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Abstract

Why Answer the Epistemic Challenge?

by

Kirsten Marie Pickering

Doctor of Philosophy in Philosophy

University of California, Berkeley

Professors Jay Wallace and Niko Kolodny, co-chairs.

I describe a debate among metaethicists about how to explain our relia-
bility about value, showing that it is nomere coincidence. The “epistemic
challenge” is to give such an explanation.

It can appear that somemetaethical views—that is, views about what val-
ues and norms are, most basically, like—have an easier time than others in
answering the epistemic challenge. This makes the challenge relevant to
evaluating such views, since metaethicists agree that successfully giving
this explanation is one demand on a satisfying metaethical theory. This
consensus is premature, however. Metaethicists have not adequately ex-
plained why we should want an explanation of our evaluative reliability
at all. Until we have clarified whether and why an explanation of our
evaluative reliability is worth having, we should not make such an expla-
nation a goal of a metaethical theory.

Metaethicists sometimes suggest that, unless there is such an explanation,
knowledge and epistemically justified beliefs about values andnormswould
be impossible. However, they are not explicit aboutwhy achieving knowl-
edge and epistemic justification in evaluative thought matters. To make
this explicit, we should focus on valuable features associated with knowl-
edge and epistemic justification. Our question is whether our evaluative
beliefs would lose these features if we lacked an explanation of our eval-
uative reliability. I consider three such features: the admirability of our
evaluative beliefs, their stability, and their reasonableness. In each case,
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I argue that the relevant feature is not threatened by a failure to answer
the epistemic challenge.

Even if a failure to answer the challenge does not threaten the valuable
features of our evaluative beliefs, we might still have a reason to give the
sort of explanation desired by the challenger—an explanation that makes
this reliability no coincidence. I consider two arguments on behalf of the
epistemic challenger for the claim that it is good to have such an explana-
tion. On the one hand, commitment to falsehoods is a bad thing, and we
consider some things highly likely to have an explanation. If our evalua-
tive reliability is such a thing, then metaethicists have a reason to answer
the epistemic challenge, because otherwise they would be committed to
a likely falsehood. I argue, however, that no one is yet in a position to
say that our evaluative reliability is highly likely to have an explanation.
So we cannot yet claim that this is a reason to explain our evaluative re-
liability. On the other hand, we often take explanations to have great in-
tellectual value. It seems straightforward to conclude that if we cannot
answer the epistemic challenge, we miss out on an explanation, and so
on something of intellectual value. I argue that this is not as obvious as
it seems, by showing that on one prominent view of explanatory value,
we cannot draw this conclusion. If the value of explanation lies in unifica-
tion, as this view suggests, it is not obvious that explaining our evaluative
reliability in a way that makes this “no coincidence” would yield greater
value than an alternative explanation. To appeal to explanatory value to
motivate answering the challenge, we cannot simply invoke that value,
but must show how the relevant explanation better promotes that value
than its competitors.

One result of this project is that, for all we have seen, a key question that
has interested metaethicists may have no importance. We may have no
reason to engage with the epistemic challenge. This should inspire fur-
ther thought about the proper tasks of metaethics, and about what we
should want in a metaethical theory.
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Preface

Evaluative beliefs

In ordinary life, questions about value come up constantly. Is It’s A Won-
derful Life a great movie, or not? Would it be wrong to lie to this friend
about my plans, in order to protect my privacy? Is it more important to
show up to the union meeting tonight, or to stay in and work on this phi-
losophy paper?

All of these are questions about value. They are questions about the eval-
uative features—aesthetic, moral, political, intellectual—of particular ob-
jects, actions, and relations in the world. Since similar concrete questions
come up again and again, one can get a head start in addressing them by
thinking about more abstract evaluative questions. What features make
for a great film? Why is it ever important to tell the truth? What is valu-
able about involvement in politics, and how should one weigh this value
against a value like understanding? When we make up our minds about
either concrete or abstract questions of value, I call this forming an “eval-
uative belief.”

When faced with evaluative questions of either a concrete or an abstract
kind, you might or might not make up your mind and form an evalua-
tive belief about that question. The question might be too difficult. You
might instead make some progress by settling a related question—for in-
stance, whether the conflict between public responsibility and personal
freedom faced by Jimmy Stewart’s character is interesting. Or you might
lose the moment for making up your mind. You are distracted, and the
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time for setting out for the union meeting comes and goes. So you opt for
philosophy, but not because you are convinced of its greater importance.

Failing to make up your mind about an evaluative question you face is
not always a bad thing. However, it can matter quite a lot to have settled
evaluative beliefs. Our convictions about value can help us to resist ordi-
nary and extraordinary temptations. Such resistence is not just a matter
of willpower, but of having a clear view of the values at stake in what we
do. It matters that we do the right thing, and that we achieve something
of value in life. In some cases, the only way to do the right thing, or to
achieve something of value, is by having a true evaluative belief.

Whenwe set out to form a belief about some evaluative question, we need
at least some trust in our own abilities to arrive at the truth. We need to
set aside, at least for a time, the fear that our current evaluative outlook
is too deeply mistaken for any amount of reflection to put us on the right
track. Even when we do not set out to answer such a question explicitly,
but simply form evaluative beliefs as needed in daily life, we implicitly
trust these abilities. We take ourselves to be, in some sense, reliable in
matters of value.

In many contexts where it matters, each of us does question our evalua-
tive reliability. We may come to doubt our impartiality on questions of
justice, when these have consequences for our best friends. We may re-
alize that we don’t really get why we ought to be fair-minded in debates
with alienating political opponents, or what is so bad about pursuing a
romance with someone under our supervision. In cases like these, con-
versations with others that we trust—who themselves seem reliable, over
time, about these sorts of evaluative questions—can help us to arrive at
true evaluative beliefs. (Hard and fast rules, when framed well, can also
help.)

But what if there is no real help to be had? What if we are all too far
off track, from the beginning, to have a hope? There are many routes
to a wholesale worry about our evaluative reliability. This dissertation
focuses on one route taken in recent philosophical discussions, the “epis-
temic challenge.”
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The epistemic challenge

In chapter one, I describe a debate in metaethics about our evaluative re-
liability. By “evaluative reliability,” I will mean our having evaluative be-
liefs that are largely true. All sides in this debate aim to vindicate the as-
sumption that we are, in fact, evaluatively reliable. Their dispute is over
the question: how could such reliability be explained?

When it comes to our beliefs about our physical surroundings, we can
explain relatively easily why those beliefs are reliable: we form them by
relying on perception, and perception puts us in causal contact with our
physical surroundings. My belief that there is a table in front of me was
formed based on seeing that table, and I see that table through causal
contact with the table in front of me: I believe this because it is so. Such a
story, however, does not seem available for evaluative beliefs. So, partici-
pants in this debate ask, how could they be reliable?

A complete explanation of our reliability about our physical surroundings
would also need to explain why we have the reliable perceptual facul-
ties that we do. The most promising explanation is clearly an evolution-
ary one. Here too, it seems that we will have a satisfying explanation.
Roughly, we developed reliable perceptual capacities because reliability
about the physical facts was adaptive: that is, conducive to survival and
reproduction. Once again, it seems that our having reliable capacities
to get onto the evaluative facts—however exactly these capacities work—
will not admit of a parallel evolutionary explanation. While these capac-
ities make a difference to our survival and reproduction, it is hard to see
how evaluative reliability would be adaptive, as compared with what-
ever evaluative psychology leads to taking actions that maximize one’s
chances of surviving and reproducing.

The so-called “epistemic challenge” is to give an explanation of our eval-
uative reliability.1 Metaethicists think that our prospects for doing so de-
pend crucially on which metaphysical account of the evaluative facts we

1The challenge is called “epistemic,” both because it concerns the truth of our beliefs,
and because it is thought to pose a threat to their status as knowledge or as epistemically
justified.
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accept: what we think these facts are, most basically, like. For example,
if we hold that evaluative facts cannot cause anything, unlike facts about
tables, then we should not give an account of our evaluative reliability on
which we perceive those facts. Metaethicists agree that the demand to
explain our evaluative reliability has implications for which view of eval-
uative facts we should hold: views that can satisfy this demand are, at
least in this respect, better.

In chapter one, I argue that this consensus is premature. Metaethicists
have not adequately explained why we should want an explanation of
our evaluative reliability at all. The conclusion of chapter one is that until
we have clarified whether and why an explanation of our evaluative reli-
ability is worth having, we should not make such an explanation a goal
of a metaethical theory.

Appeal to the value of evaluative belief

In chapter two, I start considering why we might want an answer to the
epistemic challenge. I begin from the observation that many of those
who seek to address the challenge—the “epistemic challengers”—relate
the desire for this explanation to the epistemic features of our evaluative
beliefs themselves. That is: they suggest that unless there is such an ex-
planation, wewill lack evaluative knowledge or justified evaluative belief.
Of course, this will only matter if these things are good. Our question is
whether we lose anything good if we do not answer the challenge: for
instance, do we lose a valuable sort of epistemic status?

My task in chapter two is to consider the features that are thought tomake
knowledge and justification good, and to see whether our beliefs would
lose these features ifwe lacked an explanation of our evaluative reliability:
if our evaluative reliability was, in this sense, an accident. (Since philoso-
phers have traditionally associated knowledge and epistemic justification
with believing the truth non-accidentally, it seems a real possibility that
our beliefs fail of knowledge, or of justification, if our reliability is an ac-
cident.)
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The first feature I consider is the admirability of our evaluative beliefs.
Whenbeliefs count as knowledge, or as justified, they are typically thought
to be more admirable than beliefs that are true by accident. I argue that
given the particular kind of accident at issue in the epistemic challenge,
even if our beliefs were only accidentally true in this sense, it would not
threaten their admirability.

The second feature I consider is the stability of our true evaluative beliefs:
our tendency not to give them up. When one learns that one’s belief, if
true, is only true by accident, one often gives up that belief. By the same
token, if one learns that someone else’s belief, if true, could only be true
by accident, one will tend not to rely on that person. One might lose
out, in that way, on gaining a true belief. I argue, however, that it is not
psychologically plausible that coming to appreciate the unanswerability
of the epistemic challenge should undermine the stability of our beliefs
in either of these ways. Given the centrality of evaluative belief in human
life, there is no danger that we will cease to hold such beliefs through
recognizing that we are unable to explain our evaluative reliability.

Finally, I turn to the third and most basic valuable feature that beliefs can
have: truth itself. Some challengers hold that if there is no explanation of
our evaluative reliability, then our evaluative beliefs are highly unlikely
to be true at all: there is no evaluative reliability to be explained. Once
we realize this, we will see that we have no reason to regard our ordinary
evaluative beliefs as true—even if, as a psychological matter, we will con-
tinue to hold them. In response, I adapt a position take by the philosopher
G.E. Moore, in reply to doubts about our knowledge of physical reality.
However unlikely it might be that our beliefs are true if our reliability has
no explanation, we have to weigh the reasons for doubt that this gives us
against the reasons we have to believe the evaluative claims themselves.
I claim that it will always be more reasonable to continue to regard our
ordinary evaluative beliefs as true than to give them up for the sorts of
reasons connected with the epistemic challenge.
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Appeal to the value of explanation

In chapter two, I conclude that the epistemic value of our ordinary eval-
uative beliefs faces no threat from a failure to answer the epistemic chal-
lenge. But this does not show that nothing of value is at stake in answer-
ing the challenge. After all, explanations are thought to have value in their
own right, and answering the epistemic challenge just is giving an expla-
nation of our evaluative reliability. In chapter three, I do not argue that
this value isn’t lost if we cannot answer the epistemic challenge, but rather
that epistemic challengers have not done enough to show that this value
is at stake. I argue that they have more work to do in order to motivate
answering the challenge in terms of the demand for an explanation, and
I sketch the work remaining to be done.

I consider on behalf of the epistemic challenger, two arguments for the
claim that it is good to have an explanation of our evaluative reliability. I
raise serious problems for each.

On the one hand, we consider some things highly likely to have an expla-
nation. If our evaluative reliability is such a thing, then any meta-ethical
view that rules out there being such an explanation implies a likely false-
hood. In answering the epistemic challenge, then, metaethicists would
avoid commitment to a likely falsehood: surely a good thing. I argue that
no one is yet in a position to say that our evaluative reliability is highly
likely to have an explanation. To be in this position, we would need back-
ground knowledge that I argue we do not have. So we cannot yet claim
that this is a reason to explain our evaluative reliability.

On the other hand, having an explanation of our evaluative reliability
might furnish an intellectual good, in the formof the value of explanation.
We aspire to explain things, and we are disappointed if no explanation is
available. It seems straightforward to conclude that if we cannot answer
the epistemic challenge, this is bad for precisely this reason. I argue that
this is not as obvious as it seems, by showing that on one prominent ac-
count of the value of explanation, the straightforward conclusion cannot
be drawn. I describe the “unificationist” view defended by Philip Kitcher,
on which the value of explanation is found in the way explanations unify
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our picture of the world. Explanations of particular facts only have value
as part of a set of explanations with certain common features. Given this
more specific conception of explanatory value, there is no guarantee that
an explanation of our evaluative reliability will belong to such a set. To
motivate answering the epistemic challenge by appeal to the value of ex-
planation, the challenger needs to make determinate claims about how
explaining our evaluative reliability would realize that value.

Some conclusions

One result of this project, which emerges from chapters two and three, is
that a key question that has interestedmetaethicistsmight have no impor-
tance. The most salient epistemic consequences thought to follow from a
failure to answer the epistemic challenge do not seem to follow. A more
speculative attempt to motivate the epistemic challenge by appeal to the
value of explanation remains inconclusive. It seems, then, that metaethi-
cists should not treat answering the epistemic challenge as one of the de-
mands on a satisfying metaethical theory. More broadly, they should de-
cline to engagewith the epistemic challenge at all, until a reason for doing
so has been found.

A related point and a broader moral emerges when we consider chapter
one. We noted there that, in their rush to either answer the challenge
or show it unanswerable, metaethicists have rarely paused to make clear
why it is important for a theory to be able to give an answer. It may be
that a great deal of effort has been wasted as a result. This case can serve
as a reminder for metaethicists, and philosophers more broadly, to give
more careful thought to why it is important to take up a challenge. Barry
Stroud has called on philosophers to be more self-reflective about their
apparent tasks:

What philosophers need now is a diagnosis or uncovering of
what they regard as their problems or their questions, and
some understanding of the nature and sources of the kinds
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of things they think philosophy should account for.2

FollowingWittgenstein, Stroud suggests that philosophers “treat” a ques-
tion as doctors treat an illness: by starting with a diagnosis. A philoso-
pher’s diagnosis should “identify the assumptions, the demands, the pre-
conceptions, and the aspirations that lead to a question’s having the par-
ticular significance it now has for us.” Like a medical treatment based on
a hasty diagnosis, the rush to answer a question before appreciating its
significance “can make things worse.”3

In my engagement with the “epistemic challenge,” I have stressed a com-
plementary aspect of such a diagnosis: the evaluation of our philosoph-
ical demands and aspirations. Are they good ones for us to have, and
why? The importance of this question can be made vivid by extending
the metaphor of treatment. A key step in a doctor’s diagnosis ought to be
the determination that a condition is in fact an illness, and that through
treatment, we have some hope of achieving a good. A doctor should not
subject her patient to treatment without a clear good in view.

2Stroud (2001) pp. 41-42
3Ibid. p. 42.
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Chapter 1 TheEpistemicChallengeMeets
the Value Problem

1.1 Realism and the epistemic challenge

Philosophers have recently turned to the epistemology of value to help
settle disputes about themetaphysics of value. A generation ago, philoso-
phers debated whether metaethical theories are defective if they imply
that we cannot empirically test our views about value.1 More recently,
philosophers have askedwhethermetaethical theories are defective if they
imply that we cannot explain our reliability about value. This question is at
the heart of the “epistemic challenge for realism,” and is the focus of this
dissertation. Before turning to the implications of the challenge for such
theories, I will characterize the variety of realism that is its most common
target and lay out the shape of the challenge itself.

Metaethicists who embrace non-naturalist realism seem to face particular
difficulties explaining our evaluative reliability. Non-naturalist realism
consists of three commitments. First, values and reasons2 exist, in at least
the sense that some evaluative claims—claims that attribute evaluative
and normative features to things—are true. This presupposes that evalu-

1See Harman (1977, 1986); Sturgeon (1985); Harman & Thomson (1996); Sayre-
McCord (1988)

2I will use the terms “values” and “reasons,” as well as “evaluative” and “norma-
tive,” interchangeably. Some hold that one or the other of types of feature is basic—I
will remain neutral on this dispute. Nothing I say here should turn on the distinction
between these notions, or on whether one is ultimately reducible to the other.
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ative claims are truth apt, unlike commands or exclamations.3 Second, val-
ues and reasons are real, in the sense that whether things have evaluative
and normative features is relevantly mind- and language-independent.
In particular, whether something has evaluative features does not depend
on whether we believe or experience or accept that it has these features, nor
on whether we would do so under other conditions.4 Third, values and
reasons are not reducible to “natural” features, where these are identified
by their role in good scientific explanations. The irreducibility of values
and reasons to natural features is taken to imply both that they can have
no role in scientific explanations and that they are causally impotent.5 In
what follows, by “realism,” I will mean non-naturalist realism.

