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PREFACE

The present work has been a long way in the making.After having finished an essay on
the epistemology of Austrian sociologist-cum-philosopher-of-science Otto Neurath,
in the year 2000 I set out to investigate more fully the broad web of sociological
studies of cognitive practices that has continuously infiltrated epistemology for most
of the twentieth century.

However, after months of laborious reading it dawned on me that the related aca-
demic fields commonly known under the names of the sociology of knowledge and
social epistemology, were not well-groomed parks ready for the mapmaker. Rather
they appeared to be dense jungles, where the smoke from one campfire was barely
visible from the location of its neighbour, the narrow pathways between them being
only of use to the detached helicopter or the undiscerning bulldozer. Much pre-
ferring a helicopter in such terrain, I set out to gain some measure of conceptual
clarity that would perhaps help me map out portions of the impassable morasses. For
my own convenience I began my explorations in the province of social epistemol-
ogy occupied with the notion of testimony. Here most debaters were professional
academic philosophers, a fact ensuring some consistency in the use of traditional
epistemological terminology.

However, even within this orderly territory I soon ran into dire difficulties. A cen-
tral debate within the said domain concerns the conditions under which a cognizer is
justified in holding a belief induced in her by a testimonial source. Debaters invoke
decisively different standards of evaluation when discussing such matters: Some
stress the reliability of testimonial sources or the rationality of the audience as cru-
cially important to the justification of the ensuing beliefs, while others seemed solely
occupied with believers’ rights to put trust in testimony under various circumstances.

I realized that a fruitful perspective on this debate could only be gained, if one
had an adequate conception of the notion of an epistemic right to hold a belief.
Here it seemed natural to presume that a believer had such a right, only if, in some
epistemic sense, she could not be appropriately blamed for holding the belief in
question under the relevant circumstances. Further, an adequate conception of the
conditions for such epistemic blamelessness could hardly dispense with a notion of
epistemic blameworthiness.

While browsing the recent literature relevant to an understanding of the latter
notion, it became increasingly evident that analysing it was more than enough
to occupy an entire book. It did not detract from this point that I soon discov-
ered the affinities between the debates over a so-called deontological conception
of epistemic justification (conceiving of justification in terms of rights, permissions,

xi
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blamelessness, etc.) and the debates in ethics over the notion of culpable ignorance.
From the latter discussion, the link to the disputes over the legal notion of crimi-
nal negligence, not least to the resourceful debate about criminal negligence in rape
cases, was hard to miss once discovered (I am particularly grateful to Marcia Baron
for guiding my research in this direction).

Thus the present work came into being. I seek here to provide a general framework
for the study of deontic epistemic normativity from which future endeavours may
proceed. In terms of ambition, this work is greatly indebted to predecessors such
as James A. Montmarquet’s 1993 Epistemic Virtue and Doxastic Responsibility and
David Owens’s 2000 Reason Without Freedom: The Problem of Epistemic Norma-
tivity. However, I deviate from these works in many respects, not least by explicitly
preferring the notion of epistemic blameworthiness as my basic deontic notion. In
the run of my argument it shall hopefully emerge that this choice allows me to set to
labour almost all recent contributions to the debate over deontic epistemic normativ-
ity. It is my sincere hope that the present work will fuel and inspire this debate such
that a rewarding discussion of its key issues can take place within a suitably unified
framework.

I am deeply grateful to several institutions and individuals for aiding me in the
process of writing this study. First and foremost I wish to thank the Danish Research
Council for the Humanities for providing me with a three-year research grant in
2000 and the Carlsberg Foundation which sponsored my research from 2005 up until
now. I also wish to thank the Department of Philosophy, Education and Rhetoric at the
University of Copenhagen for housing me the period when this work came into being.
Thirdly, I owe many thanks to the Department of Philosophy at Indiana University,
Bloomington for welcoming me as a visiting research scholar in the fall term of 2003.

The present work has benefited immensely from discussions with colleagues and
friends. A unique thank goes to professors Frederick F. Schmitt and Marcia Baron,
Indiana University, whose level of professional skill, hospitality, and unselfishness
will never seize to amaze me.

Sadly, I cannot hope to mention everyone, whose encouragements and critical
comments have helped this work into being. However, apart from the above, I am
especially indebted to RobertAudi, Finn Collin, Richard Feldman, Jan Riis Flor, Steve
Fuller, John Heil, Vincent F. Hendricks, Pamela Hieronymi, Adam Leite, Neil Levy,
James Montmarquet, David Owens, Wlodek Rabinowitz, Jay Rosenberg, Benjamin
Schnieder, Matthias Steup, Thomas Uebel, and Heinrich Wansing.

Lastly, I wish to express my deepest gratitude towards my family: My true love and
lawful wedded wife Ditte and our wonderful children Klement and Jakobe. Without
your love and caring support, I would never have made it this far.

Nikolaj Nottelmann,
14-12-2006
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

“But”, says one, “I am a busy man; I have no time for the long course of study which would
be necessary to make me in any degree a competent judge of certain questions, or even able
to understand the nature of the arguments.”
Then he should have no time to believe.

W.K. Clifford, 18771

Abstract. In this introductory chapter I present some central areas of relevance for the results of this work.
I first establish in Section 1.1 that it primarily aims at providing an analysis of the notion of epistemic
blameworthiness: The epistemic dimension of blameworthiness that may attach to an agent for her holding
of a particular belief under particular circumstances. I briefly present the outline of my preferred analysis.
I then claim that such an analysis may help shed light on some vexing philosophical questions, not least
within moral and legal philosophy: In Section 1.2 I argue that the analysis will be of practical relevance
towards establishing a fair standard of evaluation for our reactive attitudes towards each other as believers.
In Section 1.3 I argue that it provides a way of understanding an agent’s moral blameworthiness for her
harmful actions based on so-called “honest mistakes”; i.e. harmful actions prompted by false beliefs. I then
argue in Section 1.4 that the analysis paves the way for a fruitful understanding of the problematic legal
notion of criminal negligence, and this in fact whether or not one accepts the influential formal definition
of the notion codified by the drafters of the American Model Penal Code. Finally, in Section 1.5 I submit
that the results should also satisfy some meta-epistemological curiosity, yielding an analysis of what has
been taken by some authors to constitute at least one central aspect of the controversial notion of epistemic
justification. In Section 1.6 I briefly present some alternative notions that may more or less appropriately
be labelled “epistemic blameworthiness,” notions with which the notion discussed in the present study
should not be confused. The chapter concludes in Section 1.7 with a brief overview of the argument ahead.

1.1. THE GENERAL AIMS OF THIS STUDY

We often dislike each other’s beliefs. We judge that the next person’s beliefs are
unreasonable, based on inadequate evidence, or simply foolish. Sometimes we are
even prone to judge certain beliefs in stronger terms. Consider a person, who, as a
result of reading a book by some perverse conspiracy theorist, has come to believe
firmly that the queen of England is a mean Martian reptile in disguise. Here, at least
some of us will be ready to declare this person genuinely blameworthy for believing
such a stupid thing as that, even if we are less than certain exactly why this judgement
is appropriate.

The present study aims to provide a working analysis of the epistemic dimension2

of blameworthiness that may attach to an agent for holding a particular belief under
particular circumstances. It will work out in some detail the conditions under which
an agent may appropriately be made the object of such blame. It will maintain
that actual agents are, have been, and may be epistemically blameworthy in the
relevant sense.

1
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As such this work constitutes a defence of a central tenet of epistemic deontologism,
as this position has been ordinarily understood in the recent literature3: An agent’s
holding of a belief may be an appropriate object of deontic attitudes, an epistemic
dimension of blame in particular.

Epistemic deontologism is not in itself a very controversial position. As shall
emerge it has been defended by a number of authors. Still, the question of how to
account for the legitimacy of ascriptions of epistemic blameworthiness has been a
matter of untiring dispute. Most authors agree that an agent’s blameworthiness for
an occurrence of any kind presupposes that she could at least hypothetically have
exercised some kind of control over that occurrence. However, the issue of doxastic
control, the control that an agent enjoys over doxastic attitudes such as her beliefs,
is a highly controversial issue with wildly divergent opinions in the recent literature,
not least concerning the relation between an agent’s power to exercise such control
and the blameworthiness of her beliefs.

I shall aim to settle this debate and work out in some detail the ways in which
an agent’s doxastic control is in fact connected to her epistemic blameworthiness
under various circumstances. This account will then pave the way for a detailed
overriding analysis of the notion of epistemic blameworthiness, rich enough to deal
satisfactorily with a full repertoire of specific cases. In brief outline, I shall argue that
an epistemically blameworthy belief is a belief that is undesirable from an epistemic
perspective (see Chapter 5) and for whose epistemic undesirability the believer has
no adequate excuse. I shall maintain that a believer lacks an adequate excuse of the
relevant kind, if, and only if, the epistemic undesirability of her belief is a result of
an exercise of doxastic control constituting an inexcusable violation of an intellectual
obligation performed with a relevant type of foresight or inadvertence to risk.

The key notions of this analysis, of course, shall be discussed at length below.
In the run of this discussion I shall tie such notions as doxastic control, intellectual
obligation and relevant foresight together in a more extensive fashion than has so far
been attempted in the published literature. Thus, I hope to establish a firm concep-
tual platform for epistemic deontologism, from which future explorations in deontic
epistemic normativity may safely take off.

Firstly, however, in the present introductory chapter I shall point to three reasons
why a notion of epistemic blameworthiness is virtually indispensable in our stock of
normative concepts:

1. It provides a way of justifying many of our ingrained reactive attitudes toward one
another as believers.

2. It provides a way of making sense of certain intuitively compelling, but
theoretically puzzling, cases of moral blameworthiness.

3. It provides a way of making sense of the juridical concept of criminal negligence as
justly establishing the criminal liability of an offender for certain types of criminal
offences.

For these reasons, an accurate grasp of the notion is a matter of much more than
theoretical curiosity: It may substantially inform our social interactions with other
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agents, not least the circumstances under which we are ready to submit them to
punishments ranging from mild resentment to harsh terms of incarceration, insofar
as we want such punishments to be fair and just.

1.2. THE JUSTIFICATION OF REACTIVE ATTITUDES

Below I shall argue that the notion of epistemic blameworthiness intimately relates
to issues of moral blameworthiness and criminal liability. However, it has a cer-
tain importance, even when leaving these issues out of the question. Consider the
following example:

“The educated racist.” An intelligent college student believes on the basis of testi-
mony presented by some obscure demagogue that people with a dark skin colour are
generally inferior to people with lighter skin.4

I take it that many of us, if confronted by this college student, would feel at least a
mild resentment towards her for holding the racist belief under these circumstances;
a negative attitude markedly different in character from, e.g. the dissatisfaction we
might feel about her eye colour or other aesthetic features. In fact, this resentment
seems much closer in kind to the reactive attitudes we typically take against actions,
which we consider morally blameworthy. Further, I take it, this resentment may be
present even if we do not believe that the educated racist will in fact perform any
harmful actions prompted by her racist belief.

Now certainly, if holding a belief were not something an agent could be appropri-
ately blamed for in any sense, reactive attitudes such as resentment would be out of
place. For example resenting a person for her natural skin colour seems to constitute
a severe cruelty towards that person. Plausibly, this is because our natural skin colour
is not something we can be blamed for in any sense.

In contrast, it seems highly plausible that an agent’s epistemic blameworthiness
may sufficiently justify attitudes such as resentment or indignation taken towards her,
at least mild degrees of such attitudes. In short then, if we are in fact prone to feel
resentment or even indignation towards one another for holding certain beliefs, an
accurate grasp of the notion of epistemic blameworthiness could spell out conditions
under which such attitudes are justified. This constitutes perhaps the most obvious
area of relevance for the conclusions presented in this work.

1.3. EPISTEMICALLY BLAMEWORTHY BELIEF AND

MORALLY BLAMEWORTHY ACTION

In 1975 the rape case Director of Public Persecutions v. Morgan5 made major head-
lines in Great Britain and Australia. According to the testimony presented in court,
roughly the following incidents gave rise to the trial:

Mr. Morgan, a senior officer in theRoyalAirForce, wasout drinkingwith threemale
junior colleagues. In the run of the evening, he invited the three men to come home
with him and have intercourse with his wife. According to the colleagues, Morgan
informed them that his wife was “kinky” and would appreciate having intercourse
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with them, however she would probably feign resistance and dissent as part of the
sexual game. He claimed that he had brought home colleagues for similar purposes
in the past, and that his wife had enjoyed it. Upon arriving at the Morgan household
the four men dragged Mrs. Morgan from a room in which she was sleeping to another
room and placed her on a double bed. The four men took turns in having intercourse
with her, while the others forcibly restrained her. Mrs. Morgan resisted persistently
and screamed to her children to call the police. After the men had left, Mrs. Morgan
drove to a hospital and reported a rape. Medical evidence supported her report.

What happened that night in the Morgan household constituted the actus reus of
a rape by any standard6: The four men submitted Mrs. Morgan to unwanted, non-
consensual sex by the use of massive physical force. However, after some initial
confusion, the three colleagues all pleaded not guilty of rape on the defence that, at
the time of intercourse, they all believed that Mrs. Morgan consented to the grisly
proceedings. In holding the belief that she consented on the basis of Mr. Morgan’s
explanations, so they claimed, they had simply made an honest mistake and could
not be guilty of rape.

Mr. Morgan could not be convicted of rape, as at that time, according to British
legislation, by definition a man could not rape his wife (he was later convicted of
assisting a rape, though). However, all three colleagues were convicted of rape. If this
had been the end of the matter, the public’s interest in the case would probably have
quickly faded. However, the case went to The Court of Appeal, which confirmed
the convictions. Still, it had some doubts about the soundness of the instructions
given to the jury deciding the original case. The judge had instructed the jury that
the “honest mistake” defence would not acquit the three men unless their belief that
Mrs. Morgan consented was both “honestly held” and “a reasonable belief; such a
belief as a reasonable man would entertain if he applied his mind and thought about
the matter.”7 The Court of Appeal therefore asked the highest instance in the British
juridical system, The House of Lords, to consider the question: Can you properly
convict someone of rape if he honestly but unreasonably believed, at the time of the
alleged rape, that the woman was consenting?

By three votes against two the five Law Lords answered this question in the negative
and thereby installed the so-called “Morgan rule”8: An offender is not guilty of rape if
he honestly believed at the time of intercourse that his victim consented, irrespective
of the reasonableness of this belief. Still, the Law Lords dismissed the appeal on
the grounds that the jury, even if properly instructed, would not have accepted the
defence’s claim that the three men believed that Mrs. Morgan consented. However,
only a week after this ruling an alleged rapist in a very similar case, Regina v. Cogan,9

was acquitted because he was found to have honestly but unreasonably believed that
his victim, although sobbing, consented to have intercourse with him.

The ruling of the Law Lords, together with its imminent consequences, caused
what may best be described as a massive public outrage in Great Britain as well
as in Australia,10 where at that time the rulings of the Law Lords were still held
in considerable respect. In the press, the Morgan Rule was widely referred to as a
“rapists’ charter.”11 The outrage is certainly understandable. The Morgan rule raises



NOTTLEMANN: “NOTTELMAN_CH01” — 2007/5/30 — 14:52 — PAGE 5 — #5

INTRODUCTION 5

pressing concerns of a moral as well as a legal nature. As the relation between these
concerns is somewhat complicated, I shall deal with the strictly moral issue first.

Personally I consider it very unlikely that the Morgan rapists actually believed
throughout the intercourses that Mrs. Morgan consented to have sex with them.
However, let us assume for the present purposes that the following was the case
in Morgan:

1. Each of the three men physically forced Mrs. Morgan to unwanted, non-consensual
sex. Thus, uncontroversially, the actus reus of a rape was instantiated in each
intercourse.

2. However, each of the three men, during the activities mentioned in (1), believed
that Mrs. Morgan consented12 to have intercourse with him under the conditions
present (i.e. including physical constraint, etc.).

3. Each of the three men performed the activity mentioned in (1) prompted by his
belief mentioned in (2).13

4. Each of the three men based the belief mentioned in (2) entirely on Mr. Morgan’s
erratic testimony.

I take it that most of us, on considering this case, immediately feel a certain amount
of resentment towards the three men, markedly different from the sadness we would
feel if the harm inflicted upon Mrs. Morgan had been merely an unfortunate accident.
I take this to support the claim that each of the three men is morally blameworthy for
inflicting the harm mentioned in (1) on Mrs. Morgan, unless he can provide some very
strong and exotic defence. However pointing to the locus of their moral blamewor-
thiness for the harm caused is no easy matter. Notice first that their blameworthiness
can hardly rest on the simple fact that they were moved to have sex with Mrs. Morgan
partly because of their mistaken beliefs. Given that they really held on to those beliefs
during the entire tragic proceedings they could hardly have been morally required to
choose alternative actions under the circumstances.

Holly Smith, recognizing that acts based on an “honest mistake” like the above, are
“unwittingly wrongful,”14 has opted for the solution that such actions may instead be
deemed morally blameworthy due to the efficacy of a “reprehensible configuration
of desires and aversions.” She supports this claim by the following analysis:

S is to blame for performing act A if, and only if,

1. Act A is objectively wrong,
2. S had a reprehensible configuration of desires and aversions, and
3. This configuration gave rise to the performance of A.15

However, this analysis is far from convincing, particularly when applied to cases like
the above. In the present case the men need have had nothing but the desire to have
(violent) sex with a consenting partner, hardly a desire “reprehensible” in itself.16

Many men and women have had this desire without ever committing blameworthy
actions like the horrible one presently discussed.

Another option would be to locate the blameworthiness of the men’s action in
their morally bad characters. Surely, one might think, men capable of such mistakes
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must be somehow “tainted.” However, it is not clear that the men need have been
very “tainted” in the case as presented above. They were just incredibly credulous
and probably not too sharp-witted either. However, being stupid and gullible per se
hardly makes one blameworthy for committing a rape. As pointed out by Holly Smith
judgments of blameworthiness are at bottom very different from judgments of “moral”
character.17 First it seems possibly to judge a person’s character without reference to
particular actions, second:

Nor are blaming judgments simply assertions that the person has a bad character which has manifested
itself in action. For we blame people for their acts even though those acts do not manifest any traits stable
or long-lasting enough to be ascribed to “character.”18

We might well add here that even the most saintly of characters may occasionally
perform a blameworthy action, and, more to the present point, plausibly even the most
“tainted” of characters may occasionally perform actions she cannot appropriately be
blamed for. “Tainted” character does not make for blameworthiness in itself.

Thus, leaving out their choice of action, their desires, and their characters as proper
loci of moral blameworthiness, in lack of alternative options the source of the men’s
moral blameworthiness must be tracked to their mistaken belief, which prompted the
harm-doing.

The conclusion is thus that if the men are morally blameworthy for their actions,
this must rest on the fact that, under the circumstances, they were blameworthy for
holding their mistaken belief. Montmarquet presents a similar insight thus:

A seventeenth century Spanish priest orders Mayan babies to be taken from their mothers, baptized then
killed – so as to ensure the salvation of their souls. Now such a man’s desires (considered as such) are not
the root of the problem here. Rather, if we find this act highly culpable, ultimately it must be in virtue of
the culpability of this man’s beliefs.19

In order to vindicate the strong intuition that the Morgan rapists and Montmarquet’s
Spanish priest are, at least given suitable further specifications of the cases, morally
blameworthy for the horrible harm they inflicted upon others, there is no way around
offering an account of how such agents may be blameworthy for holding the mistaken
beliefs that led them to inflict this harm.

At this stage, it is vital to notice that the following claim about epistemic
blameworthiness due to E.M. Curley flies in the face of the above function of
the notion:

What is culpable is not the belief, but acting on a belief which has not been fairly examined, in cir-
cumstances, where the possible consequences of acting on the belief – and in particular, the possible
consequences for other people are so momentuous.20

Curley here tries to eschew the notion of epistemic blameworthiness proper in favour
of a species of blameworthiness for actions. However, as seen above, in cases of
action based on “honest mistakes,” the source of blameworthiness simply cannot
be traced to the harmful action, while the prompting belief is acquitted. Even if I
have not yet shown that the notion of epistemic blameworthiness has a relevance
outside the framework of blameworthy action, surely within this framework, the
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blameworthiness of a belief cannot be reduced to the blameworthiness of the action
based on that belief: Rather, in order to make sense of the blameworthiness of the
harmful action prompted by some belief, we need a substantial account of epistemic
blameworthiness strong enough to explain, why the agent is morally blameworthy
for inflicting the harm under the given circumstances. I shall aim to provide such an
account in what follows.

In fact already in 1877 W.K. Clifford in his famous essay “The Ethics of Belief”
pointed out the problems inherent in Curley’s dismissal of a notion of (epistemic)
blameworthiness applying to beliefs in isolation. Clifford first presents his celebrated
“ship-owner” example, in effect an “honest mistake” case very similar to the ones
discussed above: A ship-owner owns a ship that is far from seaworthy. However,
his slight and reasonable doubts about the ship’s sea-worthiness he manages to put
aside by a self-deceptive routine. Ensuingly he sends the ship to sea with a load of
passengers, sincerely believing at the time of embarkation that his ship is sound.
Nevertheless, it sinks and everybody aboard drowns. “Surely,” Clifford submits, “he
[the ship-owner] was verily guilty of the death of these men.”21

Now, Clifford anticipates: “It may be said, however, that in both22 these supposed
cases it is not the belief which is judged to be wrong, but the action following upon
it.”23 Against this suggestion, which is effectively Curley’s, he submits:

[I]t is not possible so to sever the belief from the action it suggests as to condemn the one without
condemning the other. No man holding a strong belief on one side of a question, or even wishing to hold
a belief on one side, can investigate it with such fairness and completeness as if he were really in doubt
and unbiased; so that the existence of a belief not founded on fair inquiry unfits a man for the performance
of this necessary duty. Nor is it truly a belief at all which has not some influence upon the actions of him
who holds it. He who truly believes that which prompts him to an action has looked upon the action to lust
after it, he has committed it already in his heart. If a belief is not realized immediately in open deeds, it is
stored up for the guidance of the future.24

This passage, held in Clifford’s characteristic grand style, raises a host of questions,
not least concerning the “duty of fair inquiry” that Clifford stresses here. This is an
issue I cannot take up until much later (Chapter 12). However, the second part of
the above passage (from “nor is it truly...”) is immediately relevant to the present
proceedings. Here Clifford seems to offer the following point: Once an agent holds
a belief, on the basis of which it seems to him reasonable to perform some action, he
has no morally significant choice about whether to perform that action or not. Thus
the only way to account for the blameworthiness “condemnability” of such an action
is to hold the prompting belief in itself blameworthy (condemnable). The blamewor-
thiness of the action cannot be accounted for if severed from the blameworthiness of
the belief that prompted it.

The question now arises which dimension of blameworthiness Clifford invokes in
condemning the ship-owner’s mistaken belief. Could it be that he attempts to push a
narrowly moral dimension of culpability into the doxastic realm? I believe not, for
reasons I shall now make clear.

As noted by Susan Haack, Clifford does not in his famous essay distinguish
between epistemic and moral evaluations of beliefs.25 Still, Haack interprets Clifford
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as offering his “ship-owner example” as an argument for the so-called “correla-
tion thesisJ”: The thesis that a belief’s being “epistemically justified” is invariably
correlated with its being “ethically justified.”26 Accordingly, and despite her acknowl-
edgment of Clifford’s persistent resistance to distinguish between moral and epistemic
evaluation, she takes Clifford as offering his “ship-owner example” as a case of
“morally culpable ignorance.”27 She then, in my view plausibly, pushes the objection
to this supposed claim that if the ship-owner’s belief seen in isolation were to be
“morally culpable,” it should also be so under different circumstances, where it did
not bring about harmful actions:

But the case [Clifford’s “ship-owner example”] has a number of features, that are not to be found whenever
someone believes unjustifiedly, and some of which are essential to the unfavourable moral appraisal
appropriate here. The unjustified belief is false; the proposition concerned is of great practical importance;
the person concerned is in a position of special responsibility; the false belief leads to dramatically harmful
consequences; and the belief is wilfully self-induced. The correlation thesisJ is false unless the ignorance
would still be morally culpable even if all these features were absent.

I take it that Haack’s considerations here effectively defeat “the correlation thesisJ.” In
fact less could do it: It is far from clear, how beliefs, considered per se, can be morally
blameworthy. Perhaps then, a Curley-style position is really a misguided attempt to
appropriate the observation that it is hard to see how holdings of beliefs can be,
e.g. evil, malicious, harmful or otherwise undesirable from a moral perspective, in
anything but the derivative sense that they may give rise to actions evil, malicious,
harmful or otherwise morally undesirable.

However, to attribute to Clifford anything like a Haack-style “correlation thesisJ”
is certainly highly implausible, as well as very uncharitable. First, it is not clear
what Clifford would count as the “justification” of a belief, and whether he needs
such a notion at all.28 After all the headline of the relevant section in “The Ethics of
Belief” is “The duty of inquiry,” not “The duty of having justified beliefs.” Second,
and most importantly, I will submit against Haack that the most plausible explana-
tion why Clifford did not distinguish between moral and epistemic evaluations in
Clifford (1999) was neither confusion, nor an oblique endorsement of some kind of
“correlation thesis.” Rather the text suggests that he simply took epistemic and moral
evaluation to be equally basic dimensions of normative evaluation with no need to
“vindicate” the importance of epistemic evaluations by “correlating” them with moral
evaluations. The independent significance that Clifford puts on epistemic evaluations
is brought out several times in his essay, perhaps most prominently in the following
lofty passage:

And no one man’s belief is in any case a private matter which concerns himself alone. Our lives are guided
by that general conception of the course of things which has been created by society for social purposes.
Our words, our phrases, our forms and processes and modes of thought, are common property, fashioned
and perfected from age to age; an heirloom which every succeeding generation inherits as a precious
deposit and a sacred trust to be handed on to the next one, not unchanged but enlarged and purified, with
some clear marks of its proper handiwork. Into this, for good or ill, is woven every belief of every man
who has speech of his fellows. An awful privilege, and an awful responsibility, that we should help to
create the world in which posterity will live.29



NOTTLEMANN: “NOTTELMAN_CH01” — 2007/5/30 — 14:52 — PAGE 9 — #9

INTRODUCTION 9

In short: We should not pursue the True in order to pursue the moral Good, but
because pursuing theTrue30 is valuable in itself. By not serving this goal appropriately,
according to Clifford, we are simply offending “the sacred tradition of humanity!”31

I shall not here venture further into Clifford’s historic-cum-idealistic conception of
epistemic value. However, I believe there is certainly something to be said for his
setting moral and epistemic evaluations on an equal footing.

Most importantly I believe it a gross mistake to take the observation that holdings
of beliefs cannot per se be morally blameworthy to rule out that holdings of beliefs
may in themselves be blameworthy in a sense strong enough to underwrite moral
blameworthiness for harm-doing brought about by such beliefs.

As we saw above attempts to track the moral blameworthiness for harm-doing
prompted by honestly mistaken beliefs to further instances of moral blameworthiness,
simply did not work. On the contrary, it is commonly agreed, e.g. that no matter which
evil or harmful actions had resulted from the Morgan rapists’ belief in Mrs. Morgan’s
consent, the men would not have been morally blameworthy for these actions or their
consequences, if only their belief that Mrs. Morgan consented had been reasonable.32

Thus, on this view the moral blameworthiness of the Morgan rapists is linked to the
unreasonableness of their belief that Mrs. Morgan consented. Now, it seems clear that
unreasonableness as the notion is employed here is an epistemic notion: It is because
the rapists had inadequate reasons to believe it true that Mrs. Morgan consented, that
their blameworthiness may be tracked to their fateful belief, not because, e.g. that
they had reasons to believe this proposition morally bad (see also Section 5.3).

Now, even if necessary in order to establish the blameworthiness of the Morgan
rapists, it is still not sufficient to point out that their belief that Mrs. Morgan con-
sented to intercourse was not “reasonable” in, e.g. the sense invoked by the judge
in the Morgan case: Supposedly, the men might be excused for not living up to the
proposed standards of reasonability under the circumstances. Excuses that might be
invoked could, e.g. appeal to the men’s very dim wits that prevented them from being
“reasonable” men or made Mr. Morgan’s malicious testimony irresistibly credible by
their lights. Whether or not such excuses are appropriate in the case, the central point
to notice is that, unless no such excuse is appropriate, the men can hardly be blame-
worthy for the harm brought about by their actions. Given an appropriate excuse,
the harm they inflicted on Mrs. Morgan would be simply due to force majeure, very
sad and unfortunate, but not something anyone could appropriately be blamed for
(here I leave Mr. Morgan’s obvious blameworthy role in the actual proceedings out
of the picture).

Clearly, the above argument holds no matter which undesirable properties (unrea-
sonableness in diverse senses, irrationality, formation by an falsity-conducive
belief-forming mechanism, etc.) the belief is stipulated to have. If the belief’s having
such a property is to make it the case that the men were blameworthy for the harm
inflicted by their actions, it cannot be the case that the men were appropriately excused
for the fact that their belief had this property.

Thus the source of the rapists’ blameworthiness for their harm-doing is neither the
fact that the harmful action was prompted by the belief that Mrs. Morgan consented,
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nor the fact that that belief was false “mistaken.” It is rather the fact that the relevant
belief had epistemically undesirable properties (such as unreasonableness) together
with the fact that, under the circumstances, the men had no excuse for holding such
an epistemically undesirable belief.33 In other words it has been established that a
satisfactory understanding of the blameworthiness of harmful action prompted by
“honestly mistaken” beliefs cannot do without a sufficient grasp of the notion of
epistemic blameworthiness.

This reveals a much tighter relation between practical and epistemic values than
has generally been recognized, at least on the deontic level: An agent can be blame-
worthy for her harm-doing simply in virtue of being epistemically blameworthy for
holding certain beliefs on which she acted. In this sense practical and epistemic
“duties” are on a par, violating the one kind may sometimes bring about the violation
of the other: In lofty terms: In order to pursue the Good as I should, I must also
sometimes pursue the True as I should. This conclusion is forced upon us by the
compelling moral blameworthiness inherent in “honest mistake” cases like Clifford’s
“ship-owner example”34 and the Morgan case. Perhaps then we could simply let go of
the specifications of diverse types of blameworthiness and speak of blameworthiness
or culpability simpliciter, as did Clifford. To keep it absolutely clear that the basis
of epistemic blameworthiness is epistemic, not moral, dimensions of undesirability,
I shall however stick to common usage here.

1.4. EPISTEMIC BLAMEWORTHINESS AND CRIMINAL LIABILITY

Except in rare circumstances, some modern jurisdictions require that, in order for a
defendant to be judged guilty of a criminal offence, the prosecution must not only
prove that the defendant brought about an actus reus, i.e. a “social harm”35 that it
was her legal duty not to bring about; it must also prove that the defendant did so with
a suitable mens rea, literally a “guilty mind.” The criminal offences not requiring
a mens rea proof for convictions are then specifically indicated in the legislature as
being under “strict liability.”36

Arguably, requirements of mens rea proofs for convictions were introduced in
jurisdictions to ensure that a convict is at least morally blameworthy for the harm-
doing for which she is punished, the “broad meaning” of mens rea being simply that of
“a morally blameworthy state of mind.”37 The introduction of mens rea requirements
meant a departure from “coarser”38 legal practices, caring little about moral desert, but
punishing only to get rid of harm-doers, deter prospective harm-doers or revenge harm
done. However, in courtroom practice, the notion of mens rea proved a “chameleon-
like”39 concept fraught with severe ambiguity. In order to install a consistent legal
practice, documents such as the American Law Institute’s Model Penal Code (MPC)
were drafted, offering a restricted taxonomy of mens rea types with technical and
seemingly rigid definitions of each type.

I shall argue that the Model Penal Code, taken here as a standard taxonomy, simply
fails to provide a compelling account of the mens rea involved in “honest mistake
of fact” cases like the Morgan rape case from Section 1.3: In such cases even the
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“broad meaning” given to mens rea above cannot be stretched to cover what is
really the source of moral blameworthiness and arguably also of criminal guilt: An
epistemically blameworthy belief!

The Model Penal Code operates with four types of mens rea presented in order
of declining severity: purpose, knowledge, recklessness and negligence. Each are
defined with respect to “elements of an offence.” In Morgan each of the men’s non-
consensual intercourse with Mrs. Morgan constituted such an element. As, in the type
of jurisdiction relevant here, defendants are convicted and sentenced individually, I
shall now limit myself to considering one of the Morgan offenders, call him “Smith,”
although of course the points are valid for each of them. Let us presume that the events
actually took place as presented by the defence in Morgan, i.e. that Smith made an
“honest mistake” about Mrs. Morgan’s consent at the time he forced her to non-
consensual sex. The crucial question now becomes: Which, if any, was Smith’s mens
rea with respect to his non-consensual intercourse with Mrs. Morgan? I shall present
reasons to doubt that the Model Penal Code commands the resources to adequately
answer this question.

Firstly, it is uncontroversial that Smith did not act purposely or knowingly with
aspect to the element in question, the non-consensual intercourse. To have acted
purposely, according to the MPC, with regard to the non-consensual sex Smith should
have had a “conscious object to engage in conduct of that nature or to cause such
a result.”40 Clearly this was not the case. At no point did Smith believe that he
was doing any unlawful harm, he believed rather that the bizarre intercourse was
something Mrs. Morgan enjoyed and consented to. Thus it cannot have been his
conscious object to engage in a non-consensual intercourse.

Secondly, to have acted knowingly, according to the MPC, with regard to the
non-consensual sex at least Smith should “have been aware that his conduct is of
that nature or that such circumstances exist.”41 However, Smith was not so aware.
Supposedly, he did not believe or even suspect that Mrs. Morgan did not consent to
have sex with him.

This leaves two possibilities, if Smith is to be culpable according to MPC’s
“minimal requirements of culpability”42: In submitting Mrs. Morgan to the violent
intercourse, he must have acted either recklessly or negligently. MPC defines
“recklessness” thus:

A person acts recklessly with respect to a material element of an offence when he consciously disregards a
substantial and unjustifiably risk that the material element exists or will result from his conduct. The risk
must be of such a nature and degree that, considering the nature and purpose of the actor’s conduct and the
circumstances known to him, its disregard involves a gross deviation from the standard of conduct that a
law-abiding person would observe in the actor’s situation.43

An example of reckless action on this definition would be a hell-bent youngster’s
driving in the wrong direction on a highway, just for the thrill of it. If the youngster
causes a traffic accident, surely he acted recklessly with respect to this accident;
he consciously disregarded a substantial and clearly unjustifiable risk that a traffic
accident would result from his thrill ride. Now, Smith’s mental state at the time of the
non-consensual intercourse does not seem easily comparable to that of this reckless
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driver. Still, E.M. Curley, in an early commentary on Morgan, has explicitly argued
that the Morgan rapist did act recklessly on MPC’s definition,44 even if he made an
“honest mistake”:

But given this account of recklessness [MPC], it is difficult to see why it should be thought that in rape
any belief in consent, no matter how unreasonable, excludes recklessness as to consent.45

This is supposedly because:

Yet even if we assume that Morgan’s three colleagues did believe Mrs. Morgan was consenting, it is
difficult to resist concluding that they could not have cared much whether that belief was correct, if they
persisted in it in the face of her behaviour.46

There are two serious problems with this account. Firstly, we may doubt whether
Smith did really consciously “advertently”47 disregard a substantial risk at all: He was
convinced that Mr. Morgan spoke the truth about the sexual signals of his wife and dur-
ing the rape, perhaps he simply did not even consider the possibility that Mrs. Morgan
did not consent. Secondly, even if Curley is right that, by trusting Mr. Morgan, Smith
consciously disregarded a risk of getting the facts of Mrs. Morgan’s consent wrong,
this conscious disregard of risk did not concern any material element of the criminal
offence of rape: Having mistaken beliefs about the sexual consent of another person,
I trust, does not count as a criminal offence or an element thereof in any known legis-
lation. Smith stood accused on charges of rape, not on charges of having a mistaken
belief. Thus Curley simply fails to establish on MPC that Smith acted recklessly with
regard to any element of the rape of Mrs. Morgan. Smith did not consciously disre-
gard the risk of raping Mrs. Morgan, as given his mistaken belief, he was plausibly
not aware of such a risk at all.

We are stuck then with trying to make sense of the proposal that Smith acted
negligently when raping Mrs. Morgan. MPC defines “negligence” thus:

A person acts negligently with respect to a material element of an offence when he should be aware of a
substantial and justifiable risk that the materiel element exists or will result from his conduct. The risk must
be of such a nature and degree that the actor’s failure to perceive it, considering the nature and purpose of
his conduct and the circumstances known to him, involves a gross deviation from the standard of care that
a reasonable person would observe in the actor’s situation.48

There are two main problems with this definition. Firstly, a mens rea, with its literal
meaning of a “guilty mind,” intuitively must refer to states of the offender’s mind,
which somehow makes for her criminal liability. However, on MPC “negligence”
refers, not to a state of mind that the offender is in, but rather to a state of mind that
the offender is not in: her failure to be perceptive of a certain risk. In a sense MPC’s
definition takes the “mens” out of “mens rea!” It allows that the “culpable” offence
was one that the actor was not even aware that she committed.

The second main problem concerns the nature of the “reasonable person” referred to
in MPC’s definition of negligence. In “honest mistake” cases, the “reasonable person”
surely cannot be the agent herself. If the agent had been “the reasonable person” she
would have been aware of the risk that she failed to be aware of. However, neither
is “the reasonable person” any particular other agent; supposedly no actual agent is
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always reasonable in every situation. Rather then, “the reasonable person” is a fictive
character “in the same situation as the agent,” including, among other things the
“circumstances known to her.”

However, it is not hard to see that if “knowledge of circumstances” is here taken
to mean simply that the “reasonable person” has the same beliefs as the offender, it
immediately becomes clear that, e.g. the rapist Smith was not negligent at all, as he
certainly did nothing unreasonable given his wildly mistaken belief. “Knowledge of
circumstances” must then mean something different from the doxastic perspective of
the agent, i.e. the “reasonable person” must hold beliefs that the actual agent did not
hold or lack beliefs that the actual agent held. The drafters of MPC now certainly owe
an explanation of the nature of “the reasonable person” not least concerning which
beliefs the “reasonable person” holds in a given situation and why the offender should
be judged against this particular background.

The first of the above problems has led some authors to despair of using MPC’s
definition of negligence as a basis for convicting defendants at all. For example Jerome
Hall, commenting on MPC’s definition of negligence, holds that “it would be a great
step forward to exclude negligent behaviour from the scope of penal liability.”49 He
supposes that “No one should be punished unless he has clearly acted immorally,
i.e. voluntarily harmed someone, and unless a criminal sanction is both suitable and
effective,”50 and then simply denies that an unawareness of a risk per se constitutes
moral blameworthiness in an action or omission of an action. I shall not go into his
arguments to this conclusion here. Rather I shall take as my point of departure the
intuition that the “honestly mistaken” rapist Smith was morally blameworthy for the
rape of Mrs. Morgan and really had a mens rea, understood in the very broad sense
of “a blameworthy state of mind.” The only way to make good this intuition is then to
abandon MPC’s mens rea definitions, since the best MPC could offer was an account
based on a state of mind that Smith did not have; an awareness of the risk of raping
Mrs. Morgan.

Given my earlier conclusion that the locus of Smith’s moral blameworthiness could
only be the epistemic blameworthiness of his belief that Mrs. Morgan consented, it
would seem then that the only candidate for a mens rea in Smith’s case is his very
epistemically blameworthy belief that Mrs. Morgan consented. Thus, the only way
to avoid the unappealing conclusion that in “honest mistake” cases, there can be no
mens rea except from a kind, which is not really a mental state at all, the notion of
epistemic blameworthiness is indispensable. On this line of approach then, Joshua
Dressler’s account of the broad “culpability meaning” of the term “mens rea” is still
too narrow:

Broadly speaking, “mens rea” is defined as “a general immorality of motive,” “vicios will,” or an “evil-
meaning mind.” Although each of these phrases has a slightly different connotation, “mens rea” as used
here suggests a general notion of moral blameworthiness, i.e., that the defendant committed the actus reus
of an offence with a morally blameworthy state of mind. For current purposes, this may be termed the
“culpability” meaning of “mens rea.”51

However, Smith did not have an “evil-meaning mind” or even a “morally blameworthy
state of mind” at the time he raped Mrs. Morgan. What he had was a mistaken belief.
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However, to restate an earlier point, this does not mean that the source of Smith’s
blameworthiness for the rape cannot be tracked to this mistaken belief: Smith can be
held epistemically blameworthy for holding that belief, and for that reason he can
be held morally blameworthy for the harm he inflicted by the actions prompted by
his mistaken belief. In order then to capture the “very broad” sense of “mens rea”
as a state of mind that makes for the agent’s moral blameworthiness for an offensive
action, epistemically blameworthy beliefs must be allowed to count as a mens rea
insofar as they moved the offender to inflict the harm that it was his legal duty not
to inflict.

As I shall now proceed to argue, even jurisdictions upholding MPC’s definition
of negligence need the notion of epistemic blameworthiness in order to avoid total
arbitrariness in their invocation of “the reasonable person” when passing judgments
of criminal negligence. I have already once touched upon the problem of the cognitive
perspective of “the reasonable person”: Since in “honest mistake” cases the reasonable
person cannot have the same beliefs as the supposedly negligent agent had in the
relevant situation, which beliefs would the fictitious reasonable person in fact have in
this situation? I shall argue that the only non-arbitrary answer to this question seems
to be: The same beliefs as had the negligent agent, apart from her epistemically
blameworthy beliefs!

If, e.g. the rapist Smith is to be judged negligent in his actions, “the reasonable
man” could hardly be allowed to believe persistently throughout the non-consensual
intercourse that Mrs. Morgan consented and that he did not have a reason to doubt
that she consented, for in that case he would never have stopped, even for a moment,
to be convinced that Mrs. Morgan consented, and would have perceived no reason
for abandoning the intercourse. Supposedly even “the reasonable man” (if he has
a human psychology) does not typically do what he does not take himself to have
any reason to do.52 Now why should Smith’s actions be judged against a cognitive
background not presupposing his actual beliefs that Mrs. Morgan consented and that
he did not have a reason to doubt this? It does not seem right here to simply point to the
unreasonableness of those beliefs. Suppose for instance that Smith has an appropriate
excuse for holding such beliefs, e.g. he could simply be irredeemably cognitively
deficient53 (very dumb and unable to improve). Would it still be just to judge Smith
against a standard that presupposes cognitive powers he could not possibly have
had? Many jurisdictions in effect have answered “yes” to this question, holding only
physical cognitive impairments such as blindness relevant to the cognitive standards
against which a negligent defendant can be held.54

There is, however, something deeply disturbing about this answer. As pointed out
by LarryAlexander, this practice effectively amounts to holding cognitively deficient
persons strictly liable for the harm caused by their cognitive deficiency, which flies in
the face of the idea that the purpose of mens rea requirements for criminal liability is
exactly to alleviate the injustice of imposing strict liability for most types of offences.
In Alexander’s words, there is simply “no moral difference between punishing for
inadvertent negligence [e.g. harmful actions due to mistake of fact] and punishing on
the basis of strict liability.”55 Alexander makes his point using the infamous 1971 case
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State v. Williams.56 In this case a pair of poorly educated parents was convicted of the
statuary manslaughter of their baby son, who died of gangrene after his parents had
failed to bring him to a doctor. The evidence suggested that the parents had simply
been unable to appreciate the seriousness of the child’s condition, believing him to
suffer only from a benign “tooth ache” in no need of professional medical attention.
However, both the trial court and the appeal court found it proved that the parents
were guilty of statuary manslaughter due to their criminal negligence57 in failing to
bring the child under professional treatment. The appeal court judged that “a man of
reasonable prudence under the same or similar situations” would have taken the child
to a doctor.58

I agree to Alexander’s conclusion that in this sad case the defendants might as well
have been held strictly liable for the death of their son, since, plausibly, the epistemic
standards to which they were held were such as they could never have aspired to:
Even if their belief that the child did not need professional medical attention was
false and perhaps even highly unreasonable, it does not seem farfetched to assume
that they were appropriately excused for holding this belief given the kind of agents
they were, and thereby also excused for their unfortunate omissions, since, on the
basis of this belief, their actions were as conscientious as could be demanded. This
suggests that only if they were in fact blameworthy for holding the unfortunate belief
under the circumstances, could there be any justice in holding them to standards not
hypostatising this belief. If this had been acknowledged by the judges of the case,
perhaps they would not have added the misery of incarceration to the Williams’s grief
of losing their son.

Considering another famous “honest mistake” case might add further support to this
claim. In the 1875 case Gordon v. State59 a young man was charged with attempts
of under age voting at a general election. The young man was convicted, despite
evidence that at the time he deposited his ballot, he believed himself to be old enough
to vote. He based this belief entirely on the testimony of his mother and another
older relative. It seems plausible that if this defendant should be accused of acting
negligently on the definition provided by MPC, it would be highly unjust to judge
him against the standards of “a reasonable person” not holding the mistaken belief that
he was old enough to vote. A natural way of accounting for this intuition is to point to
the plausibility of the claim that the young man was not epistemically blameworthy
for holding the false belief that he was old enough to vote. After all, what better base
could he have had for this belief than the testimony of his mother!

In conclusion, it is strongly suggested by the above examples that the cognitive
perspective or “knowledge” of “the reasonable person” relevant to a judgment of
criminal liability based on MPC’s definition of negligence must take into account the
epistemic blameworthiness of the beliefs relevant to the offender’s harmful acts, if
blatant injustices are to be avoided.

An account of the notion of epistemic blameworthiness could therefore be of
immediate relevance to judges and juries in “honest mistake” cases like the ones
considered above, whether or not they accept MPC’s definition of negligence. The
topic of the present study should therefore also be of some interest to legislators and
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drafters of penal codes. However, I shall not here try to suggest how the notion of
epistemic blameworthiness may in fact be integrated into actual legislations or penal
codes. Legislation serves much wider purposes than probing the moral blamewor-
thiness of convicted agents. Arguably, the law must also be so formulated that it is
possible to prove the guilt of most guilty defendants in actual legal settings. If the law
is overloaded with complex requirements for criminal liability aiming to secure that
no blameless agent is ever convicted, we risk that too many criminals get acquitted
due to the overly heavy burden of proof imposed upon the prosecution. This risk
may perhaps sometimes be more important than the risk of occasionally convicting a
blameless defendant. However, weighing such concerns against each other in actual
situations touches upon pragmatic concerns, which I cannot hope to gauge accurately
in the present context.

The point stands, however, that the notion of epistemic blameworthiness provides
a promising guideline for mens rea judgments of criminal liability in “honest mis-
take” cases. This establishes yet another dimension of wider relevance for the results
presented in this work.

1.5. EPISTEMIC BLAMEWORTHINESS AND THE NOTION

OF EPISTEMIC JUSTIFICATION

In the preceding paragraphs we have investigated various ways, in which a proper
grasp of the notion of epistemic blameworthiness is immediately relevant to practical
concerns. However, the notion also has a narrowly meta-epistemological relevance,
insofar as several authors have simply equated a justified belief with a belief not epis-
temically blameworthy or insisted that at least a lack of epistemic blameworthiness
constitutes an important dimension of epistemic justification.

Arguably this deontological conception of epistemic justification has some
historical and intuitive prominence. William Alston has submitted that

In any event, the most natural understanding of ‘justified’ in application to belief is tied to the supposition
that terms in the “required”-“permitted” family are applicable to doxastic attitudes like believing …60

And in a similar vein:

Most epistemologists who have attempted to explicate justification have set out a concept of this sort [i.e.
a deontological concept]. It is natural to set out a deontological concept on the model of the justification of
behavior. Something I did was justified just in case it was not in violation of any relevant duties, obligations,
rules, or regulations, and hence not something for which I could rightfully be blamed.61

An example of a prominent recent epistemologist who have at least partially sub-
scribed to a deontological conception of epistemic justification is Alvin Goldman,
who coins his conception of so-called “weak epistemic justification” in perspicuously
deontic terms:

On one conception, a justified belief is (roughly) a well-formed belief, a belief formed (or sustained) by
proper suitable, or adequate methods, procedures, or processes. On another conception, a justified belief is
a faultless, blameless, or non-culpable belief … (…) … I… call the first conception the strong conception
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and the second the weak. Each of these seems to me a legitimate conception. Each captures some chunks
of intuition involving the term “justified” (in its epistemic application).62

For reasons that shall emerge fully in Chapter 5, I shall generally prefer to replace
the intricate notion of epistemic justification by several more specific dimensions of
epistemic desirability for belief. Still, a sufficient grasp of the notion of epistemic
blameworthiness remains of imminent relevance to the untiring meta-epistemological
debates over the proper understanding of the concept of epistemic justification.

1.6. ALTERNATIVE NOTIONS OF EPISTEMIC BLAMEWORTHINESS

The notion of epistemic blameworthiness, which I shall primarily be concerned with
here concerns an agent’s blameworthiness for her holding of a particular belief under
certain circumstances. However there are at least three other perfectly legitimate
senses in which an agent can be “epistemically blameworthy,” one of which shall
prove of some importance later. Thus, in order to avoid unnecessary confusion I shall
briefly present these notions.

First, an agent may imaginably be blameworthy for another agent’s holding of a
particular belief under certain circumstances. For example, in the Morgan case as
presented above Mr. Morgan intuitively bears some of the blame for his colleagues’
mistaken belief that Mrs. Morgan consented. After all he plotted to make the col-
leagues form this belief and was even successful in his malicious plan. This sense of
epistemic blameworthiness in which an agent can be blameworthy for other agents’
epistemically undesirable beliefs, shall not concern me much. I shall briefly touch
upon it in Section 10.6.

Another sense in which an agent can be “epistemically blameworthy” does not
directly touch upon the epistemic desirability of her beliefs at all, but concerns the
way in which she performs her cognitive role in her community. Here, arguably, an
agent may be blamed for failing to display a certain epistemic virtue in her conduct.
Consider, e.g. the sometimes epistemic virtue of partial [cognitive] autonomy, defined
by Frederick F. Schmitt as an agent’s partial reliance on her own observations.63

Schmitt observes that the virtuousness of an agent’s partial autonomy depends on the
cognitive role of that agent:

[W]hether partial autonomy is required depends (among other things) on whether the subject is an expert
on the topic of the given belief … (…) … I would propose that it comes to the claim that doctors need to
know more [about medicine than laypeople] if they are to be epistemically virtuous.64

It is soon brought out that in this passage the phrase “to know more” is not intended
to mean “having more true beliefs” or even “having more true beliefs with certain
epistemically desirable properties” (as, e.g. justification), but is rather intended to
mean “being more epistemically virtuous.” The specific “epistemic virtues” incum-
bent upon an agent assuming the cognitive role of a medical expert is brought out in
the following passage:

If an immunologist believes that thyroditis is typically caused by an autoimmune attack on thyroglobulin,
and she does so on the basis of testimony without much partial autonomy, she may well be justified but her
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belief is not virtuous. To be a doctor is to assume a complex role, if which medical expertise is a central
component. Being a medical doctor entails deep engagement in medical topics, and this generally requires
partial autonomy.65

In other words, if an agent is to assume the role of a medical expert, it is not enough
that she relies entirely on the testimony of other experts, even if her beliefs based
on this testimony are both true and “justified”: We further expect her to have inves-
tigated empirically into the matters on which she offers her expert opinion, i.e. we
roughly expect her to have personally conducted what qualifies as successful empiri-
cal research within her supposed field of expertise. If she has not done so, imaginably
she may be blameworthy for not having performed her cognitive role properly.

This sense of blameworthiness deserves the label “epistemic” due to the importance
that an agent’s lack of, e.g. partial autonomy may have for her contribution to the
service of her community’s epistemic goals. Schmitt submits:

Expert roles enhance the ability of the division of [cognitive] labour to serve epistemic goals by concentra-
tion the work of ascertaining the truth on a topic in the hands of a few, increasing the reliability of sources
and relieving laypersons of the deep burden of partial autonomy.66

Thus, an agent’s failure to be as partially autonomous as she should be, may dam-
age her community’s chances of getting to the truth about certain matters, which is
obviously undesirable from an epistemic perspective. However, an agent’s epistemic
blameworthiness in this sense is not essentially linked to the epistemic undesirability
of her particular beliefs in the sense of epistemic desirability, which I shall prefer here
(see Chapter 5). Schmitt, taking justification to be the chief epistemic desideratum
for beliefs, expresses a version of this point thus:

A doctor who gets his information from a renowned medical expert or from a medical encyclopedia is as
justified as I am [in believing this information].67

Thus, this possible sense of “epistemic blameworthiness” is not conceptually related
to the sense that I shall primarily discuss, and I shall not be further concerned with it.

It is important, however, to keep the last-mentioned notion of “epistemic blame-
worthiness” safely apart from a notion that bears crucially on the notion of epistemic
blameworthiness central to the present study: An agent’s blameworthiness for actions
or omissions as a result of which she later comes to hold epistemically undesir-
able beliefs. As I shall later argue (Chapter 12), such actions or omissions may be
held blameworthy, insofar as the agent stood under an intellectual obligation not to
perform them.

For an initial appreciation of this point, consider again the unhappy case
State v. Williams from Section 1.4, the case where, due to their ignorance of medical
matters, two parents held a mistaken belief about the severity of their son’s illness.
Now, in Larry Alexander’s words,

suppose that at some point before the baby became ill, the Williamses were invited to attend a free class
for parents on how to recognize medical emergencies of children. Suppose that the Williamses realized
that, given this class’s importance relative to alternative uses of their time, they should attend this class,
and that not to do so would be to take a substantial and unjustifiable risk of failing to perceive a medical
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emergency. Nonetheless, they do not attend the class, but watch television instead. And suppose that had
they attended the class, they would have learned about abscessed tooth, gangrene etc., and would likely
have recognized the need to seek prompt medical treatment for William [their baby son].68

Given these suppositions there certainly seems to be something to the claim that
the Williamses were epistemically blameworthy for their later mistaken belief about
the health condition of their son, based as it were on poor-quality evidence.69 How-
ever, if they were not blameworthy for staying home watching television instead of
attending the class (e.g. they could have been very ill that night or had to watch
over their sick son) the epistemic blameworthiness of their mistaken beliefs again
evaporates: Certainly they would then be excused for their belief’s epistemic unde-
sirability, insofar as they would then had had no past opportunities to improve
their cognitive dispositions with regard to children’s health matter that they should
have pursued.

The kind of appropriate excuses I suggested above strongly suggest that moral
values play into ascriptions of blameworthiness in the sense relevant here: moral
obligations to perform alternative actions such as taking care of a child or saving
other people from harm may alleviate an agent of blame for performing or omit-
ting certain belief-influencing actions. If this is correct, epistemic and moral deontic
evaluations stand in a two-tiered relation: an agent may be morally blameworthy for
certain actions or omissions in virtue of acting on epistemically blameworthy beliefs
(see Section 1.3) and those beliefs again may be epistemically blameworthy due to
certain previous actions or omissions, which are in themselves blameworthy due
to a lack of morally acceptable excuses. As shall later emerge, David Owens, in a
recent study of deontic epistemic normativity, has argued that the blameworthiness
of beliefs cannot hinge on the blameworthiness of actions.70 I shall hope to make
clear below that this view is mistaken and perhaps based on a failure to appreci-
ate the close connection between practical and epistemic values sketchily brought
out above.

1.7. THE STRUCTURE OF THIS STUDY

In an academic study it is often clarifying to offer a detailed presentation of the
main conclusions in the introduction. However, this is hardly the case here: As shall
emerge, almost all the notions I shall employ in my analysis of the notion of epistemic
blameworthiness are seriously prone to misinterpretation. Further, the detailed anal-
ysis, which I present in Section 14.1 is complex. Presenting it conscientiously at this
early stage would require me to pre-empt so many central matters that it would be
impossible to maintain anything remotely resembling a transparent argumentative
structure.

I shall thus proceed in a different manner, presenting in the course of my argument
three analyses of the notion of epistemic blameworthiness in order of increasing
accuracy and sophistication. This progression of analyses shall then act as the frame-
work within which I can discuss the import of the notions that prove central to the
present concerns.
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The argument will have the following over-riding structure:
In Chapters 2–6 I shall lay down the conceptual groundwork for dealing with the

bulk of the current literature on deontic epistemic normativity as well as for presenting
my positive contribution to the field. Even though these chapters contain much of
indispensable importance to the argument of the later chapters, less scrupulous readers
may want to skip them.

In Chapter 2 I shall discuss the notion of belief, which is of central relevance, since
it is an agent’s holding of a belief that is the object of the sort of deontic epistemic
evaluation I shall aim to understand more fully. I shall contrast the doxastic attitude
of belief with the related doxastic attitude of acceptance, and argue that beliefs are
indeed appropriate objects of deontic evaluations in the relevant sense.

In Chapter 3 I shall then pave the way for my first and basic analysis of the notion of
epistemic blameworthiness. I shall argue that the notion of epistemic blameworthiness
is indeed fit to act as a fundamental notion in the context of epistemic deontologism.
I shall then lay down a number of meta-level requirements that an adequate basic
analysis of this notion must satisfy.

In Chapter 4 I shall present a basic analysis satisfying these meta-level require-
ments. Roughly I shall argue that an epistemically blameworthy belief is a belief
which is undesirable from an epistemic perspective, and which the believer has no
appropriate excuse for holding nevertheless. I shall dismiss as unfounded the possible
objection that a belief might be epistemically blameworthy, even if it not epistemi-
cally undesirable in the relevant sense. In Chapter 5 I shall then present a substantial
analysis of the relevant notion of epistemic undesirability. This will allow me, in
Chapter 6, to offer good reasons for preferring my basic analysis of the notion of
epistemic blameworthiness to a rival basic analysis of the notion recently advanced
by Bruce Russell.

Chapter 7 is a vital chapter. Here I shall engage with the entangled topic of the
relation between ascriptions of epistemic blameworthiness and an agent’s power to
exercise various modes of control over her beliefs. I shall argue that an agent cannot
be epistemically blameworthy for holding some belief, unless she enjoys or enjoyed
some mode of control over it. I proceed to offer a basic taxonomy of modes of
doxastic control, and argue that this taxonomy covers the territory better than similar
taxonomies offered in the literature.

In Chapters 8–11 I shall deal with specific modes of doxastic control and their
relevance to ascriptions of epistemic blameworthiness. I shall reject in Chapter 8
the influential position commonly known as “doxastic voluntarism” holding, among
other things, that normal agents may form and suspend a belief as a matter of per-
forming an action. I shall argue that doxastic actions, if they are possible at all, are
simply too exotic to be of relevance to ascriptions of epistemic blameworthiness. In
Chapters 9–11 I shall then discuss how alternative modes of doxastic control may in
fact matter crucially to ascriptions of epistemic blameworthiness. Chapter 11 contains
most of my positive contribution to this discussion.

In Chapter 12 I proceed to discuss the notion of an intellectual obligation: I shall
argue that agents may in fact stand under obligations to exercise certain modes of
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doxastic control over their beliefs and that appeals to such obligations play a crucial
role in ascriptions of epistemic blameworthiness. However, it shall also be argued
that an agent is not epistemically blameworthy in virtue of violating the intellectual
obligations incumbent of her, unless further conditions are met.

One of these conditions, I shall argue, is that the agent must have violated her
intellectual obligations with a relevant kind of foresight or inadvertence to the risk
of coming to hold epistemically undesirable beliefs. In Chapter 13 I shall engage
with the difficult task of shedding at least a dim light on the notions of foresight and
inadvertence relevant here.

At last then, in Chapter 14 I shall present my most elaborate and conclusive analysis
of the notion of epistemic blameworthiness. I shall defend this analysis against some
general worries and attempt to highlight some of its interesting consequences. Not
least I shall here have the opportunity to discuss various important types of excuse
for epistemic blameworthiness.

Finally, in the appendix-like Chapter 15 I then argue that freedom from epistemic
blameworthiness of the type analysed here makes a good candidate for capturing at
least one viable sense of the notoriously elusive notion of epistemic autonomy.

Readers only interested in my positive contributions should focus primarily on
Chapter 7 and Chapters 11–14. If not interested in problems regarding foresight and
blameworthy inadvertence to risk, the slightly technical Chapter 13 may also be
dispensed with. However, I lay down a broad foundation for the study of deontic
epistemic normativity. This will require me to introduce quite a bit of novel terminol-
ogy and sometimes operate on a high level of abstraction. Each chapter will therefore
need to presuppose the mastery of concepts and analyses earlier introduced.
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BELIEF AND ACCEPTANCE

Abstract. In this chapter I take on the task of specifying suitable uses for the terms “belief ” and
“acceptance” in the present context. I argue that a belief is best construed a mental state of conviction
to a certain high degree. On the other hand acceptance is best construed as the mental action of “going
along with” a proposition in one’s reasoning. I bring out the wider importance of these conceptions to the
aims of this study. In Section 2.2 I take on the objection that really the deontic evaluation of acceptances is
the only type of evaluation important to socially significant concerns like the ones presented in Chapter 1.
I conclude that deontic evaluations of beliefs remain of central relevance to such concerns.

2.1. THE DOXASTIC ATTITUDES OF BELIEF AND ACCEPTANCE

It should be obvious that its stipulated objects of normative evaluation must crucially
inform any normative theory. For example a theory of the good-making features of
airplanes is unlikely to resemble a corresponding theory for French cooking. However
in epistemology many authors have been reluctant in scrutinizing the nature of basic
objects of epistemic evaluation such as beliefs. The attitude is even encountered that
no such analysis is strictly required, since the term “belief” has a “family of perfectly
legitimate meanings.”71

In the present context I cannot acquiesce in such laxity due to the imminent danger
of confusing the attitude of belief with its “grand cousin” acceptance. As shall emerge,
conflating these doxastic attitudes is fatal to a fruitful approach to the issue of doxastic
control, which is central to epistemic deontologism (see in particular Section 8.3.2.1).
I do not here deny that “belief” and “acceptance” are in fact highly ambiguous terms
with a rich family of meanings. Thus I shall not attempt to offer anything like an
account of the ultimate nature of either belief or acceptance. Rather I shall attempt to
fix uses for these terms that are at least suitable for the present purposes.

I shall consider only beliefs belonging to human individuals. This is not to deny that
non-human individuals (e.g. dogs) may hold beliefs or that a collective of individuals
may hold a belief not accountable for in terms of the mental properties of the individual
members of that collective.72 However, as shall emerge, if the notion of epistemic
blameworthiness should apply to such believers, I would have to argue that several
other notions apply to them as well. I would, e.g. have to argue that such believers
might act with foresight; that they can stand under obligations etc. This would be too
tedious, given the already complex nature of the present topic.

Further, I will make two basic assumptions. Firstly, I shall assume “the eminent
suitability of belief as a subject of responsibility and normative evaluation generally”
(to use James A. Montmarquet’s fortunate formulation).73 This is no uncontroversial
assumption, neither in a historical, nor in a recent perspective. Historically, the
concept of belief standardly invoked in recent epistemological literature is far from

23
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commonplace. On the modern conception, belief is an attitude common to the states
of unjustified and justified belief as well as to at least some instances of knowledge.
Arguably, e.g. Kant, for all his conceptual subtlety, lacked a corresponding notion.74

In recent time, the concept of belief as a fundamental concept in epistemology
has come under fire from two quarters. Firstly there has been a trend exemplified by
Williamson (2000) that denies the conceptual fundamentality of the concepts of belief
and justification and suggests taking the concept of knowledge as fundamental instead,
even to the extreme of declaring it an “unexplained explainer” for epistemology.75

I shall not evaluate the merits of this claim here. If Williamson’s approach to epistemic
normativity gains general favour, I can only hope that my points translate into the
new idiom without too much damage.

A different approach hostile to the fundamentality of the notion of belief has it
that this notion is better replaced with a notion of acceptance as “a proper subject of
normative epistemic scrutiny.”76 I will evaluate this claim below (Section 2.2) and
reject it, although the notion of acceptance remains highly important to my over-all
concerns.

My second basic assumption will be that any belief or acceptance is a proposi-
tional attitude in the sense that it is appropriately labelled by an English phrase of
the form “the belief that . . . ” or the “the acceptance that . . . ,” where the sub-phrases
“that . . . ” express propositions.77 This is an assumption standardly made in the recent
epistemological literature. It has however been subjected to severe criticism from
some quarters. For example Daniel Dennett has argued that an agent cannot appro-
priately be ascribed some propositional attitude, unless she fully understands some
linguistic expression of the relevant propositional content.78 This spells trouble for
my commonplace assumption, since in many cases an agent with an undeveloped
language cannot really be claimed to fully understand the sentences standardly taken
as linguistic expressions of the propositional contents of her doxastic states.

Dennett employs the example of a small boy who somehow takes his father to be a
doctor, but has only a very rudimentary understanding of what a doctor is. Does this
boy really believe or even accept that his father is a doctor? Insofar as he believes or
accepts something to be the case concerning his father, what does he believe or accept?
I agree that such questions raise legitimate concerns. However, exploring them would
arguably overload the discussion with too many intricacies. In the formulations I shall
provide throughout, it shall be assumed that we are talking of beliefs and acceptances
with full-blownpropositional contents. If such are in fact rarer thangenerally assumed,
the analyses I shall provide will be of a similar limited applicability. For ease of
expression I shall use throughout the strictly incorrect locutions “belief that p” and
“acceptance that p” to denote either a belief or an acceptance with the proposition
<p> as its content. I here sacrifice terminological correctness in order to achieve a
maximum of consistency with the literature I shall quote throughout.79

Belief as a propositional attitude must be held strictly apart from belief in someone
or something (e.g. God or the government), not least because belief in, in Wilfrid
Sellars’ words, often implies “some kind of involvement or commitment or hope,
faith, charity, expectation etc.”80 not involved in propositional belief. An obvious
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case is belief in God, in the familiar sense of trust in a divine providence, as contrasted
with, e.g. a belief that God exists, which may obviously be entertained in a much more
detached fashion than the former attitude (as is, e.g. typically the case with rationalist
deists). The difference between the two senses of belief is not, as one might perhaps
suspect, satisfactorily explained by simply noticing that propositional belief involves
a proposition. Arguably one could believe in the truth of a proposition (in the sense in
which one believes in God or in postmodernism). Whatever this means, however, it
expresses a commitment to the proposition different from that expressed by the belief
that locution. It is the latter commitment, which shall concern me here.

With the above in place, it is now time to get a clearer perspective on the doxastic
attitudes of belief and acceptance and their differences. This is immensely important
to the objects of this study: Not only will my final analysis of the notion of epistemic
blameworthiness (Section 14.1) employ both notions; I will also need to rely on an
fairly substantial understanding of the difference between beliefs and acceptances in
the run of my later argument against the claim that belief-formations may count as
actions (see in particular Section 8.3.2.1).

I shall adopt L. Jonathan Cohen’s understanding of the notion of acceptance:

But in my sense to accept that p is to have or adopt a policy of deeming, position or postulating that p –
that is of going along with that proposition (either for the long term or for immediate purposes only) as a
premise in some or all contexts for one’s own or other’ proofs, argumentations, inferences, deliberations,
etc. whether or not one assents and whether or not one feels it to be true that p.81

Accepting that p in this sense clearly does neither require one to believe that p, nor
to form the belief that p in the future.82 James A. Montmarquet has suggested that,
since an agent may accept a proposition for years and thus be in a “continuous state”
of acceptance, acceptance is best construed as a kind of disposition.83 This however
seems unconvincing: An agent may, e.g. swim for a considerable period of time and
thus be in a continuous state of swimming without swimming being anything like a
disposition; swimming is clearly a kind of action or pattern of action and the same
seems to go for acceptance. In Cohen’s words:

Acceptance is thus a mental act (as what was called “judgement” often used to be), or a pattern, system
or policy of mental action.84

It should be noted that acceptance in the present sense may well be truth-oriented,
as is most clearly the case when an act of acceptance is motivated by an agent’s
desire to accept true propositions.85 Some authors have even restricted the notion of
acceptance to truth-oriented acceptance. For example Mark Kaplan has submitted:

X accepts p is just shorthand for “X would defend P were her sole aim to defend the truth.”86

In the present context I see no need for this restriction, as acceptance remains a
distinctive attitude irrespective of its particular motivation. For example in a plau-
sible scenario, a medical doctor under primitive circumstances may need to quickly
administer some drug or other to a fatally wounded patient. Despite her lack of deci-
sive evidence, she may be strongly motivated to accept the proposition that a certain
drug be effective against the patient’s pains. This acceptance is perfectly consistent
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with a radical reluctance on the doctor’s part to defend the truth of that proposition
should that be her sole aim.

Let us turn now to the notion of belief. I shall conceive of a belief that p as a mental
state of conviction to a high degree that p. However, the English language may well
lack a single term for the relevant strength of conviction short of “belief” itself.
Nevertheless, Wilfrid Sellars has made a valiant attempt at such a characterization
when he states that, if an agent believes that a statement is true, “in a certain sense
the believer takes it for granted, regards it as already settled, as not a matter of debate
or of internal puzzlement that”87 this statement is true.

Some further considerations in the wake of Sellars’ above point will perhaps help
us improve our grip on the notion of belief. It should be noted that neither I, nor
seemingly Sellars, regard a conviction in the relevant sense as a feeling88 in any
straightforward sense. My primary reason for this stand is the following: Expressions
of belief simply seem markedly different from expressions of garden-variety feelings
that are propositional attitudes such as, e.g. gratitude. In a crucial sense, self-ascription
of belief is a matter of “extrospection” rather than introspection: In reporting my
beliefs I report how I take the world to be, rather than how I take my mental life to be.
In this sense, expressions of beliefs are not “auto-biographical statements” at all.89

The strength of conviction required for belief still deserves some investigation.
Most importantly, it would seem that the minimal degree of conviction required for
belief must be set rather high. Nevertheless, e.g. L. Jonathan Cohen seems committed
to the thesis that even “weak” degrees of conviction that p, such as hunches, qualify
as beliefs, insofar as he states that “a person who accepts everything that he believes is
dangerously credulous.”90 This only seems to be the case if the degree of conviction
required for belief is set at a very low level: Surely a person that accepts every whim-
sical hunch that pops into her mind is seriously at fault and perhaps even dangerous
under certain circumstances. On the other hand, a person that, ceteris paribus, accepts
only propositions of which she is strongly convinced, seems overly meticulous rather
than credulous.

A mere hunch that p does not constitute anything like a belief that p in the relevant
sense. This contention seems consonant with the way we ordinarily employ the notion
of belief: Surely it is psychologically implausible that a detective should believe the
chamber maid to be the professor’s murderer, while at the same time having a hunch
that the butler did him in. It would seem that his hunch precludes him from believing
in the butler’s innocence, and would perhaps even typically induce him to believe that
the butler is guilty. However, there is no reason why it should not be possible that the
detective be without any belief as to who murdered the professor, while retaining his
hunch and perhaps even accepting for purposes of investigation that the butler was
at foul. In normal parlance, it seems that the detective could sincerely state: “I have
a hunch that the butler did him in, but honestly I do not really believe it.”

Belief requires a degree of conviction considerably stronger than a mere hunch.
However, one may easily overdo in the other extreme Sellars’ point that belief
involves some kind of being “settled.” For example David Owens, in his search
for an “epistemic notion of belief ” (the one that supposedly “dominates the literature
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on the analysis of knowledge”91), has explicitly required belief to imply a knowledge
claim:

Nothing less than thinking that you know could be the psychological state which together with justification
and truth (and perhaps something else), ensures that you do know. And so the beliefs that interest me imply
claims to knowledge.92

Owens introduces this analysis to distinguish the notion of belief relevant to episte-
mological concerns from a notion often employed in ordinary parlance, where a
person may utter “I believe it will rain tomorrow,” meaning really something like “If
I have to make a guess, my best guess is that it will rain tomorrow.”93 This notion
of belief clearly does not require conviction in the truth of the weather forecast, and
hence is crucially different from the notion invoked in the present context.

It is far beyond the scope of the current study to seriously evaluate the merits
of the renowned analysis of knowledge as justified-true-belief advocated by Owens
and others. If, however, as Owens suggests, this analysis requires beliefs to involve
convictions as strong and transparent as to issue in overt knowledge claims, its domain
of application seems seriously constrained compared to that probably imagined by
most of its adherents. Firstly, this model would seem to rule out all instances of
opaque or subconscious belief: If I am not aware that I believe p, I cannot very well
claim to know it. The thesis that beliefs are always transparent to the believer, is
implausible to say the least: I may well come to realize that I have for many years
(mistakenly) believed Donald Duck to wear shoes, even though I have for long not
given any conscious thought to the issue. Owens might here attempt to weaken his
analysis and argue, in my opinion somewhat unnaturally, that an agent may still
“claim” to know a proposition, even if this “claim” is subconscious or only implicit
in her overt behaviour. However, an appeal to subconscious claims seems to do little
explanatory work.

Further, very often we do not even implicitly claim to know what we believe. In
an extreme case I may even be aware that all available evidence counts against the
truth of p, and so recognize that I cannot know that p, while still sticking to my belief
that p due to some strange cause or other. Such cases of akratic belief (or akratically
held beliefs) are well described in the literature.94 The following case introduced
by James A. Montmarquet may count as a standard example95 : Bubba is a rather
dim-witted, though not mentally retarded, citizen of the American state of Tennessee.
Bubba’s son, Billy Bob, stands accused of murder and the prosecution has presented
considerable evidence indicating his guilt. Despite admitting the obvious strength
of the case against Billy Bob, Bubba sticks to his belief that Billy Bob is innocent,
although faced with the massive evidence he would not claim to know this.

Now, on Owens’conception of belief, akratic belief is simply impossible. Doxastic
akrasia becomes a contradiction in terms. Consequently, in the above case, Owens
is forced to conclude that Bubba does not believe that Billy Bob is innocent (in the
sense relevant to epistemological concerns).

This conclusion is highly implausible: It is far from clear that Bubba would be one
inch more convinced of Billy Bob’s innocence, if the legal evidence supported this
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conviction: In this case, one could well imagine the blockheaded Bubba’s degree of
conviction to be exactly the same as in the former scenario. However, in the latter
case Bubba’s belief that Billy Bob is innocent would appear to be in some sense
justified, insofar as his belief satisfies the epistemic desideratum of standing in no
conflict with the available evidence. Hence in this case, Owens could hardly deny that
Bubba’s belief is of the kind relevant to epistemological concerns. But, as Owens has
expressly specified belief to be a psychological state, and Bubba’s state of conviction
is unaltered, it follows that Bubba’s akratic belief from the former case is also of the
right kind for epistemology. Consequently it would seem that Owens’ requirement
that belief involves a degree of conviction as firm as to issue in knowledge claims is
simply too strong.

The best we can say about belief in the present context then seems to be the
following: A subject holds a belief that p if, and only if, she is convinced to a high
degree that p. Conviction here is best characterized as a type of mental state, without
however being a type of feeling in any straightforward sense. The degree of conviction
that p required for a belief that p must be significantly stronger than a mere hunch
that p but need not be as strong as to issue in a claim to know that p. Within these
constraints I will have to assume the notion of belief sufficiently well understood by
my reader.

2.2. THE DEONTIC EVALUATION OF BELIEFS AND ACCEPTANCES

There are at least two important reasons why acceptance might be taken as a type of
doxastic attitude more immediately relevant than belief to issues of epistemic blame-
worthiness: Firstly, since acceptance is construed as a mental action, it is on a par with
other kinds of action in terms of deontic evaluation. Thus, agents may be presumed
blameworthy for their acceptances in the same sense that they are blameworthy for
other kinds of action, and epistemic blameworthiness may be treated as a special type
of blameworthiness for actions. The problems springing from the realization of our
failure to directly control the content of our beliefs (see Chapter 8) are thus avoided:
According to a common conception, which I shall not challenge here, agents are typ-
ically in a position to directly control their actions. If a shift to acceptances as sole
objects of epistemic blame is warranted, our inability to directly control the content
of our beliefs loses any direct relevance to the issue of deontic epistemic normativity.

The second principled reason for “shifting” to acceptances is perhaps more fun-
damental: It would seem that it is our acceptances, rather than our beliefs, which
make a difference to the way we interact socially. At a first blush then, it would seem
incredible that beliefs and their evaluation should ever be of wider relevance to moral
and legal concerns like those presented in Section 1.3 and Section 1.4 above.

I do not take such arguments to diminish the importance of the deontic epistemic
evaluation of beliefs. The first line of reasoning is undoubtedly well guided insofar
as deontic evaluations of acceptances avoid at least some of the controversies sur-
rounding the deontic evaluation of beliefs. Inconvenience alone, however, is hardly
enough to exclude the feasibility of the more problematic type of evaluation.
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The second argument is more substantial. If, namely, belief is mistakenly held to be
a kind of feeling on a par with, e.g. gratitude, the argument seems quite strong. Many
social obligations are obligations to express certain feelings rather than to actually
feel in certain ways: I am obliged to show gratitude towards my aunt for the dreadful
pull-over she gave me for my birthday and may do this by writing her a thankful
letter etc., but I am hardly obliged to actually be grateful for that distasteful piece of
clothing. This is why the Christian command to sincerely “love thy neighbour” is so
radical: Perhaps I may (sometimes) be obliged to treat my neighbour as if I loved
him, but to actually always love him is quite another matter.

Equivocating belief with a feeling thus easily leads to the idea that expressions of
belief, e.g. acceptances, rather than states of belief, are the real objects of deontic
interest. This idea gets further support from considering some examples of supposed
epistemic obligations from the literature:

Lorraine Code, e.g., considers as a prime example of an epistemic obligation
the obligation to know in which side of the road to drive when visiting a foreign
country.96 Exactly what knowing such a rule amounts to is a controversial issue.
However, I find it far from obvious that an obligation of the above-mentioned sort
applies to propositional knowledge or even beliefs in the first place: As long as the
driver consistently accepts the proposition that, e.g. one must drive on the right side
of the road in Denmark, it would seen that her inability to believe this proposition is
inessential, at least insofar as the traffic authorities are concerned.

Another of Code’s examples concerns the notorious “Flat Earth Society”, an asso-
ciation of people believing the venerable proposition that the Earth, contrary to
widespread recent opinion, is in fact flat as a pancake. Now, Code submits, having a
“flat earther” in the position to withhold grants for space research would pose moral –
as well as epistemic problems.97 According to Code then, a person in such a position
would be obliged to believe that the Earth is not flat, or at least obliged not to believe
that it is flat. However, again it is far from clear that any problems of either a moral
or an epistemic nature arise, as long as the grant distributor consistently succeeds in
accepting current mainstream cosmology when considering applications for funding,
even if, at the bottom of her heart, she believes that “travelling around the globe” is
just plain nonsense.

Considerations as the above make a serious case for the claim that it is mostly in
order to exhibit desirable patterns of acceptance that obligations applying to doxastic
attitudes are imposed on us in the first place. However, this is far from making beliefs
irrelevant as objects of epistemic deontic evaluation, as a careful examination of
Code’s examples should bring to light.

Assume that the driver from Code’s first example is indeed obliged to accept the
proposition that one should drive at the right side of the road in Denmark. Now,
consider what it would take for the driver to fulfil this obligation without believing
the afore-mentioned proposition. Certainly it is highly implausible that the driver
should have no belief concerning which side of the road to drive in, so in order
for belief and acceptance to come apart in this case we would have to imagine her
(falsely) believing that one should drive in the left side of Danish roads. Given
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the obvious great danger ensuing from being mistaken on this issue, it seems clear
that nothing short of threats to her life, or perhaps a strong suicidal desire, could
motivate the driver to separate her acceptances from her beliefs concerning such
matters.

In the “Flat Earth” example it is more plausible that the grant distributor could
“overrule” her belief that the Earth is flat in order satisfactorily to consider applications
for space research. Career ambitions and fears of social stigmatisation would probably
suffice. Still I suspect the unease we would feel in having a “flat Earther” employed at
the Space Commission, does not directly spring from general distrust in her epistemic
“character” or from a consideration of her “epistemic irresponsibility” in holding the
flat Earth belief, as Code would have it.98 Certainly the flat Earther’s professional
track record could be excellent and her professional conduct as “upright” as reasonably
demandable.

Rather, I will submit, our unease plausibly springs from a consideration of the frailty
of her separation of her flat-Earth beliefs from her spherical-Earth acceptances. As
soon as her specific motivations to separate her acceptances from her beliefs vanish,
we would expect her appropriate conduct to follow down the drain. I suspect such
considerations vindicate, e.g. John Hardwig’s suggestion that “trust in the testimony
of others . . . involves trust in the character of the testifiers,”99 only that being of
the right character does not immediately imply sincerity in the expression of one’s
beliefs, as one should perhaps expect; rather it implies an appropriate pattern of (truth-
oriented) acceptance: A “flat Earther” at the Space Commission board should pose
no problem as long as we could be assured that she would never give in to her erratic
beliefs when fulfilling her professional duties. However, given the specific nature of
her beliefs we would probably not be willing to grant her that kind of trust: Nobody
can be expected to be that “upright.”

As I hope to have sufficiently indicated by now, an agent’s acceptances very often
depend upon her beliefs. It is simply not the case as stipulated above that our beliefs
do not matter to our social conduct: In order to perform the mental act of accepting
a proposition, under many circumstances we simply need to believe it. Further, as
indicated by the “flat Earther” example, very often an agent cannot be trusted to
satisfactorily maintain an important position in our community while sticking to
certain beliefs.

At this point the danger of equivocating belief with our garden-variety feelings
can be more accurately gauged100: For most of our feelings, it is simply not the case
that they matter directly to the fulfilling of our social obligations, even if harbouring
certain feelings often makes fulfilling these obligations much easier. Perhaps only
intense love and hate impose the immediate force on our actions exerted by even very
benign beliefs. This consideration, if anything, points to the massive importance of the
attitude of belief in our cognitive economy. The cases of “honest mistakes” considered
in Section 1.3 and Section 1.4 were all cases of action or omission prompted by the
relevant agents’ false beliefs. To submit in such cases that the agents’ acceptances are
what really matters, does not convincingly locate the source of moral blameworthiness
or criminal guilt: It only interposes yet another “honest mistake”: The acceptance
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prompted by the relevant false belief. The deontic evaluation of this belief remains
the central issue.

This does not mean that a one-to-one relationship obtains between obligations to
believe and obligations to accept. For example it is highly likely that an agent could be
blameworthy for failing to accept a proposition, even if she fails to be able to believe
it. As, e.g. submitted by L. Jonathan Cohen: “Ideally . . . a scientist would dispense
altogether with belief in the truth of his favoured hypotheses and rest content with
accepting them.”101

Altogether the relation between obligations to believe and obligations to accept
appears to be immensely complex. This, however, does not relegate obligations to
believe to strange second-rank obligations as the above considerations have made
clear: An agent’s beliefs typically determine her actions in a very strong sense. Thus,
an agent’s management of her beliefs is inherently significant from a social perspec-
tive. In the light of this observation, it should no longer be a source of puzzlement how
the notion of epistemically blameworthy belief could have the practical significance
stipulated in the introduction to the present study. Neither should we be too surprised
if the standards for appropriate deontic evaluations of beliefs turn out to be socially
informed to a wide degree.
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CHAPTER 3

APPROACHING A CONCEPTION OF EPISTEMIC

BLAMEWORTHINESS

Abstract. In this chapter I set out to defend my choice of the notion of epistemic blameworthiness as
fundamental. In Section 3.1 I defend my choice of the basic term “blameworthiness” over such terms
as “blame,” “permission,” “prohibition” and “deontic justification.” In Section 3.2 I proceed to account
for my use of the notoriously ambiguous, but highly popular term “responsibility.” I thereafter set out
to discuss some general constraints that may apply to an adequate analysis of the notion of epistemic
blameworthiness. In Section 3.3 I discuss a set of distinctions applying to types of analyses (theories)
of the notion. I argue first that an adequate analysis of the notion must be historical or retrospectivist
in the sense that the legitimacy of an ascription of epistemic blameworthiness must depend entirely on
matters previous in time to that ascription (Section 3.3.1). I then argue (Section 3.3.2) that an adequate
analysis must be substantialist in the sense that it must maintain that an agent’s epistemic blameworthiness
depends on her history, rather than, e.g. solely on features of the community imposing that ascription.
Finally I argue (Section 3.3.3) that an adequate analysis must be non-sentimentalist in the sense that it does
not entail that an epistemically blameworthy agent is the object of some reactive attitude such as resentment
or indignation. This paves the way for working out a satisfactory analysis in the ensuing chapters.

