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Abstract 

People tend to think of our intellectual characters as at least partially malleable. We can 

become more – or less – virtuous or vicious epistemic agents. However, people also tend 

to think of characterological change as typically slow and incremental. I use recent 

empirical work on the effects of psychedelic experiences on personality to argue that 

such circumscribed experiences may be epistemically transformative, for better or worse. 

We have good, if tentative reasons to believe that psychedelics can alter their user's 

character traits in ways that may lead her to become a more (or less) virtuous epistemic 

agent after as little as one or two trips. This, in turn, means that even if psychedelics do 

not drastically alter our stock of, say, true or justified beliefs, they can still drastically 

change our epistemic standing. Since, plausibly, the value (or disvalue) of epistemic traits 

is not exhausted by their capacity to assist or hinder the attainment of the ends of 

inquiry, psychedelic experiences are epistemically valuable (or disvaluable) in ways 

hitherto little explored by philosophers of psychedelics.  

Keywords: Psychedelics, Altered States of Consciousness, Epistemic Virtues, 

Epistemic Vices, Character Traits 

Introduction 

Epistemic or intellectual virtues are agential characteristics that make their possessor an 

excellent epistemic agent. They contribute to one's intellectual flourishing and render her 

cognitively admirable or praiseworthy. One thing that seems to be essential to at least 

some of the epistemic virtues is their relative malleability. We can, under the right 

circumstances, develop them by transforming our epistemic character. Presumably, there 

are certain processes that can turn us into, say, more inquisitive, critical, or intellectually 

humble cognizers. The downside of this malleability, of course, is that we can also 

become less epistemically virtuous, and might even acquire epistemic vices. Our epistemic 

characters are corruptible: we may become gullible, or closed-minded, or prejudiced. 

Insofar as intellectual excellence is something to aspire to and that intellectual corruption 

is something to be shunned, an important question for applied virtue epistemology is 
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which processes may predictably lead to drastic changes, for better or for worse, in our 

epistemic characters.  

One answer, going at least as far back as Aristotle, is education and training. 

Virtue epistemologists often mention education as a paradigm process of epistemic 

edification, and recently authors have also begun to systematically examine the potential 

harms that a bad educational system can inflict on one's epistemic character.1 Other 

theorists examine the role of involvement with certain social structures such as epistemic 

bubbles and echo chambers2 in shaping people's epistemic characters. Turner,3 for 

instance, considers the impact of online communities on their members' degrees of 

open-mindedness. As a last example, some authors cite committed engagement in 

contemplative practices as a way of cultivating the virtues. Fröding and Osika's work4 

suggests that a dedicated, sustained meditation practice may develop intellectual virtues 

in the practitioner. 

In light of such examples, it is tempting to think about epistemic-

characterological change as slow and incremental. Educators do not mold their students 

into skilled critical thinkers overnight; merely opening a Twitter account does not a 

conspiracy theorist make; and meditation should be practiced before it leads one closer to 

intellectual perfection. In this paper, I argue that not all epistemic characterological 

change is like that. Some temporally circumscribed experiences can induce potentially 

drastic alterations to their subjects' epistemic characters. Specifically, I argue that 

psychedelic experiences can be epistemically transformative – for better or for worse. We 

have good, if tentative reasons to believe that psychedelics can alter their user's character 

traits in ways that may lead her to become a more or less virtuous epistemic agent, and 

that this alteration could, in fact, be quite sudden. 

If I am correct, these results are significant for a number of reasons apart from 

showcasing the relevance of the rapidly-growing empirical literature on psychedelics to 

applied virtue and vice epistemology. For instance, my argument bolsters the claim, made 

by Bortolotti and Murphy-Hollies5 that epistemologists of psychedelics should adopt an 

"agency first" approach. Many authors who aim to understand the epistemic risks and 

benefits of ingesting psychedelics concentrate almost exclusively on psychedelics' 

potential to promote or hinder the acquisition of the paradigmatic ends of inquiry. 

Epistemologists debate about whether or not psychedelic experiences can allow their 

subject to gain epistemic goods such as new knowledge items, new forms of 
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understanding, access to unique modes of presentation, or a sort of privileged 

acquaintance with certain facts6. In what follows, I shall call such epistemic goods 

epistemic contents. If psychedelic experiences can, as I claim, alter their subjects' epistemic 

characters, then psychedelics can effect the epistemic status of their users in ways that go 

beyond changing their, say, stock of true beliefs.7 Instead, psychedelics can make their 

users into better or worse epistemic agents. There is more at stake, epistemically 

speaking, to ingesting psychedelics than changes in one's epistemic contents.8 

Furthermore, while I concentrate on psychedelics here, this paper can be read as 

a probe into a larger question in the epistemology of psychoactive drug use. Many 

psychoactive substances ranging from alcohol to opioids may incur changes in character 

that could be relevant to their users' intellectual functioning– especially after prolonged 

use. If we wish to gain a complete picture of the impact of psychoactive drugs on their 

users – for good or ill – then mapping out the specific ways in which specific substances 

might alter their users' epistemic characters seems to be an important piece of this highly 

elaborate puzzle.  