The epistemic challenge can be posed against this sort of realist in the
following way. To begin, the challenger suggests that all of us, realists
included, tend to assume that we are not entirely hopeless at discovering
the evaluative truth. On the contrary, we assume that we tend to believe
the truth about value: in other words, that we are evaluatively reliable,
on the whole. We can think of our reliability as a correlation between our
evaluative psychology and the evaluative truths. David Enoch describes
the correlation this way:

Very often, when we accept a normative judgment j, it is in-
deed true that j; and very often when we do not accept a nor-
mative judgment j (or at least when we reject it), it is indeed
false that j. So there is a correlation between (what the realist
takes to be) normative truths and our normative judgments.6

The challenger goes on to say that this correlation cries out for an expla-
nation. Why does what we believe about value tend to align with what is
true about value? This cannot, she suggests, be a mere coincidence.

3The view that evaluative claims are truth apt is “cognitivism.” Oddie (2005) p. 4;
Kolodny (2006); Shafer-Landau (2003) p. 17.

4Russ Shafer-Landau and Sharon Street refer to this sort of reality as “stance-
independence.” See (2003) pp. 13-18; Street (2006) p. 111.

5See, e.g. Enoch (2011) pp. 4, 103; Shafer-Landau (2003), p. 55.
6Enoch (2009) p. 421.
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Yet, the challenger argues, the realist has no choice but to regard our re-
liability in this way. Conceiving of values and reasons as she does blocks
all promising avenues for such an explanation. According to the realist,
values and reasons cannot causally impact anything, and so, in particular,
cannot have a causal impact on our evaluative psychology. Neither does
our evaluative psychology explain the evaluative truths, either through
causal impact or through a constitutive relation to the truths. On the con-
trary, the realist insists that facts about value are both causally and consti-
tutively independent of what we accept or believe, and even of what we
would accept or believe under other circumstances.

The realist can try to make answering the challenge more tractable by
clarifying the explanatory relations among the evaluative facts and those
among the relevant psychological facts. For example, if the evaluative
facts have an axiomatic structure, a few fundamental evaluative facts will
explain many others. In this case, it will be possible to make many true
evaluative judgments by deriving them from others. If we in fact make
our evaluative judgments in roughly this way—by deriving them from
a few fundamental evaluative judgements—explaining the reliability of
our fundamental evaluative judgments would suffice to answer the chal-
lenge. The realist can focus on the narrower question: why do these funda-
mentalq beliefs about value tend to align with what is true about value?7
As we will see, even if our judgments and the evaluative truths have this
structure, the realist is thought to face the same obstacles in answering
this narrower question.

This is usually brought out through a comparison with the prospects for
giving such an explanation in other domains. Consider the parallel ques-

7This point is equivalent to one made by Field in posing an epistemic challenge to
the mathematical platonist: “as mathematics has become more and more deductively
systematized, the truth ofmathematics has become reduced to the truth of a smaller and
smaller set of basic axioms; so we could explain the fact that the mathematicians’ beliefs
tend to be true by the fact that they have been logically deduced from axioms, if we could
just explain the fact that what mathematicians take as axioms tend to be true.” Unlike
the mathematical judgments of mathematicians, however, our evaluative judgments do
not, in general, result from internalizing a systematic science. We would need evidence
of another kind—perhaps the evidence of anthropological investigation—to establish
that some of our evaluative beliefs derive from more basic ones in a similar way. See
Field (1989), p. 231.
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tion: why does what we believe about our physical surroundings tend to
align with what is true about those surroundings? Realists about our
physical surroundings can respond by appealing to their causal impact
on us through perception. The surfaces of physical objects reflect waves
of light, and these impact our eyes; such objects give off soundwaves, and
these impact our ears; sensors in these organs send signals to specialized
parts of the human brain designed to interpret them; and so on. While
this is merely a sketch, accounts of perception along these lines help us
see why forming beliefs about our physical surroundings using percep-
tion would reliably yield true beliefs about them.

Even in outline, onemightworry that the explanation is incomplete, since
it takes for granted our possession of accurate perceptual organs. A com-
plete explanation of why our beliefs tend to align with the truth should
also address our coming to have such a reliable way of forming beliefs, in
the first place. Yet here too, realists about our physical surroundings have
an account available. Theymay appeal to our evolutionary history, specif-
ically the survival value for our ancestors of reliability about their phys-
ical surroundings. As Sharon Street observes, when it comes to “truths
about a creature’smanifest surroundings—for example, that there is a fire
raging in front of it, or a predator rushing toward it”—it is “clear why it
tends to promote reproductive success for a creature to grasp such truths:
the fire might burn it to a crisp; the predator might eat it up.”8 Selective
pressures would tend to favor creatures that accurately perceived such
truths: more of those creatures would survive and reproduce. To the ex-
tent that their reliable perceptual abilities were heritable, we would likely
have inherited them.9

An explanation along these lines has the potential to render our reliabil-
ity about our physical surroundings no coincidence. According to these
explanations, we believe what we do about them at least in part because of
how things are with them. In forming beliefs on the basis of what we per-
ceive, we form beliefs about how things are with our physical surround-
ings through causal contact with those surroundings. Furthermore, we
have reliable methods of making judgments about the physical world be-
cause (in some sense) the methods are reliable. To put the point crudely,

8Street (2006), p. 130. See also Schafer (2010), p. 472.
9See also Setiya (2012) pp. 104-110.
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we possess these methods because they were passed on to us, and they
were passed on to us because they were reliable.10

No such explanation appears to be available to the non-naturalistmetaeth-
ical realist. Such a realist denies that values and reasons can impact us
causally, as our physical surroundings do in perception. While some have
claimed that recognizing value might have been adaptive for our ances-
tors, it is hard to make this argument—Street has argued that, by scien-
tific standards, such an explanation is inferior to one that makes no refer-
ence to evaluative truth.11 Perhaps the realist could appeal to a common
cause—a “third factor”—that explains both the evaluative truths and our
evaluative psychology.12 Yet given realist assumptions, it is doubtful that
a genuinely common cause—a cause that accounts for both of these fac-
tors, making their correlation no coincidence—is available. After all, what
sort of cause could this be? According to the realist, evaluative features
are not the sort of feature that can play a role in explanations in the natu-
ral sciences. These presumably include the explanations of interest in the
disciplines of psychological and evolutionary biology. Yet when it comes
to the explanation of the development and workings of our psychology,
these disciplines seem to offer our best hope.13 Defenders of realism ad-
mit the limits of third factor replies to the challenge. Karl Schafer, for
instance, concedes that in attempting to explain our evaluative reliability,
sooner or later the realist will be left with two sets of claims:

the non-normative ones that form the foundation of his non-
normative theory, and the foundational normative claims about
how the normative supervenes on the non-normative...At this
stage, the realist will have to concede that there is no explana-
tory relationship between these two sets.14

Theprospects for a genuine third factor explanation therefore appear doubt-
10See Setiya (2012) pp. 106-108, for some helpful discussion of how to think about

how we come to have adaptive traits.
11Ibid. (2006)
12Indeed,many realistswho address the challenge adopt this strategy. See, e.g. Enoch

(2009); Berker (2014); Wielenberg (2010); Copp (2008).
13See, e.g. Tomasello (2015), Cosmides et al. (2019).
14(2010) p. 483
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ful.

In short, explaining why our beliefs tend to align with the independent
truths, the realist about value seems to lack explanatory resources had by
the realist about mid-sized objects.15

1.2 What is at stake in the epistemic challenge?

What follows if themetaethical realist cannot explain our reliability about
value, so as to show that it is no coincidence? Some urge that, since the co-
incidence is between our psychology and the truth, our evaluative beliefs
would be at best accidentally true, and so knowledge of value would be
impossible on a realist view.16 Others worry that our being evaluatively
reliable by coincidence would be incredible, too much to believe.17 If the
realist must give up belief in our evaluative reliability, it seems she loses
epistemic justification for beliefs about value.18

Importantly, the challenge does not call into question the possibility of
evaluative truth, realistically construed. Were the challenger to directly

15Many versions of the epistemic challenge, and many responses to it, take as back-
ground that evolutionary forces have fundamentally shaped our evaluative dispositions,
and specifically ask whether there is a satisfying explanation of why such forces would
tend to alignwith the realist’s independent evaluative facts. See, e.g. Street (2006), Copp
(2008), Enoch (2009), Wielenberg (2010), Schafer (2010), and Shafer-Landau (2012),
among others. I agree with Enoch and Street that the role of evolution in the challenge
is strictly dispensible. (See Street (2006), p. 155; Enoch (2009), p. 426.) The problem
is not specifically that our dispositions were influenced by evolution—rather, the prob-
lem is that the “best causal accounts of our evaluative judgments, whether Darwinian
or otherwise, make no reference to the realist’s independent evaluative truths.” Street
(2006), p. 147.

16See Setiya (2012) ch. 3, Wielenberg (2010), Shafer-Landau (2012) p. 4.
17As Enoch and Setiya note, when construed in this way, the epistemic challenge to

metaethical realism is very close to the challenge posed to the mathematical Platonist by
Hartry Field. Enoch (2009), p. 421. Setiya (2012), pp. 66-76.

18See Enoch (2009) pp. 423-424; Shafer-Landau (2012) p. 4; Bedke (2014) p. 103;
Locke (2014), Enoch and McPherson (2017), and Clarke-Doane (2017b). In addition to
these epistemic worries, such inexplicability might reveal a theoretical failure—perhaps a
metaethical theory that cannot explain howwebecame reliable about reasons and values
loses “plausibility points.” See Enoch (2009), Berker (2014), Shafer-Landau (2012).
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argue against the existence of such truths, she would offer a metaphysical
rather than an epistemic challenge. It therefore begs no questions, in this
context, to take for granted that there are independent evaluative truths.
Given this, we may assume that forming true beliefs about such values
and reasons is possible.19 To paraphrase David Enoch, wherever there is
truth, there is the possibility of true belief.20

Depending on the formulation, then, the epistemic challengemay threaten
evaluative knowledge, epistemically justified evaluative belief, or some
related epistemic status in evaluative thought. Many contributors to this
literature begin by framing the threat in terms of one or another of these
epistemic statuses, before either seeking to meet the challenge or arguing
that it cannot be met.21

My purpose in this chapter is not to follow these contributors. Instead,
I want to understand why the realist ought to show that her metaethical
theory is compatible with achieving any given epistemic status in eval-
uative thought. Addressing this question will reveal a promising way
to approach formulations of the challenge, one that focusses squarely on
what is at stake in the search for an answer.

19It would beg the question against an important version of the challenge to assume
that our evaluative beliefs (understood realistically) are actually on the whole true. As
will become clear in chapter two, however, I believe that begging this question is pre-
cisely what the realist ought to do. The genuine epistemic challenge is not to the truth
(by and large) of our evaluative beliefs. I will not come to defending this position until
chapter two.

20As Enoch puts this: “A class of beliefs is reliable, I take it, if and only if a sufficiently
large portion of it is true. If so, wherever there is truth, there is the possibility of reliabil-
ity. Now, it is not obvious, of course, that there is truth in ethics and in normativity, and
some metaethicists think no such truth is to be had. But such a claim can certainly not
be used as a premise in what is supposed to be an independent [epistemic] challenge to
realism.” (2009) p. 418.

21See, for instance, Shafer-Landau (2003) Ch. 10, and (2012); Street (2006) and
(2009); Copp (2008); Enoch (2009); Schafer (2010); Wielenberg (2010); Parfit (2011)
32.114; Setiya (2012); Clarke-Doane (2012); Behrends (2013); Berker (2014); Bedke
(2014); Locke (2014); Morton (2016); Huemer (2016); Hayward (2018); Baras (2018).
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A shared preference for compatibility

Among metaethicists, there is a clear preference for metaethical theories
that are compatible with achieving traditional epistemic statuses, such as
knowledge and epistemic justification, in evaluative thought. Let’s call
this preference for compatibility between one’s metaethical theory and
traditional epistemic statuses a preference for epistemic compatibility.

Realists often express a preference for epistemic compatibility. Someworry
that, if realism were to imply that knowledge or epistemic justification is
impossible in evaluative thought, that would give us a reason to reject
realism. In his answer to the epistemic challenge, Russ Shafer-Landau
asserts that, if realism implies that we cannot have moral knowledge,
this “leaves realists in a deeply unappealing position.”22 David Enoch,
in his discussion of the challenge, characterizes accepting the view that
“no normative belief is ever justified” as “biting the bullet,” and seems
to take for granted that realists ought to aim for “a theory of justification
and a metanormative theory” that “cohere nicely with each other in a
non-skeptical way.”23 In a book-length defense of his own variety of non-
naturalist realism, Enoch further suggests that “if the apparatus needed
for a rejection of normative skepticism is unavailable to the robust real-
ist...this may count as a reason to reject Robust Realism after all.”24

While realists prefer epistemic compatibility, so, apparently, domany con-
temporary anti-realists. Sharon Street and Kieran Setiya follow up their
arguments that realism is epistemically incompatible by arguing that their
favored anti-realist metaethical theory is epistemically compatible. This,
they each suggest, gives us reason to prefer anti-realism over realism. On
a realist view, Street urges, our evaluative reliability would be so unlikely
that we should think that we probably aren’t reliable, a “far-fetched skep-
tical result.” 25 Anti-realism avoids such skepticism, she suggests, as-
suring our reliability through a constitutive connection between the eval-
uative truth and our evaluative psychology. Setiya, on the other hand,
suggests that we must accept a series of theses about the epistemology

22(2012) p. 1
23(2009) pp. 417-418
24(2011) p. 5
25(2006) p. 122
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and metaphysics of ethics, including his anti-realist metaethical theory, if
we are to avoid the conclusion that we are unable to attain ethical knowl-
edge.26

Epistemic compatibility, then, has come to seem important not only to
realists, but also to anti-realists. In the literature on the epistemic chal-
lenge, epistemic compatibility is treated as a more or less fixed point, an
aim for any metaethical theorist.27 This suggests that there is a reason for
preferring epistemic compatibility that realists and anti-realists share.28

Why, then, prefer epistemic compatibility? Suppose that a givenmetaeth-
ical theory implied thatwe can believe that some course of action is best, or
that some moral principle is correct, or that some piece of art is sublime,
but that these beliefs cannot have the traditional sorts of positive epis-
temic status. Suppose that, according to that theory, we can never know
the answers to evaluative questions one way or another, nor have epis-
temic justification, such as conclusive evidence of the likely truth of our
evaluative beliefs. Why exactly would that count against such a theory?

We should distinguish this question from two similar questions that ap-
pear in this literature. First, the question is not about whether epistemic
compatibility is indispensible. While realists admit some pressure to pre-
serve epistemic compatibility, they often urge that the inability to do so
would not settle the question ofwhether to accept realism. Rather, whether
we ought to accept realism depends on its overall plausibility, when com-
pared with other available metaethical positions. Shafer-Landau, among
others, makes this point:

If realism makes good sense of our moral practices, yields a
plausiblemetaphysics, has compelling views aboutmoral psy-
chology, and can develop a suitable account of morality’s nor-
mativity, then itmight be able to survive (worst-case scenario)

26(2012) p. 5
27There are exceptions, such as the error theory—ametaethical theory that denies the

existence of evaluative features entirely.
28We might contrast prevailing assumptions in this literature with those in play in

earlier epistemic challenges, inwhich the burden of accounting for evaluative knowledge
was taken to belong to realism exclusively. See, e.g. J.L. Mackie (1977).
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the embarrassment of lacking a plausible moral epistemology.
That depends on the theoretical virtues and vices possessed
by its competitors.29

Realism’s epistemic incompatibility may be an “embarrassment,” with-
out providing a decisive reason to reject realism. That this would be an
embarrassment at all, however, presupposes that there is some reason to
prefer a metaethical theory that is epistemically compatible. We are still
left with the question: why should we prefer compatibility over incom-
patibility?

Second, the question is not why the challenge makes trouble for realism,
rather than for the conception of the epistemic status in play in a given for-
mulation of the challenge. In arguing that realism is incompatible with
knowledge or with justified belief about value, challengers typically rely
on assumptions about the relevant epistemic status—for instance, on a
necessary condition on knowledge that beliefs about non-natural, inde-
pendent values could not satisfy.30 Realists may therefore dispute the
epistemic assumptions in play, leaving open that their theory preserves
epistemic compatibility when these statuses are properly understood.31
Proceeding in this way, however, still suggests that we have some reason
to prefer a view of the nature of value that is compatible with knowledge
or epistemic justification. But what justifies this preference?

29(2003) p. 234. Here is another statement in this vein, from David Enoch: “We are
to opt for the theory that best explains whatever needs explaining, or perhaps—if we
can restrict ourselves now to just choice among competing metanormative theories—
whatever needs explaining in the vicinity of normative discourse and practice.” (2009)
pp. 427, 413-414

30The relevant conception need not take the form of such a condition, or of a full or
partial analysis of the epistemic status. David Enoch, for instance, relies on the claim
that our epistemic justification is defeated without some explanation of our reliability.
While this may not be a claim about the nature of epistemic justification, it is a claim
about epistemic justification. Ibid. p. 424.

