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General Introduction

1. Introduction

We often wonder what we ought to do, how we ought to feel, and what we
ought to believe. These questions are examples of normative questions. While
normative questions include questions about ‘oughts’, they are not limited to
them; they also include questions about what is good and bad, right and wrong,
moral and immoral, prudent and imprudent, virtuous and vicious, reasonable
and unreasonable, and so on.' This thesis concerns a range of issues in the
study of normativity, broadly understood. It consists of five essays and this
general introduction. While the essays are all free-standing and can be read
independently of each other, there are also various connections between them.
The purpose of this introduction is to summarize the essays and explain how
they are related, in part by locating them in a broader philosophical context.
In particular, there are at least three broad topics that relate to several of the
essays. I will briefly describe them below.

The first topic concerns the idea that our normative views seem to guide us
in our lives, in a way that our other views do not. For example, if I conclude
that I should right now drink some coffee, then I will normally do just that.
Similarly, if I find that my beliefs about certain questions are unjustified, or
poorly supported by my reasons, then I will normally abandon them. There
are, of course, exceptions: I can be struck by weakness of the will, for exam-
ple, and for that reason fail to do what I judge that I ought to do. Or my beliefs
might be so deeply ingrained in my worldview that I fail to give them up,
although I realize that they are unjustified. However, even when such excep-
tions are taken into account, it remains a striking fact that at least for the most
part, we tend to adjust our actions and attitudes so that they ‘fit’ our normative
views.

Ideas along these lines are influential in the literature. For example, Frank
Jackson writes that

[it] is fine for a theory in physics to tell us about its central notions in a way
which leaves it obscure how to move from those notions to action, for that
passage can be left to something which is not physics; but the passage to
action is the very business of ethics. (Jackson 1991, 467)

! This is simply how I use the term ‘normative’. It can also be used in other, narrower, ways.
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In a similar vein, Jacob Ross also proposes that our views about what we ought
to do are supposed to guide us:

...in genuine deliberation, we are guided, at least implicitly, by the question
“what sould [sic] I do?” or “what ought I to do?”” And we ask this question
not simply in order to satisfy our curiosity, but in order to make up our
minds about what to do, that is, in order to form an intention. Thus, the role
of the ought of practical deliberation is to guide our intentions, and thereby
to guide our actions... (Ross 2012, 164)

If we find the general idea of normative guidance attractive, it raises several
questions in normative theorizing. For example, how does normativity relate
to other things that also guide us? In particular, many have thought that our
desires can also guide our actions, in the sense that they are the kind of mental
states that can motivate us to do certain things. For example, when I perform
an action such as drinking coffee, I normally perform the action because I
want to do it. Since both desires and normative judgments thus seem capable
of guiding us, it has been suggested that the connection between normativity
and desires must somehow be very intimate. While this connection can be
understood in different ways, one possibility is that normative truths must in
some way depend on some relevant motivational states. This idea is critically
examined in Essay 1 (‘The Entanglement Problem and Idealization in Moral
Philosophy’) and Essay 2 (‘Weighting Surprise Parties: Some Problems for
Schroeder’). I return to those essays in section 3 of this introduction.

The second recurring topic concerns normative knowledge. It is natural to
think that we have a lot of it. For example, surely we know that it is good to
be nice at least sometimes, or that we should not believe everything that we
are told? At the same time, however, the idea that we are capable of knowing
things such as these also raises puzzles. For example, it is difficult to say ex-
actly how we could know of them. At a minimum, many have thought, the
ways in which we can acquire normative knowledge seem quite different from
the ways in which we can acquire knowledge about other truths, such as those
revealed to us by the sciences.

Of course, the mere fact that something is puzzling is not in itself a reason
deny that it exists—after all, the world is a puzzling place. However, the idea
that we can have normative knowledge has also faced more direct challenges.
In particular, the idea that we can have moral knowledge has often been
viewed as especially suspicious. Two of the most influential challenges to this
idea appeal, respectively, to (i) the fact that moral disagreement is both deep
and widespread, and (ii) to the fact that evolutionary factors such as natural
selection appear to have had a significant influence on our moral views. Essay
3 (‘From Evolutionary Theory to Moral Skepticism, via Disagreement’),
which is co-authored with Folke Tersman, proposes that these challenges can
be combined in a way that strengthens the case for moral skepticism. More
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exactly, what we seek to show is that, at least given certain popular assump-
tions about the nature of moral truths (assuming that they exist), we do not
have knowledge of those truths. I return to this essay in section 4 of this intro-
duction. Essay 5 (‘Meta-Skepticism”) then turns to the more general question
of whether we can know anything at all, including apparently obvious facts
such as that we have hands, and proposes a new approach to it. I return to this
essay below.

At the intersection of the two topics just presented—i.e., normative guid-
ance and normative knowledge—Tlies a set of questions that have received a
lot of attention recently: Is there a kind of normative guidance that we can
hope to get even in choice situations where we do not know the answers to the
relevant normative questions? Alternatively: What should we do when we are
uncertain or ignorant about what we should do? And how should questions
such as these even be understood? While it is both natural and tempting to
think that some form of normative theorizing could guide us even in choice
situations where we are normatively uncertain, it is unclear how the relevant
questions should even be formulated. After all, if I do not know what I should
do, then the question of what I should do is precisely the one that I do not
know how to answer. So how can we make sense of the question of what I
should do when I do not know what I should do?

Essay 4 (‘Ethics and the Question of What to Do”) suggests an account of
the question that normative uncertainty invites, but which also applies to sim-
ilarly puzzling questions that are invited by other choice situations. As an ex-
ample, consider choices in the face of normative conflicts. It is plausible that
what we morally ought to do sometimes clashes with what we prudentially
ought to do in such a way that we cannot satisfy both ‘oughts’. For example,
there may be situations in which I morally ought to promote the common good
but prudentially ought to promote my own good. These situations resemble
those that involve normative uncertainty in that they also invite puzzling, ap-
parently ‘practical’ or ‘deliberative’ questions such as: which ought—the
moral or the prudential one—ought I really to satisfy? Indeed, the question
that is highlighted here has sometimes been called ‘the central deliberative
question’ (see, e.g., Lord 2017 and McPherson 2018).

The view that I propose in Essay 4 is that, contrary to appearances, the
central deliberative question is not ultimately a question of what we ought to
do, in any sense of ‘ought’—not even in some privileged or ‘all things con-
sidered’ sense. Rather, the central deliberative question is the question of what
to do. While the distinction between what to do and what one ought to do
might seem to be merely terminological, I further suggest that a lot turns on it
because these questions should be understood in radically different ways. I
return to this essay in section 5 of this introduction.

The third topic concerns the fact that while our normative concepts appear
to be capable of guiding us in the ways suggested above, we can also in various
ways guide and evaluate our concepts. For example, if we find that the
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concepts that we are employing are not suitable for certain purposes, we can
choose to introduce new concepts. This is frequently done both in philosophy
and in other forms of theorizing that rely on technical notions that are distinct
from (though sometimes related to) the ones that we use in everyday life. Sim-
ilarly, we can also for various reasons choose to abandon concepts that we
have previously employed. For example, we might find that they do not cor-
respond to anything in reality (like the concept of phlogiston), or that they are
immoral (like the concepts expressed by various slurring terms), or that they
are beset with both these problems at once.

The activity of guiding and evaluating our concepts in this way has become
known as ‘conceptual engineering’ (see, e.g., Haslanger 2000, Burgess and
Plunkett 2013, and Cappelen 2018; see also Burgess and Plunkett 2013 for the
related idea of ‘conceptual ethics’). While this topic has been heavily debated
recently, challenging questions remain about its philosophical foundations. In
particular, special problems arise when we try to guide the concepts that nor-
mally guide us. For example, while there is no obvious problem in asking
whether we ought to use the concept of phlogiston, there are obvious problems
in asking: ought we to use the concept of ought itself? On the one hand, the
answer might seem to be a trivial ‘yes’. On the other hand, however, one might
also think that there should be some non-trivial question in the neighborhood,
one to which the trivial answer does not do justice. This problem, as it arises
concerning the concept of ought, is another problem to which the account de-
veloped in Essay 4 is applied. Essay 5 then turns to corresponding questions
about our epistemic concepts, such as the concept of knowledge, in the context
of skepticism about the external world. I return to that essay in section 6 of
this introduction. Finally, in section 7, I provide short summaries (or ‘ab-
stracts’) of each essay.

Before that, however, I will in the next section make some general distinc-
tions and remarks about normative theorizing, in order to clarify the questions
that the essays in this thesis are intended to answer.

2. The Study of Normativity: Some Distinctions

One central normative question is: what should we do? A question that may
or may not be different is: what ought we to do? Whether or not these ques-
tions are in fact different, I will follow the common practice of using ‘should’
and ‘ought’ as synonyms. While most papers in this thesis primarily focus on
the question of what we should (or ought to) do, I use the term ‘normative’ in
such a way that other questions also count as normative, including questions
about what is good and bad, right and wrong, just and unjust, virtuous and
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vicious, and so on.? These other questions are somewhat less central to the
main aims of this thesis, however, since they are less closely connected to the
three topics presented in section 1. In particular, the idea that normativity is in
some sense action-guiding is arguably especially plausible with regard to the
question of what we should (or ought to) do. To illustrate, suppose that you
are in a situation in which it would be brave to run into a burning building to
save a stranger. It seems that you might still ask for a kind of normative guid-
ance here, since you might wonder whether this is the kind of situation in
which you should be brave.

Another intuitive distinction can be drawn between different kinds of norms
and values. More exactly, many agree that we can distinguish between the
norms and values of morality, those of prudence, those of epistemology, those
of aesthetics, and so on (though for exceptions, see, e.g., Crisp 2006 and
Tannsjo 2010). In this thesis, I will both consider questions that pertain spe-
cifically to morality, questions about the relationship between morality and
other kinds of normativity, and questions about normativity more generally.
At some points, however, the distinction between different kinds of norms and
values will be set aside. For example, my arguments against the idea that nor-
mative facts depend on motivational states are meant to be successful no mat-
ter what kind of norms and values we focus on.

