectations of having a particular evidential profile on basis of
which they make their judgments. It is part of these general expectations to not include
evidence that they should not have. And they cannot be more justified than they would
be without this piece of evidence that they should not have.

13This marks a divergence of my take on general expectations from Goldberg’s. Goldberg only addresses
cases in which a subject should have more evidence, he does not discuss cases in which someone has evi-
dence they should not have. Thank you to a reviewer for emphasising my departure from Goldberg’s view
here.
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One might object here (as Lackey does) that the jury case is not about epistemic jus-
tification, but rather some practical concern, or about an idiosyncratic fact of the social
office in place.14 But even so, what the case shows is that there are hybrid evaluations
that include as part of their general expectations a comparison between what the actual
basis for a judgment is, and what the basis should be. If this structure exists for assessing
whether the jury meets some judicial standard, then the structure might also exist for
epistemic standards. I do not need to rely on the jury case to be read epistemically.
Take it as a mere proof of concept. I now show that expectations with a similar structure
can do the job required by using them to explain FABRICATING EVIDENCE.

I propose to deal with FABRICATING EVIDENCE by suggesting such a structure
for epistemic standards. Evaluating epistemic propriety is a hybrid assessment based
on (i) the core criteria of proportioning one’s belief to one’s evidence, and (ii) the gen-
eral expectation of having a particular evidential profile in a given situation. We can use
this to formulate a modified ECP accordingly:

ECP*: Given a subject S’s belief that p based at time t on evidence E, if the actual
evidence that S has at t differs from the evidence S should have at t, then (i) S’s
belief that p at t can be no more justified than it is on E, and (ii) S’s belief that
p can be no more justified at t than it would have been if S had the evidence S
should have had at t (and updated in a rational fashion).

ECP* gives us the correct verdicts for both IGNORING EVIDENCE and
FABRICATING EVIDENCE. In both cases the overall justification Philip Morris has
cannot be better than the justification a subject with the proper evidence would have
had. Regardless of whether Philip Morris has too much, or not enough evidence, com-
pared with the evidence it should have had. Given ECP* arbitrariness of reasons cannot
leak into arbitrariness of justification. It does not matter how many additional reasons
the members of Philip Morris jointly accept, the group’s justification cannot break out
of the boundaries set by the evidence the group ought to have. The badness of their
reason-formation is contained by the normative defeat generated through general
expectations. If ECP* holds, then JAA can explain Lackey’s challenges sufficiently. In
both cases of IGNORING EVIDENCE and FABRICATING EVIDENCE Philip
Morris is not justified. This is exactly what the result ought to be. There is no need
to abandon JAA.

Unfortunately, ECP* seems to generate a problem. A reviewer raises concerns about
ECP* in cases of a person being epistemically overzealous in a competent fashion.
Students in a class might not be expected to do additional research, but suppose an
especially talented student does more than expected and handles the additional evi-
dence from her individual research with care and competence. ECP* seems to claim
that the student is no better off epistemically than all the other students who did not
do that research, because no one can be better justified than the evidence one should
have at t determines. But how can more carefully and competently gained evidence
not result in better ultima facie justification? Does ECP* give a wrong verdict in
these cases?

Let me take a closer look at the student who does competent additional research on
her own, even though she is expected not to do so. One way to read the case together
with ECP* is to argue that she has more evidence than expected, but cannot be more
ultima facie justified than someone with less evidence is, because she should have
less evidence. This result is unpalatable. In this reading we set the expectations at the

14As a reviewer worries.
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start of the class at t1, and then the student gathers additional evidence, leading to her
having more evidence than she should have at t2. However, there is an alternative read-
ing available. Expectations are not set in stone. General expectations are determined by
considering an epistemic subject in their particular position and situation. The prob-
lematic reading of the case assumes that the expectations are determined at t1 in the
situation at the start of the class and the position the student is in at that moment.
However, I suggest that the student’s additional research does not merely change the
evidence she has, but also the position and situation she is in. That is, the research
changes the general expectations of the student’s epistemic state. The evidence a student
should have after additional research differs from the evidence a student should have
without the additional research. ECP* is therefore compatible with the overzealous,
competent student having better ultima facie justification than the other students in
class. It is compatible, because the evidence S should have had at t2 is different from
the evidence that she should have at t1 and also different from the evidence the less zeal-
ous students should have at t2. The upper limit constituted by (ii) is higher for a student
in a position that provides better access to potential evidence. We just expect more from
the person who did more research.15 And that seems to be exactly the verdict we want.