31See, e.g. Schafer (2010), Copp (2008). Enoch makes a similar point: “if a theory
of epistemic justification rules out all normative beliefs as epistemically unjustified, this
counts at least as heavily against that theory of justification as it does against the justifi-
catory status of normative beliefs.” Ibid. p. 417.
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Obviously true?

Perhaps we should prefer epistemic compatibility out of concern for the
truth. Perhaps we have strong reasons to think it true that we can achieve
knowledge and epistemically justified belief in evaluative thought. Most
straightforwardly, perhaps we have strong reasons to think that we have
in fact achieved these statuses in some cases. If we had such reasons, that
would support a preference for epistemic compatibility, since we want
our metaethical theory to be compatible with other claims we take to be
true.

Anumber of commentators do suggest that it is plausible, or thatwe should
have confidence that some of our evaluative beliefs have the relevant epis-
temic status. In his formulation of the epistemic challenge, Setiya begins
by expressing confidence that we have achieved not only epistemically
justified beliefs about ethics, but knowledge of ethics:32

Much of what I hold in ethics I take to be not merely true,
and justified, but known. I do not merely think that slavery
is wrong, I know it is. I know that women are not the prop-
erty of men, that there is reason to care about people other
than myself, that one should respect the rights of the innocent
even at some cost to the greater good. (Ibid. p. 2)

Along similar lines, David Enoch suggests that one ought to have at least
as much confidence that some of one’s normative beliefs are epistemically
justified as one does in any general theory of epistemic justification:

...if a theory of epistemic justification rules out all normative
beliefs as epistemically unjustified, this counts at least as heav-
ily against that theory of justification as it does against the jus-
tificatory status of normative beliefs. For is there really a the-

32Setiya is interested in the epistemic and metaphysical character of the “ethical,”
but construes it broadly, as including not only “claims of right and wrong, and of what
there is reason to do,” but also “reasons for wanting, respecting, or admiring things”
and “claims of virtue and vice.” “[If] in doubt,” he suggests “it’s ethical.” (2012) p. 3.

11



ory of epistemic justification in the truth ofwhich you are (and
should be) more confident than in the truth of such sentences
as “I justifiably believe that torture is prima facie wrong”?33

Enochmakes a similar assertion about our knowledge of normative claims.34
Once again, if our beliefs in the wrongness of torture and of slavery are
clear instances of knowledge, or of epistemically justified belief, then realism
does face a challenge. All else equal, our metaethical theory ought to be
compatible with other claims we take to be true.

But is the truth of these claims so clear that realists and anti-realists ought
to avoid contradicting them, even absent an explicit argument for them?
Should we assume that we have knowledge of value, for instance? While
philosophers increasingly take the possibility of knowledge for granted
in some domains, its possibility in others remains controversial. Claims
tomathematical knowledge, knowledge of empirical generalizations, and
knowledge of the future have all faced serious philosophical challenges.35
Claims to knowledge of value are at least equally controversial. This is in
part because, in domains whose claims are subject to persistent disagree-
ment, philosophers have associated the possibility of knowledge with
the possibility of expertise. They have also associated the possibility of
knowledge with the acceptability of making up one’s mind based on tes-
timony. Both have struck philosophers as objectionable in the domain of
value.36

Among non-philosophers, it is certainly not a matter of common sense
that anyone has knowledge of value. Unlike, for instance, the claim that
we have knowledge of our immediate physical surroundings, it is not true
that, before encountering philosophical skepticism, we take for granted
thatwe knowwhat is valuable orwhatwe have reason to do. (On the con-
trary, the sense of being at sea with respect to questions of value is what
drives many students to philosophy.) Many reasonable people would

33(2010) p. 417
34If “an account of knowledge entails that we can never know that racist discrimina-

tion is unjust (and the like), this should be taken as a strong reason to reject that account
of knowledge, rather than to reject normative knowledge.” Ibid. p. 419.

35See, e.g., Field (1989), Morrison (2011), Fisher (1975).
36See, e.g. Williams (1995) pp. 203-212; Hills (2010) pp. 169-187.
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deny that they personally have knowledge of value, and would express
doubt that anyone does. This is reflected in the common sentiment that
questions of value are “matters of opinion,” and cannot really be “proved.”37

Perhaps we can make a more convincing case that some of our evaluative
beliefs qualify for a more basic cognitive status, such as epistemic justifi-
cation. After all, it does seem a matter of common sense that some of us
have very good, even decisive, reasons to believe some evaluative and
normative claims. Like Setiya, I believe there are decisive reasons to be-
lieve that slavery is wrong and that women are not the property of men.
More broadly, I am inclined to agree with Ronald Dworkin that we “have
considerable evidence...of a capacity to make moral judgments that bring
conviction, that are mainly durable, that agree with the judgments of a
great many others, and that are amenable to the normal logical combi-
nations and operations.”38 It is an element of the durability of many of
our moral and other evaluative judgments that we feel ourselves under
no obligation to give them up; on the contrary, we take ourselves to have
a strong obligation to maintain them.

Assuming thatwe ought, on thewhole, to believe certain evaluative claims,
this does not yet show that our decisive reasons to believe are epistemic. A
critical role might be played by other sorts of reasons.39 For example, it is
possible to understand our fundamental convictions about value as arti-
cles of faith, or as conditions of personal integrity, or as necessary hopes,
and so to see them as supported on non-epistemic grounds, rather than
as instances of epistemically justified belief.40 We may share Dworkin’s
confidence in our capacity to make durable evaluative judgments, and
regard ourselves as obliged to maintain these judgments, without having

37In The Philosophers’ Magazine, John Corvino notes and deplores the frequency of
statements like these in debates on controversial topics. He takes such statements to
depend on a suspect distinction between fact and opinion. I would be more inclined to
interpret such statements in terms of the distinction between knowledge and opinion.

38(1996) p. 118
39Thesewould be reasons for thinking these convictions true, just not epistemic reasons

for doing so.
40My point here is that our obligation to believe could be vindicated, even if we do

not have decisive epistemic reasons to believe. Whether this would make our evauative
beliefs worse, or leave us anything else to regret, is another question, which I defer to
the next section.
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taken a position on their epistemic credentials.

Ifwe can raise reasonable doubts aboutwhetherwe have actually achieved
the relevant epistemic statuses in evaluative thought, it is hard to see why
we should insist that it must be possible for us to do so. At the very least,
we would need argument to this effect, and we do not typically get such
an argument in statements of the epistemic challenge.

These reflections will not convince everyone: some will insist that evalu-
ative thought offers paradigm instances of knowledge and epistemic jus-
tification. Given that we seem knowledgeable and epistemically justified
in evaluative thought, theymight urge, the realist is under some pressure
to resolve the conflict between this appearance and the challenger’s ar-
gument that we cannot achieve such statuses. However, I suggest that a
significant role is played by something else. That is an assumption about
the value of such epistemic statuses.

Obviously valuable?

I suggest that metaethicists in this debate feel pressure to answer the epis-
temic challenge because they believe that it is very important to achieve
knowledge and epistemic justification in evaluative thought. They may
assume that such an achievement would have great positive value, as the
realization of a hope. Or they may assume that the impossibility of such
an achievement would be of great negative value, as a kind of disaster.
In either case, the impossibility of achieving knowledge and epistemic
justification in evaluative thought would be massively disappointing. At
bottom, I think this assumption motivates metaethicists’ preference for
epistemically compatible theories, and so their desire to answer the epis-
temic challenge.

This might seem to accuse metaethicists of a kind of wishful thinking—of
choosing their metaethical theory based merely on what they want to be
so, rather than on sound theoretical reasons. Such a charge would be too
hasty. I suggest that metaethicists’ assumptions about the importance of
these epistemic statuses lead them to prefer epistemic compatibility, and
so motivate them to answer the challenge. This can be so, without their
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preferences influencing their beliefs by, for instance, deceiving them into
thinking that they have successfully responded to the challenge. Further-
more, their initial preference for epistemic compatibility need not lead
them to overlook reasons to doubt epistemically compatible theories. In
general, there is nothing illegitimate about preferring a theory because it
is compatible with achieving some important cognitive good. It is legiti-
mate for physicists to prefer a unified account of physical phenomena (“a
theory of everything”), for the sake of the valuable sort of understanding
that such a theory wouldmake possible, provided that they remain clear-
eyed about whether a unified account is viable. Preferring a metaethical
theory that leaves room for the possibility of an important form of cogni-
tive success, I suggest, is similarly permissible.41

Setting this concern aside, do philosophers engage with the epistemic
challenge because they take for granted the value of such epistemic sta-
tuses? In the literature on the epistemic challenge for realism, the value of
knowledge or epistemic justification is occasionally declared, and in away
that seems to motivate the challenge. As we have already seen, Shafer-
Landau holds that denying the possibility of moral knowledge “leaves
realists in a deeply unappealing position.”42 Setiya maintains that con-
ceding our inability to attain ethical knowledgewould be “shocking,” and
“too great a concession.”43 Erik Wielenberg, a non-naturalist realist, goes
a bit further, stating that “if there is no moral knowledge, then, as Jerry
Fodor remarked in a different context, ’practically everything I believe
about anything is false and it’s the end of the world.”’44 Each of these
observations is offered early in posing the epistemic challenge.

More often, however, the commitment to the value of the relevant epis-
41Being motivated in this way is an expression of optimism that some good is achiev-

able. This need not preclude a concern with whether it is in fact achievable. Provided
that one can suspend optimismwhen needed, to submit it to critical reflection, one need
not do so at every moment. One may have pragmatic, as well as theoretical, reasons to
take optimistic possibilities more seriously in inquiry.

42(2012) p. 1
43Setiya urges that evaluative knowledge specifically is of great value, so that we

ought to lament its loss even if we retained justification: “it is bad enough to admit
that we do not know the injustice of torture or slavery, that we have mere justification
for these claims.” (2012) pp. 138-142.

44(2010) p. 442
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temic statuses is expressed indirectly. Take, for example, ubiquitous refer-
ences to the risk of “skepticism” in this literature. If realism is incomptible
with epistemic justification or knowledge, we are repeatedly reminded,
realists fall prey to “thoroughgoing skepticism.” Ifwe cannot have “moral
knowledge” on realist assumptions, Shafer-Landau states, this “does not
refute moral realism, but it leaves realists in the deeply unappealing posi-
tion of being saddledwith a thoroughgoingmoral skepticism—a logically
coherent position that contains about zero appeal.”45 Enoch warns that
unless realists can accomodate epistemic justification for our evaluative
beliefs, they will pay the “price of a rather thoroughgoing skepticism.”46
The case for Setiya’s anti-realist conclusions about the nature of value is
simply that “wemust accept them ifwe are to avoid the prospect of ethical
scepticism.”47

After characterizing the realist’s predicament in this way, these authors
move on, without elaborating on the nature of skepticism. By “skepti-
cism,” then, they seem to mean only the impossibility of achieving the
relevant epistemic status. The view that knowledge or epistemic justi-
fication is impossible in a broad domain of inquiry is indeed a variety
of skepticism.48 But if this is all that “skepticism” means, these authors
repeat themselves. They emphasize that the impossibility of achieving
some epistemic status in evaluative thought would saddle realists with
skepticism...in the form of the impossibility of achieving that epistemic
status in evaluative thought.49

Whydo they repeat themselves? Engaging in repetitionmay serve a rhetor-
ical purpose. By invoking “skepticism,” these authors emphasize that the

45(2012) p. 1
46(2009) p. 424
47(2012) p. 5
48As Barry Stroud expresses this: “...the problem is to show how we can have any

knowledge of the world at all. The conclusion that we cannot, that no one knows any-
thing about the world around us, is what I call ’scepticism about the external world”’
(1984) p. 1.

49Sharon Street is arguably an exception, in that she fills out the threat in terms of
likely truth—she suggests that, in failing to answer the challenge, the realist must admit
“that many or most of our evaluative judgments are off track” (2006), p. 122. Critics
have questioned whether the challenge could lead us to regard our evaluative beliefs as
(all things considered) unlikely to be true. See, e.g. Schafer (2010), Berker (2014). We
will take up this question in the next chapter.
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inability to achieve epistemic justification or knowledge in our evaluative
thought would be a very bad thing. Similarly, one might greet someone’s
plan to steal somethingwith the observation, “But thatwould be stealing!”
Such a rhetorical use of “skepticism” would not be surprising: unlike the
view that knowledge is possible or actual in every domain of inquiry, it is
common ground among contemporary philosophers that skepticism is a
very bad thing. For one thing, doubting that one can know or justify one’s
belief about some particular question often leads one to give up that belief.
In light of this, becoming skeptical about an entire domain makes salient
the possibility of giving up an entire class of one’s beliefs, a potentially
devastating result. Even if we can dismiss the possibility of giving up
one’s beliefs, accepting skeptical arguments is thought to involve a state
of permanent dissatisfaction, or a denial of the needs of reason. Invok-
ing skepticism to highlight the importance of knowledge or epistemically
justified belief about value is therefore rhetorically effective. This is so,
even though there is some danger that it ismerely rhetorically effective. If
wewere to become agnostic about whether anything has value, evaluative
thought and practice would certainly collapse;50 however, we do not yet
have an argument that giving up on knowledge or justified belief about
value would or could lead to such agnosticism. Similarly, while a state
of permanent intellectual dissatisfaction is surely a bad thing, we do not
yet have an argument that what reason needs in its dealings with value is
knowledge or epistemic justification.

Of course, it might turn out that this iswhat reason needs, or at least what
we ought to want. If so, those who mount the epistemic challenge charge
realists with putting something important out of reach. Realists seek to
answer the challenge in part out of optimism: they believe that realism is
true, while also hoping that this does not commit them to giving up any
important cognitive achievement in evaluative thought.

50See, e.g. Kahane (2017).
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1.3 The epistemic challenge meets the value problem

Suppose that metaethicists prefer epistemic compatibility because they
assume that achieving traditional epistemic statuses in evaluative thought
is of great importance. In this case, the legitimacy of any particular ver-
sion of the epistemic challenge will depend on showing that the relevant
status has this importance in evaluative thought. In fact, the realist’s in-
terest in answering the challenge ought to be proportional to this impor-
tance. If achieving, say, knowledge in evaluative thought would be of
great and distinctive value—one of the most important goods in life, that
no other good could replace—the failure of realism to allow for that sta-
tus would be devastating. This might indeed seem the “end of the world”
from a realist’s perspective. On the other hand, if achieving that epistemic
status would be of no value in evaluative thought, or if it were replaceable
by some equally valuable status left untouched by the challenge, the re-
alist has no reason to prefer epistemic compatibility. Not only is it not the
end of theworld, it is not the end of anythingwe have reason to care about.

Onemight think that the challenger canmaintain the great value of tradi-
tional epistemic statuseswithout additional argument. Historically, philoso-
phers have taken knowledge and epistemic justification to have great cog-
nitive value. The distinctive value of such statuses might even provide a
starting point for inquiry into the nature of knowledge. As Linda Za-
gzebski puts the point, “knowledge has to be defined as something we
value. We are not interested in a phenomenon with little or no value.”51
Similarly, Jonathan Kvanvig takes there to be a “presumption in favor of
the value of knowledge,” one that is “strong enough that it gives reason
to abandon even a counterexample-free account of the nature of knowl-
edge if that account leaves noway open for defending the value of knowl-
edge.”52 In the context of the epistemic challenge, whynot take for granted
that knowledge and epistemic justification have significant value?

Yet as the work of Kvanvig, Zagzebski, and the broader literature on the
“value problem” in epistemology suggest, widely accepted philosophical
accounts of these epistemic statuses can fail to vindicate the distinctive

51(2003) p. 26
52(2003) p. 5
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value of those statuses. Take, for example, reliabilist accounts of epis-
temic justification, according to which one’s belief is epistemically justi-
fied if itwas formedusing a reliablemethod. On themost straightforward
reliabilist account, being epistemically justified has instrumental value: it
increases one’s likelihood of getting the truth. Like the value of a reliable
espressomaker, the value of justification derives wholly from the value of
its results.53 It follows, however, that having an epistemically justified true
belief is no better than having a true belief.54 The value of truth swamps
the value of epistemic justification, in that once you have a true belief,
there is no reason to want that belief to be reliably formed.55 Any threat
to epistemic justification, construed this way, could only motivate us to
answer the challenge if it were also to threaten true belief. Our method of
forming the belief could be unreliable, while making no difference at all
to the value of our belief: one sometimes finds that one got lucky, and on
this account of justification, that is all one could want.

Similarly, if we assume with most contemporary epistemologists that the
correct account of knowledge must resist Gettier-style counterexamples,
it is doubtful that knowledge itself has any distinctive value.56 That is, it
is unclear that knowledge has value greater than that of other cognitive
states in the vicinity of knowledge—for example, than true belief that ex-
presses intellectual virtue, a state possible for a victim in a Gettier case.57
Kvanvig argues that we have strong inductive evidence that knowledge
does not have distinctive value.58 This is because we repeatedly observe

53Zagzebski (2003) p. 13.
54Reliabilist accounts of epistemic justification are the most prominent example.