Yet another distinction can be drawn between first-order and second-order
normative questions. First-order questions include questions about what we
ought to do, what is right and wrong, good and bad, and so on. They also
include explanatory questions, such as: when an action is right, then what
makes it right? (For further discussion see Fogal and Risberg forthcoming.) In
contrast, as their label suggests, second-order normative questions can be
viewed as questions about first-order normative questions. These questions
include ontological questions such as: are there truths about what we ought to
do, what is good, and the like? If so, what is the nature of such truths? For
example, are they very different from the truths revealed to us by the natural
and social sciences, or by mathematics? They also include epistemological
questions such as: if there are truths about what we ought to do and what is
good, then how do we figure out what those truths are? Are some methods for
forming normative judgments better or more reliable than others, and if so,
which ones? Are we even capable of figuring out what we ought to do, what
is good, and so on? Finally, second-order normative questions include broadly
psychological ones, such as: What is it to judge that something, such as an
action, is good, or that it ought to be performed? Is it to form a belief about
some matter of fact? Or is it more like acquiring a positive attitude or emotion
towards the thing in question? These are not the only kinds of second-order

2 Cf. Schroeder (2005, 3), who by ‘the normative’ means “the whole class of subject matters
which are of broadly the same kind as those traditionally studied by ethical theory: the right,
Jjust, good, rational, correct and so on”.
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normative questions that there are; for example, such questions also include
broadly semantic or linguistic ones about the meaning of terms like ‘ought’
and ‘good’. But they are the ones that will be most central in this thesis.

The study of second-order questions about ethics or morality is commonly
called ‘metacthics’. Clearly, however, similar questions can also be raised
about the ontology, epistemology and psychology of other normative do-
mains, such as prudence, epistemology, and aesthetics. Second-order ques-
tions about all these domains (and the relations between them) can thus be
called ‘metanormative’ questions.

This thesis mainly focuses on second-order questions about ethics and nor-
mativity. That said, many of the discussions are informed by, and have conse-
quences, for issues in first-order normative theorizing as well. What this illus-
trates, I think, is that it is not always obvious how the distinction between first-
and second-order normative questions should be drawn, and that there are in-
teresting connections between these fields. Some of these connections will
become apparent as this introduction proceeds.

Finally, all papers in this thesis assume the truth of a view known as ‘cog-
nitivism’, which is a view about the psychological second-order questions
mentioned above. While this view can be formulated in different ways, the
core idea is that normative judgments are ‘belief-like’, ‘representational’ or
‘truth-apt’ in the same broad sense that, e.g., scientific or mathematical judg-
ments are. Cognitivism thus does not entail that normative judgements are
ever true, but merely that they can be assessed in terms of truth and falsity.
(Compare: since atheism implies that judgments to the effect that God exists
are always false, it also implies that such judgments can be assessed in terms
of truth and falsity.) The main alternative to cognitivism is ‘non-cognitivism’,
according to which normative judgements are not belief-like but ‘desire-like’,
non-truth-apt states, such as states of approval and disapproval. It is my view
that non-cognitivism is false about ethical judgments, and about normative
judgments more generally. However, I also think that a form of non-cogni-
tivism is true of a nearby question, one which can also be viewed as a “practi-
cal’ or ‘deliberative’ one: the question of what o do. I will return to this issue
in section 5.

3. Normative Facts and Desires

As suggested above, one way to approach the idea of normative action-guid-
ance is by considering the relation between normative judgments and other
things that guide us, such as our motivational states, and in particular our de-
sires.’ In the first two essays in this thesis, I critically examine views that are
motivated by the idea that this relation is especially intimate. Because those

3 1t is not the only approach, of course. For criticism, see, €.g., Parfit (1997).
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essays are shorter and include less by way of background than the other essays
in this thesis, this section will be somewhat longer than the other sections in
this introduction.

While it is controversial how and whether normativity and motivation are
related, it is often agreed that motivation and action are intimately related.
Indeed, while we sometimes do things that we are not motivated to do, those
things normally seem not to be actions properly speaking, but ‘doings’ of
some other kind. Examples of such things include physiological reactions, like
unintentionally sneezing, and other involuntary events, like falling down the
stairs. While these are also things that we do (in a broad sense of ‘do’), they
are normally neither actions nor things that we are motivated to do.*

Moreover, many philosophers believe that motivation is in turn closely re-
lated to desires. This view accords with a popular theory in the philosophy of
mind known as ‘the Humean theory of motivation’.’ According to this theory,
an agent’s having a belief about the world is never sufficient for her to be
motivated to act. Instead, according to Humeans, motivation also requires the
presence of a desire (or, at least, of a ‘desire-like state’ in some broader sense).
Thus, by appealing to the Humean theory, one can argue that desires are
closely connected to motivation. Moreover, given the reasoning in the previ-
ous paragraph, this conclusion would also show desires to be closely con-
nected to action.

While the Humean theory is far from universally accepted, my aim here is
not to evaluate it, but merely to reconstruct a kind of reasoning that might lead
one to think that desires or other motivational states are in some sense central
to normativity. Many popular views about both first-order and second-order
normative questions imply that this is the case. For example, many views
about personal welfare (in the broad family of ‘preferentialism”) entail that
how good our lives are for us depends on the extent to which our desires or
preferences are satisfied. Further, on many views about what an agent ought
to do (in various senses of ‘ought’), such facts depend on the desires that some
relevantly idealized subject would have in certain circumstances. This might
be a so-called ‘ideal observer’, for instance, or a hypothetical version of the
agent herself. There are also views in political philosophy (in the broad tradi-
tion of social contract theory) according to which the fundamental principles
of justice depend on the preferences that we would have behind a hypothetical
‘veil of ignorance’, where we are assumed to be unaware of our gender,

41 do not mean to suggest that whenever we do something that we are motivated to do, that
thing is an action; that view faces well-known problems having to do with deviant causal chains.
The point is instead that when we do something that we are nof motivated to do, then that thing
is usually not an action.

5 Proponents of the Humean theory include most non-cognitivists, but also cognitivists such as
Smith (1994) and Railton (1986). Opponents include Nagel (1970) and Shafer-Landau (2003).
% This dependence claim can be made more precise in different ways, depending on how exactly
preferentialism is formulated. For further discussion, see Rabinowicz and Osterberg (1996).
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nationality, religious views, and other factors that determine our place in so-
ciety. Finally, non-cognitivists think that normative judgments simply are de-
sire-like states.

As these examples illustrate, the broad idea that desires are central to nor-
mativity can be made more precise in two different ways, depending on
whether desires are taken to be related to the contents of normative judgments
or to normative judgments themselves. On the first idea, it is normative facts
or truths—the things that normative judgments concern—that relate to desires
in a certain way. For example, if I ought to donate some money to charity,
then this view entails that this action stands in some appropriate relation to
some desires. On the other, non-cognitivist idea, what relates to desires is not
the things that normative judgments concern, but the judgments themselves.
For example, if I judge that someone ought to donate money to charity, then
this view requires that this judgment stands in some appropriate relation to my
desires. The action that my judgment concerns need not do so, however, and
the person that my judgment concerns need not be me. For now, I will set non-
cognitivism aside and focus on the first idea. More precisely, I will argue that
several popular versions of it should be rejected.

There are different ways in which normative facts and desires could be re-
lated. First, as the examples above illustrate, one could focus on different
kinds of normative facts; i.e., facts about welfare, justice, different kinds of
oughts, and so on. For ease of exposition, I will here focus on oughts. (The
distinction between moral oughts, prudential oughts and so will not be crucial
in what follows.) Second, one could focus on either actual or hypothetical
desires. While the latter view has been more popular, it will be helpful to begin
by considering some versions of the former.

The most straightforward formulations of the idea that what we ought to do
depends on our desires are obviously unsatisfactory. For example, consider
the following principle:

(P1): An agent A ought to perform an action ¢ if, and only if, 4 desires to ¢.

One of the many problems with (P1) is that, in a given situation, an agent
might want to do many different things. For example, in a situation where I
want to buy a cake, I might also want to buy something healthier, such as
carrots. Moreover, it might be that I cannot perform both these actions (for
example, I might not have enough money to afford both carrots and cake). In
this situation, (P1) implausibly implies that I face a kind of normative di-
lemma. More precisely, it implies that [ ought to perform two different actions
such that I cannot perform both of them. While such dilemmas are perhaps
possible, as some philosophers believe, this situation is clearly not one of
them. In particular, we might add to the case the further assumption that my
desire for carrots is much stronger than my desire for cake. Given this
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assumption, it is plausible, even from the point of view of a desire-based the-
ory, that the only thing that I ought to do is to buy carrots.

The standard solution to this problem is to insist that what an agent ought
to do depends on her strongest desire, as follows:

(P2): An agent 4 ought to ¢ if, and only if, 4 desires most strongly to ¢.

‘Most strongly’ is here naturally understood in relation to the actions that 4
can perform in the situation. Thus understood, whether 4 ought to ¢ depends
on this view on whether ¢ is the action of those that she can perform that she
most strongly desires to perform. The most influential desire-based view on
which the strength of our desires do not determine what we ought to do is the
one endorsed by Mark Schroeder (2007). I will consider Schroeder’s view in
section 3.2.7

Although (P2) avoids the problem with (P1) just mentioned, it faces many
other ones. One influential objection to principles like it is due to Bernard
Williams (1979) and goes roughly as follows. Suppose that an agent is thirsty
and wants to drink a glass of water. There is a glass in front of her which, she
believes, contains water. Thus, what she most strongly wants to do is to drink
what is in the glass. However, suppose that the agent is mistaken about the
contents of the glass: while she believes that it contains water, it in fact con-
tains petrol. In this case, the argument goes, the agent ought not to drink what
is in the glass, contrary to what (P2) entails.

Arguments along these lines have often been taken to refute principles like
(P2) and instead motivate an appeal to idealized desires (as opposed to actual
ones). However, it is less often noted that such arguments rely on controversial
claims about how and whether ignorance can have an impact on what we ought
to do. More precisely, the argument just presented assumes a kind of objectiv-
ism about these questions, according to which what an agent ought to do does
not depend on what she believes (or has reason to believe) that the world is
like, but only on what the world is in fact like.® Accordingly, if one rejects
such objectivism, one could also resist the conclusion that the agent in Wil-
liams’ case ought not to drink what is in the glass. For on non-objectivist
views, the fact that the glass in fact contains petrol makes no difference to
what the agent ought to do, if she is unaware (or has no reason to think) that
this is the case.