3.1. EPISTEMIC BLAMEWORTHINESS AS A FUNDAMENTAL

NOTION FOR EPISTEMIC DEONTOLOGISM. SOME

TERMINOLOGICAL POINTS

Some authors102 have claimed that deontic notions such as blameworthiness, praise-
worthiness, obligation, permission, etc. have no place in epistemology, and that all
legitimate normative epistemic concepts are for that reason “purely” evaluative. It is
part and parcel of the present study to work out how agents may in fact be blameworthy
for their beliefs under many circumstances. In doing so it is vital to get painstakingly
straight on the basic terminology, as some popular terms within the territory are
fraught with dangerous ambiguities.

I shall term “a deontic epistemic evaluation” any evaluation that entails an
assessment of an agent’s blameworthiness or praiseworthiness for her holding of a
particular belief. I shall label “deontic” all normative terms (predicates, notions, etc.)
that convey an assessment of the above type. Matters of praiseworthiness, however,
shall not concern me much. Rather, I shall take blameworthiness as the fundamental
notion for the brand of epistemic deontologism advocated here. I generally prefer the
term “blameworthiness” over the more versatile term “blame,” as the latter term is
often used to single out an agent as the cause of some event or occurrence, without
thereby involving a deontic evaluation of that agent: I may, e.g. correctly “blame”
my clever opponent for my bad fortune at the poker table, without holding her in
the least blameworthy for my losses.103 Unless explicitly pointed out, I shall use the
term “blame” in a deontic sense on the instances where, for ease of expression, I shall
employ it.

33
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I shall use the terms “blameworthy belief” and “blameless belief” (i.e. non-
blameworthy belief) as short-hand for a belief that the relevant agent is, respectively,
blameworthy or blameless in holding. The same goes for all other evaluative terms
applying to beliefs. For example I shall take an “epistemically desirable” belief to
be a belief that it is desirable from an epistemic perspective that the relevant agent
holds. I shall discard as useless in the present context any distinction between, e.g.
a belief that an agent is justified in holding and a justified belief “proper.”104 In a
strong sense, I submit, the branch of epistemology that I here engage in evaluates
believers, not beliefs in themselves.105

Having established “blameworthy” as my basic deontic predicate I shall now
consider some other popular deontic terms. Some, as will emerge, are more useful
than others. First of all, I shall abstain from using the popular terms “epistemically
virtuous” and “epistemic virtue.” Virtue seems to suggest praiseworthiness, and issues
of praiseworthiness, as already indicated above, shall not concern me here. Moreover
issues of praiseworthiness are not immediately connected to issues of blameworthi-
ness. For example: I may fail to be blameworthy for stealing your car, since I did
not steal it, but I am hardly praiseworthy for failing to steal your car for that reason;
perhaps the only reason why I did not steal your car was that I just did not have the
right opportunity to steal it.

An alternative term for “blamelessness from an epistemic perspective” that
has enjoyed some popularity in the literature is “deontological justification” (see
Section 1.5). I shall avoid employing this notion when possible due to the immense
controversies concerning the nature of epistemic justification. However, the following
statement due to Matthias Steup might still be useful:

The idea underlying the deontic conception of epistemic justification is that, whenever a belief is
deontologically justified, no epistemic obligations have been violated.106

I find it safe to presume, as does probably Steup,107 that obligations can be understood
as norms, which an agent, insofar as she lacks an appropriate excuse, is blameworthy
for not adhering to. “Obligation” I shall thus take to be a safe term in the present
context.

However, e.g. the term “ought,” though included in Steup’s list of deontic terms,108

is strongly ambiguous between a deontic and a merely evaluative sense. Thus it
is more dangerous here, where much depends on keeping deontic and non-deontic
evaluative predicates cleanly apart. As noted by Wilfrid Sellars, the ambiguity of the
term “ought” is particularly dangerous, when evaluating agents109: It is easy for any
statement concerning how an agent ought to be, to presume that it is in fact deontic,
and hence illegitimate, should the agent not be responsible for her failure to adhere to
the norm. Such confusions are highly prone to arise within epistemological contexts,
when discussing which methods an agent ought to employ in her inquiries concerning
some subject matter. Here it might easily be thought a valid objection to a proposed
non-deontic norm that agents cannot possibly be responsible for adhering to it. The
dangers relating to the term “ought” also surround any use of the term “should.” For
that reason the terms “ought” and “should” are best avoided as basic terms within the
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present context. It almost goes without mention that the famous and much-discussed
slogan of “ought implies can” exemplifies these dangers: Clearly some “oughts,”
namely the non-deontic “oughts,” do not imply a “can” in any sense. When the terms
“ought” and “should” are occasionally employed below, I shall always use these terms
in a deontic sense.

WilliamAlston and Matthias Steup have united in preferring “permission” and “pro-
hibition” as primitive notions for epistemic deontologism110 (Plausibly, “permission”
here must be taken in the sense that something is permitted, if it is not prohibited).
In Steup’s case his terminological hierarchy does not seem significantly to influence
his writing, insofar as conceptions of deontic justification in terms of obligations,
blame and permissibility interchange freely in his writing. In Alston’s case, however,
his terminological preferences seriously inform his position: He expressly states his
basic analysis of the notion of deontological justification in terms of prohibition and
permission respectively:

To say that S is justified in believing that p at time t is to say that the relevant rules or principles do not
forbid S’s believing that p at t.111 (my italics)

And further:

The justification of anything, H, consists in H’s being permitted by the relevant principles: epistemic,
moral or whatever.112 (my italics)

Responsibility and blameworthiness, on the other hand, Alston takes to be “normative
consequences of an agent’s situation with respect to what is required, prohibited or
permitted.”113

Alston’s terminological hierarchy is somewhat unfortunate in the present context:
Prohibitions and permissions are terms that naturally apply to actions rather than
to occurrences in general. For example even it is forbidden or permitted by the
relevant authorities that I smoke in my office, the occurrence that my cigarette is
lit is not forbidden or permitted in anything but a strained sense. On the other hand it
makes perfect sense to say that I am blameworthy for that occurrence under suitable
circumstances.

Given such natural constraints on the normative force of prohibitions, it is hardly
surprising that Alston quickly jumps to the conclusion that deontic epistemic justi-
fication must require some sort of direct control over beliefs, a control “naturally”
modelled on “the maximally direct control we have over the motions of our limbs
and other parts of our body, the voluntary movements of which constitute ‘basic
actions,’ actions we perform ‘at will,’ just by an intention, volition, choice or decision
to do so.”114

Thus, for Alston the issue of deontic epistemic normativity is quickly reduced to
more or less the following two questions: (1) Do holdings of belief resemble “basic
actions” in terms of voluntary control? (2) If beliefs are not subject to voluntary
control in the sense that “basic actions” are, can any sense be given to the notion of
a “permissible belief”?

Alston resoundingly answers question (1) in the negative, and his answer to question
(2) follows suit.115 Now, as he takes an analysis of deontological justification in terms
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of epistemic obligations to be subordinate to an analysis in terms of permissibility,
he rejects the viability of the former notion as well:

It is held that one is justified in believing that p only if one fails to violate any intellectual obligations in
believing that p, i.e., only if correct intellectual standards permit one to believe that p under the conditions
that do obtain. I reject this as a viable suggestion for a condition of justification, since it presupposes that
belief is under effective voluntary control . . . and it seems clear to me that it is not.116

I believe that Alston errs here in tying the notion of an epistemic obligation closely
to the notion of permissibility (from an epistemic perspective). As Alston has amply
demonstrated, it makes dubitable sense to talk of beliefs being permitted or prohib-
ited. Nevertheless, I shall argue, a working notion of epistemic blameworthiness
is indeed feasible. Consequently the terms “permission,” “prohibition” and their
correlates are best avoided in the present context.

3.2. THE NOTION OF RESPONSIBILITY

Some special attention must now be given to the term “responsibility” and its corre-
lates. I shall only employ this term to denote the kind of authorship of some occurrence
necessary, but not sufficient, to merit legitimate ascriptions of blameworthiness to
the authoring agent for that occurrence: More precisely, I shall say that an agent is
responsible for some occurrence if, and only if, she enjoys or enjoyed some mode of
control over it (whether she has in fact exercised that control or not). In Chapter 7
below I will provide an argument to the conclusion that responsibility in the present
sense is indeed required for epistemic blameworthiness as well as a full-blooded
account of the ways in which an agent can control her beliefs in the relevant sense.
I am convinced that the proposed sense of the term “responsibility” captures at least
one of its ordinary usages, though I shall not argue the point at length here.

The conception of responsibility invoked here is normatively neutral in the fol-
lowing sense: From an agent’s being responsible for an attitude, nothing follows
concerning the deontic status of that attitude: The agent may be blameworthy, blame-
less, praiseworthy, etc. depending on the relevant circumstances. However, in the
literature, the terms “responsible” and “responsibility” have been used in a number
of senses, several of which are not normatively neutral in this manner. To clear away
obvious possibilities of misunderstanding I will briefly consider the most frequently
occurring alternative senses.

First, “responsible” has been used by a number of authors to mean, what is here
meant by “epistemically blameless.”117 Second, to some a “responsibility” can be
what in the present study is referred to as an obligation,118 and “responsible” in this
vein may mean “obliged.”119 Running these alternative senses of “responsibility”
together with the one preferred here may result in near-total terminological opacity.
For example the sentence “An agent is blameless for holding a belief which she has
authored, if she has not thereby violated her epistemic obligations” may come to read:
“An agent is responsible in holding a belief for which she is responsible, if she has
not violated her epistemic responsibilities.” In the light of such obscurity in a context
surely not in need of further complications, I will stick to the sense of “responsible”
fixed above.



NOTTLEMANN: “NOTTELMAN_CH03” — 2007/5/30 — 14:52 — PAGE 37 — #5

CONCEPTION OF EPISTEMIC BLAMEWORTHINESS 37

A further possibility of confusion arises from the distinction enforced by
T.M. Scanlon between responsibility as attributibility (roughly the sense preferred
here) and so-called “substantive responsibility.”120 The latter notion is somewhat
problematic to capture accurately. Scanlon offers the following example: Suppose
that a father has no duty to set up his estate, such that his son and heir cannot spend
his money unwisely, as in fact the son does. Now, Scanlon contends, the results of
the son’s unwise spending is his own substantive responsibility, insofar as the son has
no one but himself to blame for that outcome.121 Scanlon hesitates to offer anything
like an “iffy” analysis of the notion of substantive responsibility, which is perhaps
best captured by the following analysis: An agent is substantially responsible (in
Scanlon’s sense) for a consequence of an action if, and only if, whatever blame or
praise is appropriately attributable to any agent for that consequence uniquely befalls
that agent.

Arguably, in the suggested interpretation Scanlon’s notion of substantial responsi-
bility captures the sense of responsibility sometimes invoked in ordinary parlance by
phrases like “it was her responsibility” etc. Yet, whether or not this interpretation is
true to Scanlon’s intentions, it is important to notice that substantive responsibility is
something very different from mere responsibility in the sense invoked throughout
this work. As I shall argue that responsibility for holdings of beliefs is in fact a species
of responsibility for consequences of belief-influencing actions or omissions rather
than a species of responsibility for actions proper, Scanlonian substantive responsi-
bility must be kept safely out of the picture not to disturb intuitions already set to
labour hard enough.

Finally it should be noted, that the term “responsibility” may in some contexts often
be used in a way closely associated with the one preferred here: It might be held that an
agent is responsible for an action or a state of affairs if, and only if, she is accountable
or answerable for the action, in the sense that it is appropriate that she gives an account
of (explains) her intentions in bringing about that action or that state of affairs, and if
failing to do so may face legitimate corrective measures.122 Although responsibility as
authorship and responsibility as accountability may often overlap in the consideration
of responsibility for actions, they are significantly different notions. For example in a
context of mandatory education, a neophyte to spelling may well be held accountable
for her failure to spell correctly, even though her mistakes was not something she
could have controlled in any sense. Just as in the case of Scanlonian substantial
responsibility, responsibility as accountability must therefore be kept safely apart
from responsibility in my preferred sense.

3.3. SOME OVERRIDING DISTINCTIONS

3.3.1. Prospectivism Versus Retrospectivism

The bulk of the present study shall be occupied with stating and explicating an analysis
of the notion of epistemic blameworthiness, i.e. we shall mostly operate on a meta-
normative level. Ensuingly I shall also aim to demonstrate that the meta-normative
claims defended shed new and important light on first-order problems concerning the
epistemic blameworthiness of particular agents in particular scenarios.
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However, in order to engage fruitfully with the meta-normative issue, I must begin
at an even higher level of abstraction: It seems possible to impose several, as it were,
meta-meta-normative demands that an adequate analysis of epistemic blameworthi-
ness should satisfy and as shall emerge, one’s stand on the appropriateness of these
demands matters vitally to the kind of analysis one can give and the way one must
interpret its components.

In their introduction to the meta-normative debate over the nature of moral respon-
sibility John Martin Fischer and Mark Ravizza123 explicitly introduce and implicitly
suggest a number of distinctions between types of analyses of the notion of moral
blameworthiness. Most of these distinctions can be made immediately relevant to the
present epistemological context and I cannot in the present context avoid taking a
stand on them. However, one distinction I shall take the license to ignore.

The ignored distinction divides “optimistic” and “pessimistic” theories of moral
blameworthiness: Here “optimist” theories are compatibilist in nature, insofar as
they hold that agents may be blameworthy for their actions (and the consequences
thereof) even if “the thesis of determinism” is true, whereas “pessimist” theories deny
this. Discussing the merits of the thesis of determinism and its possible relation to
issues of epistemic blameworthiness would simply take me too far in the present
context. Even with this issue left beside the discussion is complex enough, and I shall
therefore simply assume that human agents are responsible for their actions under
normal circumstances. This means that I shall simply ignore the possible relevance
of the claim that our beliefs or belief-influencing actions are determined, whatever
that exactly means.124 Still, later (Section 8.3.2.2) I shall aim to debunk a particular
attempt due to Matthias Steup to make “optimism” in the above sense directly relevant
to the issue of epistemic deontologism.

A number of distinctions explicitly enforced by Fischer & Ravizza, however, I
shall consider, e.g. their distinction between “historical” and “non-historical” theo-
ries of blameworthiness. Here non-historical theories hold that the blameworthiness
of an action supervenes on the properties of “the current time-slice” whereas histor-
ical theories hold the past (but not the action’s future) to be relevant also.125 This
dichotomy may naturally be supplemented with an obvious third option considered
by the authors in a different context: Certain “social-regulation” theories126 hold the
future to be the only relevant time-interval to issues of blameworthiness.

Formulated in a perhaps more suggestive terminology we are here presented with
the choice between a-temporal, retrospective and prospective types of theories. Of
course these options do not exhaust the logical possibilities. The option remains that
the future and the past may both essentially matter to the blameworthiness of an agent.
However, as shall emerge from the below discussion, this possibility need hardly be
taken seriously.

A lot is clearly at stake here for my analysis of epistemic blameworthiness. As
shall later be clear (Section 4.1), this analysis hinges crucially on the dual normative
notions of epistemic undesirability (for beliefs) and inexcusability, none of which
is easily given a prospective reading. In particular, I shall ultimately take inexcus-
ability to hinge crucially on matters of doxastic control, which of course must be
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exercised prior to the point of time when a belief is submitted to deontic epistemic
evaluation.127 Further, as shall emerge, the notion of epistemic undesirability can
hardly be given a prospective reading either: It is fairly obvious that some epistemic
desiderata are in fact retrospective relative to the belief under evaluation, most con-
spicuously the desideratum of formation by a reliable mechanism. Since my analysis
of epistemic blameworthiness is thus constructed from retrospective components,
my theory belongs squarely in the historical or retrospective camp. If compelling
reasons for preferring an a-temporal or prospective theory can be given, I am in dire
straits indeed.

Luckily the case against prospective theories of epistemic blameworthiness is
strong, which can be seen from an analogy with the corresponding moral case. His-
torically prospective theories of moral blameworthiness have been offered as a way
of optimistically meeting the determinist challenge. Bluntly put, prospectivists of
the “social-regulation” type have argued that only the future benefits from imposing
blame on an agent matter to the appropriateness of such deontic attitudes as resentment
or indignation. In their eyes, the appropriateness of such attitudes at most contingently
depends on the actual history leading to the event or occurrence blamed. A relaxed
stance towards determinism may thus be adopted. Determinism may even be claimed
to assure the effectiveness of the measures taken against condemned agents.128

Perhaps the most coherent version of the above “social-regulation” strategy would
be one that replaces blameworthiness with something like social salience as the
prime justifier for our reactive attitudes. Such a strategy would abandon the notion
of blameworthiness altogether (perhaps due to a pessimist stance on compatibilism)
or take a cynical line, considering issues of blameworthiness and justice entirely – or
almost entirely irrelevant to the normative status of attitudes such as indignation or
resentment. In other words, this strategy would either reject the viability of any “iffy”
analysis of blameworthiness or simply leave it to the armchair division. I believe a
case can be made that this is the strategy actually followed by most actual theorists in
this domain, although I cannot defend this claim here. We should only notice that the
above versions of the “social-regulation” strategy do not pose any substantial threat
to the present endeavour, since they leave the notion of blameworthiness untouched.

For the present purposes, however, it is important to rule out prospectivism con-
cerning blameworthiness, even if this requires setting up a straw man.129 We may here
take prospectivism concerning blameworthiness to consist in the following claim: An
agent is blameworthy for something if, and only if, holding her so blameworthy has
desirable future consequences.

Prospectivism in the suggested sense is of course inconsistent with the historical
approach favoured here. However, it also seems an immensely implausible theory:
First of all prospectivism implies that any agent, even when she has absolutely noth-
ing to do with a supposedly blameworthy event or occurrence, may appropriately be
deemed blameworthy for that event or occurrence as long as ascribing such blamewor-
thiness has the right kind of consequences. Thus, any agent may ultimately be blamed
for anything, given the relevant future! Further this conclusion seems unavoidable,
even if the prospectivist attempts to narrow the relevant class of consequences down
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to those that strictly concerns the blameworthy event and its author: Suppose a hard-
ened criminal has robbed a bank. Now perhaps blaming me, a seemingly innocent
person, for the bank robbery may actually make the bank robber a better man. This
could, e.g. be the case if he suffers from an intense hatred towards me, a hatred pre-
venting him from living an ordinary life and only mollified by the blissful observation
of my severe punishment. On prospectivism I then become blameworthy for the bank
robbery, a bizarre proposition, which I would hardly be wise to concede.

On a more general level, prospectivism seems to sever the crucial link between
blameworthiness and excusing past conditions, generally recognized at least since
Aristotle130: If prospectivism is true, no excusing appeal to the past can ever matter
directly to the question of my blameworthiness for anything. This, I shall be satisfied
to submit, is simply an unacceptable conclusion.

The above point easily carries over to the consideration of a prospectivist theory
of epistemic blameworthiness. Here again it seems intuitively compelling that, if
the notion of epistemic blameworthiness is to carry any weight, it cannot sever the
link between blameworthiness and inexcusability: It must be possible to be excused
from epistemic blame solely due to one’s past, no matter the future. I shall discuss a
number of such excuses. Perhaps the most intuitively appealing type of excuse from
epistemic blame is cultural isolation (see also Section 14.3.1): Consider a native who
holds seemingly bizarre beliefs about the past of his community on the basis of a very
unreliable oracle. Now, even if such beliefs are strongly epistemically undesirable in a
number of ways, it seems obvious that the native is not blameworthy for holding them,
if only he is prevented to a sufficiently high degree from questioning the authority of
the oracle by his upbringing and general social situation.

For this reason alone, prospectivism concerning epistemic blameworthiness is in
deep trouble. Consequently I shall not take it seriously in what follows. In fact even
allowing a prospectivist component in one’s analysis of epistemic blameworthiness
seems perverse: Following the lead of the above example, plausibly one’s past may
totally excuse one from blame, come what may: The future cannot be allowed to
override excuses provided by past circumstances. At most then, future circumstances
could be held to sometimes either establish – or acquit from – blameworthiness, when
no excusing past circumstances obtain.

However, neither of these options looks particularly inviting. The first option
just rehashes the problems inherent in a “purely” prospectivist position: If the
past offers insufficient material to establish blameworthiness, drawing in the future
seems immensely unfair to the agent under evaluation: She has simply done nothing
that could merit an ascription of blameworthiness. On the other hand, the second
option allows that future circumstances may alleviate from blameworthiness other-
wise earned on the basis of one’s past. In effect this means that, if things turn out
a certain way, an agent may later rightfully claim that she was not blameworthy at
an earlier instance, as she would have been, had the future turned out differently.
This establishes appeals to future outcomes as being in effect sometimes appropriate
excuses from blame otherwise earned by one’s past, which strikes at least this author
as an oxymoron at best.
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Having put prospectivism safely aside, it remains to consider the a-tempo-
ralist option presented by Fischer & Ravizza. According to their understanding of
a-temporalism131 the moral blameworthiness of an action supervenes on the proper-
ties of the relevant “current time-slice.”132 A-temporalism is a highly controversial
position concerning moral blameworthiness for actions: At least to this author it is
hard to see how, e.g. the past life of a criminal cannot but matter directly to the issue
of her blameworthiness for a criminal offence. However, a-temporalism concerning
morally blameworthy consequences of actions is just plainly incoherent: How can an
event be blameworthy due its status as a consequence of an action without the past
being relevant to its blameworthiness?

As I shall argue at length below, the only feasible account of epistemic blame-
worthiness has it that blameworthy beliefs are blameworthy consequences of past
belief-influencing actions and omissions, not blameworthy events in themselves. Thus
a-temporalism poses no serious threat to the analysis of epistemic blameworthiness
developed here.

3.3.2. Substantialism Versus Non-substantialism

A distinction on which Fischer & Ravizza places some emphasis is the distinction
between so-called “ledger” views and so-called “Strawsonian” views concerning
the nature of moral blameworthiness. They quote Michael J. Zimmermann for the
“ledger” view that “someone is blameworthy if he is deserving of such [moral] blame;
that is, if it is correct, or true to the facts, to judge that there is a ‘debit’ in his
‘ledger’”133 and conclude:

Ledger views construe our ascriptions of responsibility as first and foremost judgments concerning an
agent’s moral value; the reactive attitudes and the associated practices of praising and blaming take on a
secondary role, following from these primary assessments of moral worth like practical consequences.134

The contrasting “Strawsonian”135 view is presented thus:

[Peter] Strawson holds that it is these reactive attitudes [resentment and moral indignation]136

and practices [of imposing praise and blame] themselves that are constitutive of responsibil-
ity . . . [. . .] . . . [R]esponsibility is grounded in nothing more than in our adopting these attitudes toward
one another. Jonathan Bennett puts this point well: “My feeling of indignation at what you have done is
not a perception of your objective blameworthiness, nor is it demanded of me by such a perception. It
expresses my emotional make-up, rather than reflecting my ability to recognize a blame-meriting person
when I see one . . .”137

In short, according to Fischer & Ravizza, Strawson defended the following peculiar
conception of moral blameworthiness:

Strawson’s theory holds that being morally responsible is nothing other than being a recipient of these
[reactive] attitudes and a participant in the associated practises.138

This seems to suggest that an agent is morally blameworthy for an occurrence if,
and only if, there is a practice in her community of blaming her for this occurrence.
And this is even the more charitable interpretation. If one takes Bennett’s line from
above, we may even take Strawson to claim that an agent is morally blameworthy for
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something if only she is a member of my community and I resent her or feel moral
indignation towards her for that something.

In essence, this type of position has it that statements about the blameworthi-
ness of an agent are really not statements about that agent at all (as would appear
from the surface grammar) but rather statements about something entirely different,
namely about a practice of imposing blame on that agent or having reactive attitudes
towards that agent. I will term such a position “meta-deontic non-substantialism.”
This position, in effect, amounts to a strong form of antirealism concerning blame-
worthiness. The opposite position, which holds statements of blameworthiness to
be substantial statements about the merit of the relevant agent, I shall term “meta-
deontic substantialism.”

It is easily seen that non-substantialism in the versions attributed to Bennett and
Strawson above is deeply problematic: They leave practices of blaming agents infal-
lible, in the sense that they leave no room for the obvious possibility that we might
adopt a practice of resenting an agent for performing some undesirable action only to
discover later that she was in fact not blameworthy at any time: As long as the relevant
practice of resenting an agent obtains, that agent is blameworthy, period! I take it that
this observation alone suffices to defeat “Strawsonianism” in Fischer & Ravizza’s
sense. As the above concerns must apply equally to the epistemic case, where we
should hardly expect infallibility either, it would seem that already at this stage we
can reject a “Strawsonian” stance on the nature of epistemic blameworthiness. In fact
non-substantialism generally appears to be mistaken: If our practices of ascribing
blameworthiness are to remain fallible, it seems overwhelmingly natural to assume
that what we may mistake are features of the object of such ascriptions, not features
of our very practice: It is because the agent held blameworthy did not deserve this
ascription that the ascribers were wrong, not because they made a mistake concerning
what they were doing when they ascribed blameworthiness to her.

We may thus safely commit ourselves to meta-deontic substantialism. Ascriptions
of blameworthiness are substantial statements about the supposedly blameworthy
agent. Still, the demise of non-substantialism does not mean that we can safely commit
ourselves to a “ledger view” in the above sense, as I shall now proceed to argue.

3.3.3. Sentimentalism Versus Non-sentimentalism

The “Strawsonian” view as presented by Fischer and Ravizza (see above) is hardly
the view defended by Peter Strawson in writing at any point, particularly not in his
1962 paper “Freedom and Resentment”139 employed by Fischer & Ravizza to justify
their ascription. I will submit that, in misreading Strawson direly, they miss out on
the really interesting distinction involving reactive attitudes such as resentment and
indignation, which is in effect a distinction cutting through the domain of substantialist
theories of blameworthiness.

To make good the first claim, consider the actual aim of “Freedom and Resentment,”
rightly hailed by Fischer & Ravizza as a “landmark essay.”140Here Strawson discusses
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the relation between the thesis of determinism and the concept of moral responsibility.
He formulates the supposed problem involved in this relation thus:

[T]he real question is not a question about what we actually do, or why we do it. It is not even a question
about what we would in fact do if a certain theoretical conviction gained general acceptance. It is a question,
about what it would be rational to do if determinism were true, a question about the rational justification
of ordinary inter-personal attitudes in general.141

From this quotation, we should already suspect that Strawson hardly holds such
attitudes to be rational just in virtue of being present, as Fischer & Ravizza would
have him: The question of the rationality of our attitudes is expressly not the question
about which attitudes we actually have. Still Fischer and Ravizza are correct that
“Strawson holds it that it is these reactive attitudes and practices themselves that are
constitutive of responsibility,”142 they just overdo the point: Strawson’s real point is
that the question of the general rationality of our practices simply cannot be answered
at all within the framework of human rationality, whose standards must operate
inside – and are constituted by those very practices. This naturalistic commitment to
our actual practices is something very different from a commitment to the legitimacy
of particular attributions of blameworthiness, as Strawson is quick to point out:

[S]uch a question [i.e. the question of the general rationality of our practice] could seem real only to one
who had utterly failed to grasp the . . . [. . .] . . . fact of our natural human commitment to ordinary inter-
personal attitudes. This commitment is part of the general framework of human life, not something that
can come up for review as particular cases can come up for review within this general framework.143

Strawson’s central point is thus that the question of the particular legitimacy of a
reactive attitude can only be discussed within very general constraints with “com-
mon roots in our human nature and our membership of human communities.”144

Our actual practices thus “constitute” the notion of responsibility, not in virtue of
rendering actual particular ascriptions of blameworthiness infallible, as Fischer and
Ravizza’s “Strawsonianism” would have it, but rather in the much more subtle sense
of constituting the framework, within which particular ascriptions may be legitimately
and rationally discussed.

In fact, Strawson does not in “Freedom and Resentment” present anything like
an “iffy” analysis of the notion of moral responsibility (actually he does not have
much to say about this notion, apart from a clear acknowledgement that it admits of
rational discussion within a suitable framework). Rather, he presents a substantial
naturalistic theory regarding the general rationality of reactive attitudes like resent-
ment and indignation. I hold this theory entirely neutral as to what regards the thesis
of this study, where it is simply taken for granted that issues of epistemic blamewor-
thiness may be rationally discussed, leaving safely aside the metaphysical question
of the constituency of the framework, wherein such a discussion takes place.

Above I presented strong reasons for rejecting Fischer & Ravizza’s “Strawso-
nianism.” Nevertheless, their presentation, even if profoundly un-Strawsonian in
character raises an important issue that I cannot safely ignore. The problem is that,
even with the demise of “Strawsonianism,” the contrasting “ledger view” set up
by Fischer & Ravizza is not home free, as the two positions hardly exhaust the
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possibilities. Fischer & Ravizza has it that “ledger” views must commit themselves
to a certain detachment or coolness regarding reactive attitudes:

[T]he ledger view . . . (. . .) . . . suggests that assessments of responsibility can be made from an objective,
uninvolved and detached standpoint.145

It seems, however, that what is really distinctive of the ledger views is not that they
hold reactive attitudes to be somehow irrelevant to the issue of blameworthiness.
Rather, ledger views simply take statements about the blameworthiness of an agent
to entail statements about the status of her “ledger.” There is absolutely no reason
why a “ledger” theorist in this sense could not also hold that an agent’s blameworthi-
ness essentially require the presence of certain reactive attitudes taken towards her.
Actually Fischer himself is such a theorist:

This type of theory . . . (. . .) . . . holds that morally responsible agents, are not just those who, as a matter
of practice, are recipients of the reactive attitudes; agents are morally responsible if, and only if, they are
appropriate recipients.146

It emerges, then, that the important distinction raised by the present discussion con-
cerns the link between an agent’s blameworthiness and her recipiency of reactive
attitudes. Here I shall suggest a distinction, which I take to capture what is really
at stake in Fischer & Ravizza’s discussion of ledgers and reactive attitudes. To get
to the point I shall bypass the issue of moral blameworthiness and jump straight to
the epistemic case:

One possible epistemic meta-deontic position is that the epistemic blameworthiness
of an agent entails that that agent is the object of some reactive attitude with regard
to her relevant belief. Call this position “epistemic meta-deontic sentimentalism.”
Epistemic meta-deontic non–sentimentalism is then the position that epistemic meta-
deontic sentimentalism is false.

Here, I have left it entirely open who adopts the reactive attitude and when. Since
I aim to reject sentimentalism, I want the argument to be as general as possible. It
should be clear, however, that if sentimentalism is true, it is something that an “iffy”
analysis of the notion of epistemic blameworthiness cannot ignore. In this case of
course the specific nature, location and temporality of the relevant set of reactive
attitudes should be explicitly stated.

The general problem with Fischer & Ravizza’s presentation is that it strongly sug-
gests the idea that sentimentalism entails non-substantialism, which is clearly not
the case. If so sentimentalism could demand no serious attention, since, as argued,
non-substantialism is a highly implausible position, leaving our actual practices
infallible.

As we saw above, sentimentalism in ethics has been embraced by would-be
Strawsonians like John Martin Fischer, and may indeed command a certain mini-
mal degree of respectability. On sentimentalism, blameworthiness is simply similar
to aesthetic notions like goodness of taste in food: Arguably it is incoherent to main-
tain that a particular types of cheese tastes well, while denying that anybody has ever
adopted a positive attitude towards its particular flavour. This is perfectly consistent
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with the claim that a verdict of good taste in a cheese is a statement about the cheese,
not about any agent’s reactive attitude towards it.

Still, it is hard to see why anyone should want to adopt epistemic sentimental-
ism if not out of an ill-guided reverence for Peter Strawson. After all epistemic
sentimentalism entails the highly implausible conclusion that if a belief goes unno-
ticed, it is not blameworthy at all, no matter what the further circumstances. The
only vaguely appealing reason to embrace any type of sentimentalism I can think
of is the idea defended by Fischer & Ravizza that our practice of blaming agents
“essentially involves reactions to one another with feelings and attitudes that stem nec-
essarily from our concerned involvement as participants in a moral community.”147

Non-sentimentalism with its apparent coolness then seems to fly in the face of the
committed, emotion-soaked nature of our actual practices.

Here, however, three points are in order: First, such intuitions can be re-directed to,
e.g. a truly Strawsonian position regarding the justification of reactive attitudes, from
which it does not follow at all that all particular instances of blameworthiness must be
accompanied by reactive attitudes. Non-sentimentalism is perfectly consistent with
the assumption that if no one ever adopted reactive attitudes towards other agents
(no such practice existed), the notion of blameworthiness would have no extension,
which is arguably all Strawson could be committed to.

Second, non-sentimentalism can warmly embrace the proposition that as a matter
of fact blameworthy agents are typically the objects of reactive attitudes.

Third, non-sentimentalism may even concede that, due to the human cognitive
make-up, without the guidance of the relevant kind of reactive attitudes agents would
be at a loss concerning which other agents to appropriately blame. The detached
“coolness” of the ledger view, as presented by Fischer & Ravizza is a caricature at best.
I thus believe sentimentalism to be a position rife with obvious difficulties and without
substantial arguments in its favour. I shall therefore embrace non-sentimentalism.

In conclusion: I hope to have demonstrated that a viable analysis of the notion
of epistemic blameworthiness must be of a retrospectivist (historical), substantialist,
non-sentimentalist kind. It must maintain that the epistemic blameworthiness of an
agent’s belief hinges on her past and does not vanish, just because no one actually
resents or reproaches her for her holding of that belief. I shall offer an analysis
satisfying these requirements below.
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BLAMEWORTHY BELIEF AS INEXCUSABLY

UNDESIRABLE BELIEF

Abstract. In this chapter I present a first basic analysis of the notion of epistemic blameworthiness.
Roughly, I argue that an epistemically blameworthy belief is a belief, which is in a certain sense undesir-
able from an epistemic perspective, and which the relevant agent has no appropriate excuse for holding
nevertheless. I briefly argue in Section 4.1 that this analysis satisfies the overriding requirements laid down
in Section 3.2 above. In Section 4.2 I then take on a basic challenge to my analysis: The imagined, but
hardly far-fetched, objection that agents may be epistemically blameworthy, even if their beliefs are in
fact not undesirable in the relevant sense. I reject this suggestion after a consideration of the merits of its
ethical correlate.

4.1. A FIRST ANALYSIS OF THE NOTION OF

EPISTEMIC BLAMEWORTHINESS

Finally, I am now in a position to venture my basic analysis of the notion of epistemic
blameworthiness:

Blameepist: An agent is epistemically blameworthy for her holding the belief that p
if, and only if,

1. She believes that p.
2. Her belief that p is epistemically undesirable.148

3. She has no appropriate excuse for the epistemic undesirability of her belief that p.

The key notions of the above analysis are obviously epistemic undesirability and lack
of appropriate excusability. I shall have much more to say about these notions in what
follows. Suffice it here to notice some basic points:

“Lack of appropriate excusability” must be understood externalistically in the
following sense: An agent’s being appropriately excused does not generally imply
her actually stating this excuse or even her being able to state it. This should be
clear from the actual excuses discussed below. For example I shall later endorse
the view that “cultural isolation” can count as an appropriate excuse from epistemic
blameworthiness given certain constraints (see especially Section 14.3.2). Roughly
speaking, an agent can (at least sometimes) be excused for the epistemic undesirability
of her beliefs if prevented from holding a relevant epistemically desirable belief due
to her confinement within a particular community. Now certainly, an excuse of this
kind is not something an agent could normally be asked to state: Obviously this
type of excuse may still be appropriate, even if the agent is unaware of the exis-
tence of communities distinct from her own.

The notion of epistemic undesirability shall be discussed at length below. Suffice
it for now to remark that this notion will be accounted for with reference to the
definitive epistemic goal of holding only true beliefs. I shall have more to say on
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this “truth-goal” below, where I shall aim to demonstrate that an agent may serve
this goal in virtue of aiming for beliefs which satisfy a number of merely evaluative
epistemic desiderata, where by a “merely evaluative” epistemic desideratum I shall
mean an epistemic desideratum expressible without the use of deontic notions like,
e.g. blameworthiness.

Before proceeding, note in provision that Blameepist satisfies the requirements laid
down in the preceding section:

Certainly, epistemic blameworthiness must be a historical notion on Blameepist, if
the in-going key notions are historical. As shall emerge below, the epistemic desider-
ata discussed are in fact retrospective in nature. Further, as already pointed out in
Section 3.3.1, the notion of excusability is essentially retrospective.

That epistemic blameworthiness is a substantialist notion on Blameepist should
be fairly evident: An agent’s epistemic blameworthiness hangs essentially on her
excusablity.

Finally, for epistemic blameworthiness to be a non-sentimental notion on
Blameepist, it should not entail that the blameworthy agent is the recipient of a reactive
attitude. Here, it should be clear from the account of epistemic undesirability offered
below that a belief may be epistemically undesirable, even if this goes undetected
by any agent. Further, given the observations on sentimentalism in Section 3.3.3, a
sentimentalist analysis of the notion of lack of appropriate excusability is not viable.
Just as in the case of blameworthiness itself, it seems very implausible to suppose
that undetected cases of inexcusability do not exist.

For these reasons, I believe it safe to conclude that Blameepist satisfies the relevant
meta-level requirements, and that we may proceed to consider its particular merits.

An ethical correlate of Blameepist is the following:An agent is morally blameworthy
for performing an action if, and only if, the action is morally bad and the agent is not
appropriately excused for the bad-doing instantiated by the performance of that action.

This might seem so obviously true that some might well feel that I am balancing
more than dangerously on the border of utter banality in offering its epistemic equiva-
lent as a basic analysis of epistemic blameworthiness. Of course this charge is warmly
welcomed. Indeed I hope and suspect that Blameepist is true and even in some sense
banal, in the sense that, once brought out, it seems highly plausible. However, as we
shall see below, my preferred analysis of the notion of epistemic blameworthiness
may be subject to serious challenges, even as it stands at this point.

4.2. THE PROBLEM OF EPISTEMIC “ACCUSES”

Michael Zimmermann has offered a tough challenge to an ethical correlate of
Blameepist by arguing that moral blameworthiness is compatible with the absence
of wrong-doing.149 In other words: According to Zimmermann, an agent may be to
blame (morally) for her performance of an action, even if that action is not undesir-
able along any moral dimension of desirability. He terms a reason for imposing such
“counter-evaluative” blame on a good-doer an “accuse” (in contrast to an excuse,
which is a reason for acquitting a wrong-doer of blame). The challenge to Blameepist
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is this: if appropriate epistemic accuses exist, Blameepist cannot stand. Blameepist

certainly entails that epistemically desirable beliefs are always blameless.
Luckily I do not believe that Zimmermann’s views pose any serious threat to

Blameepist. First his argument for the existence of appropriate moral accuses is
far from appealing. Zimmermann submits the following pair of premises to get his
argument going:

1. An action may not be morally wrong even if acted in the belief that it is morally
wrong.150

2. If an action is acted freely in the belief that it is morally wrong, it is morally
blameworthy.151

From these premises follows the desired conclusion that if an action is acted freely in
a belief that it is morally wrong, it may be blameworthy, even if not morally wrong.

The premise (1) seems uncontroversially true and shall not be contended. The
premise (2) however, has some rather bizarre consequences, which Zimmermann
is ready to face openly. For example an action becomes blameworthy, even if the
agent was in fact mistaken in her belief that it was morally wrong. Very conscien-
tious agents thus get overloaded with blame, while less conscientious agents go free.
Zimmermann considers the example of the saintly Sarah, obsessed with devoting her
every waking hour to the service of others. Sarah one day decides to sleep for an
extra hour in the morning and does so in the belief that it is morally bad. In fact,
Zimmermann reasonably assumes, it is not bad at all. Now, Zimmermann argues,
Sarah is blameworthy for sleeping the extra hour, since she did this “freely in the
belief” that it was morally wrong.152

To see the bizarre impact of this claim, consider that Sarah’s lazy sister, Susanna,
who sleeps the extra hour without even giving morality a thought, goes entirely free
of blame on Zimmermann’s account. How can he make good these consequences?

Zimmermann’s only defence is indirect. He argues (correctly, I think) that Sarah’s
blameworthiness does not strictly entail that she should be “blamed out loud”:

This [Sarah’s blameworthiness] is consistent with its being wrong for some reason to give overt expression
to this judgment (since such expression might be misconstrued or have some other undesirable effect).
Hence the claim that Sarah is blameworthy does not imply even that she should be blamed “out loud”, let
alone that she should be adversely treated in some more serious manner. And I am quite willing to concede
that it might well be wrong to engage in such behavior towards such a saintly person as Sarah.153

However, if blaming Sarah were to make any sense at all, it would seem that there
must also be scenarios where the reasons overruling her adverse treatment are not
present. Thus Zimmermann, in my opinion, does not succeed in “re-directing” our
intuitions: Not only does it seem bizarre to blame Sarah “out loud” and acquit Susanna,
it seems equally bizarre to blame Sarah in the first place. In the lack of a better
defence, Zimmermann’s premise (2) cannot command much credibility. Zimmer-
mann has hardly made a strong case for the appropriateness of moral “accuses”
for actions. Thus, his example has hardly strengthened the case for “epistemic
accuses” either.
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However, more compelling examples are around, examples making no appeal
to anything like Zimmermann’s second premise. Consider, e.g. the following case
presented by Bruce Russell:

[E]xamples can be given where a person is blameworthy and has no legitimate excuse but does what
is objectively right. Suppose, for instance, that I have every reason to believe that doing something is
objectively wrong, say, giving an innocent person something I think is poison, even though, as it turns out,
it is a substance that will cure the person of her fatal disease. Then, whether intentionally or out of laziness
or inattention, if I give the person what is in the bottle marked “poison” but is really the medicine that will
cure her, I will do what is objectively right, even though I will be blameworthy, and have no legitimate
excuse for doing it.154

This case immediately seems more compelling than Zimmermann’s example,
although, as shall emerge, everything hinges on what is meant by “objective right-
ness” above. The force of this example also highlights what is wrong with blaming
Zimmermann’s saintly Sarah: Unlike the hazardous physician from Russell’s exam-
ple, call her Ivy, Sarah had absolutely no good reason for believing that her supposedly
blameworthy action was morally wrong: Her estimation of the moral worth of her
sleeping late was simply entirely unjust to herself, and intuitively should therefore
carry no weight in our assessment of the blameworthiness of her action. In contrast,
it would seem that Ivy has eminently good reasons for believing her action morally
undesirable. The label on the poison bottle alone should present her with the evidence
necessary to conclude that her action was in fact harmful, although by sheer luck it
turned out not to be so.155

However, these considerations also highlight that Russell’s notion of objective
rightness does not include the notion of having good reasons. Thus to him, from
“it was objectively right for agent A to perform action ϕ” it does not follow that “A
had good reasons for performing ϕ.” This choice of terminology I consider somewhat
unfortunate, since “having a good reason” is in some sense156 an objective notion (e.g.
it hardly follow from “Abelieves herself to have a good reason” that “Aactually has a
good reason”) and having good moral grounds for the actions one performs is clearly
desirable from a moral perspective. Since Russell reaches a similar conclusion,157

this dispute is merely terminological.
In conclusion, neither the case of Sarah nor the case Ivy violates the principle

that the blameworthiness of an action entails its moral undesirability: Sarah’s action
was not morally undesirable, but was hardly blameworthy either. Ivy’s action was
genuinely blameworthy, but morally undesirable too, insofar as it was based on
bad moral reasons (even if it was not “objectively wrong” in Russell’s sense). As
shall be argued below, having adequate reasons for what one believes is in fact
an important epistemic desideratum. In consequence an epistemological parallel to
Russell’s example would pose no threat to Blameepist.

Now, concerning an agent’s blameworthiness for the desirable consequences of
her actions, the possibility of accuses seems even more remote than above. Consider
again the saintly Sarah. Assume that as a consequence of her sleeping late, some
mean-spirited old man does not get helped across the street. Sarah foresees this,
and believes it a morally bad consequence that mars her saintly conscience. In fact



NOTTLEMANN: “NOTTELMAN_CH04” — 2007/5/30 — 14:52 — PAGE 51 — #5

BLAMEWORTHY BELIEF AS INEXCUSABLY UNDESIRABLE BELIEF 51

her fatigue in assisting the grumpy geezer accounts for her decision to stay in bed.
However, the old man has never wanted Sarah’s help. In fact she is a nuisance to
him, but he has never been able to successfully convey this to her. Thus, the above-
mentioned consequence of Sarah’s snoozing is in fact desirable in any way. Now,
even if, despite appearances, Sarah is indeed to blame for her innocuous sleeping
late, it certainly seems highly bizarre to blame her for the old man’s good fortune.
Concerning blameworthiness for consequences then, the following principle seems
basic: An agent cannot be blameworthy for a consequence of an action unless this
consequence is somehow undesirable.

As I shall argue at length below, blameworthy beliefs are not instances of blame-
worthy actions, but rather blameworthy consequences of belief-influencing actions
or omissions. This consideration sufficiently establishes that the notion of accuses
poses no serious threat to my account of epistemic blameworthiness.

The demise of epistemic accuses, however, does not mean that Blameepist is home
free. In Chapter 6 I shall engage with a rival account of epistemic blameworthiness
due to Bruce Russell, which, although similar to Blameepist in some respects, is
obviously incompatible with it. The divergences between Blameepist and Russell’s
analysis touch on fundamental issues regarding the exact nature of certain epistemic
desiderata, which means that I cannot attempt to reject it before addressing the issue
of epistemic desirability, as I shall now proceed to do.
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CHAPTER 5

EPISTEMIC UNDESIRABILITY

Abstract. In Chapter 4 I claimed that, in order to be epistemically blameworthy, an agent’s holding of
a belief must be somehow undesirable from an epistemic perspective. In this chapter I present my basic
considerations regarding the notion of epistemic undesirability. In Section 5.1 I present a list of non-deontic
epistemic desiderata inherited from William Alston. In Section 5.2 I submit that, in order to deserve the
name of “epistemic” in the present context, the desirability of a belief’s fulfilment of a certain epistemic
desideratum must be accountable for relative to the truth-goal of holding only true beliefs. I end up in
Section 5.5 with three key desiderata central to standard deontic evaluations of beliefs: Reasonableness,
basing on good reasons, and formation by a reliable process. The exact understanding of either desideratum
is a highly controversial matter. In Sections 5.3 and 5.4 I attempt to rule out the most obvious sources
of misunderstanding. I argue ensuingly that a belief may be held to be epistemically undesirable in the
relevant sense either if it is not reasonably held, not based on good reasons or not formed by a reliable
process. The chapter concludes with a consideration of the dual imagined objections that I have conceived
of the relevant notion of epistemic undesirability either too broadly or too narrowly. The first objection
would have it that the relevant notion of epistemic undesirability is better equated with plain falsity (or
non-truth, if one eschews bivalence). The second objection would demand that it be sensitive to such
broader epistemic goals as understanding and wisdom. I argue that, while the first objection puts too heavy
a strain on the notion of inexcusability inherent in my understanding of epistemic blameworthiness, the
second presents no imminent worry to the present concerns.

5.1. EPISTEMIC DESIDERATA

The notion of epistemic undesirability is fundamental to Blameepist. In the present
chapter I shall attempt to carve out this notion in a way fruitful to evaluations of
epistemic blameworthiness. Since most authors have been preoccupied mostly with
what makes a belief epistemically desirable, I shall follow the tradition and approach
the notion of undesirability through its opposite.

Traditionally justification has been taken to be the chief dimension of epistemic
desirability for beliefs. By some authors, justification has been taken to be a merely
evaluative (i.e. non-deontic, see Section 3.1) norm, a belief being justified if, e.g.
formed by a process, which is in a suitable sense generally reliable. Others have sub-
mitted that justification is in fact a deontic concept.158 Finally, some have argued
that justification, although a deontic concept, in fact needs to be supplanted by
a wider concept, e.g. termed “epistemization,”159 which does the normative work
that justification was traditionally thought to do, namely that of turning true beliefs
into knowledge. “Epistemization” might then be thought to involve deontic as
well as merely evaluative components. For example Matthias Steup has suggested
that “epistemization” consists of epistemic blamelessness and reliable formation in
combination.160

53
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I believe that there are indeed valuable intuitions pointing in the direction of deontic
as well as merely evaluative conceptions of epistemic justification. However, in the
face of the immense controversy surrounding this concept, I believe it more fruitful
in the present context to follow William Alston in replacing “plain” justification with
a number of dimensions of epistemic desirability or epistemic desiderata. This is not
to deny the meta-epistemological importance of an adequate analysis of the notion
of justification (or knowledge for that matter). Only to submit that the controversy
surrounding the nature of an appropriate analysis of this kind stands in the way of
providing a conception of epistemic undesirability fruitful to the present context.

Also this move should help to keep clear the crucial distinction between deontic
and merely evaluative evaluations, which is easily obscured by employing a notion
that might suggest either kind of evaluation. Alston has catalogued five non-deontic
epistemic desiderata for beliefs, which may be paraphrased as follows.161

1. Basing relation: It is desirable that a belief is based on adequate grounds (adequate
evidence, good reasons). In order for some ground (evidence, reason) to act as a
basis for a belief, it must be the agent’s reason for forming (sustaining, revising)
the belief. It is not enough that the agent simply has the adequate ground (good
reason, adequate evidence) for holding (sustaining, revising) the belief.

2. Truth-conducivity: If based on a ground, it is desirable that this basis of the belief
is actually indicative of the truth of the belief. It is not enough that it is thought
to be so by the agent or her epistemic community. Further it is desirable that a
belief has been acquired “in a reliable way.” If based on grounds, this desideratum
amounts to the requirement that basing one’s belief on such grounds is a generally
reliable way of forming beliefs.162

3. Cognitive accessibility. It is desirable that a belief is based on a basis that the agent
can cognitively access (without great difficulty).

4. Higher-level requirements. If a belief satisfies one or more epistemic desiderata
(this one included) it is desirable that the agent is aware of this.

5. Coherence. It is desirable that a belief coheres with a suitable set of other beliefs
held by the agent (or her epistemic community).

Arguably, much of the debate over the nature of epistemic justification has really
been the playing of two or more of the above desiderata out against each other. Once
the notion of justification is left aside, a more fruitful perspective is gained. In the
present context, I shall be concerned merely with the two first items on Alston’s list,
adequate basing and truth-conductivity, which I shall take to be genuine non-deontic
dimensions of epistemic desirability for beliefs. These desiderata I shall supplement
with one further epistemic desideratum, the desideratum of reasonableness (properly
understood). I shall not attempt to vindicate the general desirability of the last three
items on Alston’s list.163 In this respect, the account of deontic epistemic norma-
tivity I shall offer is regrettably elliptic. Still, I trust, it will prove strong enough to
satisfactorily deal with a wide number of cases.

In order to avoid unnecessary complications, I shall assume throughout that the
fulfilment of the above epistemic desiderata is universally desirable, i.e. desirable
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for any belief held by any agent in any context. If the desiderata are in fact context-
or agent-relative in the sense that my above assumption is false, it should be clear
how this could be accounted for without doing any damage to the overall structure
of the present argument. It should also be noticed that my account of epistemic
blameworthiness, even if based on universal epistemic desiderata, is still agent- as
well as context-sensitive in the following sense: In virtue of her particular history
an agent may well be to blame for holding a belief, even if another agent would be
blameless for holding a belief with the same content in a similar context. Also an
agent may be to blame for holding a belief in a specific context, if the context is one
that she is appropriately judged blameworthy for entering. These considerations shall
be given extensive treatment below.

5.2. THE IMPORTANCE OF THE TRUTH-GOAL

Some may have noticed that I have so far left out the most important of epistemic
desiderata, the desideratum of truth itself. Of course I do not deny the obvious desir-
ability of having true beliefs. On the contrary, I shall submit that truth is in an important
sense the central epistemic desideratum, insofar as the desirability of all other epis-
temic desiderata must ultimately derive from it. I here follow a number of authors,
a.o. William Alston, in conceiving of the “epistemic point of view” in terms of the
“aim of maximising truth and minimizing falsehood.”164 Now, as it stands at this
point this aim or goal may be subject to the following worry: It would seem that, e.g.
a stone comes out cognitively optimal, as it does not hold any beliefs at all, hence
no false beliefs. The stone has in a radical way maximised truth (there is no beliefs it
could hold, hence no further true beliefs it could hold) and minimized falsehood (it
holds no false beliefs).

Alston therefore brings in the further qualification that the definitive epistemic goal
is more specifically to be “defined by the aim of maximising truth and minimizing
falsehood in a large body of beliefs.”165 He submits:

The qualification “in a large body of beliefs” is needed because otherwise one could best achieve the aim
by restricting one’s belief to those that are obviously true.

And further that

It remains true that our central cognitive aim is to amass a large body of beliefs with a favourable truth-
falsity ratio.

However, Alston’s qualification, even if self-consciously “rough,”166 seems beside
the point. It must suffice to stress that, as a matter of course, the aim of max-
imising truth and minimizing falsehood (which I shall henceforth refer to as “the
truth-goal”) only concerns active cognizers, i.e. agents who pursue cognitive ends.
It does not concern stones, corpses, etc. The quantity of an active cognizer’s beliefs
arguably depends contingently on her particular cognitive life-style and cannot con-
cern epistemology proper. Thus I shall be satisfied to simply submit that the truth-goal
concerns active cognizers and that such an agent has ultimately reached the truth-goal
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when all of her beliefs are true. On this conception of the truth-goal, which I take to
be the most natural, it is vehemently not supposed that piling up many true beliefs
or even as many true beliefs as possible is somehow in itself desirable from an epis-
temic perspective, an idiosyncratic understanding of the truth-goal seemingly opted
for by some authors hostile to the idea of awarding it a central role in their conception
of epistemic normativity.167 Epistemology, as it is conceived here, is not concerned
with how many beliefs an agent holds or should hold, rather it is interested in the way
agents manage their beliefs, insofar as they manage a mass of beliefs at all.

Recently epistemological “value-monism” hypostasing the truth-goal as definitive
of epistemic normativity has received a substantial amount of fire in the literature.
Specifically some authors have rejected so-called “epistemic instrumentalism”168 in
arguing that the desideratum that one’s beliefs constitute knowledge (the “knowledge-
goal”) is not derivable from the desideratum that they be true.169 As already indicated
in Section 2.1 above, I shall not be concerned with the complex notion of knowledge
here. Thus I shall regrettably have to leave aside the important goal of knowledge,
as well as the issue of its relation to the truth-goal. I hope this will not cripple
my discussion. At least it should be clear how the knowledge-goal, if basic, could
be integrated into my analysis of the notion of epistemic blameworthiness, although
personally I must confess to being blank of intuitions concerning what should warrant
blaming an agent for failing to know the propositional content of a particular belief,
once epistemic instrumentalism is rejected.

I also think there is a reason for my lack of intuitions in this respect, which I shall
shortly give: I find it obvious that blameworthiness of any kind must prima facie
legitimise appropriate “rectifying or corrective measures”170 against the blameworthy
agent. Now, certainly it would be odd to rectify or punish an agent for failing to
satisfy a desideratum that is essentially only desirable from her own perspective:
Holding an agent blameworthy for failing to satisfy a desideratum must imply that
the desideratum is of wider social importance. If these sketchy considerations are
correct, the following point can be made:

The desideratum that an agent’s beliefs be true is obviously significant from a
social perspective. An agent’s holding true rather than false beliefs highly increases
the likelihood of her positive contribution to the satisfaction of her community’s
wider cognitive goals. However, the knowledge desideratum, at least in its classical
conception as epitomized by Descartes’ Meditations, narrowly concerns the agent
herself. Aspiring to Cartesian-style knowledge is a solitary quest for individual cer-
tainty. Whether an agent’s belief counts as genuine knowledge on such an account
in addition to being “merely” true, arguably cannot matter much to the social role
played by that agent.171 This seems to explain why blaming an agent for failing to
know, rather than merely believe, a proposition, seems an odd thing to do.

Some may wonder, why, when hypostatising the truth-goal as the epistemic mas-
ter desideratum, I do not forego the other epistemic desiderata and simply submit
falsehood as the only significant epistemic indesideratum in my analysis of the
notion of epistemic blameworthiness. The answer to this question I shall postpone to
Section 5.5, as I cannot satisfactorily address it without first submitting the individual
epistemic desiderata to a more thorough examination.
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5.3. GROUNDS, REASONS AND EVIDENCE

In this section I shall attempt to explicate the relation between the notion of epistemic
desirability and the notions of reasons, ground and evidence. This task is complicated
since the notion of a reason may be employed in at least four different senses in an
epistemological context:

First, the notion may be invoked in an entirely explanatory sense as in the phrase
“the reason whyAholds the belief that p was that she was hit with a shovel on her head
yesterday.” Pointing to such causally explanatory reasons (or simply: explanatory
reasons172) may provide the causal explanation of the occurrence that A holds the
belief that p. As shall later emerge the desideratum of truth-conducivity or reliability,
which I have embraced above, may be formulated in terms of explanatory reasons:
It is epistemically desirable that the explanatory reason why A holds the belief that p
be the operation of a truth-conducive (reliable) process.

Explanatory reasons as the explanans featuring in a causal explanation, do not
need to make any reference to the mental life of a cognizer at all: As stipulated,
the explanatory reason why I hold a certain belief may, e.g. be the very non-mental
fact that I was hit by a shovel on the top of my head. Typically, though, a viable
causal explanation of the occurrence of a belief will appeal to mental states and
events. In particular such explanations will typically quote the agent’s reasons for
holding the belief that p in the sense that the agent’s awareness of certain pieces of
evidence may well be the best causal explanation why she holds the belief. We may
then say that her belief that p is based on that evidence, or that that evidence is the
agent’s basing reasons for holding the belief. The notion of awareness here is of
course vague. In the present context I will stay content with remarking that aware-
ness intuitively includes the intentional states of perceiving or believing that certain
evidence obtains.

It should be noted that an agent’s basing her belief on certain evidence in the present
sense does not entail that this evidence was the basis on which she originally formed
the belief. I may, e.g. originally have formed the belief that lions have yellow fur by
studying a cartoon on television. However, in a more mature age, I came to discard
cartoons as zoological authorities. Nevertheless I still believe that lions have yellow
fur, due to watching specimens in zoo. In this example, as in many others, it clearly
seems to be the case that, even though my awareness of some evidence originally
induced in me a certain belief, my past awareness of this evidence no longer features
in the best causal explanation of the fact that I presently hold the belief.

It should also be noted that many of our beliefs are not easily construed as based
on reasons in the present sense. Take, e.g. my belief that I am a human being. Which
mental states may a causal explanation of this belief appeal to? As shall be noted
below, even if this question is ultimately unanswerable, I may still, in a suitable
sense, have good reasons for believing that I am a human being.

This means that the basing relation desideratum is best construed as a desidera-
tum that a belief be based on good reasons, insofar as it is based on reasons at all.
Thus, I shall not argue that basing one’s beliefs on reasons is in itself epistemically
desirable. The opposite conclusion would, e.g. have us declare a belief epistemically
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non-desirable (i.e. undesirable, see Section 5.5) if not based on reasons, even if it
was produced by a fully reliable method and held for perfectly good reasons. This
seems an odd thing to do: relative to the truth-goal there simply does not seem to
be anything wrong with such a belief: If produced by a reliable non-reason-related
mechanism such as a certain drug, why should we desire from the perspective of the
truth-goal that it was also produced or held due to an awareness of reasons?

Now, the notion of a reason may also be put to a slightly different use from the one it
played in the notions of an explanatory or a basing reason as presented above. Regard,
e.g. such phrases as “she had every (good) reason to believe that he was honest” and
“he had more reason to believe that she was guilty than not.” Here reasons are called
upon to rationalize a belief held by an agent: If an agent is claimed to have such
rationalizing reasons for holding a belief, she can be made to come out rational or
reasonable in holding it, at least in a minimal sense.173

As indicated above, an agent can well have good rationalizing reasons for holding
a belief without having any basing reasons for holding it at all: Suppose, e.g. that the
formation of the belief was caused by an epileptic fit or the agent’s head being hit by
a shovel. Now, surely in that case the agent did not base her belief on any evidence or
reasons all. However, the belief can well be one she has perfectly good (rationalizing)
reasons to hold.

Arguably, it is even possible that the agent has good rationalizing reasons to hold
a certain belief, is aware of this, holds the belief; yet does not base the belief on
these rationalizing reasons.174 A typical case could be that of a man who recognizes
ample evidence indicating that his wife is unfaithful: She stays out late and offers
him implausible excuses for this, their sex-life has changed dramatically etc. Still, out
of his deep-felt trust in her character, he simply cannot believe that she is cheating.
However, this man has one severe cognitive fault: He is highly susceptible to gossip.
Now, suppose that finally he adopts the belief that his wife is cheating on him,
not because of his awareness of the good rationalizing reasons he actually has, but
because he picks up some slander at a café, actually not referring to his wife at all,
but to another woman with superficial similarities to her. In this situation he would
have good rationalizing reasons to hold the belief that his wife is cheating on him,
but terribly bad basing reasons.

Another crucial difference between rationalizing and basing reasons is the follow-
ing. An agent cannot base her belief on certain basing reasons without at least at some
point being aware of those reasons. In contrast, it seems perfectly possible that an
agent can have good rationalizing reasons for holding a belief, even if she is totally
unaware of these reasons. Consider, e.g. the unhappy husband from above, who may
well be totally unaware of the ample evidence pointing to the unfaithfulness of his
wife. Now, at the time he forms the belief that she is cheating on him based on the
gossip, it still seems natural, at least to this author, to uphold the claim that this belief
is one he has good rationalizing reasons to hold, even if he is basing it on bad reasons.

An important terminological similarity between the notions of basing and rational-
izing reasons is worth noticing, though: Unlike in the case of explanatory reasons, the
terms “reason,” “ground,” and “evidence” are freely interchangeable when talking
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about reasons of these two kinds.175 However, it takes some footwork to bring out
the exact sense of the term “evidence” employed here.

First of all, what forming beliefs on evidence amounts to, stands in acute need of
clarification. The term evidence has been employed in a wide number of senses in
the epistemological literature.176 I shall take it here that evidence is anything that
may be taken epistemically to support a belief. This however leaves open a wide
number of possibilities. For example P. Achinstein has distinguished three concepts
of evidence, which applied to beliefs may be roughly paraphrased as follows177:
(1) Potential evidence: The occurrence of the piece of evidence is objectively con-
nected to the truth-value of the belief, e.g. by way of regularity or association.
(2) Veridical evidence: the piece of evidence is potential evidence for the truth of the
belief, and the belief is actually true. (3) Subjective evidence: the piece of evidence
is taken (believed) to be veridical evidence by an agent.

Arguably all of these senses are involved in our ordinary use of the term “evi-
dence.”178 Thus, as the above list is hardly exhaustive, prospects of fixing a sense
for the term that satisfies all relevant intuitions are dim indeed. However, it would
seem that in the present context, “believing on basing reasons (or grounds)” can only
be synonymous to “believing on evidence” if by “evidence” is meant something like
subjective evidence in the sense presented above. However, if the agent’s aware-
ness of her subjective evidence is to explain why she holds the relevant belief, i.e.
if that evidence is to act as her basing reason for holding it, it cannot very well be
essential to the relevant notion of evidence that the agent is already aware of it. Thus
Achinstein’s notion of subjective evidence will need a modification to be of use in
the present context.

This modification, however, is no easy matter; Actually the relevant sense of
evidence can hardly be constructed from the notions of objective truth-conducivity
“objective connection to truth values” and subjective awareness at all. This is because
in imaginable scenarios something may well be evidence for the truth of a proposition
without as a matter of fact being truth-conducive (see the examples below). If this is
correct, and the notion of truth-conduciveness must still be allowed a central impor-
tance relative to the notion of evidence, it seems it will have to be put into a proper
intensional embedding. Once this observation is made, I think there is no reason to
stop short of an agent-relative notion of evidence. Consider, e.g. the following recent
formulation of the “Cartesian demon” argument due to Bruce Russell:

The grounds for saying that people in the demon and the non-demon worlds are, from the standpoint of
[objective] justification, in exactly the same situation, is not … (…) … that if we did not say this we would
be allowing luck to play a role in justification that it should not … (…) … Rather, it is the intuition that
each has equally good evidence for what he believes – from which it follows, of course, that the goodness
of evidence is independent of its tendency to produce true beliefs.179

Invoking a Cartesian demon world to make this point may well be a severe metaphys-
ical overkill: It is far from clear that such a world is possible in any sense. Further, if
in such a world all beliefs apart from, e.g. a cogito belief are false, it is not even clear
how epistemology could meaningfully be done in this world. However, Russell’s
point can easily be given a more modest presentation, avoiding the worst problems
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faced by the demon-world hypothesis concerning, e.g. the constituency of linguistic
meaning: Suppose that the demon world is just as we take the actual world to be, only
that the demon tricks inhabitants of the demon-world about a single class of beliefs
(e.g. those concerning the position of tables) for a limited period of time, e.g. 10 years
every century. Suppose further that the demon achieves this without giving anyone in
the demon-world the slightest reason for thinking themselves tricked. Now it would
certainly seem that the demon-world inhabitants have equally good reasons for their
beliefs about the location of tables as has inhabitants of the actual world, even though
in the demon-world those beliefs are all false.

However, once this conclusion is conceded, there appears to be no reason, why
we should not also endorse the following line of reasoning: Suppose that the modest
demon achieves to pull the same type as trick as above, only this time around it only
tricks a single individual. Now, why shouldn’t we say that this individual has good
evidence supporting her beliefs about the location of tables, even though her relevant
perceptions are all misleading? I believe this strongly supports making agent-relative
the notion of reasons or evidence for beliefs employed in the notions of basing and
rationalizing reasons. I will thus stay satisfied with the following analysis of the
notion of good evidence or reasons (as in “basing reason” and “rationalizing reason”)
in the present context:

A matter of fact or proposition E constitutes good evidence for the truth of propo-
sition p for an agent A if, and only if, the presence of E is correlated with the truth of
p as seen from A’s epistemic perspective (whether A is aware of this or not).

Despite the inherent vagueness of the notion of an epistemic agent-perspective,
I hold this analysis clear enough for the present purposes. Intuitively, an agent’s
epistemic perspective comprises at least her doxastic states, her cognitive abilities, as
well as her cognitive history. The main purpose of stating the analysis is negative: It
has to be made clear that basing one’s belief on good reasons may be a truth-conducive
mechanism of belief-formation, but is not essentially so. Thus the “basing relation”
desideratum may not replace the “truth-conducivity” desideratum (see Section 5.4),
even if we keep bizarre, non-reason-driven methods of belief-formation out of the
picture.

It is important to notice that, even though the judgment of goodness here must be
made relative to the agent’s perspective, and is thus not a simple judgment of objective
truth-indicativeness, it is not essentially the agent’s call. To employ the example of
“the educated racist” (see Section 1.2) I may, e.g. well judge that, given her cognitive
perspective including such things as her educational background and the cognitive
opportunities offered to her, the pronouncements of her favourite demagogue are
not sufficiently truth-indicative concerning racial matters as seen from her epistemic
perspective, even if the educated racist may think they are. On the present conception,
one’s basing or rationalizing reasons for holding a belief are not good just because
one thinks them so.

Having noticed the differences between explanatory, basing, and rationalizing rea-
sons we may introduce the fourth and final type of reason relevant here: At least
one version of doxastic voluntarism (see Section 8.1) is committed to the view that
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beliefs may be formed voluntarily in roughly the same sense that one may voluntarily
perform an action like raising one’s arm. Now, given this commitment, just as one
may raise one’s arm in order to pass the salt, one may adopt a belief in order to bring
about a certain state of affairs. For example if one is a WWII British spy in Germany
and holds it an advantage to believe that one was actually born in Düsseldorf, one
may adopt this belief for that instrumental reason, entirely independently of one’s
opinion concerning the truth of its content.

It should be remarked that we can still have instrumental reasons to hold beliefs,
even if doxastic voluntarism fails. For example if a dissident in a totalitarian country
I may well be said to have an instrumental reason for adopting the beliefs accepted
by the governing party, because, unless I adopt those beliefs, I face the prospects of
an unpleasant death. Without the possibility of some kind of voluntary influence on
the content of my beliefs, though, my recognition of this instrumental reason cannot
immediately help me achieve any ends whatsoever. Later I shall concede that we
might have a limited ability to act on instrumental reasons for holding beliefs with
certain contents (see Section 10.5), but that this possibility is irrelevant to standard
ascriptions of epistemic blameworthiness.

With all four notions of a reason in place the following conceptual complications
arise: Given the possibility of a doxastic action like forming a belief at will and given
the plausible claim that situations like that of our unhappy husband before picking up
the slander are indeed possible, the situation arises that an agent’s instrumental reasons
for adopting a belief may well be her awareness that she has good rationalizing
reasons for believing that p, but does not believe that p. (i.e. she recognizes that
despite her awareness of good reasons for believing that p, she fails to believe that
p due to some counter-rational causal mechanism, and takes this as an instrumental
reason to form the belief that p.)

Further the agent’s acting on these instrumental reason now becomes the explana-
tory reason, why she believes that p. However, her awareness of these rationalizing
reasons do not therefore constitute her basing reason for believing that p after she has
performed the doxastic action of adopting it: It was exactly because she was aware
of her inability to base a suitable belief on the evidence of which she was aware, that
she had to perform a doxastic action in the first place.180

With all these interrelated senses of the term “reason” in play in the context of
epistemic deontologism it is not surprising that confusions may arise. As shall later
emerge, such confusion has indeed occurred, primarily in the discussion over doxastic
voluntarism, where the differences between explanatory, basing, rationalizing, and
instrumental reasons have arguably been obscured by some authors.181 I will now
proceed to discuss the relevance of these notions to the issue of epistemic desirability.

We may begin by noticing that the notion of an instrumental reason is of little
importance to the issue of epistemic desirability: If it is ever epistemically desir-
able to bring about a belief because one has good instrumental reasons to bring
it about, those instrumental reasons can only be the fact that holding the belief
is desirable along one or more of the other epistemic desiderata. The notions of
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rationalizing and basing reasons, however, have a decisive role to play in the
present context:

Alston’s initial formulation of the “basing relation” desideratum really employs the
notion of a ground in two different senses. It goes as follows:

In order that my belief that p be justified it is not enough that I merely have a ground of the appropriate
sort. It is also necessary that my belief be based on that ground, that this be my reason (evidence …) for
believing that p.182

Here the first occurrence of “ground” clearly denotes a rationalizing reason, the
second occurrence a basing reason in my preferred terminology. As seen above,
an agent may well have good rationalizing reasons for believing p, without having
good basing reasons and vice versa. However, having both kinds of good reasons
also seems desirable from an epistemic perspective. This suggests that the “basing
relation” desideratum as presented above, should really be split up into two separate
epistemic desiderata. Alston is aware of this, and suggests that it is epistemically
desirable that:

A. The belief is based on adequate grounds (reasons, evidence).

As well as that

B.S [the agent] has adequate grounds (reasons, evidence) for the belief.183

We then have the following pair of desiderata, replacing Alston’s single “basing
relation” desideratum from above:

(1)A: (adequate basing): It is epistemically desirable that a belief be based on good basing reasons (adeq-
uate evidence, adequate grounds).
(1)B: (reasonableness184): It is epistemically desirable that an agent holding a belief has good rationalizing
reasons for holding that belief.

As should be clear by now, the desideratum (1)A can only appropriately apply to
beliefs actually based on some reason or other in the sense preferred here: Otherwise
even a belief produced by a highly reliable non-reason-driven process would fail
to qualify as epistemically desirable, since it is not based on good reasons in the
relevant sense. This is clearly unacceptable to an approach to epistemic desirability
in terms of the truth-goal. With this qualification I shall go withAlston’s desiderata as
formulated above.

One important issue, however, remains: It must be considered whether the desir-
ability of fulfilling these desiderata may in fact be accounted for relative to the
truth-goal, i.e. whether the above desiderata are really epistemic desiderata in the
present sense.

There is a concern here that the understanding of (rationalizing and basing) reason
goodness adopted above will make it impossible to uphold the epistemological value-
monism opted for in Section 5.2: How, one may wonder, can the desirability of
having good rationalizing reasons for one’s beliefs or basing them on good reasons,
be defended relative to the truth-goal, once it is conceded that such good reasons are
not necessarily truth-conducive?
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My answer to this challenge is simple: The connection between the goodness of
basing and rationalizing reasons and the truth-goal is so obvious that it may easily
be overlooked: good reasons of either sort are essentially good reasons of either
sort to hold the relevant proposition true! Thus even without exploring the notion
of rationalizing and basing reason goodness further, the conclusion can be made,
that unless one assumes the value of pursuing the truth-goal, this notion does not
make any sense: It might be that, as a matter of fact, an agent has good rationalizing
reasons (evidence, grounds) for believing something or is basing that belief on good
basing reasons (evidence, grounds) without that belief being true, and this may even
be systemically so to a certain degree (constrained by metaphysical worries about the
feasibility of radical demon worlds). However, if we did not believe these reasons to
be actually truth-conducive as seen from the agent’s perspective, we would hardly
believe them to be good reasons in the first place.

This suggests that, when doing epistemology within our own perspective, we must
suppose that the goodness of our reasons hinges on their truth-conducivity. Episte-
mology can hardly proceed on the assumption that we live in a radical demon-world,
in which case it would be difficult to see how, short of dubious Cartesian meditative
strategies, we could express our care for the truth-goal in the first place. In fact, I
think, there is a common concern that we actually share epistemic perspectives to a
wide degree: In evaluating doxastic states from an epistemic perspective we cannot
proceed on the assumption that normal individuals are victims to Cartesian demons,
even of the modest varieties faced above. Arguably, such concerns only apply to the
severely insane.

On the contrary, we must normally presume that, both being normal agents, my
good reasons for holding a belief could also under the relevant circumstances be
your good reasons for holding this belief. Otherwise we immediately face the total
end of rational conversation, which might well mean losing the purpose of doing
epistemology of the type represented by the present study: It is not easy to see how
we could fruitfully discuss a subject matter with someone under the spell of a full-
blown Cartesian demon. Our assessments of reasons must then be under the following
naturalistic constraint, lest we lose out on the purpose of our practice of discussing
such assessments at all: Bruce Russell’s conclusion from above that “the goodness
of evidence is independent of its tendency to produce true beliefs,” is a principle
we can hardly ever afford to apply to particular cases. In other words: it is not a
conclusion that should substantially worry us in germane assessments of epistemic
blameworthiness.

5.4. TRUTH-CONDUCIVENESS OR RELIABLE FORMATION

As we shall see in Chapter 6, Bruce Russell has opted for an account of epistemic
blameworthiness solely based on a single epistemic desideratum: The reason-
ableness desideratum as construed above. He thus holds the reliability (actual
truth-conduciveness) of the way in which an agent formed a belief entirely irrelevant
to the question of its epistemic blameworthiness.
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However, this stand arguably makes Russell unable to deal with even his own
examples of blameworthy belief in a natural way: As I hope to demonstrate in this
paragraph, there is no good reason why an ascription of epistemic blameworthiness
cannot appeal to “externalist” notions such as reliable formation.

Consider again the infamous Morgan case from Section 1.3: Here the rapists formed
their belief that Mrs. Morgan consented in a highly unreliable way, namely by trusting
the testimony of her malicious husband. Suppose now that they were themselves at
fault for their credulity, e.g. due to having ingested some credulity-inducing drug
while perfectly foreseeing that this action might result in beliefs being formed in a
very unreliable way. Now, I will submit, the rapists may plausibly still be blamed for
their “honest mistake” in raping Mrs. Morgan, even if the drug should also alter their
mental make-up in a way, so that their belief that Mrs. Morgan consented was a belief
that each of the rapist had good rationalizing and good basing reasons to hold after
ingesting the drug and listening to Mr. Morgan’s testimony. Intuitively, for each of
the rapists, the drug-related way that his belief in Mrs. Morgan’s consent was formed
was strongly representative of his disregard for the truth-goal and therefore one he
should be condemned for, no matter what other effects the drug might have had. A
conception of epistemic blameworthiness not taking into account the reliability of
the way in which the rapist’s belief was formed, would not be able to account for his
striking epistemic blameworthiness in the last-mentioned scenario. Consequently,
a satisfactory conception of epistemic blameworthiness must allow that a belief is
epistemically blameworthy, if it is formed in an unreliable way, and the believer has
no adequate excuse for the unreliability of its formation.

This point runs counter to a supposition recently made by Josefa Toribio that “cul-
pable error” (i.e. false and blameworthy belief) requires that the relevant belief be
subject to “critical pop-out,” i.e. is a belief that the believer automatically recognises
as one requiring her to step back and exercise critical appraisal of “tuneability by
reasons.”185 In the above example, surely the rapist did not recognise his belief that
Mrs. Morgan consented as one requiring him to critically examine it.

However, I am unable to see why one should hold “mindfulness”186 in this sense
requisite for the appropriateness of deontic evaluations.As readily admitted byToribio
this restriction, e.g. excludes almost all perceptual beliefs from deontic evaluation,187

which does not seem plausible (I shall offer quite mundane examples of blamewor-
thy perceptual beliefs in Chapter 9). Moreover, empirical research seems to indicate
that “critical pop-out” very often does not improve an agent’s beliefs from an epis-
temic perspective, as we tend to let ourselves influence to an unfortunate degree
by the random evidence most readily accessibly in our memory188: Thus, agents
allowing themselves to be consciously “tuned by reasons” often end up with beliefs
based on reasons not truth-indicative from any relevant perspective. It is hard to see
why we should only allow ourselves to submit to deontic evaluations beliefs already
disadvantaged in this fashion.

Still, the exact way in which the notion of reliability must figure in the context
of deontic epistemic normativity is far from easy to spell out in a detailed fashion.
Epistemologists of a “reliabilist” inclination have differed strongly over the role,
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which the notion of reliability should play in epistemic evaluations of beliefs as well
as over how to understand the notion itself. For example there is a divide between
reliable indicator – and reliable process theories of epistemic justification, where,
roughly speaking, the former stress the actual truth-indicativeness of an agent’s basing
reasons for a belief and the latter stress the general reliability of the way in which the
belief was produced, reason-based or not.189

Reliable indicator theories shall not concern me further here. I take it to be pretty
clear that an agent’s basing one of her beliefs on reasons that are not only truth-
indicative from her own epistemic perspective, but also actually so, is only valuable
from the perspective of the truth-goal, if her basing of her belief on these reasons is
in fact a reliable way of forming such a belief. In other words, it is not easy to see
what epistemic good the actual truth-indicativeness of her basing reasons does, if her
belief remains unreliably formed despite being based on those reasons. The value
of indicator reliability must thus depend on its role in reliable doxastic processes.
Consequently, I take it that reliable processes are what we should be concerned about
in the present context.

Specifying what a reliable process is, however, is no easy matter. For example it
is worth noticing that the notion of a reliable process relevant to the present deontic
concerns cuts across the categories of a “process” and a “method” devised by the
prominent reliabilist Alvin Goldman:

“Processes” are basic psychological processes, roughly, wired-in features of our native cognitive architec-
ture. “Methods” are learnable algorithms, heuristics, or procedures for forming beliefs, such as procedures
that appeal to instrument readings, or statistical analysis. All beliefs are formed partly by processes. We
cannot do anything in the cognitive realm without using basic psychological operations. Learned methods,
by contrast, are not universally required.190

Goldman stresses that “methods,” unlike “processes” must be “represented in the
cognizer’s head,”191

Now, it seems pretty clear that an agent cannot be blamed for the output of her
unreliable psychological “processes” in Goldman’s sense, as these are simple hard-
wired mechanisms, whose operations are entirely beyond the control of the individual
(see also Section 7.1). Thus, it would be tempting to conclude that only “methods” in
Goldman’s sense could be significant from a deontic perspective. However, we may
easily set up an example of a relevant unreliable process that does not immediately
qualify as a Goldmanian method: Above we imagined that the Morgan rapist’s beliefs
were produced by a process of listening to Mr. Morgan’s testimony while under
the influence of a certain credulity-inducing drug. Now, we may assume, one of
the Morgan rapists may also have taken a memory-erasing drug wiping out any
internal representation concerning the first drug and Mr. Morgan (he may believe
that Mr. Morgan’s voice belongs to a radio speaker). This, intuitively, does not seem
to seriously influence the matter of his epistemic blameworthiness. However, the
unreliable process by which his beliefs were produced now fails to qualify as a
Goldmanian “method”: It is not represented in the rapist’s head. Neither, of course,
does it qualify as a Goldmanian “process”: the cognitive mechanism set up by the
drug is not a “native psychological process” in any natural sense.
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Goldmanian “methods” thus hardly exhaust the kind of belief-producing/sustaining
processes that may give rise to blameworthy beliefs. As shall emerge by the end
of this study, the kind of processes or mechanisms relevant here comprise exactly
those, whose unreliabilty may be the result of a violation of an intellectual obligation
by the relevant cognizer. Intuitively, native hard-wired psychological mechanisms
(Goldmanian “processes”) fail to meet this criterion, since they may not be influenced
no matter what the agent does. However, the relevant mechanisms are not therefore
restricted to internalised “methods.” In terms of the Morgan example, the rapists may
well have violated an intellectual obligation (as well as a few other obligations) by
ingesting the credulity-inducing drug. Still, of course, typical violations of intellectual
obligations will concern Goldmanian methods in a quite straightforward sense: For
example the failure to subject oneself to certain educational opportunities, which
might have improved the reliability of one’s belief-forming habits.

Even with this caveat in place, we are still far from a satisfactory account of what
is meant by a “reliable process” in the current context. The notion is exceedingly
difficult to strap down. As pointed out by Goldman above, hard-wired psychological
mechanisms always play a role in the causal history of a belief-holding (whereas
Goldmanian “methods” need not be involved). Thus a satisfactory description of the
actual process leading to a belief must necessarily refer to such hard-wired psycho-
logical mechanisms. The procedure for a deontic evaluation of a belief based on its
causal history must then be:

1. Adequately describe the process responsible for the belief-holding including “hard-
wired” psychological mechanisms, Goldmanian “methods” and external causal
influences.

2. Assess whether the process so described is unreliable.
3. If, so, assess whether the believing agent is at fault for the operation of this process

in this particular instance (through her influence on those features of the process,
which are not hard-wired).

However, these steps are easier expressed than undertaken. First it is immensely
difficult to specify the criteria for an adequate description of a particular process.
One particularly pernicious problem is that one may opt for a definite description of
the process so narrowly indexed that it fits only the particular process responsible
for the particular belief under evaluation. Such a description would, e.g. have the
form: “The particular process responsible for the fact that agent A holds the belief
that p at time t in the actual world.” Since, necessarily, this “single-output”192 process
can only produce the one belief under evaluation, if this belief happens to be true,
the process will qualify as reliable even if the belief was produced by the operation
of a type of mechanism, which most often produces false beliefs (e.g. a trust in
clairvoyant powers). Goldman responds to this problem by pointing out that single-
output “methods” are not available to the cognizer in the right sense; they are not
the kind of methods the cognizer “could naturally be led to employ.”193 Whatever its
merits, however, this response does not seem to carry over, once we are no longer
narrowly concerned with internalised “methods.”
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Further, the “single-output” problem is only a particular version of a general prob-
lem concerning the adequacy of process descriptions. Assume, e.g. that a man has
a habit of visually identifying the colours of cars at all times of the day. In broad
daylight he almost never forms false beliefs concerning car colours, whereas it often
happens at night. His trust in his own abilities, however, oddly remains constant
under all lighting conditions. Now, assume that in broad daylight this man correctly
identifies the colour of an Alfa Romeo as pearl blue. Should we say that he arrived
at the belief that the car is pearl blue by the operation of his colour vision (which is
not generally reliable)? Or by the operation of his daylight colour vision (which is
very reliable)? What if the car was correctly identified at dusk on a dark day? Or on
a particularly bright night?

The description problem briefly presented above is a problem that any belief-
evaluation in terms of reliable formation must face. It is not particular to the present
context. I shall then only trust, that my examples of unreliable processes will be of
such a character that the description given intuitively qualifies as adequate.

Pernicious problems also adhere to the term “reliability” itself. On a first blush the
notion appears crudely simple: A reliable process is simply a process that yields a
sufficiently high ratio of true beliefs relative to its total belief-output.194 However,
there is a strong temptation to modalize this notion, i.e. consider in an evaluation of
a process not only its truth-ratio in the actual world, but also in some set of possible
worlds. This temptation arises, because arguably a process might have a high truth
ratio in the actual world due to sheer accidence, and should not therefore be evaluated
favourably from an epistemic perspective. For example this line of reasoning has it,
some self-proclaimed psychic medium might actually have an astonishing success
in predicting future events, even if a process of belief-formation involving trust in
clairvoyant powers, being mere guess-work, should never qualify as reliable. How-
ever, success in all possible worlds is clearly too extreme a demand for reliability:
Even an intuitively very reliable process, such as visual inspection of the position
of middle-sized objects in the visual field, may arguably produce almost only false
beliefs in an infinite amount of bizarre possible worlds.