However, any view of the value of epistemic justification that makes it merely instru-
mental to truth is also vulnerable to this objection. Such views are common among non-
reliabilists as well. See, for example, Bonjour: “The basic role of justification is that of a
means to truth, a more directly attainable mediating link between our subjective starting
point and our objective goal.” Quoted in David (2001), p. 152. See David, pp. 151-152,
for a sample of prominent epistemologists who take the goal of truth to explain, in some
way, the value of justification.

55Kvanvig (2003) ch. 3; Zagzebski (2003)
56See Kvanvig (2003) ch. 5; Kaplan (1985); Williamson (2002).
57Kvanvig (2010), ch. 5
58For this reason, Kvanvig suggests that epistemologists should focus less on knowl-

edge than on understanding as the central cognitive value. Ibid. pp. 185-203. Allison
Hills has argued that, in the context of ethics in particular, we ought to aim for under-
standing, rather than for knowledge. (2010) ch. 8-10.
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that the most promising accounts of the nature of knowledge—the ones
with the most potential to resist Gettier-style counterexamples—are “so
gerrymandered and ad hoc” that they leave mysterious why we should
care about achieving knowledge.59 If this argument is successful, and if
we maintain our assumption that knowledge is Gettier-proof, then a for-
mulation of the challenge that threatens knowledge has no force unless it
simultaneously threatens something else of value.

Given these controversies, those posing the epistemic challenge for real-
ismought to addresswhether and how the threatened epistemic status, as
they conceive of it, has value. Only explicit attention to these questions
will assure us that the challenge constitutes a genuine threat to evalu-
ative thought, realistically conceived. In fact, the most complete assur-
ance will depend on addressing whether the status has value in evaluative
thought. After all, if the relevant epistemic status has no value in evalua-
tive thought—because, for instance, the characteristic aims of evaluative
thought differ in important ways from those of scientific thought—the
challengewill fail just as completely as if the epistemic status had no value
in any thought.60

A case study: Kieran Setiya on the epistemic challenge

Unfortunately, particular formulations of the epistemic challenge often
leave these issues untouched—they rarely address the value of achieving
the epistemic status under threat. The importance of the relevant status,
whether in general or in evaluative thought, remains implicit. In some
cases, the epistemic notions in play might reasonably lead one to doubt
that they identify anything of value at all.

Take, for example, the epistemic challenge as it appears in Kieran Setiya’s
KnowingRight FromWrong. Setiya argues that reliability about the realist’s
independent values could only be accidental, and so that it is impossible
for us to know anything about such values: “inexplicably true belief” is

59Kvanvig (2003) p. 115. See also Williamson (2002) pp. 30-31.
60We should be aware that evaluative thought is distinctive, and that its purposes

may be served better by achieving some cognitive status different from knowledge or
epistemic justification. See, e.g. Hills (2010) pp. 169-187.
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a “threat to ethical knowledge.” He suggests that this matters because
of the value of evaluative knowledge. To concede that such knowledge is
impossible for us would be “shocking,” and “too great a concession.”61
However, Setiya’s partial account of knowledge leaves room for doubts
about its value, both in general and in evaluative thought specifically.

In declaring accidental reliability incompatible with knowledge, Setiya
defends a particular version of the common claim that knowledge re-
quires non-accidentally true belief. Such a requirement is meant to avoid
Gettier-style counterexamples to an account of knowledge. Such cases
feature someone who believes a proposition (call it p) and has what we
would call very good reasons62 for believing that p; furthermore, p is true.
However, they seem not to have knowledge, because they arrived at their
true beliefs by accident, relative to the truth.63 Their beliefs are “acciden-
tally true,” and so they do not know that p. To count as knowledge, our
beliefs must be non-accidentally true.

In mounting his version of the epistemic challenge for realism, Setiya ar-
gues that knowledge requires that we are not reliable by accident. He ex-
presses this as a necessary condition on knowledge:

61(2012) pp. 88, 138
62They have “justification.” As Gettier notes, having justification for a belief is typi-

cally assumed to be compatible with the belief being false. This feature leaves room for
the kind of slippage involved in some Gettier cases. (1963) p. 121.

63For example, unknown to them, the reasons that they believe p are unrelated to
what makes p true. A case of this kind is the following—Because Sarah told him that
she recently purchased a Ford, Luis justifiably believes that Sarah owns a Ford. On this
basis, he infers that either Sarah owns a Ford orObama is in Boston. As it turns out, Sarah
does not own a Ford; she has transferred ownership to her aunt. But his second belief is
still true, because Obama just happens to be in Boston. Since the reasons he believes it
are unrelated to its truth, Luis doesn’t know that either Sarah owns a Ford orObama is in
Boston. (A variation on Gettier (1963) pp. 122-123.) Or, for example, certain features of
their context make alternatives to p relevant that their evidence does not rule out. A case
of this kind is the following—Yuan is driving down Mulholland Drive, and he happens
to see a dog sitting on the side of the road. On this basis, he believes that there’s a dog
sitting there. He’s right; there is a dog sitting there. But unknown to him, this stretch
of Mulholland Drive is being used to film a live action version of One Hundred and
One Dalmatians, and the route is still teeming with realistic dog-replicas. Since Yuan’s
evidence doesn’t rule out the relevant possibility that what he sawwas a dog-replica, he
doesn’t know that there’s a dog on Mulholland Drive. (A variation on Goldman (1976)
pp. 772-773.)
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Condition K: When S knows that p, she knows it by a reliable
method, and it is no accident that her method is reliable.64

By an “accident,” Setiya means an explanatory accident. In this sense of
accident, one fact is accidental with respect to another when there is no
explanation of either fact in terms of the other. The fact that I use the
reliable method of forming beliefs based on perception is no accident,
with respect to the fact that perception is reliable, if there is an explanation
of the former fact in terms of the latter fact, or vice versa.65

Importantly, it is the subject’s use of a reliable method that must be no
accident. To make this clear: suppose that Marie knows the approximate
age of a woolly mammoth fossil through her use of the method of carbon
dating. According to condition K, it follows that carbon dating is a reli-
able method and that it’s no accident that Marie uses a reliable method.
Condition K does not (merely) say that, for Marie to have knowledge,
the reliability of the method she uses—that is, the reliability of carbon dat-
ing—must be no accident with respect to the truth. Rather, it says that for
Marie to have knowledge, the fact thatMarie uses a reliable method must
be no accident. One’s use of a reliable method is no accident with respect
to its being reliable when either one’s use of the method explains its reli-
ability, or the method’s reliability explains one’s use. As Setiya puts the
point: “What is required is an explanatory connection between the use of
[themethod] and its being reliable, where the explanationmay be formal,
final, or efficient” (Ibid. 99).

We can now state the epistemic challenge for realism in Setiya’s terms. He
argues that, given the special features of the realist’s independent non-
natural evaluative facts, such facts can neither explain nor be explained
by our use of certain methods of making up our minds about value. On

64By a “reliable method,” Setiya means (at least) a method of forming beliefs that
results in a true belief in a high enough proportion of cases. He interprets this notion
further, in order to avoid worries about individuating methods. Since what follows will
not depend on these details, I will not rehearse them here. Ibid. p. 96.

65Setiya suggests that quite different types of explanation would satisfy condition K:
any of three of Aristotle’s “four causes,” running in either direction, would do. Without
further explanation, Setiya states that the fourth, material causation, “seems irrelevant
to K.” Ibid. p. 98.
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the one hand, the realist holds that the independent evaluative facts are
“irreducible and causally inert,” and so cannot enter into causal or func-
tional explanations of why we use our particular methods. On the other
hand, “since the facts are constitutively independent of our beliefs, our
reliability cannot be constitutively explained.” The realist’s assumptions,
then, “leave no room for the satisfaction of K by efficient, final, or formal
cause.”66 Once again, this matters because condition K is a necessary con-
dition on knowledge. The failure to satisfy K makes “ethical knowledge
impossible” on a realist view. Andwe ought to hope for such knowledge:
to deny our capacity for it would be “shocking.”67

Yet it is unclear whywe should find the impossibility of knowledge in this
sense shocking. The value of knowledge plays no role in the definition of
condition K, nor does it play any role in Setiya’s arguments that condi-
tion K is necessary for knowledge. These arguments consist primarily of
thought experiments meant to elicit the intuition that, sometimes, when
a belief falls short of knowledge, it does so through violating condition K.
In one series of cases, Setiya suggests that a person’s reliable disposition to
form true beliefs cannot yield knowledge if that disposition is implanted
in her without regard to its reliability:

Suppose you aim to implant inme,mechanically—not through
persuasion or evidence—the disposition to believe p as soon as
I am able to comprehend it. You have no ideawhether this dis-
position is reliable; you simply want me to have it. If you are
sufficiently powerful, you may succeed...[Even if p is a neces-
sary truth,] it is an accident that my belief is true.68

In further iterations of the case, Setiya makes clear that, however sophis-
ticated one’s belief-forming disposition, its truth-indifferent source pre-
vents the resulting beliefs from counting as knowledge. Such a belief does
not count as knowledge, even if, by chance, the powerful programmer

66Ibid. pp. 111-112
67Ibid. pp. 112, 138
68Ibid. p. 92

23



gives one the disposition to believe p on the basis of evidence that entitles
one to believe p.69

It would take us off the track of our inquiry to quarrel with Setiya’s intu-
itions about what counts as knowledge. We can set these intuitions aside
in making this point: proceeding in this way is unsatisfying—it does not
carry conviction. We are meant to find the loss of evaluative knowledge,
formulated in terms of condition K, “shocking.” But this reaction makes
sense only if we have some reason to think that, whatever highly valu-
able epistemic state knowledge turns out to be, satisfying K is necessary
to achieve it. Our intuitions about the extension of knowledge do not, by
themselves, give us such a reason. As has been remarked in other con-
texts, such intuitions, far from clarifying the value of knowledge, tend
to lead us toward gerrymandered, ad hoc accounts that leave its value
inscrutible.70 We have, so far, no reason to care about knowledge formu-
lated in terms of condition K, and, in particular, no reason to care about
evaluative knowledge formulated in terms of condition K.

Indeed, by considering the sorts of cases Setiya offers in support of his
necessary condition on knowledge, one could reasonably doubt that a
belief that satisfies K has greater value than a belief that does not satisfy
K, but is otherwise the same. Consider a highly talented neuroscientist,
who programs a subject S to believe p when presented with compelling
evidence that p. Hedoes so not because hewants S to believe the truth, but
rather on a whim. Presumably Setiya would draw the conclusion that S
cannot know that p, because there is no explanation connecting S’s use of
a reliable method to its reliability. But now suppose that, later in life, the
neuroscientist comes to care about the truth. He then programs another
subject S* to use an (arguably) identical method: that of believing pwhen
presentedwith compelling evidence that p. The only difference is that this
time, the neuroscientist does it because he wants S* to believe the truth.71
S*’s method seems to satisfy condition K: she uses her method because
the neuroscientist wanted her to believe the truth. But it is hard to see

69Ibid. pp. 94-95
70Agan, see Kaplan (1985); Williamson (2002) pp. 31-32; Kvanvig (2003) ch. 5.
71Suppose also that p is a conceptual truth, and that the neuroscientist believes p in

the usual way one comes to believe conceptual truths, and so by a method that itself
satisfies K. (Setiya offers an account of such a method. (2012) pp. 104-108.)
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why, as a result merely of a change in the motives of this third person, we
should think S*’s belief that p is of any greater value than S’s belief that
p. Such a change need not result in any difference in the truth-regarding
motives of S and S*, nor need it imply any difference in their methods,
beyond this historical difference in their causal origins. Why then think
that the neuroscientist’s change of heart, on its own, makes S*’s belief
more valuable?

One might wish to compare the case of the neuroscientist and his sub-
jects to cases of beliefs gained through testimony. In the latter cases, the
value of a belief might well depend on the motives of its source, even if
the belief the inquirer gains appears otherwise the same. For example, if
my informant intends to deceive me, this may devalue even a true belief
that I form on the basis of her testimony. But, first, this is a hunch about
testimony: in order to use this analogy, we need this hunch to be artic-
ulated and substantiated. Second, and more importantly, the analogy is
weak: the process of mechanical transmission of some methdod of belief
formation has too little in common with transmission of knowledge by
testimony. It’s far from clear that the analogy could be sustained once we
understood why the value of belief gained through testimony depends
on the motives of one’s informant. Setiya does not give us the resources
to address these issues.

Absentmore information about the relationship between satisfyingK and
achieving a valuable epistemic status, our desire for the latter does not
translate to a desire for the former. Motivating acceptance of condition
K by appeal to our intuitions about the nature of knowledge, rather than
in terms of the value of evaluative knowledge, does not engage with this
concern. If we want to carry out the epistemic challenge successfully, we
must rely more directly on a characterization of the value of the epistemic
status in question.

1.4 Conclusion

Setiya’s version of the epistemic challenge illustrates how the prima facie
value of an epistemic status is sometimes invoked tomotivate our concern
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with the challenge, while being overlooked in its detailed formulation.

At the very least, for any epistemic status purportedly under threat in a
framing of the challenge, we should ask whether, on the challenger’s ac-
count of it, it would have value in evaluative thought. If we conclude that
it would not have such value, we should reject that formulation of the
challenge as without force. This extends to purportedly necessary condi-
tions on epistemic justification or knowledge. When presented with such
a condition, we should ask whether it is plausibly necessary to achieve
a valuable epistemic status. If it is not, we should once again reject the
formulation as without force.

In declining to address formulations of the challenge that employ an ap-
parently valueless epistemic status, we need not assume that the status
has been misunderstood. If one makes this assumption for some epis-
temic status—for instance, if one agrees with Zagzebski that “knowledge
has to be defined as something we value”72—one will reject such formu-
lations because they rely on the wrong account of that status. If one does
not make this assumption—for instance, if one is open to agreeing with
Kvanvig and Mark Kaplan73 in thinking that knowledge has no value be-
yond that of true, justified belief—one can reject the formulation because
nothing hangs on answering it.74

72Zagzebski (2003) p. 26
73See Kvanvig (2003), ch. 8; Kaplan (1985).
74I take for granted here what I argue in section 2.1 above, namely that our evi-

dence that we have evaluative knowledge, or epistemically justified evaluative belief is
ambiguous—there is reason to doubt that we have such knowledge, and the decisive-
ness of our commitment to many of our evaluative beliefs may well have non-epistemic
sources. If this was denied, however, then one could urge the need to answer the chal-
lenge out of a concern for the truth.

26



Chapter 2 TheEpistemicChallenge and
Avoiding Accidents

2.1 The value of avoiding accidentally true belief

Suppose that the non-naturalist realist cannot answer the “epistemic chal-
lenge for realism.” Suppose she must admit that, if we understand evalu-
ative truth as she does, our evaluative reliability would be a coincidence.
What follows? Some suggest that this would put knowledge, epistemi-
cally justified belief, or a related cognitive status out of reach in evalua-
tive thought. In the last chapter, I argued that this does not yet provide
us with an adequate motivation to answer the challenge. We need, in ad-
dition, a reason to regard achieving such statuses in evaluative thought
as distinctively valuable. As a case in point, I argued that Setiya’s careful
formulation of the epistemic challenge as a threat to evaluative knowl-
edge carries no weight, because he does nothing to establish the value of
achieving knowledge, in the peculiar sense he presupposes. To succeed
in motivating the epistemic challenge through appeal to these statuses,
we need to think both that (a) achieving the relevant epistemic status in
evaluative thought requires answering the challenge, and that (b) doing
so has value in evaluative thought.

For the purpose of motivating the epistemic challenge, we need not be
interested in whether the challenge threatens these traditional epistemic
statuses, in particular. Our question is rather whether it threatens some-
thing of great cognitive value in evaluative thought. I will therefore frame
what follows in terms of cognitive statuses whose relation to the epis-
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temic challenge is more transparent. Since an answer to (a) above is fairly
straightforward for such statuses, we can then focusmore squarely on (b):
to what extent does falling short of this status threaten anything of value
in evaluative thought?

Take, for example, accidentally true belief. For some sense of “accident,”
the inability to answer the challenge straightforwardly implies that our
evaluative beliefs are accidentally true. Absent some explanation link-
ing the evaluative truth and our evaluative psychology, the alignment be-
tween the evaluative truth and our evaluative psychology is an accident
or, equivalently, a coincidence.