7 Another non-standard desire-based view has been developed by Manne (2016). On this inter-
esting ‘democratic’ view, a desire can be a reason for any agent (and not just for the agent to
whom the desire belongs) to act. While I lack the space to discuss Manne’s view in more detail,
1 suspect that many of the problems for (P2) beset it too, since Manne holds that the weight of
a normative reason depends on the strength of the desire from which it is generated (together
with the degree to which the action in question ‘promotes’ the desire).

8 It is an interesting but controversial question whether this form of objectivism is compatible
with the idea that normativity is supposed to be action-guiding; for further discussion, see, e.g.,
Way and Whiting (2017) and Essay 4 in this thesis.
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The question of how uncertainty and ignorance can affect what we ought
to do is central in Essay 4, and I will not spend more time on it here. Instead,
at this point, it suffices to note that the appeal to idealized desires can be mo-
tivated in other ways. For example, Harry Frankfurt discusses a case of a her-
oin addict whose addiction is so strong that he most strongly wants to take the
drug. The addict, Frankfurt writes,

...hates his addiction and always struggles desperately, although to no
avail, against its thrust. He tries everything that he thinks might enable him
to overcome his desires for the drug. But these desires are too powerful for
him to withstand, and invariably, in the end, they conquer him. He is an
unwilling addict, helplessly violated by his own desires. (Frankfurt 1971,
12)

Contrary to (P2), taking the drug is intuitively not what the addict ought to do.
This problem too could be avoided, one might think, if we do not focus on
addict’s actual desires, but on the ones that he would have had in some suitable
hypothetical circumstances (see, e.g., Smith 1994).

The idea that what we ought to do depends on idealized desires is the target
view in Essay 1, which is called ‘The Entanglement Problem and Idealization
in Moral Philosophy’. While different versions of these views have been pro-
posed, they can be schematically formulated as follows:

(P3): An agent A4 ought to ¢ if, and only if, 4 would in some suitable cir-
cumstances desire most strongly that she gs.

Before proceeding, some clarificatory remarks are in order.

First, as (P3) is a bi-conditional, it says that facts about what we ought to
do co-vary in a certain way with facts about idealized desires. However, pro-
ponents of views of this type typically mean to make some stronger claim as
well. First, their view is typically meant to be a necessary truth of some kind.
Moreover, if the view is meant to answer first-order normative questions, one
might want to add that facts about what an agent ought to do obtain in virtue
of facts about idealized desires. If the view is instead meant to answer onto-
logical second-order questions (that is, again, questions about the existence
and nature of normative facts), one might instead want to add that normative
facts or properties in some sense consist in or are reducible to facts or proper-
ties that have to do with idealized desires. Alternatively, if the view is meant
to answer certain psychological second-order questions, one might instead add
that normative concepts can be analyzed in terms of idealized desires. Alt-
hough the distinction between these kinds of claims is sometimes crucial, it
can in the current context be set aside. The reason is that all these claims entail
necessarily true bi-conditionals of the form of (P3), and it is the plausibility of
such claims of necessary co-variance that [ will focus on here.
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Second, notice that there is an ambiguity in the consequent of (P3). Ac-
cording to what is known as the example model, what matters is what the ide-
alized agent would /&erself want to do in the relevant situation. According to
the advice model, in contrast, what matters is instead what the idealized agent
would want the actual agent, non-ideal as she is, to do. It is commonly held
that the example model faces counter-examples that the advice model avoids
(see, e.g., Smith 1995 and Markovits 2014, 39), so I will focus on the advice
model here. However, with minimal adjustments, the argument in Essay 1 can
be formulated to target either version of the view.

Third, different views can be held about how the notion of ‘suitable cir-
cumstances’ should be spelled out. At a minimum, adherents of idealization
views have often taken it to involve full empirical (or non-normative) infor-
mation. The idea is that the desires that are relevant to what 4 ought to do are
ones that she would have if she were fully informed about facts about, for
example, the consequences of her alternatives. This plausibly deals with the
case presented by Williams: if what matters is not what the agent wants (i.e.,
to drink what is in the glass) but what she would want if she were informed
about what is in the glass, it is easier to reach the result that she ought not to
drink what is in it. The appeal to full information is thus congenial with the
assumption of objectivism mentioned earlier.

However, the appeal to full information does not obviously suffice for deal-
ing with the case presented by Frankfurt. The reason is that it seems that the
heroin addict could be entirely aware of the relevant empirical facts, concern-
ing, e.g., the long-term consequences of taking the drug, but still remain ‘con-
quered’ by his desires in such a way that he most strongly wants to take it
anyway. Since it remains plausible that he ought not to take the drug in this
case, one might want to add further assumptions about what the idealized con-
ditions should involve. Here one suggestion is that in the suitable circum-
stances, the agent would also satisfy some constraints of coherence or struc-
tural rationality (see, e.g., Smith 1994). While it is unclear whether this move
ultimately yields a more plausible verdict on Frankfurt’s case, the argument
in Essay 1 does not depend on these details. More generally, what the argu-
ment seeks to show is that no matter how these various details of idealization
theories are spelled out, they will unavoidably be extensionally inadequate.

3.1 The Entanglement Problem

To begin with, let us adopt the convention of letting ‘4+’ denote A’s relevantly
idealized counterpart (i.e., a counterpart of 4 that is idealized in the way spec-
ified by the target theory). Consider now the following case:
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The apple case: An apple lies in front of agent A, who enjoys apples and
can eat it with no difficulty. Her only alternative to eating it is to abstain
from doing so. A demon threatens to hurt 4 badly if, and only if, 4 eats the
apple and a suitably idealized agent, 4+, would want 4 to eat the apple.
More precisely, there are two conditions which are individually necessary
and jointly sufficient for the demon to hurt 4: that 4 eats the apple, and that
A+ would want 4 to eat the apple. If one or both conditions are not fulfilled,
the demon does nothing at all.

The possible outcomes in this case can be represented as follows:

The apple case A eats the apple. A does not eat the
apple.
A+ would want 4 to Pleasure & Pain: Ais  Nothing: Nothing
eat the apple. mildly pleased and happens to A.
then badly hurt.
It is not the case that = Only Pleasure: A is Nothing: Nothing
A+ would want A4 to mildly pleased. happens to A.

eat the apple.

As this representation shows, which outcome is actualized depends both on
what 4 does and on what 4+ would want 4 to do. The argument seeks to show
that as a consequence, what 4 ought to do is bound to be whatever A+ would
not want 4 to do. All principles of the form of (P3) are incompatible with this
conclusion.

To see the problem, assume first that 4+ would want 4 to eat the apple.
Given this assumption, 4 can either realize Pleasure & Pain by eating the
apple, or Nothing by not eating the apple. While A+ would want A4 to eat the
apple, this is evidently not what 4 ought to do. On the contrary, A ought to
abstain from eating the apple, thus ensuring that Nothing rather than Pleasure
& Pain obtains. For, clearly, in a choice between nothing at all and mild pleas-
ure followed by horrible suffering, one ought to choose the former.

The problem is not avoided if we instead assume that A+ would not want
A to eat the apple. Given this assumption, 4 can either realize Only Pleasure
by eating the apple, or Nothing by not eating the apple. While 4+ would not
want A4 to eat the apple, it is evident that in this situation, eating the apple is
what 4 ought to do. For the choice is now between nothing at all and mild
pleasure that is not followed by horrible suffering. And in this situation, one
clearly ought to choose the latter.

The upshot is that 4 ought to eat the apple if, and only if, A+ would not
want A4 to eat the apple. This upshot is incompatible with the view that 4 ought
to ¢ if and only if her relevantly idealized counterpart 4+ would want 4 to ¢.
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Notably, this argument avoids many complications in the debate about ide-
alization views. For example, as already mentioned, it allows us to set aside
questions about how exactly the idealized circumstances should be spelled
out, since it does not rest on such assumptions. It also sidesteps the question
of whether principles like (P3) have been sufficiently supported, since its aim
is not merely to show that such principles are unjustified; rather, its aim is to
show that such principles are false. The argument depends only on two first-
order normative assumptions that seem to be irresistible: (a) that given a
choice between Nothing and Pleasure & Pain, A ought to choose the former;
and (b) that given a choice between Nothing and Only Pleasure, A ought to
choose the latter. In the essay, I argue that this problem is generalizable to all
theories that appeal to idealized attitudes to explain what we ought to do—
attitudes that need not be either desires or ones that the agent herself would
have—such as the ‘Ideal Observer Theory’ held by Roderick Firth (1952) and
various related views.

In discussion, several people have expressed doubts to me about the coher-
ence of the apple case. I am not sure, however, that I have fully understood
the grounds for such doubts. One argument that is meant to show that the case
is incoherent runs roughly as follows. According to the argument, we can plau-
sibly assume that a counterpart of 4 deserves the name ‘4+’ only if that coun-
terpart is benevolent (in some sense). Given that A+ would have to be benev-
olent, it follows (i) that 4+ would not want 4 to do something that would cause
A great pain, at least insofar as one of the actions available to 4 would not
have that consequence. It also follows (ii) that A+ would want 4 to do some-
thing which would cause A pleasure, at least if this would not also lead to pain,
and A4’s only other option would lead neither to pleasure nor to pain. However,
the argument continues, the apple case is incompatible with (i) and (ii). If 4+
would want A4 to eat the apple, then doing so would lead to serious pain, con-
trary to (i). And if A+ would not want A4 to eat the apple, then doing so would
lead to some pleasure and no pain, contrary to (ii). Thus, the argument con-
cludes, the assumption that the apple case is possible implies a contradiction.

While it is disputable whether the assumption that A+ would have to be
benevolent actually supports (i) and (ii), the argument just given is unsuccess-
ful even if we grant that (i) and (ii) are both true. The reason is that (i) and (ii)
do not imply that the case is incoherent. All that they imply is that, in relation
to the apple case, none of A’s counterparts deserves the name ‘4+’. It is true
that if we assume that one of 4’s counterparts will deserve that name and be
such that both (i) and (ii) are true, then it seems that a contradiction follows.
That is a non-trivial assumption, however, and nothing forces us to make it.
(After all, there are plenty of conditions which none of our counterparts sat-
isfy; for example, none of them are taller than themselves.) Indeed, the idea
that such an assumption is true can be said to be exactly what the argument
seeks to question. I thus conclude that this attempt to argue that the apple case
is incoherent is unsuccessful.
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If none of A’s counterparts deserve the name ‘4+’, then what does (P3)
entail that 4 ought to do? At least two different answers to this question can
be motivated. However, neither answer renders (P3) plausible.