This chapter, then, makes two claims: first, significant epistemic character change 

can be the result of relatively temporally circumscribed experiences, as demonstrated by 

the research into psychedelics' effects on character traits. Second, such changes can alter 

their subject's epistemic standing even if they do not drastically alter their stock of 

epistemic contents in the time period immediately following the psychedelic experience.  

The first part of this paper is an introduction to epistemic virtues and vices. I 

concentrate on what virtue epistemologists call responsibilist epistemic virtues and vices. 

These are, roughly, an individual's states of character that are relevant to her functioning 

as an excellent or poor epistemic agent. In the next part of the chapter, I briefly rehearse 

arguments to the effect that the value of epistemic virtues and the disvalue of epistemic 

vices may not derive entirely – or even primarily – from epistemic goods like truth or 

knowledge whose acquisition they advance or hinder. Then, I move on to consider two 

character traits that are especially pertinent for the cultivation of epistemic virtue: 

openness and agreeableness. I argue that both traits have important epistemic 

dimensions, and that an increase in both of them may lead to better or worse epistemic 

functioning. I move on to consider empirical indications to the effect that psychedelic 

experiences do, indeed, have the capacity to alter individuals' scores on both openness 

and agreeableness measures, even after a relatively limited exposure. If these claims are 
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true, this means that focusing solely on psychedelics' role in attaining the characteristic 

ends of inquiry is ill-advised. Psychedelics may change our epistemic character, whose 

proper cultivation is valuable in a way that might not rely entirely on its capacity to lead 

to the acquisition of epistemic contents. Hence, psychedelic drug use carries potential 

epistemic risks and benefits that are not exhausted by more or less knowledge, 

understanding and their likes. What's more, these risks and benefits can be encountered 

after relatively very short experiences. 

Epistemic virtues and vices: a primer 

I start by characterizing the epistemic virtues, and then use this characterization to 

explain epistemic vices as well. Importantly, I do not wish to give an exhaustive 

definition of intellectual virtues and vices here. As one might expect, this is a matter of 

ongoing debate within virtue epistemology. Instead, I only want to make some, hopefully 

(relatively) uncontroversial remarks that could help us gain a sufficiently robust 

conception of the relevant character traits.  

Intuitively, epistemic virtues are agential characteristics that promote the 

intellectual flourishing of their possessor, or that render her an excellent cognitive agent. 

Most authors distinguish between two kinds of intellectual virtues: reliabilist and 

responsibilist. Whereas the former are reliable faculties or powers such as perception, 

memory, introspection, intuition, and their likes,9 the latter are traits such as intellectual 

courage, humility, open-mindedness, and conscientiousness. They are "deep qualit[ies] of 

a person, closely identified with her selfhood,"10 and they are both "praiseworthy in their 

possessor and beneficial to others."11 Here, I concentrate exclusively on psychedelics' 

effects on responsibilist virtues and vices.  

What else can we say about responsibilist epistemic virtues (throughout the 

chapter, I will drop the "responsibilist" qualifier, and simply refer to them as virtues)? 

First – at least for the most part – virtues are cultivated. They are "an acquired base of 

excellent functioning in some generically human sphere of activity that is challenging and 

important."12 They are dispositions to act, feel, and be moved in certain admirable ways, 

and towards certain admirable goals. Hence, attaining the virtues is typically an 

achievement that we have some control over – and therefore also partial responsibility 

for.13  
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Second, many theorists think that the virtues have an inherent motivational 

component. As I said, they involve tendencies to be moved by certain things, and to 

direct their possessor towards the attainment of certain ends. In the case of the 

intellectual virtues, these seem to involve (at least often) a motivation towards the 

acquisition of epistemic goods like truth, knowledge, certainty, understanding, or 

"cognitive contact with reality."14 As Roberts and Wood say: 

The epistemically virtuous person values, cherishes, seeks, and appreciates 
intellectual goods. She wants to know important truths and to understand how 
things work; among the things she wants to understand is how the ‘‘whole’’ of 
reality works, so she is internally driven towards ‘‘wisdom’’, and thus 
considerations in the neighborhood of theology. She craves insight, or what we 
have called ‘‘acquaintance’’, in these matters; she wants to ‘‘see for herself’’ in 
some kind of striking, relatively unmediated way.15 

Indeed, some authors16 argue that the intellectual virtues can be distinguished from other 

virtues by the intentional object (or objects) of their motivational component. That is, 

the intellectual virtues constitutively aim at certain epistemic goods like truth, knowledge, 

or understanding. While I am not committed to this claim,17 I do agree that the 

intellectual virtues usually involve a motivation that is admirable in itself. Whether this 

motivation aims at intellectual ends, moral ends, or otherwise18 is a question I wish to 

remain agnostic about. 