A number of contributors to this debate suggest that evaluative beliefs are
made worse by being true by accident. As we have seen, this is precisely
the condition on knowledge that Setiya takes to demand some answer to
the challenge. Others also warn of the danger of accidentally true be-
lief, but frame the threat in terms of beliefs that could easily have been
false, or that are unlikely to be true. Justin Clarke-Doane poses the chal-
lenge in the former terms; if our belief could easily have been false that
presents an “undermining defeater,” in that it “gives us a reason to give
up [that] belief” without giving us evidence of its falsity.1 Formulations
of the challenge that emphasize the realist’s commitment to a highly un-
likely coincidence of fact and belief, such as those offered by Street and
Enoch, take the latter tack. 2

Our question is then: is achieving non-accidentally true evaluative belief,
in the sense at issue in the challenge, of value? Just for the purposes of
addressing this question, let us take for granted that, all else equal, having
a true belief about value is valuable, either in its own right or as a means
to something else. All else equal, a true belief about directions will get
you to your destination when a false belief wouldn’t. Something similar
seems true of a true belief about value. All else equal, a true belief about
value will enable you to act in valuable ways by, for example, leading
you to respect, appreciate, or pursue valuable objects when a false belief
wouldn’t.

1Clarke-Doane poses the challenge specifically for T.M. Scanlon’s variety of non-
naturalist realism. (2017), p. 849.

2Enoch (2009) p. 418, fn 12.
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Conceding this, then, we should note that many valuable things aremade
no worse by being brought about by accident. Meetings between soul-
mates are valuable. Accidentalmeetings between soulmates are notworse
than meetings arranged deliberately (and, indeed, they may be better).
Poetic genius is valuable. Accidental poetic genius is not worse than po-
etic genius deliberately fostered (and, indeed, itmay be better).3 So, given
that true evaluative beliefs are themselves valuable, we can reframe our
question in these terms: does true evaluative belief have less value when
arrived at by accident?

There are at least three promising avenues for arguing that, in general, a
belief that is accidentally true has less value than one that is non-accidentally
true: by lessening its admirability, by increasing its vulnerability to loss,
and by rendering it unreasonable or irrational as a position on the evalu-
ative truth. I will address each in turn, in order to show that none would
result from a failure to answer the epistemic challenge. At least as far
as these valuable features of evaluative belief are concerned, the threat
posed by the epistemic challenge is illusory.

2.2 Less worthy of admiration

We frequently treat skills and skillful actions asworthy of admiration. We
admire the skill of the ping pong playerwho can control the ball nomatter
its speed or angle of approach, and we admire the particular point that
results from that skill. We admire the artistic vision and interpersonal
finesse of the director who can produce a great film no matter the quality
of her script or cast, and we admire the particular aesthetic choice that
results from that skill.4 These do not appear to be isolated cases; skills
and skillful actions generally inspire admiration.

3Imake a parallel point here to onemade byZagzebski, about the difference between
goods that are achievements and those that are not: “Some goods are just as good if we
do not have to work for them—for example, good health and a safe environment–and
some may even be better if we do not have to work for them—for example, love and
friendship.” (2003), p. 23.

4I have inmind the directors such as Douglas Sirk, whose great filmswere produced
under the Hollywood studio system, with scripts and actors not always of their choice.
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Virtue epistemologists have suggested that we think of the virtues (and
intellectual virtue in particular) as skills whose skillful manifestations are
fitting actions and attitudes. As is generally the case for skills and skillful
actions, we admire the virtues and the fitting actions and attitudes that
arise from them. We admire kind acts that arise from a person’s correct
sense that, given the circumstances, kindness is called for, and we admire
true judgments that arise out of someone’s correct sense that, given the
evidence, this judgement is called for. According to many virtue episte-
mologists, knowledge is analagous to the skillful point in ping pong, in
that it is a particular manifestation of a skill or excellence. In both cases,
what we admire is in part success, and in part the exercise of skill. A skillful
shot is more admirable if it scores the point, and the point is more ad-
mirable if it is scored skillfully. Similarly, skillful weighing of evidence is
more admirable if it leads to belief in the truth, and vice versa.5

This offers us a way of understanding why a true belief has less value
when arrived at accidentally: only non-accidentally true beliefs are in-
stances of success through skill.6 In a case of non-accidentally true belief,
the believer exercises her intellectual virtue—by, for instance, correctly
weighing her evidence, or reasoning well—and through this exercise of
skill arrives at the truth. In coming to her true belief non-accidentally,
she is like a ping pong player who scores the point through skill. In com-
ing to believe the truth by accident, by contrast, she is like the player who
scores the point through luck. She has arrived at a good result, but not
as a result of her skill. This may happen even if she acts skillfully. For
instance, suppose that, a split second after the ping pong player hits the
ball in her signature skillful way,7 a bird flies by and nicks the speeding
ball with its wing, knocking it off course. Nonetheless, the ball lands on

5This is a simplified take on this literature, which is often framed in terms of the value
of getting “credit” for one’s belief, as one gets “credit” for an action that is attributable to
one. The notion of credit originates in an an analogy between virtuous successful action
and justified true belief. I here frame this in terms of the value of an action or attitude
that results from skill, and is therefore admirable. See Sosa (2007) ch. 9; Greco (2000);
Riggs (2002) pp. 103-106; Kvanvig (2003) pp. 81-99.

6As JohnGreco puts this point: “According to the account I have inmind, knowledge
is a kind of success through virtue. Put another way, knowledge is a kind of success
through virtuous agency.” (2009) p. 318. See also Greco (2007).

7Suppose that a keen-eyed and experienced observer of ping pong could recognize
this as an excellent stroke, one that arose from skill andwas highly likely to be successful.
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her opponent’s side, and he fails to return it. In this case, the player suc-
ceeds, but not through her skill.8 This makes the player’s performance
less admirable than it would have been, had she scored the point through
skill.9

Here, then, is a way to frame the stakes of the epistemic challenge for real-
ism, by way of the notion of accidental truth. The challenger can suggest
that, if we cannot explain our being reliable about non-natural, indepen-
dent values, then all of our beliefs about such values are accidentally true,
and so less admirable, resulting as they do from chance rather than from
skill. So, on a realist account, our beliefs about value are uniformly less
worthy of admiration.

Does this framing succeed? In exploring objections, I will make two as-
sumptions. First, I assume that we are not seriously mistaken in our ad-
miration of skills and skillful actions, and so that these generally merit
admiration. Not that we admire, or ought to admire, all skills and their
manifestations: these may have further features, such as being morally
abhorrent, or trivial, or gained only through wasting a great deal of time,
that make them not admirable on the whole. This is compatible with the
claim I will assume: that all else equal, skills and exercises of skill are
worthy of admiration. Second, I assume that if something merits admira-
tion, it is to that extent good, and that if something meritsmore admiration
than something else in some respect, it is in that respect better. That some-
thing isworthy of admiration is commonly treated as a sign of its value: in
fact, some philosophers have recently suggested analyzing value in terms
of meriting positive responses, such as admiration, preservation, promo-

8Compare this case of Ernest Sosa’s: “Take a shot that in normal conditions would
have hit the bull’s-eye. The wind may be abnormally strong, and just strong enough
to divert the arrow so that, in conditions thereafter normal, it would miss the target
altogether. However, shifting winds may next guide it gently to the bull’s-eye after all.
The shot is then accurate and adroit, but not accurate because adroit (not sufficiently).
So it is not apt, and not creditable to the archer.” (2007), pp. 22-23.

9Here is Greco again on this point: “We credit success through ability more than
we credit mere lucky success. But we also value success through ability more than we
valuemere lucky success. In fact, there is a long tradition onwhich virtuous success, i.e.,
success though virtue or excellence, is identified as the highest human good”. (2009),
p. 58.
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tion, and respect.10 Without making any assumption about the correct
analysis of value, I will take for granted the weaker claim that if some-
thing merits admiration, to that exent it has value.11

Even if we take these claims for granted, the virtue epistemologist’s ac-
count of the nature of knowledge has inspired several objections, some of
which also pose problems for this way of motivating the challenge. First,
onemight doubt that non-accidentally true belief is generally amanifesta-
tion of skill, and so deny that such belief is generally admirable in theway
of success through skill. Jennifer Lackey has raised this objection against
virtue epistemologists, urging that skill has a minimal role in acquiring
many beliefs that are non-accidentally true. Lackey focuses especially on
beliefs formed through reliance on testimony, arguing that what explains
our success in such cases is usually not our intellectual skill, but rather
that of our informant. Take, for example, the case of Morris, a first time
visitor to Chicago who alights from his train and immediately asks a ran-
dom passer-by for the location of the Sears Tower. This passer-by is a
Chicago native and knows the city well, and so correctly informs him of
its location. Relying on this testimony, Morris forms a true belief about
the location of the Sears tower.12 Here, Lackey suggests, what primarily
explains Morris arriving at the truth is not his skill, but rather the fact
that his informant has deep familiarity with the city of Chicago. While
Morris gains a non-accidentally true belief, this has little to do with his
own skill—his “reliable cognitive faculties” are not “the most salient part
of the cause” of his true belief.13 Lackey emphasizes that we often form
true beliefs in this way; these are paradigm cases of achieving knowledge,
and so achieving non-accidentally true belief.

If non-accidentally true beliefs are not generally manifestations of skill,
and so not generally admirable for that reason, we do not yet have a mo-
tivation for answering the epistemic challenge. Even if we answer the
challenge, and so demonstrate that our true evaluative beliefs are not ac-
cidentally true (in at least one sense), this does not show that such be-

10See Scanlon (1998); Rabinowicz and Ronnow-Rasmussen (2003, 2004), quoted in
Hutchinson (2019).

11Thanks to Jay Wallace, for helpful suggestions about how to frame this point.
12(2007) p. 352
13Ibid.
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liefs are manifestations of skill. We would need something more than a
demonstraton of this to suggest that our evaluative beliefs have such a
valuable feature.

John Greco has a response to Lackey’s argument that is fairly convincing.
He argues, first, that Morris does manifest an intellectual skill in forming
his true belief: that of reliably receiving testimony.14 Even the ability to
do the right thing with testimony requires skill. We underestimate what
is needed, because we’re so used to this transaction, but it’s actually quite
an impressive human ability, to be able to inquire after and rely appro-
priately on testimony. Second, Greco argues that in estimating the role of
Morris’s intellectual skill in gaining the true belief, a comparison with the
contribution of his informant is not really to the point: their endeavor is
cooperative, and both contributions serve their epistemic purpose. Greco
compares knowledge gained through testimony to the case of a soccer
goal scored cooperatively, through an exemplary pass and a competent
nudge through the goal posts. The competent nudge is admirable, be-
cause it is appropriately involved in the scoring of the goal: “the pur-
poses of soccer playing are well served by the reliable execution of easy
goals.”15 Wemight expand on Greco’s point, by pointing out that there is
nothing to prevent us from regarding Morris’ knowledge as a joint prod-
uct. Why not evaluate its admirability while taking into account all the
skills that produced it, the way we often evaluate performances that are
a team effort? If we regard beliefs formed through testimony in this way,
non-accidentally true belief will turn out skillful after all.

Rather than objecting that some cases of non-accidentally true belief do not
count as success through skill, onemight object that some cases of acciden-
tally true belief do count as success through skill. That is, one sometimes
arrives at the truth through skill, but nonetheless arrives there acciden-
tally, and so any defect in such performances cannot be explained as a
failure to succeed through skill. A prominent example is Alvin Goldman’s
fake barn case. In this case, Henry, a traveler driving through an unfamil-

14This is a skill Morris would lack if he were inclined to accept directions even from
very small children and highly intoxicated people, or if he were highly distrustful of
trustworthy informants, so that he tended to believe the opposite of whatever he was
told.

15(2007) pp. 64-65.
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iar countryside, looks carefully out his window, sees a barn, and thereby
believes truly that it is a barn. Little does he know, this is the only real barn
in a hundredmile radius; the rest of the countryside is dottedwith decep-
tive barn facades, rather than actual buildings. If his true belief is less ad-
mirable than itmight be, the problem is not the belief’s relation toHenry’s
skill as a perceiver. Rather, the problem is Henry’s environment—he is
unwittingly surrounded by fake barns, with only one real barn in the
vicinity.16 One might argue by analogy that we ought to regard Henry’s
skillful formation of a true belief with just as much admiration as we
would if his circumstances weren’t deceptive. We can construct cases of
successful athletic performance through skill, in which a deceptive envi-
ronment does not lessen our admiration for the performance. Take again
our ping pong player, and suppose her, unknowingly, in a bizarre situ-
ation where her opponent has altered the airflows above the table, such
that her shot will go awry unless it happens to pass through the only un-
affected square inch. She gets lucky in the angle of her shot, and scores a
point flawlessly. Despite her good luck, she presumably scores the point
through skill, and her performance is just as admirable as it would have
been without such machinations.17

If this objection is successful, then the inability to answer the challenge
does not suggest that our evaluative beliefs are any less admirable. True
beliefs like Henry’s are, in some clear sense, accidentally true—it is just
his good luck that he happened to focus on the one real barn in the facade-
filled countryside. And yet they are instances of success through skill. Per-
haps our evaluative beliefs, despite being accidentally true, also count as
instances of success through skill. In that case, they are not less admirable
as skillful performances. We once again lack a clear motivation to answer
the challenge.

Greco also has a response to this objection that seems worth considering.
He suggests that there is a disanalogy between the case of Henry and
the case of the successful athlete. In the case of the ping pong player, he
would contend, the admirability of her skillful performance does not suf-
fer, because we do not consider it part of her skillfulness that she detect

16(1976) pp. 772-773
17Kvanvig (2003) and Whitcomb (2007) p. 104, both make this point against the

virtue epistemologist. Whitcomb quoted in Greco (2007), p. 84.
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this sort of trickery. It is not a part of the skill of playing ping pong to de-
tect and respond differentially to deliberate interference with airflows. In
the case of the general skill of forming beliefs through perception, how-
ever, the ability to detect and respond differentially to deceptive circum-
stances is thought to be part of the skill. As Greco puts the point, framed
in terms of the sport of archery:

The ability to hit a target, like any ability, is defined relative to
conditions that are appropriate for that sort of ability. In par-
ticular, we do not require that an archer is reliable (relative
to an environment) in conditions involving arrow-weighting
hoodlums...The situation is differentwith intellectual abilities,
however. Here it does matter how S’s performance would be
affected by information-tampering hoodlums in the environ-
ment. Given the nature andpurpose of our knowledge-related
abilities, it is centrally relevant whether S can reliably negoti-
ate such aspects of her environment.18

This presumably does not imply that a perceiver in Henry’s deceptive
circumstances is blameworthy, or even criticizable, for failing to make sure
he wasn’t in fake barn country. As when the bird’s flight interferes with
one’s shot, one’s performance may be less admirable through no fault of
one’s own. Rather, the suggestion is that it is reasonable to view Henry’s
performance as a defective expression of his skill, given the nature and
purpose of intellectual skills. His true belief, although formed through
the exercise of perception, is not formed through the skillful exercise of
perception. A full reply along these lines would need to assure us that
we have reasons to adopt this account of skill, independently of wanting
to defend this way of understanding the value of accidentally true belief.
I will not attempt a final evaluation of Greco’s reply, however, because
I think another feature of the virtue epistemologist’s account renders it
unhelpful in our context.

This account ofwhy accidentally true belief has less value thannon-accidentally
true belief, whatever its virtues in a general investigation of this question,

18(2007) pp. 66-67

35



cannot help in motivating the epistemic challenge for realism. This is be-
cause, according to the epistemic challenge, luck intervenes in an entirely
different place.

Return to the ping pong player whose successful shot is due to the lucky
chance that the bird’s wing sent her ball to her opponent’s side, rather
than to her own skillful performance. Here luck intercedes between the
exercise of skill and success. In the analogous case, luck would intercede
between the exercise of our dispositions to form evaluative beliefs and
our formtaion of true evaluative beliefs. But this is not the way that luck
intercedes, according to the epistemic challenge. The epistemic challenge
concerns not the link between our evaluative dispositions and our eval-
uative beliefs, but rather something further back in the chain—the link
between our evaluative dispositions and the realist’s independent eval-
uative truths. If our beliefs are accidentally true, this is because it is an
accident that we have reliable dispositions at all. The problem for the
realist is to explain our reliability in a satisfactory way—if she cannot, it
is our reliability that is lucky. Nonetheless, relative to the reliable eval-
uative dispositions we in fact possess, it is not a matter of luck that our
performances are successful.

Could we perhaps adapt our account of the badness of accidental truth
to this way of being accidentally true? We might, if successful perfor-
mances through skills acquired accidentally were less admirable. But
here the epistemic challenger faces an obstacle: in fact, skills acquired
through luck and expressions of such skills do not generally inspire less
admiration than skills acquired in other ways. We do not object to skillful
performances by child prodigies, or other individuals who gain skills in
lucky or inexplicable ways. Furthermore, it does not seem that we should
find these less admirable. Skills and their manifestations do not appear
to deserve any less admiration when they come about in ways that we
cannot explain.

However promising the notion of success through skill might prove for
explaining why, in some cases, arriving at the truth by accident has less
value, its approach cannot help to motivate the epistemic challenge. This
is because the threat of accidental truth at issue in the challenge arises in
a different place. According to the challenger, it is our being skillful that
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would be accidental, on a realist view that does not answer the challenge.
But having a skill by accident, in the manner of a prodigy, does not seem
less admirable, and neither do the manifestations of such a skill.