First, a natural thought is that if there is nothing that 4+ would want 4 to
do (because none of 4’s counterparts is 4+), then, there is also nothing that 4,
according to (P3), ought to do. However, the implication that there is nothing
that 4 ought to do in this case is implausible. If there is nothing that 4+ would
want 4 to do, then it follows that is not the case that 4+ would want 4 to eat
the apple. When this holds, the available outcomes for 4 are Only Pleasure
and Nothing. And given these options, A ought for familiar reasons to choose
the former, contrary to what (P3), on this suggestion, entails.

An alternative approach focuses on the fact that if none of 4’s counterparts
deserves the name ‘4+’, then the counterfactual condition in the consequent
of (P3) is impossible to satisfy. More precisely, on this approach, the counter-
factual sentence ‘if A were in suitable circumstances, she would most strongly
desire that she ¢s’ has an impossible antecedent. Since the standard semantics
for counterfactuals with impossible antecedents (or ‘counterpossibles’) yields
that all such sentences are vacuously true, this motivates the idea that on (P3),
it is true of all alternative actions that 4 ought to perform them. This implica-
tion, however, is implausible as well. If it is (vacuously) true that 4+ would
want A4 to eat the apple, then the available outcomes for 4 are Pleasure & Pain
and Nothing. On the suggestion at hand, (P3) entails that it is true both that 4
ought to realize Pleasure & Pain, and that she ought to realize Nothing. And
not only is it implausible that this situation is in this sense a normative di-
lemma for A—it is also implausible in itself that she ought to realize Pleasure
& Pain. Instead, clearly, the only thing that 4 ought to do is to realize Nothing.

3.2 Hypotheticalism

The argument just presented seeks to show that no theory about what we ought
to do of the form of (P3) will be successful. However, the non-idealized prin-
ciples discussed above—(P1) and (P2)—also faced what seemed to be serious
problems. Are there any other options for a desire-based theorist?

As already mentioned, the most influential desire-based theory about what
we ought to do that is not susceptible to the problems already brought up is
Mark Schroeder’s so-called Hypotheticalism (Schroeder 2007). This theory is
the focus of Essay 2, which is entitled ‘Weighting Surprise Parties: Some
Problems for Schroeder’. Schroeder rejects the view that the strength of an
agent’s desires determines what she ought to do, which has standardly been
held among desire-based theorists. Instead, he endorses a more complex view
on which an agent’s desires generate normative reasons for her to act in cer-
tain ways, and where what an agent ought to do depends on the weight of her
reasons, but where the weight of a normative reason does not in turn depend
on the strength of the desire that generated it.
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According to Schroeder, the following principle captures all facts about
what normative reasons we have:

Hypotheticalism: R is a reason for 4 to do ¢ if, and only if, there is some
p such that 4 has a desire whose object is p, and the truth of R is part of
what explains why A’s doing ¢ promotes p.° (Schroeder 2007, 59)

To say that an action ‘promotes’ a certain proposition is, for Schroeder, to say
that the action makes it more likely that the proposition is true, compared to if
the agent were to do nothing. While there are possible problems with this un-
derstanding of promotion, I will not spend more time on them here (see instead
Sharadin and Dellsén 2019 for further discussion).

To see the implications of Hypotheticalism, consider the following exam-
ple due to Schroeder. Ronnie, who wants to dance, is invited to a party where
there will be dancing. Intuitively, Ronnie has a normative reason to go to the
party. And Hypotheticalism accommodates this intuition: on this view, the fact
that there will be dancing at the party is a reason for Ronnie to go to the party,
since that fact is part of what explains why Ronnie’s going to the party makes
it more probable that he dances, compared to if he were to do nothing.

However, to say that Ronnie has a reason to go to the party is not yet to say
that Ronnie ought to go to the party. Since it is also plausible that this is what
he ought to do (at least given many natural ways of spelling out the case),
Hypotheticalism needs to be supplemented with an account of the relationship
between oughts and reasons. Here Schroeder endorses the popular view that
what an agent ought to do is explained by facts about the relative weight of
the normative reasons that speak for and against her alternative actions in the
situation.'” However, while the traditional view among desire-based theorists
has been that the weight of a normative reason depends on the strength of the
desire that generated it, Schroeder claims that many problems for desire-based
theories can be avoided if that view is abandoned. Instead, Schroeder offers
the following theory of the weight of reasons:

Weight: A reason R is weightier than a reason R* if and only if it is correct
to place more weight on R than on R* in deliberation. (2007, 140; notation
adjusted)

This theory centrally relies on the notion of ‘placing weight’ on a reason. It is
not obvious how this notion should be understood. Schroeder appears to

° Schroeder calls this claim ‘Reason’. I have adjusted the notation and, for reasons given above,
formulated it as a bi-conditional rather than as the reductive thesis that Schroeder endorses.
19 While this view is popular, it is not universally held, and I am disposed to deny it myself (see
Fogal and Risberg manuscript, where it is argued that the reasons-relation is explicable in terms
of other normative notions rather than the other way around). That said, the problem for
Schroeder’s position is easiest to see if we take this view about reasons and ought on board.
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assume that placing weight is a kind of psychological activity, but he does not
say much about how this activity should be understood, noting only that
‘[w]hen agents deliberate, various factors come to light, and the agent places
more weight on some of these factors than on others’ (2007, 129). While that
much is of course true, note that a supporter of Weight cannot say that placing
weight on a reason is equivalent to believing the reason to have a certain
weight, on pain of circularity. Thus, perhaps placing (some degree of) weight
on a reason R is rather something like treating R as important (to that degree)
in practical deliberation, where ‘treating’ is understood in a way that does not
involve belief. While I am not sure how to best make sense of this notion, the
argument that I will discuss does not hinge on these details.

In my view, Schroeder’s view is no less problematic than the idealizing
accounts considered above. To see its problems, we can consider a case that
Schroeder himself considers (but without noting that his view struggles with
it). Nate hates most parties, but not all of them—he thoroughly enjoys suc-
cessful surprise parties held in his honor. Today there is a surprise party wait-
ing for him at his home. Nate is currently not aware that this is so. Schroeder
holds, and Hypotheticalism implies, that ‘given Nate’s situation, the fact that
there is a surprise party waiting for him now at home is a reason for him to go
home’ (2007, 33). Let us call this fact—i.e., the fact that there is a surprise
party waiting for Nate now at home—‘R’."

The problem for Schroeder’s view stems from the fact that R is a reason for
Nate to go home if, but only if, Nate is not aware of R. If Nate were to learn
that there is a party waiting for him at home—a party that would then merely
be supposed to be a surprise party—then this would ruin the surprise. Hence,
if Nate knew of R, he would hate going to the party. Thus, R is a reason for
Nate to go home only insofar as he does not believe that R obtains.

Now, since R is a reason for Nate to go home, Weight entails that it is cor-
rect for Nate to place some (positive) weight on this fact in deliberation. How-
ever, this implication simply seems to be false. Nate can only place weight on
R if he believes that R obtains. But if he were to have that belief, it would not
be correct for him to place weight on R, since R would then no longer be a
reason for him to go home. Thus, contrary to Weight, R is a reason which it
would not be correct to place weight on.

Krister Bykvist has pointed out to me that the argument just given rests on
an assumption that is not made explicit in the essay. The assumption is that
facts about correctness are not in a certain sense ‘modally evasive’. It can be
stated as follows:

! For further discussion of this and similar cases, see also Way and Whiting (2016).
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Correctness Is Not Modally Evasive (CINME):
If it is correct for an agent 4 to ¢, then, if 4 were to ¢, it would be correct
for A to ¢.

CINME follows from (but does not entail) a more general principle of norma-
tive invariance, according to which the normative status of an action cannot
counterfactually depend on whether the action is performed. (This principle is
put forward by Carlson 1995, chapter 6, section 6.3, and discussed by Bykvist
2007; for relevant discussion see also Rabinowicz 1985.) The argument given
above requires an assumption along these lines since, if CINME is false, a
supporter of Weight can hold that although it is correct for Nate to place
weight on R, it would not be correct for him to do it if he were to do it.

That said, defending Weight by rejecting CINME seems to be a desperate
maneuver. Note first that the only counterexamples to CINME that stand a
chance at succeeding are ones that involve unperformed actions. (If I perform
¢ and ¢ is correct, we must surely accept that if [ were to perform ¢, as I in
fact did, then ¢ would be correct.'?) But what does it mean to say of an unper-
formed action that it is correct? If by ‘an action’ we mean a concrete event
that takes place in space and time, then only performed actions exist. Talk of
unperformed actions must thus be seen as a convenient shorthand for some-
thing else. But what? A natural suggestion is that it is shorthand for what
would have been the case if the relevant action had been performed. Given
this approach, however, CINME is not only very plausible but trivially true
for unperformed actions. For what it then says is that if a certain counterfactual
about an unperformed action is true, then that very same counterfactual is true.

There is an alternative view of unperformed actions, however, on which
such actions are abstract objects that in fact exist. On one version of this view,
unperformed actions are ordered triples of agents, action-types, and times."
(Of course, this view can also be held of performed actions.) To illustrate,
suppose that I did not have coffee this morning. Then, on this view, my un-
performed action of having coffee this morning is (identical to) the ordered
triple <Olle Risberg, having coffee, this morning>. Given that all constituents
of that triple exist, there is nothing that prevents the triple (and thus the action)
itself from existing, even if the action in question is not performed.

On this view of unperformed actions, CINME is not trivially true. It is not
strictly inconsistent to hold that although the relevant ordered triple has the

12 Counterfactuals whose antecedents and consequents are both true are sometimes called ‘true-
true’ counterfactuals. That all such counterfactuals are true follows from an assumption called
‘Strong Centering’ (according to which every possible world is closest to itself) together with
the standard semantics for counterfactuals (see, e.g., Lewis 1973). The view that all true-true
counterfactuals are true has sometimes been criticized, however, and my argument here does
not rest on it (for further discussion, see, e.g., Walters 2016). Rather, what the argument rests
on is the weaker and, I think, highly plausible view that all true-true counterfactuals of the form
‘if 4 were to perform ¢, then ¢ would be correct’ are true.