Various attempts at characterizing the proper domain of possible worlds relevant
to epistemic evaluations have been made. For example at some point Alvin Goldman
suggested that only the performance of a process in so-called “normal worlds” was
relevant from an epistemic perspective. He construed a normal world as a world
“consistent with our general beliefs about the actual world.”195 However, he soon
recognized the difficulties of judging whether a particular possible world qualifies as
“normal” on this criterion: Who are “we” in the formulation above? Which beliefs
qualify as “general”? Which general beliefs (out of an unmanageable multitude)
should be taken into account?196 Not surprisingly, already in 1993 Goldman dis-
mantled any talk of “normalcy” and opted for a “normative scientific epistemology”
continuous with “our epistemic folkways,” which, so he argued, takes only into
account the performance of a process in the world believed to be the actual world.197

Regrettably I am not able to accurately specify the set of possible worlds that should
be taken into account in particular evaluations of process reliability. Again, I shall
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only trust that, in the cases I shall discuss, it will be immediately clear whether the
processes described qualifies as reliable or not. We may, however, still answer in
outline the question, how reliable a process must be in order to qualify as reliable in
the present sense:

The desideratum of belief-formation by a truth-conducive or reliable process can-
not very well desire beliefs to be formed by processes that yield true beliefs with
absolute certainty: Given plausible fallibilist assumptions, such processes are simply
not available to human beings, and if such a process were in fact what is desired by the
desideratum, Blameepist would yield that no belief is in fact blameworthy along this
dimension. This is so because agents might then always pass the simple, yet seem-
ingly appropriate excuse that they are human, and thus unable to attain absolutely
reliable processes. In the present context I can only submit that the level of process
reliability relevant to deontic concerns is a somewhat fuzzy matter. However, I am
not, e.g. bound by any analysis of justification in terms of formation by a reliable pro-
cess. Thus no “naturalistic” constraint requiring a large portion of beliefs to be in fact
justified, hence reliably formed, applies. The question “How reliable must a belief-
forming process be for maximal epistemic desirability?” may then receive the vague
but pompous answer: As reliable as is possible, given the particular circumstances!

I trust my reader to see that the vagueness of this answer is not immediately prob-
lematic to my over-all concerns. What is relevant here is whether a certain belief
qualifies as reliably formed to some degree, and if not, whether the believer is ade-
quately excused for its non-reliable formation. It does not matter, e.g. whether the
belief is formed by a maximally reliable process.

Above I denied the relevance of an epistemic value-dualism hypostasing knowl-
edge as an epistemic goal independent of the truth-goal. However, I have not yet
considered a second kind of value-dualism hostile to the present approach to epis-
temic desirability: It might be argued that the desirability of reliable formation for
beliefs cannot, in a way relevant to deontic epistemic normativity, be derived from
the desideratum that they be simply true. If, namely, a desideratum must be somehow
socially significant in order to be relevant to the issue of epistemic blameworthiness,
the desideratum of reliable formation faces the following challenge: That an agent
has true beliefs matters uncontroversially to her standing as a good informer, which
is socially significant. However, once a belief is true, it cannot matter much in this
respect that it is also reliably formed: That a reliable informant with true beliefs
can also be relied upon “on other occasions” is strictly speaking irrelevant to the
desirability of her present beliefs.198

It would seem then that the desideratum of reliable or truth-conducive formation
is independent of the truth-goal and thus that a value-monism tying the notion of
epistemic desirability closely to the truth-goal cannot be retained.

Luckily, I think there is way out of this predicament: It is undoubtedly correct
that for a presently held belief the desideratum of truth-conducive formation cannot
play a socially significant role once the belief is true. When taken in isolation, it is
even hard to see why, if true, we should value its reliable formation at all. However,
even if blameworthiness applies to presently held beliefs, the desideratum of reliable
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formation also plays a distinctly diachronic role in the concept of epistemic blame-
worthiness: As shall be argued below, if a belief is blameworthy, some violation of
an intellectual obligation must have occurred in the past (see Section 12.1). Now, an
obvious way to guide one’s future beliefs towards satisfying the desideratum of truth
is in fact to opt for a satisfaction of the desideratum of reliable formation. In a straight-
forward sense then, an agent who has inexcusably formed a belief in an unreliable way
may be said to be epistemically blameworthy for holding this belief simply because
it is representative of her past inappropriate service to the truth-goal. In a deontic
context the truth-goal remains basic after all. This is not to say, however, that a belief
may be epistemically undesirable in the sense relevant to epistemic deontologism
simply by being false. A discussion of this point will follow in Section 5.5.

5.5. THE NOTION OF EPISTEMIC UNDESIRABILITY

Above we have singled out a number of epistemic desiderata or dimensions of epis-
temic desirability for beliefs. Special attention has been given to the following three
desiderata:

1. Truth-conducivity: It is epistemically desirable that a belief is formed and
(causally) sustained by a reliable process.

2. Adequate basing: It is epistemically desirable that, insofar as a belief is based on
reasons, it is based on good reasons (evidence, grounds).

3. Reasonableness: It is epistemically desirable that an agent holding a belief has
good rationalizing reasons (grounds, evidence) for holding that belief.

I have argued that the desirability of a belief’s fulfilling any of these desiderata may be
accounted for relative to the value of agent’s pursuit of the epistemic goal of holding
only true beliefs (the truth-goal). Thus, I have so far resisted the idea that the truth-goal
need to be supplemented by other epistemic goals in order to account for the notion
of epistemic undesirability needed for my analysis of epistemic blameworthiness. I
shall now add some more substance to this claim and submit that a belief is simply
epistemically undesirable in the sense that matters here, if, and only if, it is not
epistemically desirable in the above sense. The notion of epistemic undesirability
thus, via the notion of epistemic desirability, hinges on the truth-goal.

The equivocation of epistemic undesirability with non-desirability in the present
context may be defended in the following way: The notion of epistemic blameworthi-
ness we were after should be able to account for ascriptions of moral blameworthiness
in “honest mistake” cases like those encountered in Section 1.3. Here it seems plau-
sible that we regard as undesirable a belief that is not held for good reasons, not
reliably formed or not based on adequate evidence. If an agent holds such beliefs, and
they happen to be false, she better have an excuse for it, lest we condemn her actions
based on such beliefs. Our actions and the beliefs that prompt them are simply too
important matters to allow that beliefs that are merely “whimsical” (neither based
on – nor held for – good or bad reasons) or neither reliably nor unreliably formed (if
this is possible) should pass without an adequate excuse.
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I shall thus say that the following properties of a belief are undesirable from an
epistemic perspective:

1. Lack of formation by a truth-conducive process: It is epistemically undesirable
that a belief is not formed and (causally) sustained by a reliable process.

2. Inadequate basing: It is epistemically undesirable that a belief based on reasons is
not based on good basing reasons (adequate evidence, adequate grounds).

3. Unreasonableness: It is epistemically undesirable that an agent holding a belief
does not have good rationalizing reasons (adequate grounds, adequate evidence)
for holding that belief.

I acknowledge that a belief may in a broader sense be epistemically undesirable in
virtue of violating any epistemic desideratum. However, I shall limit myself to con-
siderations of undesirable beliefs satisfying either of the three epistemic indesiderata
listed above: I shall thus submit the following analysis as adequate for the present
purposes:

Undesireepist: An agent’s holding of the belief that p is epistemically undesirable if,
and only if, it is not formed and sustained by a reliable process, not based on adequate
reasons, or unreasonable.199

At this stage I need to address a fundamental objection, already alluded to above:
Some may wonder why, since after all the epistemic undesirability of the above
properties is accounted for relative to the truth-goal, I have not simply taken falsity
(non-truth, if one eschews bivalence) as my basic notion of epistemic undesir-
ability and offered the following, seemingly simpler, basic analysis of epistemic
blameworthiness:

Blameepist, falsehood: An agent is epistemically blameworthy for her holding the
belief that p if, and only if,

1. She believes that p.
2. Her belief that p is false (untrue).
3. She is not appropriately excusably for the falsity (untruth) of her belief that p.

On such an analysis the notion of epistemic desirability evolved above would be
tied to the non-excusability clause (2): If a belief is false, even though it satisfies all
of the epistemic desiderata listed above (none of which infallibly yields true beliefs
if satisfied), a proponent of Blameepist, falsehood would need to say that the agent is
then appropriately excused for the falsehood of this belief. This would be in order to
escape the highly implausible conclusion that the agent would be blameworthy for
holding a false belief that is otherwise epistemically desirable in any way.

I shall offer two important reasons for preferring Blameepist overBlameepist, falsehood:
First, the above stand that a proponent of Blameepist,falsehood is forced to make on pains
of immediate implausibility, simply strikes me as stretching the notion of excusability
in a very unnatural way: If a belief satisfies the epistemic desiderata listed above, yet
still accidentally happens to be false, the agent holding this belief surely has nothing
to excuse: From the perspective of the truth-goal there is nothing wrong with the way
she holds this belief, its falsehood is due to circumstances she could not be required to
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control in any relevant sense. Now it simply seems highly strange to excuse someone
for something she could never be required to control200: This would, e.g. open up the
possibility of “excusing” any normal agent for the bad weather condition (since this
is something undesirable she could not possibly control). I take these considerations
to sufficiently establish that a more “economic” conception of the notion of epistemic
undesirability simply puts too heavy a strain on the notion of excusability.

Second, and perhaps even more important, the notion of epistemic undesirability
preferred here allows for the possibility that a belief may be epistemically undesirable,
hence potentially blameworthy, although not false. I take this to fit with our intuitions.
Consider, e.g. the Morgan-style (see Section 1.3) case of a man, Jones, who believes
that a woman consents to having sex with him. This happens to be true. In fact this
woman is a desperate prostitute looking for any customer she can find. However,
Jones’s belief is based entirely on the observation that this woman is wearing a
very short dress; in fact he would have believed that she consented even if she had
protested wildly and given him any good reason to believe that she did not consent.
Now, Jones’s belief that this woman consented to have sex with him, even if true, is
hardly any better from a deontic perspective than the Morgan rapist’s false belief that
Mrs. Morgan consented to have sex with him. Thus, unless Jones has an appropriate
excuse for basing his belief on the skimpy evidence, it seems highly appropriate to
blame him for holding it under the above circumstances.

Some may feel at this stage that I have erred in the opposite direction by preferring
a notion of epistemic undesirability too lean for the present purposes. In particular it
might be argued that I have seriously amputated my notion of epistemic undesirability
by failing to take into account the supposedly central epistemic goals of understanding
and wisdom. For example Linda Zagzebski has argued:

The important point is that understanding ought to an important concept for us as well, it has clearly
been neglected, and this neglect cannot be remedied if epistemology persists in making the locus of
evaluation individual propositions or states of believing single propositions, as is the case with justification.
Understanding is not a state directed towards a single propositional content at all.201

Now, Zagzebski does not do very much to explicate what exactly understanding
in her sense of the term amounts to, apart from some scattered remarks that, e.g.
understanding essentially concerns entire “chunks of reality.”202

On the epistemic goal of wisdom Zagzebski has the following to offer:

The nature of wisdom is elusive, but it is clear that whatever it is, wisdom is an epistemic value qualitatively
different from the piling up of beliefs that have the property of justification, warrant or certainty. Wisdom
is neither a matter of the properties of propositional beliefs, nor is it a matter of the relations among such
beliefs; it is a matter of grasping the whole of reality.203

I shall agree with Zagzebski that the import of phrases like the last of the above
passage is indeed elusive: Here we are no longer satisfied with grasping just “chunks”
of reality, but opt for the full package! Even if to me it is unclear, what “grasping
the whole of reality” amounts to, I shall grant here that this is indeed a valuable goal
from a suitably wide epistemic perspective.
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Above (Section 5.1) I shrug off the relevance of the Cartesian goal of knowledge
conceived as a solitary quest for certainty, as this goal concerns only the isolated
individual subject. However this move is hardly warranted in the cases of wisdom
and understanding: Wisdom and understanding are plausibly construed as “traits that
enable individuals to live well in communities.”204 It would seem, then, that a notion
of epistemic desirability as that evolved above, which evaluates beliefs in a piece-meal
fashion, is simply too narrow.

However, even if wisdom and understanding are aims too lofty to directly concern
singular beliefs, I take it that an agent’s neglect of the more humble truth-goal does
not exactly promote her pursuit of the goals of understanding and wisdom either:
How can she aim to grasp the whole or even mere chunks of reality, if she does not
aim to hold true beliefs about it? It would seem, then, that on a virtue-driven approach
to epistemic normativity like Zagzebski’s, the truth-goal must still be recognised as
central epistemic goal after all. Her above statement that wisdom is not a matter of the
properties of beliefs or their relations, is hardly accurate: If an agent aims to “grasp
the whole of reality” she must surely care about the truth-value of her beliefs, even if
this should perhaps be the least of her lofty concerns.

If this is correct, the present account of epistemic undesirability is not seriously
endangered by the recognition of understanding and wisdom as over-riding epistemic
goals: Violating the three epistemic desiderata from above is then also undesirable
from this broadened perspective.

However, a proponent of the epistemic goals of understanding and wisdom may
still object to my preferred conception of epistemic undesirability by arguing that
really the appropriate objects of epistemic evaluation should not be an individual’s
singular holdings of beliefs at all. For example Linda Zagzebski has submitted that it
is simply “a mistake to evaluate beliefs singly.”205

Here I am forced to take a fundamental stand: Throughout I shall offer examples,
mostly taken from the recent literature, of agents epistemically blameworthy for
holding an undesirable belief. To me and to other authors, these examples have seemed
intuitively compelling. I thus confess myself unable to understand the objection that
accounting for a notion of epistemic blameworthiness applying to singular beliefs
is an illegitimate project. This is not to deny that an alternative notion of epistemic
blameworthiness may perhaps be developed, which does not take singular holdings
of beliefs as its object. Such a notion could, e.g. be imagined to turn on the epistemic
goals of understanding and wisdom in a substantial way; goals intuitively relevant
from a suitably broadened epistemic perspective. However, as long as the nature
of these goals is not stated more accurately than in, e.g. Zagzebski’s above-quoted
passages, I find it hard to see how such a notion could be developed in a fruitful manner.
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CHAPTER 6

BRUCE RUSSELL’S BASIC ANALYSIS OF THE NOTION

OF EPISTEMIC BLAMEWORTHINESS

Abstract. In this chapter I confront an alternative basic analysis of the notion of epistemic blameworthiness
due to Bruce Russell. Russell’s analysis takes account only of one epistemic indesiratum: the indesiratum
of unreasonableness. Further, Russell holds the unreasonableness of higher-order beliefs relevant to the
epistemic blameworthiness of first-order beliefs. Most importantly, he argues that an agent is epistemically
blameworthy for holding a belief, even if she has a good reason to hold this belief, if only she also has a
good reason to believe that she lacks a good reason to hold this belief. I argue that this claim is ill guided.
More generally I argue that there is no imminent reason to hold second-order beliefs relevant to issues of
epistemic blameworthiness at all. In particular, the cases of epistemic blameworthiness lined up by Russell
are not very useful in this respect.

6.1. A CRITIQUE OF RUSSELL’S ANALYSIS

I shall now be able to confront a competing basic analysis of the notion of epistemic
blameworthiness, which has recently been advanced by Bruce Russell. As shall
emerge, this analysis shares significant features with Blameepist, but nevertheless
deviates from it in a number of important respects. Russell’s most explicit statement
of his analysis can be found in the following passage:

I propose that we adopt [Richard] Feldman’s account of an objectively justified belief, namely, a belief
that a person has good reason to believe, and let a subjectively justified belief be one that the person
is epistemically blameless in holding. She will be blameless in holding it if [and only if] the belief is
objectively justified for her and she has no adequate reason to think otherwise, or . . . the belief is not
objectively justified for her but she has an excuse [which is legitimate] for holding it . . .206

The last two brackets supplied above drastically alter the import of Russell’s text.
However, I am convinced that I am true to Russell’s intentions here: Consider the
following formulation of the corresponding moral principle presented by Russell not
long before the above quote:

She [the person] will be blameless just in case she has no adequate reason to believe
that what she did was objectively wrong or has a legitimate excuse for doing it.207

Russell gives us no reason why he should be content with an “if ” rather than a
“just in case” or “if, and only if ” clause in his epistemic version of the principle.
Rather it would seem odd that he should offer an analysis of “subjective justification”
and not hold that an agent is subjectively unjustified if these conditions are not met.
Concerning the last bracket added: I suppose that a legitimacy requirement for excuses
is implicit in Russell’s analyses. I will thus proceed on the assumption that I have
understood his view correctly by bringing it out.

On the reading adopted, the following analysis of epistemic blameworthiness
follows208 from the first passage quoted:
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Blameepist, Russell: An agent is epistemically blameworthy (i.e. not blameless) for
holding the belief that p if, and only if,

1. She believes that p.
2. She does not have good “adequate” reasons for holding the belief that p, or she

has good reasons for holding the belief that she does not have good reasons for
holding the belief that p and

3. She has good reasons for holding the belief that p, or she has no legitimate excuse
for holding the belief that p.

Blameepist, Russell deviates from Blameepist on a number of counts. Most con-
spicuously, Russell’s analysis is built on a single epistemic indesideratum, the
unreasonableness indesideratum as presented in Section 5.5 above. I shall argue that
this presents the analysis with some serious difficulties in dealing with compelling
examples of epistemic blameworthiness.

However, I shall begin by engaging the analysis on its own terms: Unlike my
preferred analysis, Blameepist, Russell mentions second-order (rationalizing) reasons.
To appreciate whether Russell has made a case for taking account of such second-
order reasons, the interesting cases to consider are those in which an agent’s
blameworthiness or lack thereof allegedly hinges on her second-order reasons.

Russell offers two examples of epistemically blameworthy agents, supposedly
involving second-order beliefs in an essential way. The first is the following:

On the basis of his professor’s arguments, a student might have good reason to believe that he has good
reason to believe, say, that God does not exist and yet still in fact believe that he does not have such reasons.
Suppose as the result of the emotional pressure of his atheist friends, the student ends up disbelieving in
God. Then he will be epistemically blameworthy for believing contrary to his epistemic conscience . . .209

Remarkably, Russell does not make it clear, whether the student actually has good
reasons for believing that God does not exist. For this reason, it is not easy to see,
how this example adds support to Russell’s analysis or even fits into it. However,
if there is indeed a case of epistemic blameworthiness here, it is hard to see how
this blameworthiness turns on the student’s second-order reasons (his good reason to
believe that he has good reasons to believe that God does not exist). Rather, if anything
seems immediately relevant, it is the fact that the student gave in to the emotional
pressure of his friends, rather than to the rational arguments of his professor. If so,
we may here have a violation of the adequate basing desideratum of Section 5.3:
Even if aware of good reasons (offered by the professor) for believing that God
does not exist, the student’s belief is best explained by his awareness of terribly bad
reasons, namely those offered by his atheist peers. We may also have a violation of
the truth-conducive mechanism desideratum from Section 5.4: Emotional pressure
caused by college students surely is no good candidate for a truth-conducive belief-
producing mechanism (perhaps in contrast to the persuasive force exerted by certain
philosophy professors) and on Blameepist beliefs caused by such a mechanism must
be blameworthy unless the agent is appropriately excused for falling victim to it.

Since Blameepist, Russell takes account only of the unreasonability indesideratum it
is unable to account for the example in the above fashion. Russell’s first example
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thus hardly presents a compelling case for the relevance of an agent’s second-order
reasons to her epistemic blameworthiness. However, the main charge is still to come.
Russell presents the following line of reasoning:

Consider Keith Lehrer’s example of Mr. Raco, who originally, and out of prejudice, believes that only
members of a certain race contract a certain disease but who then learns in medical school that this is true.
Suppose that at some point Mr. Raco has the medical evidence but does not hold his belief on the basis of
that evidence . . . (. . .) . . . Here we might say that Mr. Raco acts in accordance with his epistemic duty but
not from it and so is like Kant’s grocer who gives the correct change because doing so is good for business.
However, earlier I said that someone who has sufficient evidence to believe he will win some coveted
price but bases his belief on wishful thinking is epistemically blameworthy in what he believes . . . (. . .) . . .

I said the prize-winner is blameworthy in what he believes but Mr. Raco is not. What is the difference
between the two? . . . (. . .) . . . I think the difference is that the person who bases his belief on wishful
thinking must think that he does not have sufficient evidence to support his belief and so believes against
reason. However, after Mr. Raco attends medical school, he does not believe he lacks sufficient evidence
and so does not believe against reason. The first person goes against his epistemic conscience but Mr. Raco
does not.210

I completely endorse Russell’s comparison of Mr. Raco with Kant’s scheming grocer.
The only problem is that Kant actually thought the grocer morally blameworthy or
bad-willed, since his actions did not have the right source: The grocer did not act
out of duty or respect for the Moral Law. Now, it is clear that the above example
only supports the relevance of second-order reasons (or, as Russell suggestively puts
it, “epistemic conscience”) to evaluations of epistemic blameworthiness if there is
in fact an interesting difference between Mr. Raco and the wishful thinker. How-
ever, it is hard to see that any such difference obtains: Just as Kant considered the
actions of the scheming grocer morally undesirable due to their tainted source, Mr.
Raco’s prejudiced belief, even if true and reasonable relative to an impressive hier-
archy of good reasons, still violates the epistemic desideratum of adequate basing:
Surely it must be epistemically undesirable to base a belief on a severely falsity-
conducive reason like racial prejudice, no matter the luck one has in its turning out
true, reasonable or even “conscientious” on a later stage of life. Thus unless Mr. Raco
is adequately excused for basing his belief on such bad reasons, he must be epis-
temically blameworthy for holding it. Exactly the same point applies to the wishful
thinker.

Arguably, Russell, in trying to make sense of such cases of epistemic blameworthi-
ness as that of the wishful thinker or the atheist student, is only forced up the hierarchy
of good reasons due to his failure to take account of first-order epistemic indesiderata
other than unreasonableness. From the perspective of Blameepist he simply misses
out on the more natural analysis in these cases, and in the case of Mr. Raco simply
fails to come up with the right result. Further, much of the appeal of “Mr. Raco” as
an example for Russell’s purposes arguably lies in the fact that the case is highly psy-
chologically implausible. Definitely you would expect a real-life Mr. Raco to have
shifted211 his basis for the relevant belief at some point, such that that belief was
no longer based on bad reasons, i.e. no longer epistemically undesirable at all. He
would then fail to be epistemically blameworthy. I strongly suspect that this intuition
accounts for some of the persuasive force the example may in fact command. Still,
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as presented by Russell the example makes no compelling case for taking account of
second-order reasons in evaluations of epistemic blameworthiness.

This goes to show two things: First, Russell has offered no reason to include in an
analysis of the notion of epistemic blameworthiness any mention of second-order rea-
sons. Second, my above consideration of Russell’s examples has added further support
to the claim that a satisfactory conception of epistemic blameworthiness cannot ignore
the epistemic indesiderata of inadequate basing and non-reliable formation.

One issue between Russell’s analysis and Blameepist still needs to be considered:
Russell has it that legitimate excuses must excuse the agent’s holding of a belief,
whereas Blameepist has it that such excuses must excuse the epistemic undesirability
of that belief. My reasons for formulating the inexcusability clause thus will be
clearer once the complex issue of doxastic control has been considered further below.
Suffice it to say here that cases may exist, where, in a suitably out-lined situation,
one agent forms a desirable belief and another agent forms an undesirable belief
with exactly the same content, although neither agent could have prevented forming
the belief under the relevant circumstances (see Section 10.4). Thus when possibly
excusing the latter agent, it would seem odd to excuse her holding of the relevant
belief, rather she should be excused for her belief’s not being desirable like that of the
former agent.

In conclusion, I have offered four reasons to prefer my analysis of epistemic
blameworthiness over Blameepist, Russell:

1. Russell presents no compelling reasons to take account of second-order reasons
in an analysis of the notion of epistemic blameworthiness.

2. There are examples of epistemic blameworthiness (like the atheist student and the
wishful thinker) that Blameepist, Russell cannot make sense of in a natural way.

3. Some epistemically blameworthy agents (like Mr. Raco) come out blameless on
Blameepist, Russell.

4. Blameepist, Russell has an inadequate inexcusability clause.

Thus Russell has hardly offered a plausible statement of the necessary conditions for
epistemic blameworthiness. It remains now to consider, whether he has at least stated
sufficient, albeit not necessary conditions for epistemic blameworthiness, i.e. whether
his claims go through on the more modest, literal reading of the crucial passage from
Russell (2001). If so, at least the reverse implication of Blameepist, Russell holds.

However, I believe that not even this more modest claim can be upheld, as the
following demonstrates: First, on Russell’s analysis second-order reasons only come
into play in the following type of case: The agent must have good reasons for holding
a belief, yet also have good reasons for believing that she does not have such good
reasons.212 Now actually stating such a case is not an easy matter. Further, if no such
case can be stated, second-order reasons immediately lose all relevance to the notion
of epistemic blameworthiness, since there will then be no case at all where an agent is
blameworthy due to the “wrong” kind of second-order beliefs. Now even stating such
a case is hardly enough for Russell. He must in fact present an example satisfying the
following even more exotic requirements: The agent must
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1. Hold the belief that p.
2. Have good reasons for holding the belief that p.
3. Have good reasons for believing that she does not have good reasons for holding

the belief that p.
4. Be blameworthy for holding the belief that p due to her having these second-order

reasons.

Perhaps what Russell should offer here is an example of the following type: Suppose
that another student of the philosophy professor from Russell’s first example firmly
believes that God exists. Suppose further that this student actually has good reasons for
believing that God exists (she has had a genuine and impressive revelation). However,
after attending a lecture by the sharp-witted philosophy professor, the student also
acquires good reasons for believing that she does not have good reasons for believing
that God exists: Some of the professor’s arguments gave good reasons for serious
doubts concerning the existence of genuine revelations.

Should we hold this student epistemically blameworthy without further ado for
staying with her theist belief ? Russell supposedly would. Now, at least to me, this is
implausible. First, we might wish to take into account whether the student is perhaps
excused for sticking to her theist belief, insofar as we take the circumstances to
support her epistemic blameworthiness otherwise. Relevant possible excuses may
involve the presence of an unmerited emotional pressure from religious peers, etc.
Second, insofar as the revelation really gave her good reasons for believing that God
exists, and this is still the case after she has apprehended the professor’s arguments,
can we really fault her for not letting those arguments influence her theist belief ?
At least to me, it seems that we should only fault her for her “doxastic passivity,”
insofar as the professor’s arguments at least provided her with good reasons not to
believe that God exists, i.e. good reasons for either agnosticism or atheism. Otherwise
it escapes me why we should require her to give up a belief, which, after all, she still
had good reasons to hold.

However, in this case we have again left behind the scenario Russell needs: If the
professor provides the student with good reasons for agnosticism or atheism, she no
longer has good reasons for theism, contrary to the necessary suppositions. Now, as
we saw above, Russell’s own examples have hardly strengthened the case for the claim
that second-order reasons are at all relevant to the notion of epistemic blameworthiness
I may therefore safely confess my inability to see, how a convincing example can be
set up to meet Russell’s requirements. It seems that in fact second-order reasons are
irrelevant to evaluations of epistemic blameworthiness.

In conclusion: No matter if Russell is interpreted as purporting to offer necessary
and sufficient conditions or only unnecessary, but sufficient conditions for epistemic
blameworthiness, his claims offer no threat to Blameepist, the analysis of epistemic
blameworthiness preferred here.
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DOXASTIC CONTROL

Abstract. In this chapter I point to the crucial link between the notions of doxastic control and epistemic
blameworthiness. In Section 7.1 I shall argue against some recent authors that a legitimate ascription of
epistemic blameworthiness demands the relevant agent to be in control of the relevant belief in some sense.
In Section 7.2 I proceed to discuss the general requirements that a mode of doxastic control must satisfy in
order to be legitimately invoked in such ascriptions. In Section 7.3, then, I present a taxonomy of modes of
doxastic control. Previous authors, William Alston in particular, have offering similar taxonomies, but the
present differs from its predecessors on several counts. I bring out the most important differences and defend
my preferred solution. In Section 7.4 I provide a brief overview of the chapters ahead (Chapters 8–11),
where I shall discuss under which conditions the diverse modes of doxastic control presented in Section 7.3
may in fact be invoked to underwrite legitimate ascriptions of epistemic blameworthiness.

7.1. THE IMPORTANCE OF THE ISSUE OF DOXASTIC CONTROL

The issue of doxastic control, the control an agent enjoys over her holdings of beliefs,
is absolutely central to epistemic deontologism, at least if based on a deontic concept
as strong as epistemic blameworthiness. If doxastic control is generally impossible
or entirely irrelevant to evaluations of epistemic blameworthiness, a grim dilemma
arises: Either we will have to accept an account of the notion of epistemic blame-
worthiness denying that the blameworthiness of a belief invariably stems from the
believer’s failure to exercise her doxastic control appropriately. Or we will have to
give up the concept of epistemic blameworthiness altogether. The first possibility has
recently been advocated by David Owens, the latter by William Alston.213

None of the horns of this dilemma looks particularly inviting on a closer inspection.
Owens boldly grabs the first horn by arguing that an agent’s epistemic blameworthi-
ness is linked, not to her possibilities of doxastic control, but to her fundamental
standing as a person:

I’ll argue that responsibility is what is registered when blame is applied to persons as such . . . (. . .) . . . My
hypothesis about responsibility is that one is held to account for one’s merit as a person; one gets blamed
for those things (both moral and non-moral) which are thought to make one a bad person.214 (emphasis
in original).

Owens’ central argument for the above thesis may be paraphrased thus: He first
observes with Hume that “sentiments are every day experienced of blame and praise,
which have objects beyond the dominion of the will and choice . . .”215 He then goes
on to claim that such sentiments are often entirely appropriate, whether in the form of
resentment and indignation directed towards fellow agents, or in the form of remorse
and guilt directed towards one self. Only, the blameworthy state or condition needs
to be “subject to rational assessment”216 and in some sense vicious, i.e. a state or
condition that makes one “a bad person.”
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Owens takes this to mean that any kind of blameworthiness is entirely independent
of the possibility of control. He uses as a illustration of this point the example of road
rage, which to him remains a blameworthy emotional condition even if a driver, after
unsuccessful efforts to temper herself through therapy, has finally discovered that her
rage towards fellow road users is entirely beyond her control:

Suppose two of us suffer from road rage. We each assiduously attend anger-management classes and do
our relaxation exercises in the car simulator with the same level of commitment, but the therapy works for
you and not for me . . . (. . .) . . . Here one’s reproaches would be tempered by a knowledge of my efforts at
self-improvement, but one should hardly cease to blame me, as one would cease to blame you: continued
guilt on my part would be not at all inappropriate.217

Thus, to Owens’mind, an agent’s blameworthiness for her states does not even require
the possibility of a modest mode of indirect control over such states as, e.g. exerted
through wilfully accepted education. Translated into the epistemic realm, Owens
thus maintains that whether or not an agent was ever in any position to improve her
cognitive dispositions, she may remain at fault for the results of her deficiencies.

I think we should concede without hesitation that a person suffering from road
rage or a person holding certain undesirable beliefs, is in some sense a worse person
than a person not suffering from road rage or holding such beliefs. Also a person’s
beliefs as well as her emotional states are in some sense subject to rational assessment.
However, it is not at all easy to see why the supposition that a state of anger may be
judged irrational or rational should matter to its deontic status, if this state remains
entirely beyond the angry agent’s control. It may of course be true that people keep
on blaming agents, including themselves, for the occurrence of certain undesirable
states entirely outside of their control. This might even typically be the case for states
subject to rational assessment. The crucial question remains, whether such attitudes
are merited by states of blameworthiness.

Owens, I take it, has not presented a convincing argument that they are in fact so
merited. Rather, a natural response to his road rage example is to acknowledge that,
if the angry driver’s condition is truly outside of her past and present control, it is
simply inappropriate to blame her for it, even if she is in some sense a bad person
and may need to be contained due to the harmfulness of her actions. The intuitive
force that Owens’ road rage example might in fact command might well rest in its
sheer psychological implausibility: Certainly we would expect an angry driver to
enjoy some past or present measure of control over her condition, either because she
has brought it upon herself by her actions, or because she has or has had access to
some means, which she could effectively apply in order to temper her condition. If
her rage is truly outside of her past and present control, however, just like a person
born irredeemably ugly, the angry driver seems to deserve our pity rather than our
resentment. This is quite consistent with the fact that, in the case of an actual driver
suffering from uncontrollable anger, it might be almost impossible for us to realize
her blamelessness and even harder for us to treat her accordingly.

In contrast, Owens thesis seems to resemble a doctrine of hereditary sin, maintain-
ing that persons remain guilty for their badness, even if they are bad entirely due to
forces outside of their control. In the present context I shall be satisfied to submit
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that such a position is better avoided as long as a consistent alternative is available.
Certainly Owens’ example does not force his conclusions upon us.

It deserves mention that Richard Feldman, like Owens, has recently offered an
account of deontological epistemic normativity that explicitly does not presuppose
any possibility of doxastic control. Feldman insists that the “ought” involved in
deontic epistemic evaluations “judgments” is really a “role-ought” based on “good
performance”218:

Furthermore, it is plausible to say that the role of a believer is not one that we have any real choice about
taking on . . .(. . .) . . . It is our plight to be believers. We ought to do it right. It doesn’t matter that in some
cases we are unable to do so.219

He then explicitly argues that his account of epistemic deontologism can underwrite
the notion of a belief being epistemically prohibited or permitted. I seriously doubt
whether this is so, unless these terms are used in a highly unorthodox manner.220 In
fact it is not at all clear that “role-oughts” are deontic terms in the present sense (see
Section 3.1): An actor may well be said not to play her role in a play as she ought to
play it, even if playing it right exceeds her abilities. However, we would hardly hold
her blameworthy simply for that reason.

This point is conceded by Feldman, who submits that, given our supposed lack
of doxastic control, “it is less clear what to make of judgments in which people are
praised or blamed for their beliefs.”221 Thus, even if superficially similar to Owens’s
analysis, Feldman’s is really much weaker in the sense that he does not try to account
for the central notion of epistemic blameworthiness. For that reason it is also irrelevant
to the current proceedings.

The second horn of the dilemma set up in the beginning of the present paragraph
faces problems of another kind. As Alston readily recognizes, deontic epistemic
evaluations of beliefs are so firmly entrenched in our ordinary discourse that discard-
ing them easily leads to an “uneasy linguistic conscience.”222 Further, as should be
clear from Chapter 1, we need the notion of epistemic blameworthiness in order to
account for certain compelling cases of moral blameworthiness as well as to justify
certain common reactive attitudes towards one another as believers. Abandoning as
unviable ascriptions of epistemic blameworthiness would arguably mean a serious
impoverishment of our general normative framework.

In order to avoid the teeth of the dilemma, we must then make the following
basic supposition: An agent can only be blameworthy for holding a belief, if she has
exercised, or could have exercised, some kind of doxastic control over that belief.223

This supposition can now be substantiated within the framework of the basic
analysis of epistemic blameworthiness (Blameepist) offered in Section 4.1: Blameepist

hinges on the notion of appropriate excusability. Now, if no account of the doxastic
control underwriting ascriptions of epistemic blameworthiness could be given, we
would be at a total loss concerning what agents should appropriately be excused for:
It is highly dubious whether the notion of excusability could then apply to belief-
holdings at all, insofar as it simply seems inappropriate to excuse an agent for some
undesirable state of affairs she could not have controlled in any sense. For example it
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does not make much sense to say about an average agent, except as a joke, that she is
appropriately excused for the bad weather situation, even if this situation is of course
not “her fault”: The bad weather is simply something she could never have controlled
in any sense, hence something for which she can never stand in need of an excuse.
If asked to excuse her for the occurrence of the bad weather, rather than offering an
excuse to exempt her from guilt, the most natural response would be to dismiss the
demand as genuinely misguided.

However, if it makes sense that an agent could be excused for some undesirable
occurrence, there are clearly two basic ways in which her control over that occurrence
could enter into the excuse: Either it could be claimed that she did in fact bring about
the undesirable occurrence, but that in doing so she did nothing inappropriate, for
which reason the occurrence was none of her fault. Or it could be claimed that, even
if at some time she omitted to exercise her control over that undesirable occurrence
and it occurred because of this omission, she did nothing inappropriate by omitting
to exercise her control. Upon these basic observations I will present the following
analysis of the notion of epistemic blameworthiness, which refines the inexcusability
clause of the initial analysis provided in Section 4.1 above:

Blameepist, control: An agent A is epistemically blameworthy for holding the belief
that p if, and only if

1. She believes that p.
2. Her holding of the belief that p is epistemically undesirable.
3. She enjoys a mode of doxastic control M belonging to the set M∗ over her holding

of the belief that p and it is either the case that
a. The epistemic undesirability of her holding of the belief that p224 is caused by

an exercise of M and she has no appropriate excuse225 for that exercise. Or
b. The epistemic undesirability of her holding of the belief that p is caused by

an omission of an exercise of M and she has no appropriate excuse for that
omission.226

Here M∗ is a suitable set of modes of doxastic control, such that Blameepist, control

provides necessary conditions of epistemic blameworthiness, i.e. such that the
analysis may adequately cover all possible cases of epistemically blameworthy belief.

Obviously, now, the substantive import of Blameepist, control hinges upon which
modes of doxastic control must, as a minimum,227 be demanded to be members of
M∗, i.e. which modes of doxastic control the variable M must minimally range over
in order to make Blameepist, control adequately cover all possible cases of epistemically
blameworthy belief. Specifying this range will occupy me below, where, after having
introduced a suitable taxonomy of modes of doxastic control in Section 7.4, I shall
go about the task by simple enumeration. To make this process more manageable
I introduce the following definition:

(Deontological Adequacy): A mode of doxastic control is deontologically ade-
quate with regard to an agent’s epistemically undesirable belief that p if, and only if,
if the variable ‘M’ is interpreted as denoting this mode of doxastic control, either the
condition (a) or the condition (b) of Blameepist, control yields sufficient conditions for
the epistemic blameworthiness of that belief.
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In less technical, but also rough, terms: A mode of doxastic control is deontologi-
cally adequate with regard to an epistemically undesirable belief if, and only if, it may
legitimately be invoked in ascriptions of epistemic blameworthiness to that belief.
In what follows, for ease of expression, I shall often say that a mode of doxastic
control is deontologically adequate, if it is deontologically adequate with regard to
some non-empty domain of undesirable beliefs.

It should now be clear that a mode of doxastic control must belong to M∗, i.e. be
within the minimal range of M, if, and only if, it is deontologically adequate with
regard to some non-empty domain of undesirable beliefs: It is exactly the modes of
doxastic control that play a role in the deontic evaluation of particular undesirable
beliefs, which cannot be dispensed with, if Blameepist, control is to adequately cover
all possible cases of epistemic blameworthiness.

The primary task ahead, then, becomes to specify exactly which modes of doxastic
control are in fact deontologically adequate under which circumstances. This project
shall occupy the Chapters 8–11. As shall fully emerge in the run of these chapters,
during recent philosophical history the issue of doxastic control and its relevance to
epistemic deontologism has been a subject of much controversy. This controversy is
hardly surprising. As I shall hope to make clear, no neat and tidy theory can account
for all legitimate ascriptions of epistemic blameworthiness.

7.2. SOME BASIC REQUIREMENTS FOR DEONTOLOGICAL ADEQUACY

Due to the many differing versions of doxastic control suggested in the literature and
the differing opinions over which kinds of doxastic control are relevant to evaluations
of epistemic blameworthiness, imposing some general requirements for deontological
adequacy will greatly help my discussion.

Most importantly, I shall submit that a mode of doxastic control capable of under-
writing an ascription of epistemic blameworthiness must at least satisfy the following
three requirements:

1. It must be possible for a normal agent to exercise the relevant kind of doxastic
control under normal circumstances. That is, the possibility of exercising this
control must not be limited to, e.g. a few esoterically trained agents (Tibetan
lamas or other “mental masters”) under highly exotic circumstances. Call this the
naturalistic requirement.

2. It must be possible for a normal agent to guide her exercise of the relevant kind
of doxastic control according to the norm of epistemic blameworthiness (a basic
outline of such a norm (Blameepist, control) has been offered above), at least to the
degree that her failure to do so may, under appropriate circumstances, warrant an
accusation of inappropriate conduct. Call this the activity-guiding requirement.

3. The exercise of the relevant kind of doxastic control must be related to the ensu-
ing holding of a belief in an epistemically relevant way. Call this the epistemic
relevance requirement.

These requirements now stand badly in need of some explicatory comments. First,
notice that in order to achieve a maximum of generality, I employ the notion of



NOTTLEMANN: “NOTTELMAN_CH07” — 2007/5/30 — 14:53 — PAGE 84 — #6

84 CHAPTER 7

doxastic control in a normatively neutral way (see Section 3.2). This allows me to
consider various suggestions for doxastic control found in the literature, without
assuming beforehand that these modes of control can underwrite ascriptions of epis-
temic blameworthiness. If any reader should find “control” a term too normatively
invested, the more neutral term “influence” may be a fair replacement. This term,
however, has connotations too passive to cover adequately the wide array of modes
of doxastic control considered in the present chapter. For this reason, I shall in most
contexts prefer the former term.

I take the import of the first two requirements to be fairly obvious: If the natural-
istic requirement is not met, I submit, basic intuitions are violated: For example the
intuitive force of the “educated racist” example from Section 1.2 arguably rests on
the tacit supposition that this agent is not equipped with any extra-ordinary cognitive
powers.

The need to enforce the activity-guiding requirement should be equally obvious.
If this requirement is not met, intuitively an agent, even if having the possibility of
exercising a kind of doxastic control, cannot be blameworthy for holding a certain
belief, since she can never be appropriately accused of any inappropriate conduct
whatsoever: The contrary would be like blaming a construction worker for fail-
ing to follow a manual written in a language she could not possibly understand.
The agent cannot then on Blameepist,control lack an appropriate excuse for any epis-
temic undesirability her beliefs might have. Most importantly, the activity-guiding
requirement must demand that the relevant kind of doxastic control can be exercised
with an appropriate amount of foresight. The crucial link between the notions of
control, blameworthiness, and foresight has been explicitly recognized by several
authors.228 It should be noted that of course the required possibility of foresight does
not demand that in order for an exercise of doxastic control to establish blamewor-
thiness, the agent must actually have foreseen the consequences of that exercise.
Rather it is enough that she should have foreseen them in a certain sense. I shall
investigate the complicated nexus between control, blameworthiness and foresight
in Chapter 13.

The epistemic relevance requirement, now, demands a more elaborate explanation.
I shall offer the following analysis of the notion of epistemic relevance:

Amode of doxastic control is epistemically relevant if, and only if, it may influence
thedesirability level of a belief along one or more non-deontic dimensions of epistemic
desirability.229

However such an analysis may be challenged, as the following consideration will
show. If, namely, our beliefs are controllable as are our actions (I shall argue that in
fact they are not), we may well face the possibility that we are still responsible for
a belief, even if we could not have influenced its occurrence at all, had in fact we
tried. Recently, the possible relevance of such examples to the present context has
been brought out by Sharon Ryan:

Once I’ve decided to believe that p, I will believe p, and I can’t then just take on an alternative doxastic
attitude. Does this show that my doxastic attitudes are not free? . . . . (. . .) . . . Suppose I am in a room
listening to music and enjoying myself thoroughly. I do not wish to leave the room. In fact, there is
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really no place I’d rather be right now. Unbeknownst to me, my friends have locked the door to my
room . . . (. . .) . . . I stay in the room freely, even though I could not do otherwise and leave the room. As
long as I’m believing what I meant to believe, I’m free.230

I shall have more to say on this compatibilist approach to epistemic control below
(Section 8.3.1.1). Ultimately, I shall argue, Ryan does not succeed in vindicating
a mode of deontologically adequate mode of doxastic control. Here it suffices to
notice, that Ryan’s locked-room example presents no real challenge to the proposed
analysis of the notion of epistemic relevance, as the following consideration will
show: The music-listener could hardly be blamed for staying in the room, if this
was not somehow undesirable.231 Now, even if she cannot leave the room, she may
well influence the moral desirability level of her stay in the room, in as far as it
may matter morally whether she stays in the room for sheer pleasure, or because
she has recognized her captivity. Likewise, even though an agent may be unable to
prevent herself from believing a certain propositional content under given circum-
stances, she may well be able to able to exercise some control over whether she holds
this belief on inadequate evidence or not, i.e. whether it violates the desideratum
of adequate basing. Such “epistemic Frankfurt-examples” shall play a crucial role
in the present argument. Explicit examples shall be offered in the relevant context
(Section 10.4).

I shall now briefly consider some examples of doxastic control from the literature,
which may be immediately excluded from the following discussion due to a lack of
epistemic relevance:

Richard Feldman has acutely pointed to a rather banal way in which normal agents
may control some of their belief-formations: Many states of affairs I can bring about
by performing an action. Further, if my cognitive system registers such states reliably,
and I bring about such a state, I will form a belief that that particular state obtains.
A particularly banal example is the following: Given that the electrical systems of the
room that I occupy function correctly, I can control whether I believe that the lights
are on or not: Simply switch on the lights to form the belief that it is on, and switch
it off to form the belief that it is off.232 I will term doxastic control exercised in this
manner “Feldman-control.”

Now, an agent’s power to exercise Feldman-control can hardly underwrite standard
ascriptions of epistemic blameworthiness. First, there are simply too many kinds of
belief that are not subject to this kind of control. In Feldman’s words:

The existence of the sort of voluntary control over our beliefs described here [i.e. Feldman-control] does
nothing to alleviate the worries about the viability of deontological epistemic judgments. There are many
beliefs that are not about states of the world that we can control, so no argument like mine can support the
conclusion that we have control over them. Yet we make deontological epistemic judgments about beliefs
that we can’t control [via Feldman-control], and these judgments are as routine and commonplace as are
judgments about beliefs that we can control.233

Second, Feldman-control also falls short of underwriting epistemic blameworthiness
for a more decisive reason:

The control that we do have [i.e. Feldman-control] comes at a wrong point in the belief-forming process.
Favourable epistemic judgments are made when a person believes the right thing given the evidence the
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person has, and unfavourable judgments are made when a person believes something not supported by the
person’s evidence. What my argument shows is that we can control our evidence and thereby control our
beliefs. The argument does not contest the proposition that we are at the mercy of our evidence (or perhaps
our evidence combined with whatever other nonevidential facts cause belief). But it is this fact that is, I
think, the real heart of the worry about epistemic deontologism.234

Now, Feldman can hardly take refuge in the claim that an epistemically relevant mode
of doxastic control must matter to the content of ensuing beliefs. It would seem that
in the above passage, he comes fairly close to this: He argues, correctly, that no
matter how I exercise my Feldman-control, my beliefs are equally “at the mercy of
my evidence,” i.e. their content is equally beyond my control, but this in itself is not
enough to rule out a notion of epistemic blameworthiness built on Feldman-control:
As noted by Sharon Ryan above, there are even cases of action, where we are entirely
“at the mercy” of causal factors beyond our control, yet may still be appropriate
objects of deontic evaluation.

Rather, Feldman-control is irrelevant to ascriptions of epistemic blameworthiness
for a related, but significantly different, reason: Beliefs formed through Feldman-
control are always epistemically desirable (it was assumed that they accurately
registered what was actually the case). Further, the failure to exercise Feldman-
control can never be undesirable from an epistemic point of view, even if, in bizarre
cases, such failure may still have moral significance.235 That is because, on Feldman’s
assumptions, no matter how I exercise my Feldman-control my relevant beliefs remain
epistemically desirable and even equally desirable: If the light are off, I reliably
register this and vice versa. Consequently, Feldman-control can never underwrite
an ascription of epistemic blameworthiness on a conception like Blameepist, control:
It simply never yields epistemically undesirable beliefs. Whether an agent exercises it
or not remains entirely irrelevant to ascriptions of epistemic blameworthiness.

A second kind of doxastic “freedom” or “control” which is clearly epistemically
irrelevant, should be mentioned. Ryan’s above-quoted invocation of the doxastic free-
dom of “believing what one meant to believe,” may easily be given an interpretation
that renders such “freedom” entirely irrelevant to the issue of epistemic blameworthi-
ness: There is indeed a stoic sense of freedom according to which I am freely a slave
as long as I do not “mean” to be otherwise. Now, even if a stern stoic “means” herself
or even her daughter to suffer from a fatal cancer or “means” the clouds to rain on her
annoying neighbour, we would hardly ever hold her blameworthy for any of this for
that reason. Thus Ryan will have to provide a more substantial account of doxastic
control than merely “believing what one means to believe” in order to underwrite
ascriptions of epistemic blameworthiness. As I shall argue below (Section 8.3.1), she
has not provided such an account.

7.3. A TAXONOMY OF MODES OF DOXASTIC CONTROL

No serious attempt to investigate the relation between doxastic control and epistemic
blameworthiness can be made without an adequate taxonomy of modes of doxastic
control. In this section I shall offer such a taxonomy, which, I submit, will allow me
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to classify in a rewarding manner all serious suggestions in the recent literature for
modes of doxastic control relevant to evaluations of epistemic blameworthiness. For
that purpose I will have to risk a substantial increase in technicality relative to what
is encountered elsewhere. I trust it will be clear that this is no mere sophistry but
necessitated by the entangled nature of the topic and its literature. As the resulting
taxonomy differs significantly from influential taxonomies in the recent literature
(in particular that of William Alston), after presenting my preferred taxonomy, these
deviations will have to be addressed before further advances can be made.

I shall consider as significant four distinctions between modes of doxastic control:
Doxastic control may be:

1. Positive or negative.
2. Genetic or abortive.
3. Direct or indirect.
4. Content directed or property directed.

To enjoy positive genetic control over a belief is to have the ability to bring oneself
to form a belief or instantiate its normatively significant properties236 in a given situ-
ation. Negative genetic control relates to the ability to prevent oneself from forming
a belief or instantiating its normatively significant properties in a given situation.
Corresponding to the above, positive abortive control relates to the ability to bring
oneself to suspend a belief or its normatively significant properties in a given sit-
uation, whereas negative abortive control relates to the ability to bring oneself not
to suspend, i.e. sustain, a belief or its normatively significant properties in a given
situation.

These modes of control are decisively different, as some comparisons with similar
modes of control over actions and bodily functions will show: Over my actions I enjoy
positive genetic control,237 but not always abortive control of any kind: If I quickly
move my arm down on my knee, I may well lack the ability to stop it in mid-air,
once the action is instantiated. Over my patterns of action (e.g. swimming), however,
I typically enjoy negative as well as positive abortive and genetic control. Over some
of my bodily reflexes, as, e.g. breathing, I enjoy a limited amount of positive abortive
control and positive and negative genetic control (once I have stopped breathing) and
(life-time) unlimited negative abortive control (when above water). Over others, as,
e.g. sneezing, I enjoy a limited negative genetic control, but neither positive genetic
control (without the use of, e.g. sneezing powders) nor positive abortive control,
though I might train myself to acquire a small amount of negative abortive control
(sustaining the sneeze, once it begins). Over falling asleep, I (frustratingly) do neither
enjoy much positive genetic – nor positive and negative abortive control. However I
may well enjoy a good deal of negative genetic control, i.e. I may be able to prevent
myself from falling asleep.

When trying to gain a fruitful perspective on the position known as doxastic
voluntarism below, the distinctions discussed above will prove highly important.

The last two distinctions between modes of doxastic control are a bit harder to
handle. The distinction between direct – (or “immediate”) – and indirect control I take
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to be the difference between the control we enjoy over our actions and the control we
enjoy over their consequences. We may exercise indirect control over something by
doing something else as a means to bring about that something as an end, e.g. tying
down an arm to prevent it from twitching.238 However, in many cases it is far from
clear which events are part of an action, and which are genuine consequences of that
action.

To bring the distinction between direct and indirect control into a clearer light, it
is necessary to risk a short digression into the issue of responsibility for actions. The
concept of agency is itself a difficult one to handle. In the present context I shall follow
Donald Davidson in making the following supposition, which seems to capture the
core of the notion of agency:

Action does require that what the agent does is intentional under some description . . .239

I take this to mean that an event can only be an action if, under some (appropriate)
description, the agent was able to bring it about simply by intending/willing to bring
it about, i.e. without having to do something else in order to bring it about.240

I shall assume that an agent is always responsible for her actions, so conceived.
I make this assumption, which I consider fairly uncontroversial, in order to avoid
unnecessary complications with the issue of responsibility for actions.241

The qualification “under some description” in Davidson’s above-quoted analysis is
needed, because many actions are clearly not intentional under all legitimate descrip-
tions (intentions are semantically opaque). A particularly clear example is that of
committing a mistake, such as, e.g. misreading a sign. This is an action, that under
the description just given cannot possible be intended; if it were, it would not be a
mistake proper. Now, a misreading easily allows of a re-description under which it is
intended: the misreading is also a particular act of reading (only one that falls short
of certain standards), and supposedly the very reading of the sign was intended.242

The present analysis of the notion of agency may gain weight from considering
another example due to Davidson: Suppose that a naval officer aboard a World War II
British submarine presses a button that fires a torpedo towards the German battleship
Bismarck and sinks it. Now clearly, if the officer intended to sink the Bismarck by
pressing the button, sinking the Bismarck was his action. Suppose now that the officer
pressed the button with the intention of summoning a steward to bring him a cup of
tea, accidentally sinking the Bismarck in the process. Still sinking the Bismarck
qualifies as the officer’s action243 (who sank the Bismarck? He did!), and Davidson’s
analysis accounts for this. The action sinking the Bismarck may in the present case
be re-described as pressing the button at time t and that he did intend. Only if, e.g. he
fell against the button because a wave upset his balance, sinking the Bismarck fails
to be something he did in any substantial sense, at least in such a case he can hardly
be either praised or blamed for this military feat with any appropriation.

The fact that almost any action allows of a re-description under which it fails
to be intentional has been readily exploited by some doxastic voluntarists wanting
to draw an analogy between belief-formation and supposedly non-intended actions.
This is a clever version of the voluntarist argument I shall label “the special analogy
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argument” and treat at length below (Section 8.3.1.1). As any other version of this
argument it fails: As should already be clear by now, offering a description of certain
actions under which they are not intended goes no way towards rendering belief-
formation a kind of agency. Actions fail to be actions unless produced by intentions
under some description. Hence the voluntarist, rather than providing descriptions
of certain actions, under which they are not intended, must provide a legitimate
description under which a belief-formation is intended, and this I shall argue, she
cannot convincingly do.244

With the above digression in mind, an explication of the distinction between direct
and indirect doxastic control may at last be given: I shall say that an agent directly
controls the doxastic occurrences that she may, under some appropriate descrip-
tion of them, bring about simply by intending to bring them about. In other words,
doxastic occurrences under direct control are those occurrences, which amount to
belief-influencing actions. Indirect doxastic control is then naturally construed as
doxastic control, which is not direct, e.g. the control we enjoy over those doxas-
tic consequences of our belief-influencing actions, which are not themselves such
actions.

A few examples might clarify the above distinction. I shall stress below (Chapter 9)
that an agent may exercise a mode of direct control over her beliefs by way of her
intentional control over her perceptual apparatus. For example she might exercise such
control by keeping her eyes peeled. This is because, should she form some beliefs
due to her visual identification of some object, the state of her visual apparatus at that
moment may matter to the epistemic quality of the ensuing beliefs, in particular the
reliability of the process leading to their formation. Her action of keeping her eyes
peeled may then appropriately be re-described as an instantaneous improvement of
the epistemic quality of her visual beliefs, or a “refinement” of those beliefs, to use a
phrase borrowed from John Heil.245 Describing it as the formation of a certain belief,
however, is hardly appropriate. As I shall argue in Chapter 8, our intentions have no
direct power over particular belief-contents.

On the other hand, I shall stress (see in particular Chapter 11) that an agent may
exercise an indirect mode of doxastic control over some of her beliefs by way of
her influence on her cognitive dispositions. We might, e.g. imagine an agent, who
improves her critical abilities concerning some subject matter by reading a book. This
improvement may affect the epistemic quality of some of her beliefs long after she
has finished reading it.

It is vital to notice that direct control is in a crucial sense subordinate to indirect
control from a deontological perspective: If namely an agent enjoys a deontologically
adequate mode of direct doxastic control over a belief, her possible corresponding
mode of indirect doxastic control over that belief immediately becomes deontolog-
ically inadequate. This may quickly be seen from considering an example from the
practical realm: If I am in direct positive genetic control over the event of my arm
moving to hit you with a hammer, my possible previous efforts to indirectly bring
about that event cannot matter at all to the blame I may face for bringing it about:
If I am to blame for hitting you with the hammer, I am to blame because, in the
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moment I swung the hammer, I was in direct control of this. Thus, a mode of indirect
control gains deontological relevance only once the deontological adequacy of the
corresponding mode of direct control is excluded.

A final note on the direct-indirect distinction is in place: By dividing modes of dox-
astic control into direct and indirect modes in the above manner, I am effect assuming
that an agent may only be blameworthy for an undesirable state or event, if that state
or event is either one of her actions (or omissions of action) or a consequence of her
actions (or omissions of action). I shall defend this assumption, which to me seems
almost a truism, only indirectly. In particular I shall aim to debunk an attempt to
circumvent the relevance of intentional action to ascriptions of blameworthiness in
favour of a control by “character” in Section 8.3.1.2. The claim that blameworthi-
ness does not demand the presence of control of any kind, I have already discarded
in Section 7.1.

Let us move on to consider the basic distinction between content-directed
and property-directed doxastic control. Content-directed doxastic control (content
control) can take at least two forms, only one of which is to be taken seriously here.
The form that shall be taken very seriously is the control we enjoy over adopting a
doxastic attitude towards a certain propositional content, in the present context the
attitude of belief. This is the form of control, diverse direct modes of which has
been invoked by doxastic voluntarists to account for the legitimacy of ascriptions of
epistemic blameworthiness.

The form of content control, which shall not concern me much, is the control an
agent could supposedly wield over the very propositional contents of her beliefs. To
use a formulation unacceptable to many contemporary philosophers of language, this
would be an agent’s control over the meaning of a content, which she believes: An
agent having this kind of control over her belief that grass is green would, e.g. be able
to bring it about that “that grass is green” (insofar as she believes this proposition)
comes to mean, e.g. that the sun is red. At least since Wittgenstein’s late writings
became known to wider circles, the possibility of such control has not been in main-
stream philosophical favour. In the current context, I shall not venture further into
the complex considerations of private languages and rule-followings. I shall simply
submit that the possibility of such control is too farfetched to be taken seriously in
the present context.

Rather, I contrast doxastic content control of the kind taken seriously here (from
now on, simply: doxastic content control) with property-directed doxastic control (or
simply: doxastic property control). Doxastic property control I take to be a control
over the properties of a belief relevant to the belief’s level of epistemic desirability.

The deep-seated difference between doxastic property control and doxastic content
control may perhaps be clarified by the following analogy: Consider a worker on the
assembly line of a car factory, whose job it is to spray-paint blue the cars that roll
by him. Imagine that all cars that eventually roll out of the factory must first pass by
his position on the assembly line. However, it is not this worker’s job to determine
which particular cars are fit to roll out of the factory. This decision is taken further
down the assembly line, where colour is only one among several features of the
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car taken into account. Thus, the spray-painter has a significant amount of property
control over the finished products of the factory since he controls properties of the
finished cars that matter to their aesthetic evaluation. For example by painting all
the cars blue, this worker can make it the case that no non-blue car roll out from the
factory, without having any say concerning the fate of any particular blue car. In other
words, he does not have content control over the finished product.

It should be noted that this analogy is dangerously misleading on a number of
counts, since an agent’s exercise of her doxastic property control may in fact,
as shall become clear later below, often influence the content of her beliefs. In
order to get a closer analogy to the doxastic case we should really imagine a sci-
ence fiction car factory, where sometimes a car disappears if particular colours
are applied to it in a certain way or mutates into a different model. Still, I trust
that the import of the analogy is sufficiently clear to add intuitive support to the
following claims:

Doxastic content control entails doxastic property control, as long as the agent has
available to her a choice between contents, which would lead to beliefs with different
levels of epistemic desirability. On the above analogy it is clear that if I control
which particular cars are allowed to roll out of the factory, and there are among these
candidates both blue and non-blue cars, I can control whether blue cars rolls out
as well.

However, doxastic property control does not entail doxastic content control: An
agent can enjoy a mode of doxastic property control over a belief without enjoying
the corresponding mode of doxastic content control over that belief. In terms of
the analogy from above, this corresponds to the situation where the spray painter
may control that only blue cars roll out of the factory, without thereby controlling
which particular blue cars roll out. Consequently, if a mode of property control is
deontologically adequate, the possibility arises that an agent can be blameworthy for
instantiating the undesirable properties of a belief, without enjoying the least degree
of deontologically adequate control over the content of that belief. Indeed, as I shall
later argue, this is a quite normal situation.

It is important to notice at this stage that in some sense it is doxastic property
control that wears “the deontological trousers”: A belief is blameworthy in virtue
of having epistemically undesirable properties, not in virtue of simply being held.
Exactly the same point arguably applies to morally blameworthy actions: An action
is morally blameworthy in virtue of being bad from a moral perspective, not in
virtue of simply being performed. This point is easily missed, since we enjoy an
obvious analogue of doxastic content control over our actions: we simply instantiate
entire actions at will. Thus, “practical property control,” which is arguably the most
important mode of control over actions from a deontological perspective, is easily
overlooked, overshadowed as it is by our ubiquitous “practical content control.”246

This may account for the fact that the deontological primacy of property control has
been overlooked by all doxastic voluntarists, occupied as they are with conceiving
of doxastic events like belief-formations as some kind of actions. If successful, of
course some doxastic property control (and even a direct version of it) would probably
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be included in the bargain. However, from a deontological perspective, doxastic
voluntarism is a perspicuous case of detour driving.

With the distinctions between indirect versus direct and content- versus property-
directed modes of doxastic control now clarified I am in a position to show how these
distinctions cut against William Alston’s influential taxonomy of modes of doxastic
control.247 First, Alston conceives of “direct control” as encompassing only a control
similar to the one we enjoy over “basic acts”:

Let’s call the kind of control we have over states of affairs we typically bring about by basic actions, “basic
voluntary control.”248

Such “basic voluntary control” Alston also terms “basic direct control”249 and con-
trasts it with “nonbasic immediate control.” Here things get fairly complicated, since
Alston takes “nonbasic immediate control” to comprise at least some types of control,
which other authors have labelled “indirect.”250

Dissolving this terminological knot requires a little footwork. First consider how
Alston conceives of “nonbasic control”:

[L]et’s first note that we take many familiar nonbasic overt actions to be voluntary (and their upshots to
be under voluntary control) in a way that is sufficient for their being required, permitted and prohibited
[i.e. subject to deontic norms]. Consider opening a door, informing someone that p, and turning on a light.
To succeed in any of these requires more than a volition on the part of the agent; in each case I must
perform one or more bodily movements and these movements must have certain consequences, causal
and conventional, in order that I can be said to have performed the nonbasic action in question . . . (. . .) . . .

Here we might say that the action, and its upshot is under the immediate voluntary control of the agent
(more strictly, nonbasic immediate voluntary control), even though more than an act of will is required of
the agent.251

The confusion arises, because several authors have used the term “indirect control” to
cover all modes of doxastic control that are not analogous to the control an agent enjoys
over her bodily movements (her so-called “basic actions”).252 I perfectly agree with
Alston that there is nothing “indirect” over the control we typically enjoy over, e.g.
opening a door. In fact, I will submit, the control we enjoy over this action is so direct
as to cast in doubt the usefulness of Alston’s distinction between basic and non-basic
direct control: There is simply no interesting difference from a normative perspective
between so-called “basic” actions such as moving my arm and “non-basic” actions
such as opening a door:

As noticed by Alston, in order for an agent to succeed in opening a door “extra
conditions of success” must be satisfied apart from her simply willing it: The door
must not be too heavy for her physical strength, etc. However, this is equally the case
for even the simplest bodily movements: Even if willing to move my arm I cannot
do it, unless it is not tied down, not paralysed, my nerves are not cut, etc. Thus,
contrary to what Alston seems to suppose, more than a “simple volition” or intention
is required for performing any action occurring in the physical universe (including, of
course, mental actions. Metaphysical dualism is a position I shall not take seriously
here). Consequently, I see no reason to uphold Alston’s distinction between basic and
non-basic modes of direct doxastic control in the present context.
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The present account of indirect control also significantly deviates from Alston’s
1989 taxonomy. In addition to his dual modes of “direct control” presented above,
Alston operates with two further modes of doxastic control: “Long-range control”
and “indirect influence.” I shall briefly consider in which ways these modes fit into
my preferred taxonomy.

Alston introduces the notion of long-range control in the following passage:

Long-range control is simply the foil of immediate control. It is the capacity to bring about a state of
affairs, C, by doing something (usually a number of different things) repeatedly over a considerable period
of time, interrupted by activity directed to other goals. One has this sort of control, to a greater or lesser
degree, over many things: one’s weight, cholestorol concentration, blood pressure and disposition.253

The doxastic relevance of this mode of control is brought out ensuingly:

It does seem that we have some degree of long-range voluntary control over at least some of our beliefs.
As just noted, people do set out on long-range projects to get themselves to believe a certain proposition,
and sometimes they succeed in this. Devices employed include selective exposure to evidence, selective
attention to supporting considerations, seeking the company of believers and avoiding nonbelievers, self-
suggestion and more bizarre methods like hypnotism.254

From these passages it seems safe to conclude that Alston’s mode of “long-range
control” encompasses mostly what is here termed “indirect doxastic content control.”
If the results of hypnosis are instantaneous, perhaps direct doxastic content control is
suggested by this example, but I find it hard to believe that this could be the case in
practice. However, the allusion to repeated doings in the first of the above passages is
puzzling. I think it is safely ignored in the doxastic context, since Alston’s examples
do not suggest repetition: Hypnotism might (and perhaps should) be effective on a
first try.

Let us now consider Alston’s notion of “indirect influence,” which he introduces
in the following passage:

Now it does seem that we have voluntary control over many things that influence belief. These can be
divided into (1) activitities that bring influences to bear, or withhold influences from, a particular situation
involving a particular candidate, or a particular field of candidates, for belief, and (2) activities that affect
our general belief-forming habits or tendencies.255

The greatest problem with this account is the difficulty of seeing any relevant dif-
ference from Alston’s above-mentioned account of “long-range control.” Surely the
former account mentioned “repeated doings,” of which there is no trace in the latter
account, but repetition seemed inessential to “long-range” control in the first place.
Thus the “indirect influence” passage seems more like an account of how to exer-
cise “long-range control” than an account of a distinct mode of doxastic control:
Surely it seems impossible to generate a particular belief from long range, without
somehow manipulating the evidence-stream one encounters or change one’s general
belief-forming habits. Alston’s “sect example” from the “long-range control” pas-
sage seems a paradigmatic example of strategy (1), his hypnosis example seems a
paradigmatic example of a local application of strategy (2). Thus nothing justifies
Alston’s distinction between two separate modes of indirect doxastic control in the
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context of epistemic deontologism. Both are effectively modes of indirect doxastic
content control in my preferred terminology.

Alston’s taxonomy represents a very valuable pioneering effort. It is however
unfortunate that it focuses entirely on modes of doxastic content control and their
deontological adequacy, even despite the fact that his mode of “long-range con-
trol” might easily be given a property-directed reading. However, Alston effectively
blocks this interpretation: First, he maintains that no mode of direct doxastic (con-
tent) control may be deontologically adequate. I shall agree to this point entirely (see
Chapter 8). However, lead on by his taxonomy he then concludes that an account
of epistemic blameworthiness based on the mode of “indirect influence,” which, as
we saw, is a mode of indirect content control in my terminology, is in fact the “only
viable”256 option:

This suggests that even if propositional attitudes are not under our effective voluntary control, we might
still be held responsible for them, provided we could and should have prevented them; provided there is
something we should and could have done such that if we had done it we would not have had the attitude
in question.257

In Section 10.1 I shall considerAlston’s detailed version of this approach. I shall argue
that not only is this approach not the only viable option for epistemic deontologism, it
is hardly even a viable option at all. Since, as argued above, doxastic property control
is really primary to doxastic content control from a deontological perspective, it
is highly unfortunate that Alston did not consider the option of a deontologically
adequate mode of doxastic property control. In Chapters 9 and 11 below I will fill
out this gap.

It should be remarked that I do not engage much with modes of abortive doxastic
control below. I will briefly account for my reasons for this: As shall be remarked in
the relevant contexts I take my negative points on modes of genetic content-directed
doxastic control to be equally valid for modes of abortive content-directed doxastic
control, although the latter have not loomed large in the literature. With respect to
modes of property-directed doxastic control, however, abortive and genetic control
are asymmetrical in the following sense: There simply seems to be no way of exercis-
ing a mode of abortive property-directed control without enjoying the corresponding
mode of abortive content-directed doxastic control.

The correctness of this abstract claim may be recognized after some more concrete
considerations: Consider some of the central sources of epistemic undesirability:
Formation (or preservation) by an unreliable mechanism and basing on inadequate
evidence. Obviously, once an unreliably formed belief is formed, one cannot control
that one does not have a belief that instantiates the undesirable property of being
formed by an unreliable mechanism, except if one has the control to suspend that
belief entirely. But the same seems to go for inadequate basing. How, apart from
giving up an inadequately based belief, should one bring it about that one no longer
has a belief that instantiates the property of being based on inadequate evidence?

The only option seems to be the following: While still holding the belief, I must
recognize that I hold it on inadequate evidence. That is: Evidence, which before
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seemed adequate to me, must now seem inadequate to me. Further, I must then begin
basing the belief on adequate evidence or sustain it by a reliable method. That is: I
must now be aware of new evidence, which not only seems,258 but really is adequate,
and this awareness must cause in me a belief with the very same content. I shall not
argue that this procedure is impossible. It is however, highly exotic and very unlikely
to satisfy the naturalistic requirement for deontological adequacy.

At this point we may attempt to take refuge with the epistemic indesideratum of
unreasonableness and consider a case in which an undesirable belief was formed by a
reliable mechanism, based on good reasons, yet is epistemically undesirable because
it is not supported by good rationalizing reasons. Such a case may arise, if after the
formation of the belief the agent’s evidential situation changes dramatically. If the
agent can now, while retaining her belief, make it the case that this belief is again
supported by good rationalizing reasons, she may have exercised a mode of abortive
property-directed doxastic control, while not relying on a corresponding mode of
abortive content-directed doxastic control.

Such a case, however, is rather bizarre: Suppose that an agent believes that the lights
are on in a certain room and that this belief was reliably based on empirical evidence.
However, since the belief was formed, the lights in the room have been turned off. The
agent has checked the room with her well-functioning eyes wide open, but still sticks
to her original belief. In that case her belief is hardly supported by good rationalizing
reasons any longer. Now, in order to exercise the abortive doxastic genetic property
control, she must make it the case, without simply suspending her belief, that it is
again supported by good rationalizing reason, e.g. by re-observing the room, now
with the lights back on. It is clear that this is a bizarre procedure to say the least. I take
it then that the principled possibility of such cases does not affect any interesting
particular ascriptions of epistemic blameworthiness.

7.4. PREVIEW OF THE ARGUMENT AHEAD

The above taxonomy allows a total of 16 modes of doxastic control. With this taxon-
omy in place I am now able to accurately state the structure of the argument, which
I shall offer in the following chapters. For the purpose of strictness I shall here stick
to the full-blown idiom as worked out above.

My most substantial conclusion shall be the following: Normal doxastic agents may
exercise either a positive or a negative mode of deontologically adequate genetic
indirect property-directed doxastic control with regard to many of their epistemi-
cally undesirable beliefs. That is: For many of the epistemically undesirable beliefs
generated by her cognitive system, a normal agent may indirectly influence her belief-
formation so as to control the instantiation or non-instantiation of properties of her
beliefs relevant to their level of epistemic desirability. Further, her power to exercise
such doxastic control over those undesirable beliefs may, given appropriate further
circumstances, account for her epistemic blameworthiness for holding such beliefs.

To drive home the main conclusion I will need to exclude the deontological ade-
quacy of specific other modes of doxastic control. As argued in Section 7.3 an
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indirect mode of doxastic control becomes insignificant from a deontological per-
spective if the corresponding direct mode of doxastic control is deontologically
adequate. Thus, I will have to deny the global deontological adequacy of the modes
of negative and positive genetic direct property-directed doxastic control. In other
words, I shall deny that an agent’s power to exercise one of these two modes
of doxastic control over an undesirable belief may, in all cases, be invoked to
account for legitimate ascriptions of epistemic blameworthiness to her for hold-
ing that belief. I shall however argue that, in a restricted set of cases, these direct
property-directed modes of doxastic control may account for the legitimacy of such
ascriptions.

I will however reject the deontological adequacy of any mode of direct content-
directed doxastic control. This is a showdown with an approach to deontic epistemic
normativity commonly known as “doxastic voluntarism.”

As doxastic voluntarism has appeared in a number of guises, rejecting it will
be rather complicated. First, in Section 8.2.1 I shall discuss and reject the thesis
advanced by a number of authors that modes of direct content-directed doxastic con-
trol are impossible for conceptual reasons, thus opening up for a genuine discussion
of their deontological adequacy. Then, in Section 8.2.2, I shall reject doxastic vol-
untarism due to a number of plausible empirical observations about the abilities of
the human psyche. Most importantly, I shall argue that the relevant modes of dox-
astic control fail to satisfy the naturalistic requirement (see Section 7.2): Agents
capable of exercising doxastic control of the relevant types are probably as rare
as agents with telekinetic powers, if existent at all. Lastly in Section 8.3 I shall
consider and reject a string of arguments to the opposite conclusion. Some of the
arguments advanced to support doxastic voluntarism give rise to important consider-
ations pertaining, e.g. to the nature of reasons for belief and the nature of intentions.
However, I shall argue that, despite their occasional great ingenuity, all of these
arguments fail.

Having put aside modes of content-directed doxastic control as serious candidates
for deontological adequacy, in Chapter 9 I shall examine the domain of deontolog-
ical adequacy for modes of direct property-directed doxastic control. I shall submit
that James A. Montmarquet is alone in the literature in having explicitly discussed
the deontological adequacy of such modes of doxastic control at length, although
John Heil has advanced sketchy remarks in a similar vein. I conclude that although
modes of direct property-directed doxastic control may be deontologically adequate
in some cases, many interesting cases of epistemic blameworthiness are still left
unaccounted for.

Having at this stage established the possible deontological importance of modes
of indirect doxastic control, I can proceed to the next stage of the argument.

First, in Chapter 10 I shall examine the domain of deontological adequacy for modes
of indirect content-directed doxastic control. As already remarked in Section 7.3,
William Alston in Alston (1989) suggests such a mode as the only viable candi-
date for deontological adequacy. I shall argue that his specific proposal runs into
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insurmountable difficulties, although certain modes of indirect content-control may
aspire to deontological adequacy under rare circumstances.

However, in Chapter 11 I shall aim to establish that a deontologically adequate
mode of indirect property-directed doxastic control is in fact not an uncommon phe-
nomenon. Ensuingly, I discuss how normal agents in realistic settings may in fact
exercise such modes of doxastic control.
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DIRECT CONTENT-DIRECTED DOXASTIC CONTROL

OR DOXASTIC VOLUNTARISM

Man pflegt sich oft der Ausdrücke zu bedienen: Seinem Urtheile beipflichten, sein Urtheil
zurückhalten, ausschieben oder aufgeben. Diese und ähnliche Redensarten scheinen
anzudeuten, dass in unsern Urtheilen etwas willkürliches sei, indem wir etwas für wahr
halten, weil wir es für wahr halten wollen. Es frägt sich demnach hier: Ob das Wollen einen
Einfluss auf unsre Urtheile habe?
Unmittelbar hat der Wille keinen Einfluss auf das Fürwahrhalten; dies wäre auch sehr
ungereimt.

Immanuel Kant259

Ich denk’ was ich will
Und was mich beglücket

Popular German folksong

Abstract. In this chapter I reject the popular stance on deontic epistemic normativity commonly known
as “doxastic voluntarism.” In Section 8.1 I present a generalized understanding of this position, designed
to cover all interesting self-acclaimed proponents of the position in the recent literature. It emerges that
doxastic voluntarism relies on the possibility of doxastic action (direct doxastic content control) in normal
agents. In Section 8.2 I examine the case against doxastic voluntarism. Initially, in Section 8.2.1 I consider
and reject the claim due to Bernard Williams and others that doxastic actions are impossible due to
conceptual reasons. However, in Section 8.2.2 I proceed to endorse the Psychological Impossibility Claim
that such actions are simply not achievable by normal human agents. In Section 8.3 I estimate the opposition
to this claim, and consider four popular strategies for countering it. I argue that all of these strategies fail.

8.1. THE IMPORT OF DOXASTIC VOLUNTARISM

By “doxastic voluntarism” I shall here understand any position that argues for the
deontological adequacy of one or more modes of direct content-directed doxastic
control with regard to a non-empty domain of epistemically undesirable beliefs. In
less technical terms: The doxastic voluntarist claims that at least sometimes an agent
is epistemically blameworthy for holding a belief, because she has directly brought
about her holding of that belief by way of a doxastic action (or an omission thereof).

The doxastic voluntarist I shall consider is consequently also an epistemic
deontologist.260 I shall not consider positions that argue for modes of doxastic “free-
dom” without assuming that such “free” beliefs are also proper objects of deontic
evaluation. A position left out of consideration on this count could, e.g. be a brand
of stoicism, arguing that beliefs can be free only in the sense of being regarded with
“stoic calm” by the relevant believer. As already proclaimed above (Section 7.2), the
possibility of such calm is entirely irrelevant from the present perspective.261

Also, Bas C. van Fraassen has advocated a self-proclaimed “voluntarist”262 posi-
tion without explicit deontological ambitions. Van Fraassen argues that beliefs or

99
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“epistemic judgments” bear certain similarities to fairly straightforward actions like
making a promise:

It seems then that, of the alternatives examined, epistemic judgments are most like expressions of intention.
I may express an intention either by simply stating the outcome of what I have decided upon (“You will
be my successor”) or by choosing a form of words traditionally suited to such expression (“You shall be
my successor”). In either case, it is conveyed that I have made a decision, have formed an intention, am
committed to a certain stance or program or course of action … (…) … I have, as it were, entered a contract
with myself. If I express this intention to an audience, then, just as in the case of a promise, I invite them
to rely on my integrity …263

Undeniably van Fraassen points to a significant aspect of believing in the above
passage. It seems to be his point that holding a belief bears with it a certain degree of
“cognitive engagement,”264 which may utter itself as if the believer had in fact made
some kind of promise to herself. This claim in itself seems quite uncontroversial.
However, just as with the “stoic calm” above, such “commitment” in itself hardly
makes for any epistemic blameworthiness unless a result of some exercise of doxastic
control, and van Fraassen does not talk of doxastic control at all, at most he hints
to some terminological similarities between “promise-talk” and “belief-talk” in the
passage above. As I shall argue further below (Section 8.3.2.1), these terminological
similarities mask substantial differences between the formation of a belief and actions
like the making of a promise: Decisions to believe, ordinarily conceived, do not
involve anything like “the forming of an intention.” In fact belief-formations in a
normal agent do not directly involve intentions at all. Hence it would be uncharitable
to attribute to van Fraassen doxastic voluntarism in anything like the sense discussed
here, especially given the fact that his self-acclaimed “voluntarism” appears in a
discussion without obvious affinities to the issue of epistemic deontologism.265

Historically, doxastic voluntarism has come in a number of significantly different
varieties. First of all voluntarists have differed over whether to consider occasionally
under direct content control doxastic events like the formation of a belief or simply
believing itself. Following Robert Audi we may term the former version of doxastic
voluntarism “the genetic version,” the latter “the behavioural version.”266

In the recent literature the genetic version of doxastic voluntarism has been the
overwhelmingly dominant one. One possible exception is Matthias Steup who in a
passage of Steup (1988) writes:

Moreover, it seems to me, there are positive reasons for the view that having beliefs is a form of agency.267

However, Steup’s 1988 commitment to the behavioural version of doxastic volun-
tarism is far from univocal. In another context in the very same paper he ventures the
following claim:

Whenever a belief is an appropriate object for the attribution of epistemic blame, it must have been within
the agent’s power to do something that would have led him to refraining from this belief.268

If a doxastic voluntarist in the present sense, Steup here seems to endorse the genetic
version of the position: The deontologically adequate control referred to here must
be of the negative genetic content-directed variety. Not surprisingly, his commitment
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to a genetic version of doxastic voluntarism has been more outspoken in later papers,
e.g. in Steup (2000) he takes the stance that often beliefs may at least be generated
by a decision in exactly the same sense as the action of raising my arm under typical
circumstances.269

Historically, the only completely unqualified advocate of behavioural doxastic
voluntarism seems to be William James in The Principles of Psychology. Here James
defended the peculiar thesis that belief is identical to the will:

Will and Belief, in short, meaning a certain relation between objects and the Self, are two names for one
and the same PSYCHOLOGICAL phenomenon.270

Now, in the same study, James makes the following claim:

Effort of attention is…the essential phenomenon of will.271

At this point it seems safe to conclude with Richard M. Gale:

His [i.e. James’s] overall argument for belief being an intentional action, though he did not use this
contemporary terminology, is based on his identification of belief with the will, and the will, at least in
one of its senses, with effortful attention to an idea.272

One might well suspect that the notion of “belief ” encountered here is hardly similar
to the contemporary notion. However, the following passage makes it clear that at
least at some point James thought of belief as a state of taking the world to be in a
certain way:

Each of us literally chooses, by his ways of attending to things, what sort of a universe he shall appear to
himself to inhabit.273

In other passages, however, James leaves his reader to wonder whether he is con-
ceiving of wilfulness or choice in anything like the modern sense, thus whether he is
really a voluntarist at all:

The accommodation and the resultant feeling are the attention. We don’t bestow it, the object draws it
from us. The object has the initiative, not the mind.274

Here it seems like the control over beliefs is suddenly handed over from the will to
the world of objects after all: What started as bright voluntarist bang seemingly ends
as at best some compatibilist whimper.

The historical and recent dominance of genetic over behavioural doxastic volun-
tarism is hardly surprising. Neither are perhaps James’s seeming inconsistencies as
seen from a modern perspective.275

Behavioural doxastic voluntarism simply appears to be a very unattractive posi-
tion. As shall emerge, many arguments in favour of genetic doxastic voluntarism
may be offered, but none of them offer the slightest support to behavioural doxastic
voluntarism.276 I will therefore not consider the viability of behavioural doxastic
voluntarism further. Rather in the remainder of this chapter I shall try to get into
a clearer focus the import of genetic doxastic voluntarism. As introduced above,
genetic doxastic voluntarism (from now on simply “doxastic voluntarism”), involves
the claim that certain doxastic events stand under the agent’s direct content-directed
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doxastic control. A more precise account of these events may now be given using the
distinctions between modes of doxastic control introduced in Section 7.3 above:

We face the following four basic modes of direct content-directed doxastic control:

1. If an agent has positive genetic direct content control over a belief (that she does
not yet hold) she may, under some appropriate description, bring it about that she
forms that belief simply by intending to form it.

2. If an agent has negative genetic direct content control over a belief (that she does
not yet hold) she may, under some appropriate description, bring it about that she
prevents (refrains from) forming that belief, simply be intending to prevent it.

3. If an agent has positive abortive direct content control over a belief (that she holds)
she may, under some appropriate description, bring it about that she suspends that
belief, simply by intending to suspend it.

4. If an agent has negative abortive direct content control over a belief (that she holds)
she may, at under some appropriate description, bring it about that she sustains
that belief, simply by intending to sustain it.

Now, given my conception of direct doxastic control as presented in Section 7.3
above, an agent’s exercise of any of the four modes of direct content control, amounts
to the performance of an action. Thus, to the above four modes of direct content
control corresponds four basic types of doxastic action:

1. Forming belief.
2. Preventing belief.
3. Suspending belief.
4. Sustaining belief.

In order to get deontologically adequate modes of doxastic control out of any of
the above types of doxastic action, the following strong empirical supposition must
now be made: The consequences of the performance of any of the four basic types
of doxastic action must exhibit a certain cognitive inertia: for example it would
be disastrous for a version of doxastic voluntarism based on the doxastic action of
forming beliefs, if the beliefs formed by the performance of that action always passed
away a few seconds after their formation. If the same happened to be the case for all
types of doxastic action, this would quite simply render very unlikely the possibility
that the occurrence of a long-lasting epistemically undesirable belief as, e.g. the racist
belief of “the educated racist” from Section 1.2 was related to a doxastic action at
all. However, I believe this “cognitive inertia hypothesis”277 to be comparatively
innocuous compared to the far more serious problems, which adherents of doxastic
voluntarism will have to face in what follows.