Yet given such an accident, can we regard our dispositions to believe as
skillful, or reliable? Doesn’t such an accident shake our confidence that
we reliably believe the truth about the evaluative facts? Perhaps the prob-
lem with accidentally true belief is not that it is less admirable, but that it
undermines our beliefs about value. We will take up one way to under-
stand this possibility in the next section.

2.3 More vulnerable to loss

When one’s belief is accidentally true, something about the way one ar-
rived at it left its truth up to chance. I might make up my mind on some
question using methods that are pure guesswork. In such cases, I do not
make up my mind in a way that assures the truth of my belief. Rather,
I leave the truth of my belief up to chance. To take an example, I might
truly believe that my bed is covered with leaves, based on a visual experi-
ence that is actually a hallucination. Although I may be unaware of this,
I arrive at my belief in a way that does not assure its truth, but leaves its
truth up to chance.

What is the problem with leaving the truth of one’s beliefs up to chance?
One problem is that, in a number of situations, if one discovers this fact
about a true belief one holds, one will not think it likely to be true and so
give it up.19 Assuming, as we have, that all else equal it is good to have
a true belief, we will then be giving up something good. Take again the
case of hallucinating and thereby truly believing that one’s bed is covered
with leaves. If I later discover the origin ofmy belief in a hallucination and
have no further information, I will probably give up the belief, because I
will not think it likely to be true.

A parallel point applies to others who stand to benefit from reliance on
my true belief. After all, one person’s true belief about some subject has

19See Williamson (2002) pp. 6-7.
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value not only for her, but also for someone else who wants to find out
the truth about that subject. Individuals rely heavily on others in finding
out about the world.20 Our needs as inquirers might even explain the
shape of our notions of knowledge and justification, as William Craig has
suggested inKnowledge and the State of Nature. Craig offers a state of nature
account of the concept of knowledge, arguing that its original function
was identifying good informants. In such a state of nature, he suggests,
an inquirer might want the truth about some matter—say, whether or
not a given plant is safe to eat, or whether or not some friend of his is
angry at him. The most effective way for the inquirer to find out the truth
(about whether or not p) may well be to ask someone else with a true
belief (about whether p).

The features of our present concept of knowledge bear the marks of this
basic situation, Craig suggests. To be of use to such an inquirer, an in-
formant should not only have a true belief21 about whether p, but also a
further feature, discernible to someone who does not yet have a true be-
lief about whether p, in virtue of which the informant is likely to be right
about whether p.22 In the cases above, further features could be that the
informant is an old sagewith years of experiencewith local plant-life, or a
close confederate of one’s friend who is skilled at interpreting his moods.
That the informant has such a discernable feature, distinct from believ-
ing the truth, allows an inquirer ignorant about whether p to rely on that
informant, and so form a true belief about whether p.

If the informant arrived at the truth by accident, however, a parallel dan-
ger exists to that noted in the first person case. That is, there is some

20W.K. Clifford: “no one man’s belief is in any case a private matter which concerns
himself alone. Our lives are guided by that general conception of the course of things
which has been created by society for social purposes. Our words, our phrases, our
forms and processes and modes of thought, are common property, fashioned and per-
fected from age to age...Into this, for good or ill, is woven every belief of every man who
has speech of his fellows.” (1879), p. 127.

21Her attitude toward p should be something like belief: it cannot be so wavering,
or so inarticulate, that she would not or could not declare it to an inquirer. (1990) pp.
12-13.

22Craig suggests that this is the original role of the condition on knowledge known
as “warrant”—the additional feature needed in order for a true belief to count as knowl-
edge. (1990) pp. 18-19.
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information the inquirer could discover, in the light of which she would
not regard the informant as likely to have the truth. An informant may
well believe the truth about whether an inquirer’s friend is angry with
her, and have features that make her likely to be right about this—the
informant may be the friend’s longtime confederate, and have seen the
relevant interaction, and so (given just this) be likely to believe the truth
about whether he is angry with the inquirer. But, given that her belief is
accidentally true, she will also have features in light of which she is not
likely to be right—for instance, she may have come to her true belief by
relying on a false belief about the relationship between the inquirer and
the friend, and so (given both this, and the features already mentioned)
not be likely to believe the truth about whether he was angry. If the in-
quirer discovers this, she will not rely on the informant, and will miss out
on a true belief.23

The above suggests that accidentally true belief is less valuable than non-
accidentally true belief, because the former is more vulnerable to loss, in an
extended sense.24 This is because the accidental truth of a belief implies
the existence of some information in light of which it will appear that the
belief is not likely to be true. The discovery of such information threatens
the believer with loss of a true belief, and the inquirer with losing out on
a true belief.

Here, then, is another way to frame the stakes of the epistemic challenge
for realism, using the notion of accidental truth. If we understand val-
ues as the non-naturalist realist does, the challenger urges that our reli-
ability about such values could only be an accident. Street, for instance,
says that our being reliable about such values would be “a happy coinci-
dence between the realist’s independent evaluative truths and the evalua-
tive directions” actually taken in the development of human psychology,

23Craig suggests that the concept of knowledge, as we use it now, is “objectivised,” so
that we deny an individual knows unless she has features such that any reasonablywell-
informed inquirer would rely on her in forming a belief about whether p. It is valuable
for someone with a true belief about whether p to inspire reliance among people with
many different sources of information. Ibid. pp. 87-88.

24This is related to Socrates’ reflections on the the value of true opinion: although
“true opinions, as long as they remain, are a fine thing and all they do is good, [] they
are notwilling to remain long...so that they are notworthmuch until one ties themdown
by [giving] an account of the reason why.” Plato, Meno, 97e-98a.
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as a result of influences such as natural selection. But given this, infor-
mation exists suggesting that all of our evaluative beliefs are not likely
to be true. The inability to answer the challenge gives us this informa-
tion. As Street puts the point, an inexplicable coincidence between the
independent evaluative facts and the course of our actual evaluative de-
velopment would require “a fluke of luck that’s not only extremely un-
likely...but also astoundingly convenient to the realist.”25 Those inclined
toward realismmight carry out the reasoning involved in posing the chal-
lenge, and thereby lose their evaluative beliefs. In accepting a realist view,
then, their beliefs about value are vulnerable to loss.

This framing is particularly interesting in our context; the possible loss of
beliefs about value seems just out of view in a number of presentations of
the epistemic challenge. For example, Enoch suggests that our being acci-
dentally reliable about value—our having beliefs that inexplicably align
with the evaluative facts—“would be just too miraculous to believe.”26
Presumably a natural result of realizing that something is “too miracu-
lous to believe” is not believing it. Writers such as Clarke-Doane suggest
that the epistemic accident at issue in the challenge presents a defeater for
our evaluative beliefs, giving us “a reason to give up our belief.”27 Hav-
ing a reason to give up one’s belief does not imply that one will give it up.
But presumably a natural result of realizing that one has an unopposed
reason to do something is doing it. Wielenberg suggests that the impos-
sibility of moral knowledge would “have dramatic implications for moral
philosophy as well as the moral beliefs and practices of most human be-
ings.”28 While he does not elaborate, it is hard to imagine how, beset with
controversy as so many moral practices are already, the impossibility of
moral knowledge could have such dramatic implications, unless it were
to threaten us with the loss or severe weakening of our moral beliefs.

We should take care to distinguish another possible reading of these quotes.
Perhaps the problem these authors have in mind is not that, if we under-
stand values as the non-naturalist realist does, our beliefs about them are
vulnerable to actual loss, but only that in this case we will have “a reason

25(2006), p. 122
26(2009), p. 421
27(2017), p. 849
28(2010), p. 442
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to give up our belief” in such true claims. On this reading, accidentally
true belief is less valuable, because we do not wish to hold a belief while
also having a reason to give it up. We will explore this possibility in the
next section, and our exploration will benefit from strictly separating the
disvalue of having a reason to give up a true belief from the disvalue of ac-
tually giving up that belief. What remains is to deal with the the danger
of loss or of losing out on true evaluative beliefs, which I believe can be
done briefly.

First, I think that we must conclude that the realist is in no danger of los-
ing her evaluative beliefs as a result of failing to answer the challenge. To
lose one’s evaluative beliefs in this way would be like losing one’s belief
that the sun will rise tomorrow as a result of failing to answer Hume’s
doubts about unobserved matters of fact.29 In arguing that we have no
good reason for expecting that the sun will rise tomorrow, Hume rightly
took himself to be entirely powerless to undermine our belief that it will.
I take it to be in the spirit of Hume to hold that, even if one’s philosophical
view implies that one’s evaluative beliefs could only be true by accident,
this has no tendency to lead to the loss of those beliefs. The natural path
for the realist to take, in the face of realizing that her beliefs are unlikely to
be true, is to continue to believe and to consider herself extremely lucky.
Since that is what she will do, there is no real danger of the loss or weak-
ening of her evaluative beliefs.

One might wonder whether the realist will lose out on true evaluative be-
liefs, if she comes to accept that, from a certain perspective, no one’s be-
liefs about value are likely to be true. Perhaps the realist will not be in-
clined to seek out good informants in order to learn more about value.
This may sound familiar, because it is in fact howmost people today treat
questions of value. We do not typically consider evaluative questions to
be appropriately settled through finding a reliable informant. There is no
danger of losing out—we cannot miss out on value that does not appear
to be there. (And, to the extent that we rely on the advice of others, what
prevents us from regarding them as luckily reliable as well?)

I discussed twoways of filling out the concern to avoid accidental truth—
perhaps accidentally true evaluative beliefs are less admirable, or perhaps

29Cite
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they are more vulnerable to loss, than non–accidentally true evaluative
beliefs. Neither seems plausible of evaluative beliefs that are accidentally
true in the sense at issue in the challenge. Lacking a satisfying explanation
of our evaluative reliability does not seem tomake our beliefs about value
less admirable. We will, from a certain perspective, regard ourselves as
prodigies in our thinking about values and reasons, but that seems no de-
merit. Nor does lacking such an explanation make our beliefs more vul-
nerable to loss. Although the possibility of loss has haunted the debate,
our becoming value agnostics is not a likely result of failing to answer the
challenge.

But the realist might still be in a bad situation. For example, perhaps
if her reliability does not admit of explanation, she ought to give up her
evaluative beliefs. Or perhaps lacking such an explanation is implausible
or objectionable in itself. This chapter will complete our exploration of
the disvalue of accidental truth, by considering its implications for what
we ought to believe. Wewill then transition from considering the implica-
tions of the challenge for the value of our evaluative beliefs to considering
the value of evaluative explanation itself.

2.4 More unreasonable

We will not abandon our evaluative beliefs, even if we cannot answer the
epistemic challenge. This seems like common sense. Yet many contribut-
ing to this literature frame what is at stake in terms of the tenability of
our evaluative beliefs. David Enoch, for example, suggests that without
“some explanation, the correlation” between our beliefs and the truths
“may just be too miraculous” or “too implausible” to believe. As Enoch
makes clear later in his discussion of the challenge, he has inmind a threat
to believing evaluative claims justifiably or reasonably, and only derivately
to maintaining evaluative beliefs at all.30 He worries that we ought to
abandon belief in our own reliability, if we cannot explain this correlation.
This presents us with a different motivation for answering the challenge.
Even if, as a psychological matter, our evaluative beliefs are not vulnera-

30(2009), p. 421
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ble to loss, as a normative matter, continuing to believe what one ought
not believe is itself a bad thing. Further, doing so when aware that one
ought not is irrational.

Why would failing to answer the challenge mean that we ought to give
up these beliefs? If we cannot explain our reliability about values, then
we could only have gotten onto the truth through a “happy coincidence
between the realist’s independent evaluative truths and the evaluative di-
rection” taken by our psychological development.31 But one might think
that such a coincidence is unlikely, and so that we ought to doubt that it
has occurred. If we ought to doubt that such a coincidence has occurred,
then we ought to doubt our evaluative reliability. Finally, if we ought to
doubt our evaluative reliability, then we ought to abandon our evaluative
beliefs.

There are different ways to support this suggestion. Perhaps, as an a pri-
ori matter, coincidences are unlikely to occur. Whatever the probability
that a given evaluative system is correct, and whatever the probability
that we should have developed so as to grasp that evaluative system, the
probability of both occurring will be lower if they are unconnected than
if they are connected. If our beliefs being true would depend on a coin-
cidence, then the truth of our beliefs is also unlikely.32 Or perhaps the
metaethical realist, in particular, is committed to viewing the correct val-
ues as a small slice of the space of conceptually possible values, and so
must regard our hitting upon the correct values as unlikely.33 In either
case, if our beliefs are not likely to be true, we ought to abandon them,
quite apart from whether this is psychologically possible.

Since acting against what one ought to do is a bad thing, this wouldmake
sense of the desire to answer the challenge. Further, if we realize that we
ought not hold onto our evaluative beliefs, perhaps by realizing that we
cannot answer the epistemic challenge, we not only do a bad thing in con-
tinuing to believe, but we behave irrationally.

My response to this line of thought is closely related to a choice I made
31Street (2006), 122
32Setiya (2012), pp. 71-72
33Street (2016) pp. 316-317
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in framing this investigation. It may have struck the reader familiar with
this literature that I frame the challenge as a threat to the epistemic sta-
tus of our evaluative beliefs—their status as knowledge, epistemically
justified, non-accidentally true, or non-accidentally reliable—without ac-
knowledging any threat towhatwemight call theirmerely alethic status—
their truth or reliability. In particular, readers might have noted that, in
my last chapter, I distinguished formulations of the challenge that only
threaten our beliefs’ status as epistemically justified or as knowledge from
formulations that simultaneously threaten the truth of our evaluative be-
liefs, and went on to only address the former, and say nothing about the
latter. Similarly, in discussing the disvalue of non-accidentally true belief,
I assumed that our evaluative beliefs are true, and that such true belief is
of value.34 I have not yet, then, taken seriously that the inability to ex-
plain the reliability of evaluative thought might call that very reliability
into question. I now want to explain why, ultimately, I do not take this
seriously.

Of course all parties to this debate admit that the truth or reliability of
our evaluative beliefs would remain possible, even if ultimately inexpli-
cable. But that alone would not justify my attitude. After all, many urge
that, if we admit such inexplicability, the balance of plausibility is strongly
against our being reliable about value. In their writings on the epistemic
challenge, Street (an anti-realist) and Enoch (a realist) take it that, if there
could be no explanation of a correlation between belief and fact, one should
not believe there is any such correlation at all.35 This is not because such a
correlation is impossible, but because it’s so very unlikely. It is, in Enoch’s
phrase “too miraculous to believe,” or, as Street describes it, “a fluke of
luck that is...extremely unlikely, in view of the huge universe of logi-
cally possible evaluative judgements and truths.”36 According to these
authors, inexplicable reliability is possible, but not somethingwe can rea-

34I did this primarily in order to isolate the distinctive badness of accidental truth.
However, one might object that such an assumption instead leaves us unable to under-
stand its badness; it might take all the bite out of accidental truth. If we can assume that
we have the truth, then perhaps we should not care about whether we got it by accident.
But we cannot assume that we have the truth. Only when we leave open whether our
belief is true can we understand what is troubling about accidental truth.

35And, perhaps, should even affirm the opposite, by positively believing that there is
no such correlation.

36Enoch (2010) p. 421; Street (2006) p. 122
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sonably suppose to be actual.37 Given thatmany in this literature take this
position, continuing to regard one’s evaluative beliefs as on the whole
true, without further argument, would beg the question against an im-
portant version of the challenge.38

I believe that begging this question is precisely what the realist ought to
do. My contention is that even if realism (or any other metaethical ac-
count) rules out a satisfying explanation of our reliability, this does not
create rational pressure on the realist (or anymetaethicist) to stop regard-
ing her evaluative beliefs as true.39 If the epistemic challenge poses any
kind of threat to evaluative beliefs understood realistically, it can only be to
their epistemic status—their status as knowledge, as non-accidentally re-
liable, as epistemically justified,40 or as theoretically sound. That is why,
in this investigation, I focus on these statuses.

An analogy may help to bring out why I think the challenge is only force-
ful when understood in this way. In some ways, the epistemic challenger
regards the metaethical realist as the proponent of the fine-tuning argu-
ment regards the atheist. Both charge their targets with positing a mas-
sive, miraculous coincidence. The proponent of fine-tuning charges the
atheist with positing a coincidence between the actual fundamental phys-
ical laws and initial conditions of our universe and the very small subset
of possible laws and initial conditions that allow for the development of
life. That these features of our universe fall into this very small subset is
just what it means for the universe to be “fine-tuned.” As Robert White
describes this:

37This account of the challenge might make it mysterious why authors call it “epis-
temic” at all. Why take a detour through such complicated notions as knowledge, epis-
temic justification, or non-accidental reliability, if one simply wants to say that, given
realism, our beliefs about values and reasons are highly unlikely to be true? I think
what follows helps to explain this.

38These are beliefs of ours, and so regarding them as true is our typical state. Our
question is whether it is legitimate to continue to regard them as true, without further
defense, after being presented with the challenge.

39Once, again, to believe something is to regard it as true. What I contend is that
regarding our beliefs in this way is legitimate for the realist in the context of the epistemic
challenge.