13 For a view along these lines, see Goldman (1970).
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property of correctness, it would not have had the property of correctness if 1
had had coffee this morning. Nonetheless, many non-trivial claims are ex-
tremely plausible, and I submit that CINME is one of them, even if unper-
formed actions are abstract objects. In particular, if we are tempted by the idea
that normative facts are supposed to be action-guiding in some sense, then
rejecting CINME seems to be a disaster. It is not particularly action-guiding
to learn that, although ¢ is correct, it would not be correct if you were to do it
(cf. Bykvist 2007). Thus, a supporter of a desire-based theory can only reject
CINME if she also abandons a crucial source of support for her kind of view.

In conclusion, then, I take the arguments just given to show that Weight is
not a correct account of the weight of reasons. What this means is that even if
Hypotheticalism, considered as a view of what reasons we have, is true, it still
needs to be supplemented with an account of what we ought to do. And if
Weight is abandoned, then Schroeder has yet to give us one.

It may be tempting to try to deal with the problems just discussed by in-
voking an element of idealization also in our theory of the weight of reasons.
For example, consider a counterpart of Nate—‘Nate+’—who is fully empiri-
cally informed (and who thus knows about the surprise party waiting for
Nate). One might think that it would be correct for Nate+ to weigh the reasons
that Nate has in a certain way. In particular, the fact that Nate+ would be aware
that a surprise party is waiting for Nate is no obvious obstacle to Nate+’s cor-
rectly assigning weight to that fact in deliberation about what Nate ought to
do. Thus, one might think, the problem can be avoided if we modify Weight
so that it concerns what would be correct for Nate+, rather than Nate, to do.'*

The problem with this move is that even if it deals with the surprise party
problem, it instead allows the entanglement problem to arise again. Desire-
based theories thus appear to face a kind of trilemma. If they involve idealiza-
tion, they face the entanglement problem. If they do not involve idealization,
the most natural options are either to take Schroeder’s route or to accept some
rather simplistic non-idealized theory along the lines of (P1) or (P2). However,
Schroeder’s view faces the surprise party problem, and theories of the form of
(P1) and (P2) are, as we have seen, problematic for other reasons. While it
cannot be ruled out that there are other options that a desire-based theorist
could consider, of course, I nonetheless conclude that there is at least strong
reason to think that what we ought to do simply does not depend on our desires
in any of the ways specified by these views.

14 Thanks to Krister Bykvist for this suggestion.
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4. Skepticism About What We Ought to Do

The second recurring topic in this thesis concerns normative knowledge. In
the current section, I will more precisely focus on moral knowledge, since this
is the topic discussed in Essay 3. The title of that essay is ‘From Evolutionary
Theory to Moral Skepticism, via Disagreement’ and it is co-authored with
Folke Tersman. What we seek to show is that, if there are moral facts of the
kind posited by ‘moral realists’—i.e., moral facts that are independent of our
attitudes, conventions, and the like—then we do not know what those facts
are. Essay 4 then turns to the question of what we should do when we lack
moral knowledge, and normative knowledge more generally, and considers
how this question should be understood. I return to that topic in the next sec-
tion of this introduction. In the current section, I will briefly present some
arguments from the debate in moral epistemology and explain how they differ
from the one that we offer in Essay 3.

One strategy for arguing that we have no moral knowledge is to argue that
there simply are no moral truths for us to have knowledge about. That there
are no moral truths is a consequence of the view known as ‘moral error the-
ory’, which roughly states that all moral judgments are false. The error theory
is primarily a metaphysical and semantic thesis rather than an epistemological
one, however, and most direct arguments in favor of it accordingly have more
to do with metaphysics and semantics than with epistemology.!* Since this is
not the strategy that we pursue in Essay 3, I will here set it aside.

15 The metaphysical arguments in favor of moral error theory typically seek to show that the
existence of moral truths requires something of the world that, according to the arguments,
would be metaphysically ‘weird’ or ‘queer’. At least three different ideas about why, more
exactly, such truths would be queer can be found in the literature: (i) because they would su-
pervene upon ‘natural’ (or ‘descriptive’) facts in an inexplicable way (McPherson 2012); (ii)
because anyone aware of them would necessarily be motivated to act in a certain way (Mackie
1977); and (iii) because they would entail the existence of attitude-independent demands (Olson
2014, Moberger 2018). For different reasons, however, I suspect that all of these arguments are
problematic. The first one fails, I believe, because we can explain why moral facts are modally
connected to natural facts in the pertinent way, by appealing to fundamental moral principles
that are necessarily true (see Fogal and Risberg forthcoming, sections 2-3). The second argu-
ment is problematic because even if it would be weird if there were facts that motivated anyone
who knew of them, it is hard to see why moral facts could not exist without this feature. Indeed,
on the contrary, the apparent possibility of weakness of will (see sections 1 and 2) suggests that
knowing what one ought to do does not entail motivation. Finally, the third argument centrally
relies upon the intuition that attitude-independent demands would have to be weird and thus
unacceptable to posit. The status of this intuition is contested, however, not least since many
philosophers simply do not share it (for example, see Enoch 2011, 136, note 2). While different
views can be had about the evidential value of intuitions that are disputed in this way, I am
inclined to think that it is often rather low, in particular when the disagreeing parties are in other
respects equally well equipped for figuring out the truth (for more on these issues, see Essay 3
in this thesis, Risberg and Tersman 2019, and Risberg and Tersman forthcoming). For these
reasons, | am inclined to think that the epistemological arguments for skepticism are more
forceful than the metaphysical ones. (Note however that there are also other kinds of arguments
in favor of the error theory, such as the semantic one presented by Loeb 2008.)
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Our strategy is instead to argue that moral beliefs fail to constitute
knowledge because they lack some feature other than truth that knowledge
requires. In other words, the idea is that moral beliefs do not constitute
knowledge even if they are true. Since the supposition that moral beliefs are
true is inconsistent with the error theory, this kind of skeptical conclusion has
to be supported on other grounds.

It is worth noting that skeptical theses can come in different forms. For one,
they may involve different epistemic concepts: a skeptic might claim that our
moral beliefs are unjustified, for example, or that we ought to give them up,
or that they fail to constitute knowledge even given their truth. They can also
differ in their modal strength, depending on whether they are meant to be nec-
essary truths of some kind (e.g., nomologically or metaphysically necessary
ones), and in their scope, depending on whether they target all moral beliefs
or only some subset of them. For the purposes of this introduction, however,
I will set the differences between these versions of moral skepticism aside.

If one has argued for some skeptical view about morality (for example, that
moral beliefs are unjustified), one can attempt to use that conclusion to argue
for moral error theory as well. Thus, just like moral error theory can be used
to support moral skepticism, skepticism may also be used to support the error
theory. An argument of the latter kind would have to proceed via some prin-
ciple to the effect, roughly, that if our beliefs in a certain domain are unjusti-
fied, then we should think that there are no facts in that domain. Such princi-
ples are controversial, however, and at least they do not seem to be true with-
out exception. For example, while all beliefs about exactly how many mos-
quitos there are in the world are surely unjustified, there is still a fact of the
matter about what that number is (at least barring vagueness and the like).

There is more to say about these issues, including about whether the rea-
soning hinted at can plausibly be extended to the case of morality. Neverthe-
less, I will here focus on the case for moral skepticism, rather than on the
further question of whether such skepticism supports the error theory, since it
is the plausibility of skepticism that is most closely connected to the questions
discussed later in this thesis (for further discussion of these issues, see instead
Tersman 2019).

Several arguments for moral skepticism have been presented in the litera-
ture. At a minimum, in addition to the one that appeals to moral error theory,
we can distinguish between four different kinds:

(a) arguments that appeal to some kind of epistemological empiricism (see,
e.g., Mackie 1977, 39);

(b) arguments that appeal to some kind of causal epistemological theory
(see, e.g., Korman and Locke forthcoming);

(c) so-called ‘debunking’ arguments, that support skepticism by appeal to
empirical explanations (such as evolutionary ones) of why we have certain
moral beliefs (see, e.g., Joyce 2006 and Street 2006); and
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(d) arguments that appeal to facts about moral disagreement (see, e.g.,
Tersman 2006 and Tolhurst 1987).

In Essay 3, we focus on (¢) and (d). What we suggest, more precisely, is that
the evolutionary debunking argument and the argument from moral disagree-
ment can be combined in a mutually supportive way. For this reason, we also
propose that our argument avoids some problems that have been taken to beset
other skeptical arguments, including (a) and (b). In what follows, I will say a
few words about (a) and (b) before briefly outlining how our alternative argu-
ment is meant to work.

The core idea of arguments in (a) is that some kind of empiricist view in
epistemology shows moral skepticism to be true. On this strategy, the epis-
temic problem with morality ultimately stems from the (alleged) fact that
moral judgments cannot be justified by observations. The arguments in (b)
instead rest on some kind of causal epistemological theory. The most simple
version of this theory states that a belief that p is justified (or constitutes
knowledge) only if that belief is causally explained by the fact that p.'s This
thesis is often taken to be especially problematic for adherents of a thesis
known as ‘non-naturalism’, according to which moral facts differ fundamen-
tally from the facts dealt with by the natural and social sciences, since this
thesis is typically taken to suggest that moral facts are causally inert (though
for an exception, see Oddie 2005)."”

The arguments in (a) and (b) are related, and not always clearly distin-
guished, because our observational beliefs are often explained by the facts that
they concern. In some cases these strategies are also intertwined; for example,
in an influential argument due to Gilbert Harman (1977), it is a central premise
that moral facts do not figure in the best causal explanation of any observation.
Nonetheless, these strategies should be kept apart, since a belief in p may be
explained by the fact that p even if the belief is not observational. For example,
imagine that somebody has hypnotized me to believe that I have been hypno-
tized. Since my belief in this case need not be observational, the kind of prin-
ciple that underlies (a) suggests that it is unjustified. The kind of principle that
underlies (b) does not, however, since my belief is causally explained by the
fact that it concerns.

While both these arguments for moral skepticism have been influential, the
epistemic principles that they rely on face problems. First, those principles

16 Alternatively, one might require that the belief in p is in some more general sense ‘explana-
torily connected’ to the fact that p (see, e.g., Korman and Locke forthcoming). Note that while
adherents of the arguments in (a) and (b) sometimes focus on justification rather than
knowledge, showing that a belief is unjustified suffices for showing that it does not constitute
knowledge, given that knowledge requires justification.