5. Core Criteria

I have been talking mainly about the general expectations that explain normative defeat
and its relevance for IGNORING EVIDENCE and FABRICATING EVIDENCE. But
what about the core criteria? Epistemic assessments are hybrid between core criteria
and general expectations. What if the core criteria are already a problem for JAA? At
first sight this seems to be a natural response. Goldberg (2018) takes the core criteria
to involve reliability. Lackey (2016) thinks the problem of JAA is their lack of grip
on the world. Should Lackey therefore respond that JAA fails the core criteria and there-
fore all these considerations of general expectations cannot save JAA?

There are two different avenues of response. One is a flat-footed internalist one. One
might be generally in agreement with Goldberg’s hybrid picture of epistemic evaluation,
but disagree about the nature of the core criteria. Perhaps all that matters for the core
criteria is that one believes in accord with one’s internalist evidence, regardless of how
that evidence relates to the world.

My preferable, second response is closer to the reliabilist’s position. Classic process
reliabilism holds that a belief that p is justified if it results from a belief-forming process
that generates a high enough ratio of true beliefs. And in this standard picture belief-
forming process refers to some cognitive operation with which a “cognizer deals with
his environmental input” (Goldman 2008: 340). It is not clear how this ought to be
applied to groups. In particular, how belief-forming processes ought to be individuated
for groups. If all group beliefs are formed by joint acceptance, they all seem to be gen-
erated by the same process. The generality problem (Conee and Feldman 1998) seems
to be a particularly pressing challenge here. Moreover, for individuals there is an
explanation for reliability available. Vision has evolved to give us access to the world
in a particular way that produces reliably true beliefs. Of course, not always, but reliably

15Importantly, ECP* still states that we do expect the student to not have more evidence than the add-
itional research warrants. What (ii) of ECP* targets are situations in which an epistemic subject has evi-
dence that should not be in the subject’s possession given the position the subject is in. Of course, in
judging the epistemic position of other people we might make mistakes and misjudge the position someone
is in. We might have false expectations because we are not fully aware of the situation. But in these cases the
problem is not with ECP*, but with our judgment.
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enough. If JAA is right, groups form beliefs at will. Why should these beliefs be formed
reliably? There is nothing in the process that secures reliability. There is a flat-footed
reliabilist response available claiming that it does not matter what the process looks
like. All that matters is that it produces true beliefs often enough. If, for some groups,
their joint acceptance generates true beliefs often enough, then these groups satisfy the
reliabilist criteria.

However, this appears to fall victim to the ability intuition: for knowledge pure reli-
ability is not enough. The reliability has to be a manifestation of a competence (see for
instance Sosa 2007, 2015; Greco 2009; Pritchard 2012). Plausibly, the same idea applies
to justification. Reliability that is not a result of one’s competence does not seem enough
for justification. Consider Pritchard’s Temp case:

TEMP: Temp forms his beliefs about the temperature in the room by consulting a
thermometer. His beliefs, so formed, are highly reliable, in that any belief he forms
on this basis will always be correct. Moreover, he has no reason for thinking that
there is anything amiss with this thermometer. But the thermometer is in fact bro-
ken, and is fluctuating randomly within a given range. Unbeknownst to Temp,
there is an agent hidden in the room who is in control of the thermostat whose
job it is to ensure that every time Temp consults the thermometer the ‘reading’
on the thermometer corresponds to the temperature in the room.