Third, intellectual virtues are necessary for the promotion of a certain type of 

characteristically human activity, namely effective and responsible inquiry. That is, the attempt 

to “to find things out, to extend our knowledge by carrying out investigations directed at 

answering questions, and to refine our knowledge by considering questions about things 

we currently hold true.”19 Intellectual virtues can be thought of as praiseworthy "habits or 

styles of thought or inquiry," as "distinctive ways of seeking out and evaluating evidence, 

and assessing the plausibility of explanatory hypotheses."20 It is important for our 

purposes to note that effective and responsible inquiry is not merely an inquiry that 

terminates in arriving at true beliefs. For example, an epistemic agent who arrives at the 

truth through a series of lucky guesses is not a responsible inquirer. As Cassam remarks,  

[a] responsible inquiry is one that is guided by the evidence and recognizes the 
obligations that come with being an inquirer. These include the obligation not to 
be negligent and to exercise due care and attention in the investigation of the 
matter at hand. A responsible inquirer has a certain attitude towards the business 
of inquiry, knows what he is doing and has the necessary skills.21 
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Notice that this does not commit us to thinking that the motivations that partly 

constitute epistemic virtues always aim at intellectual ends. We can accept that virtues like 

intellectual courage, humility, and open-mindedness are crucial for the advancement of 

our cognitive strivings and intellectual projects, while at the same time maintain that part 

of what makes them valuable is a praiseworthy motivation, whereas this motivation can 

be directed towards goals that are not strictly speaking intellectual.22 

We can use this rudimentary characterization of epistemic virtues to spell out 

what it is to be an epistemic or intellectual vice, by way of comparison. Epistemic vices are 

traits of character that have a negative bearing on our standing as cognitive agents. Like 

epistemic virtues, they can be developed and acquired over time. In fact, it seems 

reasonable to think that, as is the case with epistemic virtues, people typically have at 

least some responsibility over their intellectual vices, and are hence blameworthy for 

having such character traits. They often (although, perhaps not always) involve bad 

motives on the part of their possessor. Intellectual laziness, for instance, might involve 

the blameworthy motivation to avoid cognitive effort. Alternatively, some epistemic vices 

might not involve a contemptible motive, but rather a contemptible lack of motivations 

or concerns.23 For example, if we take Frankfurt's analysis to be correct, a chronic 

bullshitter might not be blameworthy for her motivation to influence her interlocuters in 

certain ways.24 Instead, chronic bullshitters are plausibly blameworthy for exhibiting a 

lasting disregard for something that they ought to care about, namely the truth of their 

statements. They are blameworthy for not being motivated in appropriate ways. Finally, 

epistemic vices impede effective and responsible inquiry. They are "cognitive styles" that 

prevent their possessor from somehow fulfilling her epistemic obligations as an inquirer. 

They are bad habits of cognitive conduct. 

The value (and disvalue) of epistemic virtues (and vices) 

As I have said, the epistemic virtues and vices are valuable or disvaluable in a way that is 

not related exclusively to their capacity to reliably assist in or interfere with the 

attainment of the ends of inquiry. First, these virtues often involve a praiseworthy 

motivational component, which could be directed at epistemic ends, but might also aim 

at other admirable goals. It is likely that having such motivations is valuable in a way that 

does not depend entirely on whether we succeed in attaining their objects. Indeed, this 

putative value could help us explain why we think that the epistemic virtues contribute to 

the personal worth or excellence of their possessor. Notably, people can be equally 
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intellectually admirable while still differing greatly with respect to the truth or knowledge 

that they managed to obtain.25 As Kerry McKenzie succinctly put it to me (personal 

correspondence) the inductive nature of the scientific method entails that some people 

who use it will arrive at truth while others will not, even though their methods were 

impeccable. In that sense, what seems right to call ‘epistemic luck’ is just baked into the 

practice of science. But since the attainment of truth, knowledge, or understanding is 

sensitive to luck, the fact that some people are intellectually admirable must be at least 

partially due to other factors. One natural candidate for such a factor is precisely the 

motivational set of these agents. Among other things, it is their love of and commitment 

to truth, knowledge or understanding, and their ensuing willingness to engage in 

responsible, rigorous, and honest inquiry that we find immensely valuable.26  

Conversely, it is plausible that the motivational dimension of vices contributes to 

their disvalue. Again, it is natural to think that we are at least somewhat blameworthy for 

our intellectual vices, and that, since we cannot be blamed for not getting at epistemic 

contents due to luck, intellectual vices do not merely – or not always – consist in our 

inability to achieve these goods. Here too, the motivational set of the vicious person 

seems to be a natural candidate for what makes her epistemically blameworthy, at least 

partially. Zagzebski, for one, even argues that "the main reason we criticize [a person 

who] guess[es] is that his guessing reflects poorly on his motivation . . . His belief-

forming procedure shows a lack of motivation for knowledge."27 

Furthermore, it is possible that the intellectual virtues and vices could be 

constitutively valuable or disvaluable (respectively), in the sense that exercising them is a 

part of the good life. After all, there is a venerable tradition in philosophy that stresses 

that the good life consists in part in the performance of intellectual activities in certain 

ways.28 There is something about the committed undertaking of certain intellectual 

projects that is intrinsically valuable, regardless of whether they achieve their formal aims. 