17 For an interesting argument to the effect that that explanatory considerations in fact favor
non-naturalism—or at least a form of ‘non-reductive realism’ which has a lot in common with
non-naturalism—see Roberts (2016). (Roberts prefers the label ‘non-reductive realism’ because
the natural/non-natural-distinction is, in her view, problematic (Roberts 2016, note 3).)
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threaten to over-generalize, as they arguably lead to skepticism about many
other areas besides morality. After all, it is plausible that most other apparently
a priori domains, such as philosophy and mathematics, also deal with facts
that are causally inert, and with questions that cannot be settled on the basis
of observations. Second, and partly as a result, those epistemic principles also
threaten to be self-undermining in a certain sense. More precisely, it does not
seem that we can settle by appeal to observations whether the relevant empir-
icist theses about epistemology are true. And it similarly does not seem that
the belief that knowledge or justification requires certain causal connections
itself stands in such connections to the (alleged) fact that knowledge or justi-
fication requires certain causal connections. For this reason, those principles
threaten to entail that our beliefs in them are just as epistemically problematic
as, according to the arguments, our moral beliefs are. This view is not strictly
contradictory, of course, since it is logically possible that the truth about
knowledge could not be known, and that the truth about justification could not
be justifiably believed. Nonetheless, it is hard to see how a convincing case
for moral skepticism could be based on ideas about which we should be
equally skeptical if those ideas are true.

Whether or not these problems are ultimately devastating, they at least sug-
gest that (a) and (b) fail to capture what, if anything, that could be distinctively
epistemically problematic about moral beliefs. To put the point another way,
there are all sorts of familiar epistemic worries that one might have about phi-
losophy and other a priori disciplines, and since ethics is one of those disci-
plines, it is unsurprising that it too is susceptible to such worries. But there
would be more bite to a form of moral skepticism which held that, even if
general skepticism about the a priori can be dealt with, there is something that
makes moral beliefs especially epistemically suspicious. As far as I know,
skeptics have so far failed to provide a convincing argument to that effect. It
is thus interesting to explore whether such an argument can be made.

In our essay, Folke Tersman and I seek to do just that. To repeat, instead of
focusing on (a) and (b), our proposal is a combination of (c) and (d). While
different kinds of empirical conjectures can be invoked in (c), our version fo-
cuses on evolutionary considerations and is thus a version of the so-called
‘evolutionary debunking argument’. In standard formulations of this argu-
ment, the basic idea is that natural selection and other evolutionary forces have
significantly influenced our moral views. In particular, the thought goes, those
forces appear to have pushed us towards embracing certain moral views inde-
pendently of where the moral truths lie—all that mattered was that it was ad-
vantageous for our ancestors to embrace them.'® If this account of why we

18 For example, Street (2006, 115) suggests that this is plausible concerning common-sensical
beliefs such as that we have greater obligations to help our own children than we do to help
complete strangers, that we have reason to admire and praise altruism, and that we have reason
to shun or punish people who deliberately harm others.
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have the moral beliefs that we have is correct, the argument continues, it seems
that it would be a sheer coincidence if our beliefs are true. And this conclusion
in turn appears to exclude that those beliefs constitute knowledge, even if they
are in fact true.

Arguments from moral disagreement, (d), appeal to different considera-
tions to establish a similar conclusion. The point of departure of these argu-
ments is instead the fact that disagreement about moral issues appears to be
both widespread and often difficult to resolve. For example, some people are
utilitarians while others are Kantians; some believe that capital punishment is
just while others do not; and so on. In some cases, there might be explanations
of the disagreements which are friendly to a non-skeptic. For example, it might
be that one party is (to a greater extent than her opponent) influenced by bias,
reasoning poorly, or overlooking relevant empirical evidence (for suggestions
along these lines, see, e.g., Boyd 1988 and Sturgeon 1988). However, it is
difficult to argue that all moral disagreements can be explained in this way.
On the contrary, there seems to be many cases in which neither of the disa-
greeing parties is in a worse position than the other in relation to the aim of
uncovering the moral truth. And what the argument seeks to show is that when
there is disagreement between parties whose epistemic positions are in this
sense equally good, it would once again be a sheer coincidence if one of them
(rather than her opponent) has ended up getting things right. This conclusion,
again, seems to exclude that either party has knowledge, even if one of them
has a true belief.

Both (c) and (d) thus seek to show that the epistemic problem with morality
is that it is in some sense a coincidence if we have reached true moral beliefs.
The intuition that coincidences are epistemically problematic is well known,
for example from the literature on Gettier cases (Gettier 1963; see also Faraci
2019), but it is controversial how it is best captured. In Essay 3, we propose a
principle about knowledge that, we think, explains at least one central aspect
of this intuition. According to this principle, a belief that p constitutes
knowledge only if the belief has a modal property that is sometimes called
adherence. Roughly, on our account, what this means is that the belief has
been caused by the agent’s cognitive skills or abilities, or by other features of
her epistemic position, in such a way that she could not easily have failed to
believe that p unless her epistemic position were worse or p were false. We
further propose that when evolutionary accounts of moral beliefs are com-
bined with facts about moral disagreement, they suggest that we do not have
cognitive skills of the relevant kind. The upshot of this argument is that moral
beliefs are not adherent and thus do not constitute knowledge.

One notable feature of this ‘argument from adherence’ is that unlike (a) and
(b), our argument at least does not immediately generalize to other a priori
domains. In particular, even if mathematics and other a priori disciplines deal
with questions that cannot be settled empirically and with facts that are caus-
ally inert, one may still insist that some features of our epistemic position
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ensure that we can have adherent beliefs about those facts. This is not to say
that our argument entails that we do have knowledge in those areas, of course.
(Indeed, since the adherence requirement states only a necessary condition for
knowledge, it would be a mistake to think that the argument even in principle
could have this consequence.) The point is just that unlike the other arguments,
ours does not immediately rule out that we can have knowledge in those do-
mains. For this reason, we think that our argument is more likely to capture
what might be distinctively epistemically problematic with moral beliefs.

5. The Question of What to Do

If the argument presented in Essay 3 is persuasive, it motivates at least some
degree of uncertainty about what is good, right, and what we ought to do. For
this reason, I am myself inclined to think that such uncertainty is often sensible
(and to a higher degree than we typically acknowledge).

That said, even if one is not convinced by any such highly general argument
for moral skepticism, one may still reasonably think that some degree of moral
uncertainty—and of normative uncertainty more generally—is often moti-
vated by other considerations. For example, some normative questions depend
on difficult empirical issues. Whether it is best to adopt a certain environmen-
tal policy or to give somebody a certain medical treatment, for instance, de-
pends on the consequences of the policy or treatment in question. Since such
empirical matters may be difficult to assess, some degree of uncertainty about
the normative questions that depend on them seems to be warranted as well.

Moreover, independently of empirical difficulties, some normative ques-
tions are simply very challenging in their own right (cf. MacAskill, Bykvist,
and Ord forthcoming, chapter 1). To take just one example, consider the many
questions of population ethics and our duties towards future generations.
These questions are surrounded by problems, paradoxes, and ‘impossibility
theorems’ that no theory of population ethics has avoided in an entirely satis-
factory way (see, e.g., Parfit 1984 and Arrhenius 2000). Because of these dif-
ficulties, again, some degree of uncertainty about our duties towards future
generations seems to be warranted.

While these considerations suggest that we should be uncertain about nor-
mative questions that are clearly challenging, they do not immediately suggest
that we should be uncertain also about normative questions that seem to be
easier. Other considerations do indicate this, however—indeed, they suggest
that there is room for doubt even about normative questions whose answers
might strike us as obvious. For example, we normally assume without hesita-
tion that we are not acting wrongly when we brush our teeth. However, this
assumption conflicts with the well-known ethical theory known as ‘maximiz-
ing act-consequentialism’ (or ‘consequentialism’ for short), which roughly
states that we always ought to perform the available action with the
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intrinsically best outcome. This view entails that we act wrongly whenever we
could have done something better than what we actually did. And since brush-
ing our teeth is normally not the best thing that we can do (for example, giving
money to charity might often be better), consequentialism entails that our
common-sensical judgments about the permissibility of brushing one’s teeth
are mistaken.

Of course, one may respond by insisting that if consequentialism implies
that brushing one’s teeth is normally wrong, then this is simply a counterintu-
itive, problematic implication of the view. (This is related to the charge that
consequentialism is ‘too demanding’; see, e.g., Kagan 1984.) However, while
this response is not unreasonable, it would be unreasonable to take it to show
decisively that consequentialism is false. After all, even though consequential-
ism has some counterintuitive implications, it also has significant advantages
and able defenders (see, e.g., Feldman 1986, Smart 1956, and Téannsjo 1998).
Moreover, it is at any rate unclear whether the implications of consequential-
ism are significantly more counterintuitive than those of other comprehensive
ethical theories.” Thus, even if we think that consequentialism is probably
false, it seems reasonable to assign at least some credence to it. And as long
as we acknowledge that this view at least might be true, we should also leave
some room for doubt as to whether the actions that we normally take to be
permissible are in fact permissible.

The kind of reasoning just presented might not apply to each and every
normative question. However, it does apply to a great many of them—suffi-
ciently many that in most actual choice situations, some degree of uncertainty
about what we ought to do seems to be warranted. If this much is accepted,
several pressing questions appear to arise. How should we deal with such un-
certainty? How should we go on to live our lives, that is, given that we are
now uncertain even about normative questions that we might have thought to
be quite easy? For example, should we let our doubts about what we ought to
do have some weight in our decision-making? Or should we simply follow the
recommendations of the theory that we take to be most plausible, even if it
conflicts with other theories whose truth we have not ruled out??° After all,

19 Other than consequentialism, the two most influential approaches to normative ethics are
deontology and virtue ethics. For an overview of some of the problems for deontological theo-
ries, see Alexander and Moore 2016, section 4. A problem for virtue ethics is that, on at least
certain otherwise promising formulations of such theories (such as those endorsed by Kawall
2002 and Kawall 2009), they run into the entanglement problem (see section 3 of Essay 1 in
this thesis). While some approaches to normative ethics, such as particularism and certain forms
of Rossian pluralism, may have fewer counterintuitive implications than their rivals, this is typ-
ically because they simply have no (or at least very few) determinate implications whatsoever.
Accordingly, such approaches also receive no (or at least very little) positive support from hav-
ing implications that cohere with our considered ethical judgments.