Another issue should be confronted at this stage: It may be thought that suspending
belief and sustaining belief are really only species of forming belief and preventing
belief respectively. The argument to this conclusion may use “simple” actions as
analogies and go as follows: An agent may “suspend” her action of moving her
arm by “forming” the alternative action of holding her arm still. Likewise she may
“sustain” her action of moving her arm in circles by “preventing” the alternative
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action of bringing her arm to a halt. By analogy, it may be claimed, an agent may
suspend her belief that p by forming the alternative belief that not-p and sustain her
belief that q by preventing the belief that not-q.

This analogy argument fails due to an important difference between doxastic states
and actions: There is of course no way, in which I can move my right arm and hold
it still at the same time. However, there is no reason why I should not be able to hold
inconsistent beliefs (I take it here that proponents of this line of reasoning would take
contradictory beliefs as the proper candidates for wielding the relevant psychological
powers). In fact, I will submit, discovering inconsistencies in one’s set of beliefs is
not that uncommon a phenomenon: Due to fallacious inferences, I may well find
myself to have at some point believed inconsistent mathematical propositions. Thus,
the set of four basic types of doxastic action is irreducible.

An implicit appropriation of the above mistaken analogy argument may perhaps
explain the account of “Categorical Voluntary Control over DoxasticAttitudes” found
in Steup (2000), an account explicitly tailored to mirror a similar account of “Cate-
gorical Voluntary Control” over actions like arm-raising. Steup, an avid voluntarist,
writes:

I have categorical voluntary control over my doxastic attitude towards p if, and only if, (i) I can decide to
take an alternative doxastic attitude toward p; (ii) if I decide to take an alternative doxastic attitude toward
p, I can take that attitude.278

Steup here operates with three basic doxastic attitudes: belief, disbelief, and sus-
pension of judgment.279 “Suspension of judgment” may plausibly be identified with
“suspension of belief ” in the present terminology. However, “disbelief ” is harder.
If “disbelief ” means simply “preventing belief ” no problem occurs. However, this
reading seems unnatural. Given Steup’s formulation in the passage quoted above,
“disbelief ” must supposedly be an attitude, which I can adopt after forming a
belief.280 Thus, “disbelieving p” can hardly mean anything else than “believing that
not-p.” Given this reading, Steupian “categorical voluntary control” is hardly deon-
tologically adequate, for in order to be in “categorical voluntary control” over my
belief that p, I need only be able to also believe that not-p. This peculiar psychological
power does not seem immediately relevant to the aims of doxastic voluntarism, since
possibly an agent can exercise it without influencing her belief that p at all. Conse-
quently, Steup’s account would be better off with an explicit acknowledgement of all
four types of doxastic actions (or “takings of doxastic attitudes” in Steup’s preferred
terminology).

With these worries put aside, it is clear that no less than four strategies are open to
doxastic voluntarism in accounting for cases of epistemic blameworthiness: Given
Blameepist, control, doxastic voluntarism must argue that at least one of the followings
claims is true for some non-empty domain of epistemically undesirable beliefs:

1. An agent is epistemically blameworthy for holding the epistemically undesirable
belief that p, if she holds it because she performed the doxastic action of forming
the belief that p and has no appropriate excuse for this.
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2. An agent is epistemically blameworthy for holding the epistemically undesirable
belief that p, if she holds it, because she omitted a doxastic action of preventing281

it and has no appropriate excuse for that omission.
3. An agent is epistemically blameworthy for holding the epistemically undesirable

belief that p, if she holds it because she omitted a doxastic action of suspending282

it and has no appropriate excuse for that omission.
4. An agent is epistemically blameworthy for holding the belief that p, if she holds it

because she performed the doxastic action of sustaining it and has no appropriate
excuse for this.

The voluntarist literature has centered almost exclusively on the first mode of dox-
astic action (belief-formation),283 with only scattered remarks on the other modes of
doxastic action.284 This is hardly coincidental. Examples are ready at hand, that seem-
ingly lend themselves to a first mode interpretation. In the example of “the educated
racist” from Section 1.2, e.g., it seems natural to say that the racist is epistemically
blameworthy for holding her undesirable racist belief simply because she formed the
racist belief, when she should not have formed that belief and has no appropriate
excuse for this.

Ultimately, I shall argue, any version of doxastic voluntarism fails: There is sim-
ply no such thing as a mode of direct content control over beliefs which satisfies
the requirements for deontological adequacy laid down in Section 7.2 above. It is,
however, remarkable that voluntarists have systematically failed to take advantage of
modes (2) and (4) which offer genuine possibilities of attributing epistemic blame-
worthiness and are moreover perfectly analogous to the limited control we normally
enjoy over such bodily functions as breathing and falling asleep, which at least to
some might seem much better analogues of doxastic states than, e.g. arm-raising.

Historically, various versions of doxastic voluntarism have enjoyed a signifi-
cant degree of popularity, especially among religious philosophers believing that
an atheist belief is something that an agent may be blamed for and that theist beliefs
may be achieved by some kind of mental action such as a sudden “leap of faith.”
Thus, according to Sharon Ryan, figures no less than Saint Augustine, Thomas
Aquinas, Blaise Pascal, Søren Kierkegaard and Leo Tolstoy have lined in the vol-
untarist ranks.285 The attraction of doxastic voluntarism is not hard to account for:
It provides for a relatively simple account of the legitimacy of ascriptions of epis-
temic blameworthiness, especially when compared to the more complicated accounts
I shall present later: As may be seen from the arguments offered in Section 7.3
above, modes of direct content control, if deontologically adequate for a domain of
undesirable beliefs, in a sense excludes all corresponding modes of indirect content
control or indirect or direct property control from deontological adequacy within that
domain: Appeals to the agent’s direct content control over her undesirable beliefs
becomes all that matters to the issue of her epistemic blameworthiness for holding
those beliefs.

Nevertheless, despite its attractions, doxastic voluntarism utterly fails due to empir-
ical facts about the human psyche. However, before advancing my argument for this
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“psychological impossibility claim” I will have to deal with the fairly popular thesis
that doxastic voluntarism in its present genetic version is impossible due to conceptual
reasons.

8.2. THE CASE AGAINST DOXASTIC VOLUNTARISM

8.2.1. The Conceptual Impossibility Claim

8.2.1.1. The nature of the conceptual impossibility claim. I shall now examine the
claim that genetic doxastic voluntarism fails due to conceptual reasons; the claim
that “nothing could be a belief and be willed directly”286 or, to use another phras-
ing encountered in the literature, that beliefs are simply “logically unwillable.”287

Following Dion Scott-Kakures who has offered the most extensive treatment of this
subject so far, I shall term this thesis “the conceptual impossibility claim”288 (CIC).

In the fairly recent literature, CIC has been defended openly by at least
Bernard Williams,289 Louis P. Pojman,290 Brian O’Shaughnessy291 and Dion Scott-
Kakures.292,293 These authors agree in proponing the conceptual impossibility of
forming or acquiring a belief simply by intending to form or acquire it. Scott-Kakures
shows particular care in stating this claim. I shall therefore take his formulation of
the claim as canonical:

(CIC) The claim is that there are no transitions of the following kind: At t, an agent does not believe that
p and at t+1 the agent believes that p, and the transition from the one state to the other is accomplished by
a direct and unmediated willing to believe that p.294

At all times in the present context, when I talk about, e.g. “producing a belief at
will,” “acquiring a belief at will,” “believing at will,” or “believing by fiat” I shall
be alluding to a transition of the type described in the above passage. I take it to be
implicit in CIC that it allows beliefs to be sometimes generated accidentally by an
intention to believe. For example proponents of the claim are unlikely to be impressed
by an actual case where some intention to form a belief managed to cause the relevant
belief by “luckily” triggering some exotic causal mechanism. What is at stake here
is arguably really whether it is (conceptually) possible for an agent to perform the
action of forming a belief, just like she raises her arm.295

The proponents of CIC have cared solely about the possibility of forming beliefs at
will. Consequently no author has discussed the conceptual possibility of voluntarily
preventing, suspending or sustaining296 beliefs. It should, however, be clear that the
arguments in favour of CIC discussed below are easily adopted to cover these other
types of supposed doxastic action. As I believe these arguments to be fallacious for
quite fundamental reasons, given I am right it should be clear that similar arguments
aiming to establish the conceptual impossibility of the other types of doxastic action
must equally fail.

8.2.1.2. Three bad arguments in favour of the conceptual impossibility claim.
Various arguments to the conclusion that intentions to believe are somehow “self-
defeating” shall be treated at length below. However, in order to clear the territory
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I shall begin by considering the three arguments encountered in literature, which do
not fall under this heading. I believe these arguments to be fairly easily countered.
Brian O’Shaughnessy has advanced the first and second arguments, whereas the third
is due to Bernard Williams.

O’Shaughnessy’s first argument occurs in the following passage, following his
remarks on believing as a non-processive continuant quoted in Section 8.1 above:

[S]ince believing is a non-processive continuant, it follows that b-believing [i.e. believing at will] could
only be the act of bringing about a momentary and discontinuous event: the onset of belief B. Yet if the
bringing about of this latter something were an activity, then each phase of that activity would have to relate
merely additively and hence non-mechanistically to the next. (As happens in the phases of the comparable
activity: trying to remember a name). But there has to be [a?] mechanism if B-onset is to be immediately
and actively installed. It follows that b-believing cannot be an activity. So it has to be the momentary act of
bringing about the simultaneous and momentary event: B-onset. So it must be an act that is not an activity:
an active event that is not constituted out of an active process. Now are such entities even possible? Do we
know of any acts that are not realised through the on-going of an activity? The act of touching occurs at
the end of and completes an activity of reaching, but is not itself a distinct act … (…) … I cannot believe
in these entities, nor a fortiori in a b-believing matching these specifications.297

This passage employs a large inventory of metaphysical assumptions. However, to
cut brutally through the intricacies, what goes on here is probably just an illicit
mystification of mental action similar to the one made in the following version of the
psychological impossibility claim due to Jonathan Bennett:

There is no reason in principle why some virtuoso of bio-feedback should not be able to focus his attention
directly on the neural basis for acquiring the belief that P; but none of us can do this … (…) … and probably
none of us ever will.298

The common mistake here299 is the supposition that, in order to perform a mental
action, e.g. believing at will, one really needs to do something else like focusing on
one’s bio-feedback (Bennett), or adding up phases of some activity (O’Shaughnessy).
However, even if this is perhaps so in some cases (as in O’Shaughnessy’s example
of trying to remember a name), I think general experience tells us that it is not
universally the case. Consider, e.g. the mental action of calling to mind the image of
a red triangle. I believe this is something most people can do immediately and at will,
without engaging in any recognizable processive activity (or being for that matter
a “virtuoso of bio-feedback”). Thus, O’Shaughnessy’s above argument is simply
unconvincing: If we are indeed able to believe at will, he has offered us no reason
why this mental act should be part of an activity (like trying to remember a name)
rather than something immediately achievable (like imagining a red triangle).

However, O’Shaughnessy is quick to offer another argument:

B-believing …(…) … must be one of a limited menagerie of mental acts. That is, it must be a bedrock
sui generis type of mental act in the sense in which attending or ratiocinating or trying-to-remember or
sustaining-an-image are all of them types of mental act. And there are very few of these. For in the sense
of “mental act type” here being employed, those mental act headings that are necessarily instrumental,
such as “arousing desire,” do not rate as mental act types … (…) … To repeat: while there is a limitless
number of mental act headings, there is an extreme shortage of mental act headings that can be used non-
instrumentally. Then as a matter of blunt, and I think highly significant fact, no such act type as b-believing
actually exists.300
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The reader may well wonder if I have left something significant out here. If there is
even an intelligible argument here, is must run on the premise that the uncanniness
of including “b-believing” (believing at will301) in the limited-access category of
“non-instrumental” mental acts counts as a good reason for denying its existence,
as if b-believing were simply unworthy of such exquisite metaphysical company;
O’Shaughnessy takes it upon himself to act as a “metaphysical bouncer” guarding
the entrance of the elitist club of sui generis mental act types. I take it that he simply
begs the question against doxastic voluntarism here: If performing the mental act
of believing at will is in fact possible, of course it should be assigned to its proper
metaphysical category, no matter how exclusive this category might be.

Leaving O’Shaughnessy’s arguments behind, we may now consider the following
line of reasoning offered by Bernard Williams:

[A] very central idea with regard to empirical belief is that of coming to believe that p because it is so,
that is, the relation between a man’s perceptual environment, his perceptions, and the beliefs that result.
Unless a concept satisfies the demand of that notion, namely that we can understand the idea that he comes
to believe that p because it is so and because his perceptual organs are working, it will not be the concept
of empirical belief … (…) … But a state that could be produced at will would not satisfy these demands,
because there would be no regular connexion between the environment, the perceptions and what the man
came out with, which is a necessary condition of a belief …302

Trudy Govier, Jonathan Bennett and Dion Scott-Kakures have in turn responded to this
argument and have all denied its worth in defending CIC.303 It must be noticed that the
above passage really contains two arguments: One directed against the possibility of
producing perceptual beliefs at will, the other directed against the general possibility
of producing beliefs at will.

The first argument is certainly sound, as long as a perceptual belief is simply defined
as a belief causally produced by the relevant agent’s “perceptual environment.” One
may even concede that perceptual beliefs, so understood, do in fact constitute the
bulk of our body of beliefs. Still CIC is not given much assistance. Trudy Govier has
forcefully brought out this point:

The empirical way of coming to believe p could remain the normal one, even though there were a few
instances of belief by fiat. Thus Williams’ second argument also fails to yield a general conclusion about
the logical possibility of belief by fiat: it fails to do so even if we grant him his basic claim about
empirical belief.304

Once the narrower argument concerning empirical belief is put aside, it becomes
painstakingly clear that Williams’ general second argument in the above passage
crudely begs the question against doxastic voluntarism305: If voluntarism is true, it
simply cannot be necessary for a belief to satisfy Williams’ above constraints on
its mechanism of formation. Thus CIC clearly stand in need of a more substantial
argument.

8.2.1.3. Bernard Williams’“self-defeat” arguments. The most intriguing type argu-
ment in favour of CIC appears to be, what we may term “the self-defeat argument.”
This argument comes in a prospective and a retrospective version.
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The prospective self-defeat argument argues that the very notion of an intention
to believe is in fact incoherent. Thus, agents cannot even have such intentions and
genetic doxastic voluntarism utterly fails.

The slightly more modest retrospective self-defeat argument argues that even if
such intentions are in fact possible, they are necessarily impotent insofar as, neces-
sarily, they cannot result in actual beliefs; such beliefs would simply “fade before
our very eyes.”306 The more modest version of this argument has it that at least it
is conceptually impossible that an agent could hold a belief while aware that it was
brought about by will. Below I shall present reasons to reject the idea that even this
type of argument adds any support to CIC.

The locus classicus for both varieties of the self-defeat argument is the following
passage from Williams (1973):

[I]t is not a contingent fact that I cannot bring it about, just like that, that I believe something … (…) … Why
is this? One reason is connected with the characteristic of belief that they aim at truth. If I could acquire
a belief at will, I could acquire it whether it was true or not; moreover I would know that I could acquire
it whether it was true or not. If in full consciousness I could will to acquire a “belief ” irrespective of its
truth, it is unclear that before the event I could seriously think of it as a belief, i.e. as something purporting
to represent reality. At the very least, there must be a restriction on what is the case after the event; since
I could not then, in full consciousness regard this as a belief of mine, i.e. something I take to be true, and
also know that I acquired it at will. With regard to no belief could I know – or, if all this is to be done in
full consciousness, even suspect – that I had acquired it at will. But if I can acquire beliefs at will, I must
know that I am able to do this; and could I know that I was capable of this feat, if with regard to every feat
of this kind which I had performed I necessarily had to believe that it had not taken place?307

In this dense passage no less than three arguments (or claims) occur: The first argu-
ment is conspicuously prospective, arguing that, since beliefs “aim at truth,” the
content of a supposed intention to form a belief cannot be coherent. The second
“argument” (from “At the very least, there must be a restriction …”) is a retrospec-
tive claim that it is somehow incompatible to hold the belief that p and also “know”
or even “suspect” (believe?) that the belief that p was brought about by will. The
third argument (from “But if I can acquire beliefs at will, I must know …”) is stated
imprecisely enough to allow of either interpretation.

I suggest that we take this third argument as a prospective argument ad absurdum,
arguing in less than clear terms that genetic voluntarism is committed to the following
pair of contradictory claims: (1) In order to intend something, I must at least believe
(know)308 that this intention is potent in bringing about the intended result. (2) On the
other hand, given the correctness of the above retrospectivist claim, I cannot believe
(know) that an intention to believe is potent in bringing about the intended result.
This inconsistency seems to force upon the voluntarist the conclusion that no such
intention can possibly exist.

William’s retrospectivist claim has commanded by far the most interest in the
literature. I shall, however, begin by engaging with his two prospective arguments.
As we saw, his first prospective argument hinges crucially on the idea that beliefs
“aim at truth.” In the quoted passage, this supposed feature of belief is given yet
another pseudo-teleological spin: Beliefs “purport to represent reality.” Surely this
must raise legitimate concerns about thwarting beliefs in pursuing such noble goals?
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However, once the literal meaning of the “truth-aim” is brought out, matters look
differently: Earlier in the text, Williams has stated that: “When I say that beliefs aim
at truth, I have particularly in mind three things.”309 These things appear to be the
following:

1. “[W]hen somebody believes something, then he believes something which can be
assessed as true or false, and his belief, in terms of the content of what he believes,
is true or false.”310

2. “[T]o believe that p is to believe that p is true. To believe that so and so is one and
the same as to believe that that thing is true. This is the second point under the
heading of ‘beliefs aim at truth’.”311

3. “The third point, closely connected with these is: to say ‘I believe that p’ itself
carries, in general, a claim that p is true.”312

Apart from the bivalence principle endorsed in (1), the three above claims are hardly
controversial. However, it is hard to see that we cannot simply concede these points
and still maintain that we can in principle intend to form a doxastic state satisfying
these specifications. The only concern Williams manages to raise against this sup-
position, is the fact that I would then “know” that I could acquire a belief “whether
it was true or not.” However, if this fact poses a threat to voluntarism, it is equally
dangerous to any consciously fallible mechanism of belief-formation as Trudy Govier
has acutely pointed out:

The problem with this argument [of Williams] is that it seems to rule out much more than believing by
fiat. It seems to rule out all believing, for anyone with sufficient self-knowledge not to regard himself
as infallible. Most people know that they have held beliefs, which have turned out to be false and “not
representative of reality”; they nevertheless, in believing those things they do believe, believe these things
to be true. Now if this is possible, then it would appear that Williams’argument contains some crucial flaw;
for he is maintaining that because a person believing by fiat would know that he could believe irrespective
of truth, believing by fiat is impossible.313

Govier’s well-put point shows that Williams’ argument simply has consequences
too counter-intuitive to merit serious attention. I think we may safely conclude that
Williams’ first prospective argument it not something doxastic voluntarism should
worry about. A fair diagnosis seems to be that Williams is simply in the grip of his
teleological metaphors here.

Williams’ second prospective argument does not fare much better. As we saw, this
argument ad absurdum appealed to the soundness of the retrospective argument. How-
ever, even granted this premise, the argument faces serious difficulties: Voluntarism
can simply press the charge that it is not committed to the second of the supposedly
inconsistent claims. As pointed out above, this claim takes the correctness of the ret-
rospective point to imply that I cannot believe that my intentions to believe are potent.
The retrospective point is expressed thus in the relevant passage: “With regard to no
belief could I … even suspect that I acquired it at will.”314 This quotation, I submit,
is most naturally read as expressing the following proposition:

∀A∀p∀t: A believes p at t ⇒ � [∀r: r is later than t ⇒ ¬(A suspects at r that she
acquired the belief that p at will)], where “A” ranges over the class of all agents, “p”
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ranges over the class of all propositions, “t” and “r” range over the class of all points
in time, and “�” denotes the conceptual necessity operator.

Now, arguably the above proposition does not cause any trouble for a belief in
the potency of intentions to believe: It seems highly implausible that my ability to
form a potent intention in a particular case should necessarily rely on my beliefs (or
“suspicions”) about the past potency of such intentions. This, e.g. would rule out
any case, where an unconfident agent manages to do something intentionally for the
first time, e.g. wiggle her ear. At the very most, it would seem that in order to form
an intention of a certain type, I have to believe in the future potency of intentions
of that type, and this even seems a strong concession to make. However, the afore-
mentioned proposition says nothing about future intentions at all. Thus, there is hardly
any conceptual obstacle to the idea that I may optimistically believe that my future
intentions to believe at will can be potent and so form such intentions, even if I also
believe that no such intentions have been potent so far. Doxastic voluntarism may
simply deny the second premise of Williams’ argument and escape absurdity in style.

We may then conclude that Williams’ prospectivist strategy utterly fails. None
of his two prospectivist arguments support CIC by way of presenting a convincing
argument to the conclusion that intentions to form beliefs are in the least incoherent or
impossible to form. Below (Section 8.2.1.6) we shall encounter a more recent version
of the prospective argument due to Dion Scott-Kakures that expressly claims to avoid
Williams’errors. However, as shall emerge, this version also presupposes the validity
of Williams’ retrospective self-defeat claim and so stands and falls with it.

8.2.1.4. Williams’retrospectivist incompatibility claim. As we saw above, Williams
claims that, if both are held consciously by an agent,the following two beliefs are
somehow incompatible: The belief that p and the belief that the belief that p was
acquired at will.315 There are several difficulties with this claim as shall be seen
below. The greatest difficulty lies in its very nature: Suppose that we grant for the sake
of argument that such beliefs are really incompatible to the highest possible degree,
say that (contrary to appearances) the conjunction of their propositional contents is
necessarily false. Now, perhaps it is somehow impossible consciously to believe a
conjunction of propositions while also consciously believing that this conjunction
is necessarily false. However, it is surely not impossible consciously to hold two
beliefs, just because the conjunction of their contents is necessarily false. Expressed
in a more formal vein the first claim has it that:

�¬ [∃A∃p∃q: A consciously believes (p & q & �¬(p & q))]

whereas the second has it that

�¬ [∃A∃p∃q: �¬(p & q) & A consciously believes p & A consciously believes q],
where in both cases “A” ranges over the class of all agents, “p” and “q” range over the class of all
propositions, and “�” denotes the conceptual impossibility operator.

These are clearly very different claims. The second claim does not seem correct
even if the box operator is interpreted as a psychological impossibility operator:
Surely there are many actual cases where an agent is discovered to have held beliefs
whose contents logically contradict each other. Further, two beliefs cannot really be
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conceptually or logically incompatible in any ordinary sense of these terms. At most
they can be psychologically incompatible: It is an empirical fact about the human
psyche whether it is capable of holding two particular beliefs at the same time, at
least as long as the holding of neither belief is conceptually impossible in isolation.

Now, one might think that Williams escapes this problem if relying only on the
following “weaker” premise:

�¬ [∃A∃p∃q: �¬(p & q) & A consciously believes (p & q)].

However, this claims runs into similar problems: Believing a necessarily false con-
junction does not even seem psychologically impossible: If the class of necessarily
false conjunctions contains, e.g. false mathematical statements, the above proposi-
tion arguably entails that any agent is necessarily infallible in her beliefs concerning
mathematical matters,316 an optimistic statement to say the least.

Thus, whatever merit Williams’ retrospective incompatibility claim might have,
it can at most show the psychological impossibility of acquiring beliefs at will. To
attribute to Williams’ the view that his retrospective incompatibility claim supports
CIC, seems very uncharitable.

8.2.1.5. Doxastic voluntarism and self-deception. All may not be lost for CIC, how-
ever. Its proponents, even if forced into modal retreat, might well opt for a weaker
impossibility claim than CIC, upholding Williams’ basic point that our inability to
acquire beliefs at will is in no way “a contingent fact.”317 The strongest possible claim
along these lines seems to be the following: ∀A∀p∀t�A believes that p at t ⇒ ¬A
acquired the belief that p at will), where the variables range over the same classes as
before and “�” now denotes the psychological impossibility operator.

In other words: It may be argued that no agent with a human psyche may acquire
a belief at will at any time.

However, even this weaker impossibility claim is not aided much by Williams’
retrospective incompatibility claim. First, Williams’ incompatibility claim hardly
renders beliefs acquired at will psychologically impossible in the first place. As
Barbara Winters nicely points out, conceding Williams’ claim would just make the
ability to acquire beliefs at will a member of an exotic, but well-known, class of
mental abilities:

To see this, consider another example of something I can do in a particular case only if I cannot believe
that I have done it in this case. If I have forgotten forever that Bird Day is the last Friday in April, then I
cannot believe that I have forgotten forever that Bird Day is the last Friday in April. Nevertheless it is still
possible for me to show that I have the capacity to forget things for ever …318

Arguing along this line, Winters, Bennett and Scott-Kakures agree that conceding
the truth of Williams’ retrospective claim does not rule out acquiring beliefs at will,
this method of belief formation just needs to be self-deceptive in the sense that, in
each particular instance of application, the agent cannot after the application believe
that she applied the method at that instance.319 In other words, rather than attack-
ing directly Williams’ retrospective incompatibility claim, which in the suggested
interpretation may be expressed thus:
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�∀A∀p: A acquired the belief that p at will ⇒ ¬(A consciously believes that A acquired the belief that p
at will), “�” denoting global psychological necessity

These authors argue that the truth of this claim does not make it psychologically
impossible to acquire beliefs at will. I take this point to be entirely correct. However,
relying exclusively on this line of attack against Williams poses at least two severe
problems.

First, Williams at most implicitly claims that his retrospective claim ultimately
rules out believing at will. Rather he seems to count on his prospective arguments for
dealing a knockout blow to doxastic voluntarism.

Second, as pointed out above, the primary appeal of the possibility of doxastic
action lies in its promise of underwriting ascriptions of epistemic blameworthiness.
Arguably some exotic self-deceptive ability is not of much use in this respect, at
least insofar as deontic evaluations of beliefs are taken to be legitimate in fairly
commonplace cases. Williams’ retrospective point thus cannot be conceded even in
its weakened version if an appeal to doxastic action is to play its principal part as a
support for epistemic deontologism.

The really interesting question, then, is why the presence of a conscious belief that
I formed a certain belief at will should necessarily be a factor influencing the stability
of this belief, that is, whether Williams’ retrospectivist incompatibility claim is true in
its last suggested interpretation. I do not believe that any author has presented an even
remotely convincing argument to the conclusion that it is. In fact Williams’ claim is
vulnerable to obvious counter-examples:

Suppose that I come consciously to believe that one of my most cherished beliefs,
say the belief that giraffes have hoofs, I originally acquired at will out of non-truth-
oriented motives, say the desire to please my biology teacher in grade school. Now,
why should this necessarily make me give up my belief that giraffes have hoofs?
Surely this seems preposterous: Even if I came to believe that I originally acquired
the belief that giraffes have hoofs at will, I would certainly still believe myself to have
lots of good reasons for believing that giraffes have hoofs; I have seen such animals in
the zoo, seen nature programs on television, etc. Further these reasons seem entirely
unrelated to the original mechanism forming the belief and my awareness of these
reasons seems to be enough to sustain my giraffe belief under typical circumstances.
Consequently, the claim that an agent’s conscious belief that she acquired a belief at
will should necessarily make her give up that belief, seems entirely misguided.

At this stage a proponent of Williams’ claim could offer the following reply: But
if you manage to hold on to your belief that giraffes have hoofs even after you come
consciously to believe that you originally acquired this belief at will, certainly you
must stick to your giraffe-belief solely as a result of your awareness that you have
good reasons to hold it. In other words, the fact that (supposedly) you originally
acquired the giraffe belief at will has no causal relevance to the fact that you now
hold it. Surely, then, your giraffe belief cannot possibly qualify as a belief formed at
will in the relevant sense, since you no longer hold it due to your doxastic action of
forming it. Thus, even if your counter-example defeats Williams’claim in the reading
you have offered, certainly you have not demonstrated that a willed belief that, say,
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giraffes have hoofs, could ever be held simultaneously with a conscious belief that
that belief was produced at will. The stability of willed beliefs was the real issue of
the debate!

In the vein of this response Dion Scott-Kakures has submitted:

But if after a survey of the evidence, S’s decisive epistemic judgment is that she has good and sufficient
reason to believe that p, how could she fail at the very time that she so judges to believe that p? To say
that the judgment is strictly epistemic is to agree that the agent believes that considerations having to do
with the truth of p, render it the case that p is more likely to be true than not … (…) … [H]er judgment is
not merely that the evidence makes it the case that p is more likely to be true than not, it is that p is true.
And to affirm that p is true is to affirm that p.320

However, Scott-Kakures’ claim that an agent, who takes herself to have good and
sufficient reason to believe that p, necessarily therefore believes that p, is highly
implausible to say the least. James Montmarquet has offered the following response:

Isn’t it quite easy to imagine cases of persons who recognize that, given the evidence, they should believe
that p (that they have sufficient reason to believe that p) but who still cling for epistemically disrespectable
motives to the opposite belief ? If this were not so, it would be hard to understand all of the recent attention
paid by epistemologists to the notion of “epistemic responsibility.”321

I take it then that, a fortiori, the situation is far from unimaginable where an agent (1)
believes herself to have good and sufficient reason to hold a certain belief (2) does not
hold that belief (e.g. due to the causal efficacy of emotional factors) and (3) therefore
intends to form the relevant belief.

In the context of my first counter-example to Williams, if my giraffe belief happens
to be a belief which, despite my belief that I have a good and sufficient reason to hold
it, I would not have held, had I not brought it about by will, this belief surely must
qualify as a willed belief in any relevant sense. Remember thatWilliams’retrospective
claim does not deny that forming beliefs at will is globally psychologically possible
in the first place; it only imposes a global constraint on the successful performance
of such doxastic actions. Thus, even if agents capable of performing such actions
are very rare or even non-existent in the actual world, this is of no relevance to the
present context, where we are allowed to suppose that such agents exist. In fact we
may even suppose that I am such an agent.

Suppose now that I suffer from some childhood trauma involving giraffes, and
therefore have a strong emotional barrier towards forming any first-order beliefs
about giraffes at all. At some stage I realized that, even though I had any good reason
to believe that giraffes have hoofs, I did not at that time believe that giraffes have
hoofs. I therefore formed this belief at will. In this scenario, surely my conscious
belief that I brought about my giraffe belief at will is not going to affect the stability
of that belief. My giraffe belief, then, in this scenario must uncontroversially qualify
as a willed belief, which, contra Williams, is held simultaneously with a conscious
belief that it was brought about by will. The suggested response to my first counter-
example cannot get a grip here. Williams’ retrospective incompatibility claim comes
out defeated.

After finally having saved voluntarism from Williams’ retrospective claim, we
may well wonder what retrospective restrictions on willed beliefs may legitimately
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be imposed. The above considerations have strongly suggested that at least it typically
needs to be the case that, after the formation of a belief, the agent believes herself
to have good reasons for holding this belief. Now perhaps this constraint could be
considerably relaxed. One might wonder whether there is really only need for a
negative retrospective requirement, requiring only that, after the acquisition of the
belief that p, the agent does not (consciously) believe that she does not have a good
reason for believing p, or even weaker: that the agent does not (consciously) believe
that she has a good reason for believing that not-p.322

To this question regarding the positive versus negative nature of legitimate retro-
spective requirements on willed beliefs, I can offer only a tentative answer. Arguably
genetic voluntarism must be committed to a “cognitive inertia hypothesis” (see
Section 8.1): Its project of underwriting deontic evaluations of beliefs falters, unless
the belief-states resulting from the performance of doxastic actions are stable to a
rather high degree.

Now, in order not to violate this inertia hypothesis, surely the weak version of the
negative requirement seems both minimal and legitimate: In typical cases I cannot
stably hold on to a belief while consciously believing that I have a good reason for
believing its opposite: I can only achieve this in the presence of contingent extra-
voluntary belief-influencing factors and surely voluntarism cannot afford to base its
account of epistemic deontologism on such doxastic luck. Imposing the stronger
negative requirement on typical cases also seems unavoidable: In fact believing that
I have no good reason for holding a belief is often enough to make me give up
that belief.

Imposing any positive requirement is a more controversial issue: Is it not possi-
ble that I may hold a belief without having any second-order beliefs concerning its
epistemic status at all? Even though such capricious beliefs are arguably rare in the
actual world, I do not think we can rule out their possibility, even in normal agents.323

Still, for many (perhaps most) of our beliefs holding them capriciously would seem
very odd. This includes, e.g. most beliefs about our recent history and our recent
experiences.

The only answer fitting this context then seems to be the following: The volun-
tarist must concede that, typically, a belief acquired at will must satisfy at least the
weaker and stronger negative requirements on the presence of second-order beliefs.
Further, depending on the content of the belief and the nature of the agent holding the
belief, some beliefs must also satisfy the weaker positive requirement that the agent
consciously believes that she does not have good reasons to believe its contradic-
tory opposite, or must even satisfy the stronger positive requirement that the agent
consciously believes that she has good reasons to hold the belief.

If this is correct the voluntarist may well have to concede some self-deceptiveness
in many cases of belief acquisitions by will: In order to successfully install a belief,
if the relevant second-order requirements are not already fulfilled, the agent will need
to make sure they are; either by relegating her problematic second-order beliefs to
the subconscious or by simply acquiring the relevant second-order beliefs by will in
the bargain. One may well fear a vicious regress here, but I think this is no imminent
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worry: The psychological higher-order conditions for holding second-order beliefs
are arguably of the negative variety: Consciously to hold the belief that I have good
reasons for holding a belief, it is arguably enough that I do not believe that I have
good reasons for not holding this second-order belief. The regress then stops at the
third level: If I have pernicious conscious third-order beliefs (arguably, in normal
agents such third-order beliefs are rarely conscious), these must be relegated to the
subconscious.

8.2.1.6. Dion Scott-Kakures’ prospective argument. I mentioned above Scott-
Kakures’ version of the prospective self-defeat argument, which I am now finally
in a position to evaluate.

Scott-Kakures’ strategy is subtle. He concedes that intentions to believe are coher-
ent (thus avoiding the question-begging involved in Williams’prospective argument)
and even concedes that such intentions may in fact cause belief-formations. What he
denies is that such intentions may perform the causal role that intentions perform in
bringing about intentional actions:

In fact, it is at just this point that the case for believing at will founders. I will argue that believing at will
cannot in principle be distinguished from non-intentional anomalous belief state transitions. Thus, though
I may desire to believe that p, and in causal consequence may come to believe that p, in no case will this
count as succeeding in directly willing a belief.324

Scott-Kakures’ reasons for this slightly surprising conclusion are made clear in the
following. He here draws upon a wide array of sophisticated theses from the philos-
ophy of action. His central premise is the claim that intentional action is essentially
“monitored” and “guided”:

Thus, when I intend to raise my arm and I succeed, I know when to stop trying. It is this guiding and
monitoring of the agent’s by appeal to the content of the intention that serves to distinguish the brute
humean cases from the rationalizing causes essential to intentional psychological explanation.325

Now, Scott-Kakures’argues, would-be intentions to believe cannot assume this “guid-
ing” role due to the necessity of a cognitive “blind spot” or “fissure” in the process
of acquiring beliefs at will:

There must be a cognitive blind spot or fissure between t and t+1. I cannot from my cognitive perspective
at t, see my way through to my altered cognitive perspective at t+1. If this is so then the intention that I
formulate at t cannot be one which I govern or monitor my behavior through to t+1 … (…) … my arrival
at this belief cannot count as something I succeed in willing directly, as I do when I succeed in directly
willing an arm rise.326

Obviously, here everything hinges on the nature of this “cognitive fissure,” which is
clarified in the following passage:

In cases in which self-fulfilling belief327 is not an issue, the relevant aspects of my cognitive perspective
at t+1 are likely to be quite simple:
I believe p
I do not believe anything that rules out my currently believing that p; e.g. I do not believe that my belief
that p is solely sustained by the will; …328
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By the phrase “my belief is solely sustained by the will” Scott-Kakures seems to mean
simply that before the formation of the belief I did not consciously believe that I had
good reasons for holding the belief (in the contrary case, as seen in Section 8.2.1.5,
Scott-Kakures (incorrectly) thinks that the first-order belief would necessarily have
formed automatically irrespective of my intentions).

Here then Scott-Kakures is naturally interpreted as endorsing a radical version
of Williams’ retrospective claim: In order to hold a belief acquired at will I cannot
(even unconsciously?) believe that I acquired this belief at will. This interpretation
is only strengthened by the observation that Scott-Kakures takes great care in ruling
out the possibility that I may acquire at will a belief that already satisfied the relevant
second-order requirements prior to its supposed acquisition. However, as seen above
Williams’retrospective claim is simply false: there is not even a serious psychological
obstacle to the possibility that I may hold a belief while also consciously believing
that I acquired it at will. A “cognitive fissure” in Scott-Kakures’ sense is certainly not
required.

Thus, contra Scott-Kakures, if intentions to form beliefs can indeed be causally
effective, I can easily “monitor and guide” my belief-forming actions in the sense that
“I know when to stop trying”: There is no psychological pressure on me to forget that
I had the relevant intention in the first place and I can therefore simply retrospectively
check by introspection whether this intention has been effective, about as easily as I
can check visually or introspectively whether my arm has risen or not. Consequently,
Scott-Kakures’subtler prospective argument fails and CIC is stripped of any adequate
defence in the literature. We will thus have to resort to more modest means if we are
to set up a compelling argument against doxastic voluntarism.

8.2.1.7. Heinrich Wansing against the conceptional impossibility claim. One
author, Heinrich Wansing, has recently opted for a stronger argument against CIC,
claiming to have provided a positive model for so-called “factual voluntarism”; i.e. a
claim that at least one already acquired belief was acquired by way of a belief-forming
action.329 His suggested semantic for such a claim ingeniously combines a so-called
dstit (deliberately seeing to it that) logic for action talk as developed by a.o. F. von
Kutschera and J. Horty with a conception of the implicit belief of entirely rational
and logically omniscient agents as attributable by way of a necessity operator within
a certain normal doxastic polymodal logic (polymodal KD45).

Very briefly and untechnically put, Wansing’s proposal turns on evaluating sen-
tences concerning an agent’s doxastic perspective relative to a temporal framework
consisting of the relevant moment in time as well as a certain history or time-line. This
allows the setting up of a Choice function for the agent portioning histories running
through a certain moment into sets of histories choice—equivalent for the agent at
that moment. The intuitive guiding idea is dividing histories of the world according
to an agent’s active intervention; by her choice the agent makes sure that the world
enters into one of a certain bundle of states rather than another. The agent’s choice
is not modelled as a simple choice between incompatible worlds, since there are
certainly consequences, even necessary consequences, of an agent’s choices, which
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she does not – and sometimes even cannot – choose: By choosing to hold my breath
I necessarily confine a certain number of air molecules in my lungs, but this is not
something I choose.

Despite their obvious limited applicability to actual human agents who are far
from logically omniscient, Wansing’s results provide reason for cautious celebration.
If one aspires for the rigidity of finitely axiomatizable frameworks, surely Wansing
has pointed to an interesting one relative to the discussion of CIC. Nevertheless,
Wansing has hardly provided a fully conclusive response to CIC. The main weakness
of his approach lies in its focus on the semantic value of sentences relative to cer-
tain frameworks: A proponent of CIC may well have to grant that given Wansing’s
idealizations it leads to no logical inconsistency to presume that along one or more
routes, which the development of the world might have taken at a prior moment, the
sentence “A implicitly believes that p” (or rather: its suitable technical equivalent) is
false and that A’s Choice function maps that prior moment onto a different bundle of
options where “A implicitly believes that p” is true and which contains the history
of evaluation. This is the knob Wansing hangs his hat on. Still the proponent of CIC
would hold that, given its particular contrast in semantic value across modal contexts,
the sentence “A implicitly believes p” would then fail to express anything concerning
A’s belief (be it “implicit” or “explicit”). Hence, given the interpretation in point,
the sentence “A deliberately saw to it that A implicitly believes that p” will fail to
express anything concerning belief at will. Why? Because on pains of a contradictio
in adjecto a proponent of CIC simply will not allow that one can in any sense choose
to believe p!

To see the force of this point consider that, unless one wants to claim implausibly
that all sentences we normally take to express natural laws are true by logical necessity,
certainly no inconsistency arises from taking one such sentence and assuming it was
made true by some past human agent in the dstit sense. Nevertheless, many would
still protest wildly if we presented this instance as a model for the choice of a natural
law, since they would claim that our concept of a natural law is among other things
that of a regularity not fixable by human convention or choice: If the regularity in
question were really chosen, what we thought was a natural law really was no genuine
natural law after all. CIC wants to hold something similar concerning beliefs: If it
turns out that a certain state of an agent was chosen by her or even could have been
chosen by her, surely it cannot be a belief, even if we used to think of it as one. The
sentences we use to speak of that state hence, if true, cannot speak of her beliefs, they
must speak of something else even if the term “belief ” should occur in them.

The fact that CIC is committed to this stance, however, brings out its weakness
in full. CIC seems committed to a perverse scepticism concerning belief-ascriptions:
Each time we attempt to characterize an agent’s doxastic state, the mere logical pos-
sibility that that state was chosen by the agent disqualifies it as a genuine belief.
Thus, CIC seems under severe pressure to provide criteria by which we may dis-
cern whether an agent could possibly actively have brought herself into a certain
state under current investigation. However, such criteria seem excessively difficult to
provide. Remember that CIC cannot just point to psychological regularities or even
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psychological laws, should such obtain. Such would fall short of establishing the strict
kind of impossibility CIC is after, and could only support the weaker psychological
impossibility claim, which we shall soon investigate below. Thus the proponent of
CIC seems saddled with the uncomfortable position that it is fact quite impossible
for her to determine, whether a certain belief-ascription is ultimately incorrect due
to its being possible in the widest “conceptual” sense that the agent had acquired
the seeming “belief ” at will. If she wants to ascribe any beliefs at all, her radical
resistance to belief by fiat leaves her with a radical commitment to belief-ascription
by fiat!

This is the closest we will get to a refutation of CIC in the present context. Its
proponent may still insist that her semantic insight leaves her no choice (sic!), but to
insist that CIC is correct no matter the hardships it may entail. Also she may question
the perspicuously ontic interpretation of CIC taken for granted just above, objecting
that CIC says nothing about a certain relational property (having not been brought
about by choice) which certain doxastic states (beliefs) have by a certain strong sort
of necessity, but is rather a claim about the semantic status of certain dicta, e.g. “A
wilfully brought about her belief that the sun is yellow,” which CIC deem false by
logical necessity. In response to this last point we may only stress that if CIC does not
concern the histories of our doxastic states, but does only concern certain statements,
it is hard to see its relevance to the discussion of how we may in fact control our
doxastic states. Stripped of their arguments, persistent proponents of CIC seemingly
have nothing left but to clench their fists and stamp their feet. Here I will leave them
at that.

8.2.2. The Psychological Impossibility Claim

8.2.2.1. Self-deception revisited. In this section I will offer my reasons for endorsing
the Psychological Impossibility Claim (PIC); the claim that doxastic voluntarism
fails due to the fact that actual normal agents with human psyches are incapable of
performing doxastic actions.

As demonstrated in Section 8.2.1.5 above, at least some intentional belief acquisi-
tions would need to be self-deceptive to a certain degree in the sense that they would
need to be accompanied by acquisitions of second-order beliefs as well as relegations
of second- and third-order beliefs to the subconscious. Now, in order accurately to
gauge the strength of PIC, it is important to make clear whether doxastic voluntarism
needs to appeal to such cases of self-deceptive belief acquisition in order to under-
write ascriptions of epistemic blameworthiness. Clearly, if it needs to rely on appeals
to virtuoso self-deceptive patterns of doxastic action, PIC is close to being vindicated
for that reason alone.

We may state the important question thus: Does a normal agent’s performance of
any doxastic action require her to be self-deceptive, i.e. are there instances where
the relevant psychological higher-order requirements for the stability of the resulting
belief-state are not already met prior to the performance of the doxastic action? As
we saw, four types of such higher-order requirements for psychological stability may
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be imposed: In order stably to be in the state of believing that p an agent may be
demanded to satisfy

1. The weaker negative requirement: The agent does not consciously believe that she
has good reason to believe that not-p.

2. The stronger negative requirement: The agent does not consciously believe that
she does not have good reasons to believe that p.

3. The weaker positive requirement: The agent consciously believes that she does
not have good reasons to believe that not-p.

4. The stronger positive requirement: The agent consciously believes that she has
good reasons to believe that p.

To these requirements may now be added similar requirements for stably not being
in a state of believing that p:

5. The weaker negative requirement: The agent does not consciously believe that she
has good reasons to believe that p.

6. The stronger negative requirement: The agent does not consciously believe that
she does not have good reasons to believe that not-p.

7. The weaker positive requirement: The agent consciously believes that she does
not have good reasons to believe that p.

8. The stronger positive requirement: The agent consciously believes that she has
good reason to believe that not-p.

Here both sets of requirement are ordered relative to the psychological force of their
violation. Violating the requirement 1 typically makes an agent suspend her belief
that p, violating the requirement 5 typically makes an agent form the belief that p
“automatically.”

Most likely voluntarism will have to concede at least the weaker negative require-
ments for stably believing versus not believing a proposition. Only luck may allow
an agent to violate these requirements and still be in a stable belief-state versus a
stable state of not believing. However, whether or not an agent needs to satisfy any
of the last three requirements in order to stably believe versus not believe, plausibly
depends on the content of the particular belief and the properties of the particular
believing agent. Thus, offering a global answer to the question stated at the beginning
of this section seems an immensely complex project.

We therefore need to simplify matters somewhat: I will concede, for the sake of
argument, that voluntarism is only committed to the relatively weak general thesis that
belief-states versus states of not believing resulting from the performance of doxastic
actions must at least satisfy the weaker negative requirements. It remains then to
consider whether, in any particular instance of doxastic action relevant to an ascription
of epistemic blameworthiness, the weaker negative requirements are fulfilled only
by self-deception, i.e. by simultaneously performing the doxastic actions necessary
to meet the relevant requirement.

At this stage, voluntarism may attempt the following defensive strategy: Surely no
such case may arise, for if the relevant higher-order requirement is not met prior to the
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performance of the doxastic action, the agent is appropriately excused for performing
this action, should it result in an undesirable belief. Thus she is not blameworthy for
holding the resultant belief at all.

However this strategy will not cut, as can quickly be seen: Consider how a doxastic
voluntarist strategy would account for the epistemic blameworthiness of the educated
racist’s undesirable belief (see Section 1.2). One strategy would be to claim that
the educated racist is blameworthy, because she could and should have performed
the doxastic action of preventing the racist belief or at least have suspended it, once
it was formed, but regrettably and inexcusably did neither. Now, suppose that the
educated racist, after forming the undesirable belief, also believes that she has good
reasons to hold the belief: “Of course I have a good reason to believe that blacks are
generally inferior to whites,” she might say, “the demagogue told me.” She thus lacks
the psychological prerequisites for stably being in the state she should be in, namely
the state of not holding the racist belief.

Now, should this be allowed to excuse her from epistemic blame? I think it suffices
to recognize here that typically agents believe themselves to have good reasons for
what they believe, and very often even consciously so. Thus, if doxastic voluntarism
were committed to the claim that such higher-order beliefs appropriately excuse from
epistemic blame, it would arguably lose out on the possibility of accounting for
anything but very strange cases of epistemic blameworthiness.

In conclusion: Doxastic voluntarism seems committed to the claim that performing
two or more doxastic actions (almost) simultaneously is in fact possible for normal
human agents. I take this claim to be highly implausible.Already at this stage, doxastic
voluntarism is in serious trouble.

8.2.2.2. The psychological impossibility of doxastic action. It may well be possible
to deal an even more decisive blow to doxastic voluntarism than was administered
above: I shall now argue that even performing a singular doxastic action in fact
exceeds the powers of a normal agent. This argument may appear most convincing
regarding types of belief that seem strongly to force themselves upon us, e.g. empirical
beliefs concerning the present state of our perceptual environment. William Alston
has offered perhaps the most influential formulation of this point:

Thus, even if I willingly, or not unwillingly, form, for instance perceptual beliefs in the way I do, it by no
means follows that I form those beliefs at will, or that I have voluntary control over such belief formation,
or that I can be held responsible or blameworthy for doing so. It would have to be true that I have effective
voluntary control whether I do or do not believe that the tree has leaves on it when I see a tree with
leaves on it just before me in broad daylight with my eyesight working perfectly. And it is perfectly clear
that in this situation I have no power at all to refrain from that belief. And so with everything else that
seems perfectly obvious to us. We have just as little voluntary control over ordinary beliefs formed by
introspection, memory and simple uncontroversial inferences.330

Arguably, here Alston obscures the difference between the doxastic actions of form-
ing and suspending a belief, but I hold it clear that his argument is not damaged by
supplying the necessary corrections: In the above scenario, as little as I can intention-
ally suspend “refrain from” my belief that the tree has leaves on it, I can intentionally
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form this belief when confronted by the tree with my eyes open: This belief simply
forces itself on me or escapes me: I cannot form, prevent, suspend, or sustain this
belief by way of my intentions.

In order to deny Alston’s claim here, the voluntarist could reject the first claim of
the above quotation. However, this just takes us back to the pseudo-stoic position
that, in order to be responsible for holding a belief, it is enough that the agent forms
this belief “willingly” or at least: that she does not form it “unwillingly.” As seen in
Section 7.2, Sharon Ryan has recently advocated a position of this type, arguing that
I am responsible for my beliefs, as long as I believe what I “meant to believe.”331

However, as argued, this position is not convincing, as, on parity of reasons, it
makes the agent responsible for anything that she “meant to happen,” be it the state
of her health or the current weather situation. In Section 8.3.2.2 below, we shall
encounter a more ambitious recent voluntarist attempt to argue that even the most
“pressing” of beliefs is in fact the agent’s responsibility, since it is the result of the
agent’s “decision-making.”332 I shall offer reasons to reject this claim in the relevant
context.

For now I shall simply say that the more sensible voluntarist line of response is
partly to concede Alston’s claim: Beliefs like the perceptual belief that a particular
near-by tree has leaves, so a voluntarist may argue,333 are simply not the kind of
beliefs that agents can be blameworthy for holding. Carl Ginet, in arguing for doxastic
voluntarism, has expressed this concession thus:

It is fairly clear that in the large mass of beliefs held by any normal person at a given time, the overwhelming
major part will have come about involuntarily and only a small portion will have been adopted voluntarily
(by decision). Coming to believe by deciding to believe (or seeming to do so) is undoubtedly a rare
phenomenon in that sense. But it is nevertheless a phenomenon that we are familiar with – it may happen
every day in the life of some of us – and that is why we find it intelligible, when judging whether a particular
belief was [deontologically] justified, to think of ourselves as judging whether the believer ought to have
chosen to adopt the belief or ought to have done so if she could have done otherwise.334

Offering this line of response toAlston is a clever move: After all, the most intuitively
compelling cases of epistemic blameworthiness (as, e.g. that of the “educated racist”)
do not concern simple empirical beliefs, but rather beliefs, which an agent, after a
process of deliberation, has in some sense decided to believe. Still, this concession
does not offer the voluntarist shelter for long. Alston continues his above-quoted
passage:

The discussion at this point will suggest to the voluntarist that he can still make a stand on propositions
that do not seem clearly true or false [to the agent] and hold that there one (often) has the capacity to adopt
whatever propositional attitude one chooses. In religion, philosophy and high level scientific matters it
is often the case that, so far as I can see, the relevant arguments do not definitively settle the matter
one way or the other … (…) … So what am I to do? I could just abandon the quest. But alternatively
I could, so it seems, simply decide to adopt one of the positions and/or decide to reject one or more of
the contenders.335

Alston now proceeds to reject this last voluntarist suggestion. First, he submits, if
during my deliberations I reach a point where one of the available positions seems
clearly true or false, and thereafter forms a belief, we are right back to the case of
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perceptual belief:

The most obvious suggestion is that although in these cases the supporting considerations are seen as less
conclusive, here too the belief follows automatically, without intervention by the will, from the way things
seem at the moment to the subject … (…) … Thus when our philosopher or religious seeker “decides” to
embrace theism or the identity theory, what has happened is that at that moment this position seems more
likely to be true, seems to have weightier considerations in its favor, than any envisaged alternative. Hence
S is, at that moment, no more able to accept atheism or epiphenomenalism instead, than he would be if
theism or the identity theory seemed obviously true.336

Further, if no such “forcing” situation occurs, the intentions of the agent are still
powerless. At most the agent may then “resolve to act as if p is true, adopt is as a basis
for action,”337 or engage in an “elaborate pretence of believing.”338 In my preferred
terminology this claim may be expressed thus: At most I can intentionally make
myself accept a proposition, I can never intentionally believe it.339 Alston’s most
simple and also most convincing argument to this conclusion is a simple first-person
challenge to the voluntarist:

I shall merely contend that we are not so constituted as to be able to take up propositional attitudes at will.
My argument for this, if it can be called that, simply consists in asking you to consider whether you have
any such powers.340

Now, of course this argument only works, insofar as Alston’s reader may take herself
to be a normal agent. However, once it is made clear, as above, what forming beliefs
at will amounts to (e.g. forming a belief in a case where one does not take oneself to
have good rationalizing reasons for holding that belief ), I find the argument entirely
convincing. I do not think that I can do this, and (from my arm chair341) I do not
think that I have evidence that anybody else can in fact do this. If a normal agent
(akratically) believes against the force of her conscious second-order beliefs, I shall
certainly think that this is only possible due to “luck” of some kind; an “arational”
factor such as an emotional state must be the cause of her belief.

Further, I believe the same points apply to all types of doxastic action: My beliefs
come and go “at the mercy of my evidence,”342 or perhaps more accurately: at the
mercy of my mental states. I am not able to form them, prevent them, suspend them
or sustain them at will. It does not detract from this point that a doxastic intention to
form a belief that p might accidentally cause me to form that belief by some strange
“deviant” causal mechanism: for example it might be that by some strange means
a hypnotist has installed in me a psychological mechanism such that an intention to
form the belief that a blue cat is in front of me will “detonate” the belief that a blue
cat is in front of me. It is clearly incorrect to say that I performed any kind of doxastic
action in this scenario.

I thus take my stand with Alston against doxastic voluntarism: The Psychological
Impossibility Claim is true and defeats doxastic voluntarism as a serious attempt of
accounting for the legitimacy of actual ascriptions of epistemic blameworthiness: If
actual normal agents cannot perform doxastic actions, it is hard to see how an appeal
to such actions could be ever be of any use in this respect.

However, I have not endorsedThe Conceptual Impossibility Claim, and will remain
agnostic on a global Psychological Impossibility Claim: I will not deny the possibility
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that certain prodigies343 or highly trained “mental masters” may in fact perform the
doxastic actions that I, as a normal agent, am sadly unable to pursue. However, given
the naturalistic requirement imposed in Section 7.2 on any deontologically adequate
mode of doxastic control, the existence of a few such prodigies do not disturb my
conclusion: Doxastic voluntarism is unable to satisfactorily account for the legitimacy
of our standard ascriptions of epistemic blameworthiness. If a society of prodigies or
mental masters should eventually be realized, doxastic voluntarism would perhaps
then be in a more favourable position. However, I find it unlikely that such a society
was ever or should ever be realized, and further I have no idea as to which deontic
epistemic norms would be current in such a society.

I shall now turn to considering some of the attempts encountered in the literature of
saving doxastic voluntarism from the teeth of The Psychological Impossibility Claim.
Some of these attempts have it that voluntarism may somehow concede this claim and
still aspire to underwriting our ascriptions of epistemic blameworthiness. I shall argue
that this compliant strategy fails. Finally I shall face a defiant strategy, which simply
rejects PIC. The more direct version of this strategy simply purports to identify actual
cases of doxastic action. I shall show that these cases are really misidentifications of
intentional acceptances, or not cases of intentional action at all. At last I shall face
a recent ambitious attempt by Matthias Steup to reject PIC by drawing an analogy
with a compatibilist notion of responsibility for actions. I shall argue that, even when
leaving the merits of this compatibilist notion out of the equation, Steup does not
manage to threaten PIC.

8.3. THE CASE FOR DOXASTIC VOLUNTARISM

8.3.1. The Compliant Strategy

The compliant strategy for defending doxastic voluntarism grants to The Psycholog-
ical Impossibility Claim that in fact normal agents are unable to either form, prevent,
suspend or sustain their beliefs by way of their intentions. However, it insists that
some form of direct doxastic content control may still underwrite ascriptions of epis-
temic blameworthiness. I shall consider two types of arguments encountered in the
literature employing this strategy. The former, which I shall term “the special analogy
argument,” argues that really our intentions to influence our beliefs need not be potent
at all in order to uphold doxastic voluntarism. The second, known as “Hobartian Vol-
untarism,” has it that even though normal agents cannot perform doxastic actions,
they may still directly control the content of their beliefs, only this control must be
exercised by their “character,” rather than their will. Further, this direct control by
way of character is held to be deontologically adequate. I shall offer reasons to reject
both types of argument.

8.3.1.1. The special analogy argument. The special analogy argument has come in
two versions. The first, more radical, version of the argument has it that our doxastic
control is analogous to the control we have over actions that we cannot possibly omit
due to our psychological make-up. The second, more moderate, version has it that



NOTTLEMANN: “NOTTELMAN_CH08” — 2007/5/30 — 14:53 — PAGE 124 — #26

124 CHAPTER 8

our doxastic control is analogous to our control over actions we do perform, but do
not perform as a direct result of our intentions to perform them. Thus, according to
both arguments, doxastic voluntarism may concede Alston’s PIC, while still main-
taining that the notion of doxastic action may be invoked to underwrite ascriptions
of epistemic blameworthiness

Perhaps the most out-spoken defender of the radical version of the special analogy
argument has been Sharon Ryan:

I cannot now, given my current evidence, just believe the population of the United States exceeds that of
China. That’s right. Does that fact show that my belief is not under my control or voluntary or free? Not at
all, and this can be seen by considering other actions one would regard as free. There are plenty of things I
cannot “just do.” Suppose I am driving down the road and I see a mother and her child walking down the
road. I see them and ask myself, “should I run them over?” I immediately and freely decide not to and then
freely drive on. In fact, in a very important sense, I just can’t do something like that … (…) …You could
give me one hundred million dollars and I could not do it. That’s just not something I could do. Does this
show that I did not freely decide not to run over the mother and child? Of course not.344

Here, Ryan clearly takes it that, if a belief is “free” or “voluntary” in the sense in
which the action of driving past the mother and child in the above example is free
and voluntary, the agent may be blameworthy for this belief: She explicitly offers the
above considerations as a response to the claim that “punishment for failure to believe
seems completely out of line”345 and generally argues against the claim that “We do
not have any epistemic obligations.”346 Thus she may safely be taken to claim that,
even if beliefs are at the mercy of our current evidence (As says roughly PIC), they
are still “free” in the sense required for ascriptions of epistemic blameworthiness. A
similar argument to the same conclusion has been endorsed by Mathias Steup347 and
Bruce Russell.348

Once brought out, the short-comings of the above argument are fairly obvious:
Perhaps, under the right circumstances the driver from Ryan’s example may be
praiseworthy for driving on without hitting the mother and child. However, Ryan
has vehemently not established a case of blameworthiness, where it was psycho-
logically impossible for the agent not to perform a blameworthy action: The driver
in Ryan’s example is clearly not blameworthy for anything. The example does not
appear well chosen for her purposes.

However, this fault of Ryan’s example may be remedied by adjusting the example
to make the driver’s “forced” action a morally undesirable one: Suppose, e.g. that
the driver is a devoted nazi and that the mother and child have a distinctive Jewish
appearance. Further suppose that, once the driver catches eye of the mother and
child, she cannot make herself avoid them, not even if offered any price in the world
to spare them. Does not this establish a compelling case of (morally) blameworthy
action, performed “freely,” even if the agent had no power to omit her action? If
so, does not this result establish per analogy that we may be blameworthy for our
epistemically undesirable beliefs, even if we had no power to prevent them?

Here it is important to scrutinize what exactly is involved in the claim that the
driver could not do otherwise in the type of scenario outlined above. It seems fairly
clear that the claim that the driver could not do otherwise, must rest on the claim
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that she could not intend to do otherwise and that her intention to harm the mother
and child caused her to harm them: No matter how much money or other goods the
nazi was offered, we supposed, she remained bent on harming the mother and child,
and thus proceeded to harm them. On the other hand, if in hitting them she reacted
automatically (on a kind of reflex), in the sense that her intentions played no part in
the event, it suddenly seems off the mark to say that she was in control of this at all.

Now, given the above the analogy with unpreventable doxastic events breaks down.
Given PIC, which is conceded here, an agent’s intentions have no part to play in her
doxastic events. Accordingly, belief-formations appear more analogous to uninten-
tional reflex reactions than intentional action with “locked” intentions. The radical
special analogy argument has not set up the analogy doxastic voluntarism need.

We are then left to consider the moderate version of the special analogy argument,
which aims to demonstrate that blameworthiness for beliefs is indeed analogous to
our blameworthiness for certain doings not brought about directly as a result of our
intentions. Various doings have been offered as candidates for filling in this picture.
Again, Sharon Ryan has offered perhaps the most explicit version of the argument:

I think doxastic attitudes are typically held intentionally … (…), but I think it is often not true that one
explicitly intends or decides to believe. I think consciously deciding to do x is sufficient, but not necessary
for doing x intentionally. Doing something purposefully is necessary for an action to be done intentionally.
And one can do something unconsciously, automatically, and purposefully. The typing of each individual
letter of most of the sentences of this paper was done intentionally, but automatically and unconsciously.349

However, there seems to be no need for such “purposeful,” yet supposedly non-
intended, intentional doings to be done unconsciously. Michael Stocker has offered
a host of further examples:

[T]here are many physical acts, which we do, and pretty much have to, without moral or practical certainty,
but in regard to which we are active and responsible. We could think here once again of the explorer finding
the mountain range, of an archer hitting the bull’s eye at the very limit of the bow’s range, finding the
cure for a disease, breaking the world’s pole vault record, hurting somebody’s feelings, starting a war,
concluding a peace treaty, creating an aesthetically satisfying sculpture and so on … (…) … Here we should
note that physical acts which are large-scale, difficult to achieve, and uncertain of success, like those noted
above, are better analogues for belief and believing than are extremely simple acts like holding one’s
breath.350

At least for some of the actions listed above, it seems clear that one could, under appro-
priate circumstances, be (morally) blameworthy for performing them. For actions
such as starting a war or hurting someone’s feelings, this is particularly evident. It
even seems imaginable (cf. Ryan) that, under bizarre circumstances, one could be
morally blameworthy for unconsciously typing an individual letter of a sentence, if
by doing this one inflicted some harm, which one was not appropriately excused for
inflicting.

Still, I will argue, such cases of blameworthy action cannot serve as analogues for
blameworthy belief.351

The trick employed by Stocker and Ryan is arguably that of offering cases of
actions, which, under a different description, are perfectly intended, but which under
the description given are not so. For example the action of starting a war may, given
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the particular circumstances, be re-described as the action of firing a gun or signing a
letter in a certain situation. Hurting my dog’s feeling may, given the relevant circum-
stances, be re-described as the action of uttering certain commands. “Unconsciously”
typing a letter of a sentence may be re-described as part of the conscious action of
writing my paper, etc.

As observed in Section 7.3, arguably any intentional action admits of a description
under which it is not intended: Even the supposedly “simple” action of holding
one’s breath may, given the particular circumstances, be re-described as confining
some exact number of air molecules in one’s lungs, something hardly ever intended
by any agent. Now, following Donald Davidson,352 unless an event admits of a
re-description under which it is in fact intended, it does not even qualify as an action.
As seen, arguably the “doings” offered by Ryan and Stocker as analogues for (forma-
tions of?) beliefs, all uncontroversially qualify as actions on this criterion.

Thus, the proponents of the moderate argument must pursue one of the following
two strategies in order to set up a satisfactory analogy between physical doings and
belief formation: Either they must present a physical doing for which the relevant
agent is blameworthy in a sense analogous to that in which she may be blameworthy
for certain actions, but which does not admit of a re-description under which it was
produced by intentions. Or they must argue that at least some doxastic events (belief-
formation, -preventions, etc.) may be given an appropriate re-description under which
they are intentional.

Arguably they can do neither. First, the examples of “unconscious” or “large-scale”
actions presented by Stocker and Ryan above, are obviously not good candidates for
supporting the first strategy. At least to me it is unimaginable what doings could
qualify for this job, short of begging the question by declaring, e.g. the supposed
doing of belief-formation an appropriate object of blame.

If the second strategy worked, PIC would definitely be embarrassed for having
simply ruled out the possibility of doxastic actions only by focusing on descriptions
of such actions irrelevant to their status as appropriate objects of blame. However,
it is hard to see how this strategy could be successful: As pointed out by William
Alston, the problem with forming beliefs at will is not only that I cannot form a belief
by intending to form it. The wider problem is that I do not in the least know how to
proceed in intentionally forming a particular belief: If asked to produce a belief with
a specific content at will, “I simply wouldn’t know what button to push.”353

As seen above (Section 7.2) though, this claim of Alston’s does not quite hit the
mark. Richard Feldman has pointed to an easily accessible “button” we may some-
times push in order to bring about a certain belief: Sometimes we may directly bring
about a state of affairs reliably registered by our cognitive system, and thus form a
particular belief regarding that state of affairs: In order to form the belief that the light
of my office is on, I simply need to flick the switch, thus turning it on. As remarked
above, this kind of control is not deontologically adequate, since it fails to produce
epistemically undesirable beliefs.

The voluntarist, however, might insist that even the formation of epistemically
undesirable beliefs may sometimes qualify as an action: Suppose that, as an effect
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of intentionally reading in a book a sentence expressing the ludicrous proposition
p, I form the epistemically undesirable belief that p. Now, cannot my reading this
sentence be appropriately re-described as my forming an epistemically undesirable
belief that p? If so, insofar as I read the sentence intentionally (I read it because I
willed to read it), must not my formation of the belief p then count as an action of
forming the epistemically undesirable belief that p? This line of thinking may attempt
to take refuge in what Donald Davidson, following Joel Feinberg, has termed “the
accordion effect”:

A man moves his finger, let us say intentionally, thus flicking the switch the switch, causing a light to
come on, the room to be illuminated and a prowler to be alerted … (…) … Some of these things he did
intentionally, some not; beyond the finger movement, intention is irrelevant to the inferences, and even
there it is required only in the sense that the movement must be intentional under some description. In
brief, once he has done one thing (move a finger), each consequence presents us with a deed; an agent
causes what his actions cause.354

In terms of the above, it seems clear that, e.g. Stocker’s example of the action of start-
ing a war, is “uncertain of success,” exactly because the occurrence of this action may
be described in terms of an “accordion” stretched out to a high degree and featuring
quite complex events: A woman (intentionally) moves her hand, thus moving a pen,
thus writing certain letters, thus signing a letter, thus declaring her hostile intentions,
thus starting a war; to take one possible accordion-type description of what went on.
In Ryan’s example the accordion might yield, e.g.: A woman (Sharon Ryan) inten-
tionally moves her fingers, thus writing a sentence, thus (unconsciously) writing each
letter of the sentence. Each “fold” in the accordion yields an appropriate alternative
description of the agent’s action: Stocker’s agent moved her fingers, wrote certain
letters, and started a war. Ryan’s agent moved her fingers, wrote certain sentences,
and (unconsciously) typed certain individual letters. This because, the event of their
intentionally moving their body in a certain way did, under an appropriate description,
also count as an event of writing certain sentences, starting a war, etc.

Employing the accordion to the example I proposed on behalf of the voluntarist, it
certainly seems warranted to say that the agent intentionally reading the sentence in
the book thereby caused herself to form the belief that p and that her causing herself
to form the belief that p therefore qualifies as a deed; i.e. as something she was doing,
just as agent from above causing a war to start by intentionally signing a certain letter,
thereby performed the deed of starting a war.

Now, the crucial question is whether a description as a doxastic event of forming
the belief that p of the event of my reading the sentence expressing p in the example
above is an appropriate alternative description of that event, or is only an elliptic
description of this event in terms of its immediate consequence; i.e. whether the
event of forming the belief that p is only a consequence of the event of my reading
the sentence or is truly identical to the event of my intentionally reading the sentence,
thus qualifying as an intentional action.

Here, I will argue, the former is he case. In the example, of the warring woman,
surely the following events are identical: The woman’s signing the letter and her
causing the war to start (the woman starting the war). As submitted by Davidson,
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it seems absurd to say that by signing the letter, the woman caused herself to start
the war;355 clearly by signing the letter she did not cause herself to perform further
actions or doings, she performed one action: signing the letter (thus starting the war).
However, none of the above-mentioned events is identical to the event that the war
started. This event is a genuine consequence of the woman’s action and not the action
itself. To say that the event that the war started was her action, is either an elliptic
description of her action or a simple confusion.

Now, in the doxastic case, the above confusion is particularly prone to arise, for
here the event parallel to the event of the war starting is the event of the agent forming
a belief, an event, which under this natural description, looks conspicuously like an
action. The action, however, involved in “accordions” like a woman intentionally
reading a sentence, thus forming a belief, is not the event of her forming the belief; it
is rather the event of the agent causing herself to form a belief, being identical to her
intentionally reading the sentence. “She started the war” simply means “she caused
the war to start,” but not “she caused herself to start the war.” However, “She formed
the belief that p” means neither “she caused the belief that p to form in her” nor “she
caused herself to form the belief that p” (the two last phrases being synonymous).
Rather, it is identical in meaning to “a belief that p formed in her,” a phrase clearly
not indicating an action of any kind.

The fact that in the example discussed it seems natural and appropriate to describe
the agent’s reading of the sentence as her causing herself to form the relevant belief,
further marks the event of her forming the belief as a non-action. Had it been an
action, this description would have been as absurd as describing the woman’s action
of starting the war as an action of causing herself to perform the further action of
starting the war. It should be remarked that forming a belief, remains a non-action
(albeit a consequence of other actions), even when it is an intended consequence, as
in Feldman’s example. Even here, all we can do is cause ourselves to form a certain
belief (by manipulating our evidence). We cannot perform an action of forming that
belief. Our voluntary control over our doxastic events remains indirect, even under
the most favourable circumstances.

In conclusion, Ryan and Stocker has provided a fine stock of examples of actions
that can only be performed by performing more “basic” actions, i.e. actions, which,
under the given description, may appear late in an accordion-like sequence of appro-
priate action-descriptions. However, this strategy does not help doxastic voluntarism.
Doxastic events remain consequences of intentional action, rather than actions proper.
This does not mean that actions of causing oneself to form (prevent, suspend, sus-
tain) a belief that p for some proposition p (i.e. a belief with p as its propositional
content) are irrelevant to the present wider context. On the contrary, in Chapter 10
I shall examine how such modes of indirect doxastic content control may in fact be
deontologically adequate within suitably narrow constraints.

8.3.1.2. Hobartian voluntarism. Mark Heller has adopted the label “Hobartian
voluntarism” for his position in order to honour the late R.E. Hobart, whom he takes
to have held the view that
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What we are really judging when we blame S for a bad act is S’s character; we are saying that the act
reflects badly on S.356

Heller’s objective is to develop an epistemic counterpart to this conception of moral
blameworthiness. He makes it clear that Hobartian voluntarism is a compliant position
in the present sense insofar as it expressly concedes Alston’s PIC:

I find Alston’s simple argument extremely persuasive. I am convinced that the mere willing to believe a
proposition would not produce that belief in me.357

However, Heller claims,Alston has not managed to rule out the possibility of doxastic
freedom in the sense that really matters to the issue of doxastic control:

Even denying effective will, there may still be a sense in which we have influence over our beliefs. We may
still have what I call “reflective will” with respect to our beliefs, and reflective will gives us a significant
portion of what we want from free will. The reflective will component focuses on the relation between
the agent and the action. S has reflective will with respect to just those acts which reflect S’s character or
nature. The intuition is that free acts are a manifestation of who the agent is.358

And further:

On this Hobartian conception of voluntary belief, we are responsible for most of our beliefs (or at least, if
we are not, it is not the voluntarist requirement that stops us from being responsible.)359

Earlier (Section 7.1) we have already encountered one theory of epistemic blame-
worthiness that explicitly gave up the need for any type of doxastic control, namely
that of David Owens. As pointed out, Owens’ theory was for that reason implausible:
It opened up the possibility of blaming an agent for being of “bad” quality in any
imaginable way, be it blaming her for her bad health or her bad appearance. The
plausibility of Hobartian voluntarism therefore hinges upon whether Heller can give
a convincing account of the kind of direct doxastic control underwriting ascriptions of
epistemic blameworthiness on his theory, without thereby opening up the possibility
of blaming anyone for any undesirable property they might have. In what follows, I
shall argue that he has not given such an account.

Heller offers the following definition of the notion of epistemic nature (or character,
he shifts freely between the terms):

So let us adopt this account of epistemic nature:
S’s epistemic nature is her desires to form beliefs in accordance with certain dispositions rather than
others.360

He then proceeds to make absolutely clear that an agent’s nature or character so
conceived cannot influence her beliefs by way of intentions or willings:

“Reflective will” is no longer a good title for that conception of freedom, since the reflective process no
longer involves willing.361

Still, according to Heller, an agent’s epistemic nature may influence her belief-
formations in a way relevant to evaluations of epistemic blameworthiness:

S’s belief is free and voluntary, according to our revised conception of freedom, just in case it reflects
her epistemic nature, and this occurs just in case S’s desires to have certain epistemic dispositions play
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the appropriate causal role in producing the belief in question. She is blameworthy when her belief is
appropriately caused by her epistemic nature and yet is formed badly. She is blameworthy in this case,
precisely because her belief reflects badly on who she is as an epistemic agent. She identifies with bad
reasoning processes.362

Now, this analysis opens up at least three problems. First, it is highly unclear whether
normal agents have an epistemic nature in Heller’s sense at all. Second, even if
I have an “epistemic nature,” it is highly unclear how my desires to have certain
belief-forming dispositions can in fact causally affect my belief-forming processes,
when intentions are expressly ruled out as a causal nexus. Third, it seems that on
Heller’s account I could equally have, say a “digestive nature,” and be blamed for
my undesirable gastric processes, if they are in some mysterious way caused by my
digestive desires. Thus we seem to be back with the problems inherent in Owens’
account of epistemic blameworthiness.

Heller explicitly responds to the third objection:

I do form beliefs the way I do because of my epistemic nature, but, even conceding that I have a digestive
nature, I do not form gastric juices the way I do because of my digestive nature.363

This reply takes us right back to the second objection, which Heller has only suc-
ceeded in sharpening: In fact it does not seem less likely that my “digestive nature”
may somehow causally influence my digestion than that my “epistemic nature” may
somehow influence my belief formation. We are at a loss concerning how to under-
stand the causal connection upon which Heller imposes such heavy deontic burdens.
He gives a hint, when he states that an agent may be “unfree” in the Hobartian
sense when “her emotions overcome her reason.”364 On a natural interpretation, this
could mean that the agent is unfree because her emotions causally overrode the force
exerted by her awareness of rationalizing reasons. However, desires to have certain
belief-forming dispositions have no direct role to play in this causal story. After this
remark we are only left more mystified concerning Heller’s conception of epistemic
blameworthiness. Consequently, even if conceding to Heller that normal agents have
“epistemic natures” in his sense (thus waiving the first objection), it is incomprehen-
sible how we should even begin to answer the question of the deontological adequacy
of a mode of doxastic control by way of epistemic nature.

I therefore conclude that Heller has not presented a convincing compliant strategy
on behalf of doxastic voluntarism. That Heller has obvious difficulties in accounting
for the way our “epistemic nature” supposedly controls our beliefs is perhaps not
surprising, given that arguably Hobartianism has a wrong grip on the relation between
the notions of character and blameworthiness from the outset: It simply does not seem
to be the case that ascriptions of blameworthiness of any kind imply judgements of
character. What we are judging when judging an agent blameworthy is arguably
rather her way of dealing with her character than her character itself. As submitted
by Marcia Baron:

[W]e hold people responsible for dealing with their character flaws rather than treating them as fixed
points, as forces that propel them to act this way or that and that simply have a life of their own. The
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violent person, the careless person, the lazy person, the impatient person – each may need to set rules for
himself so that in a given situation he does not strike another or fail to attend to dangers.365

A similar point arguably applies to the epistemic realm: An agent’s cognitive “charac-
ter” (her cognitive dispositions) gives raise to epistemic blameworthiness if the agent
has not done what she should do in order to alter it or does not do what she should
do in order to cope with it in her daily doxastic life. Later (Chapter 11) it will be
demonstrated how a working notion of epistemic blameworthiness may operate on
this basis.

Short of serious compliant alternatives in the literature, I shall proceed to face two
defences of doxastic voluntarism that defiantly reject PIC.

8.3.2. The Defiant Strategy

The defiant strategy for defending doxastic voluntarism rejects PIC: In fact, its pro-
ponents argue, belief-formations, belief-suspensions, etc. are just as intentional and
free as even the simplest physical action, and epistemic blameworthiness as applying
to holdings of beliefs is therefore a notion perfectly parallel to the notion of moral
blameworthiness as applying to action consequences.

I shall consider two arguments employing the defiant strategy. The first osten-
sive argument simply aims to point out concrete down-to-earth instances of doxastic
action, thus embarrassing PIC’s claim that normal agents are unable to perform such
actions. The more theoretically ambitious compatibilist argument trades on a par-
ticular type of theory concerning the freedom of our actions, which renders their
freedom compatible with the truth of metaphysical determinism. It is then argued
that in fact doxastic events like the formation or suspension of a belief satisfy the
relevant compatibilist conditions for freedom and control.

I shall offer reasons to reject both versions of the defiant strategy.

8.3.2.1. The ostensive argument. Almost all doxastic voluntarists have offered
examples of supposed doxastic actions, but Carl Ginet more than any other author
has counted on his examples to constitute a definitive argument against PIC:

Others have thought, though it is conceptually possible, deciding to believe is never psychologically
possible and, if it did occur, it would be quite irrational. Against these views I wish to defend the naïve
intuition that coming to believe something just by deciding to do so is possible, that it sometimes seems
to us that we do this, and that our doing so need not offend against epistemic reason. My hope is to make
it plausible that there is a sort of state that counts as a state of believing a proposition, which state is such
that it is clear that one could come to be in such a state simply by deciding to do so, and clear, moreover,
that such decisions can (though they need not be) be perfectly rational and motivated entirely by one’s
appraisal of the available evidence and one’s general desire that one’s beliefs be true.366

Ginet’s argument to this conclusion gives up a great deal of territory to PIC, insofar
as he does not think that beliefs produced by intentions (decisions)367 is a common
phenomenon at all:

It is fairly clear that in the large mass of beliefs held by any normal person at a given time, the overwhelm-
ingly major part will have come about involuntarily and only a small portion will have been adopted
voluntarily (by decision).368
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Still, Ginet is willing to take a stand on a few infrequent cases and proceeds to offer
some supposed examples of beliefs formed by intention. Before going on to consider
some of these examples, however, it is crucial to get in the clear about, what Ginet
understands by the term “belief.” His basic definition seems to be the following: An
agent A believes that p if, and only if, A “count on its being the case” that p.369 Now
according to Ginet, “counting on its being the case that” p amounts to the following:
“To count on p is to stake something on p with this sort of dismissive or unconcerned
or unready attitude towards the possibility of not-p.”370 The import of this phrase is
explicated in the following key passage, where a method for forming a belief simply
by way of intentions is also suggested:

To not prepare oneself for dealing with the possibility of not-p is to not think about the possibility that
not-p or at least not to give any consideration of what to do if not-p. And in fact, since to not prepare for
the possibility of not-p is itself to stake something on p (assuming that one believes that not preparing for
the possibility of p, is optimal iff p), choosing to not prepare oneself for the possibility of not-p, resisting
an impulse to do so, can be the choice such that it is in making it that one decides to believe that p.371

This passage raises several questions, not least concerning the nature of the choice
“not to prepare oneself for the possibility of not-p” allegedly sufficient for an effective
intention to believe that p. It cannot simply be that this is a choice not to believe that
not-p, for in that case we are right back to the beginning of the question of the
possibility of doxastic action, and nothing would have been explained. Aside from
that, intending not to believe that not-p surely does not amount to intending to believe
that p; the former intention obviously has success criteria different from those of the
latter: I do not at present hold the belief that the mathematical proposition known as
Goldbach’s Conjecture is false, but neither do I hold the belief that it is true. Even
though I am acquainted with this proposition, I do not have a degree of conviction in
either its truth or its falsity sufficient to establish a state of belief. The same could be
the case, I submit, for a wide number of propositions.

Consequently, “not preparing myself for the possibility of not-p” must mean some-
thing different from believing that not-p, if it is to have the power suggested by Ginet.
He clarifies the import of this crucial phrase in the following passage:

In the right circumstances, it can take effort to avoid preparing oneself for the possibility that not-p. Such
efforts, to suppress considering that possibility and what to do if it is realized, are what make it apt to
sometime describe oneself as making oneself believe (or trying to make oneself believe) something.372

In this passage Ginet’s talk about “considering a possibility” gets somewhat clarified:
“Considering a possibility” is something an agent can actively suppress. From this
it seems warranted to analyse Ginet’s “considering the possibility that” as meaning
simply “giving conscious thought to the possibility that.” As we shall see below, this
reading is also strongly supported by his choice of examples.

At this stage then, it seems safe to conclude that Ginet operates with the following
basic analysis of the notion of belief: An agent A believes that p if, and only if, A does
not give conscious thought to the possibility that not-p and A does not consciously
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think about what to do if not-p turns out true. Call a mental state that satisfies these
conditions a “Ginet-belief.”

In Section 2.1 I have argued that a belief that p is best conceived of as a state of
conviction that p is true, and that this is arguably the sense of “belief ” commonly
employed in epistemological contexts. It was argued that the strength of this con-
viction must be stronger than a mere hunch, but need not be so strong as to issue in
knowledge claims. I shall now argue that even this fairly vague definition of belief is
still strong enough to show the following: Being a Ginet-belief is neither sufficient
nor necessary for being a belief.

Sufficiency first: The most obvious line of argument here is to simply observe that
there are a vast number of propositions that an agent does not give the least thought
about without therefore believing their opposite. For example typical agents do not
give any thought at all to the possibility that Goldbach’s Conjecture is false, or what to
do if it should once be proven false. Yet these typical agents do not believe Goldbach’s
conjecture either. However, faced with this objection, Ginet would probably just
supplement the conditions for Ginet-belief with the condition, that (the truth of) p
must be something that the agent cares about to a certain degree. At least this seems
vaguely suggested by his earlier suggestions that an agent believing that p, thereby
“stakes something on” p.373

However, this move hardly saves the game: Consider now a mathematician, who
cares intensely about Goldbach’s Conjecture, in fact he fancies the idea of proving
it some day in order to achieve everlasting mathematical fame. However, he also
believes that the evidence for and against the truth of the Conjecture is equally bal-
anced and pessimistically also believes that, since most likely no one will ever be
able to prove or disprove the Conjecture, his verdict about the evidence is not likely
to change. Now, surely this mathematician need not believe that the Conjecture is
true; certainly he is not convinced of its truth to any degree. Still, he also does not
give any conscious thought to the idea that the Conjecture is false, and he does not
prepare himself for the day it will be disproved. It would seem then, that even though
he Ginet-believes the Conjecture he does not believe it. Ginet-belief is not a sufficient
condition for belief. Consequently, even if it is the case that an agent can intention-
ally bring herself into a state of Ginet-belief, it has not been shown that she can
intentionally bring herself into a state of belief.

Still worse for Ginet’s purposes, Ginet-belief is not even a necessary condition for
belief: Consider, e.g. a very conscientious parent, who believes that her daughter is
out playing at the playground just outside the house (We might, e.g. suppose that
she just visually observed the daughter less than a minute ago). Naturally she cares
about the fact that her daughter is out playing. However, this parent also worries
intensely about her child and constantly gives conscious thought to the possibility
that her daughter is kidnapped. She even has an elaborate plan for her behaviour
if this should happen. Now, this parent does not Ginet-believe that her daughter is
playing at the playground (she gives too much conscious thought to other options),
yet she certainly believes this proposition (what else should she believe, given the
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evidence). This shows that forming a Ginet-belief is not even a necessary stage on
the way to forming a belief.