And a part of this committed undertaking involves cognitively conducting oneself in 

accordance with virtue. Assume, for example, that inquiry partly consists in considering 

alternatives to one's favorite theory. What distinguishes between virtuous and vicious 

inquirers, at least on this aspect of inquiry, is how they consider such explanations: their 

style of assessing competing alternatives. The virtuous epistemic agent is openminded, 

fair, charitable, rigorous, and so on when she comes to assess rival explanations, while 

the vicious agent is closeminded, partial, dogmatic, or sloppy. As a result, the former's 

intellectual activities are one step closer to being the kind of activities that are 
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constitutive of the intellectually good life, while the latter's seem to be an important 

constituent of the paradigmatically bad – indeed, the unexamined – life. This seems to 

hold true even if both inquirers end up with the same beliefs or items of knowledge at 

the end of their inquiry.  

Moreover, as Baril suggests, the epistemic virtues may be constitutive not only of 

the intellectually good life, but of the prudentially or morally good life. It is highly likely, 

for example, that one's wellbeing, happiness, or eudaimonia partly consists in aesthetic 

engagement, which in turn partly consists in the exercise of intellectual virtues. That is, 

an important part of what it is to successfully engage with an object in an aesthetic way 

just is to exercise "charity in interpreting it, honesty in assessing it, intellectual autonomy 

in making up one’s own mind about it, and so on."29 Similarly, open-mindedness, 

intellectual humility, epistemic justice, and so on seem to be highly important 

components of moral goodness. Conversely, again, it seems that what it is to be morally 

vicious consists in being epistemically vicious: in being closed-minded, intellectually 

arrogant, epistemically unjust, and so on.  

If any of these claims are true, then cultivating an excellent or praiseworthy 

epistemic character is important even if it might not lead us to attain more valuable 

epistemic contents after the experience. This means that, to the extent that psychedelic 

states harbor the potential to alter our epistemic character, ingesting psychedelic drugs 

could be more epistemically consequential than what the philosophical literature on the 

topic seems to have suggested so far. In the next sections, I consider two character traits 

that are plausibly relevant for the cultivation of intellectual virtues and vices: 

agreeableness and openness, and I present evidence in support of the idea that 

psychedelics could, indeed, rapidly change epistemic character by altering our 

agreeableness and openness levels. 

The epistemic aspects of openness and agreeableness 

The contemporary empirical literature on psychedelics is mostly concerned with their 

therapeutic potential. As such, it deals with their capacity to influence our intellectual 

character only indirectly. Nevertheless, there is a growing body of evidence to the effect 

that psychedelics can reliably lead to changes in the expression of character traits generally 

speaking after as little as one or two psychedelic experiences. In turn, it is very likely that 

some components of these character traits are themselves traits or facets that can be 

considered as epistemic or intellectual. As a case in point, there are good reasons to 
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believe that psychedelics increase subjects' scores on the character traits of openness and 

agreeableness, which in turn have clearly epistemic and intellectual aspects and 

ramifications. 

Before reviewing the evidence for the claim that psychedelics influence our 

epistemic character, I want to say a few words about the most prominent model in 

personality psychology, the five factor (or "Big Five") model of personality. This is 

important because most studies that document the effects of psychedelics on character 

traits use measures that are specifically designed to evaluate participants according to the 

personality dimensions that are listed in the model. In a nutshell, the Big Five approach 

construes character traits as exhibiting a tendency to covary along five basic dimensions 

of personality. These dimensions are typically (although not always) termed extraversion, 

neuroticism, openness to experience, agreeableness, and conscientiousness, each of 

which is comprised of different subordinate facets. These "Big Five" dimensions of 

personality are shared by all people, but different individuals may score high or low on 

each dimension.30 Roughly, the idea is that individual patterns of behavior, thought, 

action, emotion, and motivation tend to display loose, systematic regularities and that 

these regularities can be described according to individual variations in the "Big Five."31 

Indeed, years of research indicate that the five factors approach has tremendous 

predictive power, with studies showing character traits to be correlated with a vast array 

of human phenomena from voting behavior to inflammatory profiles.  

I wish to pay close attention to two of the five personality dimensions here: 

openness and agreeability. As we shall see, high agreeableness and high openness may 

have both positive and maladaptive epistemic aspects. As such, individuals with high 

openness and agreeableness can be more or less epistemically virtuous than their 

counterparts. After discussing the epistemic aspects of trait-openness and trait-

agreeableness I review evidence to the effect that psychedelics increase people's scores 

on these traits.  