20 The idea that we should always follow our ‘favorite theory’ is defended by Gustafsson and
Torpman (2014). The alternative view that we should at least sometimes let our moral doubts
have some weight is defended by most parties in the debate, including Sepielli (2009) and
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even when we are normatively uncertain, we still have to deliberate and make
difficult decisions. We would like to do so in a way that is somehow sensible
and informed, even if we are uncertain about what is right and good. And since
we do not have time to wait until moral philosophers have discovered the per-
tinent normative truths, it seems that decision-making under normative uncer-
tainty is a topic that requires serious attention.

There is a recent lively debate about normative uncertainty that has sought
to provide answers to the questions just posed (see, e.g., E. Harman 2015,
MacAskill, Byvkist, and Ord forthcoming, and Sepielli 2009). However,
while there is a strong intuition that there is some pressing question that nor-
mative uncertainty makes salient, it is also far from obvious what exactly this
question concerns. Some writers in the debate formulate their main question
along the following lines: ‘I can’t figure out what I ought to do—now what
ought I to do?’ But what does this even mean?

To mention just one difficulty in interpreting this question, consider again
the consequentialist view that we always ought to do what is best. As this view
is usually formulated, it makes no exceptions for agents who do not know that
the view is true. In other words, what this view says is that we ought to perform
the best action available, whether or not we know that this is so. Thus, there is
no distinctive question of ‘what we ought to do when we do not know what
we ought to do’—the answer to that question is simply the same as the answer
to the question of what we ought to do, full stop. And the same can be said
about most standard normative theories.

At the same time, of course, an agent who asks for guidance when she is
uncertain about what normative theory that is true would not be satisfied if she
were told that she ought to do what the true normative theory entails that she
ought to do, whether or not she knows what theory that is. After all, it is pre-
cisely what the true normative theory is that she does not know. This is not the
kind of answer that she is looking for. But what this indicates is that it is un-
clear what kind of question she is asking in the first place.

The puzzling question that is highlighted here has sometimes been called
the ‘central deliberative question’ (see, e.g., Lord 2017 and McPherson 2018).
Understanding this question, and the corresponding form of uncertainty about
it, is the aim of Essay 4 in this thesis, which is entitled ‘Ethics and the Question
of What to Do’. In the essay, I consider cases of normative uncertainty along
with several other choice situations that also invite “practical’ or ‘deliberative’
questions that are difficult even to formulate. While each of these choice situ-
ations has received plenty of attention in isolation, they have so far rarely been
given a unified treatment, and the essay thus seeks to develop an account of
the central deliberative question that applies to all situations in which it arises.

MacAskill, Bykvist, and Ord (forthcoming). See also E. Harman (2015) for an argument that
moral uncertainty is normatively irrelevant.
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Another type of choice situation that brings the central deliberative ques-
tion to the fore involves conflicting normative requirements of different kinds.
Plausibly, for instance, there are situations in which we prudentially ought to
maximize our own good, but morally ought to sacrifice some of our well-being
for the common good. (For further discussion of such cases, see, e.g., Baker
forthcoming and Chang 2004.) In such situations we may ask: ‘Which ought—
the moral or the prudential one—ought I really to satisfy?’ And it is not obvi-
ous what this might mean either—after all, it is really the case both that we
morally ought to satisfy the moral ought and that we prudentially ought to
satisfy the prudential ought. Because this is not the kind of answer that we
were hoping to get, it is again unclear what kind of question we are asking.

At least in these respects, then, choices under normative uncertainty resem-
ble choices in the face of conflicting normative requirements: there seems to
be some pressing question that such choices make salient, but since answers
to that question that seem almost trivially true are clearly unsatisfactory, it is
difficult to say what, more exactly, the pressing question concerns.

Most writers on this topic have assumed that this type of uncertainty con-
cerns a special normative question, such as what we ought to do ‘all things
considered’ (cf. Lord 2017), or what we ought to do in a sense of ‘ought’ that
is relevant for choices under uncertainty (see, e.g., Sepielli 2009). In Essay 4,
I argue against this assumption and instead offer an alternative account that
combines elements of both cognitivism and non-cognitivism (see section 2 for
characterizations of these views). On this ‘divided’ metanormative view, cog-
nitivism is true of questions about what we ought to do, but non-cognitivism
is true of the practical question that sometimes remains even when all cogni-
tive questions are settled. I thus propose that this practical question is not best
understood as the question of what we ought to do, but as the question of what
to do. I also suggest that this view explains the intuition that practical ques-
tions sometimes remain ‘open’ even when all factual questions have been an-
swered.?' What has less often been noted, however, is that these questions may
remain open even when all the normative questions have been answered. The
divided view, I believe, best accommodates this fact.

One notable consequence of this account is thus that even if there are truths
about how we all things considered ought to act—truths which might even be
‘objective’, ‘irreducible’, and so on—the central deliberative question does
not concern those truths. Instead, that question cannot have a true answer. The
reason is that one does not answer it by forming a belief about the world, or
by forming any other kind of truth-apt mental state. Rather, I suggest, one
answers this question by forming an intention to act in a certain way. (My
understanding of the question of what to do thus resembles the one associated
with Gibbard 2003.) On this view, then, the uncertainty highlighted above is

21 This intuition has been invoked by both some non-cognitivists, such as Blackburn (1998, 70)
and Nowell-Smith (1954, 41), and some cognitivists, such as Korsgaard (1996).
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best understood as a state of practical indecision, rather than as a state of un-
certainty about what the world is like in normative respects.

An upshot of Essay 4 is thus that, in at least one central sense, normativity
cannot be action-guiding. Even if we figure out what we ought to do, all things
considered, this falls short of answering the question of what to do.

6. Normative and Epistemic Pluralism

The third and final recurring topic in this thesis concerns the fact that while
normative concepts at least appear to be capable of guiding us, we can also
guide and evaluate our concepts. In this section, I will explain how this theme
shows up in both Essay 4 and Essay 5. In Essay 4, the divided metanormative
account is applied to the puzzling questions raised by the thesis of normative
pluralism (see Eklund 2017 and Clarke-Doane forthcoming). In Essay 5,
which is entitled ‘Meta-Skepticism’, I then turn to some problems raised by
the epistemological counterpart of this thesis, epistemic pluralism.

Roughly, normative pluralism is the view that the concept OUGHT is not the
only ought-like concept that exists—there are also other ought-like concepts,
which are distinct from the one that we use in everyday life and philosophical
theorizing.”> While this view can be understood in different ways, one possi-
bility is to focus on the role that the relevant concepts could play in a commu-
nity of speakers. To illustrate, following Eklund (2017), let us consider an
alternative community whose members use the concept OUGHT* in much the
same way as we use the concept OUGHT. More exactly, while we tend to per-
form actions that we judge that we ought to perform, they tend to perform
actions that they judge that they ought* to perform; whereas we criticize and
resent people who do things that we believe ought not to be done, they criticize
and resent people who do things that they believe ought* not to be done; and
so on. However, suppose furthermore that OUGHT and OUGHT* are not coex-
tensive, in the sense that some actions ought but ought* not to be performed,
or vice versa. Normative pluralism can then be understood as the thesis that
the situation just outlined is possible.

Whether the situation just outlined is indeed possible depends on contro-
versial questions about normative language (such as how the reference of nor-
mative terms is determined) which it is beyond the scope of this thesis to ad-
dress. That said, it is nonetheless interesting to suppose that the situation is
indeed possible, if only for the sake of discussion. The reason is that given
that assumption, we may again be inclined to ask questions that resemble the
ones considered earlier, such as: what is so great about the ought-like concept
that we happen to use? Perhaps we ought to consider using another concept,
such as OUGHT¥, instead? In this case too there are obvious problems in

22 1 use small caps to denote concepts.
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formulating these questions, since we are employing an ought-like concept
when doing so. Thus, it might turn out that although we ought to use OUGHT,
it is likewise the case that we ought* to use OUGHT*. If this is the case, there
seems to be a remaining “Further Question”, as Eklund puts it (2017, 23), one
in the neighborhood of whether what we ought to do or what we ought* to do
is really what we ought to do. Moreover, if there are no non-trivial answers to
this question—if there is simply what we ought to do and what we ought* to
do and that is that—then this may seem to threaten the ‘action-guiding signif-
icance’ that we normally assign to the question of what we ought to do.?

The view of the central deliberative question suggested in Essay 4 can be
applied to this problem as well. In this case, the salient ‘Further Question’
again concerns what to do rather than what we ought to do. More precisely, 1
suggest, it is the question of whether to do what we ought to do or what we
ought* to do. Thus, as noted earlier, an advantage of the divided view is that
it can in this way accommodate a wide range of cases in which the puzzling
deliberative question arises. Because other views of this question have typi-
cally been informed by fewer types of choice situations, they are difficult to
extend to other situations in which the question is raised. For example, while
views that posit an ‘ought of uncertainty’ might explain what we naturally ask
ourselves when we are normatively uncertain, they do not easily account for
the questions raised by conflicting normative requirements or by normative
pluralism.>* Similarly, while the idea that there is an ‘all things considered
ought’ might account for the question raised by normative conflicts, it does
not shed much light on the questions raised by normative uncertainty (since
we might well be uncertain about what we all things considered ought to do).

Now, in analogy to normative pluralism, consider a similar sort of pluralist
view about our epistemic concepts, such as our concepts of knowledge, justi-
fication, evidence, and so on. Epistemic pluralism is the view that alongside
these concepts, there are many other relevantly similar concepts that we could
have had instead. In Essay 5, I consider the implications of this view for some
questions that concern skepticism about the external world. While skeptical
theses can again differ in various ways (see section 4), I focus on the thesis
that we do not know anything about what the world is like in non-mental (or
‘external”’) respects, including apparently obvious facts such as that we have
hands or that grass is green. That said, the problems that I will discuss can also
be raised in relation to the concepts of justification, evidence, and so on.

While a variety of different skeptical challenges have been presented, the
argument that I focus on in Essay 5 seeks to show that we lack knowledge
about the external world because we cannot rule out that we are in fact

23 The expression ‘action-guiding significance’ is from Eklund (forthcoming). It is picked up
by Clarke-Doane (forthcoming).