Ginet-belief, then, is a very different mental state from belief. It has turned out to
be more like what is normally referred to as “make-believe” or “an elaborate (self-)
pretence of believing,” to borrow a phrase from William Alston.374 The following
example offered by Ginet only consolidates this impression:

S receives a telephone call from the police, saying that his wife has been involved in a car accident and that
she wishes him to come to the scene. The police caller says that she believes there are no serious injuries.
While S hastens to the scene, S is, as it seems natural to put it, making himself believe that his wife has
not been seriously injured. Part of what S does that seems to deserve that description is to suppress all
impulse to imagine what his wife injuries might be or to consider how he will handle it if he does find her
seriously injured. (Another part is his repeatedly reminding himself of the evidence he has that she had not
been seriously injured, namely, that the police caller would very likely have known and told him if there
had been serious injuries.)375

Here it seems pretty clear that the man only needs to go through all the mental
exercises, because he is far from convinced that his wife is not seriously injured, that
is: because he does not believe that his wife is unhurt. However, it seems equally clear
that the man’s exercises may at most result in a state of Ginet-belief, a state in which,
with great strain, he forces himself to reason, as if he was absolutely certain that she
was not injured. If a belief is established by acting out this pretence, it can only be by
sheer accident. Ginet’s example has hardly established a convincing counter-example
to PIC.

However, Ginet also offer examples, which (contrary to what he seems to think)
are of a different nature from the above. As these examples are very similar, I shall
take the following as paradigmatic:

Sam is on a jury deliberating whether to find the defendant guilty as charged; if certain statements of a
certain witness in the trial are true, then the defendant cannot have done what he is charged with; Sam
deliberates whether to believe those statements, to believe the prosecutor’s insinuations that the witness
lied, or to withhold belief on the matter altogether. He decides to believe the witness and votes to acquit.376

Now, in contrast to what was the case in the example of the anxious husband, certainly
there is a legitimate sense here in which we might say that Sam decided to believe a
proposition, namely the proposition expressed by the testimony of the defence wit-
ness. The question now becomes, whether a decision in the relevant sense essentially
involves an intention to believe. I shall argue that in fact it does not.

This becomes clear once the psychological story of Sam’s deliberation, decision
and belief-formation is told in greater detail. What happened could be this: At first
Sam believed neither the proposition p expressed by the defence testimony nor its
opposite not-p. However he believed that he had strong instrumental reasons to soon
reach a state where he either believed p or believed not-p. This was most likely the
case, because he believed (1) that he was appointed as a juror in the case, (2) that the
truth-value of p should guide his verdict, and (3) that he stood under an obligation
to reach a verdict. Now, as a consequence of his belief that he had an instrumental
reason to form a belief concerning the guilt of the defendant, he intentionally started
deliberating about whether p: He attempted to call to mind the witness’ testifying act
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in the hope that there were important aspects he might previously not have noticed or
given due weight, etc. Now at some point of this deliberation process, Sam reached a
point where he consciously believed that he had good rationalizing reasons to believe
that p. As Sam is a normal agent, and no relevant external belief-causing factors were
active, this second-order belief induced in him the belief that p: He came to believe
that the defence witness spoke the truth.

Now, the important thing to notice is that Sam’s intentions only entered into this
story at one spot: The time where, as a result of his awareness of his instrumental
reasons for reaching a verdict, he formed the intention “decided” to deliberate about
whether p. Nowhere did an intention to believe that p enter the stage. That his delib-
erations resulted in the belief that he had good rationalizing reasons for believing that
p was only up to Sam in a weak sense: All he could do was keeping the process going,
until some result or other emerged. However, what was entirely outside of his control
was the empirical psychological fact that his belief that he had good rationalizing
reasons to believe that p induced in him the belief that p. If, e.g. he had been under a
severe emotional pressure, his emotions might well have upset this causal process.

Yet, even though his intentions out-played their role in the belief-forming process
before it even resulted in any belief at all, we still say that Sam “decided” to believe
that p. What can this mean?

I believe an analogue from the practical realm will help clarify the intricacies
involved here: Suppose I form a conscious belief that I have good moral reasons for
performing a particular action: I simply come consciously to believe that, among
the options available to me, performing that action is the morally best thing to do.
In that case, we might legitimately say that I have “decided” for that action: I have
“picked out” that action as the best candidate for moral action. Call such a decision
a “value-decision.”

Now, a value-decision that a particular action is the best option from a moral
perspective is far short of actually deciding to perform the relevant action in the
sense of intending to perform it: If I am a lazy person I might well come to recognize
a certain action as the morally superior option, yet not perform it, because I also
believe that performing it would cause me a great deal of trouble. Arguably, the
typical adult Western European, who does not give as much money to charity as she
believes is morally optimal, fits this description perfectly: This agent has made a
value-decision in favour of supporting charity, yet she has made no effective decision
(i.e. formed no intention) to actually support charity.

The crucial point to notice here is the following: In the moral case, an effective
decision is needed on top of a value-decision in order to actually result in an action.377

On the contrary, in the doxastic case value-decisions are causally sufficient for belief,
at least in normal agents under typical circumstances. There is simply no causal work
left for doxastic intentions to do.

In a suitably qualified sense then, it is perfectly true that Sam decided to believe the
testimony: His deliberation resulted in the epistemic value-decision that the belief that
the testimony was true was indeed the belief best supported by the available evidence.
However, this value-decision was only up to Sam in a weak sense and the fact that his
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value-decision resulted in a belief was not up to him at all: Nowhere in the process
leading to the formation of Sam’s belief that the testimony was true, did an intention
to form that particular belief play any role at all.

I take it, then, that Ginet is simply guilty of confusing value-decisions with effective
decisions (intentions). His court room example has not presented a convincing case
against PIC: As seen above, PIC has no quarrel with value-decisions, rather it needs
their causal powers to make its point. The failure of Ginet’s courtroom example is
highly important since parallel examples involving “decisions to believe” following
upon a process of deliberation are spread out over the entire voluntarist literature. As
seen, voluntarists may well have fallen victim to a collective conceptual confusion or
a fit of wishful thinking here. In the following paragraph, I shall consider a particularly
elaborate version of this confusion.

8.3.2.2. The general analogy argument. Over the last decades Matthias Steup has
been perhaps the most persistent proponent of doxastic voluntarism, as well as the
staunchest opponent of Alston’s PIC. Steup’s strategy for vindicating doxastic volun-
tarism is defiant in a much more radical sense than, e.g. Ginet’s ostensive argument
from above. Steup argues that a completely general analogy obtains between our
responsibility for our actions and our responsibility for doxastic events. According
to Steup then, even the seemingly most involuntary instances of belief-formation, as
those involving beliefs about our present perceptual environment, are really appro-
priate objects of blame and praise to the same extent as are our deliberate actions.
As shall emerge later below, in a sense I agree partly to Steup’s conclusions: There
is no reason in principle why an agent could not be blamed for, e.g. her holding
of the perceptual belief that a leafy tree is now in front of her. However, even if
endorsing Steup’s general aim in this regard, I have severe reservations concerning
his voluntarist strategy for defending it.

Steup’s general analogy argument starts by delineating three different theories about
voluntary control over actions, two of them compatibilist with respect to metaphysical
determinism and one libertarianist, i.e. hostile to compatibilism. The first theory has
it that voluntary control over actions is really nothing but

Hypothetical Voluntary Control

I have hypothetical voluntary control over doing x if, and only if, I can do x if I decide to do x, and I can
refrain from doing x if I decide not to do x.378

This theory Steup attributes to such venerable authors as Hobbes, Locke, and
Hume.379 Despite its historical provenance, though, this theory has obvious short-
comings, which Steup is quick to point out: An agent performing an action due to
hypnosis or another mechanism that “locks” her practical decisions may still be act-
ing voluntarily on the above hypothetical account. This is because, even if the agent
could not decide (intend) to do otherwise due to the hypnosis, it may still be the case
that, had she decided otherwise, she would have acted otherwise. This result seems
immediately implausible. Thus, a more “refined” compatibilist theory of voluntary
control may opt for the following more restrictive conception of voluntary action:
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Deep Voluntary Control

I have deep voluntary control over doing x if, and only if (i) I can do x if I decide to x, and I can refrain
from doing x if I decide not to x, and (ii) with regard to deciding whether or not to x, I enjoy deep internal
control.380

Steup does not clarify what is meant by “deep internal control” except from a remark
that “… sophisticated compatibilists insist on a deeper account of free action: one
that imposes, in addition to hypothetical control internal conditions to ensure that
free action is incompatible with brainwashing, hypnosis, manipulation, paranoia,
and the like.”381

Despite the openness of his account, Steup opts for “deep voluntary control” as the
decisive compatibilist account of voluntary action. However, he also recognizes that
some authors have felt discontented with compatibilism and argued that a satisfactory
account of voluntary action must demand that an alternative action was actually, not
just hypothetically, available to the agent. Steup presents the following libertarianist
account of voluntary action as meeting these specifications:

Categorical Voluntary Control

I have categorical voluntary control over doing x if, and only if, (i) I can decide to do x and decide to
refrain from doing x; and (ii) I can do x if I decide to do x, and I can refrain from doing x if I decide to
refrain from doing x.382

Making the analogy to the doxastic context, Steup can now present two serious
candidates for a theory of “voluntary control over doxastic attitudes.” The first of
these theories is compatibilist, the second libertarianist in character:

Deep Voluntary Control over Doxastic Attitudes

I have deep voluntary control over my doxastic attitude toward p if, and only if (i) were I to decide to take
an alternative attitude toward p I could take that attitude, and (ii) with regard to deciding which doxastic
attitude to take towards p, I enjoy deep internal control.383

And

Categorical Voluntary Control over Doxastic Attitudes
I have categorical voluntary control over my doxastic attitude toward p if, and only if, (i) I can decide to
take an alternative doxastic attitude toward p; (ii) if I decide to take an alternative doxastic attitude toward
p, I can take that attitude.384

Steup proceeds to offer an extensive argument to the dual conclusion, that (1)
“[C]onstruing the concept of voluntary control as does refined compatibilism leads
to the consequence that we enjoy voluntary control over our doxastic attitudes, and
do so to a large extent,”385 and (2) “If the concept of categorical voluntary control
can be coherently worked out, and if determinism is false, then categorical voluntary
control over doxastic attitudes is possible, albeit rather constrained in its extent.”

In the run of this argument, Steup calls upon the resources of both the ostensive
argument and the radical special analogy argument, both of which have been debunked
above.386 However, I shall not consider the details of Steup’s argument here. Rather
I shall press one overriding objection: Steup is guilty of a basic equivocation of
homonyms, he simply uses the term “decision” in two radically different, but equally
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legitimate, senses in his accounts of voluntary action and voluntary control over
doxastic attitudes.

Kant has been one of many philosophers to notice the striking (and deceptive) sim-
ilarity between talk of “decision” “Urteilen” in doxastic and practical contexts.387

However once the standard meaning of the term “decision” in these contexts is
subjected to a closer examination, the differences become more obvious than the
similarities. In fact, once these differences are brought out, the seeming similarity
between the respective accounts of doxastic and practical freedom offered by Steup
completely vanish, and the analogy between his proposed notions of voluntary control
over actions and voluntary control over doxastic attitudes breaks down entirely.

As we saw in the preceding paragraph (Section 8.3.2.1) the phrase “deciding for an
action,” may mean two things: (1) forming the belief that an action is the (morally)
best candidate for action under the given circumstances. (2) Actually intending to
perform that action. I called the first kind of practical decision a “value-decision”
and the second an “effective decision.” It was argued, that practical value-decisions
are in themselves causally insufficient to bring about the performance of an action
and need to be supplemented by relevant effective decisions in order to achieve
practical results.

In the epistemological case, however, things are very different: Here the “value-
decision” of holding the belief that forming a particular belief is, epistemically
speaking, the most desirable option under the given circumstances (in the sense that,
under the given circumstances, the agent consciously believes herself to have better
rationalizing reasons for believing the propositional content of that particular belief
than for believing its negation), is under typical circumstances causally sufficient
to bring about the formation of that particular belief. Further, as argued at length
above (see Section 8.2.2.2), in normal agents doxastic intentions are causally inert.
If her epistemic value-decisions do not in a particular case bring about a coveted
belief, there is nothing a normal agent can do by way of effective decisions to change
that fact.

Now, if Steup’s analogies are to carry any weight he must of course use the term
“decision” in the same sense in the practical and doxastic definitions. Given the
distinctions re-enforced above, he must then either refer to value-decisions or effective
decisions (intentions) throughout. I shall proceed to examine both possibilities and
argue that none of them will work.

Let us begin by substituting “intention” (i.e. effective decision) for “decision”
throughout Steup’s definitions. The definitions of Deep Voluntary Doxastic Control
over Doxastic Attitudes and Categorical Voluntary Control over Doxastic Attitudes
then come out thus:

Deep Voluntary Control over Doxastic Attitudes

I have deep voluntary control over my doxastic attitude toward p if, and only if (i) were I to intend to take
an alternative attitude toward p I could take that attitude, and (ii) with regard to intending which doxastic
attitude to take towards p, I enjoy deep internal control.

Categorical Voluntary Control over Doxastic Attitudes
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I have categorical voluntary control over my doxastic attitude toward p if, and only if, (i) I can intend to
take an alternative doxastic attitude toward p; (ii) if I intend to take an alternative doxastic attitude toward
p, I can take that attitude.

On this interpretation it is clear that normal agents do neither enjoy deep voluntary
nor categorical voluntary control over their beliefs, since, as argued at length above,
in normal agents intentions to form, prevent, suspend or sustain a belief are causally
inert: even under the most favourable circumstances, it is simply not the case that
a normal agent may take up an alternative doxastic attitude simply by intending to
do so, which is required on both definitions. Thus, on this reading, Steup fails to
demonstrate the possibility of any form of doxastic control at all.

We must then resort to the second option and read “value-decision” for “decision”
throughout the definitions. This also seems to be most consonant with remarks by
Steup like:

Once we have judged that our evidence supports believing that p, we believe that p automatically and
instantaneously. No effort is required, and we certainly are not aware of any act such as “executing” our
decision. However, these differences [relative to the practical realm] do not undermine my main point:
that one has executed a decision to ϕ if one has because one has concluded that one’s reasons or one’s
evidence supports ϕ-ing.388

However, when we substitute “value-decision” for “decision” throughout, we run
into problems with the practical definitions, which now come to read:

Deep Voluntary Control

I have deep voluntary control over doing x if, and only if (i) I can do x if I form the belief that x is the
most desirable thing to do, and I can refrain from doing x if I form the belief that not doing x is the most
desirable thing to do, and (ii) with regard to forming a belief that x is the most desirable thing to do or
forming a belief that refraining from x is the most desirable thing to do, I enjoy deep internal control.

Categorical Voluntary Control

I have categorical voluntary control over doing x if, and only if, (i) I can form the belief that x is the most
desirable thing to do and form the belief that refraining from doing x is the most desirable thing to do; and
(ii) I can do x if I form the belief that x is the most desirable thing to do, and I can refrain from doing x if
I form the belief that refraining from doing x is the most desirable thing to do.

It is unlikely that these definitions are going to appeal to any compatibilists or libertar-
ians concerning the voluntariness of actions. First, as noted above, forming the belief
that the action x is the most desirable thing to do, is causally insufficient to bring
about the performance of x: There are many cases, where I hold it most desirable to
perform a certain action, yet is too lazy or irrational actually to perform the action,
and thus form no intention to actually perform it.

Thus, the condition (i) of the compatibilist analysis of voluntary control is hardly
satisfied, unless the compatibilist is going to appeal to intentions motivated by
value-decisions. This appeal, however, would immediately ruin the analogy with
the doxastic definitions that cannot appeal to causally efficacious intentions. For the
libertarian things look even worse. Short of begging the question against PIC, there is
no way in which I could be sure to be able to form both of the beliefs now figuring in
the condition (i) of the libertarianist analysis of voluntary control: Only effective dox-
astic intentions could secure that. Thus, Steup has hardly presented any compelling
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analogy on this reading either: The accounts of action freedom needed to establish
his analogy are simply too absurd to merit serious attention.

It seems, then, that any intuitive force Steup’s general analogy argument might
command, simply rests on not noticing the shift between value-decisions (in the
doxastic definitions) and effective decisions (in the practical definition). The only
way out of this predicament seems to be the following: Steup must argue that practical
intentions are in fact somehow equivalent to doxastic value-decisions. No hint of such
an argument can be found anywhere in Steup’s writings. I shall proceed to argue that
in fact no convincing argument can be set up to yield the desired conclusion.

The argument would need to establish that effective intentions to act are in fact
nothing but beliefs that performing an action is the most desirable option from a
certain perspective. Furthermore, in order to establish a satisfactory analogy, this
perspective has convincingly to translate into the doxastic idiom as an epistemic
perspective. Notice that it is not enough to argue on Steup’s behalf that an intention
is simply a belief that a certain action is overall the most desirable thing to do in a
certain situation. This conception would translate poorly into the doxastic context
where value-decisions of the causally efficacious kind that Steup need, narrowly
concern a belief’s desirability from an epistemic, i.e. truth-goal-oriented, perspective.
I think it is highly unclear what dimension of practical desirability mirrors epistemic
desirability in a degree sufficient to yield the practical-epistemic analogy that Steup
is after. For the sake of argument, I shall therefore go with a very broad conception
of desirability, and say that the relevant practical perspective is carved out simply by
the agent’s practical reasons, leaving unspecified what kind of reasons are relevant.

On behalf of Steup I therefore advance the following thesis:
S-intention: Agent A intends to perform action α if, and only if A believes that, of

the options she is aware of, performing α is the option best supported over-all by her
practical reasons.

As this thesis construes intentions as a kind of desirability judgments it belongs
squarely within the class of theories about the nature of intentions generally known
as “belief-desire” theories. Such theories have in common the claim that intentions
essentially involve “pro-attitudes” such as desires or desirability judgments.389

There are several general problems with belief-desire theories of intention.
Arguably, e.g. they miss out on the “planning” aspect of intentions, the aspect that “our
intentions concerning our future actions are typically elements in larger plans.”390

This is a bill which a humble desire can hardly fill. I shall not pursue this influential
line of criticism here as, even granted the general adequacy of the belief-desire view
of intention, the suggested thesis does not establish the analogy doxastic voluntarism
needs.

Belief-desire theories revolve on the claim that a suitable complex of an agent’s
beliefs and pro-attitudes (as e.g. desires) may somehow explain why that agent per-
formed a certain action;391 just the explanatory work, which an appeal to the agent’s
intentions is generally thought to do. Now, perhaps a reasonability judgment as
involved in S-intention may play the “desire role” in such an explanation of action.
S-intention, however, has left the belief-role vacant. This is not a matter to be taken
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lightly as the following example will show: Suppose some agent, Tom, is walking
down the street. We now learn that Tom believes that over-all he has better reasons
to buy a birthday present for his mother, than for performing any alternative to that
action he can think of. Clearly nothing is explained yet. If however we further learn
that Tom believes that, in order to reach a place where he can buy a birthday present
for his mother, he must walk down the street; his action of walking down the street
is at once explained.

Now, the problem for S-intention is that it cannot afford to supplement its account
of intention with a belief-clause, as this would immediately destroy the analogy with
the doxastic realm where reasonability judgments are in themselves causally effective,
hence need not be supplemented by further doxastic states in order to explain belief
formations.

A proponent of Steup’s analogy argument might now want to point out that there
are instances of action explanation by way of beliefs and desires where the belief-
component comes almost for free: Suppose for instance that some man, Adam, raises
his arm. We now learn that, just before raising his arm, Adam believed himself to have
better reasons for raising his arm than performing any relevant alternative. Now in
order fully to explain Adam’s raising his arm on a belief-desire model, we need only
appeal to his belief in the almost tautological proposition that in order successfully to
raise his arm he must just raise his arm. Since it is unimaginable that a normal agent
does not believe this proposition, it seems we may safely assume that Adam believes
it. However, this assumption, even if trivial, is still indispensable: If Adam somehow
believed that in order to raise his arm he should rather try to influence it by some
telekinetic mental action (he, e.g. crazily believes that his arm is separated from his
body and cannot be moved in the normal way), his arm-raising is not yet explained.

On this line of argument then, belief-formations may still be voluntary in the same
sense as certain primitive physical movements that an agent can just do without
doing them in order to do something else: In these cases, the voluntarist may claim,
S-intention yields exactly the analogy doxastic voluntarism needs. She may then
simply argue that a causal explanation of a belief-formation by appeal to an epistemic
desirability judgment also tacitly presupposes that the agent holds a trivial belief with
a relevant content of the type: In order to form the belief that p I must just form the
belief that p.

I find this line of response highly strained. Surely there seems to be no need to
appeal to such “trivial” beliefs in offering a causal explanation of a belief formation:
Suppose that some crazy agent somehow or other manages not to believe the relevant
tautological proposition. Assuming that such an agent is even normal (perhaps he
could not be), would this matter to our explanations of his belief-formations? Surely
not! The causal efficacy of his reasonability judgment that he has good rationalizing
reasons to believe a certain proposition is hardly affected by his holding or not holding
of further beliefs about doxastic action (as on PIC he cannot even perform such action).

This shows that S-intention, even if not ruled out on account of its immediate
implausibility, cannot establish a convincing analogy between actions and doxastic
events. As a consequence, there is no way Steup can avoid the charge of equivocating
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crucially different senses of the term “decision” in stating his general analogy argu-
ment. The analogy simply falls apart, once this is recognized. Equally, the ostensive
argument (see Section 8.3.2.1) may now be rejected on a more general level: It simply
loses out on any possibility of getting intentions to play a further role in a process
of belief-formation involving deliberation: The epistemic desirability judgements (or
“epistemic value-decisions”) that typically crystallize as a result of deliberation, do
not require the presence of doxastic intentions in order to be causally efficacious.
Thus, once ostensive arguments appeal to such epistemic value-decisions, the case
for efficacious doxastic intentions is irredeemably lost.

This concludes my dismissal of the case for doxastic voluntarism. I hope to have
shown that as yet no author has succeeded in countering Alston’s psychological
impossibility claim in an even remotely convincing way. Thus, I uphold the con-
clusion that doxastic voluntarism fails to legitimately account for any ascriptions of
epistemic blameworthiness, because no normal agent enjoys the direct doxastic con-
tent control that doxastic voluntarists need in order to make sense of evaluations of
epistemic blameworthiness by reference to an agent’s performances or omissions of
doxastic actions.
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DIRECT PROPERTY-DIRECTED DOXASTIC CONTROL

OR PROPERTY VOLUNTARISM

It is not that one has a choice in the beliefs that one forms, but that one has a say in the proce-
dures one undertakes that lead to their formation. The notion of “epistemic responsibility”
attaches to the undertaking of appropriate procedures.

John Heil392

Abstract. Following the demise of doxastic voluntarism in Chapter 8, I proceed to discuss whether modes
of direct doxastic control are in fact relevant at all to evaluations of epistemic blameworthiness. I argue
that they may in fact be so within a limited domain of cases, only the relevant modes of direct control
need to be directed against the normatively significant properties of beliefs, rather than their particular
contents. In Sections 9.2 and 9.3 I present two authors, John Heil and James Montmarquet, who have
made modes of direct property-directed doxastic control the backbone of their conceptions of deontic
epistemic normativity. In Section 9.4 I then argue that, although these conceptions are incomparably better
off than doxastic voluntarism in accounting for actual cases of epistemic blameworthiness, they still fall
short of qualifying as globally adequate accounts.

9.1. THE IMPORT OF DOXASTIC PROPERTY VOLUNTARISM

Doxastic voluntarism failed. There simply is no such thing as a deontologically adeq-
uate mode of direct content-directed doxastic control. I shall now proceed to exam-
ine whether a mode of direct property-directed doxastic control (or “direct doxastic
property control”) may aspire to deontological adequacy.

As argued above (Section 7.3), the deontological adequacy of a mode of abortive
doxastic property control would most likely demand the deontological adequacy
of a corresponding mode of abortive doxastic content control: There simply is no
imaginable way in which I may suspend or sustain all properties of an undesirable
belief relevant to its epistemic undesirability without suspending or sustaining the
belief altogether. Now, as seen above, there is no such thing as a deontologically
adequate mode of direct abortive content control; this possibility was excluded by the
demise of doxastic voluntarism. Thus, I can safely restrict my attention to the dual
modes of positive and negative direct genetic property-directed doxastic control, i.e.
the direct control an agent may enjoy over the instantiation or non-instantiation of
properties of her epistemically undesirable beliefs relevant to those beliefs’ level of
epistemic undesirability.

Consequently there are thus two ways in which a proponent of the deontological
adequacy of a mode of direct doxastic property control may hope to account for an
agent’s epistemic blameworthiness for holding an epistemically undesirable belief:

1. The agent is epistemically blameworthy, if she holds an epistemically undesirable
belief, because she directly brought it about that an epistemically undesirable

143
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belief (rather than, say, an epistemically desirable belief) was formed and she has
no appropriate excuse for doing this.

2. The agent is epistemically blameworthy, if she holds an epistemically undesirable
belief, because she omitted to prevent that an epistemically undesirable belief was
formed, and has no appropriate excuse for that omission.

Since no term is current for a position that aims to account for evaluations of epistemic
blameworthiness in any of the two above ways, I shall baptize such a position
“doxastic property voluntarism” or simply “property voluntarism,” to contrast it with
the standard content-oriented voluntarist position, which properly ought then to be
re-labelled “doxastic content voluntarism.” As, however, the term “doxastic volun-
tarism” has been the label traditionally assigned to the latter type of position, as above
I shall remain in line with the terminological tradition.

Property voluntarism does not entail doxastic voluntarism393 and is not
immediately affected by its demise: It does not follow from the fact that an agent
could directly bring it about that an epistemically undesirable belief was formed at
a particular instance, that she could also at that instance perform the doxastic action
of forming the particular undesirable belief that she actually formed. Neither does
it follow from the fact that an agent could directly prevent that an epistemically
undesirable belief was formed at a particular instance that she could, at that particular
instance, have performed the doxastic action of preventing a belief with the particular
content of the undesirable belief that she actually formed.

I shall argue below that property voluntarism is in fact the first legitimate strategy
for accounting for cases of epistemically blameworthy beliefs encountered in this
study: There are cases of epistemic blameworthiness that may appropriately be given
a property voluntarist analysis. However, as I shall also aim to show, compelling
cases of epistemic blameworthiness remain, for which property voluntarism cannot
hope to account.

To my knowledge only two authors, John Heil and James A. Montmarquet, have
seriously defended anything resembling property voluntarism in the sense presented
here, and one of these authors, John Heil, only in a very sketchy vein.

9.2. JOHN HEIL AS A PIONEERING PROPERTY VOLUNTARIST

Heil openly rejects doxastic voluntarism:

On the other hand, believers appear to be passive; beliefs are not chosen or rejected, but simply held or
not. In this regard, believers seem to be largely at the mercy of their belief-forming equipment.394

However, he does not take the downfall of doxastic voluntarism to be the end of
doxastic control:

It is not that one has a choice in the beliefs that one forms, but that one has a say in the procedures one
undertakes that lead to their formation. The notion of “epistemic responsibility” attaches to the undertaking
of appropriate procedures.395
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Heil mentions two kinds of such “appropriate procedures”: “suitable information-
gathering” and “belief-refinement.” What chiefly warrants the labelling of Heil as
a pioneering property voluntarist, is what he has to say about “belief-refinement,”
the second type of “appropriate procedure” to which he “attaches” the notion of
epistemic responsibility. First, according to Heil, perception is a “belief-saturated”396

phenomenon:

First I wish to suggest that perceiving is non-contingently a matter of belief-acquisition.397

Now, he continues, perceiving is an activity that can be undertaken in significantly
different ways:

Perceivers move around their environment, exploring and investigating and manipulating what they find
there. These activities are guided by beliefs already held and by wants and fears. They are guided as well
by perceptual “feed-back”: if an object appears in some way odd or suspicious, if the lighting is unusual,
one may be obliged to look more closely or carefully than at other times. We keep our eyes peeled, prick up
our ears when the occasion demands. If much is at stake we may wish to examine things more cautiously
still. These perceptual activities have the effect of refining perceptual beliefs.398

It is not altogether explicit in Heil’s short article, which connection he wishes to draw
between the notion of epistemic responsibility and the notion of epistemic blamewor-
thiness, which he only touches upon briefly.399 However, when the passages quoted
above are taken together, a type (2) property voluntarist account of some instances
of blameworthy belief is at least vaguely suggested: In particular it is suggested that
an agent may be epistemically blameworthy for holding an undesirable perceptual
belief because, in the perceptual process that constituted the formation of this belief,
the agent did not guide her perceptual activity in a way that (sufficiently) refined that
perceptual belief. Remark that this account does not make the doxastic voluntarist
presupposition that the belief-forming process was in any way sensitive to the agent’s
intentions regarding the content of the particular perceptual belief resulting from the
“unrefined” perceptual activity. Bluntly put: It is supposed that the agent may choose
the epistemic quality of the resulting perceptual belief, but not the resulting belief
itself.

The type (2) property voluntarist strategy applied here may be re-stated thus:
An agent is epistemically blameworthy for holding a belief, which is epistemically
undesirable in virtue of being formed by the unreliable mechanism of “unrefined”
perception, if, and only if her belief was formed by the unreliable mechanism of “unre-
fined” perception, because she did not guide her perceptual belief-forming process
in a suitably “refining” manner, and has no appropriate excuse for this omission.

A particular application of this strategy could be the following: Consider an agent,
who by looking at a red car forms, in an unreliable way, the belief that she is looking
at a brown car. This agent could now be held epistemically blameworthy for holding
the undesirable belief that she is looking at a brown car, in so far as her belief was
formed in an unreliable way, because she did not “keep her eyes peeled” and has no
appropriate excuse for this omission: She was quite simply perceptually lazy at the
relevant time and performed an action of forming an epistemically undesirable belief.
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I believe there is much to be said for such accounts of epistemic blameworthi-
ness in particular cases like the above, where the property voluntarist account given
seems overwhelmingly plausible (given, as we shall see in Chapter 12, that rele-
vant intellectual obligations obtain). However, as we shall see in Section 9.4 below,
many cases of epistemic blameworthiness cannot be accounted for by a property
voluntarist strategy, and it is questionable whether property voluntarism can even in
general account for cases of blameworthy perceptual beliefs. Before proceeding to
further discuss the merits of property voluntarism, I shall present a more out-spoken
version of the position due to James Montmarquet.

9.3. JAMES MONTMARQUET’S PROPERTY VOLUNTARISM

Montmarquet submits:

My thesis, simply put, is that doxastic responsibility is typically direct and incomplete. Doxastic respon-
sibility, I want to say, is grounded in the control we have with respect to one aspect, one modality of the
belief-holding process. With respect to other aspects, then, there is no claim to direct or even indirect
control. More importantly, there is no claim here, that the existence (or occurrence) of a given belief is
itself subject to one’s control. In a given case I may be unable to control whether I hold a given belief,
even if it is within my power whether I believe this item virtuously or not.400

Here we have the property voluntarist combination of a rejection of doxastic volun-
tarism together with a claim that a notion of epistemic responsibility may instead
by grounded in the direct control agents enjoy over the instantiation of norma-
tively significant properties of their beliefs. As indicated in the above passage, for
Montmarquet the decisive normative property of a belief is its being held virtuously.
He elaborates on the nature of this property in the following passage, employing the
image of a carver at work:

Let us now broaden our notion of care to embrace the full range of epistemic virtues. How can we do this
and why are we entitled to do it? My answer is this: “Care” as the generic term for what our carver is
exerting, really embraces many more specific concerns. Thus the carver may be taking care specifically
that his knife does not slip, or that he doesn’t press too hard, and so forth. But whichever of these more
specific concerns he has, it will remain true that “care” represents a modality of his carving and not some
prior action. Likewise, then, insofar as the epistemic virtues can be readily seen as ways of exerting forms
of care (e.g. care that one remain open-minded, etc.) Any of them may, under appropriate circumstances,
be understood as modalities of the belief-forming process.401

Following this explication, we may well want a fuller account of the virtues or “cares”
relevant to belief-formation. I shall not here venture into Montmarquet’ full cata-
logue of epistemic virtues. Rather, what is important here, is whether by “virtuous”
Montmarquet means anything close to “epistemically desirable” in the present sense
(see Chapter 5), specifically whether he links his conception of epistemic virtue tightly
to the truth-goal.

Montmarquet generally holds the truth-goal too narrow to contain the “larger goals
of epistemic life”: “For ideally, one seeks not only truth but science. That is, one
seeks a deep explanatory understanding of the world and ourselves as part of the
world.”402 However, Montmarquet does not take his above claim to imply a broadened
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conception of epistemic (intellectual) virtue. Here broadened desires in the epistemic
agent will do:

Certainly, if our goals have broadened, we must suppose that the intellectually virtuous person’s desires
must be broadened correspondingly. She will seek more than truth and the avoidance of error; ideally she
will seek these other [broader] goals as well. Beyond this obvious need to expand one’s goals, however it
is not clear that any different set of “regulative” traits are now required – beyond impartiality, intellectual
courage and the like. For these traits are obviously broad enough to characterize epistemically virtuous
activities on a small “everyday” scale, but also those in science as well.403

In other words: A catalogue of epistemic virtues based on the truth-goal need not
be supplemented in order to encompass the broader epistemic goals of science and
understanding. Epistemic virtues, in Montmarquet’s sense, arguably are then simply
truth-conducive belief-forming strategies (to which agents are habitually attached404).
According to Montmarquet the central such virtue is “epistemic conscientiousness”:
the desire to attain truth and avoid error,405 in other words the desire to attain
the truth-goal. Now, since Montmarquet explicitly discusses the issue of epistemic
responsibility in order to account for ascriptions of epistemic blameworthiness (cul-
pability) for holdings of beliefs,406 it seems far from far-fetched to ascribe to him a
global property voluntarist stand on the issue of epistemic blameworthiness; i.e. the
view that all instances of epistemically blameworthy holdings of undesirable beliefs
may be accounted for by one of the two property voluntarist strategies407: As we saw
above, he expressly rejects doxastic voluntarism, yet by way of his carpenter image
also expressly denies that the relevant kind of doxastic “care” may be expressed in
actions distinct from the belief-forming processes. The modes of doxastic control held
relevant to deontic evaluations thus seem to be direct in the terminology preferred
here, and thus must be modes of direct property control.

Further, even though Montmarquet’s conception of epistemic undesirability is
virtue-driven, since he ties his conception of epistemic virtue narrowly to the truth-
goal, the notion of epistemic undesirability adopted in Chapter 5 cannot be alien to his
approach to epistemic deontologism. This means that his position translates without
too much difficulty into the property voluntarist framework presented in Section 9.1.
I shall engage with Montmarquet’s position under this heading in what follows.

9.4. THE LIMITATIONS OF PROPERTY VOLUNTARISM

As pointed out above, there are definitely cases of epistemic blameworthiness that
may be satisfactorily accounted for by one of the two strategies available to property
voluntarism. The most obvious candidates are those where the undesirability of a
perceptual belief is due to the agent’s crude perceptual laziness; i.e. an inexcusably
sub-optimal perceptual performance constituting the formation of an undesirable per-
ceptual belief. We encountered a specific instance of this type in the red car-brown
car example at the end of Section 9.2.

However, I shall submit, there are also compelling cases of epistemic blamewor-
thiness, which the property voluntarist is unable to account for. Here again the case
of “the educated racist” (first presented in Section 1.2) comes in handy. Suppose, as
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before, that the educated racist has formed her racist belief that blacks are generally
inferior to whites on the testimony of her favourite demagogue; a highly unreliable
belief-forming mechanism. Now suppose also that the critical testimonial act of the
demagogue had conspicuous properties, which the agent would perceive even in her
dullest, most “vicious” mood. Suppose further, that these properties exactly fitted
the educated racist’s working-indicator-properties (see Section 10.6) for credibility
judgments concerning contents of the type expressed: The educated racist’s cognitive
make-up at the relevant time was simply such that a testimonial act as that of the dem-
agogue inevitably induced in her the belief that she had good reasons to believe that
blacks are generally inferior to whites. Further, inevitably under the circumstances,
that belief again induced in her the belief that blacks are generally inferior to whites.

Now, it seems plausible that this credulous cognitive make-up does not in itself
excuse the educated racist from epistemic blame, and that she is therefore epis-
temically blameworthy for holding the undesirable racist belief in the lack of more
appropriate excuses. After all, her credulity in the relevant situation might have been
the educated racist’s own fault. Just as we do not excuse a driver for doing harm, just
because her driving abilities were impaired due to self-imposed intoxication at the
time of harm-doing, we should hardly excuse an agent from epistemic blame, just
because the occurrence of the undesirable belief was inevitable given her self-imposed
cognitive deficiencies.

However, property voluntarism cannot account for the above case of epistemic
blameworthiness: It hardly makes sense to say that, in the decisive moment when
the educated racist faced the testimony of the demagogue, she had any active say in
her belief-forming process: Due to her credulous cognitive make-up, the undesirable
belief formed inevitably and automatically. That is just the kind of doxastic agent she
was at that moment, just what her “epistemic character” had in store. This completely
rules out applying a property voluntarist strategy to this example, since it demands
that the agent’s perceptual refinement or employment of epistemic care in the process
of belief-formation versus the lack thereof be the cause of the bad epistemic quality
of the outcome of that process.

Montmarquet realizes that his position seems to have a problem with cases of
epistemic blameworthiness like the above, but also seems to think that his position
holds the resources to deal with this worry:

Suppose that S believes that p unvirtuously; suppose too that S could have been virtuous under these
circumstances, but that S would still have believed p. Less abstractly, suppose that Hitler, say, would still
have held many of his vicious beliefs even had he been as epistemically virtuous as he was capable of
being. In that case, whereas we can still fault him for a lack of virtuous efforts, it seems that we cannot
truly blame him for these beliefs themselves . . . (. . .) . . . Let me address these concerns by turning at once
to our main case in point. Assuming Hitler to be at least a somewhat sane individual, it is not very likely to
be true that he could have virtuously held to these beliefs. For instance, could Hitler have conscientiously
believed in the authenticity of the Protocols of Zion and the so-called International Jewish Conspiracy?
This does not seem very likely. To that extent, then, I am in a position to claim here that the worrisome
supposition does not remain, on reflection, all that worrisome. Either Hitler is only insane – a definite
possibility but not one I am exploring in this study – or, as I have been assuming, he is not. If he is not
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insane, then it remains highly plausible to suppose that he is morally accountable for his actions by way
of being epistemically (and morally) culpable for his belief.408

In Montmarquet’s initial formulation, his Hitler example is similar to the version of the
“educated racist” example given immediately above, where presumably no amount
of virtue would have directly prevented the formation of the racist’s undesirable
belief. I shall hope to show that his way of dealing with this example is inadequate:
The “worrisome proposition” is in fact worrying to Montmarquet’s global property
voluntarism.

First, it might well be that, as a matter of historical fact Hitler was in fact too
cognitively well-endowed to be able virtuously to form a “vicious” belief like the
belief that the Protocols of Zion are authentic. In that sense, the supposition that
he could have virtuously held this “vicious” belief is indeed highly implausible,
as Montmarquet observes in the above passage. However, this answer provides no
substantive shelter for the worries Montmarquet is facing. The real problem arises, if
Hitler was sufficiently sane to be an appropriate object of epistemic deontic evaluation
but was in fact not as cognitively well-endowed as supposed above. That is: If it were
the case (perhaps contrary to historical fact) that Hitler409 would still have formed
“vicious” beliefs, no matter how much care he had employed in his belief-forming
processes. I shall assume here with Montmarquet that Hitler was in fact mentally sane
in the relevant sense (at least for most of his despotic career).

Now, on these suppositions, it suddenly seems less plausible that property volun-
tarism commands the resources to appropriately blame Hitler for holding his “vicious”
beliefs, in fact it now seems quite impossible that this could be the case. Employing
Montmarquet’s preferred carver-analogy, Hitler would in that case be like a carver
with very little talent: No matter what care this carver shows in handling his tools, his
carvings still come out horribly ugly. Still, on the supposition that his blameworthi-
ness for the ugliness of his work hinges only on the care he employs when carving,
he cannot be blamed for the ugly result of his careful work. Thus, insofar as we take
Hitler’s epistemic blameworthiness for, e.g. his anti-semitic beliefs to account for
the moral blameworthiness of his horrific actions prompted by those belief (and this
is clearly Montmarquet’s position410), we have no other choice than to acquit him
of moral blame for these actions, if we do not have access to a stronger strategy of
underwriting ascriptions of epistemic blameworthiness than that provided by property
voluntarism.

Some may now be inclined to respond on Montmarquet’s behalf that something has
gone wrong here: Surely the miserable carver from above cannot be virtuous since
he produces such ugly carvings. Analogously Hitler cannot be a virtuous believer
while holding such “vicious” beliefs. Arguably, however, this answer confuses dif-
ferent senses in which an agent can be virtuous. Virtue, even epistemic virtue, is a
multi-facetted notion.411 Surely a very broad notion of virtue may take anything appro-
priately admirable in an agent to be a virtue, and anything appropriately detestable in
an agent to be a vice. On such an account our cognitively deficient version of Hitler and
our miserable carver are clearly more vicious than virtuous. However, Montmarquet
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explicitly operates with a much more constrained notion of epistemic virtue, where
such virtue is to express itself only in the “care” with which an agent forms her beliefs.
Here it is clear, as Montmarquet also implicitly allows in stating his “worry,” that
the cognitively deficient version of Hitler can show all the “care” he can muster, and
still not aspire to epistemically desirable beliefs. Property voluntarism simply does
not have the resources satisfactorily to evaluate such cases as that of the cognitively
deficient version of Hitler.

Some general lessons can be drawn from the above considerations:As argued earlier
(Section 8.2.1.5 and Section 8.2.2.1), the human cognitive system seems normally to
operate so that an agent’s judgment (belief) that she has good rationalizing reasons
to believe a proposition p is causally sufficient to induce in her the belief that p. It
seems, then, that property voluntarism is best fit to account for cases where an agent’s
application of epistemic care (under which falls arguably Heil’s “belief-refinement”)
can directly influence the formation of such second-order attitudes (reasonability
judgments). Strategy (1) property voluntarism must then focus on cases of epistemic
blameworthiness in which an agent’s “epistemic carelessness” may actively affect her
reasonability judgments. In contrast, strategy (2) property voluntarism must focus on
cases in which a passive lack of “epistemic care” influenced the agent’s reasonability
judgments, so as to bring about the formation of an undesirable belief.

I believe there are successful applications of both strategies. Above (Section 9.2)
we encountered a successful strategy (2) application (the red car-brown car example).
A successful strategy (1) application is harder to come by, but the following might
suffice: Suppose an agent stands under some kind of obligation to visually identify as
accurately as possible some distant objects, say, cars coming over a far-away hilltop
(perhaps she is part of a team of investigators trying to solve a difficult criminal
case). However, bored with her task, she plays a game with herself: In order to
make the visual identifications more challenging, she half-closes her eyes at the
moment she focuses on a car, so that she can barely see it. In fact this method of
identification is highly unreliable. However, as the agent believes herself to be an
expert auto connoisseur, she remains confident that she can reliably identify all cars
even under these constraints. The following now happens: A Ford Taunus climbs
the hill and the agent with her eyes half-shut identifies it as an Opel Manta. As a
consequence she confidently forms the belief that an Opel Manta just climbed the hill.
Now insofar as this belief is epistemically blameworthy, the first strategy available to
the property voluntarist may apply: The agent is plausibly blameworthy for holding
her epistemically undesirable Opel Manta belief, because, by her game, she brought
it about in the belief forming process that she formed an undesirable belief and she
seemingly has no appropriate excuse for doing it (boredom hardly suffices).

The requirements for deontological adequacy, which I set up earlier above
(Section 7.2), are clearly met in both types of example: It is not assumed that the
agents have any extraordinary cognitive powers or mental abilities. This vindicates
the naturalistic requirement. Further, it seems clear that taking care in one’s belief-
forming process (e.g. in the sense of keeping one’s senses to the best of their abilities),
is a norm according to which normal agents can guide their conduct. This takes care
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of the activity-guiding requirement. Finally, it is obvious that genetic property control
is epistemically relevant: as seen above, an agent’s exercise of this type of doxastic
control can matter crucially to the epistemic desirability level of her resulting beliefs.

My choice of examples might leave the superficial impression that property vol-
untarism is in fact well equipped to deal with any case of blameworthy perceptual
belief. However, there are cases of blameworthy empirical belief that it cannot hope to
account for: Suppose, e.g. that, due to the operation of some unreliable belief-forming
mechanism, I believe that all dogs with long hair are terriers. Suppose further that
I am able correctly to identify a longhaired dog in front of me even in my most percep-
tually dull and careless mood. I now see a longhaired dog under these conditions and
form the perceptual belief that a terrier is in front of me. Really the dog is an English
sheepdog. My belief that a terrier is in front of me is clearly epistemically undesirable;
my mechanism for forming beliefs about the race of dogs hardly qualifies as reliable.
It could now be that I am here blameworthy for holding the undesirable belief that a
terrier is in front of me, given among other things that I have no adequate excuse for
holding the first undesirable belief that all longhaired dogs are terriers. However, in
my process of forming the blameworthy belief that the dog in front of me is a terrier,
all the care in the world would not have changed the result.

We may express in more general terms why property voluntarism lacks the
resources to deal with examples of epistemic blameworthiness like the above and
those of the educated racist and the cognitively deficient version of Hitler: In these
cases, no investment of epistemic care in the belief-forming process could in the
least have influenced the relevant agents’ reasonability judgments. The blameworthy
agents and their environments in these examples were simply so constituted in the
relevant slice of space-time, so as to make the agents very vulnerable to an unreli-
able belief-forming mechanism. Put in different terms, their belief-forming processes
were simply unable to be decisively influenced by all the momentary carefulness
in the world.

It seems clear, then, that the source of epistemic blameworthiness (if such in fact
obtain) must in such cases be sought in the cognitive dispositions (including, of
course, the doxastic background) of the agent at the time of the belief-forming pro-
cess, rather than in the lack of care employed in her belief-forming processes. To
escape an unhappy divorce between doxastic control and epistemic blameworthi-
ness, it must then be argued that for a normal agent such cognitive dispositions are
not entirely beyond her control, and that through her influence on these disposi-
tions and her activity before a critical belief-forming process, she may indirectly
influence the particular beliefs that her cognitive system ultimately generates. In
the Chapters 10 and 11, I shall consequently be concerned with the deontological
adequacy of modes of indirect doxastic control.
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INDIRECT CONTENT-DIRECTED DOXASTIC CONTROL

OR DOXASTIC PASCALIANISM

Abstract. In this chapter I discuss the merits of modes of indirect content-directed doxastic control in
terms of deontological adequacy, i.e. I discuss whether an agent’s indirect influence on the content of her
beliefs may play a legitimate role in evaluations of epistemic blameworthiness. I conclude that it may only
do so within a very limited domain of cases. In Section 10.1 I present William Alston’s particular theory
of epistemic blameworthiness based on a mode of indirect influence (control) over belief-contents. I argue
that his analysis must be refined in order to merit serious attention, and present a suitably refined version
of it. In Sections 10.2 and 10.3 I then argue that, even after a thoroughgoing refinement, Alston’s analysis
is still inadequate in two respects. First (Section 10.2) it fails to pay attention to the substantive role that the
notion of foresight must play in an adequate conception of blameworthiness beget by exercises of indirect
control. Second (Section 10.3), it is vulnerable to a certain “Frankfurt-style” objection, highlighting that,
on Alston’s conception, an agent’s epistemic blameworthiness implausibly hinges on accidental matters
entirely unrelated to the blameworthy agent’s past. I proceed in Section 10.4 to establish that modes of
indirect control over belief-contents may in fact matter to some evaluations of epistemic blameworthiness.
However, the relevant cases are highly exotic, and the appropriate way to bring out the relevance of such
modes significantly differs from Alston’s efforts in this direction. In Section 10.5 I sum up the merits of
appeals to indirect control as a basis for ascribing epistemic blameworthiness. In Section 10.6 finally, I add
the ironic twist to the discussion that appeals to indirect control over the content of other agents’ beliefs
may be better fit to ground ascriptions of a species of epistemic blameworthiness, albeit not the species
primarily topicalized in the present work.

10.1. WILLIAM ALSTON’S CONCEPTION OF EPISTEMIC

BLAMEWORTHINESS

In Alston (1989), William Alston presents what can only be taken as an attempt
to render a mode of indirect content-directed doxastic control globally deontolog-
ically adequate. After rejecting doxastic voluntarism, which he takes to offer the
“more natural” theory of epistemic blameworthiness, he proceeds to lay out an
alternative account, which he considers “the only viable”412 alternative to doxastic
voluntarism:

This suggests that even if propositional attitudes [like beliefs] are not under our effective voluntary con-
trol, we might still be held responsible for them, provided we could and should have prevented them;
provided there is something we could and should have done such that if we had done it we would
not have had the attitude in question. If this is the case, it could provide a basis for the application of
deontological concepts to propositional attitudes, and perhaps for a deontological concept of epistemic
justification.413

Below I will confront Alston’s specific suggestion for an account of epistemic
blameworthiness (deontological unjustifiedness) along these lines, and argue that
his account fails to capture more than a class of highly exotic cases of epistemic
blameworthiness, even if remedied of its most obvious shortcomings.
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Alston’s suggestion for an analysis of the notion of epistemic “intellectual”
blameworthiness along the above lines is the following:

S is (intellectually) to blame for believing that p if, and only if, if S had fulfilled all her intellectual obliga-
tions, then S’s belief-forming habits would have changed, or S’s access to relevant reverse considerations
would have changed, in such a way that S would not have believed that p.414

He goes on to identify “deontologically justified belief ” with belief that is blameless
(i.e., not blameworthy) on the above account and concludes that, although he will not
deny that this concept of justification is “important and interesting,”415 there is nothing
to be said for it as a “fundamental concept for epistemology.”416 I shall not challenge
this conclusion here. Rather, I shall be concerned with whetherAlston’s above analysis
can in fact adequately account for any cases of epistemic blameworthiness at all.

We have already seen that, contrary to Alston’s suppositions, certainly his
conception cannot be the “only viable” account of the notion of epistemic blame-
worthiness: Property voluntarism was successful within a limited domain of cases.
The interesting problem then becomes, whether Alston’s account can take care of any
cases not accounted for by property voluntarism. As we shall shortly see, Alston’s
above analysis suffers from some obvious shortcomings. However, due to its promi-
nence in the literature on deontic epistemic normativity, it seem warranted in the
present context to bring these flaws out, in order to see if a suitably remedied version
may command any plausibility.

Above all, Alston does not say anything about the epistemic “intellectual” unde-
sirability of the beliefs supposedly blameworthy on his account. This leaves open
the rather bizarre possibility that an agent may be blamed for holding even the most
every-day and reasonable belief, if contingently it happens to be the case that she
would not have held this particular belief, if only she had some time in the past
fulfilled some particular “intellectual obligation.”

A poignant example might be this: Consider a woman, Anna, who once violated
an intellectual obligation by skipping a college class that would have improved her
belief-forming habits within a certain domain. However, as a result of skipping this
class she strolled through town and met her future husband Benny, whom she would
otherwise never have met. Consequently, she came to hold many beliefs about Benny,
many of which were not epistemically undesirable at all. For example Anna came to
hold the perfectly reasonable belief that Benny has dark hair. Now, certainly, if Anna
had fulfilled all of her “intellectual obligations,” she would never have formed the
belief that Benny has dark hair: In fact she would never have acquired the “habit”417 of
forming beliefs about Benny at all. Thus, on Alston’s above account she appears to be
blameworthy for believing that Benny has dark hair. This seems utterly implausible.

The above example points to two major shortcomings inAlston’s account that must
be remedied before it can aspire to any degree of plausibility: First, it cannot be that
an agent is epistemically blameworthy for holding a belief that is not epistemically
undesirable in any way. Earlier (Section 4.2) I offered reasons to reject the possibility
of “epistemic accuses.”418 Second, the violations of intellectual obligations suppos-
edly relevant to an evaluation of epistemic blameworthiness must stand in a tighter
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relationship to the holding of the particular undesirable belief under deontic evalu-
ation: Supposedly, Anna also holds a number of epistemically undesirable beliefs
about Benny. It would certainly be odd to blame her for holding these beliefs with
reference to the fact that she would never have held them, had she not skipped class
that long past day.

Rather, if Anna is to be blamed for holding such a belief with reference to violated
intellectual obligations in her past, surely we must demand that her past violations
must at least be more than accidentally related to the specific type of sub-optimal
cognitive performance involved in the formation of the undesirable belief. If the
violations of intellectual obligations pertaining to “belief-forming habits” in Alston’s
picture are to carry weight in deontic evaluations, we must, very roughly speaking,
demand those habits to concern cognitive dispositions of an ingrained nature419 and
we must further demand that the epistemic undesirability of the relevant belief be
made out as a result of an application of a belief-forming habit formed by a violation
of an intellectual obligation. For example if Anna unreasonably believes that Benny
is a psychopath, and the class, which she once skipped, would have improved her
ability to reliably diagnose psychopathy, her skipping of that class suddenly seems
relevant to the deontic evaluation of her belief.

So far I have left the “access to relevant adverse considerations” clause in Alston’s
analysis out of the picture.According toAlston, this clause becomes relevant in “cases
in which we acquire or retain the belief only because we are sheltered from adverse
considerations in a way we wouldn’t have been had we done what we should have
done.”420 It is not entirely clear which types of casesAlston has in mind here. My best
guess is that he is here referring to an earlier passage, where he submits that: “With
respect to a particular issue, I have voluntary control over whether, and how long,
I consider the matter, look for relevant evidence or reasons, reflect on a particular
argument, seek input from other people, search my memory for analogues cases, and
so on.”421

Alston does not observe that this kind of indirect influence on beliefs is severely
restricted by the agent’s cognitive dispositions: Once a belief is formed, the agent is
now convinced to a high degree of the truth of its content. Thus she can no longer freely
“consider the matter”: If she really believes the proposition, it seems unimaginable
how she should be motivated to continue looking for relevant evidence with the same
zest as before she came to believe it. Still, up until a belief is formed, there might
be room for “activities that bring influences to bear, or withhold influences from, a
particular situation involving a particular candidate, or a particular field of candidates
for belief,”422 to be of relevance to the deontic status of an undesirable belief that
is eventually formed. We thus get a further set of intellectual obligations relevant to
an agent’s epistemic blameworthiness, now having to do with the evidence-gathering
undertaken before the formation of the particular undesirable belief (the first kind
of obligations related to “habits,” i.e. cognitive dispositions when confronted by a
certain set of evidence).

Once the difference between these two kinds of “intellectual obligations” is brought
out, it seems clear that Alston errs in demanding for blameworthiness only a decisive
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shift in the doxastic states of the agent, if the agent fulfils all of her intellectual
obligations. Surely it might plausibly be the case that an agent is blameworthy, only
because she violated her evidence-gathering obligations, or only because she violated
her obligations pertaining to her cognitive dispositions. In contrast, what would be
the case if the agent had fulfilled all of her obligations is often irrelevant to the
blameworthiness of her beliefs: In a specific case, it could, e.g. be that, if the agent had
only fulfilled her relevant cognitive disposition obligations, she would not have held
the blameworthy belief, no matter how many of her evidence gathering obligations
she had violated at the particular instance. This is most obviously the case if, given
the “right” kind of cognitive dispositions, the falsity of the blameworthy belief would
have been so obvious to the agent, that she would have refrained from forming it, no
matter the quality of the evidence-gathering she could have undertaken.

Even after taking note of these observations, still a further qualification of Alston’s
analysis is needed: Accounting for an agent’s blameworthiness with reference to
her past violations of intellectual obligations surely cannot work, unless at least
it is the case that the agent is not appropriately excused for these violations, that
is: unless she is not blameless for violating these obligations. It is not altogether
clear, whether Alston uses the term “intellectual obligation” in a sense that renders
it impossible to be excused for violating such an obligation. Certainly though, such
a usage would be far from the standard usage of the term “obligation” with regard
to actions: For example in standard terms we all stand under an obligation to act
according to the criminal law of our respective legal systems, but may sometimes
be excused for not so acting. Since Alston does not make it clear that he is using
the term “obligation” in a non-standard way, I shall submit that his account must be
supplemented by clauses securing that the blameworthy agent was not appropriately
excused for her failure to adhere to her intellectual obligations relevant to a particular
case. Lastly, although this is more of a logically nitpicky point, I will bring out on
Alston’s behalf, that the blameworthy agent actually did not fulfil her intellectual
obligations, which interpreted (over)literally, Alston’s analysis does not imply as
it stands.

Suitably clarified and remedied of its most obvious implausibilities, Alston’s thesis
then comes out as follows (where I observe a maximum of continuity with Alston’s
preferred terminology):

S is (intellectually) to blame for believing that p if, and only if her holding the belief
that p is epistemically undesirable and it is either the case that

1. (i) If S had fulfilled all of her intellectual obligations relevant to the particular
cognitive disposition “belief-forming habit” active in the formation of her belief
that p, then this cognitive disposition would have changed, in such a way that S
would not have believed that p. (ii) S did not fulfil these intellectual obligations.
And (iii) S is not appropriately excused for her failure to fulfil these obligations Or

2. (i) If S had fulfilled her intellectual obligations in her activity of gathering evidence
relevant to the field of candidates for belief of which p was a member, S’s access
to relevant reverse considerations would have changed, in such a way that S would
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not have believed that p. (ii) S did not fulfil these intellectual obligations. And (iii)
S is not appropriately excused for her failure to fulfil these obligations Or.

3. (i) If S had fulfilled her intellectual obligations relevant to the particular cognitive
disposition active in the formation of her belief that p and S had fulfilled her
intellectual obligations in her activity of gathering evidence relevant to the field of
candidates for belief of which p was a member, then S would not have believed that
p. (ii) S did not fulfil these intellectual obligations. And (iii) S is not appropriately
excused for her failure to fulfil these obligations.

I shall now prepare the ground for my argument that such an analysis, despite
its ingenuity, may not hope convincingly to account for any cases of epistemic
blameworthiness, insofar as it is couched in counterfactual terms.

10.2. DOXASTIC PASCALIANISM

From the above it should be clear that Alston is invoking modes of indirect content-
directed doxastic control in his conception of epistemic blameworthiness. More
specifically he is invoking the mode of negative genetic indirect content-directed
doxastic control: It is an agent’s power to indirectly prevent (refrain from) the for-
mation of a particular undesirable belief by way of her control over her cognitive
dispositions and her evidence-gathering activity that is to account for her epistemic
blameworthiness for holding that particular belief.

Given the taxonomy of modes of doxastic control presented earlier (Section 7.3),
it should already be clear that, contrary to Alston’s opinion, his analysis is even
far from being the only possible strategy for underwriting ascriptions of epistemic
blameworthiness based on a mode of indirect content-directed doxastic control:As the
combinations of positive/negative versus genetic/abortive modes of doxastic control
yield no more than four possible modes of indirect content-directed doxastic control,
there are also four strategies for accounting for ascriptions of epistemic blameworthi-
ness on an indirect content-directed basis. Alston has at most spelled out the negative
genetic option in some (insufficient) detail.

Now, spelling out all four options in the detailed manner in which I spelt out
my refined version of Alston’s analysis, is arguably too tedious. It should be at
least superficially clear, how these accounts would go: The positive genetic option
blames the agent by appeal to her having indirectly brought it about the particular
undesirable belief, the positive abortive option blames the agent by appeal to her not
having brought it about that the undesirable belief was suspended by her means of
indirectly controlling that the particular undesirable belief was suspended, and the
negative abortive option blames the agent by appeal to her having indirectly brought
it about that, once formed, the undesirable belief was sustained.

Trudy Govier has aptly termed indirect content-directed doxastic control “Pascalian
control” in honour of the pious French philosopher Blaise Pascal, who held that a belief
that certain (Roman catholic) religious dogmas are true may be induced by attending
mass regularly, living a moral life etc.423 In honour of Govier’s terminology I shall
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here use the term “Doxastic Pascalianism” or simply “Pascalianism” to cover any
position that aims to account for legitimate ascriptions of epistemic blameworthiness
by appeal to a mode of indirect content-directed control, i.e. to cover any position that
holds one or more modes of indirect content-directed doxastic control deontologically
adequate for some non-empty domain of undesirable beliefs. I will aim to demonstrate
in the present chapter that a Pascalian strategy may well work to account for some
cases of epistemic blameworthiness, but that such cases are arguably rare in the actual
world. I will be able to do this without significant appeals to the details of the refined
Alstonian account given above.424 The difficulties arise on a more general level.

To engage in this argument, however, I must at first clear away an argument
to the conclusion that indirect doxastic control cannot matter at all to issues of
epistemic blameworthiness. This (surprising) claim has recently been proponed by
David Owens:

There are self-help manuals which assure us that by rehearsing positive attitudes in our auditory imagination
we can banish negative attitudes and unhelpful beliefs about ourselves. Suppose that were true. Then we
could act to get rid of these undesirable mental states solely on the grounds that it was bad for us to
have them (regardless of whether they were evidentially well founded or not), and such actions might be
perfectly reasonable: it would be rational to induce beliefs which were themselves irrational. The exercise
of this sort of belief control is governed by practical and not by epistemic norms, and therefore the fact
that we have control of this sort over belief can do nothing to explain why our beliefs are responsible
to epistemic norms. But the whole point of trying to construct a notion of control which will cover
belief is precisely to explain how beliefs can be subject to epistemic norms in a way consonant with the
juridical theory of responsibility.425

This argument is hardly more than a generalization of the fallacious claim encoun-
tered earlier above that exercises of direct content-directed doxastic control (doxastic
actions), if such exist, cannot possibly be guided by “truth-considerations,” e.g. reflec-
tions on one’s rationalizing reasons for belief. I presented reasons to reject this claim
in Section 8.2.1.5: There is absolutely no reason to rule out the possibility that an agent
recognizes that her believing a certain proposition would be epistemically desirable,
and decides to form this particular belief for that reason, although, as demonstrated
in Chapter 8, such intentions are hardly ever effective in normal agents.

Exactly the same point applies to the indirect control case mentioned by Owens:
Choosing a truly “Pascalian” example, we might, e.g. imagine an agent, who after
having grasped certain theist arguments, believes that she has good reasons to believe
that God exists. However, due to certain emotional barriers (e.g. a resentful attitude
towards her overly religious parents) she still cannot believe that God exists. Now, in
order to come to believe that God exists, she adopts the lifestyle of a believer, attends
mass regularly, seeks the company of devoted believers etc. Imaginably, she might
even succeed in this strategy: Her emotional barriers gradually break down, and some
day she sincerely believes that God exists.

What this example shows is that, contrary to Owens, an agent’s exercise of her Pas-
calian control may very well be “governed” by epistemic norms in a sense relevant to
ascriptions of epistemic blameworthiness, although typically this is perhaps not the
case. Perhaps the background for Owens’ claim that “the fact that we have control
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of this sort over belief can do nothing to explain why our beliefs are responsible to
epistemic norms” is nothing more than a failure properly to distinguish between deon-
tic and non-deontic epistemic norms: Surely the fact that I may exercise some measure
of control over my beliefs, does not go any way towards explaining why we should
value reasonable beliefs over unreasonable beliefs from an epistemic perspective, i.e.
it goes no way towards explaining why our beliefs stand under evaluative norms in
the first place. However, as established in Section 7.1, the fact that we have some
(limited) control over our beliefs, “explains” why they may be appropriate objects
of deontic epistemic evaluation, insofar as, without such control, no such evaluation
would arguably be appropriate.

The demise of Owens’worries means that it is at least legitimate to discuss whether
some mode of Pascalian control is deontologically adequate in some cases. Still this
is a long and difficult way from actually establishing which cases that could be.

10.3. A FIRST GLIMPSE OF THE FORESIGHT PROBLEM

Even the refined Alstonian version of Pascaliasm faces a problem, which, as I shall
later argue, must be dealt with by any account of epistemic blameworthiness, but is
particularly conspicuous here. The problem concerns foresight: It seems plausible
to suppose that, even if an action is in itself blameworthy (an inexcusable viola-
tion of some obligation), it can only give rise to blameworthy consequences if the
agent performing the action either foresaw or could be required to foresee those
consequences at the time of action, at least under some appropriate description of
those consequences.

An example from the practical realm might help clarify the above point: Suppose
a manufacturer of canned soup commits a blameworthy action by adding to his soup
some cheapening ingredient than he does not mention in the declaration on the soup
cans. At the time he commits this misdemeanour, the extra ingredient, although ill-
tasting, is generally considered entirely harmless even by the best scientific authority,
and the manufacturer consequently believes that his action is quite benign. However,
in fact the ingredient is highly cancer provoking in larger quantities. As a direct conse-
quence of the manufacturer’s blameworthy action, many regular soup eaters contract
cancer and die, surely an undesirable consequence. Now, even if these unfortunate
deaths result from the manufacturer’s blameworthy action, it is not clear that the
manufacturer is to blame for the cancer deaths in anything but a causal sense. There
simply was no way that he could have been required to foresee the unfortunate out-
come of his action, not even under the very general description “some people will
get ill or die” and hence no way in which he could have been demanded to take this
possibility into account when he acted to add the extra ingredient. He was just very
unlucky, to grossly understate matters.

To sum up, in the above example the following seems to hold: (1) The manufacturer
performed a blameworthy action in the past; he inexcusably violated some obligation.
(2) The cancer deaths occurred as a result of his past blameworthy action. (3) Yet the
manufacturer is not to blame for the occurrence of these deaths. He simply neither
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foresaw, nor could be required to foresee426 at the time he added the ingredient that
his action would bring about anything like the cancer deaths.

This example highlights why holding an agent epistemically blameworthy as a
simple consequence of fulfilling one of the conditions of the refinedAlstonian account,
seems a very odd thing to do: Consider how the endemic example of the blameworthy
“educated racist” would be accounted for by the refined Alstonian account. Construe
the example as before, where the educated racist simply has cognitive dispositions
of such a quality, that she is compelled to form the epistemically undesirable belief
that blacks are generally inferior to whites after hearing the testimony of her favourite
demagogue. Now assume that no kind of evidence-gathering activity leading up to the
formation of the racist belief would have prevented her from forming it when hearing
the testimony of the demagogue. The educated racist’s dispositions were simply such
as to ignore any evidence that would have raised her epistemic shields in the relevant
situation.

If the educated racist is epistemically blameworthy in this example, it must be
accounted for by the first of the three disjunctive clauses of the refined Alstonian
account which must then argue that (1) there are violations of intellectual obligations
in the educated racist’s past relevant to her unfortunate credulous dispositions con-
cerning the testimony of the demagogue, (2) that she has no appropriate excuse for
these violations, and (3) that had she not violated her intellectual obligations at this
or these instances, her credulous cognitive disposition would have changed such that
she had not formed the racist belief on the testimony of the demagogue.

Let us grant that all of this is true: For example we may suppose that the educated
racist skipped her race issue classes in college, and that she thereby inexcusably
violated one or more intellectual obligations. Let us further grant that, had she not
skipped those classes, her cognitive dispositions would have changed so as to make
her unable to trust the testimony of the demagogue on race issues. Now, is this enough
to underwrite the relevant ascription of blameworthiness?

One might doubt if this is really so, given the further supposition that she neither
had, nor could be required to have, any relevant kind of foresight in the situation
where she broke her intellectual obligations. Suppose, e.g. that this agent believed
and had good reasons to believe that another lecturer in another class would repeat
everything said in the class she skipped, and that she planned to attend this other
class. She therefore skipped the first class (may be she had important homework to
do). Now, by an unforeseeable accident she breaks her leg between the two classes
and never makes the second one. In fact she is hospitalised for a longer period and
never makes any further classes on race issues. As a result of this, her skipping the
first class begets the long-range consequence that her cognitive dispositions regarding
testimony on race issues remain highly credulous. However, given the circumstances
she could hardly have been required in any sense to foresee that her skipping the
first class would have such long-range consequences. She had any good reason to
believe that her skipping that class would not have any long-range consequences at
all relevant to epistemic quality of her future beliefs.



NOTTLEMANN: “NOTTELMAN_CH10” — 2007/5/30 — 14:53 — PAGE 161 — #9

DOXASTIC CONTROL OR DOXASTIC PASCALIANISM 161

Given the above circumstances, it seems plausible that at least we still do not know
enough to declare the agent blameworthy for holding her racist belief, even if she broke
an intellectual obligation by skipping her original race issues class. If this is correct,
even in its refined version Alston’s analysis simply has not offered a satisfactory
account of how past blameworthy actions or omissions (inexcusable violations of
intellectual obligations) matter to the deontic evaluation of present undesirable beliefs.
At least his account must be supplemented by clauses concerning the agent’s foresight
at the time she violated her intellectual obligations. Supposedly this supplementation
could be carried out. Unfortunately, though, worse troubles for the refined Alstonian
account of epistemic blameworthiness are still in store.

10.4. A FRANKFURT-STYLE OBJECTION

I shall now present an argument to the conclusion that no version of Doxastic Pas-
calianism trading in counterfactual terms (as does Alston) may hope to provide a
convincing account of ascriptions of epistemic blameworthiness.

My argument to this conclusion will turn on a epistemic version of the kind of
counter-example to certain theories of responsibility for actions known as a “Frank-
furt-example” (after Harry G. Frankfurt’s classical 1969 paper “Alternate Possibilities
and Moral Responsibility”427). In the typical Frankfurt-example, some mechanism
ensures that an agent cannot fail to perform a certain action, no matter what she
does to prevent it. For example a woman may be unable not to commit a certain
crime, because, if she should falter in carrying out the crime, a demonic scientist trig-
gers a mechanism built into her brain that induces her to commit the crime anyway.
Now, Frankfurt famously argued, if the scientist does not intervene, the woman is
responsible for committing the crime, even though she could not have done otherwise.

As suggested by John Martin Fischer and Mark Ravizza, Frankfurt-style examples
are also highly relevant for considering the issue of moral responsibility for action
consequences. Fischer & Ravizza’s preferred example is the so-called “missile” case,
which I will here present in its least complicated version:

In “Missile 1” an evil woman Elizabeth, has obtained a missile and missile launcher and she has decided
(for her own rather perverse reasons) to launch the missile toward Washington D.C. Suppose that … she
has not been manipulated, brainwashed, and so forth. Further imagine that she has had … [a] sort of
device implanted in her brain … and that there is a counterfactual intervener associated with her who
would ensure that Elizabeth would launch the missile, if she were to show any sign of wavering, We
also suppose that, once the missile is launched toward the city, Elizabeth cannot prevent it from hitting
Washington. Now when Elizabeth launches the missile toward Washington [without intervention], she does
so freely, and we believe that she is morally responsible for the occurrence of the consequence-universal
that Washington D.C. is bombed.428

There are several debatable issues surrounding the relevance of examples like the
above to theories of moral responsibility and moral blameworthiness. For example
it might be contested, whether in fact there is in any interesting moral difference
between a case where Elizabeth bombs Washington without the intervention of the
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counterfactual intervener, and cases where she bombs Washington after the intervener
has intervened, if in both cases that the bombing was a direct result of Elizabeth’s
intentions (whether these intentions were prompted by the intervener or not). I shall
not address these worries here. Rather I shall proceed to offer an epistemic counterpart
of the above example. As intentions are not directly involved in the production of
beliefs (see Chapter 8), such an example need not fear worries of the above sort.
Neither need it appeal to exotic sci-fi inventory like remote-controlled brain implants.

Consider again our well-worn educated racist. Now suppose that, beside her famil-
iar racist belief that blacks are generally inferior to whites, she also forms other beliefs
on the testimony of her favourite demagogue on the occasion, on which she forms
her racist belief. Among those beliefs is a belief about a crime statistic. The content
of this belief happens to be true. However, the crime statistic belief is formed by
exactly the same unreliable belief-forming mechanism as the racist belief, namely by
the operation of her credulous cognitive disposition regarding the testimony of the
demagogue, and must therefore be blameworthy (or blameless) for exactly the same
reasons as her racist belief. Suppose, plausibly, that both beliefs are epistemically
blameworthy.

Now suppose that on the same meeting a distinguished criminologist was the
speaker before the racist demagogue. In the run of his speech, the distinguished crim-
inologist utters the very same statistical statement that the demagogue later utters. At
the meeting the educated racist, infused with racial hatred, pays no attention at all to
the criminologist. Now suppose that the following is the case: If the educated racist
had not once skipped a college class on racial issues and thus violated her intellectual
obligations, her cognitive dispositions would have changed, such that on the meeting
she would still have formed a crime statistics belief with the very same content, only
in this case she would have trusted the reliable criminologist rather than the unreliable
demagogue on the issue. Thus, even if she had fulfilled her intellectual obligations,
she would still have believed the same propositional content, only this time around
her belief would not have been epistemically undesirable.

Now, if Alston’s account (even in its refined version) is applied to this “Frankfurt-
style” case, it yields that the educated racist is blameless for holding the racist belief on
the demagogue’s testimony, and this only because the racist had the incredible stroke
of luck that accidentally the condition was not fulfilled that, had she fulfilled her
relevant intellectual obligations, she would not have held the crime statistics belief.
But, intuitively, such luck cannot matter to an agent’s epistemic blameworthiness. An
agent’s epistemic blameworthiness must hinge on the agent’s exercise of her doxastic
control in past and present: It cannot be that factors entirely outside her control
such as counterfactual doxastic interveners decide whether or not she is to blame
epistemically for holding a particular undesirable belief.

Here some might perhaps object that many instances of blameworthiness hinge
on sheer (bad) luck in a certain sense. For example in another scenario the educated
racist would not have formed her undesirable racist belief, because the demagogue had
cancelled his speech at the meeting. However, this kind of luck is decidedly different
from the above: It concerns the luck an agent may have in not doing something
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blameworthy viz. not forming a blameworthy belief. In this sense, an intoxicated
driver is also taking part in a “blame lottery,” insofar as she might be lucky enough
not to hit anyone on her way home from a party. However, once she brings about an
accident, whether she is blameworthy for it depends on her conduct, not on additional
contingencies. In contrast, Alston ultimately asks us to make sense of the idea that two
agents can be identical in their history and conduct, yet one is blameworthy and the
other blameless for holding epistemically undesirable beliefs with identical contents
under similar actual circumstances. This I take it to be unacceptable.

Alston’s account then immediately loses any plausibility in cases where the pos-
sibility of a “counterfactual doxastic intervener” like the bland criminologist in the
example above cannot be ruled out in principle.429 Otherwise any ascription of blame-
worthiness accounted for by Alston may immediately be ruined by the observation
that the agent only came out blameworthy on his account due to sheer bad luck.

Now, since arguably any normal agent can be made to believe a great variety of
propositions given an exposure to suitable testimony, brain washing, etc., it seems
clear that Alston can at most account for cases of epistemically blameworthy belief,
where it would have been psychologically impossible that the agent could have been
brought to believe the content of the relevant undesirable belief in the relevant sce-
nario, if only she had not violated her relevant intellectual obligations. Only these
circumstances rule out a counterfactual doxastic intervener. This observation imme-
diately narrows the scope of Alston’s account severely: The violations of intellectual
obligations involved must be so severe that they made it psychologically possible for
the agent to believe a proposition, which, under the relevant circumstances, she could
otherwise not be brought to believe by any means, save by having in her past the very
same violations. I am not sure, which cases fit this description at all.

It should be clear that these considerations apply equally to any version of Pas-
calianism that appeal to general counter-factual conditions, as these conditions can
all be “Frankfurtized” (i.e. subjected to an example like the above, where the agent
would still have believed the same proposition, even if she had in fact not violated her
relevant intellectual obligations). Thus a version of Pascalianism arguing for the deon-
tological adequacy of a mode of positive abortive indirect control (suspension, rather
than prevention of belief) is in equal trouble. Such strategies simply fail as serious
candidates for underwriting standard ascriptions of epistemic blameworthiness.

10.5. THE LIMITATIONS OF DOXASTIC PASCALIANISM

The argument of Section 10.4 leaves the Pascalianist with the option of pursuing
a strategy not involving appeal to counterfactual conditions. In particular Alston’s
conception of epistemic/intellectual blameworthiness, even in its refined version,
needs to be redressed without the appeal to counterfactuals, e.g. as I have preferred
it, in terms of causal relations between exercises of doxastic control and formations
of epistemically undesirable beliefs. I shall not spell out such a changed version of
Alston’s thesis here. Rather, employing the taxonomy of modes of indirect doxastic
content control introduced in Section 7.3, I shall examine the general applicability of a



NOTTLEMANN: “NOTTELMAN_CH10” — 2007/5/30 — 14:53 — PAGE 164 — #12

164 CHAPTER 10

pascalianist strategy for accounting for particular cases of epistemic blameworthiness.
Since my preferred taxonomy allows for four possible modes of indirect content
control (positive/genetic, genetic/abortive), four pascalianist strategies are feasible.
One possible account (filling in the relevant clause of Blameepist, control) would go:

An agent is blameworthy for her holding the belief that p if her belief that p is
epistemically undesirable and

The agent has exercised her positive genetic indirect content control so as to form
the belief that p, and she is not appropriately excused for doing this.

This account must immediately face severe restrictions on its domain of applica-
bility. As hinted at in Section 10.1, arguably an agent’s primary means of exercising
Pascalian – i.e. indirect content-directed – control over her beliefs are the performance
of actions that influence either her cognitive dispositions or her evidence-gathering
activity. However, these are normally instruments far too blunt to single out a unique
propositional content as a candidate for belief or even delimit an enumerable set of
such contents.

The reason for this is not hard to see: It simply is beyond human abilities to generally
foresee which particular beliefs will arise from our belief-influencing actions, let
alone which particular beliefs will be influenced by them.430 Planning our actions in
order to bring about particular future belief-formations is normally entirely futile.

In fact in is not even easy to generally foresee which kinds of beliefs will ultimately
be influenced by one’s belief-influencing actions. To recall once again our case of
the educated racist, this agent might well have been in a position to predict that her
persistent failure to stay attentive in her racial issues classes would probably influence
her future beliefs on race issues. However, this predictive power is far short of the
power she would need to actually single out a specific set of race issue contents, and
guide her conduct towards believing one of these contents.

In fact, the only means of exercising a distinctive positive genetic Pascalian control
available to a normal agent seem to be more or less benign processes of brain-washing
(including hypnosis), either carried out by the agent herself, or by some other agent(s)
under the control of the agent. Here the original “Pascalian” example comes in handy:
It might be the case that I can single out a group of religious belief (say a list of dogmas)
for future belief by regularly attending mass, keeping up close social relations with
devoted believers, etc. It might also be the case that, assisted by a hypnotist, I can
bring myself to believe, e.g. that cigarettes are highly repulsive. However, the domain
of beliefs over which I can actually hope to exercise such control is highly limited.
Says Alston:

It is very dubious that we have reliable long-range control over any of our beliefs, even in the most
favourable cases, such as beliefs about religious and philosophical matters and about personal relationships.
Sometimes people succeed in getting themselves to believe (disbelieve) something. But I doubt that the
success rate is substantial.431

Thus Pascalianism is now left to account for the rare cases, where an agent actually
succeeded in indirectly bringing herself to believe a particular in an epistemically
undesirable way and is not appropriately excused for doing this. Such a case might
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imaginably concern a woman, Betty, who, for the dubious prize of a better conscience,
wants to believe that whipped cream is part of a healthy diet. She goes to a hypnotist
and asks him to induce in her that belief, which he successfully does (imaginably he
also removes other beliefs that might cause her to lapse back in her old belief-state).
Now, after the hypnosis, perhaps Betty may be judged epistemically blameworthy
for holding the belief that whipped cream is a part of healthy diet on a doxastic
Pascalianist account, given that she was not somehow excused for valuing the easy
pleasure of a clean conscience above her service to the truth-goal at this instance.

Cases as Betty’s, however, are obviously rare in the actual world, and cases in
which, e.g. a negative abortive Pascalian strategy could apply are arguably even rarer:
In such a case an agent would have to be blameworthy for holding an undesirable
belief that p in virtue of having made it the case that, after she formed a belief that p,
she sustained (did not again suspend) that belief. Perhaps some advanced form of
hypnosis or social scheming could do the trick. However, I take it that the relevance
of a negative abortive Pascalian strategy to actual cases of epistemic blameworthiness
is negligible. The same sees to go for the positive abortive strategy. Here the agent’s
blameworthiness would have to hinge on the omission to exert an indirect doxastic
influence of the above type.

Perhaps the negative genetic strategy fares slightly better. Consider, e.g. Betty’s
sister Catty, who, without the use of hypnotism, holds the unreasonable belief
coveted by Betty, viz. the belief that whipped cream is part of a healthy diet.
Now, in some farfetched scenario, perhaps we may in fact blame Catty for hold-
ing this belief with reference to the fact that she holds it because she omitted to
pursue a course of action that would have prevented her from forming a belief
with exactly the content that whipped cream is part of a healthy diet. It seems
clear, however, that Pascalianism cannot hope to account for “main-stream” cases
of epistemic blameworthiness where no distinct exercise of Pascalian control accom-
panied by a relevant foresight or blameworthy inadvertence to risk (see Chapter 13) is
plausibly present.

10.6. THIRD-PERSON INDIRECT DOXASTIC CONTENT CONTROL

Above I have argued that modes of Pascalian control are strictly limited in their
domain of deontological adequacy, because normal agents rarely stand in a position
to control the content of their beliefs even indirectly. However, as I shall proceed
to argue, a normal agent may well be in a position to exercise a certain amount of
indirect control over the content of other agents’ beliefs: Even though my intentions
to induce in myself a certain belief are impotent, even I restrict myself to indirect
means of belief-induction, my intentions to induce in another agent a certain belief
may very well be successful.

In order to show this, I shall begin by laying down some terminology: The correct
understanding of the term “testimony” in an epistemological context has been the
subject of a great deal of recent controversy.432 I shall here make a very relaxed and
broad use of that term, meaning by a piece of “testimony” simply any utterance by an
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agent intended to express a proposition, which has also been taken as the expression
of a proposition by some audience.433

I shall say that an agent A judges another agent B credible with respect to a piece
of testimony t uttered by B (in either writing, speech, sign language, etc.), understood
by A to express the proposition p if, and only if A consciously believes that the fact
that B uttered t gives her a good rationalizing reason to believe that p is true.

Now, I submit, a credibility-judgment is in the following sense an inferential judg-
ment: When a normal agent judges another agent B credible with respect to a piece of
testimony, she does this, because she (consciously or unconsciously) believes B’s tes-
timonial act to have certain properties indicative of B’s credibility. Miranda Fricker
has aptly termed such properties taken by an individual or a society to indicate a
testifier’s credibility, working-indicator-properties.434

The view that credibility-judgments are inferential in the above sense, has been
defended at length by Paul Faulkner:

Our standing disposition to accept a given testimony, could then be explained as follows. We have a long
history of dealing with testimony and on this basis we have learnt to distinguish testimonies into types some
of which we take to be credible, some non-credible and others as credible as not. With this background of
belief we are in a position to form the judgment, of any given testimony, that it belongs to a certain type,
say type x. We believe that type x testimony is credible; we would assent to the statistical generalisation
“Testimony of type x is probably true.” We then directly infer that this testimony is credible.435

Note that Faulkner is far from stating that the “working-indicator-properties” (or the
judgment that a certain piece of testimony has one or more of these properties) must
be conscious to the relevant agent:

This is not to claim that audiences explicitly articulate the statistical syllogism when accepting, rejecting or
suspending judgement in testimony. It is to claim that an audience’s recognition of a testimony as a certain
type in conjunction with the belief that such a type is credible provides an explanation of their doxastic
disposition.436

I am not sure that the explanatory power of “the statistical syllogism” is at all enhanced
by the claim that the agent would (under some unspecified circumstances) assent to
it (see first quoted passage). Imaginably, an expression of this “syllogism” need not
even be accessible to the relevant agent at all. Apart from this reservation, I entirely
endorse Faulkner’s position.

Now, given the above, it is fairly clear what an agent must do in order to induce
in another agent A the belief that p: She must perform a testifying act that fits A’s
working-indicator-properties and which is taken by A to express the proposition p.
This will then instantly induce in A the belief that she has a good reason to believe p,
and the belief that p will instantly be formed in A under typical circumstances.