40If epistemic justification for a belief amounts merely to the entitlement to regard
one’s belief as true, then this status also cannot come into question. I do not assume this
here.
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The universe is said to be extraordinarily ’fine-tuned’ for life.
The inhabitability of our universe depends on the precise ad-
justment ofwhat seem to be arbitrary, contingent features. Had
the boundary conditions in the initial seconds of the big bang,
and the values of various fundamental constants differed ever
so slightly we would not have had anything like a stable uni-
verse in which life could evolve. In the space of possible out-
comes of the big bang, only the tiniest region consists of uni-
verses capable of sustaining life.41

The proponent of the fine-tuning argument contends that, on the athe-
ist’s view, there is no satisfying explanation of why our universe should
happen to fall within this tiny set of possible outcomes. Without such
an explanation, the universe’s amenability to life is a highly improbable
coincidence—it’s just our good luck that the universe allows for complex
life forms, like ourselves.42 On the theist’s view, by contrast, this is no
coincidence. God has designed the world in a way that accomodates life.
The fine-tuned universe, while still perhaps a miracle, is an intentional,
explicable miracle.

The epistemic challenge has a similar structure. The challenger charges
the realist with positing a coincidence between our actual evaluative dis-
positions and the very small subset of possible evaluative dispositions that
the realist regards as independently correct. She contends that, on the
realist’s view, there is no satisfying explanation of how our psychology
came to align with this very small subset of possible dispositions. Given
“the hugeuniverse of logically possible evaluative judgments and truths,”43
our having evaluative attitudes that are roughly on track by coincidence
would be extraordinary. On the anti-realist’s view, by contrast, this is no

41White (2000) p. 260. See also Collins (2008) pp. 84-85.
42Here is Collins’ elaboration of this coincidence: “one could think of the initial con-

ditions of the universe and the fundamental parameters of physics as a dart board that
fills the whole galaxy, and the conditions necessary for life to exist as a small one-foot
wide target: unless the dart hits the target, life would be impossible. The fact that...the
dart has hit the target, strongly suggests that someone set the dials or aimed the dart,
for it seems enormously improbable that such a coincidence could have happened by
chance.” Collins (2008) p. 85.

43Street (2006) p. 122
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coincidence. Since the evaluative truth is a function of our actual evalua-
tive attitudes, the latter can never go too far astray from the former. This
explains our approximate reliability in believing the truth about value.

There are several interesting similarities between the fine-tuning argu-
ment and the epistemic challenge for metaethical realism.44 However,
most relevant tomy current point is an interestingdifference, which emerges
whenwe compare what is treated as common ground in these literatures.
In discussions of fine-tuning, it is not on the table that either side might
have to deny, or become agnostic about, whether the relevant correla-
tion has occurred. The proponent of fine-tuning does not suggest that
the atheist must either give up her atheism, or become a fine-tuning skep-
tic. Rather, that our universe is fine-tuned for life is taken as common
ground—the only question is how theoretically or intellectually satisfying,
on the whole, competing accounts of the emergence of such a universe
prove to be.

That is not to say that the fact that our universe is fine-tuned is a mere
assumption. The theist supports this characterization by appeal to a se-
ries of findings in physics, and to basic constraints on the development of
biological life, which together suggest that only a very narrow range of
possible fundamental physical laws and basic parameters could accomo-
date life. For example, she appeals to evidence that, if the strong nuclear
force, which binds protons and neutrons together, had been just a little
bit weaker or stronger, life as we know it would not be possible.45 Of
course, given these results, if the universe weren’t fine-tuned, the atheist
wouldn’t exist!46 Onemight think this helps to explain why fine-tuning is

44For example, those who defend atheism and realism often interpret their task as
one of explaining why the relevant correlation, while still in some sense a coincidence,
was not as unlikely as one might have thought. In response to fine-tuning, for instance,
some defenders of atheism speculate that our universe was one member of an infinite
multiverse, which was bound to produce at least one universe fine-tuned for life. In
response to the epistemic challenge, defenders of realismhave speculated that survival is
generally good, so that it is not unlikely that creatures formed by evolutionary pressures
(if they develop the capacity to reason at all) track the good, or that the features that
make a creature capable of judging itself of moral worth also makes it morally valuable,
so that it is not surprising that evolved creatures if they develop the disposition judge
themselves of moral worth at all, are reliable in their judgments of moral worth.

45Collins (2008) p. 85
46Thanks to Jim Hutchinson for raising this point.
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not called into question for the atheist in this debate, while the truth of her
evaluative beliefs is called into question for the metaethical realist. If one
becomes agnostic about whether slavery is wrong, or whether women
have the same moral worth as men, one does not thereby call one’s own
existence into question.

But this line of thought does not take the analogy far enough. Agnos-
ticism about whether the universe is fine-tuned is intelligible given the
existence of the atheist and other complex life forms. For instance, it is
possible that our current scientific consensus is deeplymistaken, and that
life could exist under a much wider range of fundamental physical laws
and basic parameters47 than current thinking in physics and biology sug-
gest. And why stop there? Perhaps the atheist is actually a disembodied
mind, existing in a realm ungoverned by any physical laws. These are
possibilities, although ones that we dismiss in regarding our current sci-
entific methods as reliable. That the universe is fine-tuned remains com-
mon ground only if all parties in this debate may assume the reliability
of these methods.

In the face of the fine-tuning argument, why make this assumption? Pre-
sumably because we think it more reasonable, on the whole, to call into
question either atheism or the abhorrence of positing coincidences, before
entertaining doubts about the reliability of our current scientificmethods.
These methods are, it seems, the best ways we have of learning about the
physical universe. We do not consider our disinclination to posit coinci-
dences a better guide to the physical truth than these methods.

By the same token, in considering whether the truth of the realist’s eval-
uative beliefs can possibly come into question as a result of the challenge,
each of us must ask: what do I consider a better guide to the evaluative
truth? Do I consider ordinary approaches to settling evaluative questions—
molded as these are by personal history, cultural practice, and our evolu-
tionary development—a better guide? Or do I consider the general dis-
inclination to posit coincidences between fact and belief a better guide?

47Perhaps actually 95% of possible combinations of physical laws, basic parameters,
and starting conditions would accomodate life. The fact that our universe accommo-
dates life might not then be a coincidence that cries out for explanation.
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In the spirit of G.E. Moore, we might approach this question by consid-
ering the provenance of the evaluative judgments we regard as most cer-
tain.48 Take, for instance, the prima facie badness of pain. As things stand,
there is simply nothing surer in evaluative life than that pain is prima fa-
cie bad. This is true, for all we can tell, and if we have to suppose our-
selves evaluative prodigies in order to maintain the truth of our opinion
on this point, we ought to do it. Our ordinary methods of addressing
such questions are what lead many people to judge that pain is bad, that
friendship is valuable, and that suffering and deprivation ought to be al-
leviated. When it comes to making judgments about the evaluative truth,
we ought to trust those methods more than the general disinclination to
posit coincidences.

The realist is not in a position to simply dismiss the disinclination to posit
coincidences, even on the assumption that her realism precludes explain-
ing our reliability. In that case, she still faces a choice: she could either
suppose herself an (unlikely) evaluative prodigy, or give up realism. If
she maintains her realism, she must justify doing so despite the cost (if
any) of supposing herself an (unlikely) evaluative prodigy. But she de-
serves fair play. By putting the truth of the realist’s evaluative beliefs on
the table, the epistemic challenger raises the stakes in an illegitimate way.
When faced with a dilemma between believing oneself inexplicably reli-
able about value and giving up one’s realism, one might not immediately
knowwhat to think. How important, really, is it to explain howwe get the
truth about value? Is being unable, in principle, to give this explanation
worse than denying that values are relevantly independent of us? It is far
from clear. On the other hand, if our options are abandoning such realis-
tic interpretations of value, or holding that we ought to remain agnostic
about whether pain is bad, we know what to think.49

I deny that the realist confronts the second set of options, if she cannot
48(1939)
49I consider this to be in the spirit of Ronald Dworkin’s reply to the epistemologist

who suggests that lacking an explanation of the workings of our faculty of moral judg-
ment threatens skepticism. It can appear that Dworkin illegimately brackets realism,
pitting the demand for explanation against the demand for belief in moral claims. But
he is right: the confusion is in the framing of the challenge, not in his reply. However, as
the next chapter shows, there are other prospects for motivating the epistemic challenge
in terms of explanatory value. (1996) pp. 117-118.
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answer the epistemic challenge. This is not to deny that the realist ought
to take seriously the possibility of radical evaluative error. On the con-
trary, she must, by her own lights. The realist holds that, fundamentally,
evaluative truth is not a function of our evaluative attitudes or language.
Thus, unlike some of her opponents, she must admit that, however sure
a guide to the evaluative truth our current attitudes or linguistic conven-
tionsmight appear, they could always be overturned, revealed as illusory.
She ought to admit this, even of our attitudes to the badness of pain.50

However, that does not mean that the realist ought to suspend her eval-
uative beliefs in the face of just any possibility of error. In particular, she
need not do so in order to avoid accepting inexplicable reliability. Like
the atheist confronted with the fine-tuning argument, when confronted
with the epistemic challenge the realist may continue to trust what ap-
pear to her the best ways of getting at the truth about this subject. Doing
otherwise would be to treat the dispositions that warn us against positing
coincidences as surer guides to the evaluative truth than the dispositions
that guide us in our judgment of the prima facie badness of pain. The
realist need not take this position. Indeed, she ought to reject it. There is,
as things stand, no surer guide to the evaluative truth than our attitudes
about the badness of pain.51

Even if we cannot answer the challenge, it does not follow that we ought
to deny our evaluative reliability. We have views about what is so in eval-
uative matters: about what has value and what gives us reasons to act.
Fragmentary and provisional as these views may be, the disinclination to
posit coincidences does not seem to offer a better guide to the evaluative

50Some self-described realists may balk at this. I think they should not. The goodness
of pain may be unimagineable for contemporary human beings, but for the realist, the
limits of our imagination are, like our attitudes and language, not the final word on the
matter.

51Could an inability to answer the epistemic challenge suggest the falsity of a large
number of less sure evaluative beliefs, even if not the belief that pain is bad? Perhaps
not all of the evaluative claims we accept will seem as sure as the badness of pain,
when matched against the unacceptability of massive coincidences. This requires more
thought, but initially, the prospects are murky. The challenge concerns our evaluative
dispositions as a whole. One might think that whatever general disposition gets me to the
conclusion that pain is bad is going to be more reliable than the one that disinclines me
to accept coincidences.
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truth. That maintaining these views commits us to a coincidence does
not therefore give us a good reason to abandon them. Given this, fail-
ing to answer the challenge does not show that we ought to give up our
evaluative beliefs.

2.5 Conclusion

We have not seen a reason, associated with the epistemic status of our
evaluative beliefs, for preferring to have an answer to the epistemic chal-
lenge. The inability to answer the challenge does not seem the sort of
thing that would make our evaluative reliability less admirable. Given
the psychological importance and independent authority of our evalu-
ative beliefs, the challenge puts no serious psychological or normative
pressure on us to give up all of our evaluative beliefs.

However, there may still be a cost to regarding the correlation between
our evaluative psychology and the evaluative truth as a coincidence. As
theorists of value, we might remain unsatisfied—why shouldn’t we de-
mand an explanation, for its own sake? We will take up this possibility
in the next chapter.
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Chapter 3 TheEpistemicChallenge and
the Value of Explanation

3.1 The demand for explanation

What else of cognitive value might we miss by failing to answer the chal-
lenge? So far, we have considered valuable features of our evaluative be-
liefs that seemed to depend on their non-accidental truth: their admirabil-
ity, their security, and their reasonableness as positions on what is true.
We did not find cause for concern. It seemed that our evaluative beliefs
would retain these valuable features, even if our reliability is an accident
in the sense at issue in the challenge. We still lack a reason to address
the epistemic challenge. But perhaps looking for something else that is
threatened is a mistake: perhaps the good thing lost is simply the explana-
tion itself.

Somewho address the epistemic challenge appear to urge the importance
of explanation for its own sake. They suggest that the correlation involved
in our evaluative reliability “begs for an explanation.”1 Enoch, for exam-
ple, describes how “striking” it is for a high proportion of one’s beliefs
about normativematters to be true, and for a high proportion of the truths
about normative matters to be among one’s beliefs. This “striking corre-
lation calls for explanation.” While “unexplained and even unexplain-
able correlations are not...impossible,” a metaethical theory that implies
such an unexplainable correlation “loses plausibility points, perhaps to

1Street (2006) p. 125
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the point of unacceptability.”2

For many philosophers, this would be enough to motivate answering the
challenge: if something calls for an explanation, presumably one ought
to provide one. However, Enoch goes on to urge further consequences
for our ordinary evaluative beliefs. He claims that “absent some such ex-
planation, the correlation would be just too miraculous to believe.”3 If we
cannot believe in our evaluative reliability, this undermines our ordinary
normative beliefs: after denying that the correlation holds, one “can no
longer hold these normative beliefs justifiably (and so, perhaps nor can
[one] hold them as beliefs at all).”4 In chapter two, I argued that the fail-
ure to explain the challenge would not have these further consequences
for our evaluative beliefs. Even if our evaluative reliability admits of no
explanation, we are not in danger of losing these beliefs, nor of being un-
reasonable in regarding them as true. By the same token, inexplicability
would not give us adequate reason to deny our evaluative reliability. If
that is right, Enoch is wrong to claim that inexplicability has these ad-
ditional consequences. But why can’t the demand to explain a striking
correlation stand on its own as a motivation for answering the challenge?
Even taking our evaluative reliability for granted, we might still have rea-
son to want an explanation of that reliability.5

We might make sense of this demand “standing on its own” in two dif-
ferent ways. The first way begins from the realization that, in some cir-
cumstances, it strikes us as overwhelmingly likely what we observe has
an explanation. (In such cases, we are tempted to exclaim that theremust
be some explanation.) For example, suppose that I am walking through
the woods, and come across an arrangement of rocks in the shape of the
sentence, “Hello Kirsten!” I will assume that there is some explanation;
I will rightly dismiss the suggestion that the rocks fell into this shape by
chance. Likewise, perhaps it is obvious that some correlationswe observe

2(2009), pp. 421, 427
3Ibid. p. 421
4Ibid. p. 427
5By a “striking correlation” Enochmight just mean a correlation that, if inexplicable,

would be “too miraculous to believe.” In this case, I want to urge that there is more
to the demand for explanation than Enoch suggests: we may face pressure to explain a
correlation, quite apart fromwhether it would otherwise be “toomiraculous to believe.”
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are highly likely to have an explanation, so that any theory that implies
that they are mere coincidences—that is, that they are inexplicable—is
committed to a likely falsehood. The correlation that constitutes our eval-
uative reliability might be one of these. If so, and if realism rules out any
answer to the epistemic challenge, realism is committed to a likely false-
hood.6

The second way starts from a readiness to hope for what is good for us,
rather than a deference to what appears likely to us. We have a general
intellectual interest in explaining the world. If a theory implies that a
correlation is inexplicable, doesn’t it imply that we cannot satisfy that in-
terest, in at least that case? If so, and if realism rules out any answer to the
epistemic challenge, then realism implies that we miss out on something
good. This would not show that the realist’s theory is false. However, it
would make sense of why the realist would find the inability to answer
the challenge disappointing, and somotivate her to show that realists can
answer it.

As I argued in chapter one, metaethicists who address the epistemic chal-
lenge seem motivated to do so by the assumption that something of great
cognitive value is at stake in providing an answer. As we also noted in
chapter one, somethingwould certainly be at stake, if the realist’s inability
to answer the challenge committed her to something false: to be commit-
ted to something false is a bad thing, cognitively speaking. Our first way
of reading the explanatory demand appeals to our desire to avoid such
a bad thing. Our second way appeals to our desire to achieve a good:
the value of explanation itself. Once again, since our question is why we
ought to care to answer the challenge at all, the focus on cognitive value
is appropriate.

6I treat the fact that one is evaluatively reliable like the fact that the rocks are ar-
ranged in the shape of a sentence: one accepts that this is the case on the basis of one’s
ordinary ways of confirming facts like this, and asks whether this is likely to be a coin-
cidence. If this is unlikely enough, this motivates rejecting assumptions that rule out an
explanation (as metaethical realism might). Thanks to Niko Kolodny for pressing me
to make this clear.
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3.2 Explaining correlations

Before considering reasons to hope for an explanation of the correlation
involved in our evaluative reliability, we need a clearer picture of what
explaining a correlation involves. On one way of thinking, the correlation
at issue holds because certain evaluative claims have two properties: they
are true and they are believed by us. Because of this there is a correlation
between the fact that certain evaluative claims are true and the fact that
those evaluative claims are believed by us. On the one hand, it is true that
pain is prima facie bad, that friendship is good, that persons have rights,
and so on. On the other hand, we believe that pain is prima facie bad,
that friendship is good, that persons have rights, and so on. What is it to
explain something like this?