 Before getting into these details, however, I wish to briefly reply to a potential 

objection that may arise from Miller's32 concerns about using the Big Five approach in 

attempts to vindicate virtue epistemology. According to Miller, the Big Five traits are 

merely "summary labels" for people's general epistemic tendencies and they should not 

be considered as having an underlying psychological reality or causal powers. They most 

certainly should not be expected to reliably predict how a person will act on a moment-to-
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moment basis, or offer a causal explanation for her actions. But this, we might plausibly 

think, is precisely what the virtues are supposed to do. The fact that a person is, say, 

epistemically courageous is supposed to explain her epistemic conduct. At least according 

to traditional virtue epistemology. The same goes, mutatis mutandis, for intellectual vices. 

It is important to stress that, in this chapter, I am not committed to a certain 

view regarding the metaphysical status of character traits. We can think that different 

scores on the Big Five are merely descriptive labels that are useful for characterizing 

certain – perhaps highly diverse – patterns of conduct, thought, motivation, and feeling. 

We can also think that psychedelic experiences might drastically alter these patterns in 

their users during a very short period of time. Furthermore, it may be argued that 

exhibiting some of these patterns is epistemically good, while exhibiting others is 

epistemically bad. Lastly, we can think that exhibiting some of these patterns is valuable 

or disvaluable for an agent not merely because they suggest that she is more likely to 

attain epistemic contents. For instance, these patterns may characterize an aspect of the 

good life, be it moral, prudential, aesthetic, or something else. In short, then, we can 

remain agnostic about Miller's substantive criticism (although I suggest consulting 

Westra's forceful critique of Miller's position33), and still think that psychedelics can 

change our epistemic conduct – for better or for worse – in fast, drastic, and highly 

important ways. 

The epistemic aspects of trait openness 

Trait openness can be thought of as a cluster of cognitive, affective, and motivational 

dispositions that have to do with novelty seeking, creativity, imaginativeness, and 

emotional variability. Open people like "to try new things and go to new places", and 

they have a large array of hobbies and interests. They tend to "easily make remote and 

creative connections between ideas," and they are "inherently curious and have a real 

need for variety and novelty and actively seek out such experiences."34 Importantly, open 

individuals exhibit a high need for cognition, which is roughly the extent to which a 

person actively seeks to perform and takes pleasure in cognitively demanding tasks.35 

It is easy to understand how openness can be a highly important dimension of an 

agent's epistemic character. Keen attention to novel possibilities, willingness to consider 

new pieces of evidence, a desire to exert cognitive effort, and taking pleasure in doing so 

are often cited as marks of epistemic excellence. We can also see how these things are 

valuable regardless of whether they lead to the attainment of epistemic contents. If we 



Epistemic Character Change 

11 
 

think (with Zagzebski, Montmarquet, Battaly and others) that a motivation to engage in 

inquiry, or to discover new things, or to think long and hard about certain issues is 

intrinsically valuable, then having a high level of openness seems to be intrinsically 

valuable.  

Alternatively, high openness could be constitutively valuable for similar reasons 

to the ones Baril mentions. For instance, many virtue theorists construe activity in 

accordance with virtue as, in part, an activity that the agent takes pleasure in.36 This goes 

for both intellectual and moral actions. So, taking pleasure in intellectual activities 

appears to be a constituent of actions that are performed in accordance with intellectual 

virtue. In turn, it is highly likely that such activities are important constituents of the 

good life. Hence, having the disposition to reliably take pleasure in intellectual activities is 

likely a component of the intellectually good life. But high openness is characterized 

precisely as (in part) such a tendency. So high openness seems to be constitutive of the 

good life – again, all things being equal – and hence also constitutively valuable.  

That being said, as we are well aware, all things are not always equal. Standard 

personality instruments like the NEO-PI-R questionnaire typically express the adaptive 

aspects of high openness. They include items like "I have a very active imagination" or "I 

often enjoy playing with theories or abstract ideas," which connote positive cognitive 

styles (and for good reasons). However, excessive openness could have maladaptive 

consequences. It may be associated with "dwelling on fantasies" as well as with "oddity, 

peculiarity, eccentricity, and/or cognitive-perceptual aberrations."37 

While research on the maladaptive aspects of trait openness is not nearly as 

developed as research on its positive aspects, there are some indications that excessive 

openness can negatively influence one's specifically epistemic character. Highly open 

individuals are prone to accept ideas or beliefs that have "little basis within reality,"38 and 

high openness appears to be a reliable predictor for beliefs in ESP and other paranormal 

phenomena.39 It seems reasonable to think that this proneness has something to do with 

the motivational profile characteristic of trait openness. An exaggerated tendency for 

novelty seeking might be precisely what underlies highly open people's willingness to 

entertain and accept ungrounded possibilities.  