Temp is reliable, but does not appear to be justified. The truth of Temp’s beliefs does
not latch on to the world in the right way. Hence, brute reliability does not seem to be
enough. Fortunately, JAA is not committed to joint acceptances that cannot be mani-
festations of competences. Friends of JAA should respond that even though joint accep-
tances are not relevantly constrained by the competences of individuals, they can be
constrained by the group. And if they are, they manifest competences on the group
level (cf. Kallestrup 2016). These group competences are based on the structure of
the group. One way to understand the group’s structure is to come back to chartered
groups as mentioned earlier. The structure of these groups can be understood based
on the aims and goals that constitute the group (the office) and the rules, norms and
standards that organise the group’s and group member’s conduct (the charter). This
is not the only way to understand the structure of a group16 but is instructive for my
purpose. Consider again Philip Morris. Its office includes the practical goal of selling
packs of cigarettes and creating revenue. Its charter includes the organisational struc-
ture, how they decide on actions as a group, who is an operative member, etc. For sim-
plicity assume that the charter includes that decisions are formed by unanimous voting
of the executive board. Together charter and office provide a background under which
the group forms group states. The idea here is that groups do not start to form group
acceptances for no reason. Rather, groups build around joint intention, the fulfilment of
which requires further group acceptances. The group exists to fulfil its office. Moreover,
these joint intentions lead to organisational structures to support the fulfilment of these
intentions. The charter captures this structure and is meant to solve the organisational
question of how the members work together to achieve the group’s office. As already
pointed out earlier, I can use this idea of a group’s structure in terms of charter and
office to individuate the process that ought to be reliable. A group’s attitude-formation
process type is individuated in terms of the joint acceptance of an attitude by the mem-
bers of a group following a certain charter and office. Charter and office are group level
features, therefore this does not require me to refer to states of individual members. If a

16For a different approach to groups as structured see Ritchie (2013).
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group following a charter and office generates a sufficient ratio of true beliefs/
acceptances, then the group forms these states reliably, even if the group’s office does
not include an epistemic goal at all. Or in other words: the combination of charter
and office constitute the group’s competences with regard to forming beliefs. All beliefs
that are formed by joint acceptance following the group’s charter and office are man-
ifestations of the group’s competence. They therefore fulfil the ability intuition.

To come back to the example, I can now ask whether Philip Morris with its particu-
lar office and charter accepts propositions in a way that results in true beliefs often
enough to pass a reliability threshold. That is: is Philip Morris’ belief-forming process
reliable? Here I simply plug in the flat-footed response from before: how many of the
beliefs the operative members of Philip Morris jointly accept under the office and char-
ter of the company turn out to be true? If enough of them are true, then the group
counts as reliable and therefore prima facie justified. The ability intuition is satisfied,
because Philip Morris formed these states in virtue of its charter and office, and thereby
manifested its competence. If Philip Morris is reliable, then the reliability is explained
by pointing to its charter and office. A different charter and office would have led to
different jointly accepted states.

Even if reliability is established one might be worried at the cost of endorsing process
reliabilism.17 I am committed to the following result: Suppose that a group G is 99%
accurate in its acceptances but once a month they decide to accept a proposition just
for the fun of it. Do I want to say that this just for fun acceptance is prima facie justified
because it’s generated by a reliable process? My answer here has to be a clear ‘yes’, if the
acceptance just for fun is compatible with the group’s office and charter. This is the
arbitrariness I endorse for JAA. If I want to defend these accounts without giving up
arbitrariness I have to answer ‘yes’ here. However, the containment strategy will stop
this arbitrariness from leaking into ultima facie justification. And I am now in a pos-
ition to look back to the hybrid nature of epistemic evaluation to further explain the
containment strategy for FABRICATING EVIDENCE.

Remember that I am looking for core criteria and general expectations. I considered
the apparent problem that groups have a difficult time satisfying the core criteria, so
that the containment strategy focusing on general expectations enters the picture too
late. I have now provided a way to think about the core criteria that leads to criteria
that groups can satisfy. Groups can be evaluated according to their production of states
in virtue of their charter and office. Thereby a group can satisfy the core criteria pro-
posed by Goldberg. Let me illustrate the final picture with FABRICATING EVIDENCE:

FABRICATING EVIDENCE: Philip Morris is one of the largest tobacco compan-
ies in the world, and each of its operative members is individually aware of the
massive amounts of scientific evidence revealing not only the addictiveness of
smoking but also the links it has with lung cancer and heart disease. Entirely
because of what is at stake financially and legally, however, each of these members
decides to jointly accept that all of the scientists working on the relationship
between smoking and health problems are liars. Given this, they also jointly accept
that the duplicity of the scientists gives Philip Morris a reason to believe that the
results of the studies showing a connection between smoking and lung cancer and
heart disease are unreliable. (Lackey 2016: 351)

In an epistemic evaluation I ask first whether the core criteria are satisfied. Plausibly,
that is the case in FABRICATING EVIDENCE. Most of Philip Morris beliefs/acceptances

17Thank you to a reviewer for pressing me on this point.
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are true, evidenced by their success in fulfilling their office and increasing their revenue. It
is unlikely that Philip Morris is so successful without getting things about the world right.
For instance, the group surely knows what products the customers tend to buy, what the
best way to distribute the product is, etc.. Hence, Philip Morris is generally reliable in vir-
tue of its charter and office. Moreover, in this particular case the group produced evidence
by joint acceptance in line with charter and office. Accordingly, Philip Morris’ act of pro-
portioning its belief to the evidence is enough for prima facie justification in this particular
case as well. The end result is that the belief that the studies on the effects of smoking are
unreliable is prima facie justified and the core criteria are satisfied.

However, Philip Morris does not satisfy the general expectations, because in this par-
ticular instance Philip Morris’ evidence diverges too far from the evidence Philip Morris
should have had. Philip Morris’ belief that these studies are unreliable can be no more
justified than it would have been if Philip Morris had the evidence it should have had,
where the evidence it should have had is determined by considering what evidence an
individual in the group’s position is expected to have. In FABRICATING EVIDENCE
Philip Morris is prima facie justified due to fulfilling the core criteria, but is not ultima
facie justified due to failing to meet the general expectations. This is the right result, and
it does not require sacrificing JAA.18

6. An objection and the origin of group expectations

In the last sections I developed the containment strategy and showed how to employ it
to defend JAA against Lackey’s challenging cases. In doing so I relied on Goldberg’s
idea of general expectations and their role in epistemic assessments. A natural worry
to the containment strategy is that it might appear to be an ad hoc manoeuvre. I do
not think it is. Expectations are part of epistemic evaluation in general. They exist
for individuals, so it should not surprise anyone to find them again at the group
level. If Goldberg is right, it is just a general feature of epistemic assessments that
they are hybrid. Of course, at this point one might concede that general expectations
are in place for individuals, but we need an independent reason for them being in
place for group agents. After all, there is a story available why these expectations are
in place for individuals. Goldberg argues that practical concerns establish these sorts
of expectations. Our social practices of information-exchange and practical engagement
with each other demand that all participants follow certain epistemic norms.
Participation in these practices would be practically irrational without an entitlement
to these expectations. I cannot rationally take part if I do not take the other participants
to follow these norms of epistemic propriety. Is this kind of argument also applicable to
groups? I am not so sure. On one hand, group actors can be part of our
information-exchange practices, if we allow groups to testify (see for instance
Tollefsen 2007; Fricker 2012; Lackey 2018). Hence, group actors might fit into the
same story about practical concerns. On the other hand, it is easy to imagine that
groups played no role in how these norms of epistemic propriety actually came
about. They might pre-date anything like group testimony. However, this does not

18A reviewer worries that this commits me to say that if our general expectations for Philip Morris were
different, Philip Morris could get ultima facie justification from arbitrary reasons. I am happy to bite the
bullet, because this is an ‘if’ that is unlikely to be actualised. Remember that Goldberg argues that practical
concerns establish these sorts of expectations. Our social practices of information-exchange and practical
engagement with each other demand that all participants follow certain epistemic norms. I take it to be
very unlikely that our practical needs allow for expectations that let the arbitrariness leak into ultima
facie justification. Such leakage would result in unreliable testimonial practices.
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seem to be a problem. All that my strategy requires is that we apply the same standards
of epistemic evaluation to groups and individuals. It is compatible with these standards
being formed in response to practical problems involving only individuals. Once the
standard for individuals is in place it can be repurposed to also evaluate the epistemic
status of groups. One does not need new standards for epistemic propriety of groups.
One merely needs to be able to see groups as possible epistemic agents to apply the
standard that is already in place.