Working-indicator-properties are arguably sensitive to several features of the tes-
tifying act: First of all, in normal agents working-indicator-properties are highly
sensitive to the content of the proposition taken to be expressed by the testimony:
Agents typically have far more demanding standards for trusting statements about
traffic rules than, e.g. the location of the nearest bath room. Further, the working-
indicator-properties are typically sensitive to, among other things, the context of the
testifying act and the properties of the testifier.
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All this means that the difficulty of performing an action of inducing in another
agent a propositional belief varies greatly, depending, among other things, upon who
the testifying agent is, who her “victim” is, what her relation to the “victim” is, what
acting skills she has, and what is the content of the proposition in question. However,
whereas probably no one is clever enough to induce in a professional astronomer the
belief that the Earth is flat by a single testifying act, it arguably requires minimal acting
skills for an agent to induce in another agent a great deal of mundane propositional
beliefs, e.g. concerning trivial past events, which her victim is unlikely to have any
cognitive access to apart from the testimony offered.

I take this observation to underwrite two points: The first is this: Intuitively an agent
could be epistemically blameworthy for holding a belief formed by testimony in the
way sketched out above, if this belief-forming mechanism was in fact unreliable,
and the agent has no appropriate excuse for falling victim to this mechanism. For
example the educated racist from our oft-quoted example holds her blameworthy
belief, because she took its propositional content to be expressed by an utterance
of her favourite demagogue. Intuitively now, due to her background, the educated
racist is not appropriately excusable for trusting the demagogue on such issues. That
the demagogue actually intended to induce in the members of his audience the racist
belief, and was successful in this regard, does not seem to detract from the epistemic
blameworthiness of the educated racist. Thus, as a further embarrassment to doxastic
voluntarism, it seems that a satisfactory account of epistemic blameworthiness must
be able to account for cases of epistemically blameworthy belief, where the only
relevant direct doxastic content control was exercised by other agents.

The second point is this: Arguably most of our beliefs somehow derive from
testimony437 : Now, presumably, among the vast number of testimonial beliefs upon
which one of my present beliefs depends, some were unreliably produced, and in some
cases the relevant testifier may even have been blameworthy in some sense for the
unreliability of their process of formation. This is most clearly the case if she know-
ingly and intentionally tricked me into holding an unreliably formed belief. This past
instance of blameworthiness may easily be relevant for the epistemic undesirability
of one of my present beliefs, as the following example will show:

Suppose I am a newcomer to some academic discipline. Now a more experienced
malicious co-student of that discipline testifies to me that a certain textbook is a highly
reliable source of information on some central issue, well knowing that it contains
almost nothing but dated nonsense. As a result I start reading this textbook and come
to believe a number of absurdly false propositions. Now, who is to blame for my
holding of these undesirable beliefs? It would seem that at least some blame attaches
to my malicious co-student.

The same point applies to the case of the Morgan racists encountered in Section 1.3,
where certainly Mr. Morgan cannot fail to be blameworthy in some sense for inducing
the highly undesirable belief in his younger colleagues that his wife would consent
to have violent intercourse with them.

I take this to show the following: The notion of epistemic blameworthiness evolved
here is not that of substantive blameworthiness in a suitably modified Scanlonian438
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sense (see Section 3.2): It is not the case that, because an agent is epistemically
blameworthy for holding an undesirable belief, all legitimate blame for her holding
of this undesirable belief befalls her. This highlights my point from Section 1.6 that
the notion of epistemic blameworthiness evolved here is not the only viable sense of
epistemic blameworthiness, although arguably the central one: The sense in which
agents may be blamed in some sense related to epistemic goals for beliefs not held
by themselves is not captured by my account of epistemic blameworthiness, which
concerns only an agent’s epistemic blameworthiness for her own undesirable beliefs.

However, the gist of doxastic Pascalianism may well be put to better use in exploring
another notion of epistemic blameworthiness: The sense in which an agent may be
blameworthy for other agents’ epistemically undesirable beliefs. Here at last, after
its long walk in the desert, indirect doxastic content control may finally enjoy its
fair share of deontic glory, although for the present I shall not pursue this promising
path further.
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CHAPTER 11

INDIRECT PROPERTY-DIRECTED DOXASTIC CONTROL

OR PROPERTY PASCALIANISM

Abstract. In this chapter I finally present the modes of doxastic control, which I take to be most plausibly
involved in standard ascriptions of epistemic blameworthiness: Negative and positive genetic indirect
property-directed doxastic control. I lay out in Section 11.1 how these modes of doxastic control may in
fact be invoked to underwrite ascriptions of epistemic blameworthiness. in Section 11.2 I acknowledge
that I am not the first author to make suggestions of the above kind, insofar as at least John Heil and
Hilary Kornblith have uttered remarks in a similar vein, Kornblith being the more out-spoken author. In
Section 11.3 I then discuss how agents may in fact exercise the relevant modes of doxastic control. In
the process I demonstrate how germane cases of epistemic blameworthiness, such as that of the educated
racist from Section 1.2 above, may, under various circumstances, plausibly be interpreted in terms of
these modes.

11.1. PROPERTY PASCALIANISM

In this section I shall finally present what I take to be the most versatile strategy
of accounting for cases of epistemic blameworthiness: It shall become clear that
standard cases like that of the educated racist may most plausibly involve the agent’s
negative genetic indirect property-directed doxastic control; i.e.: the control the agent
can exercise so as to indirectly prevent the instantiation of the properties of her
epistemically undesirable belief making for their epistemic undesirability. However,
before going on to scrutinize such examples in greater detail, some initial points must
be made.

In the case of property voluntarism (Chapter 9), I denied the deontological adequacy
of the abortive modes of direct property-directed doxastic control on an early stage,
due to the observation made in Section 7.3 that such modes of doxastic control cannot
be exercised without exercising the corresponding abortive mode of content-directed
doxastic control. With the demise of doxastic voluntarism, however, it was clear that
these corresponding modes of content-directed control were not available to normal
human agents.

In the case of indirect doxastic control, the situation is somewhat different: As
we saw in Section 10.5, neither positive nor negative abortive Pascalian control
is wholly inaccessible to a normal human agent. Pascalianism, however, had severe
trouble in establishing the deontological adequacy of either of these modes of doxastic
control for anything but highly bizarre or rare cases. Still, it holds (as argued at
the end of Section 7.3) that a normal agent cannot exercise any mode of abortive
property-directed doxastic control without exercising the corresponding mode of
abortive content-directed control: Plausibly, an agent cannot suspend or sustain the
instantiation of the properties making for the epistemic undesirability of a belief,
without simply suspending or sustaining that belief altogether.

169
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This means that, in cases where a mode of abortive property-directed doxastic
control is deontologically adequate, the corresponding mode of abortive content-
directed doxastic control must also be deontologically adequate. This again means
that the exotic cases in which a mode of abortive indirect property-directed doxastic
control is deontologically adequate have already been dealt with in Section 10.5. I
shall therefore not examine such cases further.

We are thus left to consider the domains of deontological adequacy for modes of
indirect genetic property-directed doxastic control. To stay in line with the termi-
nology introduced earlier, I shall term a position that argues for the deontological
adequacy of such modes of doxastic control “Property Pascalianism” to contrast it
with doxastic Pascalianism of the type treated in Chapter 10. Property Pascalianism
thus is committed to the following claim for a non-empty domain of undesirable
beliefs (filling in the relevant clauses of Blameepist, control (Section 7.1):

An agent is epistemically blameworthy for holding the belief that p if her holding
of the belief that p is epistemically undesirable and

1. By her means of indirectly influencing the instantiation of the properties making
for the epistemic undesirability of her beliefs she has brought it about that her
belief that p is epistemically undesirable.

2. She has no appropriate excuse for doing this.

11.2. JOHN HEIL AND HILARY KORNBLITH AS PIONEERING

PROPERTY PASCALIANISTS

Only two authors, John Heil and Hilary Kornblith, have seriously discussed anything
like a property Pascalianist strategy.

As we saw earlier (Section 9.2), John Heil has advanced remarks more than sug-
gestive of property voluntarism. In some passages of Heil (1983), however, he seems
to provide the outline of a property Pascalianist position, without however drawing
the connection to the blameworthiness of singular beliefs:

In general we expect one another to undertake the task of information-gathering in an appropriate way. We
condemn S for not looking more closely before reporting his sighting of a blue-crested finch; we chastise
T for not listening more carefully to the gurgling sound produced by our De Soto [a type of car]. We find
persons liable for things not done, for investigations not undertaken or undertaken with insufficient care.
We enjoin one another (and of course ourselves) to “act responsibly” in this regard, I think, because acting
in this way tends to make our beliefs more dependable, more reliable, more likely to be true. It is our
status as intelligent belief-acquiring instruments that constitutes our status as epistemic agents. We do not
choose what beliefs we acquire, but we have a hand in determining how we shall go about the business of
gathering those beliefs. And this is a business that may be conducted responsibly or carelessly.439

Here in nuce we have the rejection of doxastic voluntarism, together with the insis-
tence of the normative quality (reliability, dependability) rather than the content of
our beliefs as the focus of epistemic deontic evaluation (the deontic nature of the
evaluation is strongly suggested by Heil’s use of the terms “condemn” and “chas-
tise”). However, Heil does not make the crucial suggestion that our epistemically
undesirable beliefs may be epistemically blameworthy insofar as their undesirability
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result from “careless” or “condemnable” (blameworthy) information-gathering.Also,
as we shall later see, genetic property-directed doxastic control may in fact be exer-
cised in ways not naturally described as information-gathering on a par with a careful
search for a blue-crested finch.

Hilary Kornblith has presented, in far greater detail, a position that may plausibly
be presented as a pioneering version of property Pascalianism. Kornblith flatly rejects
doxastic voluntarism: “it is clearly true that beliefs are not freely chosen.”440 However
he recognizes that this observation is far from bringing to its knee a (deontological)
conception of epistemic justification:

When we ask whether an agent’s beliefs are justified we are asking whether he has done all that he should
to bring it about that he have true beliefs. The notion of justification is thus essentially tied to that of action,
and equally to the notion of responsibility.441

Kornblith submits that, when we evaluate an agent’s intellectual conduct along the
dimension of “responsibility,”442 we examine “whether the extent to which the subject
departed from the ideal was his own fault”443 (my italics), and further submits that
“sometimes when we ask whether an agent’s belief is justified what we mean to ask
is whether the belief is the product of epistemically responsible action.”444 It seems
fairly clear, then, that the notion of justification Kornblith is after is at least very
close to that of epistemic blamelessness (non-blameworthiness) in the sense of this
study. In the following I shall assume that Kornblith is after such a notion, and that
his considerations are for that reason immediately relevant to the present concerns.

Now, the actions Kornblith has in mind above seem to constitute exercises of
property Pascalian (i.e. indirect property-directed doxastic) control over beliefs, as
particularly emerges from the following passage:

Even in the case of simple perceptual beliefs, which are, admittedly, for the most part arrived at automati-
cally, the agent’s actions play a role in the fine tuning of the belief acquisition process. An epistemically
responsible agent must be on the uptake for defects in the process, and act to correct for them. While
outright hallucinations are rare, there is a wide range of familiar perceptual illusions which the epistem-
ically responsible agent comes to take account of. A certain amount of accommodation to misleading
experience is itself automatic and not the product of free action. Nevertheless, there can be no doubt that
one can self-consciously install in oneself a certain circumspection in circumstances when a mistake is
likely to occur, such as in emotionally charged situations. Once this circumspection is acquired, more
reliable belief-acquisition will occur in one automatically, and without any particular action on the agent’s
part. Nevertheless, the presence of such automatic processes may often be traced to free action designed
precisely to result in such processes, and when this is the case, it is to the agent’s credit; failure to take
such action may be epistemically irresponsible.
In determining the justificatory status of a belief, we must thus look beyond the process which gave rise
to it and look at the means by which the process itself was arrived at. This will involve, for example in
perceptual cases, events long prior to the agent’s interaction with the object perceived.445

Insofar as a belief ’s lack of justification on Kornblith’s account implies its epis-
temic blameworthiness, it seems highly plausible that Kornblith champions a property
Pascalianist strategy, even if he does not make it absolutely clear that only epistem-
ically undesirable (in this case, specifically: unreliably formed) beliefs may lack
justification on his account446: It seems clear that an unreliably formed belief on
his conception may be blameworthy (unjustified) because its unreliable formation
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resulted from a failure to perform certain belief-influencing actions that the agent
should have performed in the past, and that these omissions may be prior to the belief-
forming process, narrowly construed. This is enough to render Kornblith a property
Pascalianist, although he does not discuss the possibility that an agent may be appro-
priately excused for her failure to perform the “irresponsible” actions appealed to in
an evaluation of her epistemic blameworthiness for holding some belief.

11.3. HOW TO EXERCISE INDIRECT PROPERTY-DIRECTED

DOXASTIC CONTROL

Aided by Kornblith and Heil, I shall now proceed to discuss how a normal agent may
in fact exercise some measure of indirect property-directed control over her beliefs,
thus bringing into a clearer focus how property Pascalianism could in fact hope to
underwrite actual ascriptions of epistemic blameworthiness. I take it here that the
ways in which a normal agent might exercise property Pascalian control over her
beliefs fall in four broad, not entirely discrete groups:

1. Influence on cognitive dispositions.
2. Influence on reasoning processes.
3. Influence on information-gathering activities (cf. Heil).
4. Influence on cognitive situatedness.

I shall now aim to make out in some detail which means of property Pascalian control
is available to a normal agent within each of these domains, and how this may matter
to the epistemic blameworthiness of her undesirable beliefs.

(1) Influence on cognitive dispositions. With the account of epistemic undesirability
adopted here, the important kind of influence, which an agent may exercise over
her cognitive dispositions, is the influence bearing on the epistemic undesirability of
her future beliefs. Earlier I have adopted the empirical psychological thesis that, if
an agent judges (has the belief) that she has good rationalizing reasons to hold the
belief that p, this is typically causally sufficient to induce in her the belief that p.
However, I believe that all doxastic events of a normal agent are governed by such
reasonability judgments: If an agents judges about a certain proposition that she does
not have good reasons to believe it, this is normally causally sufficient to prevent
her from believing it; If an agent judges about a belief that she holds that she does
not have good reasons to hold it, this is normally causally sufficient to bring her to
suspend that belief; Finally, if an agent judges about a belief that she holds that she
has good reasons to hold it, this is normally causally sufficient to bring her to sustain
(not suspend) that belief.

Given these claims it seems clear that the desiderata of adequate basing and rea-
sonableness (see Section 5.3) must have a central position in the present context: If an
agent could indirectly influence her belief-forming cognitive dispositions such that
her reasonability judgments actually track good rationalizing reasons, that is: if she
judges that she has good reasons to hold a belief if, and only if, she actually has good
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reasons to hold it, she has effectively prevented herself from forming beliefs that vio-
late the adequate basing and reasonableness desiderata; the last insofar as she monitors
her beliefs persistently. Further, she has now done everything she could possibly have
done to secure that, if her beliefs are based on reasons, they are also truth-conducively
formed. If they should still happen not to be truth-conducively formed, surely she can-
not plausibly lack an appropriately excuse for this: Her management of her resources
of indirect doxastic control simply appears to be impeccable.

The central question, however, remains the following: What can an agent do in
order to make it the case that her cognitive dispositions promote the goal that her future
beliefs are not epistemically undesirable. I believe the crucial notion here to be edu-
cation,447 either by self and others. Quoting a phrase of Kornblith’s from the passage
above, education is what is normally “designed precisely to result in such [reliable]
processes [of belief-formation].”448 This is plausibly why cases of educated agents,
like “the educated racist,” holding blatantly epistemically undesirable beliefs make
particularly compelling cases of epistemic blameworthiness. A basic way, in which
an agent could indirectly prevent the epistemic undesirability of her future beliefs, is
by actively aiming to benefit from the educational opportunities available to her.

Thus, one way that Property Pascalianism may hope to account for the epistemic
blameworthiness of the educated racist from Section 1.2, is by pointing to her missed
educational opportunities: The fact that despite the educational opportunities avail-
able to her in college, she still was not really educated enough to resist the racist
demagogue. The educated racist, so property Pascalianism may claim, has inexcus-
ably failed to exercise her negative genetic property Pascalian control by not actively
benefiting from the educational opportunities made available to her, since, had she
so benefited, her cognitive dispositions would have changed so that she would not
have formed an epistemically undesirable belief when faced with the testimony of
the demagogue. Insofar as the educated racist is really epistemically blameworthy,
I believe this negative property Pascalianist strategy to constitute perhaps the most
appealing account of her epistemic blameworthiness.

(2) Influence on reasoning processes. Earlier (Section 8.3.2.1) we considered Carl
Ginet’s example of the juror Sam who had to reach a verdict about the guilt of a
defendant.449 We saw that even if Sam reached a verdict, he had hardly “decided”
for this verdict in anything like the sense in which he could effectively decide, e.g. to
raise his arm. Sam had absolutely no active say concerning the propositional content
of the belief that he eventually came up with.

Still, Sam’s choice of engaging in a focused process of deliberation certainly
affected the epistemic quality of his resulting verdict in the case at hand. By engag-
ing in this process he helped prevent, e.g. that his beliefs would fall mercy to his
emotional attitudes towards the defendant. One might imagine that in his process of
deliberation Sam attended closely to the beliefs he already held, trying to perceive if
certain other beliefs were inferentially warranted by these beliefs. It is not hard to see
how this type of indirect doxastic influence can be brought to bear on the epistemic
blameworthiness of a belief. In terms of the educated racist example: If the content
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of the educated racist’s belief in fact contradicted certain of her other beliefs, and she
would have seen this, if only she had given the matter a more focused attention, her
lack of consideration would be a plausible candidate for the source of her epistemic
blameworthiness for holding the racist belief.

(3) Information-gathering. This is my chosen label for the third bulky class of means,
by which an agent may indirectly influence the epistemic quality of her future beliefs:
I am here referring to roughly the same class of activities, which William Alston
has termed “activities that bring influences to bear, or withhold influences from, a
particular situation involving a particular candidate, or a particular field of candidates,
for belief.”450 Consider again the case of the educated racist as construed above.
Certainly this agent, by moving around in her environment and making observations
could have collected a lot of information relevant to her evaluation of the testifying
situation that made her form the racist belief; features relevant to the reasons she might
take herself to have for judging the speaker credible in the relevant situation. These
information-gathering activities could well go back several years, where the racist
would, e.g. have had the opportunity to gather information about the demagogue and
his history as well as information about racial issues.

Suppose, now, that the cognitive disposition of the educated racist at the time she
faced the testimony of the demagogue was in fact not so block-headedly credulous as
stipulated earlier above. In particular, suppose that her working-indicator-properties
(see Section 8.4) for trusting testimony of the type testified by the demagogue were
so that she would not have formed an undesirable belief in the given situation, if only
she had been aware of certain background information, say that the demagogue had
an impressive past record of public lies. Now, in this scenario, if the educated racist
has no appropriate excuse for not having gathered this information, this failure could
arguably render her epistemically blameworthy for holding the undesirable racist
belief on a negative genetic property Pascalianist strategy.

(4) The control an agent has over her cognitive situatedness, is easily overlooked
and, to my knowledge, has not been addressed in the literature on deontic epis-
temic normativity. An agent’s exercise of this control, however, might be highly
relevant to the present context. For instance, the educated racist, if she had not
been present at the demagogue’s speech and stayed home instead, would never have
formed her undesirable racist belief. Thus, if it could be argued that, given her credu-
lous cognitive dispositions, she was not appropriately excused for being present at the
demagogue’s speech, this in itself could account for the epistemic blameworthiness
of her racist belief.

The way that this type of indirect influence may act as a source of epistemic
blameworthiness can perhaps be brought into a clearer light by considering a practical
analogy. Suppose that Carla is a woman severely sensitive to intoxication: Normally
she is gentle-mannered but as soon as she enjoys even the smallest sip of wine, she
gets physically violent. Now suppose that Carla is invited to an official party where
the drinking of wine is mandatory.Arriving at the party, she is unable to resist drinking
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a glass of wine, and horrible mayhem results. If Carla is blameworthy for the damage
she inflicts, it seems plausible that the primary locus of blame here is neither her
failure to improve her unfortunate behavioural reactions to intoxication, nor the way
in which she drinks the wine or the quantity she ingests. Rather, it seems natural to
blame her with reference to the fact that she showed up at the party in the first place,
given that she lacks a compelling excuse for not staying at home with a cup of tea.
This situation closely mirrors that of the blameworthy racist, where the source of the
racist’s epistemic blameworthiness could perhaps be tracked to the very fact that she
showed up at the demagogue’s speech, given that she had no compelling excuse for
not staying away.

However, before an agent’s exercise of property Pascalian control in any of four
ways listed above (or any mode of doxastic control for that matter) can underwrite
an ascription of epistemic blameworthiness, I shall now proceed to argue, at least
two further requirements must be met. These requirements, however, are both
fraught with difficulties: First, the action or omission constituting the relevant
exercise of doxastic control must itself be blameworthy: Unless it be the case
that the agent should/should not have performed the actions/omissions constitut-
ing the relevant exercise of doxastic control, and that she had no appropriate excuse
for not performing/performing these actions/omissions, no appeal to these belief-
influencing actions or omissions can render the agent epistemically blameworthy.
Second, the performance of these actions/omissions must stand in an appropriate
relation to the later holding of the epistemically undesirable belief under deontic
evaluation. In particular, I shall argue, some relevant kind of foresight or blame-
worthy inadvertence to risk must have been present. Discussing these requirements
will provide the final elements I need in order to present a substantial analysis of the
notion of epistemic blameworthiness.
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INTELLECTUAL OBLIGATIONS

Abstract. In this chapter I defend the relevance of the notion of an intellectual obligation to the issue of
epistemic blameworthiness. I conceive of an intellectual obligation as an obligation to perform a belief-
influencing action or omission constituting an exercise of doxastic control. In Section 12.1 I argue that
in order to render an agent epistemically blameworthy for her holding of some belief, it must needs be
argued that in bringing about the undesirability of that belief she violated an intellectual obligation, lest
she be appropriately excused for the undesirability of that belief. In Section 12.2 I make a fundamental
distinction between two types of intellectual obligations based on their different sources. In Section 12.3 I
proceed to argue that the source of so-called institutional intellectual obligations is not that hard to account
for, compared to the source of so-called non-institutional intellectual obligations. I argue that a number of
attempts to ground such obligations universally in terms of, e.g. truth-oriented desires do not resist closer
scrutiny. As a result, even if the notion of intellectual vice may offer some assistance, in general the source
of intellectual obligations is not easy to specify.

12.1. THE IMPORTANCE OF INTELLECTUAL OBLIGATIONS

If an action or omission is to bring about the epistemic blameworthiness of a belief,
whose epistemic undesirability is a consequence of that action or omission, that
action or omission must in itself constitute a violation of an obligation under the
given circumstances. This can be seen thus:

On Blameepist, control (see Section 7.1) an agent cannot be epistemically blamewor-
thy for holding an epistemically undesirable belief, whose undesirability results from
an exercise of her doxastic control, if she has an appropriate excuse for that exercise.
Now, if in a particular case, the relevant doxastic control was not something, which
the agent was obliged not to exercise, the agent may simply pass the appropriate
excuse for the undesirability of her belief that, even though it resulted from an exer-
cise of doxastic control, that control was not something, which she was obliged not
to exercise. If, however, the agent is indeed blameworthy for the undesirability of her
belief due to her non-performance of a belief-influencing action or omission451 as a
consequence of which the belief came out epistemically undesirable, it seems natural
to say that the agent stood under an “intellectual obligation”452 to perform that action
or omission.

The point might gain weight from considering an example from the practical realm:
Suppose I have brought about the end of my department’s automatic coffee maker
by pushing its on-button: The machine was malfunctioning, such that simply turning
it on immediately short-circuited it. However, even though by pushing the button
I brought about the unhappy end of the coffee maker, I can hardly be blamed for it:
I can simply pass the appropriate excuse that I did nothing I was in any sense obliged
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not to do, insofar as the machine was not equipped with any warning signs, I was
perfectly entitled to use it etc.

Analogously, it now seems clear that on Blameepist, control any ascription of epis-
temic blameworthiness to an agent need to appeal to her violations of intellectual
obligations in the sense introduced above. The crucial question then becomes: Do
normal agents stand under intellectual obligations to perform or omit certain belief-
influencing actions at all? In the present chapter, I shall provide an affirmative answer
to that question and attempt in some detail to track the source of such obligations under
various circumstances.

In the literature, intellectual obligations have not loomed large, despite the recent
surge of interest in epistemic deontologism. Rather, when authors have talked about
obligations within epistemological contexts, they have focused narrowly on supposed
“epistemic obligations” to hold only beliefs that are in some sense justified or they
have simply identified beliefs justified in a deontic sense with beliefs whose holding
does not violate any “epistemic obligations.”453 Such obligations are clearly not of
the kind sought after here, since they apply to belief-holdings, rather than belief-
influencing actions or omissions.

A very clear example of the tendency to focus narrowly on the notion of justifica-
tion and thereby miss out on the importance of intellectual obligations can be found
in Haack (2001),454 where W.K. Clifford, the most out-spoken champion of intellec-
tual obligations one could ask for, is interpreted as being concerned only with the
justification of beliefs rather than with belief-influencing actions. This in spite of the
fact that the headline of a central part of Clifford’s celebrated 1877 essay “The Ethics
of Belief” reads “The Duty of Inquiry”! In the run of the present chapter I shall make
it clear that Haack’s reading of Clifford simply misses the point.

12.2. INSTITUTIONAL AND NON-INSTITUTIONAL

INTELLECTUAL OBLIGATIONS

The predominant focus in the literature on so-called epistemic obligations pertain-
ing to belief-holdings is not that surprising. As shall emerge, it is far from easy
in general to point out why an agent stands under an intellectual obligation to
perform some belief-influencing action or omission, let alone to establish the rel-
evance of particular intellectual obligations to a particular evaluation of epistemic
blameworthiness.

Perhaps the most obvious place to look for intellectual obligations is within insti-
tutional settings where either an agent has taken such obligations upon herself, or
more or less explicitly others have imposed them on her. I shall term intellectual obli-
gations imposed in this way “institutional intellectual obligations.” Not surprisingly,
recent authors, when more or less obliquely touching upon the issue of intellectual
obligations, have shown a conspicuous taste for courtrooms, classrooms and medical
clinics in their examples. For example Susan Haack has acknowledged that indeed
there are cases where an agent is held “culpable” for “not having cultivated better
judgment” and
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There are circumstances where this is appropriate – for example in some cases where it is this person’s
(this doctor’s, this lawyer’s, this juror’s, this academic’s) particular responsibility to know about the matter
at hand …455

Holly Smith has shown a similar emphasis: She employs the notion of a “benight-
ing act” as “an…act, in which the agent fails to improve (or positively impairs) his
cognitive position.”456 As she later tracks the blameworthiness of “unwitting acts”
based on a “culpable ignorance” to their roots in blameworthy benighting acts, it seems
pretty clear that at least some benighting acts are simply belief-influencing actions (or
omissions457) standing under intellectual obligations in my preferred terminology.458

Smith’s most elaborate example of a benighting act is located within institutional set-
tings: It involves the realistic case of a doctor who exposes a baby to an unnecessarily
high concentration of oxygen, which, however, he believes to be harmless at the time.
Nevertheless the baby loses it sight as a result of the treatment. Smith submits:

Perhaps the doctor should have known that high oxygen enrichment would induce blindness: the latest
issue of his medical journal described a study establishing this effect and recommending the use of lower
concentrations as equally effective for respiratory problems. The doctor should have read this journal, and
if he had done so, would have realized he ought to use less oxygen.459

Here of course, the benighting act is the doctor’s omission of reading the relevant
journal. However, Smith also offers explicit examples of benighting acts, which do not
seem good candidates for being blameworthy on the basis of institutional standards.
She, e.g. discusses the case of a slightly near-sighted woman, who performs the
benighting act of driving in her car on a foggy morning without putting on her glasses,
which, as Smith makes clear, she is not legally required to wear. As a consequence
the woman accidentally kills a young pedestrian.460 Another of Smith’s examples
involves a man, who forgetfully leaves home in the family car in spite of his promise
to let his wife use it. Here, according to Smith, the benighting act consists in the
man’s failure to “ask himself” to bring to mind his wife’s requests.461

Further below I shall point to other cases of intellectual obligations, which are not
easily construed as institutional. At this stage, however, it is time to get at least partly
in the clear regarding the sources of intellectual obligations of either kind.

12.3. THE SOURCE OF INTELLECTUAL OBLIGATIONS

To approach this problem, I shall first argue that intellectual obligations to perform or
omit belief-influencing actions may in fact obtain within proper institutional settings.
Here the most obvious type of intellectual obligation obtains when an agent has chosen
or has been obliged to perform a certain professional function, e.g. that of a medical
doctor, that bears with it obligations to perform certain belief-influencing actions or
omissions.

Being a medical doctor may, e.g. include an obligation to participate in certain
mandatory courses specified by relevant governmental institutions. These are clearly
obligations pertaining to actions influencing cognitive belief-forming dispositions. It
may also include obligations to show a special care and alertness in diagnosing patients
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and run through certain specified double-check routines even after forming a belief on
an issue.462 Such obligations pertain to reasoning processes. Further a doctor may be
obliged to stay up-to-date on research within her field of specialization, an obligation
pertaining to information-gathering. On the other hand, it is not clear that the function
of a doctor brings with it any obligations pertaining to cognitive situatedness, but other
professions may well do so: Consider, e.g. a secret agent. Such an agent may well be
obliged to stay away from certain briefings of other agents, because, since she is not
an initiate in this other context, she would probably misunderstand the codes used and
form epistemically undesirable beliefs about the operation of the service as a result.

These observations bring into play the four basic ways of exercising modes of
indirect property control over one’s beliefs lined up in Section 11.3 above. However,
institutional intellectual obligation may plausibly also concern exercises of direct
property control (see Chapter 9):

Other functions that involve intellectual obligations may be that of a juror or a
proscribed soldier. The soldier and the juror may well be obliged to apply care in their
belief-forming processes, e.g. they are not allowed to wilfully distort their vision and
hearing when scouting for enemy tanks or listening to defence testimony. Similar
obligations may apply to our doctor from above.

It is important to notice that institutional intellectual obligations do not apply to
the role of a medical doctor, juror, or soldier as such, but to an agent insofar as she
occupies the role of a medical doctor, juror, or soldier. Thus, violations of such obli-
gations may certainly impose blame, not on “the role,”463 but on the agent occupying
the relevant role. If, as in Holly Smith’s example, a doctor inexcusably violates her
professional intellectual obligation to read a certain journal and thereby comes to hold
a certain belief based on inadequate evidence, this could provide the back-ground of
a sound property Pascalian account of the epistemic blameworthiness of that belief:
Had she in fact read the journal that she was intellectually obliged to read, she would
not have formed an inadequately based belief. Further, if in acting on her inadequately
based belief, the doctor causes harm to a patient, plausibly (see Section 1.3) she is
also blameworthy for her harm-doing.

However, as we shall shortly see, all cases of blameworthy harm-doing on the
basis of “honest mistakes” cannot be rooted in blameworthy violations of intellec-
tual obligations within institutional settings. Further, perhaps the most conspicuous
institutional locus of belief-influencing action, the general system of education, is
primarily attended by children, who have not themselves chosen to attend school or
been obliged to do so as legal subjects. Rather they have effectively been forced to
school by their parents, who bear the legal responsibility for them. Thus schoolchil-
dren’s intellectual obligations are not immediately comparable to those of a doctor
who has herself chosen her profession with its inherent obligations or a juror who
stands under these obligations according to the laws of her society.

Consider again the Morgan case of Section 1.3. In this case three men forced a
woman, Mrs. Morgan, to non-consensual intercourse acting on the belief that she con-
sented to the intercourse and their use of physical force. This belief was credulously
formed on the testimony of the woman’s husband, who assured them that her signals
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of dissent during the intercourse were to be interpreted as signs of her “kinky” plea-
sure. I argued that if the men were to be held blameworthy for the harm they inflicted
on Mrs. Morgan, as intuitively they should be, this blameworthiness must have its
source in the epistemic blameworthiness of their belief that Mrs. Morgan consented.

Now, as established on this stage of my argument, this belief cannot be epistemically
blameworthy unless it is epistemically undesirable (it certainly seemed to be highly
unreasonable) and its epistemic undesirability stems from one or more inexcusable
violations of intellectual obligations. However, it is far from obvious that any relevant
institutional intellectual obligations were violated by the Morgan rapists, even if part
of their block-headed cognitive disposition originated in their loafing in secondary
school:As pointed out above, it is far from evident that schoolchildren stand under any
institutional intellectual obligations in the sense that jurors and doctors do. Also, the
rapists’duties as legal British citizens did not explicitly include any belief-influencing
actions: Legal duty forbids inflicting certain kinds of harm; it does not explicitly forbid
stupidity or credulity.

It would seem then that the undesirability of the fateful belief of the Morgan rapists
(the unfounded belief that Mrs. Morgan consented to violent sex) cannot be traced
to their violations of institutional intellectual obligations. The following dilemma
therefore arises: Either we must at this stage acquit agents like the Morgan rapists
of epistemic blameworthiness or we must account for the epistemic blameworthiness
of such agents in terms of violations of non-institutional intellectual obligations. I
shall now take grasps with the second horn of this dilemma. I therefore need an
adequate understanding of the source of non-institutional intellectual obligations. In
order to reach such an understanding I will first rule two misguided suggestions for
the location of their source:

As we saw in Section 12.2, Holly Smith has offered a number of examples of agents
standing under intellectual obligations of a perspicuously non-institutional kind. One
of these concerned a near-sighted woman, who, due to her “benighting act” of driving
without her glasses, was blameworthy for hitting a pedestrian with her car. It would
now have been highly interesting, had Smith passed a verdict on this type of case,
pointing out exactly why the near-sighted woman should be held blameworthy for her
“benighting act.” However, all Smith offers is a general claim that acts are morally
blameworthy, if a “reprehensible configuration of desires and aversions” gave rise
to their performance.464 Now, it is far from clear what “reprehensible desires and
aversions” are present in the benighting acts from Smith’s examples. Smith offers
no guidance here, only she seems to presume that in her example of the near-sighted
woman, her “willingness to leave home without the glasses”was reprehensible enough
to render her act morally blameworthy.465

However, first it is not easy to see that this willingness is an aversion or desire
in any standard sense of the terms at all. Second, even if such willingness is indeed
“reprehensible” under the given circumstances, this observation does not seem to
provide a good reason for holding the relevant benighting act morally blameworthy.
Smith arguably has things the wrong way around here: Actions are not blameworthy
because certain “reprehensible” desires gave rise to them. Rather, if any desires are
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“reprehensible” it can only be because they (typically) give rise to blameworthy
actions. Third, hypostasing the “reprehensibleness” of certain desires or motivations
is simply uninformative: Since it is far from intuitively striking that, e.g. the slightly
near-sighted driver’s willingness to leave home without her glasses should be judged
reprehensible at all, insofar as she was not legally required to wear them, Smith owes
us an account why we should think it so, an account that she does not give. I will
conclude then that Smith fails to shed any real light on the source of intellectual
obligations, neither inside nor outside of institutional settings.

Hilary Kornblith has made an approach to the source of non-institutional intellectual
obligations very similar in kind to Holly Smith’s. Rather than invoking a general
notion of reprehensible desires, Kornblith focuses more narrowly on a lack of truth-
oriented desires.

In Kornblith’s terminology the notion of an agent’s “epistemically responsible
conduct” plays approximately the role that the notion of an agent’s “fulfilment of her
intellectual obligations” play in my preferred terminology: As we shall shortly see,
an agent is [deontologically] justified (blameless) in Kornblith’s sense in holding a
belief, only if that belief was not a result of the agent’s prior “epistemically irrespon-
sible” conduct (see also Section 11.2). Now, Kornblith conceives of “epistemically
responsible” conduct in terms of certain truth-oriented desires:

An epistemically responsible agent desires to have true beliefs, and thus desires to have his beliefs produced
by processes, which lead to true beliefs; his actions are guided by these desires. Sometimes when we ask
whether an agent’s belief is justified what we mean to ask is whether the belief is the product of epistemically
responsible action, i.e. the product of action an epistemically responsible agent might have taken.466

In my preferred terminology, Kornblith thus seems to defend roughly the following
thesis: Abelief-influencing action or omission constitutes a violation of an intellectual
obligation, if, and only if, it was not guided by truth-oriented desires. At least it is
clearly the case that on his view, if a belief is epistemically blameworthy (not justified),
its blameworthiness may derive from prior belief-influencing actions (or omissions)
not guided by truth-oriented desires. Kornblith offers the following example of an
agent, who is supposedly epistemically blameworthy for (not justified in) holding a
belief, due to its being the result of belief-influencing actions not guided by the right
truth-oriented desires:

Consider the case of Jones. Jones is a headstrong young physician, eager to hear the praise of his colleagues.
After Jones reads a paper, a senior colleague presents an objection. Expecting praise and unable to tolerate
criticism, Jones pays no attention to the objection; while the criticism is devastating, it fails to make any
impact on Jones’ beliefs because Jones has not even heard it. Jones’ conduct is epistemically irresponsible;
had Jones’ actions been guided by a desire to have true beliefs, he would have listened to the objection.
Since his continuing to believe the doctrines presented in his paper is due, in part, to this epistemically
irresponsible act, his continued belief is unjustified.467

For the sake of argument, let us grant here that, if Jones had in fact paid careful
attention to the objection of his senior colleague, Jones would have suspended his
unreasonable belief that the doctrines of his paper were true. Still, I find it completely
unconvincing that the truth of this conditional essentially hinges on Jones’ desire
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to have true beliefs: At most it was contingently the case that, as claims Kornblith,
“had Jones’ actions been guided by a desire to have true beliefs, he would have
listened to the objection.” If Jones was sufficiently arrogant and guided by a desire
to have true beliefs, he would probably just had ignored his colleague’s objection
to an even higher extent, perhaps he would even have stuffed his ears for fear that
his “pristine” body of belief should be tainted by the testimony of an intellectual
inferior.

Now, it is hard to see why this arrogance should make Jones any less epistemically
blameworthy (unjustified) for holding his unreasonable belief, even though, if he
had been sufficiently arrogant and guided by truth-oriented desires, his belief would
then have been the product of “epistemically responsible action” in Kornblith’s sense.
However, as argued in Section 12.1, if Jones is indeed epistemically blameworthy,
he must have violated some intellectual obligation in the past. Consequently the fact
that an undesirable belief results from epistemically responsible action in Kornblith’s
sense hardly suffices to render it epistemically blameless: Being guided by truth-
oriented desires is not sufficient to satisfy one’s intellectual obligations.

Now, even worse for Kornblith’s conception of intellectual obligations, it does
not even seem to be the case that the guidance of truth-oriented desires is neces-
sary for the fulfilment of one’s intellectual obligations: It is entirely unclear, why it
cannot be acknowledged that an agent can fulfil her intellectual obligations, without
therefore being very susceptible to the motivational power of a desire to believe the
truth. Perhaps in the “Jones” example, what Jones really needed to function better
intellectually was not so much a desire to believe the truth as a desire to be on bet-
ter terms with his colleagues, it being the latter desire rather than the former which
would have motivated him to pay sufficient attention to the senior colleague’s well-put
objections. However, once this point is recognized, it seems immediately implausi-
ble that an appeal to any single type of desire may shed any light on the nature of
non-institutional intellectual obligations. This point, of course, should not be taken
to imply that the source of such obligations might not be tracked to the value of an
agent’s pursuit of the truth-goal (I shall in fact consider this option below). Only
a universal grounding of non-institutional intellectual obligations in the notion of a
truth-oriented desire has been challenged at this point.

Leaving Smith and Kornblith behind I shall proceed to discuss two alternative basic
ways of grounding non-intellectual obligations: Either in the value of avoiding harm
or in the value of an agent’s pursuit of the truth-goal. I shall not make any final decision
between the rival approaches, but will restrict myself to pointing out important caveats
in relation to both of them. Also, I shall argue, on pains of plausibility both approaches
must acknowledge that non-institutional intellectual obligations are sensitive to the
cultural embeddings of agents.

Let us consider first, how the notion of a non-institutional obligation may be
grounded in the notion of harm-doing. Notice here that if an evaluation of epis-
temic blameworthiness is to appeal to a violation of a non-institutional intellectual
obligation, the source of her intellectual obligations relevant to that evaluation cannot
very well be tracked to the particular harm-doing which their violation brought about.
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This is because it seems overwhelmingly plausible that, if a belief is epistemically
blameworthy, it remains so, whether or not it actually prompt harmful actions or
omissions. At least this seems to match our reactive attitudes: In the case of the edu-
cated racist, e.g. it does not seem to detract from the epistemic blameworthiness of her
racist belief, if accidentally she should never come to harm someone on the basis of it.

We might then attempt to ground non-institutional intellectual obligations in the
general likelihood of harm brought about by their violation. However, this approach
does not seem very plausible either:

In fact it is not too hard to imagine a violation of an intellectual obligation, which
is not likely to cause any significant harm at all. Consider, e.g. the case of the math-
ematician Dora. Dora believes that she has proved some highly esoteric theorem on
which she has worked for many years. However, this belief is entirely induced by
wishful thinking, and she has no good rationalizing reasons to hold it at all. Plausibly,
now, Dora’s belief may be epistemically blameworthy, if she violated due standards
of care in not double-checking her proof as she should have, an omission of an exer-
cise of property Pascalian control, had she not omitted it, she would not have held
an undesirable belief with the said content. Nevertheless, far from bringing about
any harm or even the likelihood thereof, Dora’s violation of this intellectual obliga-
tion was actually a great benefit to her family, friends, and colleagues, who suffered
greatly under her relentless obsession with the obscure theorem. Overall, then, the
benefits resulting from Dora’s violation of her intellectual obligation far outweigh
the negligible harm it might ever bring about.

Faced with considerations like the above, maybe the best way to tie together
non-institutional intellectual obligations and harm-doing is to opt for a rule-based
approach, saying, e.g. that a belief-influencing action or omission constitutes a viola-
tion of a non-institutional intellectual obligation, if it constitutes the violation of a rule
for belief-influencing actions or omissions, such that, if all agents always adhered to
this rule, a minimum of harm-doing would result.

On this approach the mathematician as well as a harmless educated racist could be
said to have violated non-institutional intellectual obligations, insofar as, not having
double-checked the supposed proof or having remained credulous, they have not
adhered to rules of the kind in question and this even if the particular rule-violations
of either agent did not in fact bring about harm-doing or even the likelihood thereof.

A rule-based approach like the above, however, suffers from some general prob-
lems, not least concerning how to carve out rules of the relevant kind. Perhaps, though,
an even more disturbing problem arises from the observation that different cultures
recognize very different rules for intellectual conduct. As pointed out by William
Alston, e.g. cultures look very differently upon an agent’s actively questioning the
traditional beliefs of her community:

[W]hat can reasonably be expected of a subject with respect to, for instance, critical examination of beliefs
and their bases will differ across cultures. We require adults in our culture to be critical of “tradition,” but
this is a relatively new phenomenon, given the time humans have been on earth; it cannot be reasonably
expected of anyone in any society.468
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Now, suppose that, if in an ancient culture, say the Aztec, everyone had been highly
critical and inquisitive regarding the truth-value of some traditional myths, eventually
less harm-doing would have resulted (say, less violence and blood-shed). Even leaving
aside the problem of imposing a cross-cultural standard of harm-doing (To an ancient
Aztec, giving up human sacrifices to the gods would arguably count as a great harm.),
is this observation enough to impose on any Aztec the intellectual obligation actively
to question the cherished myths of her society?At least to this author, this seems overly
zealous. Remark that I do not, e.g. claim that the fact that an agent is an ancient Aztec
in itself constitutes a reason for holding her liable to different intellectual obligations
than pertain to a modern Westerner. This would have been a very strong form of
cultural relativism, which I do not wish to endorse. Rather, I simply take it that
specific circumstances like a highly conservative cultural embedding may sometimes
alleviate an agent of intellectual obligations to, e.g. question the traditional beliefs of
her society, which may well apply to agents under different cultural circumstances.

Before returning to the problem of cultural embedding, let us turn to the second
of the alternative conceptions of non-institutional obligations lined out above; the
conception in terms of the independent value of an agent’s pursuit of the truth-goal.
W.K. Clifford is a particularly out-spoken proponent of this approach:

We all suffer severely enough from the maintenance and support of false beliefs and the fatally wrong
actions which they lead to, and the evil born when one such belief is entertained is great and wide. But a
greater and wider evil arises when the credulous character is maintained and supported, when a habit of
believing for unworthy reasons is fostered and made permanent … (…) … If I let myself believe anything
on insufficient evidence, there may be no great harm done by the mere belief; it may be true after all, or I
may never have occasion to exhibit it in outwards acts. But I cannot help doing this great wrong towards
Man that I make myself credulous. The danger to society is not merely that I should believe wrong things,
though that is great enough; but that I should become credulous, and lose the habit of testing things and
inquiring into them; for then it must sink back into savagery.469

Earlier in his 1877 essay Clifford has made it clear that a “bounden duty to mankind”
to “guard the purity of his beliefs with a very fanaticism of jealous care” is not only
incumbent upon “the leader of men, statesmen, philosopher, or poet” but also upon
“every rustic that delivers in the village alehouse his slow, infrequent sentences[!]”470

It thus seems safe to conclude that, according to Clifford, all agents do always stand
under non-institutional intellectual obligations in the present sense, and that these
obligations at least pertain to belief-influencing actions of the three first types listed
in Section 11.3: In the passage above Clifford alludes to our influence on cognitive
dispositions “a habit of believing on unworthy reasons,” our influence on reason-
ing processes “testing things,” as well as to our influence on information-gathering
“inquiring into them.” Further, with his unrelenting stance on these issues he proba-
bly would have explicitly included obligations pertaining to cognitive situatedness,
had he recognized them as a distinct category. It should be clear, then, that Haack’s
interpretation of Clifford as concerned narrowly with beliefs and their justification
mentioned at the end of Section 12.1 is far too narrow.

Aplausible interpretation of the reasons Clifford gives as to why we generally stand
under intellectual obligations seems to be the following: We stand under intellectual
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obligations in all circumstances because we owe a certain duty to “Man,” “the fate
of mankind,” or “the sacred tradition of humanity”471 (as Clifford likes to put it).
This tradition he regards as inherently valuable: “the very sacredness of the precious
deposit imposes upon us the duty and the responsibility of testing it [the tradition],
of purifying and enlarging it to the utmost of our power.”472

In slightly more earth-bound terms, what Clifford seems to value so highly is the
tradition of Enlightenment science, especially “truths which have been established
by long experience and wanting toil, and which have stood in the fierce light of
free and fearless questioning.”473 At the bottom-line, then, it seems that Clifford is
most plausibly interpreted as anchoring the existence of intellectual obligations in the
demand society has on each individual member to pursue the truth-goal: The goal of
holding only true beliefs.474 This is a goal, Clifford clearly thinks, that each member
of society can only aspire to reach by participating in a collective effort to promulgate
the ideals and practices of the Enlightenment scientific tradition in even the lowliest
stratum of life.

Clifford’s global grounding of intellectual obligations in our unrelenting duty to
pursue the truth-goal is grand-mannered to say the least, perhaps also too grand-
mannered to be taken seriously in the present cooler academic climate. However,
as I shall point out further below, we might well be forced to consider quite lofty
intellectual ideals if we are not willing to give up on the feasibility of ascribing
epistemic blameworthiness in many compelling cases.

Clifford’s position may be labelled “deontic epistemological purism”: the hyposta-
sis of epistemic values in no substantial need of vindication in terms of moral values
as basic to epistemic deontologism. An initial temptation in this vein might now be
to say simply that an agent stand under an intellectual obligation to perform or omit
a certain belief-influencing action, if this performance or omission makes her more
likely to reach the truth-goal. However, this thesis seems overly strong. I wholly
endorse James Motmarquet’s point that

For Einstein not to have persisted in his theoretical researches, say, in 1904, merely because these were
not supported by the greater share of the physicists of his time would have marked a failure of intellectual
courage.475

If Einstein had not persisted in his research, perhaps he would not have served the
truth-goal as well as in fact he did. However, if he had given up his research at an
early stage due to, e.g. material hardships, blaming him for not performing extremely
virtuous actions like the courageous pursuit of groundbreaking scientific results in the
face of poverty would have been a strange thing to do. This is plausibly because his
failure to perform these actions could then hardly have been made out as an expression
of intellectual vice either. A more plausible thesis thus seems to be the following: An
agent stands under a non-institutional intellectual obligation to perform or omit a
certain belief-influencing action, if her failure to perform or omit that action would
constitute a vicious deviation from her ideal service to the truth-goal.476

Now, arguably a notion of intellectual vice also comes handy to the rule-based con-
ception of non-intellectual intellectual obligations in terms of harm-doing presented
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in brief out-line above: One adequate conception of the rules for belief-influencing
actions or omissions involved in this conception could well be in terms of intellectual
vice. A reason, why our conservative Aztec from above should go free of epistemic
blame for her traditional mythological beliefs, could well be that even though her
unquestioning attitude towards the mythology of her culture is not exactly a paradigm
of intellectual adventurousness, it is not intellectually vicious in any straightforward
sense either: Those beliefs are simply too ingrained in her general way of life that we
could reasonably ask her to question them.

On the other hand, the credulous college student and the careless mathematician
from above both seemed intellectually vicious in their omissions to improve belief-
forming habits or double-check a supposed mathematical proof. These observations
suggest that a rule-based conception of non-institutional intellectual obligations in
terms of harm-doing would be well served with the following thesis resembling the
one suggested for adherents of the independent value of the truth-goal above: A
belief-influencing action or omission constitutes a violation of a non-institutional
intellectual obligation, if it constitutes an intellectually vicious violation of a rule for
belief-influencing actions or omissions, such that if all agents always adhered to this
rule, a minimum of harm-doing would result.

What we then need is a general account of what constitutes a vicious deviation from
an agent’s ideal service to the truth-goal or adherence to a rule for belief-influencing
actions or omissions. James Montmarquet’s and Linda Zagzebski’s thorough treat-
ments of the notion of intellectual virtue477 are of help here only in the negative sense
that they provide us with a fair guide-line as to where not to look for intellectually
vicious actions/omissions: The lack of a certain intellectual virtue is not necessarily
an intellectual vice: for example a lack of intellectual boldness, though unvirtuous,
is not obviously vicious either.

Intellectual sloppiness and intellectual laziness with regard to important topics,
however, may be two fair candidates for central intellectual vices. Thus, e.g. the
educated racist, by her skipping her college class without an appropriate excuse, may
have displayed a marked intellectual laziness with regard to a topic that was clearly
important from a general perspective (the kind of topic we want members of our
community to have epistemically desirable beliefs about). For that reason, it seems
plausible to say that she stood under an intellectual obligation to attend to that class:
On a conception guided by the truth-goal, we might say that she not only deviated
from an ideal service to the truth-goal; but did so to a highly objectionable degree.
On a conception guided by the notion of harm-doing we might plausibly claim that
a rule requiring agents to maintain a general degree of intellectual curiosity would
prevent much harm-doing, and that the educated racist’s failure to adhere to that rule
is objectionable enough to be qualify as vicious in the relevant sense.

Also, if we are to maintain the epistemic blameworthiness of the Morgan rapists for
their unreasonable belief that Mrs. Morgan consented to sexual intercourse, we may
very well have to hypostase a more general intellectual vice like lack of sufficient
curiosity. Claiming that credulity is in itself an intellectual vice will not do much
work here, insofar as the rapists’ credulity (cf. the demise of doxastic voluntarism)
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relevantly manifested itself as a certain belief-forming disposition rather than as one
or more belief-influencing actions or omissions. If the rapists were to have avoided
credulously trusting Mr. Morgan on the matter of the consent of his wife, perhaps they
should have gathered more extensive evidence about typical female behaviour and
marital relationships, such that their working-indicator properties (See section 10.6)
regarding testimony on such matters would have changed. In omitting to do this,
perhaps they displayed a vicious lack of intellectual curiosity relative to their over-all
life-style.

Still, prospects for a general catalogue of intellectual vices are dim indeed. The
present discussion could easily be augmented and very plausibly, another author may
be able to offer a more penetrating treatment of the issue. However, we should hardly
expect too much precision or exactness on a topic like this. It is more than tempting
in the present context to invoke Aristotle’s famous words that

We must be content, then, to speak of such subjects and with such premises to indicate the truth roughly
and in outline, and in speaking about things, which are only for the most part true and with premises of
the same kind to reach conclusions that are no better.478

We might, however, aspire to a greater amount of precision that has been achieved
so far on matters of deontic epistemic normativity by discussing at some length the
relevance of the notions of foresight and inadvertence to risk to the present concerns.
This I shall proceed to do below.
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FORESIGHT AND BLAMEWORTHY INADVERTENCE

TO RISK

Abstract. In this chapter I discuss the notions of foresight and blameworthy inadvertence to risk. It
is maintained that an agent’s violations of her intellectual obligations can only matter to the epistemic
blameworthiness of her beliefs, if those violations were performed with a relevant foresight or blame-
worthy inadvertence to the risk of epistemically undesirable consequences. In Section 13.1 I take upon
myself to define the relevant notion of foresight, which turns out to concern an agent’s acceptance that, as
a result of her belief-influencing actions or omissions, an increase in risk obtains that certain occurrences
will occur. In Section 13.2 I then discuss the complimentary notion of inadvertence to risk. Two types
of such inadvertence are distinguished, but it is argued that they are not relevantly different from the
present perspective. In Section 13.3 I take up a difficult discussion of the relevance of particular contents
of foresights or inadvertences to evaluations of epistemic blameworthiness. I manage to set up only very
rough relevance criteria. Section 13.4 discards some comments due to Larry Alexander, which may be
taken as objections to the present argument. Still in Section 13.5 I recognize that the present discussion of
foresight raises fundamental worries concerning some of my central claims. I present ways of overcoming
these problems.

13.1. DEFINING FORESIGHT

As argued earlier (Section 10.3), the fact that an action is morally blameworthy and
has harmful consequences does not make the agent morally blameworthy for these
consequences, if she could not in any way have foreseen these harmful consequences
at the time of action. Similarly, I shall now argue, no matter how many epistemically
undesirable beliefs result from a violation of an intellectual obligation, none of these
undesirable beliefs are epistemically blameworthy just in virtue of resulting from
that violation.

For example“the educated racist,” even if standing under an intellectual obligation
to attend her racial issues classes, can hardly be blameworthy for her later undesirable
belief that resulted from her violation of her intellectual obligation to attend the
class, unless she could at least have foreseen that her skipping this class would result
in undesirable consequences of a relevant sort. Otherwise, blaming her for these
consequences (e.g. the undesirable racist belief ) would be like blaming the canned
soup manufacturer from the example of Section 10.3 for the deaths he unwittingly
and unforeseeably brought about, which seemed a very unjust thing to do.

The urgent questions then become: (1) When violating an intellectual obligation,
which kind of foresight should an agent have or be required to have with respect to (the
risk of ) an undesirable belief resulting from that violation, if that violation is to ground
an ascription of epistemic blameworthiness for her holding of an undesirable belief ?
(2) How is this foresight to manifest itself ? The first of these questions is highly
intricate, and I cannot attempt even the sketch of an answer without addressing the
second question, as I shall now proceed to do. In order to achieve a maximum of clarity

189
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in this entangled context, I will work out an answer in a moral context, before engaging
with the questions narrowly relevant to the notion of epistemic blameworthiness.

Recent authors treating the relation between foresight and moral blameworthiness
for consequences have generally been less than willing to explicate the notion of
foresight involved in their considerations.479 Still, Michael Zimmermann, being an
exception to this rule, has proposed the following definition:

P foresees at t1 (to some degree) that e [an event] will occur at t2 if and only P occurrently believes at t1
that (there is some probability that) e will occur at t2. [where t1 is earlier than t2]480

I shall need to make quite a few modifications to this definition in order to reach
anything directly useful to the present context. First, there are some terminological
problems: As holdings of beliefs are not in any normal sense “events” I will change
“event” to the more neutral “occurrence.” Also I will allow that “t2” might be a(n)
(open-ended) time-interval such as “next year” or “the future.”

Second, there is a problem involved in the “to some degree.” Presumably, this
qualification is supposed to correspond to the second parenthesis, such that, according
to Zimmermann, an agent foresees to a 60% degree that an event will happen tomorrow
if, and only if, she consciously believes that there is a 60% probability that that event
will happen tomorrow. However, this seems a slightly unnatural way of expressing
the latter proposition. If the agent has this belief, it arguably seems more natural to say
that she simply foresees that the event will happen than to say that she foresees it to any
limited degree: After all, she believed that the event was more likely to happen than
not. I shall therefore prefer to leave out the strange “to some degree” qualification.

Another unnaturalness to Zimmermann’s definition is the following: It would seem
that, on the most natural understanding of foresight, if I foresee that an occurrence
will occur, I simply take it that it is more likely than not that this occurrence will
occur, i.e. that it is more than 50% probable that the occurrence will occur within a
designated time-interval. In contrast, if I take it to be less likely that an occurrence
will occur than not occur (e.g. if, on Zimmermann’s definition, I “foresaw” it to a
40% degree), it seems highly odd to say, if it occurred, that I nevertheless foresaw
it: If I believed it only 40% likely that my home town football team would win the
championship and it won nonetheless, I am hardly entitled to say that I foresaw this
outcome. Thus the notion defined by Zimmermann is not exactly a standard notion
of foresight. For reasons that shall soon emerge I shall go along with the basics of it
nevertheless.

However, some crucial modifications must still be made. Earlier I went to some
length in distinguishing between the doxastic attitudes of acceptance and belief.481

Already this distinction has proven highly important, not least in dismissing certain
counter-examples to the Psychological Impossibility Claim regarding doxastic volun-
tarism (see Section 8.3.2.1). In the present context, again the distinction is of decisive
relevance: When an agent is to be judged blameworthy for the undesirable conse-
quences of a blameworthy action or omission, it seems inessential that in performing
the action she was actually convinced (i.e. believed, see. Section 2.1), that there was
a positive probability (a risk obtained) that some undesirable consequences would
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occur. What matters is rather, if in her practical reasoning leading her to perform the
blameworthy action, she posited as a premise the proposition that such a risk obtained,
in other words: if her acceptance of that proposition led her to act as she did.

Recurring to the canned soup manufacturer example might help clarify this point.
Suppose that, after reading various popular medical articles, the canned soup man-
ufacturer is agnostic about the prospective harmfulness of adding the cheapening
ingredient to the soup, in the sense that after confronting differing opinions, he
neither believes that the ingredient is harmless nor that it is dangerous. However,
finding the evidence for the danger slightly stronger, he accepts that the ingredi-
ent is cancer provoking, i.e. he goes along with this proposition for his practical
reasoning about how to mix the soup: Being an avid gambler, he reasons that
his prospects of wealth together with the unlikelihood that he will ever suffer
punishment for his actions outweigh his modest concerns for the health of his cus-
tomers, and he proceeds to add the ingredient. Surely, in such a situation whether
or not his acceptance that risk obtained was prompted by a corresponding belief,
it is intuitively sufficient to render him blameworthy for the harm resulting from
his action.

There is also an issue concerning the “non-zero probability” involved in Zimmer-
mann’s account, that must be resolved if the resulting notion of foresight is going
to be relevant to a deontological context. It might seem that there are probabilities
so small that we are entitled to ignore them in our practical reasoning, in the sense
that we cannot be blamed for any undesirable consequences of an action or omission,
even if, in performing them, we believed or accepted that such a small risk obtained.
Remember that, on reflection, we must acknowledge that there is a tiny chance that
somebody will die or get hurt from almost anything we do.

Imagine, for instance, that I bow down to tie my shoe-laces. Now, imagine that I
believe (correctly, even) that as a result of my bowing down, I might by an incredible
misfortune move the surrounding air in a way that ultimately brings about a lethal
thundercloud on the other side of the globe, killing hundreds of people inAustralia.482

Suppose now that my bowing down to tie my shoe-laces at that point was somehow
blameworthy, e.g. I had an obligation of some sort not to bow down at the time
and no excuse for violating this obligation. Still, does this blameworthiness and my
“foresight” that I might also by bowing down kill hundreds of people in Australia
make me the least blameworthy for these deaths if they actually occur. Hardly!

However, examples like this do not really point to a level of risk that I am entitled
to ignore as insignificant to my actions or omissions. In the above case, a tiny risk
also obtained that some great harm would result from my not bowing down to tie my
shoe-laces. In fact then, no obvious increase in the risk of a thundercloud in Australia
resulted from my bowing down. However, if the risks adhering to the performance
and non-performance of an action are not balanced in this way, things look differently:

Imagine, e.g. that our canned soup manufacturer accepted that there was a very
tiny increase (say 0.00001) in risk that someone would die as a result of ingesting
his soup, once he added the cheapening ingredient, and that such an increase in risk
actually obtained. He nevertheless went on to add the ingredient. Now, if someone



NOTTLEMANN: “NOTTELMAN_CH13” — 2007/5/30 — 14:53 — PAGE 192 — #4

192 CHAPTER 13

actually dies as a result of eating the soup, the soup manufacturer certainly seems to
be blameworthy for this, insofar as he accepted the increased risk of this undesirable
outcome. This example points to the fact that it is acceptances of an increase in risk,
rather than an acceptance of risk proper that matter to the deontic evaluation of action
consequences.

Finally, Zimmermann’s definition arguably suffers from the defect that it does not
count foresight as a factive attitude in the sense that one can only foresee what does
in fact happen.483 It thus divorces the notion of foresight from the obviously factive
notion of sight (seeing that), which seems a controversial move, even if, admittedly,
there is a non-factive sense in which we may sometimes talk about foreseeing some-
thing. For example even if today is dry weather we may truly say that yesterday I
foresaw that it would rain today, meaning nothing more than yesterday I somehow
made that unfulfilled prophecy. However, our present interest is in the degree to
which an agent foresaw – or could have foreseen what did in fact happen, e.g. the
occurrence of a certain undesirable belief. Leaving aside quarrels whether the factive
or the non-factive sense of foresight is the more common or standard one, certainly
nothing is lost by sticking to a factive notion.

We might then take as a starting-point the following account of foresight, inspired
by Zimmermann’s definition:

(Foresight): An agent A foresees at t that the occurrence o will occur in the time-interval T, if, and only
if, A accepts484 at t that there is a risk (non-zero probability) that o will occur within T, where no point of
time falling within T is earlier than t, and o does in fact occur within T.

As remarked above, this notion of foresight is arguably rather non-standard. Still,
what is really relevant to the present context is a notion of conditional foresight;
what an agent foresees will happen as a result of one of her actions or omissions.485

Such a notion can now be analysed, guided by the above discussion and using my
modified version of Zimmermann’s analysis as a framework:

(Conditional foresight): An agent A conditionally foresees at t that, given her
performance of a certain action or omission C, the occurrence o will occur in the
time-interval T, if, and only if, A accepts at t that, if she performs C, as a consequence
of her performance of C the risk increases that o will occur within T, and, as a
consequence of C o does in fact occur within T.

Again, no point of time falling within T is earlier than t. The reason why conditional
foresight is the most relevant notion to a deontic context, is that is cannot matter much
from a deontic perspective that an agent foresees some occurrence, if that foresight is
not tied to her actions or omissions at all. The kind of foresight that an agent should
take into account in her conduct is clearly a foresight pertaining to the results of her
actions or omissions.

In what follows, I shall simply refer to such conditional foresight as “foresight.”
If an agent at the time she violates an intellectual obligation, in this sense foresaw
that, if she performed the action or omission that she had an intellectual obligation
not to perform, undesirable beliefs would occur, plausibly she has already taken a
huge step towards being blameworthy for the undesirable beliefs resulting from that
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violation. Remember here that, if her action or omission constituted a violation of
an intellectual obligation in the present sense, it must (cf. Section 12.1) constitute an
exercise of doxastic control over the undesirable beliefs resulting from it. Thus, of
course, if the term “control” is to remain worthy of its name, it must be the case that
the violation of the intellectual obligation actually increased the likelihood of such
undesirable beliefs. We have then a parallel of the case of the profit-focused soup
manufacturer rather than a parallel of the tier of shoe-laces: An agent of the type in
question accepts an increase in risk that actually obtains: If the risk actually manifests
itself in undesirable consequences, plausibly the agent is blameworthy for them.

However, intuitively, an agent may still do something wrong, and be blameworthy
for the undesirable consequences of this wrong-doing even if she did not at the time
of wrong-doing foresee that the undesirable consequences would occur. It seems to
be enough that the agent should have foreseen the undesirable outcome under the
given circumstances.

Returning again to the canned soup manufacturer example might help explicate the
abstract points above. If the canned soup manufacturer, at the time he added the fatal
ingredient to the soup, neither did foresee nor should in any sense have foreseen that
anything bad would happen as a result of his adding the ingredient to the soup, it is
not even clear that he did anything he was obliged not to do by adding it (assuming
that, e.g. he did not break the law, thus violating his legal obligations): Certainly it
would be odd even to demand an excuse for his action of adding the fatal ingredient
under these circumstances. However, if the manufacturer foresaw that it was likely
that people would die as a result of his adding the ingredient, it seems clear that, by
adding it, he was doing something that he was morally obliged not to do and should
be blamed for unless he had an appropriate excuse for adding the ingredient despite
his foresight. Also it seems clear that he is then blameworthy for the deaths that later
occurred among the soup consumers, insofar as these deaths occurred as a result of
his inexcusable violation of his moral obligations.

13.2. BLAMEWORTHY INADVERTENCE TO RISK

It does not seem farfetched to claim that, if the canned soup manufacturer from above
did not foresee the deaths he caused but should have foreseen them at the time when
he added the fatal ingredient, this suffices to make him blameworthy for the deaths
that he should have foreseen.

This claim, however, demands some explanation, not least concerning what
sense can be made of the statement that an agent, who did not foresee any unde-
sirable consequences of his action or omission, nevertheless was obliged to foresee
these consequences.

If an agent does not have any foresight regarding the undesirable consequences of
an action or omission, that is: if she does not accept that an increase in the risk of
undesirable consequences results from her performing that action or omission, two
options are open: Either (1) she accepts the proposition that her action or omission
does not give rise to an increase in risk that an undesirable consequence will occur
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as a result of her actions or omissions. Or (2) she is agnostic regarding risk in the
following sense: In her relevant practical reasoning she does not take account of any
proposition at all regarding an increase in risk that an undesirable consequence will
occur as a result of her actions or omissions. This is perhaps what is most commonly
the case when an agent performs a belief-influencing action or omission.486

With regard to the option (1) it seems fairly clear that the agent may be blame-
worthy for the undesirable consequences of an action or omission, if, at the time she
performed it, her acceptance that no increase in a relevant risk resulted from it was
itself blameworthy under the given circumstances.

However, spelling out a general theory of (epistemic) blameworthiness for accep-
tances is no easy matter. In the present context, perhaps the “easiest” case is the one,
where an acceptance of a proposition is prompted by a corresponding belief. Here it
seems fair to say that the acceptance is blameworthy if, and only if, the correspond-
ing prompting belief is epistemically blameworthy. Cf. Section 1.3, this is simply a
special “honest mistake” case. However, when the agent does not also believe the
proposition she accepts, things quickly get more complicated. Complex pragmatic
concerns now become relevant. For example in a case of acute emergency, a doctor
may need to accept a proposition that a certain medicine is the right one to administer
to a patient, even if she would perhaps be epistemically blameworthy for believing
this proposition under the given circumstances. In such cases we would have to judge,
whether the circumstances were such that she did what she could be expected to do in
the process that led her to accepting the relevant proposition, that is, if she had appro-
priate non-epistemic reasons to accept the proposition under the given circumstances,
and if not, whether she was appropriately excused for accepting it nevertheless. I shall
not try to develop a general theory of such excuses in the present context, and will
have to leave this part of my analysis open-ended.

With regard to option (2), arguably we already have the tools present to account for
the blameworthiness it may give rise to. Consider again the canned soup manufacturer
example. Under which circumstances should we hold the manufacturer blameworthy
for the cancer deaths in virtue of his omission to hold back the soup with the fatal
ingredient from the market if, at the time he could have done this, he was entirely
agnostic (in the sense introduced above) concerning an increase in risk of undesirable
occurrences resulting from that omission?

I will offer the following answer to this question: The manufacturer should be held
blameworthy for the undesirable consequences of his omission if, and only if, had
he accepted the proposition that no increase in the risk of undesirable occurrences
obtained, this acceptance would have been blameworthy.

I take this answer to be correct, simply because I do not perceive any interesting
difference in blameworthiness between an agent who does not take into account the
possibility of an increase of risk at all, and an agent who does so only by acting on
the premise that no increase in risk obtains, but is blameworthy for hypostatising this
premise. In a sense the latter agent had no right to this premise, and should therefore
hardly be held less epistemically blameworthy than the former agent, who ignored
such a premise entirely. If this equivocation seems to rash, consider that for the former
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agent, no matter if in her practical reasoning, she had accepted the proposition that
an increase in risk obtained (foresight) or the proposition that no such increase in risk
obtained, she would have been blameworthy for the consequences of that action or
omission. To this author at least, it would seem wrong to acquit her, simply because
she happened to accept neither.

About both kinds of agent, then, I shall say in the following that they displayed a
blameworthy inadvertence to risk. Blameworthy inadvertence to risk is present, when
an agent was obliged to foresee certain consequences of an action, but inexcusably did
not foresee those consequences. As made out above an agent can be blameworthily
inadvertent to risk in two cases: (1) She accepted the proposition that no increase
in risk obtained, that undesirable consequences would follow from her actions or
omissions and she is blameworthy for this acceptance. (2) She did not accept that an
increase of risk of the above-mentioned sort obtained, but neither did she accept that
an increase in risk of the above-mentioned sort did not obtain. In other words, she was
entirely agnostic concerning such risk. However, if she had accepted that no increase
in risk of the above-mentioned sort obtained, she would have been blameworthy for
that acceptance.

13.3. RELEVANT FORESIGHT AND RELEVANT INADVERTENCE TO RISK

At this point a central question must be addressed: In order that an agent may be held
blameworthy for the undesirable consequences of an action or omission due to the
fact that this action or omission was preformed with either foresight or blameworthy
inadvertence to risk, it seems essential which risk was involved in the agent’s foresight
or blameworthy inadvertence. For example if I did something inexcusably wrong by
parking my car in a disabled person’s parking spot and did so with the foresight that
I might thereby harm a disabled person, this does not seem relevant to my possible
blameworthiness for the consequence that my illegal parking accidentally disrupted
a police car chase later that day.

In the canned soup manufacturer example the central question may be framed thus:
What exactly, in order to be blameworthy for the cancer deaths resulting from his
adding the fatal ingredient to the soup, should the canned soup manufacturer foresee
or be obliged to foresee at the time he added this ingredient? Was it, e.g. enough that
he foresaw or was blameworthily inadvertent to the risk that some consumers would
get ill from eating his soup, or should he foresee or be blameworthily inadvertent to
the risk that people would actually die?

I shall attempt only a rough outline of an answer below. First note that, if the
manufacturer only foresaw that his adding the ingredient to the soup would possibly
cause a few headaches, and he was not blameworthily inadvertent to the risk of
bringing about more severe forms of harm, it seems overly zealous to blame him for
the deaths that actually resulted.

On the other hand, if the manufacturer foresaw that some people would be severely
injured, or was blameworthily inadvertent to the risk of injuring somebody severely,
it seems plausible to blame him for the deaths of the soup-consumers, even if, when
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adding the ingredient, the manufacturer neither foresaw those deaths nor was blame-
worthily inadvertent to the risk of causing deaths. Plausibly, an agent’s foresight or
blameworthy inadvertence need only concern related undesirable consequences of
roughly the same degree of undesirability or worse, in order that she may be blame-
worthy for some particular undesirable consequences of her actions or omissions.
In the present case, severe bodily harm plausibly qualifies as being of roughly the
same degree of undesirability as death. However, I do not believe that any general
guidelines can be offered for comparing undesirable consequences in this manner.
We are moving in an inherently vague territory here.

There is also a temporal version of the above problem: What if the deaths occurred
after 5 years of soup consumption, but the manufacturer was entirely agnostic of risks
within 5 years, and had only, e.g. a blameworthy acceptance that there was no increase
in the risk of deaths or injury in the interval from 10 to 15 years after adding the fatal
ingredient to the soup? Here, I will submit, the temporal perspective involved in the
foresight or blameworthy inadvertence does not matter at all.

For example in the case of the canned soup manufacturer it seems inessential to
his blameworthiness for the deaths he brought about, whether his foresight or blame-
worthy inadvertence concerned only the proposition that undesirable consequences
of this magnitude would result in 25 years: It is the severity of the consequent harm
foreseen that matters, not its exact spatio-temporal location.

At last, we can now attempt to apply the above observations to the epistemic
context. To keep matters as concrete as possible, consider again the case of the
educated racist. Assume as several times above that the educated racist’s belief that
blacks are generally inferior to whites was brought about as a consequence of her
skipping a racial issues class in college. Imagine further that, by skipping this class,
she violated an intellectual obligation. Assume again that her particular epistemically
undesirable belief that blacks are inferior to whites occurred much later after having
credulously trusted the testimony of a racist demagogue. What kind of foresight
should the educated racist have had at the time of her college class in order to render
her epistemically blameworthy for holding her later racist belief, over which she
exercised a certain degree of property Pascalian control by her choice of skipping
class when in college?

Plausibly, analogous to the canned soup manufacturer above, she need not have
had any foresight or blameworthy inadvertence concerning exactly the risk of com-
ing to hold an undesirable belief of the racist kind, which she ultimately formed.
Arguably it is enough that she, e.g. foresaw or was blameworthily inadvertent to
the risk that she would sometime in the future form an epistemically undesirable
(e.g. unreasonable) belief with a racist content as a result of her skipping the racial
issues class.

As in the case of the canned soup manufacturer above, however, I believe that an
account of the conditions under which the educated racist is epistemically blame-
worthy in virtue of violating her intellectual obligations, must remain vague. In the
present case it even seems harder than in the example of the soup manufacturer above
to determine what should count as a related undesirable consequence of roughly the
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same degree of undesirability or worse. Should we, e.g. declare the educated racist
blameworthy for her undesirable belief, if neither her foresights nor her blameworthy
inadvertences in the relevant college situation involved beliefs about racial issues,
but only beliefs about, say, Scandinavian film-making (suppose the class featured
a showing of a Scandinavian film)? Since arguably our intuitions about epistemic
blameworthiness are not even nearly as strong as out intuitions concerning cases of
moral blameworthiness, such a question is not that easy to answer.

Ultimately then, all I am willing to conclude concerning the relation between
violations of intellectual obligations and ensuing cases of epistemic blameworthiness
is the following vague statement:

An agent is blameworthy for holding an undesirable belief that p if, and only if,
she holds it as a result of inexcusably violating one or more intellectual obligations
and she violated these obligations on either (1) a foresight that, as a result of her
performing the action or omission constituting a violation of an intellectual obligation,
an undesirable belief of roughly the same kind487 as her particular belief that p, or
of a kind including her particular belief that p, would occur; or (2) a blameworthy
inadvertence to the risk that, as a result of her performing the action or omission
constituting a violation of an intellectual obligation, an undesirable belief of roughly
the same kind as her particular belief that p, or of a kind including her particular belief
that p, would occur.

I take it that this claim captures at least my personal intuitions that if none of
the foresights or blameworthy inadvertences involved in an agent’s violation of an
intellectual obligation concerned an undesirable belief of a kind related to the belief
that p, it is hard to see how the agent can be blamed for holding the belief that p by
appeal to her violations of intellectual obligations. In the case of the educated racist
the relevant kind of foresight could, e.g. be her acceptance that, as a result of her
skipping the racial issues class, an increase in risk obtained that some unreasonable
belief about racial issues, or about dark-skinned people, or an unreasonable belief
formed on demagogic testimony, would occur.

Below (Section 14.1), I shall attempt to wield these observations into a canon-
ical analysis of the notion of epistemic blameworthiness also taking into account
the variety of deontologically adequate modes of doxastic control worked out in
Chapters 8–11 above.

13.4. LARRY ALEXANDER’S OBJECTIONS

In Sections 1.3 and 1.4 I argued that an agent’s epistemic blameworthiness for holding
a certain belief might sometimes account for her moral blameworthiness and even
her criminal liability for her harm-doing. The roots of this liability I have now
traced further back to violations of intellectual obligations under certain conditions
of foresight or blameworthy inadvertence to risk.

However, one author, Larry Alexander, has presented objections to drawing such a
connection. He presents the “honest mistake” case State vs. Williams (see Section 1.4),
a case where two uneducated parents omitted to bring their dying son to a doctor,
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acting on the belief that he was only suffering from a benign toothache in no need
of professional medical attention. Alexander now rejects the suggestion that the
supposed “culpability” of the Williamses for the death of their son might be tracked
back to their blameworthy choices in, e.g. not attending classes on children’s health
care, which, had they attended them, would have changed their cognitive disposi-
tions, so that they would no longer have held unreasonable beliefs about their son’s
health condition.

The relevance to the present context should be obvious. According to the present
argument, if the Williamses, with a suitable foresight or blameworthy inadvertence
to risk, violated an intellectual obligation in not attending the health class, this would
render their undesirable belief about their son’s health condition epistemically blame-
worthy, which would again, insofar as their failure to take their son to the doctor
was prompted by that belief, make them blameworthy for the death of their son.
If Alexander can present compelling objections to drawing these connections, the
present argument would be in serious trouble.

The objections occur in the following passage:

First, in tracing the negligent act [here: the Williamses’ letting their son die] to the prior choices that led
to the crucial failure to advert to the risk, we may find a prior choice that was culpable – but we may not.
Second, if we find a prior choice that was culpable, it may be quite remote in the causal chain. Third, and
perhaps related to the second point, the degree of culpability displayed by that prior culpable choice may be
quite disproportionate to the punishment specified for the negligent act. An act of very minor culpability,
such as cutting language classes for soldiers stationed in a foreign country, might lead to a major harm,
such as rape (through misunderstanding “no” and “yes”). On the other hand, many quite reckless choices
will produce only minor harms. And, as I said, many prior acts will not be culpable at all.488

The first point made by Alexander above is this: Possibly the mistaken belief in an
“honest mistake” case is not due to any previous blameworthy “culpable” actions or
omissions “choices” at all. This observation, of course, presents no obstacle to the
present position. In that case, the mistaken belief, even if epistemically undesirable,
simply fails to be epistemically blameworthy and cannot give rise to blameworthiness
for harm-doing at all. Since Alexander seems to opine that the Williamses should
be acquitted of all criminal charges for the death of their son, he should welcome
this possibility.

Alexander’s second point arguably just amounts to the observation that a violation
of an intellectual obligation may be much prior in time to the belief or harm-doing
resulting from it. Above I have argued that, when rendering an undesirable belief
epistemically blameworthy, it does not matter essentially to its relevance how remote
in time or causal proximity a violation of an intellectual obligation is. What matters,
is rather that the epistemic undesirability of the undesirable belief resulted from that
violation and that the agent performed the violation with the relevant kind of foresight
or blameworthy inadvertence to risk as outlined above.

Alexander’s third point in the above passage, however, raises a significant con-
cern: Suppose, in the Morgan case, that the undesirability of a rapist’s belief that
Mrs. Morgan consented, resulted from the fact that he had skipped a class on sexual
awareness in secondary school. Here Alexander’s objection may be stated thus: Even
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though the Morgan rapist might have violated an intellectual obligation of some
sort by skipping the class, and might even have foreseen that his failure to attend
to this class would render him less likely to reliably form beliefs about women’s
consent in the future than he would have been otherwise, is it not overly harsh to
track his moral blameworthiness for an offence as serious as a rape back to this
“minor” incident? Further, if we are punishing this rapist severely on this back-
ground without punishing in a similar way the many who have committed comparable
or worse violations of epistemic obligations, are we not subjecting him to an unjust
“punishment lottery”489?

I shall address these questions in the order they were presented. First, if we still
hold the soldier’s cutting language class in Alexander’s original example “an act of
very minor culpability,” even if this soldier foresaw or was blameworthily inadver-
tent to the risk that, as a result of his cutting class, he would unreliably form beliefs
about the sexual consent of local women, perhaps our evaluative scale is simply ill
adjusted. Given the significant risk of severe harm resulting from the soldier’s action
(or omission, depending upon how we describe the case), surely his transgression is
not to be taken lightly. In general, the considerations of the wider significance of the
notion of epistemic blameworthiness offered here, may well be taken as a reason to
reconsider our attitudes toward violations of intellectual obligations, insofar as our
default position, c.f. Alexander, is to regard such violations as acts of “very minor
culpability.”

Second, regarding Alexander’s “lottery” point: It is quite true that violations of
intellectual obligations, even when performed with the foresight or blameworthy
inadvertence to risk sufficient to render resulting undesirable beliefs epistemically
blameworthy, may nevertheless, due to sheer luck, never result in any serious harm-
doing. In this sense violators of intellectual obligations enter a lottery: Their violations
may or may not cost them later counts of moral blameworthiness or criminal liabil-
ity. However, this “lottery” is no different from, e.g. the “punishment lottery” an
intoxicated driver enters by rolling out of her carport: If she does not get stopped by
the police no punishment arises; if she get stopped and her blood is tested, she may
face a fine and loose her license; if she is unlucky enough that a child crosses the
street in front of her car, she may face a harsh prison sentence and a life of terrible
self-reproach.

I shall not here comment on the general justness of this lottery, as this would
involve me in a complicated digression concerning the wider justification of punish-
ment. In the present context, I will simply offer the double rejoinder to Alexander’s
objection, that (1) The present account of the source of moral blameworthiness in
“honest mistake” cases like Williams, does not conflict with the principles underly-
ing our standard legal practice insofar as “lotteries” are concerned. (2) In cases like
that of the intoxicated driver mentioned above, it does not seem to detract from her
blameworthiness for killing a child that she could avoided this outcome by sheer luck.
Likewise in the epistemic case, if an agent’s violations of her intellectual obligations
ultimately result in harm-doing, surely the fact that by sheer luck it could have turned
out otherwise, does not make a significant difference.
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13.5. FORESIGHT, INADVERTENCE AND HARM-DOING

Having put aside Alexander’s objections, I shall proceed to consider what I take to be
perhaps the most problematic objection to the account of epistemic blameworthiness
offered above, regarding its fitness to underwrite ascriptions of moral blameworthi-
ness in “honest mistake” cases: The foresight or blameworthy inadvertence to risk
I have demanded above in order to tie together the epistemic blameworthiness of
undesirable beliefs and the violations of intellectual obligations from which their
undesirability originated, concerns only the epistemic undesirability of beliefs, not
the harm-doing that may result from acting on such beliefs. This means in effect that
on the present account, an agent may be blameworthy for harm-doing due to her
violations of intellectual obligations although she did not foresee, nor was required
to foresee, any harm of this type as resulting from these violations.

This runs counter to a common intuition that an agent cannot be morally blamewor-
thy for unforeseeable consequences of her actions, even if these actions are themselves
blameworthy.490 Two options are open here: Either we allow that epistemic blame-
worthiness is an exception to this rule: An agent can be morally blameworthy for
harm-doing resulting ultimately from her violations of epistemic obligations, even
when, at the time she violated those obligations, she could not foresee that any such
harm-doing would result from them. Or we acknowledge that the epistemic blame-
worthiness of the prompting belief must be supplemented with demands of a relevant
foresight or blameworthy inadvertence to harm-doing at the time, when the relevant
intellectual obligations were violated, if blameworthiness for harm-doing in “honest
mistake” cases is to be tracked back to violations of intellectual obligations.

It is far from easy to pass a general verdict here. However, I believe that the first
(perhaps more controversial) option is defensible, at least in some cases: Consider
again the educated racist. Now suppose that, just after her violation of her intellectual
obligation to attend the racial issues class, she is taken away to serve a life sentence in
a very restrictive solitary confinement, where her credulous disposition towards racist
testimony can lead to no harm at all. Suppose further that, at the time she skipped
the racial issues class, she was aware of her future prospects and had been presented
with overwhelming evidence to the conclusion that she was going to spend the rest of
her life in this prison. At the time she violated her intellectual obligation, she could
not then possibly foresee any other development, than that her credulous disposition
would never pose a threat of harm-doing to anyone. However, totally unforeseeable
at the time, at radical shift in the political climate of her country occurs, and the
racist is pardoned and set free by a new lenient government. Once free, she quickly
amasses a host of racist beliefs and someday commits a hate crime against a person
with dark-coloured skin acting on the belief that this person deserved to be beaten up
due to her “inferior” skin colour.