Epistemically virtuous individuals should be willing, even eager, to explore new 

alternatives, but supposedly, they should also care about responsibly vetting their sources 

of information, uphold a healthy level of intellectual caution, and exert good judgement 
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when deciding which sources to consider in the first place. A motivation that is 

admirable all things equal, like the motivation to entertain novel possibilities, can be 

inappropriate when all things are not equal. As Cassam puts it, "[i]t’s true that intellectual 

curiosity and a proclivity for new ideas would normally be regarded as intellectual virtues, 

but they become vices when unconstrained by good judgement and a healthy dose of 

scepticism."40  

Consider a person – Call him Otis – who, out of sheer open-mindedness, decides 

to seriously entertain the possibility that the 2020 US presidential election was stolen by 

means of voter fraud; or that members of the American Democratic Party are involved 

in a pedophilia ring; or that the diversification of the European population is the result of 

an intentional policy advanced by globalist elites. "I just want to make up my own mind 

about this," Otis might say, refusing to follow the mainstream media's ridicule of these 

allegations. If you are anything like me, you'd probably think that there's something 

epistemically wrong about open Otis's decision to take these ideas seriously. Responsible 

epistemic agents should recognize which questions merit serious scrutiny and which do 

not. The fact that Otis pursues such a line of inquiry in the first place can be assessed 

epistemically. Simply put, Otis should not let his openness run rampant.41 I suggest, 

therefore, that heightened trait openness can make an agent more or less epistemically 

virtuous, precisely because it can change her motivational set for better or for worse.42 

The epistemic aspects of trait agreeableness 

Generally speaking, trait agreeableness consists of a cluster of dispositions that revolve 

around a person's concerns to cultivate and maintain positive social relations. People 

who score low on agreeableness are typically "critical, skeptical, try to push limits, express 

hostility directly, and show condescending behavior to others," whereas highly agreeable 

people are "sympathetic, considerate, warm, compassionate, generous, and arouse liking 

from others."43 Highly agreeable individuals are empathetic44 and are disposed to form 

cooperative social relationships with others.45 High agreeableness is also correlated with 

social occupational interests,46 and with a "dependable pattern of effective contributions 

to teamwork and common goals."47 

As with openness, increases in trait agreeableness can harbor both epistemic risks 

and benefits. On the negative side, agreeableness is closely tied to conformity and 

compliance. "People with agreeable dispositions avoid violating norms or upsetting 

others, and they easily comply with social expectations."48 Agreeable people tend to be 
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motivated by conformity and tradition values,49 and Widiger and collaborators suggest 

that agreeable individuals are at risk of being gullible50 and excessively conformist.51 In 

turn, highly conformist individuals tend to be guided by "what is socially desirable, rather 

than on their own capacity for exploration and reconceptualization, in order to adapt to 

novel situations."52 Agreeable individuals were found to be highly susceptible to 

argumentation by authority figures, to agree with people they like, and to comply with a 

message if other people have complied with it too. In fact, as Alkış and Temizel 

conclude: "[a]greeableness is the most susceptible personality trait compared to the other 

traits."53  

As with openness, agreeableness can detract from a cognitive agent's epistemic 

excellence, and this detraction might reasonably be due, in part, to a bad motive. A 

person who is more motivated by social pressures to conform to her peer's or superior's 

judgements than by her love of truth or knowledge has gotten her epistemic priorities 

wrong.54 This prioritization, I argue, can count as a strike against her epistemic 

excellence, regardless of whether it shifts her balance of epistemic contents in the long 

run.  

Consider Axel, a highly agreeable individual, and a close friend of highly open-

minded Otis. Perhaps unbeknownst to Otis, he constantly exerts pressures on Axel to 

adopt his pet conspiracy theories. He keeps referring to people who brush off those 

conspiracies as "sheeple" and he expresses contempt towards anyone who is puzzled by 

his deep dives into obscure Reddit threads. Axel, having realized that he should try to 

seriously consider Otis's pet theories to maintain good relations with his friend (and 

perhaps unbeknownst to Axel himself) decides to entertain the possibility that Otis might 

actually be right. We may suspect that Axel's credence in those wild ideas is very low, but 

Axel still decides to give Otis's theories a chance. Axel might even try to rationalize his 

decision by telling himself that the fact that a view is accepted by the majority never 

guarantees that it is correct, that Otis has a sharp and keen intellect, and that even the 

wildest of lies may contain a grain of truth. However, we know that these are post-hoc 

rationalizations rather than Axel's motivating reasons. They play no role in guiding Axel's 

decision to undertake his investigation. Whether they "confer a likelihood of truth" on 

Otis's theories55 is beside the point here. And as with Otis, Axel's decision to pursue these 

lines of inquiry seems amenable to critical epistemic assessment. Even if he ends up 

rejecting those theories, Axel's willingness – motivated by his delightfully agreeable 

nature – to give them serious consideration is a bad epistemic decision and sheds 
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unfavorable light on him as a cognitive agent. At least from an epistemic perspective, 

agreeable Axel should have stood his ground and not let his desire for Otis's approval 

overshadow his concerns for truth. 