Reapplication of individual epistemic standards to groups is not only economic, but
provides an explanation of what evidential profiles we compare to assess the justification
ceiling. ECP* claims that S’s belief that p can be no more justified at t than it would have
been if S had the evidence S should have had at t. To do that, we need a grip on what
evidence S should have had. For individuals, this is not especially difficult, because we
know the belief-forming processes of individuals and how they can be used in particular
situations. We have an intuitive grasp of what is expected for an individual in a particu-
lar position at a particular time. For groups, this seems more problematic. If JAA is
right, then groups form beliefs (or joint acceptances) in a way that has little in common
with belief-formation in individuals. Hence, it might be unclear what evidential profile
an agent with unfamiliar belief-formation ought to have. Even worse, according to JAA
groups form their states by sheer willingness to let an attitude that p stand as a group
attitude. Why should we have general expectations about evidence for these states? They
are arbitrary after all, and general expectations of wholly arbitrary states seem mis-
placed. However, if the epistemic evaluation of group states is merely a reapplication
of the standards we use for individuals, this question does not arise. We have general
expectations for individuals that include having acquired adequate evidence for particu-
lar situations. We then reapply these expectations to group agents and expect that a
group has acquired evidence that would be adequate for an individual in the group’s
situation. The general expectations are determined by considerations of individuals.
Therefore, there is no need to develop new general expectations for groups. I expect
this to be a lot messier than I present it here. Even for individuals it is not always obvi-
ous what general expectations we have. There are clear cases. We know that the physicist
is expected to listen to results of the experiments of other physicists. But there are a lot
more cases in which we are on the fence on whether someone should have known a
particular piece of information. Even more so, it is unclear what individual we imagine
in place of the group when we determine the general expectations towards the group.
Do we imagine an expert, or a novice? Do we imagine someone who is an ‘average’
member? I do not have a final answer to these questions. My tentative answer is that
we use heuristics that draw on knowledge of the group’s structure and practical consid-
erations to imagine a single person with the resources and available tools of the com-
plete group, and then ask what evidence we should expect such a person to have. I am
happy to concede that this is not a fully satisfying answer and will require additional
work in the future.

One might object, that reapplying the standards from individuals to groups is overall
not motivated. The belief formation process of groups is very different from individual
belief-formation. So why should the same standard of general expectations apply? I take
it that here the practical considerations kick back in. Evaluating groups based on our
standards for individuals allows us to include groups in our general practices of
information-exchange. If I want to include groups in my information-exchange prac-
tices the evaluative standards should align. After all, I need to be able to relate informa-
tion given by groups to information given by individuals. In particular, I can turn a
piece of information taken from a group into a piece of information that I testify as
an individual. If the same piece of information can be used in both, they had better

96 Lukas Schwengerer

https://doi.org/10.1017/epi.2020.55 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/epi.2020.55


follow the same standards of propriety. Otherwise this simple transformation would
endanger the information-exchange practices between individuals. If the epistemic
standard for groups were different than for individuals, we would always risk one con-
taminating the other. This risk would remove the entitlement that we have towards the
epistemic practices of other individuals. Hence, if the standard for groups were different
than for individuals, our practices between individuals would become irrational. I take it
that they are not irrational, hence the standards for groups have to be the same as they
are for individuals.

7. Conclusion

In this paper I provided an attempt to defend JAA against proposed counterexamples
by Jennifer Lackey. I argued that if we take Goldberg’s suggestion of thinking of epi-
stemic assessment in terms of a hybrid evaluation we can find a way to explain
Lackey’s examples without abandoning JAA. Epistemic evaluations are based on both
core criteria and general expectations. In Lackey’s cases the core criteria are satisfied,
but the general expectations are violated. I suggest that friends of JAA take this hybrid
nature of evaluation on board. In doing so they can keep the benefits of JAA without
clashing with our intuitive judgments about manipulating evidence.19
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