What are we to say here? Is the racist to go free of moral blame, or is she morally
blameworthy due to the origin of her mistaken belief in her past violation of an intel-
lectual obligation, even if, at the time she violated it, she could not have foreseen that
morally significant harm-doing would occur as a result of her violation? My personal
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intuitions lean slightly to the latter solution. I acknowledge, however, that this point
is highly controversial.491

What must be remarked still is that, even if foresight of harm or blameworthy inad-
vertence to harm is judged to be what ultimately drives home the connection between
blameworthy “benighting”492 actions or omissions and harm-doing based on “honest
mistakes,” the notion of epistemic blameworthiness is still crucial to this connection,
since the source of harm in such cases is the epistemically undesirable belief prompt-
ing the harmful action. However, if we judge on the basis of cases like the above
that, even if the prompting belief is epistemically blameworthy on the notion worked
out above, this still does not suffice to render the agent morally blameworthy for her
harm-doing, it would seem that we will be forced to distinguish between two types
of epistemic blameworthiness, significantly different in their explanatory powers.

The first kind, which is essentially the kind treated above, we might then call
“pure” epistemic blameworthiness. An agent can be “purely” epistemically blame-
worthy for holding an epistemically undesirable belief, insofar as the undesirability
of this belief results from past violations of intellectual obligations, performed with
a foresight or blameworthy inadvertence risk narrowly concerning epistemically
undesirable consequences.

In contrast to this notion we might then introduce the notion of epistemic-cum-
moral blameworthiness for holding an epistemically undesirable belief. This type
of blameworthiness would arise, when the epistemic undesirability of a belief held
by an agent results from her violation of intellectual obligations with a foresight or
blameworthy inadvertence to risk pertaining to harm resulting from these violations.

If we acquit the educated racist of moral blameworthiness in the last-mentioned
“prison” scenario, it seems clear that only the notion of epistemic-cum-moral blame-
worthiness for holding an undesirable belief, can do the job I devised for the notion of
epistemic blameworthiness in Sections 1.3 and 1.4, namely the job of accounting for
ascriptions of moral blame and criminal liability in “honest mistake” cases. Even on
this position though, “pure” epistemic blameworthiness may play a role in justifying
our reactive attitudes towards other agents holding undesirable beliefs under certain
circumstances (Section 1.2), insofar as “pure” epistemic values are important to us.

Also, it should be held in mind that epistemic-cum-moral blameworthiness is in a
sense much more epistemic than moral: Unless the belief under deontic evaluation
is epistemically undesirable in the first place, moral concerns do not even enter
the picture.
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EPISTEMIC BLAMEWORTHINESS ANALYSED

Abstract. In this chapter I first (Section 14.1) present my preferred analysis of the notion of epistemic
blameworthiness in full detail. In Section 14.2 I then provide some initial comments upon the issue of
appropriate excuses from epistemic blameworthiness, especially concerning what it takes for an agent to
violate an intellectual obligation incumbent upon her and still be appropriately excused for this violation.
I submit that no general answer to this question can be provided. Still, in Section 14.3 I proceed to discuss
the merits of two types of excuses from epistemic blameworthiness discussed in the literature: Cultural
isolation (Section 14.3.1) and cognitive deficiency (Section 14.3.2). I pull on the resources of my detailed
analysis of Section 14.1 in order to demonstrate that these types of excuses are only appropriate within
certain constraints. In Section 14.4, finally I confront an objection presented by James Montmarquet that
an analysis of the notion of epistemic blameworthiness like the one presented in Section 14.1 is inadequate,
since it is victim to a vicious circularity. I argue that Montmarquet’s worry is greatly exaggerated: Even
though some kind of circularity may indeed arise in exotic scenarios, my analysis is hardly inadequate for
that reason.

14.1. A DETAILED ANALYSIS OF THE NOTION OF

EPISTEMIC BLAMEWORTHINESS

Given the footwork undertaken in the paragraphs 5–13, I am finally in a position to
present my final analysis of the notion of epistemic blameworthiness:

Blameepist, final: An agent is epistemically blameworthy for holding the belief that
p if, and only if,

1. (Belief). She believes that p.
2. (Epistemic Undesirability). Her holding of the belief that p is epistemically

undesirable.
3. (Doxastic Control). She enjoyed some mode of doxastic control M belonging to

the set M∗ over her holding of the belief that p and it is either the case that
a. The epistemic undesirability of her belief that p was caused by an exercise of

M. Or
b. The epistemic undesirability of her belief that p was caused by a failure to

exercise M.
4. (Intellectual Obligation). By performing the action or omission P constituting

either the exercise of M mentioned in 2a or the failure to exercise M mentioned in
2b, she violated an intellectual obligation incumbent upon her, and did this with
either
a. A relevant foresight.
b. A relevant blameworthy inadvertence to risk.

5. (Lack of appropriate excuse). She had no appropriate excuse for performing P
under the above circumstances.

203
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Let me briefly recapitulate my central points concerning the notions involved in the
above conditions:

Belief: I say that an agent believes the proposition p if, and only if, she is in a mental
state of conviction to a high degree that p. In Section 2.1 I contrasted the doxastic
attitude of belief with the attitude of acceptance that p, which I took to be a policy
of positing p as a premise in one’s practical and theoretical reasoning.

Epistemic undesirability: I say that an agent’s holding of a particular belief under
particular circumstances is epistemically undesirable if that belief is either not formed
by a reliable belief-forming mechanism, not based on adequate evidence or not rea-
sonably held, in the senses of these terms laid down in Chapter 5. I do not claim
that no further dimensions of epistemic undesirability (epistemic indesiderata) are
relevant to the notion of epistemic blameworthiness, but have assumed that the above
three epistemic indesiderata are the ones relevant to “standard” cases of epistemic
deontic evaluation, such as those examined in this study.

Doxastic control: As worked out at length in Chapters 8–11, out of the sixteen
possible modes of doxastic control acknowledged in the taxonomy of Section 7.3,
ten are, for different reasons, entirely irrelevant to actual ascriptions of epistemic
blameworthiness. These entirely unfit modes are: The four modes of direct content-
directed control (the ones dear to doxastic voluntarism), the two modes of abortive
direct property-directed control (following the demise of doxastic voluntarism), and
the modes of negative genetic and positive abortive indirect content-directed control
(victims of the Frankfurt-style argument from Section 10.4), together with the modes
of negative and positive abortive indirect property-directed control, which had no
independent relevance (see Section 11.1).

This means that the variable “M” in the second clause of Blameepist, final needs to
range over the following set M∗ of six deontologically adequate modes of dox-
astic control: {positive genetic direct property-directed control, negative genetic
direct property-directed control, positive genetic indirect content-directed control,
negative abortive indirect content-directed control, positive genetic indirect property-
directed control, negative genetic indirect property-directed control}. As we saw in
Section 10.4, the two modes of indirect content control may at most be invoked in
bizarre cases involving hypnosis or other more or less exotic means of self-imposed
“brain-washing.” On the other hand, the direct and indirect modes of doxastic property
control appeared to be relevant to many evaluations of epistemic blameworthiness.
To sum up my conclusions from Chapter 9, an agent may typically exercise a mode of
direct doxastic property-control by applying more or less “care” (cf. Montmarquet,
see Section 9.2) to her perceptual processes. In loose terms, she may express such
care in the attention she gives to keeping her senses to the best of their abilities and
focusing her mind on the evidence presented to her. On the other hand, as made out in
Chapter 11, an agent may exercise a mode of indirect doxastic property control
via her ubiquitous influence on her cognitive dispositions, reasoning processes,
evidence-gathering and cognitive situatedness.
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Intellectual obligations: I conceive of an intellectual obligation as an obligation to
perform or omit certain belief-influencing actions or omissions. It was argued in
Chapter 12 that such obligations clearly obtain within proper institutional settings,
but may plausibly also obtain outside of such settings, rooted in the general value
of the agent’s pursuit of the truth-goal or the value of avoiding harm. However, I
followed William Alston in recognizing that it is not possible to offer a detailed list
of intellectual obligations applying to all agents, since the service of the truth-goal
expected of an agent varies greatly across cultural contexts.

Relevant foresight: In the present context, a “relevant foresight” is understood thus:
In performing the action or omission P, an agent acted with a foresight relevant to
her epistemically undesirable belief that p if, and only if, in performing P either she
accepted the proposition that as a result of her performance of P, the risk increased
that she would come to hold an epistemically undesirable belief B, B being of roughly
the same kind as the belief that p. Or she accepted the proposition that as a result of
her performance of P, the risk increased that she would come to hold an epistemically
undesirable a belief of a certain kind T, T being a belief-kind to which her belief that
p belongs (see Section 13.3).

Relevant blameworthy inadvertence to risk: In the present context, a “relevant blame-
worthy inadvertence to risk” is understood thus: In performing the action or omission
P the agent acted with a blameworthy inadvertence to risk relevant to her epistemically
undesirable belief that p if, and only if, in performing P, she accepted the proposition
that no increase in risk obtained as a result of her performance of P that she would
come to hold an epistemically undesirable belief B, B being of roughly the same kind
as the belief that p. And she was blameworthy for accepting this proposition. Or In
performing P, she accepted the proposition that no increase in risk obtained as a result
of her performance of P that she would come to hold an epistemically undesirable
belief of a certain kind T, T being a belief-kind to which the belief that p belongs.
And she was blameworthy for accepting this proposition. Or it is the case that, if, in
performing P, she had accepted any of the above-mentioned propositions, she would
have been blameworthy for so accepting.

Lack of appropriate excuse: I shall proceed to discuss the condition (5) of
Blameepist, final in Section 14.2 below.

It should be clear by now that the conditions 2–5 of Blameepist, final are really a
further analysis of the second clause (lack of appropriate excusability) in the initial
formulation of Blameepist from Section 4.1, lack of appropriately excusability being
simply an adequate label for the set of further conditions an agent must satisfy in
addition to holding an undesirably belief in order to be epistemically blameworthy
for holding it.

The above analysis of the notion of epistemic blameworthiness is admittedly far
from neat and tidy. Also it creates quite a barrier to overcome when justifying actual
ascriptions of epistemic blameworthiness: It is far from easy to determine whether all
of the complicated and vague conditions have been satisfied in a given case. However,
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I have evaluated and rejected, I take it, all serious attempts in the literature to provide
a simpler analysis of the notion. Thus, in lack of better options, I take it that we will
have to live with Blameepist, final, until a better analysis arrives.

Also, Blameepist, final is not without important theoretical and practical conse-
quences: If it is even partially adequate, it supports the thesis that a notion of epistemic
blameworthiness cannot be easily reduced to non-deontic notions, but rather depends
on other such notions as worked out above: not least the notion of an intellectual
obligation.

Further, its very intricacy is important to our actual social practices, insofar as we
want these practices to be fair and just: Given the difficulty of establishing beyond
reasonable doubt the epistemic blameworthiness of an agent in realistic cases, we
should first of all be very cautious in endorsing reactive attitudes like indignation and
resentment towards an agent holding an epistemically undesirable belief, insofar as
(cf. Section 1.2) we want to justify such reactive attitudes by appeal to the epistemic
blameworthiness of that agent. Arguably, such reactive attitudes can be very crippling
to the recipient, not least with regard to her social life.

Also, in cases of harm-doing based on “honest mistakes” we should be very cau-
tious in ascribing moral blameworthiness to the harm-doer for the harm done, not
to mention criminal liability based on such ascriptions, since, as worked out in
Sections 1.3–1.4, such ascriptions must ultimately rely on ascriptions of epistemic
blameworthiness to the harm-doer for holding the mistaken belief that prompted the
harm-doing. This is not to say that harm-doers like, e.g. the actual Morgan rapists
should go free of punishment for their horrible harm-doing. In such cases, the claim
that an “honest mistake” occurred, is common, but can rarely command much credi-
bility. However, in cases like Williams (see Sections 1.4 and 13.4), where it was clearly
an honest mistake that led to the death of an infant, pity and education rather than
punishment seems the appropriate response, given that the unhappy parents could
hardly have been epistemically blameworthy for their false and unreliably formed
belief that their son was not ill enough to merit professional medical attention.

The general recommendation of caution in ascribing criminal liability and moral
blameworthiness in such cases stands, even if the criteria of epistemic blamewor-
thiness offered in Blameepist, final should ultimately be nothing more than “platitudes
which contextually define the terms of a final vocabulary currently in use,” to use
the scathing words of Richard Rorty,493 and thus have no relevance outside, say,
Western Europe and the U.S. in the twentyfirst century. After all human beings are
resented, blamed and convicted to harsh punishments based on their beliefs in what
may plausibly be referred to as “our current practice.” No dose of post-modern irony
will make the importance of substantial recommendations for that practice disappear,
and nothing short of a thorough analysis of our basic deontic concepts seems to be
able to provide a fair ground for such recommendations.

However, I still need to confront a line of questions concerning the above analysis,
not least I need to answer the worry that it involves me in a vicious regress. To confront
this worry in a satisfactory manner, I shall first try to answer in outline the question
what can count as an appropriate excuse on the condition (5) of Blameepist, final, i.e.
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what may excuse an agent from epistemic blame, even if she violated an intellectual
obligation with a relevant kind of foresight or blameworthy inadvertence to risk.

14.2. WHAT COUNTS AS AN ADEQUATE EXCUSE FOR VIOLATING

AN INTELLECTUAL OBLIGATION?

If the condition (5) of my above final analysis of the notion of epistemic blameworthi-
ness is not to be entirely vacuous, I will need to answer at least in outline the question
posed in the headline of the present paragraph.

I shall approach a more general answer by considering again our stock example of
the educated racist: Suppose that the educated racist violated an intellectual obligation
by skipping her racial issues class in college. Suppose further that in doing so, she
accepted that, as a result of her not being present at this class, an increase in risk
obtained that she would in the future form beliefs about racial issues on inadequate
evidence. Now clearly, if she later forms an inadequately based racist belief on the
testimony of a demagogue, and the inadequate basing of this particular belief resulted
from her once violation of an intellectual obligation by skipping the class (insofar as,
had she been present at that class, at least her belief with the said content would have
been adequately based had she nevertheless formed it), Blameepist, final yields that she
is epistemically blameworthy for holding that belief, unless she was appropriately
excused for her once violation of her relevant intellectual obligation.

The question now becomes: What, given her foresight or blameworthy inadvertence
to risk, could appropriately excuse her from skipping class? An initial answer must
be: She had an appropriate excuse, insofar as her service to a more important goal
than avoiding an increase in the said risk prevented her from fulfilling her intellectual
obligation. However, what we should allow to count as a more important goal here
is not easily pointed out in any detail: If she were prevented from attending the class
because she pursued a morally desirably goal such as saving another person from
severe harm or injury, this plausibly constitutes an appropriate excuse. If, on the
other hand, she spent her time comfortably in bed when she should have attended
her class, she does not seem to be appropriately excused for her absence. In between
these extremes lies a very fuzzy territory, where the agent’s promises and service to
other valuable goals may inform our decision.

In the case of the Morgan rapist Smith, an obvious shot on declaring him epis-
temically blameworthy for his belief that Mrs. Morgan consented to have sex with
him, seems to be the claim that he violated his intellectual obligation to exercise
negative genetic direct property-directed doxastic control on his belief by not focus-
ing his mind more clearly on Mr. Morgan’s malicious testimony. Had he done
this, we might suppose, he would not have formed an epistemically undesirable
belief about Mrs. Morgan’s consent in the situation. Further it does not seem far-
fetched to suppose that at the critical time he was blameworthily inadvertent to
the risk of forming an unreasonable belief about Mrs. Morgan’s consent. The ele-
ments are then in place for declaring epistemically blameworthy his belief that
Mrs. Morgan consented.
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Now, what if Smith objects that he was appropriately excused for violating his
intellectual obligation to focus his mind on Mr. Morgan’s testimony because he was
severely drunk and thus unable to fulfil it? Clearly, intoxication can only excuse here,
if Smith’s drunkenness really made it impossible for him to honour his intellectual
obligations and was not something that he could be blamed for. Again we are quickly
moving into the general territory of blameworthiness for actions.

However, appropriate excuses may also narrowly concern epistemic goals. If, for
instance, the educated racist chose to skip the racial issues class because she wanted
to hear an indispensable guest lecture in her field of specialized study, should we then
hold her appropriately excused for ignoring the risks pertaining to her skipping the
racial issues class? Again no definite answer to such a question is ready at hand. We
would here have to draw on wider concerns in weighing, e.g. the agent’s need for self-
fulfilment against her service of her community’s wider goals (e.g. of diminishing
racism amongst its member). No calculus easily applies to such matters.

Rather, everything seems to depend on our concrete value judgments in concrete
cases aided only by rather abstract principles like the one invoked above that only the
service of a more important goal may appropriately excuse from the violation of an
intellectual obligation.

However, even this principle reveals a substantial feature of ascriptions of epistemic
blameworthiness: Insofar as the legitimacy of an ascription of epistemic blamewor-
thiness comes down to the condition (5) of Blameepist, final such ascriptions may
ultimately hinge on moral values, insofar as we must judge whether the agent served
moral goals more valuable than the truth-goal neglected by her violation of her intel-
lectual obligations. The complicated nexus between moral and epistemic normativity
here comes full circle: moral blameworthiness may sometimes hinge on epistemic
blameworthiness, and epistemic blameworthiness may sometimes hinge on moral
values. However, as should be clear from this study, epistemic and moral normativity
do not therefore reduce to one another either way.

I shall now proceed to discuss two types of excuses from epistemic blameworthiness
suggested by William Alston. As shall emerge, the viability of these excuses is not
without wider social significance.

14.3. PARTICULAR TYPES OF EXCUSES FROM

EPISTEMIC BLAMEWORTHINESS

14.3.1. Cultural Isolation

William Alston has pointed to “cultural isolation” as a general type of appropriate
excuse from epistemic blameworthiness. He presents the following case:

S has lived all his life in an isolated primitive community where everyone unhesitatingly accepts the
tradition of the tribe as authoritative. These have to do with alleged events distant in time and space, about
which S and his fellows have no chance to gather independent evidence. S has never encountered anyone
who questions the traditions, and these traditions play a key role in the communal life of the tribe. Under
these conditions it seems clear to me that S is in no way to blame for forming beliefs on the basis of the
traditions. He has not failed to do anything he could reasonably be expected to do. His beliefs about, for
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example, the origins of the tribes stem from what, so far as he can see, are the best grounds one could
have for such beliefs. And yet, let us suppose, the traditions have not been formed in such a way as to be
a reliable indication of their own truth. S is deontologically justified [i.e. epistemically blameless], but he
is not believing in a truth-conducive way.494

Plausibly, Alston has chosen the “primitive” community as his standard example,
because it supposedly offers us a chance to establish from a more advanced cognitive
position the failure of the primitive tradition to conduce truth. However, to look for
an esoteric tribe with a tradition for unquestioned internal history writing, we would
arguably have to search no further than certain branches of modern institutionalised
science. As famously pointed out by Thomas Kuhn495 and others, especially the
community of physicists has sometimes maintained a tradition of transmitting its
own history to neophytes in a way that, cf. Alston, “plays a key role in the communal
life of the tribe,” but is not traditionally questioned within it.

Thus, a typical physics student or even a practising physicist, might well have
found herself in a cognitive situation very similar to that ofAlston’s primitive islander:
Basing her beliefs about the history of her community entirely on the testimony of
elder tribe-members, and never having had the chance to gather independent evidence
about it. Alston’s claim can then be generalized: An agent in the above cognitive
situation, i.e. “isolated” within an authoritarian culture in which she is raised, can
never be epistemically blameworthy for believing the received unquestioned views
of her tribe, even if these beliefs are epistemically undesirable (not reliably formed).

Matthias Steup has sharply criticised this claim, referring to Alston’s above passage:

Alston argues as follows. There is nothing the agent could have done which would have exposed him to
any counter-evidence. Hence there is nothing he could reasonably be expected to have done in order to
have a different belief. But that, it seems to me, is wrong. In order to show why, I shall first consider how
we think about our ancestor’s belief in witchcraft and then apply the result to the agent in the insulated
community. When we, in retrospect, judge about our ancestor’s belief in witchcraft, we certainly do blame
them, epistemically, for having believed such a foolish thing as that. The evidence for this belief was worse
than poor. There actually was no reason at all to believe in witchcraft. And that is why our ancestors weren’t
justified in believing in witchcraft, and that is why the agent in the insulated community isn’t justified in
believing in witchcraft. The fact of the matter, then, is that we are dealing with belief that is held contrary
to evidence.
What conditions would epistemically excuse an agent for believing contrary to evidence? Cultural isolation,
or a lack of opportunities to get second, critical opinions, just isn’t good enough for an epistemic excuse.
No matter how grim the circumstances are, if an agent holds a belief contrary to evidence, it is within his
power, given he is a rational agent, to reflect upon his belief and thereby to find out that he had better
withhold it, or even assent to its negation. Being a rational agent, I would say, involves the capacity to find
out, with respect to any belief, whether or not it is being held on good grounds. Hence I will conclude that
there is just one condition that epistemically excuses believing contrary to evidence, namely the condition
of being incapacitated as a rational agent.496

In my view, Steup commits several mistakes in the above passage. First, he fails to
acknowledge the importance of testimony as a source of evidence: Asixteenth century
Western European peasant girl raised in a culture where the potency of witchcraft is
taken for granted would, before coming of age, most likely have encountered dozens
of reports testifying to the potency of witchcraft on specific occasions. Thus, even if
this agent has not witnessed a single instance of potent witchcraft herself, possibly
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many of the people around her, whom she has every good reason to consider reliable
on such “colloquial” matters, will have testified to her that they have witnessed potent
witchcraft. In this sense, her epistemic situation concerning witchcraft matters will
be comparable to that of an average modern college student regarding “black holes”
or other exotic entities posited by our present astronomy: She has not actually seen
them, nor can she present any good reasons to hold any beliefs about them apart from
an appeal to the testimony generally regarded as authoritative within her culture.

Here, however, Steup would perhaps reply that, even if the actual cognitive sit-
uation of the peasant girl and the college student are very similar, their potential
cognitive situation is very different: The college student could take up studies in
astronomy or read popular journal articles which would eventually bring her into a
position where she has excellent reasons to believe that black holes exists, whereas
the peasant girl, if inquiring into the matter of witchcraft or just by reflecting on the
matter (!), insofar as she is rational, would come to realize that she has no good reason
to believe that witchcraft is potent at all.

However, this line of reasoning overlooks that standards of appreciating evidence
are also historically and culturally contingent.497 When it comes to such subjects
matters as witchcraft, in fact even obviously so: It is well-known, that in cultures
where curses cast by “witches” are thought to be potent, an agent’s mere belief that
she has been cursed by a supposed witch is often enough to elicit a strong physiological
reaction. Within the framework of modern psychology, such a reaction is likely to be
taken as a symptom of hysteria rather than as significant evidence in favour of the
potency of witchcraft. However, before the advent of modern Western psychology,
what could be better evidence for the potency of witchcraft than the observation that
a “cursed” person often falls ill, goes insane, or even dies?

There is also a semantic problem involved here: Much of what was classified as
“witchcraft” in the sixteenth century, we would probably today classify as, e.g. herbal
medicine, a lot of which we generally take to be quite efficient (although perhaps not
exactly due to the outlandish ingredients sometimes added to the witch-brews of yore).
Further, even with the most advanced knowledge of internal medicine available in
her days, it is far from clear that even the most rational sixteenth century rational
agent could, “on reflection,” tell the causal difference between cases of healing or
illness brought about by the ingestion of herbal potions, and cases of healing or illness
brought about by, e.g. curses, so as not to inductively infer from the potency of the
former to the potency of the latter. After all, this was also an age, where mere readings
from the bible supposedly held magical powers over mischievous hob-goblins and
other magical creatures.

In conclusion, it is far from clear that our ancestors’ beliefs about witchcraft were
held “contrary to evidence” or were even “foolish”: They were plausibly most often
backed up by massive testimonial evidence and perhaps in many cases even carefully
underpinned by observation. At least a typical agent would not have encountered any
evidence suggesting that witchcraft was in fact impotent. Steup’s example simply
appears to be very badly chosen for his purposes: Typical sixteenth century agents
had no obvious reason to withhold their belief that witchcraft is potent or assent to
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its negation. To appreciate his point charitably we will therefore have to alter his
example quite a bit.

Let us therefore examine the case of a modern Western European believer in the
potency of witchcraft, born and raised in a culture permeated by the authorities of
modern natural science and secular psychology. In such a society it is not uncommon
that an agent comes to believe that witchcraft is actually potent, perhaps on testimony
encountered somewhere in the vast stream of popular television shows endlessly
promulgating such beliefs. Assumedly, to Steup such a belief would qualify as a prime
case of foolishness, and this even if the agent is insulated within an illiterate suburban
culture without access to any evidence pointing to the conclusion that witchcraft is
impotent.

However, even in this case, to claim with Steup that this illiterate agent may, by
sheer reflection, determine that she has no good reasons to believe that witchcraft
is potent, is simply absurd. As argued at length in this study, an agent’s ability to
influence her doxastic attitudes is seriously constrained by her cognitive dispositions:
Given her credulity concerning televised testimony on magical subjects, by reflecting
on her available evidence the illiterate agent would most plausibly only come to
cherish her witchcraft-beliefs to an even higher degree.

Thus, if we are to get any force out of Steup’s objections, on the bottom-line
the crucial feature of the modern witchcraft-believer must be her potential cognitive
situation, which, unless she is severely cognitively impaired, is certainly very different
from that of the typical sixteenth century witchcraft believer: The modern witchcraft-
believer supposedly could, by suitable inquiry, amass evidence that witchcraft is
impotent, but failed to do so. If her “cultural isolation” excuse is to be deprived
of power, it must be argued that in fact her belief that witchcraft is potent is not
only epistemically undesirable (unreliably formed, based on terribly bad testimonial
evidence), but also epistemically blameworthy, insofar as, among other things, she
had an intellectual obligation to transcend her cultural cognitive confinement in her
inquiries concerning witchcraft matters.

The interesting point of debate here is then really the following: Insofar as an agent
is “in a poor position to get the truth”498 concerning certain subject-matters due to the
cognitive isolation of her culture or sub-culture, to what extent does she stand under
an intellectual obligation to transcend the cognitive confinements of her culture in
her inquiries concerning such subject matters?

The correct answer to this question depends crucially on the further circumstances
of the concrete case. To take the most extreme case first: One of the salient features
of Alston’s islander could be that he simply could not possibly have had any evi-
dence whatsoever of the existence of other societies with a more advanced cognitive
approach to the past of his community. Under these circumstances it is impossible to
see, how on Blameepist, final the islander could ever be blameworthy for adhering to
the received views about his island’s past, since it is unimaginable how he could ever
come to foresee or be blameworthily inadvertent to the risk that, by not transgress-
ing the cognitive boundaries of his community, he would come to hold undesirable
beliefs about the past of his island:
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Unless the islander has unusual imaginative powers, there is no way in which a
proposition concerning such a risk could enter his practical reasoning, and further,
should he even come to accept that no such risk obtains, it is hard to see how we could
hold him blameworthy for this acceptance: He simply could have had no reason
of any kind to accept otherwise. To claim the opposite would be like blaming a
modern Western astronomer for not taking into account evidence about the birth of
the Universe presented in messages transmitted by highly advanced aliens from the
Andromeda Galaxy, given that such messages (unbeknownst to us) presently exist in
the actual world.

The other extreme of the spectrum would be the modern illiterate suburban
witchcraft believer from above. Here, even though her witchcraft belief was induced
by a mechanism peculiar to the credulous sedentary lifestyle of her suburban com-
munity, it is not therefore clear that there is nothing she could and should have done
in order to transgress the narrow cognitive borders of her illiterate background. This
is especially so if she has been offered a general education. Although I have pointed
out in Section 12.3 that a child’s intellectual obligations to attend to an education are
not naturally interpreted as institutional intellectual obligations, this does not mean
that such obligations do not obtain: A general system of education, I will submit,
functions as a wider community’s primary defence mechanism against the ills of
sub-cultural cognitive idiosyncrasies. For that reason it is of great social value that
all individuals attend to it (the importance of this value is also recognized in many
contemporary legislations, imposing penalties on parents for their failure to send their
children to school).

Aristotle famously observed about the legal practices of his time:

Indeed we punish a man for his very ignorance if he is thought responsible for that ignorance.499

In a certain sense the same is true of ascriptions of epistemic blameworthiness on
Blameepist, final: If an agent is blameworthy for remaining in the falsity-conducive cog-
nitive community in which she is born, she cannot offer her “cultural isolation” as an
appropriate epistemic excuse. Unless cognitively impaired, the suburban witchcraft
believer plausibly would not have held an epistemically undesirable belief in the given
scenario, if she had taken full advantage of the mind-broadening opportunities offered
to her in her obligatory education. Further, it is not farfetched to assume that when she
did not take full advantage of these opportunities she often acted with a blameworthy
inadvertence to risk: If, in her practical reasoning leading her to be inattentive in
school, she included the premise that no increase in risk of impairing her cognitive
abilities resulted from her laziness, this would probably have been a blameworthy
acceptance, given the massive explicit information to the opposite conclusion she
would most likely have encountered from her teachers.

Some might well opine that I am overly paternalistic in declaring this woman
epistemically blameworthy for her witchcraft belief in this case. Here I can only
respond that of course many excuses for violating her intellectual obligations may
still be appropriate: She could be facing heavy resistance to the school system from
her parents and peers, she may have had a very hard childhood making her unable
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to concentrate on her classes or she might simply be severely cognitively deficient
(more about this type of excuse below). However, it is to cases like the sub-urban
witchcraft believer we should look for counter-examples to Alston’s suggestion that
“cultural isolation” in itself excuses from epistemic blame.

In the case of the suburban witchcraft believer, her supposed cultural isolation
excuse deteriorated, as she was blameworthy for her cultural isolation. Plausibly such
a situation can arise when, as above, the agent’s intellectual obligation to transgress
her cultural cognitive confinement is imposed on her by a wider community to which
she also belongs. However, it is less obvious that this situation can arise, when the
relevant educational opportunity is offered by an “intruding” alien culture, or when it
is entirely up to the agent herself to transgress the cognitive boundaries of her culture.

An instance of the first type of case could arise if Alston’s secluded island commu-
nity was approached by a foreign culture offering truth-conducive testimony about
the past of the island community as well as educational opportunities designed to
make the islanders more truth-conducive in their belief-forming practices. In such
a case, even if now an islander confronts truth-conducive testimony contradicting
the beliefs shared by members of his tribe, does he therefore become epistemically
blameworthy for holding them?

To answer this question, observe first that, given his cognitive dispositions, the
islander would most naturally hold the elders of his tribe more credible on matters
of the island’s past than any intruding stranger. Thus, whatever blame may attach to
the islander for still holding an epistemically undesirable belief about these matters,
it must root in an intellectual obligation to change his cognitive dispositions so as
to be open to the testimony of the strangers, a process best undertaken if he is, e.g.
submitted to a thorough-going “re-education” by intruding missionaries.

As pointed out in Section 12.3, it is no easy matter to determine when an agent stands
under a non-institutional intellectual obligation to perform some belief-influencing
action. However, even if it could be argued in the style of W.K. Clifford (see
Section 12.3) that the islander is intellectually obliged to pursue any inquiry that
will improve the truth-conducivity of his belief-influencing dispositions, it must also
be acknowledged that allowing himself to be “re-educated” would mean a major
sacrifice to him. Remember that in Alston’s example the traditionally shared beliefs
played “a key role in the communal life of the tribe.”500

Thus, pursuing an education or a process of inquiry that would lead him to ques-
tion the tradition of his tribe, would supposedly alienate the islander severely from
his fellow tribe-members and leave him in a kind of cognitive exile. Determining
whether he is actually intellectually obliged to break with his cognitive past, and if
so, whether the sacrifices involved therein are great enough appropriately to excuse
him for violating such an obligation, is a question to which I will not try to provide
a reasoned answer. Suffice it to remark that, at least to me, in such a case “cultural
isolation” still seems a fair excuse from epistemic blameworthiness.

In the second type of scenario out-lined above, I will provide a more confident
answer. Here it was assumed that, if the islander were to question the received views,
he would have to collect the contrary evidence entirely by himself, unaided by, e.g.
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intruding members of an alien cognitive culture. As Alston has submitted, perhaps
there are transcultural epistemic standards such as, e.g. consistency501 Thus if the
tribe’s traditional views are in fact inconsistent, perhaps a tribe-member can be held
blameworthy for still believing them, given, among other things, that he would have
recognized this inconsistency if only he had fulfilled certain intellectual obligations.
However, if the traditional views are not inconsistent, it is hard to see how he could
have violated any obligation in not coming to question them.

To add some force to this conclusion, observe that an unaided tribesman critical of
the received views of his insular community would be much like the solitary genius
from the romantic myths of popular science, single-handedly questioning and revising
our culture’s most ingrained views about, e.g. the nature of the physical universe.
Perhaps anyone who is not a prodigy in this sense (but has the rare raw potential to be
one) fails to perform one or more maximally intellectually virtuous actions. However,
as remarked in Section 12.3, her actions are not exactly intellectually vicious either,
and it is the presence of intellectual vice rather than the absence of intellectual virtue
that provides the basis of epistemic blameworthiness.

14.3.2. Cognitive Deficiency

Apart from “cultural isolation,” William Alston has suggested “cognitive deficiency”
as a generally appropriate excuse from epistemic blame:

The other case I presented was a “cognitive deficiency” case. It concerns a college student who doesn’t
have what it takes to follow abstract philosophical exposition or reasoning. Having read parts of Book IV
of Locke’s Essay, he takes it that Locke’s view is that everything is a matter of opinion. He is simply
incapable of distinguishing between that view and Locke’s view that knowledge is restricted to one’s own
ideas. There is nothing he could do, at least nothing that could reasonably be expected of him, given his
other commitments and obligations, that would lead him to appreciate the difference. Hence he cannot be
blamed for interpreting Locke as he does; he is doing the best he can. But surely this belief is outrageously
ill grounded, based as it is on the student’s dim-witted impressions of Locke.502

Alston soon generalizes from this case:

We have such a case whenever one forms a belief, on poor grounds, on something beyond one’s intellectual
capacity; and this is surely a common occurrence. Just consider a person who forms the belief that socialism
is contrary to Christianity, for the reasons that often given for this view by the New Right, and who is
intellectually incapable of figuring out how bad these reasons are.503

As in the case of the “cultural isolation” excuse, Mathias Steup radically dissents:

Our student does deserve epistemic credit for being the kind of student he is. That he isn’t smart enough
to reach a correct understanding of Locke’s essay should not be held against him. It remains unclear,
though, whether this constitutes an epistemic excuse for his interpretation of the Essay. The interpretation
the student has reached, namely,
(L) “According to Locke, everything is a matter of opinion,” is an object of doxastic attitudes. It was
within his power to believe (L), to disbelieve (L), or to withhold (L), and he has taken the attitude of
believing (L). It is an important part of Alston’s story that there is nothing such that, had the student done
it, would have led him to a better understanding of Locke’s philosophy. But we can easily admit this point
and nevertheless insist that there is something such that, first, our student could have done it, and second,
had he done it, he would have withheld (L). I am claiming, then, that there is something our student could
have done that would have led him to a doxastic attitude more reasonable than the one he took in fact.504
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What, according to Steup, the deficient college student could have done to withhold
his undesirable belief, is later brought out:

The question that still remains open is, “Is it within the student’s cognitive power to figure out that, for
him, withholding (L) is more reasonable than believing (L)?” Nothing in the case, as construed by Alston,
suggests a negative answer.505

Seemingly then, paralleling his approach to the case of “cultural isolation,” what
Steup considers significant is that, simply by reflection, the cognitively deficient
college student could have realized that he did not have good rationalizing reasons
to hold the undesirable belief that according to Locke, everything is a matter of
opinion, and that hence the student is epistemically blameworthy for holding this
belief, insofar as, had he reflected appropriately on his rationalizing reasons, he
would have reached the conclusion that he did not have good reasons for holding this
belief , and consequently would have “withheld” it.

As in the case of the “cultural isolation” excuse above, Steup’s rejoinder to Alston
cannot command much force. First, contrary to what Steup claims at the end of the
last-quoted passage, Alston’s example strongly suggests a negative answer to Steup’s
question: After all, the college student in Alston’s example simply “doesn’t have
what it takes” to follow Locke’s reasoning.506 Since then, supposedly, his inadequate
analysis of Locke strikes him as the correct one (since he believes it), no amount of
reflection on his reasons for that analysis would probably lead him to recognize that he
lacks goods reasons for it. If his cognitive deficiency is really severe, supposedly no
amount of further reading of Locke could make him suspend his ill-based belief either.

Steup, as we have seen in Section 8.3.2.2, is a doxastic voluntarist. However, given
the demise of this position, his claim that, in Alston’s example, after reading Locke’s
Essay it was within the student’s power either to withhold (prevent), to “disbelieve”
(suspend) or to believe the proposition L, is simply false. As argued in Section 8.2.2
above, normal agents simply do not have such powers over their beliefs. However,
as I shall proceed to argue, Steup may still be right that in some cases an agent’s
“cognitive deficiency” does not excuse him from epistemic blame, insofar as “there
is something [the agent] could have done that would have led him to a more reasonable
attitude than the one he took in fact.”507 Thus, as in the case of cultural isolation above,
I shall aim to demonstrate that Alston’s invocation of “cognitive deficiency” as an
all-out epistemic excuse only succeeds within certain constraints.

To do this, however, I first need to get into a clearer light Alston’s notion of
“cognitive deficiency.” It seems that roughlyAlston conceives of an agent’s cognitive
deficiency as her disability to form an adequately based belief after having been
confronted with evidence, upon which a cognitively adequate agent would not have
formed an inadequately based belief.508

I shall generalize this definition, employing the terminology preferred here, and say
that an agent is Alston-deficient with respect to a subject matter M and a certain set of
evidence E in a situation S if, and only if, when confronted by E in S, she inevitably
forms an epistemically undesirable belief about M based on E and an agent with
satisfactory cognitive powers would not have formed an epistemically undesirable
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belief about M based on E in S. Thus, e.g. the college student from Alston’s example
is supposedly Alston-deficient with regard to the subject matter of philosopher’s
opinions and the evidence presented by their texts in the situation where he has both
read the text and had it lectured to him.

To approach the question under which circumstances an agent’s Alston-deficiency
may excuse her from epistemic blame, consider first the following practical example:

Suppose that Fred is a motorically deficient agent in the following sense: Unlike
the average agent, it is impossible for Fred, even when employing the greatest care,
to control his arm movements when standing close to a well-stacked dinner buffet.
Being near to such a buffet invariably triggers a mechanism in his nerve system that
makes him arm jitter. Fred is now invited to a party, and as one would expect, upon
engaging with the buffet his erratic arm movements topple over a pyramid of wine
glasses. Under which circumstances is Fred blameworthy for the harm he has caused?

Here it seems clear that, even if at the time he approached the buffet the accident was
unavoidable, there were at least two lines of action Fred might have taken that would
have prevented the accident: First, he could have previously entered a treatment, taken
medication, or perhaps even tied his arm to his body so as to alter his unfortunate
motoric dispositions. Second, he could have stayed away from the buffet altogether,
letting someone else pick up his food for him. However, simply keeping his arm
in place he could not do. Fred crucially lacked a direct control over his erratic arm
movements. Making the parallel to an Alston-deficient cognizer, it is clear that such
an agent cannot in fact wield any relevant direct doxastic control over her undesirable
belief: In the relevant situation, she must form an undesirable belief. However, this
does not rule out that prior to the relevant situation she could have exercised some
mode of indirect doxastic control over that belief: In particular she could perhaps
have exercised a measure of negative genetic property-directed doxastic control over
it by influencing her cognitive dispositions so that she would not have formed an
epistemically undesirable belief when confronted by the relevant evidence in the
relevant situation.

Corresponding to the case of Fred,Alston’s student could have brought his cognitive
deficiency upon himself by a constant record of drug abuse, well foreseeing that
his use of drugs would lead to appalling cognitive dispositions or he might have
skipped certain preparatory courses, had he only followed them, he would not have
been such a miserable interpreter of Locke’s Essay.

Alston’s student could also have exercised a measure of indirect property-directed
control over his Locke belief through actions influencing his cognitive situatedness
(see Section 11.3), corresponding to Fred’s control over his position in the dining
room. He could, e.g. be blameworthy for holding the ludicrous belief about Locke,
insofar as his cognitive deficiency in the given scenario was simply a result of his
presence in the philosophy course in the first place and by being so present, the student
inexcusably violated an intellectual obligation.

In particular the following might perhaps be the case: Although the student is
Alston-deficient with regard to philosophers’ opinions and their books within typical
course settings, he is also aware of this and correctly foresaw, at the time he chose
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his courses, that should he enter a philosophy course, a heavy increase in the risk
that he would form ill-based beliefs about the texts of philosophers would result.
However, he is also aware that he has a great talent for, say, electronics. Suppose
further that no external pressure forced him to pursue an education in philosophy
rather than an education in electronics. The only thing that motivated him to enter the
philosophy course was the desire to meet attractive girls together with the belief that
the chances of meeting such girls were substantially higher within philosophy than
within electronics.

In such a case it does not seem farfetched to say that, by enrolling in the philosophy
course instead of, e.g. the electronics course, he inexcusably violated an intellectual
obligation and did so with a foresight relevant to the epistemic undesirability of
his later Locke belief. Further, had he not violated this obligation, he would never
have formed an undesirable belief about Locke’s doctrines. In that case then, on
Blameepist, final, he would be epistemically blameworthy for holding his Locke belief,
despite the fact that, once enrolled in the philosophy course, he was radically Alston-
deficient with regard to all philosophical matters and texts, and could have done
nothing to remedy this.

The thrust of Steup’s objection to Alston can thus be preserved in the following
modification ofAlston’s claim in its generalized version:An agent’sAlston-deficiency
with regard to the subject-matter of an undesirable belief in a certain educa-
tional context can only excuse her from epistemic blameworthiness, insofar as her
Alston-deficiency in the case was not brought about by one or more inexcusable
violations of intellectual obligations performed with a relevant foresight or blame-
worthy inadvertence to risk. In contrast, as seen above Alston-deficiency does
not excuse, if the agent’s Alston-deficiency was a result of her inexcusably viola-
tions of intellectual obligations performed with a relevant foresight or blameworthy
inadvertence to risk.

14.4. DOES THE PROPOSED ANALYSIS OF THE

NOTION OF EPISTEMIC BLAMEWORTHINESS HAVE

A VICIOUS REGRESS PROBLEM?

JamesA. Montmarquet has argued that any defence of epistemic deontologism, which,
like the present, includes an appeal to indirect modes of doxastic control, is for that
reason involved in a vicious regress. He presents his argument to this conclusion
in the following passage:

Many philosophers will readily concede that we bear a kind of indirect responsibility at times for what we
believe – indirect because it depends on a more direct responsibility for actions (and omissions of actions).
The main problem, however, with this indirect view is that it fails to push the issue far enough. Suppose that
an agent does culpably fail to take some epistemically needed action (e.g. fails to look for more evidence
in support of her opinion, when more evidence is clearly required). Notice that in such an instance she will
believe that no more evidence is required. Thus, if the argument alluded to earlier [the one conceded by
“many philosophers”] is sound …, if we are to hold her culpable for omitting to look for more evidence,
we must hold her culpable for believing that she needn’t so look. Moreover, if the latter culpability is to
be made out in terms of some further action or omission – she failed to check to see whether her belief
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that further checks were unnecessary was really justified – I will argue simply that we are on the road to a
regress.509

Montmarquet obviously believes this regress to be vicious. Later he takes great care
in spelling out that his property voluntarism only appeals to “modalities of the belief-
forming process,” in particular the maintenance of “an appropriate frame of mind,”
and does not involve appeals to “prior” actions or omissions.510

I shall argue that in fact this regress, even if perhaps interminable in rare instances,
is not a severe threat to my preferred conception of epistemic blameworthiness.
Moreover, Montmarquet himself hardly escapes a similar regress worry.

To make good the last claim, consider again the details of Montmarquet’s property
voluntarism: Montmarquet argues that the epistemic blameworthiness of a belief
hinges entirely on the “care” that the believer invested in its process of formation. As
he puts it:

Just as the carver’s care is expressed in his work, the believer’s care is expressed in the attitude (the care)
the she actually uses, or fails to use, in the process of evaluating and ultimately accepting or not accepting
the propositions in questions.511

By now the limitations of this view should be obvious: As pointed out several times
in this study, the typical belief-formation is not preceded by any “evaluation” of its
content that may be described as carried out more or less carefully. Typically beliefs
are simply forced upon us without preceding controlled deliberation or even the psy-
chological possibility thereof. Further, an agent’s ability to undertake such “care” is
seriously constrained by her general cognitive dispositions. As we saw in Section 9.3,
this insight forces Montmarquet to acquit agents of epistemic blameworthiness for
holding even very “vicious” beliefs, as long as these belief are “carefully” formed, a
worry that Montmarquet recognizes but, as we saw in Section 9.3, his position did
not command the resources to counter successfully.

However, these limitations are not even redeemed by the cost of avoiding a regress.
Montmarquet’s own position has similar regress problems. In Montmarquet (1999),
he goes to some length in arguing that applying “care” to a belief-formation is not
something distinct from forming a belief in a careful way:

Doing something in a certain way is not to be likened to the familiar case of doing one thing by doing
something else – something relatively more “basic” – as in the case of flicking a switch by moving a
finger … (…) … Nor would it be very intuitive to analyze “whistling carefully” as involving an act of care
causing certain physical changes in one’s lips, throat, or other physically relevant places. Return now to
the target case of belief and believing carelessly. Here, by parity of reasoning, it should be clear that we
can speak of an individual as having direct control over his degree of care and, to that extent direct (albeit
incomplete) control over his forming the belief that he is forming. Thus to say that he has only indirect
control on the grounds that his belief is a consequence (in part) of his lack of due care is a non sequitur,
akin to maintaining that I had only indirect control over my whistling because I would not have whistled
that way had I exerted due care.512

In Section 9.2 I classified Montmarquet as a property voluntarist, since in some
passages he clearly seems to reject doxastic (content) voluntarism. This rejection
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he obliquely refers to above, when submitting that an agent has only “incomplete”
control over the beliefs she is forming: In particular Montmarquet denies that an agent
has complete control over her beliefs in the sense that “there is no claim here that
the existence (or occurrence) of a given belief is itself subject to one’s control.”513

There is no hint that he should have explicitly changed his position on this central
issue between 1993 and 1999.

However, in the passage quoted above apparently doxastic voluntarism comes
sneaking through the backdoor: Surely the proposed analogy between belief-
formation and whistling is out of place, for whistling is an action, no matter the
care involved. However, given the demise of doxastic voluntarism, forming a belief
is not an action at all. Thus, it might very well be true that “careful whistling” is a spe-
cific kind of whistling rather than a distinct act, and that “applying care to whistling”
and “whistling carefully” are only equally legitimate descriptions of the very same
action. However, even if Montmarquet’s non sequitur is relevant to whistling, it
hardly applies to belief-formation: Since doxastic voluntarism fails, there is no action
that “forming a belief carefully” could be. “Applying epistemic care,” insofar as it is
an action, thus cannot be another description of that (non-)action.

Still, this does not mean that an “application of epistemic care” is “doing some-
thing to do something else,” as in the case of flicking a switch by moving a finger.
In fact, when applying “care” in forming a belief, the application of care is all that
is really done, and what is done here can only be described as an effort to influ-
ence a certain result: the belief-state actually formed. This means, that all “epistemic
responsibility” is really indirect in Montmarquet’s sense: Even on accounts of epis-
temic blameworthiness like Montmarquet’s, which appeal exclusively to modes of
direct doxastic control, epistemic blameworthiness is a species of blameworthiness
for the consequences of actions or omissions.

As a consequence, Montmarquet’s property voluntarism has no real advantage over,
e.g. property Pascalianism when it comes to meeting his own regress objection: In
both cases the agent is deemed blameworthy for holding a belief in virtue of having
performed certain actions or omissions influencing the relevant belief, and in neither
case can this blameworthiness be established, unless these belief-influencing actions
or omissions were inexcusable violations of the agent’s intellectual obligations. In
answering Montmarquet’s regress worry, as I shall now proceed to do, I am answering
a worry confronting any viable account of epistemic blameworthiness, including
Montmarquet’s own.

It should be noticed that in formulating his objection, Montmarquet certainly con-
strains the “epistemically needed action” referred to in an unnatural way by only
mentioning a “culpable” lack of evidence-gathering in a situation where the agent has
already formed an “opinion.” It seems quite correct, as Montmarquet submits, that
in such a case the agent will typically not believe that additional evidence-gathering
is needed, and will in effect then be able to offer an “honest mistake” defence for
failing to perform the “epistemically needed action” (i.e. for violating an intellec-
tual obligation, in my preferred terminology). As we have seen in Section 1.3, if an
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honest mistake is really present, such a defence can only be countered by establishing
that the belief that no further evidence-gathering was needed was itself epistemically
blameworthy, and a regress of some kind arises.

However, as argued in Section 10.5, most “epistemically needed actions” (or in my
preferred terminology: actions, which the agent stands under an intellectual obligation
to perform), occur at a time when the agent has as yet no opinion concerning the
particular propositional contents of the undesirable beliefs that may result from her
failure to perform such an action. A ready example here is that of the educated racist,
as the example has been presented above: At the time the racist supposedly violated an
intellectual obligation by being inattentive in class, she need not have had any opinion
concerning the proposition that blacks are generally inferior to whites, the proposition
that later became the content of her epistemically blameworthy belief. This is so,
even if she were able to foresee that she would be likely to form some undesirable
racist belief as a result of her inattentiveness. Thus, in such cases Montmarquet’s
regress worry as it stands is beside the point: Here the agent has not formed any
“opinion” that may in the least affect her motivation to undertake further evidence-
gathering.

Still, however, a regress worry lurks in the vicinity. As argued in Section 13.2 a
violation of an intellectual obligation committed on the acceptance that no increase in
the risk of epistemically undesirable occurrences would result, could be blameworthy,
only if this acceptance was itself somehow blameworthy. Further, I claimed that
if this acceptance was prompted by a belief with the same propositional content,
this acceptance is blameworthy in the relevant sense, only if the prompting belief is
epistemically blameworthy. In effect I am here simply pushing a second-order “honest
mistake” case: If the supposed intellectual violation was violated in the “honestly
mistaken” belief that no increase in the risk of undesirable consequences obtained,
this belief would have to be again epistemically blameworthy to drive home the
epistemic blameworthiness of the undesirable belief resulting from the violation of
the intellectual obligation. Regress threatens again.

However, I take this regress to be quite benign. In fact it is not different from
the regress worry that befalls any viable analysis of a notion of non-excusability for
bringing about some undesirable result, be it undesirable from a moral, epistemic,
aesthetic, or other perspective: No matter which conditions not involving excusabil-
ity are set up such that, supposedly, if an agent satisfies these conditions, she is not
appropriately excused for bringing about certain undesirable consequences, it must
plausibly be allowed that the agent can get off the hook again, if she is only appropri-
ately excused for not satisfying these conditions. That is: in order to be blameworthy
for bringing about the undesirable consequences, she must not only satisfy certain
conditions, these conditions must also include the condition, that she is not appropri-
ately excused for not satisfying the other conditions. In this sense, non-excusability is
a non-reducable notion: No matter how many levels of conditions for non-excusability
are explicated, there is no way to get rid of an additional non-excusability clause.

However, this does not mean that, on all levels, the relevant non-excusability con-
dition is not satisfied. Only this situation would cause a vicious regress problem, since
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in that case no agent could be blameworthy for anything after all. To concentrate on
the case of Blameepist,final, there are two regress worries here: one arising from condi-
tion (4b) and one arising from condition (5). The worry arises, because in both cases
the agent might sometimes satisfy the condition, only if she is epistemically blame-
worthy for holding a further belief: In (4b), this problem occurs if her inadvertence
to risk was prompted by a belief that no increase in risk of the relevant sort obtained.
In (5), the problem occurs if, in performing the actions or omissions constituting the
violation of the relevant intellectual obligations, the agent believed that she did not
violate any intellectual obligations at all; or if she believed that she had an appropriate
excuse for violating her intellectual obligations in the relevant situation. Clearly, to
defeat an “honest mistake” defence here, cf. Section 1.3 we will have to argue that
the agent was epistemically blameworthy for holding such a belief.

It should however be clear on this stage that the regress comes to a benign halt,
unless on all levels either (1) the agent’s violation of her relevant intellectual obliga-
tion was prompted by a belief that no violation occurred or that she had an appropriate
excuse or (2) she violated this obligation with a relevant inadvertence to risk prompted
by a belief, rather than, e.g. with foresight. This does not seem very plausible: Cer-
tainly we would think that a normal agent may often violate an intellectual obligation
without being “honestly mistaken” in doing so and that she performs at least some of
her belief-influencing actions or omissions with a relevant foresight.

Consider again our stock-example, the educated racist: Most plausibly, when she
skipped her racial issues class, as a result of which she later came to hold an epis-
temically undesirable racist belief, she did not do this with a foresight relevant to the
deontic evaluation of her later racist belief. More likely, she did not give a thought to
the risk of undesirable consequences resulting from her absence. However, she may
well have skipped the class with a blameworthy inadvertence to risk: If she had in
fact skipped the class on the acceptance that no increase in a relevant risk obtained,
this acceptance would plausibly have been blameworthy. Since she did not believe
the propositional content of the above-mentioned acceptance, no “honest mistake”
defence applies here.

Thus, the racist could only get off the hook if she did not satisfy condition (5) of
Blameepist, final, that is: if she was appropriately excused for skipping the class. This
could, e.g. be the case, if her roommate administered a sleeping pill to her without
her knowledge etc. However, it is easily imaginable that no excuse of either the
“honest mistake” or a more profane type applies. Thus the educated racist can be held
epistemically blameworthy for her racist belief without regress worries.

It seems safe to conclude, then, that Blameepist, final is not severely threatened by
the regress worry obliquely presented by Montmarquet. The envisaged regress is not
likely to be interminable in standard cases. Further, if it should prove interminable in
some exotic cases, probably the only viable response is to admit that to such cases
of undesirable belief the notion of epistemic blameworthiness evolved here does not
meaningfully apply.
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EPISTEMIC AUTONOMY

Abstract. In this chapter I suggest one viable analysis of the notoriously elusive notion of epistemic
autonomy. I maintain that a fruitful way of understanding the notion of an autonomously held belief may
be as a belief for which the believer is responsible, yet is also epistemically blameless in holding. In
Section 15.1 I present in outline the Kantian notion of autonomous action. I then argue in Section 15.2
that the analysis of epistemic autonomy presented here maintains some measure of continuity with the
Kantian notion, despite the demise of doxastic voluntarism. In Section 15.3 I proceed to present an
influential alternative notion of epistemic autonomy, applying to certain roles in a community of cognizers
rather than to individual agents. This is a notion, with which the present notion should not be confused.
Finally, in Section 15.4 I briefly argue that my proposed understanding of epistemic autonomy at least
satisfies some central intuitions concerning epistemic autonomy and avoids some imminent excesses in
the bargain.

15.1. THE KANTIAN CONCEPT OF PRACTICAL AUTONOMY

In his Grundlegung zur Metaphysik der Sitten Immanuel Kant introduces the con-
cept of practical514 autonomy (Autonomie) as self-legislation. He here famously
argued that a truly free, or autonomous, will is in itself the only fundamental good or
value, not in virtue of complying to external standards, but simply in virtue of being
autonomous in its motivations of action.

In the present context I am sadly unable to do anything like full justice to the
subtleties of Kant’s Grundlegung. However a brief discussion of the complex and
entangled structure of the Kantian concept of practical autonomy will prove highly
relevant to the further proceedings.

According to Kant, an autonomous action is an action governed by the agent’s
self-legislation, i.e. motivated by respect515 for the maxims that the agent herself sets
for her practical conduct. Being so motivated is a matter of the action’s being entirely
determined by the will to conform to these maxims, unconstrained by will-external
causal factors:

Der Wille ist eine Art von Kausalität lebender Wesen, sofern sie vernünftig sind, und Freiheit würde
diejenige Eigenschaft dieser Kausalität sein, da sie unabhängig von fremden sie bestimmenden Ursachen
wirkend sein kann.516

A necessary condition for autonomous action, then, is the agent’s unconstrained
voluntary control over that action. However, the matter quickly gets complicated:
Not just any self-imposed maxim will do for autonomous action. If the agent bases
her maxims even partially on properties of the external world, her actions inevitably
become non-autonomous, i.e. heteronomous: Her will has then allowed itself to be
determined by factors outside of itself, and thus, in Kant’s opinion, cannot operate
without constraints:

223
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Wenn der Wille irgend worin anders, als in der Tauglichkeit seiner Maximen zu seiner eigenen allgemeinen
Gesetzgebung, mithin, wenn er, indem er über sich selbst hinausgeht, in der Beschaffenheit irgend eines
Objektes das Gesetz sucht, das ihn bestimmen sollen so kommt jederzeit Heteronomie heraus. Der Wille
gibt alsdann sich nicht selbst, sondern das Objekt durch sein Verhältnis zum Willen gibt diesem das
Gesetz.517

This line of reasoning implicates that in order for the will to be free and thus capable
of autonomous action it must apply only maxims springing from itself, i.e. maxims
not dependent upon any state of the world or “properties of objects” (Beschaffenheit
irgend eines Objektes). On the face of it, it seems hard to imagine, which kind of
maxim could satisfy this criterion and still have implications for actual action, but
Kant believes that exactly one maxim does the job: The famous categorical imperative
or Moral Law:

Der Wille ist schlechterdings gut, der nicht böse sein, mithin dessen Maxime, wenn sie zu einem
allgemeinen Gesetze gemacht wird, sich selbst niemals widerstreiten kann. Dieses Prinzip ist also auch sein
oberstes Gesetz: handle jederzeit nach derjenigen Maxime, deren Allgemeinheit als Gesetzes du zugleich
wollen kannst; dieses ist die einzige Bedingung, unter der ein Wille niemals mit sich selbst im Widerstreite
sein kann, und ein solches Imperativ ist kategorisch.518

That is: As long as an action is only motivated by the maxim to act only according to
the maxims that the agent can will to establish as general laws of conduct, the agent’s
will is unconstrained by external factors and thus capable of autonomous action. But
this has a very important implication: In order to be autonomous, an action must
comply to the Moral Law and thus be simply good (schlecterdings gut): A necessary
condition for autonomous action is thus that the action is good, or, to put it shortly:
According to Kant an action is only good if it is free, and only free if it is good!
Further, since that the ideal of autonomy is clearly prescriptive519; an action is only
autonomous if it is as it should be or ought to be. Kantian goodness is arguably a
deontic concept.

However, as complicated as matters already are, they can get still further entwined:
According to a reading of Grundlegung proposed by Christine Korsgaard, Kant’s
ethics revolves around the issue of self-constitution: Being good in the Kantian sense
of self-legislation allows us to constitute ourselves as unified agents.520 But, equally
important:

Kant thinks that what makes an action attributable to the person is that it springs from the person’s autonomy,
or self-government. The exercise of the person’s autonomy is what makes the action his, and so what makes
it an action.521

This immediately poses the following problem, as Korsgaard is quick to notice522:
We must assume that in order for normative predicates like “good” or “bad” to apply
to an agent or person with respect to an action, the action must be that agent’s action.
However, if the attributability of an action to the agent demands that action to be
autonomous, hence good, it is hard to see how any agent can ever act badly. This
presents a problem, since we believe many actual actions to be bad ones.

Korsgaard tries to solve the problem by arguing that bad actions may still be
attributed to the agent qua defective agent. Hence a bad agent is really not her full
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integrated self in her bad-doing, but still enough of herself for attributability. I will
not here comment upon this solution. My purpose is rather to bring out the impli-
cations of a decisive third condition for Kantian practical autonomy: An action is
only autonomous, if it is attributable to the agent. cf. Korsgaard attributability in the
relevant sense may depend upon actually realizing the ideal of autonomy to a high
degree, i.e. acting freely and as one should, which according to Kant comes to one and
the same. To rephrase somewhat dangerously: For an action to be autonomous, the
agent must be responsible523 for that action, and responsibility hinges on the agent’s
freedom or voluntary control of that action.

It is time to sum up the three intertwined components of the subtle Kantian concept
of practical autonomy: An action is (practically) autonomous in the Kantian sense if,
and only if,524 it satisfies the following conditions:

1. Autpractical, volitional: The action is under the agent’s direct and unconstrained
voluntary control.

2. Autpractical, normative: The action is morally good according to a prescriptive
criterion, i.e. not morally blameworthy.

3. Autpractical, metaphysical: The action is the agent’s responsibility in the sense that it
is attributable to the agent in the sense required for application of deontological
predicates (like “blameworthy”) to the agent with respect to that action.

As should be clear from the above discussion, the above three conditions are not
logically distinct. David Owens is basically well guided, when he represents “Enlight-
enment rationalism” as committed to the view that “normativity implies responsibility
and responsibility requires control.”525 However, if Kant is taken as an Enlightenment
rationalist, and I think this is unavoidable if this appellation is to carry any weight, the
relationship between control, responsibility and normativity is still more complex:
for example control requires normativity as much as normativity requires control.

15.2. APPROACHING A NOTION OF EPISTEMIC AUTONOMY

This is not the place to evaluate, e.g. how the concept of practical autonomy out-lined
above stands with respect to our uses of the concept of autonomy in standard ethical
evaluations.526 Rather this section will take its outset in the following question:

Does the above highly unified concept of practical autonomy have an epistemo-
logical counterpart? In other words, is it possible to construct a fruitful concept of
epistemic autonomy on the exact model of Kantian practical autonomy?

My answer to this question will be a resounding “no!.” Epistemic autonomy fails
to resemble the unified Kantian concept of practical autonomy for the simple reason
that practical volitional autonomy (the first condition above) has no relevant episte-
mological counterpart. As argued in Chapter 8, belief-contents may not be brought
under systematic direct voluntary control by the believing agent. In fact, as emerged
in Section 10.6, if our belief-contents are ever controlled by a will in any sense, that
will is most likely not our own. In this sense our prospects of Kantian-style doxastic
self-government are dim indeed.
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Now, given the intricate interweaving of the three aspects of Kantian practical
autonomy, it might be tempting to conclude at this point that a concept of epistemic
autonomy can have nothing to do with the Kantian concept of practical autonomy at
all: As we saw above, the very content of the Kantian notions of responsibility and
goodness depended on the possibility of voluntary control over actions. However, as
has emerged from my analysis of the notion of epistemic blameworthiness, this notion
is closely linked to the notions of responsibility (authorship of the epistemic quality
of beliefs) and voluntary control (over belief-influencing actions and omissions).
This being said I shall proceed in laying out the basis for a discussion of epistemic
autonomy in a suitably modified Kantian framework.

The relevant counterparts of the three aspects of Kantian practical autonomy seem
to be:

1. Autepistemic, volitional: Holding the belief is under the agent’s direct and uncon-
strained voluntary control.

2. Autepistemic, normative: The holding of the belief is not epistemically blameworthy.
3. Autepistemic, metaphysical: The belief is the agent’s responsibility in the sense that

it is attributable to the agent in the sense required for the application of deon-
tic predicates (like “blameworthy”) to the agent with respect to her holding of
that belief.

Following the demise of doxastic voluntarism the Kantian knot must be untied in
the epistemological case. The unified elegance of the Kantian notion of practical
autonomy cannot be retained. Still, the gist of the Kantian notion can be preserved in
the doxastic realm by the following definition:

I shall say that an agent is epistemically agent-autonomous ( in contrast to her
being role-autonomous, see below) in her holding of a belief if, and only if, her hold-
ing of that belief is normatively and metaphysically autonomous, i.e. an appropriate
object of epistemic deontic evaluation and epistemically blameless (not epistem-
ically blameworthy). In what follows, most of the time I shall tacitly assume
the indexing of agent-autonomy to specific holdings of beliefs and simply talk of
agent-autonomy.

As we have seen in Section 7.1, if a belief is the agent’s responsibility in the
present sense, she enjoyed at least some mode of doxastic control over it, even
if (see Chapter 8) its content was not therefore under her direct voluntary control.
Following the demise of doxastic voluntarism, this is as close an analogue to practical
volitional autonomy as we get in the doxastic realm. Now further, if her belief is
also epistemically blameless (normatively autonomous) it is the case that, if her
belief is epistemically undesirable, even though the agent enjoyed some mode of
doxastic control over it, in exercising or omitting to exercise that control she violated
no intellectual obligations incumbent upon her with either a relevant foresight or a
relevant blameworthy inadvertence to risk (see Chapters 12 and 13).

The notion of epistemic autonomy is notoriously elusive, and it would be severely
foolhardy to submit a single analysis as adequate for all purposes. Still, I shall argue
below, the conception advanced above brings with it certain advantages. First, though,
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I shall point to a quite common conception of epistemic autonomy related to – but
crucially different from – the present.

15.3. EPISTEMIC AGENT-AUTONOMY AND EPISTEMIC ROLE-AUTONOMY

In order to get a more secure grip on the present concept of epistemic agent-autonomy,
note that the notion of epistemic autonomy has sometimes been used in a sense quite
different from the one invoked above, namely as resembling the German concept of
“Lehrfreiheit,”527 meaning basically the privilege of an unfettered choice of research
projects and teaching curricula enjoyed by university faculty members. This concept
closely resembles the concept of academic freedom invoked by Michael Polanyi:

Academic freedom consists in the right to choose one’s own problem for investigation, to conduct research
free from any outside control, and to teach one’s subject in the light of one’s own opinions.528

From the outset this is a state realized by individuals occupying certain roles in a
suitably arranged political system, or to put it in Polanyi’s gnomic phrasing: Freedom
is an efficient form of organization.529 Thus, epistemic autonomy in his sense is not
primarily a governing norm for individual doxastic conduct, but rather a norm for the
construction of societies. Despite, or rather because of, their interconnectedness and
the ensuing danger of equivocation I shall term the Polanyi-style concept “epistemic
role-autonomy” (as, being a social privilege, it attaches to certain social roles) and
contrast it with epistemic agent-autonomy, the epistemic autonomy ascribed to an
agent qua agent. I shall say that an agent is epistemically role-autonomous in regard
to a certain social role if, and only if, she occupies that role and that role does not
involve any forced relations of epistemic deference. Academic freedom in this sense
is then best seen as a kind of role-autonomy applying specifically to the role of an
academic researcher.

Obscuring the difference between epistemic role-autonomy and epistemic agent-
autonomy may have dire consequences. For example Lynne Arnault’s conception of
autonomy as membership of a group that allows its members to express their points
of view in a natural, undistorted and unrepressed way, is obviously best construed
as a brand of epistemic role-autonomy.530 However if interpreted thus, Arnault’s
conception is open to criticism. As Trudy Govier has pointed out,531 agents, despite
belonging to a group, may wish to speak and act in ways not representative of that
group. Also it seems clear that agents, despite belonging to a certain privileged group,
may easily end up in situations where the privileges attached to that particular group-
membership are void. An example may be that of a free-press journalist ending up as
a terrorist hostage. Such cases illustrate the importance of indexing role-autonomy to
agents in regard to specific social roles rather than to agents simpliciter.

It might be thought now that since agents always occupy some social role or other,
the distinction between agent-autonomy and role-autonomy is futile. This impression
is misleading: Agent-autonomy applies to agents whatever role they occupy, whereas
role-autonomy applies to specific roles occupied by the agent. However as the concept
of agent-autonomy involves reference to intellectual obligations, and since these
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may well be contingent upon social positions (see Section 12.3), agent-autonomy is
not insensitive to social roles either. Still, agent-autonomy and role-autonomy are
concepts with a very different structure: Role-autonomy puts demands on the society
(or societies) of which an agent is a member. Agent-autonomy puts demands on
particular agents. Of course, if agent-status should in some cases apply to a society as
a whole (e.g. when a state declares war on another), the concept of agent-autonomy in
such cases may apply to societies as well. Conversely, if a single person is construable
as a “multiple self ” containing within her doxastic life several distinct agents in a
kind of quasi-social interaction, the concept of role-autonomy may apply to each such
agent within the person’s cognitive economy.

A brief consideration of two historical case studies will perhaps further clarify the
relevant distinction: The stoic philosopher Epictetus hailed the ideal of the calm agent,
whose desires or desirability judgments are in perfect consonance with the events of
the external world, even if this meant a radical policy of compliance with harsh living
conditions:

That man is free, who lives as he wishes, who is proof against compulsion and hindrance and violence,
whose impulses are untrammelled, who gets what he wills to get and avoids what he wills to avoid.532

Epictetus’ “calm stoic” is stipulated to be epistemically agent-autonomous: in
Epictetus’ eyes she certainly leads an impeccable doxastic life. However she may
well be radically epistemically role-heteronomous as she allows herself to be guided
by the contingencies of her environment, possibly including an epistemically deferent
role as that of a confined slave crucially reliant on her masters for vital information
about the world. Plausibly it is exactly this blatant disregard for the value of role-
autonomy in Epictetus’ writings, which has brought Steve Fuller to diagnose him as
engaged in a project of systematic self-deception.533

Kant’s autonomous agent, on the other hand, is radically epistemically role-
autonomous in her “role” as a citizen in the Kingdom of Ends,534 insofar as her
will is allowed to stand under no external causal influences whatsoever, let alone
any forced relations of epistemic deference. The radical nature of this claim is per-
haps best brought out by considering the following consequence: Kant’s autonomous
agent is not allowed to let the Moral Law guide her actions even partially out of
respect for Kant’s writings; she must recognize its compelling force entirely on her
own. Arguably this imposes overly strong demands on the average agent. If Epictetus
showed no regard for the value of role-autonomy, perhaps Kant erred in the other direc-
tion. He valued role-autonomy (at least concerning moral judgements) so much, that
he put a complete ban on deference in moral matters, whether it be forced or unforced.

15.4. EPISTEMIC AGENT-AUTONOMY EXAMINED

Epistemic agent-autonomy in the sense introduced in Section 15.2 captures an intu-
itively desirable aspect of a concept of epistemic autonomy, namely that the agent
is self-reliant in her autonomously held beliefs, in the sense that, being responsi-
ble, yet blameless, either her autonomous belief is not epistemically undesirable, or
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she has not violated any intellectual obligations relevant to its epistemic quality in a
blame-inducing way (with a relevant foresight or inadvertence to risk). Either way her
holding of her autonomously held belief does not give rise to a negative evaluation
of her intellectual conduct.

This nicely captures the sense in which the production of epistemically autonomous
students is a goal of general education: General education, among other things,
arguably aims at making us blameless believers: It aims to make us reasonable believ-
ers forming beliefs in a reliable way and on adequate grounds. If our beliefs fall short
of these standards, it aspires to make sure that this is not due to our vicious service
to the truth-goal: It teaches us to fulfil our intellectual obligations and be alert to the
risk of impeding our belief-forming dispositions.

However some may feel that the above goal is not reached until the student habit-
ually holds beliefs in a blameless fashion, and that occasional or even consistent, but
strainfully achieved, success in this respect is not enough to merit an ascription of
agent-autonomy proper.

On this approach, epistemic agent-autonomy is a virtue in the sense of being a
habitually engrained quality (here: the quality of forming (revising, rejecting) beliefs
in a blameless fashion.535) I will have no objection against this understanding of
agent-autonomy, which I will allow to stand side by side with the piece-meal under-
standing offered above. It is however crucial to notice that habituality does not do
any substantial normative work in the present context, and that “virtue” is rather ill
fit to work as a fundamental normative concept: On pains of parody, no virtue or
habit can work without the possibility of occasional malfunctions. Human beings are
regrettably so constituted that even the most habitually engrained quality may fail
to surface now and then. Thus, in evaluating an agent’s merit concerning her hold-
ing of a specific belief, it is insufficient to point out that she possesses “the virtue
of agent-autonomy.” Rather we will need to consider if her habit were in fact sat-
isfactorily instantiated in the present case. Hence we are back with the piece-meal
conception of agent-autonomy as introduced above. In each case, this concept takes
the normative toll.

The virtue theorist might now take refuge in insisting that an adequate notion of
agent-autonomy does not apply to singular holdings of beliefs at all, but rather to an
agent’s doxastic life in its entirety or at least to significant portions of it. However
this approach suffers from the defect that agent-autonomy has been traditionally
construed (as with Frederick F. Schmitt below) as applying to the management of
epistemic sources like testimony that deliver beliefs in a piece-meal fashion. Overall,
I shall therefore prefer a piece-meal conception of epistemic agent-autonomy. This
policy also retains a maximum of consistency with the Kantian concept of practical
autonomy. Surely Kant would have balked at the suggestion that practical autonomy
should be some form of habit: He certainly conceived of respect (Achtung) for the
moral law as something actively manifested in each singular instance of autonomous
action, not as something slavishly engrained.

The term “autonomy” has strong individualistic connotations. As seen, its famous
use in Kant’s Grundlegung is markedly individualistic: On Kant’s view, an agent’s
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practical autonomy need not in the least depend on her interaction with other agents:
In fact the autonomous agent is not allowed to let her actions determine by them to any
degree. It is not surprising, then, that talk of autonomy in epistemological contexts
has centered on the management of beliefs acquired through social epistemic sources,
as e.g. the testimony of other agents. The question has been whether an agent can
uphold any kind of epistemic autonomy in a world where she must base most of her
beliefs on social epistemic sources like testimonial evidence.536 Frederick F. Scmitt
has invoked the concept of (intellectual) autonomy in this vein:

If our earlier argument is sound, most justified beliefs are justified on nonHumean testimony. We must ask,
then, whether there is any room left for autonomy in the broader sense which encompasses both control
and thinking for oneself. We do prize such autonomy. We believe people should think for themselves, be
critical, monitor and correct their own cognitive activity.537

It is precisely these issues of doxastic control and intellectual obligation, which have
occupied the bulk of this work. In terms of the present framework, it seems plausible
that in the passage above (intellectual) autonomy is particularly linked to the fulfill-
ing of special, as it were, “counter-social” intellectual obligations (of e.g. honing a
critical stance towards testimonial sources). This focus on autonomy as a (prickly)
individualist defence against the social538 has earned the concept a bad reputation
in some quarters of the philosophical environment, where the Enlightenment-style
“Autonomous Reasoner” has been easily satirized as a “neurotic fantasy.”539 Some
feminist philosophers have even contended that the autonomous agent, with her
“detached, impartial, neutral and self-reliant” doxastic life, could only be the figment
of an oppressive male imagination.540

I believe that intellectual obligations with regard to social epistemic sources
invoked by such (male) Enlightenment thinkers as Locke, Hume and Kant, are plau-
sibly construed in such a way that the force of the feminist objection can be absorbed
without abolishing the ideal of epistemic autonomy altogether, although I shall not
argue this intricate point here.541 Suffice it to notice that these authors, as well as later
adherents of the Enlightenment tradition like W.K. Clifford, share an idea of a strong
obligation imposed on any agent to avoid realizing the epistemic “cardinal vice” of
credulity or gullibility in relation to social epistemic sources. In Clifford’s words:

But I cannot help doing this great wrong towards Man, that I make myself credulous. The danger to society
is not merely that I should believe wrong things, though that is great enough; but that I should become
credulous, and lose the habit of testing things and inquiring into them; for then it must sink back into
savagery.542

Everything depends then on the strictures imposed on gullibility. I suspect that in
order to take proper account of the psychological and social embedding of human
cognition, these strictures may need to be relaxed quite a lot from those suggested
by the above-mentioned Enlightenment authors and their later followers, insofar as
the ideal of non-gullibility is to be realizable at all. However, given a moderate
interpretation of gullibility, “neurotic fantasies” should be avoidable.

As I have suggested, being epistemically autonomous in the sense of having beliefs
which one has authored, yet have not influenced in blame-inducing ways, does not
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mean a departure from the social imbedding of one’s cognitive system, but rather
a deep-seated interaction with it. This is because fulfilling one’s intellectual obliga-
tions may well demand one to take advantage of one’s educational opportunities and
allow one’s cognitive system to be adjusted so as to honour the intellectual ideals
of one’s society. Thus, given the conception of epistemic agent-autonomy opted for
here, we not only preserve some measure of continuity with the important Kantian
concept of practical autonomy; we also maintain that an ideal of epistemic autonomy,
properly understood, does not require one to live the prodigious intellectual life of a
supercilious hermit.
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1. Clifford (1999) p. 78.
2. In the present study the epistemic dimension of belief-evaluation will be tied essentially to the goal

of having only true beliefs (the truth-goal). See Chapter 5 for an in-depth discussion. The epistemic
dimension is not the only possible dimension of belief-evaluation, although undeniably a highly
important one: Beliefs may, e.g. also be evaluated for their aesthetic merits.

3. “Epistemic deontologism includes, among other things, a commitment to the idea that we can legit-
imately be reproached, scorned and blamed for not believing what we ought to believe and that we
can legitimately be praised and the like for believing what we ought to believe.” Ryan (2003) p. 48.
Ryan does not make it explicit in this passage that epistemic deontologism concerns epistemic, rather
than say, aesthetic, dimensions of reproach, blame, praise etc. This, however, should be clear from
the context.

4. The “educated racist” is a favourite of the literature on deontic epistemic normativity invoked in very
similar variants in such texts as Russell (2001) and Steup (2000). I shall return to this example in
several contexts below and discuss exactly under which circumstances the educated racist may be
epistemically blameworthy for holding her racist belief.

5. (1975) All ER pp. 347–383. Court of Appeal Decision (1975) 1 All ER p. 8ff. This case is perhaps
the single most discussed rape case of all time. Curley (1976), Husak & Thomas (1992), Archard
(1999) and Baron (2001) are among the many papers commenting on the Morgan case.

6. The nature of the actus reus, the “social harm” (Dressler (2001) p. 115), covered by the term “rape”
has been an issue where jurisdictions have crucially diverted and commentators have persistently
disagreed. See Dressler (1998) 418–429 for a thorough review of the debate. An account based
entirely on the notion of unwanted sex has been offered by some commentators (see, e.g. Husak
& Thomas (1992) p. 119 n56). Others have stressed the presence of physical force (and fierce
resistance). However, non-consensual sex seems a reasonable way of defining rape, even if the
nature of sexual consent is in itself a very intricate issue. This was indeed how rape was defined
under British jurisdiction at the time Morgan went to trial (see Curley (1976) p. 352).

7. (1975) All ER pp. 400–401.
8. Curley (1976) p. 325.
9. (1975) 2 All ER pp. 1060–1063. In this cruel case, a man, Leak, punished his wife by forcing her

to have sex with his friend Cogan, who was severely drunk at the time. See Baron (2001) p. 12 for
comments on the case.

10. The High Court of Australia had declared its formal independence of British decisions in 1963 after
another highly controversial ruling by the Law Lords. On the appeal of the 1961 case Smith v Director
of Public Persecutions (A.C. 290), The Law Lords ruled that a defendant can be judged guilty of
murder, if she is not insane or incapable of forming an intent, even if in the actual case she had no
intentions to kill the victim. In 1967 the Smith decision was overturned in the British jurisdiction as
well. However, the damage was done and the Morgan case resulted in an even greater estrangement.
See Curley (1976) p. 336.

11. Curley (1976) p. 325. See ibid. for a dramatic report of the outrage, written shortly after the
events.

12. Here I will assume that each of the men had a conception of the nature of sexual consent accurate
enough to warrant the claim that he really believed that Mrs. Morgan consented. If he was severely
mistaken as to what sexual consent is, this might arguably complicate the case further. However,
the precise nature of sexual consent is perhaps the most complex topic of discussion relating to rape
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issues. See Husak & Thomas (1992), Schulhofer (1992), McGregor (1996) and Archard (1999) for
very divergent recent approaches to the subject.

13. In a similar overview of this scenario, David Archard prefers to coin this premise thus, using the
neutral “Smith” for one of the men and “Jones” for Mrs. Morgan: “Smith would not have had sex
with Jones, had he believed [that at the time of this sex, Jones did not consent to sex with Smith].”
Archard (1999) p. 213. However, this formulation surely does not capture what is important in this
case from a moral perspective. Suppose that this premise is not fulfilled, because, if Smith had had
this belief s/he would have expressed it, and Jones would have gotten so angry, that s/he would have
raped Smith! Intuitively, such counterfactual circumstances can neither add nor detract from Smith’s
blameworthiness in the actual world. If Smith acted on his/her belief that Jones consented to have
sex with him/her, the evaluation of Smith’s blameworthiness must take its starting point in this fact,
notwithstanding how the actual world would perhaps have been if this had not been the case.

14. Smith (1983) p. 547.
15. Ibid. p. 556.
16. Even though it is hard to believe that in the actual Morgan case, the men did not have highly

reprehensible desires.
17. Some authors have clearly missed out on this point. See especially Heller (2000), which shall be

criticized later (Section 8.3.1.2).
18. Smith (1983) p. 555.
19. Montmarquet (1995) p. 46.
20. Curley (1975) p. 181.
21. Clifford (1999) p. 70.
22. Clifford also presents a case parallel to the ship-owner example, this time involving false accusations

based on sincere beliefs. Here he judges that the accusers, even if acting on sincere beliefs, are “no
longer to be counted honourable men” insofar as “they had no right to believe on such evidence as
were before them.” Ibid. p. 72.

23. Ibid. p. 72.
24. Ibid. p. 73.
25. Haack (2001) p. 26: “Neither here nor elsewhere in the essay does Clifford ever distinguish ‘it is

epistemically wrong’ from ‘it is morally wrong.”’
26. See ibid. p. 21. Also: “He [Clifford] offers, in other words, only arguments that could, at most,

establish the correlation thesisJ. It is illuminating, as a further test of the claim that the correlation
thesisJ is not true … to show how Clifford’s attempted extrapolation fails.” Ibid. p. 26.

27. “Nevertheless, Clifford’s judgment of this case [the ‘ship-owner example’] seems correct: it is a case
of morally culpable ignorance …” Ibid. p. 26.

28. Clifford seems to change freely between talking of duties of conducting inquiry in a certain way
(irrespective of the ensuing beliefs) and duties of holding beliefs in a certain way. Obviously Haack
seems to have noticed only the latter kind of duties in Clifford’s writing, whereas the head-line
suggests that the former is the central one. This impression is only strengthened by noting that when
Clifford speaks of believing for “unworthy” or “insufficient” reasons he seems to mean holding a
belief not “honestly earned in patient investigation.” See Clifford (1999) pp. 70, 74.

29. Clifford (1999) pp. 75–76.
30. To those suspicious of involving the notion of truth in these matters, remark that Clifford also assumes

the existence of a specific “epistemic conscience”: “And the question which our conscience is always
asking about that which we are tempted to believe is not, ‘is it comfortable and pleasant?’ but, ‘Is it
true?’.” Ibid p. 83.

31. Ibid. p. 87.
32. See, e.g.Archard (1999) p. 216: “..[F]or Smith to be judged culpable, it is necessary also that his belief

that Jones is consenting is, in some sense, unreasonable.” Baron (2001) p. 2: “… only reasonable
mistakes should exculpate.”

33. Clifford expresses this point thus, referring to his ship-owner example: “The question of right and
wrong has to do with the origin of his belief, not the matter of it; not what it was, but how he got
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it; not whether it turned out true or false, but whether he had a right to believe on such evidence as
was before him.” Clifford (1999) p. 71.

34. It might be thought odd to describe the ship-owner’s belief as an honest mistake. However, remember,
that Clifford expressly asks us to assume that the ship-owner sincerely believed in the soundness of
his ship at the time it set sails.

35. Dressler (2001) p. 115.
36. See ibid. p. 143ff. A crime typically under strict liability is, e.g. staturary rape of young children.

Here it is typically considered of public interest that an offender gets convicted if it can only be
proved that s/he had sexual intercourse with the child.

37. Ibid. p. 116.
38. See Saltzburg et al. (1994) p. 196.
39. Dressler (2001) p. 116.
40. MPC Section 2.02 (2)(a)(i). I take it to be clear here that Smith’s conduct is an element of the offence.

All references to MPC quoted from Saltzburg et al. (1994) pp. 199–200.
41. MPC Section 2.02, (2)(b)(i).
42. Those are exactly that in order to be guilty of an offence, the person must at least have acted with a

mens rea, i.e. either purposely, knowingly, recklessly or negligently. MPC Section 2.02 (1).
43. MPC Section 2.02, (2)(c).
44. Curley (1976) p. 347. Curley explicitly quotes the MPC’s definition of recklessness.
45. Ibid. p. 348.
46. Ibid. p. 349.
47. Ibid. p. 348.
48. MPC 2.02 2 d.
49. Hall (1963) p. 632.
50. Ibid. p. 636.
51. Dressler (2001) p. 116.
52. “If the RPAS [reasonable person in the actor’s situation] knows only what the defendant knows,

however, there is never any negligence either…; The RPAS will always act as the defendant acted
where the defendant is not conscious of the risk, and will act differently only where the defendant is
conscious of the risk, i.e. reckless.” Alexander (1990) p. 99. As Smith was supposedly not conscious
of the risk of raping Mrs. Morgan, he did not perceive a reason to consider the matter further.