On the other hand, agreeableness has clear epistemic merits as well. Agreeable 

individuals are highly cooperative, and this cooperativity extends to intellectual pursuits.56 

In fact, Kotsonis recently offered an account of "epistemic collaborativeness" as an 

intellectual virtue. According to Kotsonis, epistemic collaborativeness is "the disposition 

to pursue intellectual collaborative activities (when appropriate) out of a desire for 

epistemic goods and the ability to engage in such activities skillfully."57 An agreeable 

person is much more likely to collaborate successfully on intellectual projects, and hence 

would be more likely to achieve epistemic contents. We may even think that 

collaborativeness is vital for human flourishing in general "since it plays an important 

role in bringing about successful joint epistemic endeavors in areas such as scientific 

research (e.g. scientists working together to understand and explain a natural 

phenomenon), law (e.g. juries rendering a verdict) and politics (e.g. officials jointly 

investigating a political scandal)."58 Hence, the virtue of epistemic collaborativeness 

seems instrumentally valuable for at least two reasons: it is important for the attainment 

of epistemic contents, but it is also important given the collaborative nature of many 

intellectual pursuits that aim at non-epistemic goods. Furthermore, if we think that 

humans are social or political animals and that our good life partly consists in our 

engagement in collaborative activities – including intellectual activities – then epistemic 

collaborativeness seems to be constitutively valuable as well. Granted, epistemic 

collaborativeness is virtuous insofar as it is motivated by a love of truth, knowledge, or 

other epistemic goods. But given the right priority structure, agreeable agents are more 

likely to attain the virtue of epistemic collaborativeness than non-agreeable agents. All 

things considered, they are more likely to be able to engage in joint epistemic projects. 

To conclude, there are good reasons to believe that enhanced openness and 

agreeableness harbor substantive potential for both improving and harming our 

epistemic standing. Open individuals are likely to entertain new possibilities and to be 

willing to exert cognitive effort in their intellectual pursuits, but they could also be led 

astray by their novelty seeking. And agreeable people's desire to maintain and cultivate 

their social relationships may overshadow their concerns for truth and knowledge. Yet 

they may also be much better at intellectual collaborations. Both heightened openness 

and heightened agreeableness are important for the attainment of epistemic contents, but 
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their value and disvalue may not be entirely due to this. Instead, both traits seem to have 

a motivational component that could be independently epistemically assessed, and they 

both could be constitutively valuable or disvaluable. Hence, altering a person's openness 

and agreeableness profile may be epistemically valuable or disvaluable not only because it 

will make her more or less prone to attain epistemic contents. 

Openness, agreeableness, and psychedelics 

Now, as it turns out, psychedelics seem quite effective in increasing their user's scores on 

trait openness and trait agreeableness measures after as little as one trip. In one seminal 

study,59 psychedelically-naïve participants who underwent psilocybin-induced60 mystical 

type experiences exhibited significant increases in trait-openness and trait-agreeableness, 

and these increases remained significant 14 months after the psychedelic session.61 

Another experiment found significant increases in openness and agreeableness in healthy 

adults who were administered LSD two weeks post administration.62 A further study 

showed that subjects with treatment resistant depression scored significantly higher on 

trait openness relative to baseline three months after two psilocybin assisted therapy 

sessions.63 And in an observational study, participants in a series of ayahuasca64 

ceremonies demonstrated significant increases in both agreeableness and openness scores 

relative to baseline. Impressively, these results persisted after six months (in fact, 

participants' openness measures after six months were higher than their openness 

measures immediately after the retreat).65 

A study comprised of five web-based surveys that were completed at different 

times before and after the ingestion of a psychedelic substance (starting from one week 

prior to the ingestion until four weeks after) found highly relevant results for our present 

purposes.66 After one ingestion of a classical psychedelic, participants in the survey 

scored lower on the "critical/quarrelsome" component of agreeableness, but their scores 

on other aspects of agreeableness such as sympathy, compassion, perspective-taking, and 

empathic concern did not significantly alter.67 High scores on the critical/quarrelsome 

component of agreeableness are marks of an "antagonistic and conflict-prone style of 

interpersonal relating that seeks to express judgment, demonstrate superiority, and gain 

advantage." Given the importance of both critical thinking and judgement as well as 

collaborativeness for one's functioning as a cognitive agent, this finding is especially 

pertinent for evaluating psychedelics' impact on our epistemic character. 
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The study of psychedelics' effects on personality is still in its initial stages and 

more research should be conducted before we have conclusive evidence regarding their 

epistemic – and not just therapeutic – impact. However, if there is a robust causal 

relationship between a small number of psychedelic experiences and heightened 

openness and agreeableness, as the current empirical literature suggests, then the two 

claims of this chapter seem to be vindicated. First, the potential risks and benefits of 

ingesting psychedelic substances are not exhausted by a change in their stock of 

epistemic contents. Psychedelics substances can include changes to a person's epistemic 

character too. They can make people more curious, more open to new ideas and 

possibilities, and more willing to invest cognitive effort in problem solving. They can also 

help people become better collaborators in shared intellectual pursuits. While such 

effects may (and are even likely to) be positive, they can also have substantial negative 

epistemic ramifications. Second, and perhaps more important, epistemic 

characterological change may not be as incremental and slow as one might think. Under 

the right circumstances, our epistemic characters might be even more malleable than we 

tend to believe.68  

Before closing this chapter, I wish to make a few important clarifications. First, I 