24 That said, the ought-of-uncertainty view also raises obvious worries about regress; see, €.g.,
Sepielli (2014) and sections 4-5 in Essay 4 of this thesis.
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dreaming, hallucinating, or subject to some similarly distorting factor that we
could not possibly detect. On this idea, for example, I cannot rule out that I
am in fact a handless ‘brain in a vat’, since everything would seem the same
to me if I were one. Moreover, since my belief that I have hands would be
false if I were such a brain in a vat, the argument insists that I do not know
whether I have hands. Finally, since there is nothing special about this exam-
ple, the argument concludes that none of my other beliefs about the external
world amount to knowledge either.

Anti-skeptics have sought to argue that challenges such as this one can be
met. On their view, we do know that we have hands, that grass is green, and
other apparently obvious facts about the external world. Thus, they typically
insist that challenges like the one just outlined rely on false claims about
knowledge (though for alternative anti-skeptical strategies, see, e.g., Putnam
1981 and Chalmers 2018). Skeptics have disagreed. However, both parties
normally assume that the central question raised by skeptical challenges is
whether we know (or justifiably believe, etc.) certain claims.

With this brief background in place, the problem that I focus on in Essay 5
can now be summarized as follows. Suppose that epistemic pluralism is true.
This supposition implies that even if our concept of knowledge is ‘skepticism-
unfriendly’ in the sense that anti-skeptics have tried to show, there are at least
some relevantly similar, ‘knowledge-like’ concepts that are not. For example,
even if knowledge (in the ordinary sense of ‘knowledge’) does not require that
we can rule out that we are dreaming or hallucinating, there is some
knowledge-like concept—we might call it KNOWLEDGE*—which does re-
quire this for its satisfaction. And this, in turn, might give us pause. After all,
we might wonder, what is so great about the concept of knowledge that we
happen to use? Might it be more important, epistemically speaking, to inves-
tigate whether our beliefs about the external world satisfy some other
knowledge-like concept? And how should these questions even be under-
stood? What I call the ‘meta-skeptical challenge’ is to make sense of the no-
tion of epistemic importance that is naturally invoked in questions such as
these. In the essay, I consider some possible ways of understanding this notion
and suggest that they are all wanting.

The problem just presented is similar, both structurally and intuitively, to
some of the problems considered in Essay 4 (see section 5). For this reason, it
is natural to think that these problems might also have a unified solution. Un-
fortunately, however, there is reason to think that such a solution will not be
forthcoming. In particular, while I have suggested that the central deliberative
question in practical cases is the question of what to do, I do not think that
this proposal can plausibly be extended to the epistemic case.?* The idea would

%5 This is one of the ways in which my proposal differs from that of Clarke-Doane
(forthcoming), who also holds that the question raised by normative pluralism is the question
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be that just as the question raised in the practical case concerns what to do, the
question raised by epistemic pluralism concerns what to believe—for exam-
ple, whether to believe the claims that we are in a position to know, or those
that we are in a position to know*, and so on. Moreover, if the analogy is to
go all the way, an answer to the question of what to believe would have to be
an intention to believe something, just like an answer to the question of what
to do is an intention to do something,

The fundamental problem with this view, however, is that intentions to be-
lieve do not seem to be epistemically central in the same way that intentions
to act are practically central. This in turn gives rise to several further difficul-
ties. One is that the view seems to require an implausibly strong form of ‘dox-
astic voluntarism’, according to which we can typically intentionally control
what we believe. If this view is false, as it is widely taken to be, then the ques-
tion of what to believe is one that we typically cannot even seriously ask our-
selves, since we can only answer it in one way.?® To put the point in a different
way, it seems pointless to ask myself what to believe if my answer to this
question cannot have an impact on what I actually believe.

Moreover, even if the truth of this strong form of voluntarism is granted,
another difficulty arises instead. Given voluntarism, it seems that our answers
to the question of what to believe should in many cases be influenced by con-
siderations that are clearly epistemically irrelevant. For example, if people will
be greatly harmed unless I believe that there is life on the moon, this fact
should surely have an impact on how I answer the question of whether to be-
lieve that there is life on the moon (assuming now that this is a question that I
can seriously ask myself in the first place). Even so, however, this fact about
the consequences of having a certain belief surely says nothing about the plau-
sibility of its content. Even though pragmatic considerations may speak for or
against believing certain claims, or intending to believe them, they do not
speak against the claims themselves. And this too suggests that the question of
what to believe is not epistemically central in the way that the question of what
to do is practically central.?”

I do not see it as a disadvantage that my view of the central deliberative
question cannot be extended to the epistemic case. Again, while intentions to
believe are not plausibly epistemically central, it is highly plausible that inten-
tions to act are practically central, so it should be unsurprising if a correct
account of central practical questions does not apply to central epistemic ones.

of what to do, but assumes that a similar account should be given of the questions that epistemic
pluralism raise.

26 Of course, not everyone agrees that voluntarism is false. For example, Reisner (2013) argues
that doxastic voluntarism is at least conceptually possible. Note also that this argument is com-
patible with thinking that we have some other form of control over our beliefs, such as what
McCormick (2011) calls ‘guidance control’, or what Paul (2015) calls ‘doxastic self-control’.
27 This argument is of course related to the well-known ‘wrong kind of reason’ problem; for
further discussion, see Rabinowicz and Rennow-Rasmussen (2004). See also Reisner (2009)
for a discussion of this problem in relation to the possibility of pragmatic reasons for belief.

41



More generally, even though the questions raised by pluralist theses about var-
ious philosophically central concepts resemble each other in certain ways,
there seems to be no reason to expect in advance that a unified account of all
such questions can be given.?® Thus, rather than assuming that such an account
can be found, it seems preferable to consider each case on its own terms.

In addition to the connections between Essay 4 and Essay 5 just mentioned,
there are also connections between Essay 5 and Essay 3. One has to do with a
possible response to the ‘argument from adherence’ (see section 4). A moral
non-skeptic may reply to this argument by holding that even if does show that
there is no moral knowledge, this conclusion is in some sense not troubling,
because our concept of knowledge is at any rate flawed, problematic, or un-
important. What matters, she might think, is whether our moral beliefs are
justified, or whether they satisfy some alternative knowledge-like concept in-
stead. However, this response requires that we can make sense of expressions
like ‘what matters’ in epistemic contexts—and what the meta-skeptical chal-
lenge suggests is that it is unclear whether this can be done.

7. Essay Summaries

In this final section of the introduction, I provide short summaries (or ‘ab-
stracts’) of each essay to give the reader an overview of the thesis.

Essay 1 — The Entanglement Problem and Idealization in Moral Philosophy
According to many popular views in normative ethics, metaethics and axiol-
ogy, facts about what we ought to do or what is good for us depend on facts
about the attitudes that some agent would have in some relevant idealized cir-
cumstances. This paper presents an unrecognized structural problem for such
views which threatens to be devastating.

Essay 2 — Weighting Surprise Parties: Some Problems for Schroeder

In this article, I argue against Schroeder’s account of the weight of normative
reasons. It is shown that in certain cases an agent may have reasons she cannot
know about without them ceasing to be reasons, and also reasons she cannot
know about at all. Both possibilities are troubling for Schroeder’s view.

28 For example, as Dasgupta (2018) argues, challenging questions are also raised by a pluralist
view about the notion of metaphysical ‘joint-carvingness’. While the non-cognitivist view
about the central deliberative question cannot naturally be extended to those questions either,
this is also unproblematic, since those questions are intuitively very different as well.

2% A suggestion along these lines, though not in the context of moral knowledge specifically, is
made by Papineau (2019).
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Essay 3 — From Evolutionary Theory to Moral Skepticism, via Disagreement
Facts about moral disagreement and human evolution have both been said to
exclude the possibility of moral knowledge, but the question of how these
challenges interact has largely gone unaddressed. The paper aims to present
and defend a novel version of the ‘debunking’ argument for moral skepticism
that appeals to both types of considerations. This argument has several ad-
vantages compared to more familiar versions. The standard debunking strat-
egy is to argue that evolutionary accounts of moral beliefs generate skeptical
implications because they attribute those beliefs to factors that are unrelated
to their truth. That strategy is vulnerable to ‘third-factor’ responses, which
invoke first-order moral assumptions to question whether the Darwinian fac-
tors and the moral truths are really unrelated in that way. In contrast, our ver-
sion is immune to those responses, as it does not proceed via assumptions
about how Darwinian factors relate to the moral facts. Instead, it focuses on
what evolutionary accounts of moral beliefs have to say about the fact that
people often reach divergent moral beliefs. The argument thereby illustrates
how the debunking strategy can join forces with the argument from moral dis-
agreement. In combination, those strategies present, we think, a challenge that
is more formidable than when they are considered separately.

Essay 4 — Ethics and the Question of What to Do

In this paper I present an account of a distinctive form of “practical’ or ‘delib-
erative’ uncertainty that has been central in debates in both ethics and
metaethics. Most writers have assumed that such uncertainty concerns a spe-
cial normative question, such as what we ought to do ‘all things considered’.
I will argue against this assumption and instead endorse an alternative view of
such uncertainty, which combines elements of both metaethical cognitivism
and non-cognitivism. A notable consequence of this view is that even if there
are objective and irreducible truths about how we all things considered ought
to act, the ‘central deliberative question’, as it is sometimes called, does not
concern those truths. Instead, that question does not have a true answer.

Essay 5 — Meta-Skepticism

The debate about external world skepticism has focused on whether we can
have knowledge about what the external world is like. However, our concept
of knowledge might be only one of many knowledge-like concepts that there
are. If that is so, it follows that even if our beliefs about the external world can
satisfy our concept of knowledge, there are many other relevantly similar con-
cepts that they cannot satisfy, even if they are true. And this, in turn, might
give us pause. After all, we might wonder: what is so great about the concept
of knowledge that we happen to use? Might it be more important, epistemi-
cally speaking, to investigate whether our beliefs can satisfy some other rele-
vantly similar concept instead? And how should questions such as these even
be understood? In this paper, | discuss the epistemological significance of
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these issues. In particular, I introduce a novel skeptical stance called ‘meta-
skepticism’, which is a kind of skepticism about the idea that some
knowledge-like concepts are genuinely more important than others, and sug-
gest that it is currently unclear whether this form of skepticism can be avoided.
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