53. For thorough comments on cognitive deficiency as an epistemic excuse, see Section 14.3.2.
54. Dressler (2001) p. 141.
55. Alexander (1990) p. 98.
56. 4 Wash. App. 908, 484 P.2d 1167 (1971). See Alexander (1990) pp. 96–98.
57. Supposedly, negligence comes in degrees, with only “criminal negligence” being strong enough to

establish criminal liability for an offence, whereas “civil” negligence may establish civil liability in
tort cases. I shall not discuss this distinction here. See Saltzburg et al. (1994) pp. 212–213.

58. Ibid. p. 97.
59. 52 Ala. 308 (1875). References to this case are made on the basis of Saltzburg et al. (1994) p. 214.
60. Alston (1993) p. 533.
61. Alston (1989) p. 85.
62. Goldman (1988) p. 53. It is worth noticing that Goldman alters his conception substantially later in

the text: “This means that the weak notion of justification that interests me is not precisely that of
blamelessness, but the narrower notion of mere blamelessness. That is, the weak notion is that of
ill-formed-but-blameless belief.” Ibid. p. 56.

63. “I want to focus on the matter of partial reliance on one’s own observations, which for simplicity I
will call partial autonomy.” Schmitt (1987) p. 62.

64. Ibid. p. 63.
65. Ibid. p. 69.
66. Ibid. p. 69.
67. Ibid. p. 63.



NOTTLEMANN: “NOTTELMAN_NOTES” — 2007/5/30 — 14:52 — PAGE 236 — #4

236 NOTES

68. Alexander (1990) pp. 102–103. Alexander uses this example as a preliminary to completely “decon-
structing” the notion of criminal negligence by arguing roughly that the connection between past
blameworthy belief-influencing action and present blameworthy action based on mistaken beliefs
cannot be established in actual cases. I shall seek reasons to modify this point below. See in particular
Section 13.4.

69. If this does not seem clear, consider that in the very least the belief was formed by a highly unreli-
able belief-forming mechanism for forming beliefs about children’s health matters: The Williams’s
deficient cognitive dispositions. Being thus formed is clearly an epistemically undesirable quality of
a belief. See more in Chapter 5 below.

70. See particularly Owens (2000) pp. 82–84.
71. Code (1987) p. 93. Code is at least partially excused for this relaxed attitude towards the notion of

belief due to her over-all “responsibilist” approach to epistemology (see ibid. p. 36–67) . However
even if the focus of epistemology is removed from the justification of beliefs to wider epistemic
obligations (responsibilities), an account of exactly what we do when we “believe responsibly,” may
still be needed.

72. Concerning the possibility of such “group beliefs,” see, e.g. Schmitt (1994).
73. Montmarquet (1993) p. 90.
74. Kant’s three degrees of Fürwahrhalten “holding-for-true,” being Meinen (opining), Glaube “belief ”

and Wissen (knowledge) are clearly meant to be mutually exclusive. (Kritik der reinen Vernunft.
Akademiausgabe 3.532.32–3.522.16 (A822/B850) . See Kant (1933) p. 645–652 for translations
of the key terms.). Further his notion of Überzeugung (conviction) is not normatively neutral but
contrasted with the normatively inferior attitude of Überredung (persuasion). Seemingly closest to the
modern notion of belief is his doktrinale Glaube (doctrinal belief), which is a mode of Fürwahrhalten
not susceptible to pragmatic concerns (Kant claims that belief in the existence of God or in life on
other planets fall under this category. Kr.d.r.V. Akademiausg. 3.534.29–3.535.31 (A825–826/B853–
854). However, as a mode of Glaube, doctrinal belief in a proposition excludes knowledge, and
hence does not capture the content of the modern concept.

75. Williamson (2000) p. 10.
76. Montmarquet (1993) p. 90.
77. Cf. Dancy & Sosa (eds.) (1992) p. 396, which offers an almost parallel understanding of the notion

of propositional knowledge.
78. Dennett (1969) p. 179–185.
79. Incorrect, since it is unclear what the letter “p” stands for in such phrases as “she believes that p.”

Certainly it cannot immediately stand for a proposition since the subphrase expressing the proposition
would begin with “that.” It would be better to write “she believes p,” where p is an unbound
propositional variable. However, this is far from common usage in the epistemological literature.

80. Sellars (1989) p. 126.
81. Cohen (1989) p. 368.
82. It should be noted, that, e.g. William Alston have tied the term “acceptance” much closer to belief:

“I understand ‘accepting’ a proposition as an activity that gives rise to a belief.” Alston (1989)
p. 121n. This, emphatically, is not the present understanding. It should be clear from the present
paragraph why I find useful a less doxastically committed notion of acceptance. Robert Stalnaker
has used “acceptance” as a generic notion, treating belief as one among several “acceptance concepts”
Stalnaker (2002) p. 159. Others, like Patrick Maher, have tied “acceptance” narrowly to acts of sincere
assertion (see ibid.). Whatever the legitimacy of these alternative uses, they do not comply with the
present.

83. “If we allow that belief is a dispositional notion, I would think that we would want to grant the same
status for acceptance,. . .” Montmarquet (1993) p. 93.

84. Cohen (1989) p. 368.
85. Amusingly, Montmarquet, a stern defender of the fundamentality of the notion of belief, writes:

“These are acts of acceptance . . . , which are (or which would be) motivated by a desire to hold true
beliefs..” (my italics). Montmarquet (1993) p. 90. It is hard to see how such a motivation should work,
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unless the relevant agent comprehend herself as engaged in some complex act of self-suggestion by
inducing beliefs through acceptances; a rather bizarre sort of case.

86. Kaplan (1981) p. 138. It may well be the case that Kaplan is here after a conception of belief, rather
than a conception of acceptance in Cohen’s sense. However, as a conception of belief, Kaplan’s
analysis is surely inadequate: Many agents may have beliefs without any ability to defend a claim.
One may here think of small children.

87. Sellars (1989) p. 128. Sellars’example of a statement is: “this red and rectangular item is the surface.”
88. Contrary to Cohen’s, whose conception of belief, is markedly less useful than his account of accep-

tance. Cohen holds that “Belief . . . is a disposition to feel it true that p, whether or not one goes along
with the proposition as a premiss.” (i.e. whether or not one accepts that p). Cohen (1989) p. 368.

89. Cf. van Fraassen (1984) p. 252. Of course, sometimes on their surface, expressions of feelings
appear very similar to expressions of beliefs in this regard: For example the phrase “he is a terrible
person” may be employed to express hate. Under such circumstances, however, I strongly suspect
that the speech-act does not qualify as an emotional expression unless accompanied by some kind of
non-verbal expression of the speaker’s level of internal tension (by gestures, vocal pitch etc.), which
need not accompany a successful expression of belief. I have however, no space to argue this point
at length here.

90. Cohen (1989) p. 369.
91. Owens (2000) p. 40–41.
92. Ibid.
93. See ibid.
94. See, e.g. Rorty (1983) for a thorough treatment of the subject. Rorty introduces the notion of akratic

belief as follows: “A person believes akratically when he believes that p, being implicitly aware
that p conflicts with the preponderance of serious evidence or with a range a principles to which
he is committed.” Ibid. p. 175. I shall leave it open throughout the present study whether the term
“epistemic akrasia” is really well chosen as a characterization of such an “incontinent” belief state,
as the term “akrasia” may well too strongly suggest a commitment to doxastic voluntarism (see
Section 8.1).

95. Montmarquet (1993) p. 87.
96. See Code (1987) p. 1.
97. Ibid. p. 75.
98. Ibid. p. 74.
99. Hardwig (1991) p. 702.

100. As does Cohen. See Cohen (1989) p. 368.
101. Cohen (1989) p. 385.
102. Most notably William Alston in Alston (1993).
103. See Kenner (1967) for a thorough discussion of various uses of the term “blame.”
104. I strongly suspect that several instances of such distinctions in the literature are better captured by

distinguishing between deontic and non-deontic modes of epistemic evaluation At least that seems to
be the case with a distinction of this type tentatively drawn in Owens (2000). Owens, e.g. invokes the
case of a [knowingly skilful] mathematician that runs through a fallacious proof, which, however, to
her seems perfectly valid. She thus comes to form the belief that the conclusion of the proof is true.
Now, unknown to the mathematician, she is under the influence of a mind-warping drug. In this case,
Owens states: “The subject has an unjustified belief, but it does not follow that she is unjustified
in having those beliefs.” Ibid. p. 141. It would seem that Owens wants to say something like: The
subject is blameless in holding the belief, but in fact her holding of that belief falls short of certain
ideal epistemic standards. If this is indeed the case, I believe the latter phasing would have been more
fortunate.

105. An possible exception to this terminological point is the predicate “autonomous.” There is indeed a
perfectly legitimate sense in which, e.g. “knowledge” in some sense of the word may be termed
“autonomous” without thereby evaluating any knowers. For example, W.W. Bartley, III states:
“Objective knowledge is autonomous in just the sense that Marx had in mind: It outgrows our
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control, crosses our expectations, and nullifies our calculations.” Bartley (1987) p. 435. Bartley
offers as an example of such autonomy the unpredictable consequences following the “creation” of
the sequence of real numbers. However, the sense of “knowledge” invoked here is hardly that of a
doxastic state. Thus this “Marxian” sense of autonomy does not immediately apply to beliefs.

106. Steup (1988) p. 67.
107. At least Steup gives as his only example of an obligation in the relevant context, an obligation that

an agent can be blamed for not fulfilling: “If I have given you a promise, I have the obligation, or
duty, to keep it, and if I don’t keep it, then I do something I can be blamed for.” Steup (1988) p. 67
(my italics).

108. Ibid.
109. Sellars distinguishes norms prescribing what someone ought to do “rules of actions” from rules

pertaining to how something or someone ought to be “rules of criticism.” Sellars (1969) p. 508.
It seems plausible that Sellars is here after a distinction between deontic and non-deontic norms
in my preferred terminology, even if distinguishing “ought-to-do”s from “ought-to-be”s does not
quite do the job; e.g. a human agent may ought to be blameless: This import is conveyed by Sellars’
emphasis that only rules of action demand the subject of the rules to possess appropriate “recognitional
capacities” (ibid. p. 115. Scarequotes. Sellars in fact submits that the term is “a menace to sound
philosophy”). It seems plausible that Sellars imposes this demand in order to make sure that the
agents, whose conduct fall under rules of action, might in fact be held blameworthy for failing to
follow such rules. This supposition is further supported by the observation that he terms subjects of
rules of criticism “subject-matters,” whereas subjects of rules of action are termed “agent-subjects.”

110. Steup (1988) p. 67: “I shall take the concepts of obligation and permission as the primary deontic
terms.” Alston (1989) p. 115: “We may think of requirement, prohibition, and permission as the
basic deontological terms . . . .”

111. Ibid. p. 116.
112. Ibid.
113. Ibid. p. 115.
114. Ibid. p. 119.
115. Ibid. p. 137. Alston (1993) p. 533.
116. Alston (1993) p. 530.
117. For example Code (1987). Code seemingly takes “blamelessness” to be the central sense of “responsi-

bility,” a notion that she never explicitly defines. However she gives decisive cues that responsibility
is for her an evaluative concept by contrasting it with irresponsibility as well as important hints that
responsibility is in her sense a deontic notion by explicitly stating that, e.g. a computer cannot be
“responsible.” Ibid. p. 51.

118. “A responsibility to know is at issue.” Code (1987) p. 2.
119. “I want to claim that individuals are in many instances responsible for being epistemically virtuous, at

least to some reasonable degree.” Montmarquet (1993) p. 28 (italics in original). Arguably, though, in
most contexts Montmarquet uses the term “responsible” in the way suggested in the present study.

120. Scanlon (1998) p. 248. Scanlon also persistently uses “responsibility” to mean “duty” or “obligation.”
121. Ibid.
122. See Oshana (1997) pp. 76–77.
123. Fischer & Ravizza (1993a).
124. Stating exactly what determinism amounts to is no easy matter. Fischer & Ravizza follow Peter

van Inwagen in suggesting that an event p is determined in the relevant sense if, and only if, no
one has, or ever has had any choice whether p. Ibid p. 9. As we shall soon see below (Chapter 8),
this definition renders most belief-contents determined, since no one literally chooses them. This is
hardly the conclusion we want from a definition of determinism, since often these contents are in
fact affected by human activity.

125. Fischer & Ravizza (1993a) p. 32.
126. Ibid. p. 11. According to Fischer and Ravizza (ibid.), such a view “justifies our responsibility-

reactions by appeal to the useful consequences that follows from these reactions.”
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127. Leaving aside esoteric concerns about backwards causation, which hardly applies on the macro-level
relevant to the deontic evaluation of belief.

128. This “defiant” stance towards determinism has been taken by J.J.C. Smart, who has argued that
if “pure chance” were to play a role in the history of the world, threats and punishment could
not be wholly effective measures. See Fischer & Ravizza (1993a) p. 12 n22. In fact though, this
line of reasoning relies on the highly implausible claim that unless anything is entirely determined,
unpredictable “chance” rules supreme: If suffices to notice that even if human action is not completely
determined, it is hardly always unpredictable either.

129. At least one author, namely J.J.C. Smart, has presented a version of the social-regulation view that
could be taken to suggest a substantial analysis of the notion of blameworthiness: “[T]he ascription of
responsibility and the non-ascription of responsibility, have therefore a clear pragmatic justification
which is quite consistent with a whole-hearted belief in determinism.” See ibid p. 12. According to
Fischer & Ravizza, Smart’s “social regulation view” is to count as a substantial analysis of the concept
of responsibility. “A third and perhaps most significant appeal of the social-regulation view is that it
arguably meets the conditions for an adequate theory of responsibility” (ibid. p. 13). Cf. Section 3.1
it is not altogether clear what is meant by “responsibility” in the present context, but it could be taken
to imply blameworthiness. Also Peter Strawson has it that the prospectivist optimist “undertakes
to show that the truth of determinism would not shake the foundations of the concept of moral
responsibility.” Strawson (1993) p. 62. Perhaps it would be most charitable to read Smart in a weaker
way. However, if I am really fighting a straw man, at least it seems like a popular one!.

130. See Fischer & Ravizza (1993a) p. 7.
131. The term “structuralism” is used by Fischer & Ravizza (1993a) p. 32 to denote a-temporalist theories.

However, this term is dangerous: there is no reason why structures could not be temporal in character.
132. Ibid.
133. Zimmermann (1988) p. 38.
134. Ibid. p. 16.
135. It should be noted that I here employ the notion “Strawsonian” to denote the view held by Peter

Strawson according to Fischer & Ravizza. They, however use “Strawsonian” to denote a view held
by Fischer, who tries to improve on the (blatantly implausible) view that they attribute to Strawson
(see Section 3.3.3). I believe that my choice of terminology creates the least confusion.

136. Ibid p. 15.
137. Ibid. p. 16.
138. Ibid. p. 17.
139. Strawson (1993).
140. Ibid p. 14.
141. Ibid. p. 55.
142. Fischer & Ravizza (1993a) p. 16.
143. Strawson (1993) p. 55.
144. Ibid. p. 58.
145. Fischer & Ravizza (1993a) p. 17.
146. See ibid. p. 18. Fischer terms such a theory “Strawsonian,” because he takes it to preserve the gist of

Strawson’s supposed analysis of moral responsibility. It should be clear by now, why this terminology
is highly unfortunate. Strawson never suggested anything of the sort.

147. Ibid. p. 17.
148. It should be noticed from the outset that I take some of the properties making for the epistemic

undesirability of an agent’s belief to be relational properties of that belief, most generally the relational
property that the belief is held by the relevant agent in a certain way. For this reason one might think
it more natural that I made it explicit in the definition that I take the primary object of deontic
evaluation to be, not the state of affairs that the agent believes a proposition with some particular
content, but rather the agent’s particular belief-state with its particular properties, including relational
ones. However, I believe this to be an unnecessary over-loading of the definition, since I take it to
be clear from the phrasing that what is evaluated (blamed) is an agent’s particular belief-state.
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149. Zimmermann (1997) p. 229.
150. Ibid. p. 231.
151. “I can claim that accuses are possible, as long as it is accepted that acting freely in the belief that one

is doing objective moral wrong is sufficient for being morally blameworthy for one’s behaviour (but
not sufficient for actually doing objective moral wrong). This, I believe, is precisely what should
be accepted.” Ibid. p. 234. I shall leave aside Zimmermann’s distinction between subjective moral
wrong (the wrong an agent is aware of) and objective moral wrong, as the objective concept seems to
me by far the more natural. I shall not try to disambiguate Zimmermann’s curious notion of “acting
in a belief,” which could mean both “acting on a belief” and “acting while having the belief.”

152. Ibid. p. 235.
153. Ibid.
154. Russell (2001) p. 35.
155. At least this is how the example is constructed. Of course many details would need to be filled in

order to secure that no relevant excusing conditions obtain. Here I shall simply go with Russell’s
conclusion.

156. The exact sense of objectivity here is a much-disputed matter that plays a central role in, e.g. the
untiring debates between internalists and externalists concerning epistemic justification. This is an
issue I shall hope to avoid in the present study.

157. “She will be blameless just in case she has no adequate reason to believe that what she did was
objectively wrong or has a legitimate excuse for doing it. Again it does not matter whether it was in
fact objectively wrong, as the example of the physician shows… ” Ibid.

158. According to Alston, this position is even held by “most epistemologists who have attempted to
explicate justification.” Alston (1989) p. 85. See ibid. n5 p. 85 for a short list of confessing “deontol-
ogists.” Goldman (1988) introduces a sophistication in that he accepts a deontic notion of justification,
but contrast such “weak” deontic justification with “strong” justification based on reliability. See
Section 1.5.

159. Alston (1978) p. 280: see, let us use the term ‘epistemization’ for whatever transforms a true belief
that p into knowledge that p.” In the general understanding, justification lost out on this opportunity
when confronted by the famous “Gettier-examples”: cases in which an agent holds a justified true
belief short of qualifying as knowledge.

160. At least this seems to be the import of Steup (2001) pp. 134–141.
161. Alston (1993) pp. 528–530.
162. Alston thus accommodates for a “reliable indicator” as well as a “reliable process” version of

reliabilism (cf. Dancy & Sosa (eds) (1992) p. 433. See also Section 5.4.
163. Actually, if one presumes truth to be the defining epistemic goal (as I do in the present study),

I suspect that vindicating the narrowly epistemic desirability of the last three desiderata on Alston’s
list is not easy at all. Of course reflecting on the epistemic status of one’s belief may be “eminently
worthwhile” and even “a noble calling” (Alston (1993) p. 531). Also constructing coherent belief
systems may actually be what makes for the “satisfaction of the intellectual side of our nature” (Ibid.).
What is perhaps not so clear is how these noble pursuits further the truth-goal, even if intuitively
they typically do. For example aiming for a very coherent or reflected belief-system may arguably
sometimes stand in the way of satisfying the desideratum of truth-conducivity.

164. Alston (1989) p. 83.
165. Ibid. (my italics).
166. Ibid.
167. For example Linda Zagzebski submits that “most contemporary epistemology” is committed to the

view that “the person who is greatest in knowledge is the one who has amassed in his mind the
highest number of true propositions that pass whatever test for warrant the theory has proposed.”
Zagzebski (1996) p. 45. In a similar vein, James Montmarquet has submitted that broader epistemic
goals “cannot be defined simply in terms of learning many truths (or many truths and few falsehoods”
(Montmarquet (1993) p. 33) and seemingly holds this to be the main-stream view concerning the
source of epistemic value. I find it incredibly how hypostatising the truth-goal should commit one to
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such bizarre value judgements. Rather, I take the main-stream position to be that the question of how
many truths and falsehoods an agent should believe is entirely outside the province of epistemology
proper, which is only concerned with the epistemic quality of particular actual or possible beliefs
or perhaps the truth:falsity ratio in an agent’s mass of beliefs; never their sheer quantity.

168. Jones (1997) p. 424.
169. See in particular David (2001) and DePaul (2001),
170. Oshana (1997) p. 77. This does not exclude, of course, that overriding reasons may render any

form of punishment illegitimate. For blameworthy beliefs, the further complication arises that the
decisive belief-influencing actions may be long past and hence not correctible in any straightforward
sense. However, there is a relatively clear sense in which epistemically blameworthy agents may
be “punished” for their doxastic transgressions by relegation or diminished trust in their fitness for
promotion within the cognitive network of their epistemic community.

171. Of course this claim is controversial. However, many philosophers who have argued for the social
function of knowledge, have done so by endorsing some version of instrumentalism: The factor
“epistemizing” true belief into knowledge has been held to be reliable formation or some other
property, whose desirability is derivable from the truth-goal. An interesting exception is Edward
Craig, who has suggested that social function is in fact at the core of the concept of knowledge. To
him knowledge is simply the “property X” of an agent who fills the social role of a “good informant”
in addition to having true belief (see Jones (1997) p. 432). To me this solution seems more like a
way of defining oneself out of trouble, since it is hard to see why we should take the “property
X” to resemble anything normally understood as knowledge. A more promising anti-instrumentalist
line of approach to the value of knowledge is suggested by Ward E. Jones, who argues that only a
knower may understand why his true beliefs are true (although often even knowledge does not suffice
for understanding of this sort). Ibid. However, Jones concedes that understanding, as a contingent
property of knowledge, is only valuable from the first-person perspective (ibid.) and he does not try
to render individual understanding valuable from a social perspective. I personally doubt whether
this could be satisfactorily done, although the issue is obviously complex and deserves further
treatment.

172. I shall use this abbreviation, well aware that some may insist that belief-formations etc. may also be
adequately explained by explanations of an intrinsically non-causal kind. Although I disagree to this,
I shall not engage with this position here.

173. Whereas having good reasons for holding a belief is generally considered a necessary condition
for being rational in holding it, some authors have opted for stronger sufficiency requirements. For
example it may claimed that a belief cannot be rational, if the agent has been in a certain sense
indolent with respect to the reasons she has for holding it, i.e. roughly: if it may be legitimately
claimed that her evidence, even though adequate, was of such a nature that she should have checked
it better. Foley & Fumerton (1982) (correctly, I think) rejects this suggestion. Such a thesis simply
forces a deontic role on the notion of rationality or reasonableness that it is entirely unfit to play.
However, the same authors argue that an agent must be rational in believing she has good reasons to
hold a belief, in order to be rational in holding that belief. Ibid. p. 38. In my opinion, this higher-order
requirement cannot but lead to a vicious regress. See Schmitt (1983) for further critique.

174. This mismatch between first and second-order doxastic attitudes is close to what is generally known
as epistemic akrasia or doxastic incontinence. However most accounts of these notions presuppose
some kind of doxastic voluntarism, a position I shall reject (see Chapter 8). I shall therefore not
employ these familiar terms.

175. This is acknowledged by Alston (1993) p. 539 n16.
176. See, e.g. Achinstein (1983) for a thorough discussion.
177. Achinstein (1983) p. 146ff. Discussed in Graham (1997) pp. 227–228. My paraphrase is consciously

rough, but the subtleties left out are not immediately relevant.
178. Graham (1997) p. 228.
179. Russell (2001) p. 38. Russell holds that a belief is “objectively justified” if, and only if, the believer

has good reasons for holding it (see ibid. p. 39).
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180. RobertAudi may be hinting at this point, when in the run of his argument against doxastic voluntarism
he argues: “A reason for action is always expressible in a phrase of the form ‘in order to A’ where ‘A’
ranges over action-types, though a reason for action may also be expressed in other ways. A reason
for belief is never so expressible.” Audi (2001) p. 99. Now, at best Audi points to the unnaturalness
of talking about instrumental reasons for believing. However, simply assuming that such reasons do
not exist, severely begs the question against doxastic voluntarism.

181. In particular a confusion between instrumental and basing reasons maybe accounts for the claim
defended in various versions by, e.g. Winters (1979) and Scott-Kakures (1993) that it is impossible
to hold a belief while aware that one adopted it voluntarily and still hold it “for that reason” (Winters
(1979) p. 253): If one has somehow succeeded in voluntarily adopting a belief, certainly one does
not have a basing reason for holding it in the present sense, as the occurrence of this belief is now
best explained in terms of a belief-forming intention rather than in terms of awareness of evidence.
However, the instrumental reason one has for holding the belief is not concerned in this: One does
not after the belief-acquisition base one’s belief on reasons, which one does not take to support its
truth, even if it was adopted for non-truth-oriented instrumental reasons. It is hard so tee why one’s
awareness of the latter fact should threaten the stability of the acquired belief. See Section 8.2.1.3
for a fuller treatment of these matters.

182. Alston (1993) p. 528.
183. Ibid. p. 539.
184. The notion of rationality or reasonableness is notoriously elusive. I only claim to have captured here

one important sense, in which a belief might be reasonably held. Another obvious sense in which
a belief may be “rationally” or “reasonably” held, is if the agent has good instrumental reasons for
holding it. In that sense it may, e.g. be “reasonable” or “rational” for a person living in a society with
severe persecutions of atheists to believe that God exists.

185. See Toribio (2002), especially p. 50.
186. Ibid. p. 40.
187. Ibid. p. 39.
188. See, e.g. Wilson et al. (1995).
189. See Dancy & Sosa (eds.) (1992) p. 433.
190. Goldman (1988) p. 53. Goldman here holds that, for a belief to be fully or strongly justified, it must

be formed by adequate (reliable) processes and adequate (reliable) methods, insofar as methods were
used in its formation (ibid.).

191. Ibid. p. 55.
192. Ibid. p. 60.
193. Ibid.
194. Dancy & Sosa (eds.) (1992) p. 432. Goldman (1988) p. 54.
195. Goldman (1988) p. 61.
196. Ibid. p. 62.
197. See Goldman (1993), especially p. 103.
198. Jones (1997) attributes this defence of value-monism to David Armstrong and Colin McGinn

respectively and (correctly, I think) rules it inadequate. Ibid. p. 428.
199. The “or” here is of course a standard-logical inclusive “or.” I take it that non-reasonableness may

unproblematically be equated with unreasonableness.
200. This claim also seems to fit with our everyday practices: Certainly an average person would protest

at being excused for an undesirable incidence, in which she did nothing wrong at all. Consider, e.g. a
person who had made an explicit and ratified arrangement not to meet at her job on some particular
date. However her boss forgets about this arrangement. As a result her company faces some serious
problems. Now, this person would hardly like to hear that she is appropriately excused for these
problems: She would rather feel that she needs no excuse at all, as she did nothing wrong by staying
home that day. (I owe this example to Marcia Baron in private conversation). Consider also the
more extreme case, where an agent is told that the weather is going to bad tomorrow, but need not
worry, since, really, she is appropriately excused for this. If not simply dismissing this comment as a
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joke, such an agent would rightly feel that she does not owe an excuse for the future weather, since
tomorrow’s weather is not something she could be required to control in any sense.

201. Zagzebski (1996) p. 49.
202. Ibid. Perhaps Zagzebski is justified in taking this notion as pre-understood, since according to her

“In post-Aristotelian ancient philosophy and throughout most of the modern age, certainty has been
given more attention than understanding, whereas in Plato’s and Aristotle’s concept of episteme, in
the philosophies they influenced in the Middle Ages, and in such modern philosophers as Spinoza
and Locke, it was the reverse.” Ibid. p. 46. I shall not quarrel with this sweeping historical claim.

203. Ibid. p. 50.
204. Ibid. p. 44.
205. Zagzebski (1996) p. 44.
206. Russell (2001) p. 39.
207. Ibid. p. 35. (my italics).
208. I trust my reader to do the logical footwork for him or herself. Only the resources of first-order

propositional logic are called upon. The clumsy appearance of the result is my responsibility.
209. Ibid. p. 39.
210. Ibid p. 40. I believe this passage strongly suggests the reading of Russell I have adopted: He seems

to at least suggest here that the blameworthiness of agents must be explained within the requrements
he has imposed, thus embarrassing the interpretation that he only opts for sufficient, but unnecessary
conditions of epistemic blameworthiness.

211. If this sounds too odd, remember that we are talking metaphorically here. A more exact formulation,
employing the notions introduced above would be: His awareness of certain prejudiced testimony is
no longer the best causal explanation of the fact that he holds the belief.

212. Note, that this demand is considerably stronger that that imposed for doxastic incontinence by John
Heil, who has argued that “One is at fault if one harbours a belief, i.e. inconsistent with all that one
takes to be relevant to the warrant of that belief . . . (. . .) . . . The incontinent believer is not simply
making a mistake. He believes what he recognizes to clash with what he holds true.” Heil (1984)
p. 67. Here it is not demanded that the second-order reasons are good ones. Further, even though Heil
certainly considers doxastic incontinence, so conceived, an epistemic vice (ibid. p. 70), it would be
uncharitable to read the above as a full-blown account of epistemic blameworthiness.

213. In Owens (2000) and Alston (1993) respectively. Alston’s stand on the issue is rather complicated.
In Alston (1993) he declares a deontological conception of epistemic justification “untenable” (ibid.
p. 533). However, he presupposes here that proponents of this conception must require beliefs to
be under “effective voluntary control” (ibid.). In earlier papers (Alston (1989) Chapters 4 and 5)
Alston has developed a concept of deontic justification based on indirect control (see Section 10.1),
but concludes after considering some practical examples that this concept “does not give us, what
we expect of epistemic justification” (ibid. p . 95) and even that “there is nothing to be said for
the deontological conception as a fundamental concept for epistemology” (ibid. p. 152). However,
Alston also maintains that deontological justification remains an “important and interesting concept”
(ibid.), even in contexts of training or education. Neither does he deny the relevance of deontic
terms such as “epistemic obligation.” In Alston (1993) he abandons the search for a fundamental
concept of justification in favour of a pluralist approach. One should perhaps expect that, given his
previous acknowledgement of its pragmatic importance, he would now find room for at least one
deontic conception of justification alongside a fan of evaluative concepts, but somewhat surprisingly
he takes refuge in a tightened conception of the kind of doxastic control required for epistemic
blameworthiness in order to keep deontic concepts out in the cold.

214. Owens (2000) p. 121. The “non-moral things” are clearly meant to include beliefs. The issues of the
normative status of beliefs and their control occupy the bulk of Owens’ book.

215. Hume (1975) p. 322. Quoted Owens (2000) p. 121.
216. Ibid. p. 118: “Where it [my road rage] expresses a psychological state itself subject to rational

assessment, I am culpable.”
217. Ibid. p. 118.
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218. Feldman (2001) p. 88.
219. Ibid.
220. I denied the basic status of terms like “permission” and “prohibition” in the context of epistemic

deontologism in Section 3.1 above.
221. Ibid. p. 89.
222. Alston (1989) p. 143.
223. The formulation is kept very loose at this early stage of the discussion. In particular, as shall emerge,

one cannot say that the blameworthiness of a belief requires that the agent could have prevented its
formation.

224. That is (in other words), the instantiation of the properties (relational and other) making for the
epistemic undesirability of her belief that p.

225. It should be noticed that the fact that a notion of inexcusability features prominently in this clause does
not make the analysis flatly circular, as the notion of inexcusability featuring in (2) now applies to
exercises of doxastic control rather than to holdings of beliefs. However, there is a legitimate regress
worry here, since one may try to excuse an agent for her failure to serve the truth-goal in exercising
her doxastic control by referring to her holding of certain background beliefs, which might also be
undesirable from an epistemic perspective. If it is argued now that this excuse is inappropriate, since
the agent lacks an appropriate epistemic excuse for holding these undesirable background beliefs,
a regress gets going. In the proper later context (Section 14.4) I shall argue that this regress is not
vicious to the objectives of the present study.

226. My reasons for not coining this condition in counterfactual terms shall be made clear in Section 10.4.
If one eschews the notion of a causally effective omission, it should be quite easy to skip the parts
on my discussion turning on this notion. However, I take it that events caused by omissions are quite
commonplace, e.g. it seems entirely natural to say that my plants withered, (in part) because I failed
to water them.

227. “As a minimum,” because M∗ may of course gratuitously be supplied with modes of doxastic control
not relevant to any possible ascriptions of epistemic blameworthiness.

228. See, e.g. Stocker (1982) p. 399.
229. For a discussion of dimensions of epistemic desirability, see Chapter 5 above.
230. Ryan (2003) p. 66.
231. A difficult point may be: If the music-listener’s staying in the room is somehow (morally) desirable,

is she then praiseworthy for staying in the room, even if she could not have left it? Here I find it
hard to praise her for staying in the room. Rather, if she did nothing to leave the room (banged on
the door, etc.) she might be praised for this or we may simply praise her for intending not to leave
the room. This and similar complications account for the fact that I shall have little to say about the
notion of praiseworthiness in the present study.

232. Feldman (2001) p. 81.
233. Ibid. pp. 82–83.
234. Ibid. p. 83.
235. Feldman actually sets up such a scenario: If a person gets tortured unless I believe in 30 sec that

the lights are turned on, I had better exercise my Feldman-control over this belief for moral reasons.
Ibid. p. 82.

236. That is: the properties making for the belief ’s epistemic desirability or undesirability in the present
sense.

237. Most likely, this is a truism. See below.
238. Audi (2001) p. 95.
239. Davidson (1980) p. 50. The passage continues: “. . . , and this in turn requires, I think, that what the

agent does is known to him under some description.” I consider this further claim more like a special
version of the activity-guiding requirement needed for deontological adequacy than a metaphysical
necessity: Surely under normal circumstances an agent can hardly be responsible for something that
he does not know he is doing under any description, but I think it is less clear that it is therefore not an
action at all. Consider, e.g. the exotic case, where the agent has knowingly administered to himself
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a drug that prevents him from knowing what he is doing. Now, his doings while under the influence
of the drug seems to be something he can be held responsible for, and perhaps they even are actions.
Another view could have it that these doings are really blameworthy consequences of the drug-taking
action and not actions themselves. Personally I find it hard to decide between these options.

240. I take the Davidsonian stance that all action is really “primitive” physical (or mental) action under
some suitable description.

241. Perhaps most importantly, I ignore the question about whether, e.g. intentionally giving one’s money
to a religious sect due to severe brainwashing, is in fact an action at all, and if so, an action for which
one is responsible. In other words, I ignore the issue of deep voluntary control, i.e. action from freely
formed intentions (see, e.g. Steup (2000) pp. 31–32) .

242. Ibid. p. 51
243. Ibid. p. 54.
244. A very similar point was already made by Heil (1983) p. 359 before the current surge in doxastic

voluntarism: “Second, one convinced that the adoption of a belief is a non-basic act is obliged to
produce some accounts of the basic acts thought to generate (in whatever way) the act of belief-
adoption. It is not clear what these actions could be.” I am perfectly sympathetic to this point. Only I
follow Davidson in denying that there is any interesting difference between basic (or primitive) and
non-basic (or non-primitive) actions at all. Actions may be mere bodily movements or complicated
technical achievements relative to different descriptions equally legitimate in different contexts. In
a provocative (and somewhat dangerous) phrasing, basic actions are all the actions that are! See
Davidson (1980) pp. 59–60. For an provocatively eloquent re-formulation of Heil’s point see Alston
(1989) p. 129: “What button would I push?” etc.

245. See Heil (1983). I discuss Heil’s contribution to the debate over the importance of such exercises of
direct doxastic control to evaluations of epistemic blameworthiness in Section 9.2.

246. The deontological importance of practical property control only becomes visible in bizarre Frankfurt-
cases like the “locked room” example invoked by Sharon Ryan (see Section 7.2). Here the agent
cannot control the “content” of her action, namely that of remaining in the room. However, she
may well control certain properties of her staying that are important to the deontic status of her
remaining in the room, insofar as her so remaining had undesirable consequences. Imagine, e.g. that
just outside the room a man died, while the agent was in the room. Here, although the locked-up
agent could not possibly have helped the man, our attitude toward her may still be affected by further
circumstances. For example if she knowingly ignored the man’s lament, not realizing that the room
was locked, this naturally elicits a different response from the case where she realized that the room
was locked and therefore gave up any attempt at rescuing him. It should be noted that such cases are
not immediately analogous to typical instances of believing: here we may in fact sometimes be able
to influence the content of our beliefs, although, as I shall argue at length below, this control is rarely
deontologically adequate.

247. Ibid. pp. 119–142 ff.
248. Ibid. p. 119.
249. Ibid. p. 137.
250. Ibid. p. 128.
251. Ibid. p. 128.
252. See. ibid. note 21 for an extensive list. Among the texts figuring on Alston’s list, Steup (1988) is

particularly noticeable. The crucial quotation must be the following: “If I cannot directly choose
a belief, I have in order to choose a belief, to do something else than the choosing” Ibid. p. 71.
However, Steup’s position on Alston’s list seems entirely unwarranted, at least if based on quotations
like the above: Steup’s prime examples of “choices” are not “basic” choices but rather complex ones
like choosing right eating habits! See ibid.

253. Alston (1989) p. 134.
254. Ibid.
255. Ibid. pp. 137–138.
256. Ibid. p. 143.
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257. Ibid. p. 137.
258. Due to the notion of basing evidence (or reason) employed in the present study (see Section 5.3),

“seems’” should not be given an overly psychologistic reading. Rather a piece of evidence “seems
sufficient” to a cognitive system, if the system reacts to exposure to that evidence by forming a belief,
insofar as certain over-riding causal mechanisms are not active (like, e.g. an emotional pressure).

259. Logik. Akademieausgabe 9.73.27–32.
260. Exactly what doxastic voluntarism amounts to has rarely been spelt out in detail. However, at least one

author, RobertAudi, has presented an understanding not explicitly wedded to epistemic deontologism.
SeeAudi (2001) p. 93. However,Audi quickly goes on to draw the connection to “the ethics of belief,”
and thus follows the general trend of more or less implicitly taking the importance of the issue of
direct content control to be its relevance to epistemic deontologism.

261. Nevertheless, some doxastic voluntarists of a compatibilist inclination verge dangerously on the brink
of a deontologically impotent conception of doxastic freedom. See my comments on Ryan (2003) in
Section 8.3.1.1.

262. This is van Fraassen’s preferred term. Van Fraassen (1984) p. 250.
263. Ibid. p. 254.
264. Ibid. p. 255. Of course this interpretation rests upon not taking the phrase “entered a contract with

myself ” too literally. I suspect this is the most charitable reading, since van Fraassen hardly needs a
more literal reading to make the point he needs for his argument.

265. Van Fraassen points to “cognitive commitment” involved in belief in order to solve a problem facing
classical Bayesian accounts of rationality, according to which an agent should be willing to accept as
fair any bet on the truth of a proposition with odds exceeding her degree of trust in it. The problem is
that this commitment may force the agent to accept a so-called “Dutch Strategy”; a set of bets, which
individually seem fair, but taken together inevitably results in a loss. Van Fraassen demonstrates that
the “Dutch Strategy” may be set up, once the agent’s beliefs do not adhere to a certain “Reflection”
or “Self-confidence” principle (Ibid. p. 244). Roughly, according to this principle the agent must
have full confidence in her future “credence function,” i.e. if the agent believes that she will at a
future time hold a proposition 60% likely to be true, she must now believe that the proposition is 60%
likely to be true. Certainly self-confidence to such a degree runs counter to basic fallibilist intuitions
and can hardly be demanded for rationality. Now, Van Fraassen counter-balances this demand for
rationality with the “committed” nature of beliefs: Given my commitment to fallibilism I cannot
simply be required to give up my fallibilism, if confronted by a bookmaker using a “Dutch Strategy.”
Thus, even if I fall victim to a Dutch Strategy, I may remain rational in a natural sense. I wholly
endorse van Fraassen’s point. However, the irrelevance of such “voluntarist” commitments to the
present discussion should be obvious. For a very different opinion see Wansing (2004) p. 420, where
Van Fraassen is represented as an arch-voluntarist.

266. “On a strong interpretation it [doxastic voluntarism] expresses the view that believing itself is an
action-type having some tokens that are directly voluntary. On a weaker interpretation it expresses
the view that forming a belief is sometimes such an action-type. Call the first view the behavioural
version of doxastic voluntarism and the second the genetic version.” Audi (2001) p. 94. It should
be remarked that strictly speaking Audi’s “genetic version” are narrower than mine, since it on only
concerns belief-formations. However, the extension to cover also the prevention, suspension and
sustension of beliefs seems natural. Heinrich Wansing (Wansing (2004)) has pointed to an almost
endless number of further distinctions one may draw within genetic doxastic voluntarism (and could
draw within behavioural voluntarism as well): One may make clear whether one’s claims concern
actual or possible agents, actual or possible beliefs, at least one agent or all agents, at least one belief
or all beliefs, conscious or unconscious beliefs, conscious or unconscious belief-formation, etc. In
the present context it seems irrelevant to enforce all of these distinctions at all times. Where nothing
else is mentioned, I am talking about the actual conscious beliefs of actual agents (past, present,
future) and take behavioural voluntarism in its basic version to claim that at least one such belief
is/was consciously formed at will by an actual agent.

267. Steup (1988) p. 76, (my italics).
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268. Ibid. p. 72.
269. See. Steup (2000) p. 32. According to Steup, such belief-formation as well as arm-raising are subject

to “categorical voluntary control.” The very formulation of this claim poses significant problems. For
this reason I shall postpone its treatment to the later discussion of “the general analogy argument,”
in which it shall figure prominently.

270. James (1981) p. 424.
271. Ibid. p. 1167.
272. Gale (1999) p. 71.
273. James (1981) p. 401.
274. Ibid. p. 425.
275. I shall leave James for here, and refer to the very informative Gale (1999) for further analysis.
276. Some may be inclined to argue against behavioural doxastic voluntarism by holding that beliefs are

states, for which reason they cannot be events. A fortiori, thus, they cannot be actions, since actions
are events. See in particular O’Shaughnessy (1980) p. 26 for an argument along these lines. However,
it is far from clear that a general distinction between states and events obtain. It is not enough to
argue that states are somehow unchanging, whereas events involve changes, for if events and states
are conceived of as particulars any state will also change in some respect or other and vice versa.

277. Surprisingly, no actual doxastic voluntarists in the literature have openly acknowledged the need for
a hypothesis of this type.

278. Steup (2000) p. 32.
279. Ibid. p. 25.
280. Steup never makes clear by examples or otherwise, what exactly disbelieving a proposition amounts

to. He seems however, in the above-quoted passage to endorse at least the conceptual possibility that
an agent can believe p and then, as it were, “seamlessly” come to disbelieve it by decision.

281. In which case, given Blameepist, control, she would of course also have prevented that she holds the
belief that p in an epistemically undesirable way.

282. In which case, given Blameepist, control, she would of course also have suspended the occurence that
she holds the belief that p in an epistemically undesirable way.

283. A remarkable exception to this tendency is Code (1987) who starts out in the second mode, blame
attributed for not knowing in which side of the road to drive. Ibid. pp. 1–3. However in this particular
case, the psychological possibility of preventing a relevant belief by believing the contradictory
proposition seems open: Basic traffic rules are not something about which a normal agent is likely
to harbour contradictory beliefs.

284. Matthias Steup, perhaps the most persistent recent advocate of doxastic voluntarism, is an exception.
In Steup (1988) he discusses the case of an agent who arguably should have prevented “withheld”
the formation of an undesirable belief (ibid. pp. 79–80) and in Steup (2000), the notion of suspension
of belief figures prominently.

285. Ryan (2003) p. 68. See also Pojman (1985) p. 38. At least for Augustine, the attribution of doxastic
voluntarism seems entirely warranted and widely agreed upon (see, e.g. Van Fraassen (1984) p. 250).
However, I will not enter into an extensive exegetical discussion in the present context, where I shall
deal with doxastic voluntarism on a more general level.

286. Scott-Kakures (1993) p. 77.
287. O’Shaughnessy (1980) p. 21.
288. Scott-Kakures (1993) p. 77.
289. Williams (1973).
290. Pojman (1985) states the logical impossibility of a rational person acquiring a belief by will in

full consciousness and irrespective of truth considerations. He remains agnostic or even hostile
concerning more global versions of CIC. Ibid. p. 52. Pojman’s central argument turns on declaring
fully conscious beliefs that {p and I believe p for other than truth considerations} “logically odd”
(ibid. p. 48). However, as nicely pointed out in Wansing (2004), the alleged “logical oddity” of such
beliefs seems to matter very little to CIC concerning the belief that p, since they are strictly speaking
about one’s belief that p rather than its wilful acquisition.
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291. O’Shaughnessy (1980).
292. Scott-Kakures (1993).
293. Barbara Winters is a more difficult case. It is far from clear, which kind of necessity is suggested by

her continued use of the modal operator “Necessarily…” in Winters (1979). There she discusses her
thesis that “Necessarily, ¬(∃x)(∃p): (x believes in full consciousness [x believes p & x’s belief of p
is not sustained by any truth consideration])” on an equal footing with Bernard Williams’ version of
CIC (which she rejects), but in defending this “general claim,” she explicitly relies upon empirical
premises.

294. Scott-Kakures (1993) pp. 77–78. It is not clear from this quotation in isolation that Scott-Kakures
is talking about conceptual impossibility. However, as should be clear from the quotations offered
above, this is made very clear earlier in the article.

295. Aparadigm case of “causal luck” would be the case in which an agent with a paralysed arm might still
succeed in “raising” it through her intention to do so, if, e.g. the emotional stress of her incapacity
causes a jism to thrust upwards the paralysed limb. I take it that the term “unmediated” in Scott-
Kakures formulation of the conceptual impossibility claim is meant to exclude the doxastic parallel
of such cases. At least he later makes it clear that he takes actions like arm-raising as paradigmatic
of the conception of belief-formation, which he wants to rule out. Scott-Kakures (1993) p. 91.

296. At this point, Winters presents a problem, since she explicitly argues for the impossibility of “sustain-
ing” a belief under certain circumstances (see note above). However, she ventures that “ ‘sustained at
will’applies to a belief originally acquired at will and still held for that reason.” Winters (1979) p. 253.

297. O’Shaughnessy (1980) pp. 26–27.
298. Bennett (1990) p. 104.
299. Of course the possibility obtains that Bennett thinks of the “bio-feedback” method as only one way

among several in which a belief could (hypothetically) be acquired at will. However, there is no
trace in the text that Bennett should not hold “bio-feedback virtuosity” necessary in order to achieve
this feat.

300. O’Shaughnessy (1980) p. 27.
301. O’Shaugnessy introduces the term “b-believing” in the following passage: “Now I shall begin this

discussion by making the (almost certainly counter-factual) assumption that there might exist such
an act as the immediate willing of belief, (modelled upon the familiar basic act that is the immediate
willing of arm rise). I shall call it ‘b-believing’….” Ibid. p. 22. One might well wonder whether
O’Shaugnessy refers to a behavioural or a genetic version of doxastic voluntarism here, but imme-
diately above he has made it clear that the genetic version is the intended one: “My question is
altogether different. It is: can there be an act that is the bringing about of belief ?” Ibid.

302. Williams (1973) p. 149. The left-out passage concerns so-called “B-states,” weaker surrogates of
belief states that a machine may be in. Ibid p. 145. The issue of B-states is not narrowly relevant to
the present context, where we shall be dealing with full-blow beliefs throughout.

303. Govier (1976) p. 648; Bennett (1990) p. 95; Scott-Kakures (1993) p. 84.
304. Govier (1976) ibid. See also Bennett (1990).
305. As argued by Scott-Kakures (1993) ibid.
306. O’Shaughnessy (1980) p. 25.
307. Williams (1973) p. 148.
308. I take it that Williams’ intentions are not violated by replacing “know” with “believe” throughout.

Heinrich Wansing, in his careful analysis of Williams’ argument, has taken Williams’ “know” quite
literally. Since knowledge is a factive state, this has the unwelcome consequence of allowing a rather
trivial reading of the argument, since, to an adherent of CIC like Williams, any ascription of a belief
formed at will is a logical falsehood, hence trivially unknowable. (This is recognized by Wansing.
See especially Wansing (2002) p. 25). It seems clear from the context that, rather than a circular
argument based on the factivity of knowledge, Williams is after basing CIC on alleged (conceptual)
neccesities concerning human psychological capabilities, especially such as concerns beliefs and
“suspicions.” See Engel (1999) for a very positive stance towards Williams’ strategy.

309. Williams (1973) p. 136.
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310. Williams (1973) p. 137.
311. Ibid.
312. Ibid.
313. Govier (1976) p. 647. A problem concerning Govier’s phrasing might be this: A belief that p is

not automatically a belief that p is true; Children may, e.g. hold beliefs and still lack a concept
of truth. However, this difficulty does not seem to affect Govier’s point, which only concerns
“most people.”

314. Williams (1973) p. 148.
315. A perfectly parallel claim is made in O’Shaughnessy (1980) p. 25 where O’Shaughnessy argues that

“only the very mad” come near consciously to hold such incompatible belief, and that such beliefs
would hardly qualify as “genuine” beliefs at all.

316. As any false mathematical proposition, I take it, is necessarily false the conjunction of the proposition
with itself is also necessarily false. Further an agent who believes a mathematical proposition p
plausibly may also be attributed the belief p & p and vice versa.

317. Williams (1973) p. 148.
318. Winters (1979) p. 254.
319. Winters (1979) p. 254; Scott-Kakures (1993) pp. 82 and 94; and Bennett (1990) p. 93. Bennett sets

up the point by an elaborate thought example involving self-deceptive agents called “Credamites”:
“When a Credamite gets a belief in this way (by fiat) he forgets that this is how he came by it” (ibid.).

320. Scott-Kakures (1993) p. 99.
321. Montmarquet (1986) p. 50. I shall leave it open whether such “incontinence” really deserves the

coveted but controversial title of “epistemic akrasia.”
322. Dana Radcliffe seems to have gone for a prospective version of the stronger negative requirement:

“There is no incompatibility between recognizing that I have not yet come to a belief that Tom is
guilty and the absence of a second-order epistemic assessment of that possible belief … (…) … Does
my lacking an opinion so far about the epistemic status of that belief prevent me from intending or
willing to believe it? Surely not!” Radcliffe (1997) p. 149. Now, as seen above, I take the prospective
arguments to either beg the question or rely on the retrospective claim. Thus, I see no reason for
pursuing such prospective concerns in detail.

323. Winters consider two cases of capricious belief in the present sense: Beliefs about future matters
of fact held by some self-acclaimed psychic and religious beliefs supposedly self-induced by some
mysterious “leap of faith.” Winters (1979) p. 250–251. Here, I take it, only the latter category meets
the specification. Surely, a psychic would normally quote the “fact” that her belief about the future
was produced by her psychic powers as a good rationalizing reason for holding it. Further, we should
hardly expect capricious beliefs to remain capricious for long. I take it that most persons are prone
to immediately take something to constitute positive evidence for even their most farfetched beliefs,
once formed.

324. Scott-Kakures (1993) p. 88.
325. Scott-Kakures (1993) p. 91.
326. Scott-Kakures (1993) p. 95.
327. These are bizarre cases, where simply holding the belief in itself generates a good rationalizing reason

for holding it. Scott-Kakures mentions the case, where someone credibly offers you $1,000,000 for
forming the belief that you are a millionaire. If somehow you succeed in believing this, you instantly
have a good rationalizing reason for believing it. I believe we may safely ignore the relevance of this
rare phenomenon to the wider issue of doxastic voluntarism.

328. Scott-Kakures (1993) p. 94.
329. Wansing (2004) p. 424. See Wansing (2002) and Wansing (2004) for a fully adequate and technically

sound introduction to Wansing’s thought on doxastic control. Wansing (2006) presents a more acces-
sible up-to-date introduction. I am grateful towards Henirich Wansing for aiding me in presenting
his views in a reasonably fair, albeit relatively non-technical manner.

330. Alston (1989) p. 123.
331. Ryan (2003) p. 66.
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332. “Once we have judged that our evidence supports believing that p, we believe that p automatically and
instantaneously. No effort is required and we are certainly not aware of any act such as “executing”
our decision. However, these differences do not undermine my main point: that one has executed a
decision to ϕ because one has concluded that one’s reasons or one’s evidence supports ϕ-ing.” Steup
(2000) p. 35.

333. Below (see, e.g. Section 9.4), I shall in fact endorse Steup’s view against Alston that an agent can be
blameworthy even for “pressing” empirical beliefs.

334. Ginet (2001) p. 70.
335. Ibid. p. 124.
336. Ibid. p. 125.
337. Ibid. p. 126.
338. Ibid. p. 123.
339. In Section 2.1 I have offered reasons to hold strictly apart the notions of acceptance and belief.
340. Ibid. p. 122.
341. I am not aware of any serious psychological research regarding doxastic actions such as the intentional

formation of belief.
342. Cf., a.o., Feldman (2001) p. 83: “we are at the mercy of our evidence (or perhaps our evidence together

with what other non-evidential factors cause beliefs).” Or in Robert Audi’s suggestive words: “belief
is more like a response to external grounds than a result of an internal volitive thrust.” Audi (2001)
p. 98. I am however, not sure what good the internal/external distinction does here. John Heil has
submitted that “believers are largely at the mercy of their belief-forming equipment.” Heil (1983)
p. 357.

343. Trudy Govier has aptly named such a doxastic prodigy “Supermind.” Govier (1976) p. 649.
344. Ryan (2003) p. 63.
345. Ibid. p. 62.
346. Ibid. p. 48.
347. “Rather, what we should compare the belief case with is an action that is decisively opposed by

practical reasons, such as giving the first person you see on the street a hefty blow to the nose.” Steup
(2001) p. 16.

348. “It’s true that I cannot decide whether to believe a car is coming at me when I see one bearing down
on me or whether I have hands, arms and legs. But neither can I decide to stick a knife in my eye for
no reason, nor to kill a baby or rob a bank.” Russell (2001) p. 42.

349. Ryan (2003) pp. 70–71.
350. Stocker (1982) p. 410. A parallel claim is made in Zagzebski (1996) pp. 66–67.
351. Arguably, neither author is strictly committed to this claim, although Stocker takes the analogy to

establish at least that an agent may be responsible for her holding of beliefs (ibid.) and Ryan, as seen
above, clearly holds free/intentional actions to be proper objects of blame and takes all formations
of beliefs to be instances of such free or intentional action. If I am setting up one or more straw
men here, it is only for the purpose of showing that the argument poses no threat to my rejection of
doxastic voluntarism.

352. See Section 7.2.
353. Alston (1989) p. 133.
354. Davidson (1980) p. 53.
355. See in particular ibid. p. 58.
356. Heller (2001) p. 133.
357. Ibid. p. 131.
358. Ibid. p. 133.
359. Ibid. p. 136.
360. Ibid. p. 135.
361. Ibid.
362. Ibid. p. 136.
363. Ibid. p. 138.
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364. Ibid. p. 139.
365. Baron (2001) p. 8.
366. Ginet (2001) p. 64.
367. It seems clear that he uses the term “decision” to mean simply intention in the above context. This

impression is only strengthened later in the paper, where Ginet shifts freely between the terms
“decision” and “intention” in parallel contexts.

368. Ibid. p. 70.
369. Adopted from ibid. p. 65. Ginet presents “counting on its being the case” as a necessary and sufficient

condition for belief in the run of an example involving the belief that a coin-flip lands heads. However,
he immediately proceeds to employ this observation on divergent instances of belief. Thus, it seems
plausible to presume that Ginet intends to offer “counting on its being the case” as a general definition
of “belief.”

370. Ibid.
371. Ibid. p. 66.
372. Ibid.
373. Remark, though, that Ginet seems to eschew this defence by submitting above that “to not prepare

for the truth of not-p is itself to stake something on p.”
374. See Alston (1989) p. 123.
375. Ginet (2001) p. 66.
376. Íbid. p. 64. On the same page, Ginet offers two examples with “suppression” strategies for forming

beliefs, parallel to the above example of the man with the injured wife. Further he offers an example
with a deliberating poker player. This example, in any important respect, is parallel to the above-
quoted courtroom example.

377. This is not to deny, of course, that action may in many cases occur without precedent value-decisions.
378. Steup (2000) p. 30.
379. Ibid.
380. Ibid. p. 31.
381. Ibid.
382. Ibid. p. 32.
383. Ibid. p. 31.
384. Ibid. p. 32
385. Ibid. p. 45.
386. See especially ibid. pp. 35–36 and p. 46 respectively.
387. See the quotation at the beginning of Chapter 8.
388. Ibid. p. 35.
389. See, e.g. Bratman (1999) p. 6. Donald Davidson has championed a theory of intention closely related

to S-intention: “To intend to perform an action is, on my account, to hold that it is desirable to
perform an action of a certain sort in the light of what one believes is and will be the case.” Davidson
(1980) p. 100.

390. Ibid. p. 28.
391. Ibid. p. 14.
392. Heil (1983) p. 363.
393. However, standard doxastic voluntarism opting at all instances for either the first or the second

strategy (see Section 8.1) available to it for accounting for an agent’s blameworthiness for holding an
undesirable belief, entails property voluntarism in the following sense: If the agent is epistemically
blameworthy because she performed the action of forming a particular undesirable belief, she also
brought it about that an epistemically undesirable belief was formed, and could be equally blamed
on this basis. If she is epistemically blameworthy because she should have performed, but did not
perform, the doxastic action of preventing herself from holding a particular undesirable belief, she
also should have brought it about, but did not bring it about, that an undesirable belief was not formed.
She could thus be equally blamed for both omissions.

394. Heil (1983) p. 357.
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395. Ibid. p. 363.
396. Ibid. p. 360.
397. Ibid.
398. Ibid. p. 361.
399. In the second sentence of Heil (1983) he states that “we occasionally blame a person for believing

what we imagine he ought not believe.” Ibid. p. 355. He nowhere rebuts the appropriateness of this
practice.

400. Montmarquet (1993) p. 46.
401. Ibid.
402. Ibid. p. 33.
403. Ibid.
404. See ibid. pp. 30–32.
405. Ibid. p. viii.
406. “My question, then is this with respect to such [evil] acts: If we cannot assign culpability for holding

such [nazi] beliefs, how can we assign culpability for acts premised on their (assumed) truth?”
Ibid. p. 2. Montmarquet clearly thinks, as do I (see Section 1.3), that such acts may be (morally)
blameworthy, even if “honestly mistaken.”

407. It should be remarked though, that elsewhere in Montmarquet (1993), Montmarquet seems to lapse
back into a classical doxastic voluntarist position, despite his earlier explicit remarks quoted above that
“epistemic responsibility” does not hinge upon control over particular “given” beliefs: He defends
the view that a belief may be “weakly voluntary” “to the extent that it is formed or held under
circumstances (a) allowing for, but not dictating, its epistemically virtuous formation or retention;
and that (b) had the subject not been epistemically virtuous, this belief would not have been held, or
continued to be held with the same degree of conviction.” It is condition (b) of this definition, that
more than smacks of doxastic voluntarism. As shall be seen in Section 10.4, genetic property control
need make no such requirements: There are so-called “Frankfurt cases” where (b) is not satisfied
and yet the belief is still under a mode of doxastic control relevant for ascriptions of epistemic
blameworthiness. Thus the more charitable option is going with Montmarquet’s property voluntarist
remarks, as I have done above. In Montmarquet (1999) he seems to have opted for this reading
himself, where he roots epistemic blameworthiness entirely in an agent’s “direct control with respect
to [her] degree of care.” Ibid. p. 843.

408. Ibid. pp. 47–48.
409. Arguably Hitler, as a well-known historical figure, distorts our relevant intuitions in this context. To

avoid this, we could substitute him with a less famous Nazi henchman.
410. See ibid p. 2.
411. See, e.g. Zagzebski (1996) pp. 84–88.
412. Ibid. p. 142.
413. Ibid. p. 137.
414. Ibid. p. 141.
415. Ibid. p. 152.
416. Ibid.
417. I am of course offering a totally ludicrous reading of the term “belief forming habit” here. My point is,

however, thatAlston does nothing to rule out such a reading. He only submits that the “belief forming
habit” clause of his analysis is relevant in cases, where “the belief was acquired by the activation of
a habit we would not have possessed had we fulfilled our intellectual obligations.” Anna’s “habit” of
forming beliefs about Benny fits this picture perfectly.

418. Cf. Zimmermann (1997).
419. I shall not attempt to spell out exactly which kind of dispositions adequately fill in Alston’s picture.
420. Alston (1989) p. 142.
421. Ibid. p. 138.
422. Ibid.
423. Govier (1976) p. 643.
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424. Some may now wonder, why I took so great care in refining Alston’s analysis. I did this because
of the attention it has enjoyed as the only explicit doxastic Pascalianist position in the published
literature. It had to be made absolutely clear that even an extensive refinement as that undertaken
above will not save Alston from the objections I shall offer.

425. Owens (2000) p. 83. The “juridical theory of responsibility” is here simply the claim that
“responsibility requires freedom and control” (ibid. p. 21).

426. I shall discuss in Section 13.2 the intricate question of what “required to foresee” could mean in the
present context.

427. Frankfurt (1969).
428. Fischer & Ravizza (1993b) p. 327. The authors emphasize that of course Frankfurt is not committed to

such extensions of his original point, which did not regard responsibility for consequences. However,
to me as to Fischer & Ravizza the extension seems perfectly natural. The supposition that Elizabeth
“has had” the device implanted in her is ambiguous. I take it to mean that the scientist implanted the
device in her brain without her consent.

429. Notice that the slight time-gap between the reliable and the unreliable testimony in the above example
is not essential. One might imagine that the demagogue and the criminologist express the statistical
proposition simultaneously.

430. Stocker (1982) makes much of this point: “In regard to at least many [formations of] serious beliefs,
we simply do not have, and would not realistically be able to have, foresight.” Ibid. p. 403.

431. Alston (1989) p. 135.
432. See in particular Graham (1997) throughout and Pappas (2000) pp. 118–119.
433. This conception is arguably more relaxed than any conception expressly endorsed in the literature

and most likely also inadequate for many purposes. For example the proposition intended to be
expressed need not be the one perceived to be expressed, in order for an utterance to qualify as a
piece of testimony on my account. However, for the present purpose, this very wide conception
should suffice.

434. “Working-indicator-properties, which are those properties actually used in a given practice to indicate
rational authority, and which may or may not be so reliable. The norm of credibility governs, who
is picked out as a good informant: it tells us to attribute rational authority to all and only those
informants who possess relevant indicator-properties.” Fricker (1998) p. 168. “Rational authority”
here is simply Fricker’s term for “credibility.”

435. P. Faulkner (2002) p. 357.
436. Ibid.
437. See, e.g. Hardwig (1991) p. 693 for this common observation.
438. That is the one corresponding to the notion of substantive responsibility employed by T.M. Scanlon

in Scanlon (1998).
439. Heil (1983) p. 362.
440. Kornblith (1983) p. 38.
441. Ibid. p. 34.
442. Scare-qoutes due to the immense ambiguity of the term. See Section 3.2.
443. Ibid.p. 33.
444. Ibid. p. 34.
445. Ibid. p. 38.
446. In fact this does not seem to follow from his above-quoted definition: Even though an agent has not

done “all that he should in order to bring it about that he have true beliefs,” he might still (at least
occasionally) hold an epistemically desirable belief.

447. It should be noted that the term “education” is here taken in a very broad sense as anything that might
systematically improve an agents cognitive dispositions relevant to belief, i.e. anything that may
systematically improve her propensity to serve the truth-goal. I shall of course not assume that the
value of education uniquely derives from this propensity.

448. Ibid. p. 38.
449. Ginet (2001) p. 64.
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450. Alston (1989) pp. 137–138. See also Kornblith (1983) p. 35: “Being justified requires more than
simply reasoning properly; it requires that one gather evidence properly as well.”

451. Talking of the non-performance and performance of an omission is awkward. Arguably, however
the English language has no term that covers both actions and omissions in a natural way. Further, it
should be noted that any action may also be described as an omission (of not performing the action)
and vice versa. Whether to invoke one term or the other is often a hard decision, guided only on ideas
of what is the most “natural” phrasing in a given context.

452. I take it that I am in consonance with Alston’s usage of the term, although he appears very unwilling
to offer any substantial account of the notion of an intellectual obligation apart from the unrevealing
indirect statement that the fulfilling of such an obligation is what it is “reasonably to expect of a
person.” Alston (1989) p. 145.

453. See, e.g. Alston (1989) p. 86: “S is Jd [deontologically justified] in believing that p iff in believing
that p S is not violating any epistemic obligations.” See also Castaneda (1988) throughout and Steup
(1988) p. 67.

454. See especially Haack (2001) pp. 26–28. As pointed out in Section 1.3, Haack gets a very unchar-
itable and implausible interpretation out of Clifford by trying to fit him into the procrustean bed
of the modern notion of epistemic justification. Especially Haack takes Clifford to argue that all
epistemically unjustified beliefs are also somehow “morally culpable,” a thesis without any warrant
in Clifford’s writings at all. Rather, I will aim to make clear below, Clifford’s main concern was our
obligations “duties” to perform certain belief-influencing actions of roughly the types outlined in
Section 11.3, and the influence which our failure to fulfil such duties might have on our service to
the Enlightenment tradition of the Western world. (Clifford (1999) has some very bad things to say
about religious dogmatism, where Muslim culture functions as an easily identifiable dummy for an
outright attack on Christian fundamentalism, see especially ibid. pp. 80–81). Haack’s interpretation
of Clifford is certainly “revisionary,” but not that “friendly” after all! (“This will suggest a friendly, if
revisionary interpretation of, what is plausible in Clifford’s … talk of “the Ethics of belief).” Haack
(2001) p. 22.

455. Ibid. p. 25.
456. Smith (1983) p. 547.
457. “Frequently the benighting act is an omission.” Ibid. p. 547.
458. “But most discussions fail to emphasize (or even note) that the benighting act must be more than

objectively wrong: it must also be one for which the agent is culpable. If the agent had an excuse for
the benighting act, then the subsequent wrongful act is obviously blameless as well.” Ibid. p. 548.
I wholeheartedly agree to this point.

459. Ibid. p. 543.
460. Ibid. p. 545.
461. Ibid.
462. Whether, when such routines are not specifically pointed out, a doctor should in criminal contexts

be held to higher standards of care than a laymen when operating within her professional setting, is
a matter of some controversy. See, e.g. Saltzburg et al. (1994) p. 213.

463. This to intercept the (unwarranted) objection that the “ought” in, e.g. the sentence “An agent ought
to fulfil her institutional intellectual obligations” is only a “role-ought” in Richard Feldman’s sense.
See, e.g. Feldman (2001) pp. 87–88. As pointed out by Feldman, in my opinion correctly, a “role-
ought” is not a deontic “ought” in the sense that it does not bear on evaluations of blameworthiness
(ibid).

464. Ibid. p. 556. In Section 1.3 I argued against the necessity of reprehensible desires and aversions for
morally blameworthy action. Here their sufficiency is also questioned.

465. “For example, the near-sighted driver may thoroughly repent her willingness to leave the house
without her glasses; given the same options now, she would reject the one she chose. Or, even if the
faulty desire persists, it may not play any direct role in producing the unwitting act.” Ibid. p. 559. In
fact, Smith’s example is somewhat unfortunate, insofar as we would normally expect a near-sighted
driver to stand under some (perhaps vaguely defined) legal duty to wear her glasses when driving.
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That is: we would expect a violation of an institutional intellectual obligation to obtain, whose source
is not that hard to point out (the relevant traffic rules). For the sake of argument, I shall however
follow through with Smith’s example on her terms.

466. Kornblith (1983) p. 34.
467. Ibid. p. 36.
468. Alston (1989) p. 146.
469. Clifford (1999) p. 76.
470. Ibid. pp. 74–75.
471. Ibid p. 91.
472. Ibid.
473. Ibid. p. 74.
474. Notice that Clifford does not make distinctions between relevant and irrelevant beliefs or truths:

His famous slogan goes: “It is wrong always, everywhere and for anyone to believe anything upon
insufficient evidence.” Ibid. p. 77.

475. Montmarquet (1993) p. 29.
476. If this conception of non-institutional intellectual obligation strikes my reader as too lean, remember

that I am here (cf. Section 12.1) invoking the notion in a sense narrowly concerning belief-
influencing actions relevant to ascriptions of epistemic blameworthiness. Of course, in other contexts,
a much richer concept of intellectual obligation tied to broader epistemic goals as, e.g. wisdom or
understanding would be perfectly legitimate (see also Section 5.5).

477. Ibid. and Zagzebski (1996).
478. Nicomachean Ethics 1094b 20–23.
479. In fact the literature on the deontological relevance of foresight has been almost singularly obsessed

with the relation between foresight and intention. See, e.g. Baldwin (1979) and Aulisio (1996).
480. Zimmermann (1986) p. 206.
481. Since there is no sign that Zimmermann employs a similar distinction, I take it that this is more of a

clarification within my own preferred terminology.
482. I assume that this is possible on a folksy version of the physics of chaotic systems having it that a

butterfly flapping its wings in South America can cause a storm in Australia.
483. I am grateful to Benjamin Schnieder for drawing my attention to this point, which was not treated

with sufficient care in Nottelmann (2004).
484. I shall assume here that acceptances are “occurrent” or “conscious” attitudes in the sense intended by,

e.g. Zimmermann. If we shall have to allow unconscious acceptances, arguably this would complicate
immensely the present discussion. However, I do not find it clear how much sense can be made of the
claim that in performing an action, an agent unconsciously used a certain proposition as a premise
in her practical reasoning.

485. This phrase is somewhat ambiguous: notice that it is what the agent foresees will happen as a result
of her action of omission that is important, not what, given that she performs a certain action or
omission, the agent foresees.

486. To not further complicate the present context, I have here ignored the extremely unlikely possibility
that the agent may have openly contradictory beliefs about the matter.

487. What qualifies as “being of the same kind” here is extremely hard to spell out in further details.
In the case of the “educated racist” it seems enough to render her epistemically blameworthy
for holding her racist belief that blacks are generally inferior to whites, if she believed at the
time of her skipping class that a significant risk obtained, that as a result of her inattentive-
ness, she would form undesirable beliefs with some kind of racist content in the future. Also if
she accepted this about future beliefs about other people, it strikes at least this author as being
enough. However, if all she accepted was that, as a result of her skipping class, she would
form undesirable beliefs about, say, train engines in the future, this does not seem the right
basis for rendering her epistemically blameworthy for holding the undesirable racist belief, unless
other of her foresights or blameworthy inadvertences are more relevant to her later undesirable
racist belief.
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488. Ibid. p. 102.
489. Alexander (1990) p. 103.
490. See, e.g. Oakley & Cocking (1994) pp. 205–206: “According to a widely-accepted account, the

concept of moral responsibility involves two conditions; avoidability and foreseeability. That is,
I am morally responsible for consequences C if, and only if, they are among the foreseeable results
of what I could reasonably have avoided doing.”

491. The example given, of course, is an attempt to turn to one extreme “the foresight button.” I acknowl-
edge that this involves certain implausibilities. For example we would hardly expect a harshly
convicted person to attend some educational program just before going to jail. Also we would nor-
mally expect certain belief-influencing actions or omissions undertaken after the release to be of
relevance. I realize that these implausibilities may well disturb our frail intuitions. However, a more
mundane example might well be hard to find.

492. Cf. Smith (1983).
493. Rorty (1989) p. 75.
494. Alston (1989) p. 145.
495. Kuhn (1962). Before Kuhn’s widely discussed book, e.g. the Austrian sociologist and Vienna Circle

Member Otto Neurath poignantly referred to the natural science tradition as a “modern scientific
folklore.” See Neurath (1941). Whether Kuhn’s picture of physics as a discipline characterized by
long periods of calm hegemony brutally separated by violent conceptual revolutions, is generally
adequate, is of course a highly controversial matter. I take it here, that such hegemony may at least
characterize the life of particular national schools within a scientific discipline for limited periods
of time.

496. Steup (1988) p. 78.
497. Alston, in responding to Steup’s criticisms, makes this point thus: “I think that Steup is displaying

an insensitivity to cultural difference. He supposes that there are standards recognized in all cultures
that determine what is adequate evidence or good enough grounds, for one or another kind of belief.
That does not seem to me to be the case.” Alston (1989) p. 146.

498. Alston (1989) p. 145.
499. Nicomachean Ethics 1113b line 32–34. In contrast to most modern legislations, the Greeks took

intoxication in the moment of crime as a severely aggrieving circumstance, since the offender was
then guilty of making himself ignorant as well as of causing a further social harm.

500. Alston (1989) p. 145.
501. Ibid. p. 146.
502. Ibid. p. 146.
503. Ibid.
504. Steup (1988) pp. 79–80.
505. Ibid. p. 80.
506. Alston coins this response to Steup’s rejoinder thus: “The case I have in mind is one in which the

student is quite confident in his reading; this is definitely the way it strikes him, and he has no
tendency to doubt it (at least not prior to seeing the grade he gets on the final exam).” Alston (1989)
p. 147.

507. Steup (1988) p. 79. See the passage quoted at length above.
508. This is clearly a more charitably reading than assuming thatAlston conceives of an agent’s “cognitive

deficiency” as her disability to form an adequately based belief after having been confronted with
evidence, from which a more cognitively optimal agent would have formed an adequately based
belief. Certainly in the college student case, a more refined student, would most likely have come
up with an adequately based belief about the main thesis of Book IV of Locke’s Essay. However,
we might well imagine a case, where a strikingly cognitively deficient agent forms an inadequately
based belief in a situation, where a more cognitively optimal agent would not have formed a belief
at all.

509. Montmarquet (1993) p. viii.
510. See ibid. pp. 45–48.
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511. Ibid. p. 46. I take it that Montmarquet’s use of the term “accept” here is simply a slip of the pen, since
elsewhere in Montmarquet (1993) he strongly emphasizes that it is beliefs rather than acceptances
with which he is normatively concerned. See in particular ibid. pp. 90–92.

512. Montmarquet (1999) p. 844.
513. Montmarquet (1993) p. 47.
514. I shall follow Korsgaard (1999) in using the predicate “autonomous” in the present sense as applicable

directly to actions. Of course actions in this context must be tacitly understood as individuated by
their motivations; it is the right kind of motivation, namely respect (Achtung) for the categorical
imperative or moral law, that makes for autonomy, not the action’s physical aspects.

515. Kant persistently employs the metaphor of a mechanical spring (Triebfeder) in order to convey the
influence of the agent’s respect for maxims on her actions: “Auch haben wir oben gezeigt, wie
weder Furcht, noch Neigung, sondern lediglich Achtung fürs Gesetz diejenige Triebfeder sei, die der
Handlung einen moralischen Werth geben kann.” Grundlegung. Akademieausgabe 4.440.5–7. This
metaphor strongly suggests a causal interpretation, however this seems ruled out by his doctrine of
the unconstrained operation of the free will (see below). We are facing here one of the deep problems
of Kantian exegesis. I will not further explore this matter in the present context.

516. Grundlegung. Akademieausgabe 4.446.7–10.
517. Ibid. Akademieausgabe 4.441.3–7.
518. Ibid. Akademieausgabe 4.437.6–13.
519. This follows trivially from the observation that the ideal of autonomy is an ideal for acts of the will.
520. Korsgaard (1999) p. 1.
521. Ibid. p. 14.
522. Ibid. p. 14–16 ff.
523. The terms “responsible” and “responsibility” have been used in a confusing multitude of interrelated

senses as has been discussed in Section 3.2. Here I presuppose the following usage: An agent is
responsible for b if, and only if, she has authored b in the sense relevant to the application of
deontological predicates to the agent with respect to b, b being a doxastic state or (as here) an action.

524. The acute reader may object that I have given no argument for the joint sufficiency of the three
condition. I am not going to give such an argument, since in the present context, properly speaking
the conditions all express the same Kantian claim in different phrasings. In that sense each condition,
properly understood, is in itself sufficient.

525. Owens (2000) p. 5.
526. For an interesting discussion see Richardson (2001). As one should perhaps expect, the Kantian

concept does not measure up well to Richardson’s rich stock of practical examples. However,
Richardson’s discussion suffers from his unwillingness to distinguish properly between the metaphys-
ical, volitional and normative aspects of Kantian autonomy as out-lined above. Thus, he discusses
threats to volitional and metaphysical autonomy as, e.g. heroin addiction on a par with threats to
normative autonomy as, e.g. evil-conducive character traits.

527. See, e.g. Fuller (1993) p. 209.
528. Polanyi (1951) p. 33.
529. Ibid. p. 34.
530. Arnault (1989).
531. Govier (1993) p. 103.
532. Epictetus (1968) p. 213. The hardships that an agent must sometimes suffer to realize this state of

“freedom” is, e.g. brought out in the following passage: “This is the point where we must begin, this
is where the citadel must be destroyed, and the tyrants cast forth; we must give up our body, and all
that belongs to it – faculties, property, reputation, offices, honours, children, brothers, friends – all
these we must regard as having no concern to us.” Ibid. p. 223.

533. Fuller (1993) p. 208. Fuller imagines that Epictetus, a slave set free, developed his idiosyncratic
conception of freedom in his days of slavery in order to cope with his strongly constrained social
condition. Fuller also explicitly represents Epictetus as a model of Nietzsche’s negatively charged
concept of “slave morality” (ibid.). However, in fact Nietzsche treats Epictetus’ stern doctrines with
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reverence and contrasts them with the “weak” slave morality of Christianity. See, e.g. Nietzsche
(1966) I, 1267.

534. Reich der Zwecke. Grundlegung. Akademieausgabe 4.438.18–21: “Demnach muss ein jedes
vernünftige Wesen so handeln, als ob es durch seine Maximen jederzeit ein gesetzgebendes Glied
im allgemeinen Reiche der Zwecke wäre.” Speaking of role-autonomy in this context is somewhat
inappropriate, as certainly Kant conceived of the Kingdom of Ends more like a regulative ideal than
a society actually realized. The prize that Kant puts on a lack of epistemic deference concerning
moral matters should, however, be obvious. Perhaps Kant’s invocation of a “Kingdom of Ends” may
be diagnosed as a grandiose effort to establish as a norm for individual conduct even a good such as
epistemic non-deference, which is inherently linked to a certain political organisation.

535. See Montmarquet (1993) p. 27 for further reflections of virtues as habits.
536. The massive focus in “social epistemology” on testimony as a social epistemic source owes largely

to the contemporary discussion’s roots in Hume’s Enquiry (Hume (1975)) Sect. X (On Miracles). In
many ways this focus is unfortunate since adoption of beliefs through testimony is arguably only one
of several kinds of epistemic deference, which may also manifest itself as, e.g. imitation of doxastic
practices or a transfer of tacit knowledge.

537. Schmitt (1987) p. 61. It should be noted that John Hardwig invokes the related notions of “epistemic
self-reliance” and “epistemic self-sufficiency” in Hardwig (1991) p. 701. For a thorough discussion
of Hume’s so-called “reductionist epistemology of testimony” see, e.g. D. Faulkner (1998).

538. For example according to Robert Paul Wolff, the gist of autonomy is a markedly asocial “refusal to
be ruled.” Wolff (1970) p. 18: “The primary obligation of man is autonomy, the refusal to be ruled.”
To Wollf this is only realized when man “fulfils his obligations to make himself the author of his
decisions.” (ibid.). Here no room for intersubjective or wider social authorship is made at all.

539. Govier (1993) p. 104.
540. Ibid. pp. 102–103.
541. For a thorough discussion of Locke’s and Hume’s ideals concerning the management of testimony,

see, e.g. Schmitt (1987).
542. Clifford (1999) p. 76.
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BRIEF SUMMARY

The present study aims to provide a working analysis of the epistemic dimension
of blameworthiness that may attach to an agent for holding a particular belief under
particular circumstances.As such it constitutes a defence of a central tenet of epistemic
deontologism, as this position has been ordinarily understood in the recent literature:
An agent’s holding of a belief may be an appropriate object of deontic attitudes, an
epistemic dimension of blame in particular.

I argue that an epistemically blameworthy belief is a belief that is undesirable
from an epistemic perspective (epistemically undesirable) and for whose epistemic
undesirability the believer has no adequate excuse. I maintain that a believer lacks
an adequate excuse of the relevant kind if, and only if, the epistemic undesirability
of her belief results from an exercise of doxastic control constituting a violation of
an intellectual obligation performed with a relevant type of foresight or blamewor-
thy inadvertence to risk. Moreover, the believer must have no adequate excuse for
violating her intellectual obligation under the relevant circumstances.

In brief, I understand the key concepts invoked in this analysis thus: I take a belief
to be epistemically undesirable, if it fails to satisfy one or more epistemic desiderata
for belief: Key epistemic desiderata I take to be reasonableness, adequate basing,
and reliable formation. An intellectual obligation I take to be an obligation to perform
or omit a belief-influencing action (an exercise of doxastic control). I argue that
such obligations may arise under many circumstances, most conspicuously within
professional contexts. The relevant notion of foresight I take to concern an agent’s
acceptance that an increase in the risk of forming epistemically undesirable beliefs
results from her actions or omissions. Inadvertence to risk concerns an agent’s failure
to perceive such an increase in risk.

The relation between the notions of doxastic control and epistemic blameworthi-
ness is an entangled issue. I reject all versions of the prominent theory known as
“doxastic voluntarism,” according to which the doxastic control relevant to ascrip-
tions of epistemic blameworthiness directly manipulates the contents of particular
beliefs. Rather, I argue, the relevant modes of doxastic control are typically indi-
rect, and command no decisive power over particular belief-contents except in exotic
cases (and here the significant mode of doxastic control is always indirect). In typical
cases, epistemic blameworthiness arises from an agent’s transgressive exercise of her
indirect influence on the epistemic quality of her beliefs. The propositional contents
of her beliefs she may rarely influence to any relevant extent.

Several authors have taken blamelessness from an epistemic perspective to const-
itute at least one core element in the ever-controversial notion of epistemic justifi-
cation. To this concern, the present analysis is of obvious relevance. However, an
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adequate understanding of the conditions for epistemic blameworthiness is a matter
of much broader significance. I argue that my analysis provides a method of justify-
ing many of our ingrained reactive attitudes toward one another and may even make
sense of certain intuitively compelling, but theoretically puzzling, cases of moral
blameworthiness and criminal liability.

Thus, an accurate grasp of the conditions for epistemic blameworthiness may
substantially inform our social interactions with other agents, not least the circum-
stances under which we are ready to submit them to punishments ranging from mild
resentment to harsh terms of incarceration.
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156. J. F. A. K. van Benthem, The Logic of Time. A Model-Theoretic Investigation into the Varieties of
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174. P. Ziff, Antiaesthetics. An Appreciation of the Cow with the Subtile Nose. 1984

ISBN 90-277-1773-7
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ISBN 90-277-2351-6
185. I. Niiniluoto, Truthlikeness. 1987 ISBN 90-277-2354-0
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199. R. Wójcicki, Theory of Logical Calculi. Basic Theory of Consequence Operations. 1988

ISBN 90-277-2785-6
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201. E. Agazzi (ed.), Probability in the Sciences. 1988 ISBN 90-277-2808-9
202. M. Meyer (ed.), From Metaphysics to Rhetoric. 1989 ISBN 90-277-2814-3
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207. M. Kusch, Language as Calculus vs. Language as Universal Medium. AStudy in Husserl, Heidegger,

and Gadamer. 1989 ISBN 0-7923-0333-4
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ISBN 0-7923-0850-6
215. M. Gosselin, Nominalism and Contemporary Nominalism. Ontological and Epistemological
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ISBN 0-7923-3742-5
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258. Å.E. Andersson and N-E. Sahlin (eds.): The Complexity of Creativity. 1996
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262. A. Biletzki: Talking Wolves. Thomas Hobbes on the Language of Politics and the Politics of Language.

1997 ISBN 0-7923-4425-1
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267. G. Hölmström-Hintikka and R. Tuomela (eds.): Contemporary Action Theory. Volume 2: Social
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289. E. Grosholz and H. Breger (eds.): The Growth of Mathematical Knowledge. 2000
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291. J. Gasser (ed.): A Boole Anthology. Recent and Classical Studies in the Logic of George Boole. 2000

ISBN 0-7923-6380-9
292. V.F. Hendricks, S.A. Pedersen and K.F. Jørgensen (eds.): Proof Theory. History and Philosophical

Significance. 2000 ISBN 0-7923-6544-5
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320. A. Rojszczak, J. Cachro and G. Kurczewski (eds.): Philosophical Dimensions of Logic and Sci-
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