hope it is clear that everything I have said here does not amount to a decisive accusation 

towards or exoneration of the epistemic profile of psychedelic experiences. I argued here 

for the much more modest conclusion that we cannot neglect psychedelics' potential 

impact on our character when we come to assess their influence on our epistemic 

standing. Whether ingesting psychedelics is ultimately or for the most part epistemically 

good or bad is not something I wish to take a stand on. If anything, what I have said 

suggests that the epistemic standing of psychedelic experiences is sensitive to a wide 

array of factors and may not admit to a uniform – or even approximately general – 

response.69 Psychedelics' impact on one's status as an intellectual agent depends not 

merely on whether these substances will help her attain epistemic contents, but also, for 

instance, on whether she is the kind of agent who will benefit epistemically from being 

more agreeable or more open-minded. It also depends on whether she is the kind of 

agent who is prone to becoming more agreeable or open-minded after undergoing a 

psychedelic experience. Furthermore, it seems that we have tentative evidence according 

to which psychedelics may be disposed to change specific components of character traits 

(such as the critical/quarrelsome component of agreeableness). Hence, in order to 

evaluate the epistemic standing of psychedelics, we may need a more fine-grained 
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understanding of which facets they are likely to change (and under which conditions), as 

well as a more nuanced exploration of the epistemic risks and benefits of such changes. 

Lastly, while I have concentrated here on two traits, it is important to acknowledge that 

other character traits may also be changed as a result of a psychedelic experience. The 

literature on psychedelics and personality indicates that psychedelics may reliably 

decrease neuroticism and increase extraversion, for instance,70 and these traits might also 

have important epistemic dimensions. In this sense, this paper is much more exploratory 

than definitive.  

Secondly, while I claim that psychedelics may lead to rapid, robust, and 

consequential epistemic characterological changes, I do not claim that ingesting 

psychedelics can on its own lead one to magically develop epistemic virtues (or vices for 

that matter). Virtue theorists often point out that both moral and intellectual virtues, 

properly so-called, must be trained. Cultivating virtue is plausibly a long, effortful process 

of habituation of an agent's patterns of feeling and acting that should count as an agential 

accomplishment. Roberts forcefully expresses this sentiment when he writes:  

We can guess that it will never be possible to give a person a moral "identity" – a 
tough and abiding passion for justice or a stable and focused desire to relieve 
suffering – by injecting him with a drug or giving him a brain operation or 
fiddling with his genes. But the impossibility of giving somebody moral character 
in this way seems to be more than psychological. For even if we could in this way 
produce a being who was indistinguishable, in terms of his present dispositions, 
from a saint, still I think we would have no inclination whatsoever to canonize 
him. For the praise for his saintliness, and thus for his deeds, would not be due 
him … Such a person does not have an appropriate moral history.71  

While Roberts might be very well be correct, it is perfectly reasonable to talk about 

psychedelics' contribution to cultivating a more or less virtuous or vicious epistemic 

character without assuming that they are capable of turning their users into unqualifiedly 

excellent (or vicious) epistemic agents. Epistemic excellence, like moral excellence, 

admits of degrees, and the cultivation or corruption of one's epistemic excellence is 

susceptible to many different factors.72 Here, I am in agreement with Earp, who writes 

about psychedelics' potential uses as a biotechnology for moral enhancement:  

[I]f psychedelic substances are ever to feature in a prudent plan for personal 
moral bioenhancement, they should probably serve a facilitating or adjunctive role, 
rather than determinative one, in the overall enhancement process. In other words, 
they should not be taken “in a vacuum” – that is, by oneself or with unprepared 
others, without adequate mental or emotional groundwork, stripped of all 
cultural context – with the expectation that they will somehow cause moral 
improvement all on their own.73  
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Similarly, we should not expect psychedelics to alter our epistemic standing – at least not 

for the better – without appropriate groundwork and enabling background conditions. 

Specifying these groundwork and conditions is an exciting avenue for future research, in 

which philosophers can and should take an active part along scientists – especially given 

the growing interest in "smart drugs"-induced neuroenhancement74 (see Cakic 2009; 

Partridge et al. 2011; Husain and Mehta 2011; Zohny 2015) – but it is unfortunately 

beyond the scope of this paper. 

In conclusion, we have good evidence to the effect that psychedelics may alter 

our functioning as epistemic agents for better or worse in a few nontrivial and significant 

ways by changing our levels of openness and agreeableness. These alterations can happen 

during relatively very short timeframes, and they may be highly important even if they do 

not result in a drastic change to one's stock of epistemic contents. This conclusion holds 

true regardless of whether the epistemic virtues and vices are commonly attained; and 

whether openness and agreeableness are causally efficacious, psychologically real 

constructs, or merely summary labels for general patterns of feeling, thought, and 

conduct. It is high time for philosophers who are interested in virtue epistemology, in 

our epistemic character, or in emerging biotechnologies for cognitive neuroenhancement 

to start thinking about psychedelics. 75 
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