In some sense of explanation, there will be an explanation of a correlation
whenever there are explanations of its correlata. Suppose the day of my
graduation is the only rainy day in May. In that case, one day has two
properties: being the day of my graduation and being the only rainy day
in May. Because this single day has two properties, there is a correlation
between these two facts: that this is the day of my graduation and that
this is the only rainy day in May. (I will generally construe correlata as
facts. While I sometimes find it convenient to speak of correlations be-
tween properties, events, or things, it should be straightforward to trans-
late this into talk of facts.) There may be an explanation of why that day
was the day of my graduation—in terms of my completion of the course-
work in that semester, the thought process of the registrar who set the
graduation date, and so on—as well as an explanation of why that day
was the only rainy day in May—-in terms of local weather conditions,
rates of precipitation and evaporation in the area, and so on. But the cor-
relata themselves afford us an explanation of the correlation, in a sense,
since the correlation is nothing more than the correlata holding. The cor-
relation holds because the correlata hold.

This is not what the epistemic challenger has in mind by an explanation
of the correlation, however. She would not suggest that there is any diffi-
culty giving this sort of explanation. In Street’s words:
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[The normative realist] may explain each side of the coinci-
dence in as much depth as [she] likes—going into wonderful
normative depth about why family and friendship are valu-
able, and wonderful scientific depth about why we were se-
lected to think this. But all this goes nowhere toward explain-
ing the thing that really needs to be explained, namely the co-
incidence itself.7

What does Street mean by an explanation of “the coincidence itself”? I
suggest that she means an explanation of the correlation between the eval-
uative truths and our evaluative beliefs that makes the correlation no co-
incidence. The apparent difficulty for the realist is that her view only
allows for what Elliot Sober has called “a coincidence explanation” of the
correlation—that is, an explanation on which the correlata have no ex-
planatory connection to each other: “neither causes the other, and they
do not have a common cause.”8 When Street talks of explaining the co-
incidence, and Enoch talks of explaining the correlation, it seems they
have in mind an explanation of the correlation that posits an explanatory
relationship between the correlata.9 From this point on, unless I indicate
otherwise, this is what I will mean by an “explanation of a correlation.”

Such an explanation might posit a variety of explanatory relations be-
tween the correlata: perhaps one explains the other, or perhaps some
third fact explains both. For example, the correlation between smoke and
fire is explained if the fire explains the smoke. The correlation of my ar-
rival atMosesHall at 4 pm and your arrival at 4 pm is explained if we both

7(2016) p. 322
8Sober is talking about the correlation and explanation of events, and so appeals to

the notion of “cause.” While it can seem inapt to talk of facts causing other facts, we
can adapt the notion of a “coincidence explanation” to one fact explaining another fact.
(2012) p. 362-363.

9Enoch lays out the three directions of explanation here: “On a (robustly) realist
view of normativity, it can’t be that our normative judgments are causally or constitu-
tively responsible for the normative truths...[and] normative truths are causally inert,
[so] they are not causally responsible for our normative beliefs. Nor does there seem to
be some third-factor explanation available to the realist.” (2009) pp. 421-422. This also
seems to be what a variety of other epistemic challengers have inmind by explaining the
correlation, although for some (such as Setiya) this is only a necessary condition. See
Setiya (2012).
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read the colloquium announcement, and that explains each of us arriving
when we do. However, there being an explanation of each of the corre-
lata does not suffice for an explanation of the correlation, in this sense. For
example, we may arrive at Moses Hall at the same time, but one thing ex-
plains why I arrive at that time, and something entirely different explains
why you arrive at that time. Nomatter how extensive the explanations of
the correlated facts, absent an explanatory connection between them, the
correlation itself is not explained, in the special sense at issue here.

A correlation is no coincidence—or, equivalently, no accident—if and only
if it has an explanation, in this sense. Given this understanding of the ex-
planation of the correlation between our evaluative beliefs and the evalu-
ative truths, our question is: do we have reason to hope that our metaeth-
ical view can allow for one?

3.3 There’s surely some explanation!

One might think that some correlations simply must have an explanation
or, more modestly, are very likely to have an explanation. In that case,
any theory that implies that they lack an explanation is likely false. Per-
haps the correlation between our evaluative psychology and the evalua-
tive truths is one such correlation.

In Hartry Field’s statement of a parallel epistemic challenge posed to the
realist’s counterpart in the philosophy of mathematics, one can detect
something like this suggestion. Field doubts that, on a realist understand-
ing of mathematics, there could be an explanation of the correlation be-
tween our mathematical judgments and the mathematical facts. Given
the realist’s view of mathematical entities, it seems “that we cannot ex-
plain themathematicians’ beliefs and utterances on the basis of the math-
ematical facts,” nor canwe explain themathematical facts “on the basis of
those beliefs and utterances,” nor can we identify “some common cause
producing both.”10

If mathematical realism does not allow for such an explanation, Field
10Field (1989) p. 231
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thinks, the realist has two options. One is to deny our reliability. He urges
that this is unsatisfactory, for reasons we discussed in the prior chapter.11
Since I have argued that we ought to maintain belief in our evaluative re-
liability in the face of the epistemic challenge, we can set this option aside
in our context.

The realist’s other option is to accept our reliability, but to claim that it is “a
brute fact that needs no explanation.”12 But this is “dubious,” according
to Field:

[There] is nothingwrongwith supposing that some facts about
mathematical entities are just brute facts, but to accept that
facts about the relation betweenmathematical entities and hu-
man beings are brute and inexplicable is another matter en-
tirely.13

Explanation is demanded, when it comes to our mathematical reliability,
because of the kind of fact at issue. When it comes to facts about the rela-
tion between mathematical entities and human beings, we should doubt
that they are brute.14

But why so? Perhaps by a “brute” fact, Field has in mind a fact about a
fundamental feature of reality: a fact central to the correct account of the
world, that explains many other facts about the world without itself ad-
mitting of explanation. On such a picture, the correlation that constitutes

11That is, to deny our reliability would take us down a path that threatens the sta-
bility or reasonableness of our mathematical beliefs. After all, “to maintain a class of
beliefs while holding the meta-belief that most of those beliefs are false seems plainly
unsatisfactory.” Ibid. p. 232.

12Ibid. pp. 231-232
13Ibid. p. 232
14John Burgess and Gideon Rosen have suggested that such a doubt could only

threaten our justification for beliefs about mathematical entities: “Though Field main-
tains that his challenge is ’not to our ability to justify our mathematical beliefs’...the im-
plicit suggestion [...] can hardly be anything but this, that if the reliability thesis can-
not be explained, then continued belief in claims about mathematicalia is unjustified.”
(1997) p. 42. I suggest a different reading: Field is just saying that inexplicable mathe-
matical reliablity is dubious.
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our reliability would be something like a fundamental law of physics.
This is indeed a controversial position, as Thomas Nagel observes: “The
thought that the relation between mind and the world is something fun-
damental makes many people in this day and age nervous.”15 In fact, this
is a position that is hard to defend. We view some features as fundamen-
tal, because facts about them appear to explain so much else that we ob-
serve. This is one mark of fundamentality. When one considers the range
of phenomena that such a fundamental relation betweenmind andworld
would explain, they appear much more limited than those explained by
the fundamental laws of physics. While the laws of physics seem to have
an explanatory relation to the features of brute matter, to the behavior
of animals, to the behavior of human beings, and even to events in con-
sciousness, our evaluative reliability would presumably explain only the
epistemic credentials of our many particular evaluative beliefs. Perhaps
Field is thinking that since our evaluative reliability could not be such a
fundamental feature, we are forced to conclude that evaluative reliability
has an explanation.

Yet taking the correlation involved in our evaluative reliability to be fun-
damental is not our only option, if we deny that it has an explanation,
in the sense at issue. We encounter such unexplained correlations about
themost ordinary, nonfundamental matters. As Street observes, there are
many correlations that are “mere coincidences—coincidences regarding
which no further explanation is required, and indeed regarding which
we think it would be positively confused to insist upon one.”16 One is
unlikely to find an explanation of the correlation between being the day
of one’s graduation and being the only rainy day in May; between An-
gela Bassett’s and Madonna’s birthdays; or being an overworked front-
line healthcare worker and being the winner of the Surrey lottery. Un-
explained correlations like these are perfectly ordinary, and we do not
suspect that they involve fundamental features of the world.

Is there some other reason to think that the correlation involved in our
evaluative reliability must have an explanation or, more modestly, is very
likely to have an explanation? We sometimes feel entitled to assume that
some correlation has an explanation. Suppose that I am reading philoso-

15(1997) p. 130
16(2016) p. 311
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phy papers by different authors, and I find that their lengthy statements
of a certain argument are phrased in precisely the sameway. Iwill assume
that there is some explanation for the fact that author A put the argument
in this way, and so did author B; that is, I will assume that their identical
phrasing is no coincidence. Perhaps one borrowed the statement from
the other, or there is a third person who is the ultimate source of both
statements, or they created the statement together, and so on. In such a
case, I would be right to dismiss the suggestion that the authors indepen-
dently hit on the same way of stating the argument. After all, there is
a nearly endless variety of ways that people can put a philosophical ar-
gument into words. (To be clear, this is a variety of possible formulations
of a given argument, not a variety of genuinely different arguments for
some conclusion. It is not particularly surprising, given that two people
are thinking about a similar question in philosophy, that they make the
same point.) Given all the equally eligible ways of putting an argument,
it is highly unlikely that two people would put an argument in exactly the
same way by coincidence.

Why is dismissing this possibility a reasonable reaction? Only, I suggest,
because I have relevant background knowledge of the array of eligible
possibilities one faces in framing a long argument, and so of the low prob-
ability that such a correlationwould come about by chance.17 One can see
the relevance of background knowledge by consideringwhatmy reaction
ought to be to the suggestion that a similar correlation in a domain un-
familiar to me is a coincidence. For example, I am unfamiliar with the
process of stating a novel proof of a theorem in set theory. If two authors
produced identical statements of a previously unknown proof, I would
not be entitled to reject the hypothesis ofmere coincidence. For all I know,
there could be just a few eligible ways to state any given proof, given the
language and formal constraints of set theory. In that case, given the small
number ofways they could have formulated their proofs, that they are the
same by coincidence is not especially unlikely. I cannot rule this out, given
my limited understanding of what is involved in stating a proof in set the-
ory; it would therefore be unreasonable of me to insist that there must be
some explanation of the correlation, that this cannot be a coincidence.

17This is a necessary, not a sufficient condition, for being reasonable in dismissing
the suggestion. If the only available explanations of the correlation are extremely far-
fetched, for example, then I may have to reassess.
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For the epistemic challenger to have this sort of justification for dismiss-
ing the possibility of a coincidence between our evaluative attitudes and
the evaluative truth, she too must have an understanding of the relevant
range of possibilities. As the spread of conspiracy theories in the wake
of the 2020 U.S. presidential election reminds us, confidence that there
must be an explanation for some correlation is not a reliable sign that one
has the relevant background knowledge. People are often confident that
some correlationmust have an explanation, despite having very little idea
of the possibilities in play. For example, suppose that three counties ex-
perienced a major error in their vote count in this election, and that all of
these counties used Dominion voting machines. It would be very easy to
find an amateur detective who, relying only on this information, would
insist that the correlation between having major voting errors and using
Dominion voting machines must have an explanation. Perhaps the ma-
chines’ common software was hacked to produce the errors, or (a more
innocent explanation) perhaps the design ofDominionmachines is defec-
tive or unintuitive for users. It can even appear naive to take seriously the
hypothesis of coincidence. However, further information might reveal
that a coincidence is not particularly unlikely. Perhaps half of all coun-
ties in the country use Dominion voting machines, for instance.18 In that
case, if using a Dominion voting machine has no explanatory relation-
ship to having a major voting error, we should expect that, when such
errors occur, about half the time they will occur in counties using Do-
minion machines. Given just this information, the probability of all three
major errors happening in these counties is 1/2 * 1/2 * 1/2 = 1/8. This is
not particularly unlikely—it is equivalent to a fair coin coming up heads
three times in a row.19 In this case, and inmany others, we ought to gather
more information before making any judgment about the probabilities.

We are broadly evaluatively reliable; the relevant correlation holds. Does
18Suppose this is for an innocuous reason, such as that the U.S. market for voting

machines only supports a few manufacturers.
19The broader moral is that coincidences are not always unlikely. Note also that there

being a small number of possible outcomes does not explain the correlation, in our sense.
Establishing that a conjunction of facts is not unlikely is not the same as establishing that
their conjunction is no coincidence. Take the case of flipping two coins, and both coming
up heads. There is no explanatory connection between the fact that one coin came up
heads and the fact that the other coin came up heads; the outcomes are independent.
Still, both coins will come up heads one out of four times.
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our background knowledge suggest that this was unlikely to have come
about by coincidence? In particular, does an epistemic challenger have
sufficient knowledge of the background possibilities to insist on an ex-
planation? Or is she like our amateur detective, in moving too quickly
from correlation to causation (in an extended sense of causation)?

I submit that no one has background knowledge of the relevant possibil-
ities adequate to insist that there must be an explanation here. Remem-
ber that the correlation to be explained is between the evaluative claims
we believe and the evaluative claims that are true. How likely was this
correlation to come about by coincidence? It is hard to know even how
to get started in answering this question. However, the literature on the
epistemic challenge suggests one starting point. The evaluative claimswe
now believe are the result, at least in part, of our existing evaluative dis-
positions. These in turn are the result of various causal forces, including
the selective pressures that produced the evaluative psychologywe inher-
ited from our ancestors.20 We can think of the evaluative dispositions we
inherited as dispositions to make certain sorts of evaluative judgments,
rather than others. So we might make progress on our question by ask-
ing whether it was highly unlikely that we would have broadly reliable
evaluative dispositions, given the possibilities for the evaluative facts and
evaluative dispositions in play.

What are the possible evaluative facts? Many regard them as metaphys-
ically necessary: if so, there is only one way they could have been.21 For
now, let us suppose that there is just one possible set of evaluative facts.
What, on the other hand, are the possible evaluative dispositions? Per-
haps these consist of evolutionarily possible dispositions for creatures like
us: possible evolutionary histories of such creatures, in which they de-
velop the disposition to make evaluative judgments at all. If these are

20Many prominent epistemic challengers stress the relevance of evolutionary psy-
chology to the explanation of these evaluative dispositions. See especially Street (2006),
Enoch (2009), Wielenberg (2010), Joyce (2006), Copp (2008), and Shafer-Landau
(2012).

21T.M. Scanlon regards “pure normative facts” as necessary: such facts do not vary
with non-normative claims nor do they “vary ’on their own.”’ (2014) p. 41. In giv-
ing an answer to the epistemic challenge, Enoch depends, at one point, on the claim
that “[f]undamental normative truths are presumably necesary in a fairly strong sense.”
(2009) p. 433.
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the possibilities, then for all we know, this coincidence was not highly
unlikely. Perhaps in the vast majority of possible evolutionary histories,
creatures like us develop evaluative dispositions that are broadly reliable.
Holding fixed that they develop the capacity for evaluative judgment at
all, perhaps creatures like us would develop broadly reliable evaluative
dispositions 75% of the time, and broadly unreliable evaluative disposi-
tions 25% of the time.

This is mere conjecture, of course. The point is that we simply do not
know the various ways that evolutionary processes could operate on crea-
tures like us under varying circumstances, while also leading us to de-
velop the capacity to make evaluative judgments. One might delineate
such possibilities by understanding one actual instance of such a process,
and understanding this well enough to anticipate how interventions on
that process might affect the reliability of a creature’s evaluative dispo-
sitions, without preventing their emergence altogether. Scholars and sci-
entists have offered hypotheses about the emergence of some human ca-
pacities for evaluative judgment—capacities for moral judgment, for ex-
ample.22 Yet controversies continue even in how to give a satisfactory
description of what would count as having a moral capacity.23 Given that
even what falls within the relevant range of capacities remains to be de-
termined, we do not understand the evaluative development of creatures
like us sufficiently to determine the range of possibilities. And so, if the
relevant possibilities are metaphysical in the case of the evaluative truths,
and evolutionary in the case of our evaluative dispositions, we do not yet
have background knowledge adequate to support the insistence that our
evaluative reliability could have been no coincidence.

Yet are these the relevant ranges of possibilities? Some epistemic chal-
lengers have made other suggestions. Street, for one, has treated logically
or conceptually possible evaluative dispositions and evaluative truths as

22See, for example, De Waal (2006); Korsgaard (2006); Tomasello (2015); Buchanan
(2020).

23On some accounts, such as that offered by Frans deWaal, moral capacities centrally
involve the ability and inclination to cooperate with others and respond to their needs.
Recent writers have followed Christine Korsgaard, in taking a creature’s guidance of
itself by norms and rules as essential to moral capacities, with pro-social inclinations
playing a peripheral, or co-equal role. See De Waal (2006) pp. 52-55; Korsgaard (2006),
pp. 105-112.

63



relevant. In arguing that our being evaluatively reliable by coincidence
is “extremely unlikely,” Street appeals to the “huge universe of logically
possible evaluative judgments and truths.”24 She urges that

the universe of logically possible evaluative judgments is huge,
and we must think of all the possible evaluative judgments
that we don’t see – from the judgement that infanticide is laud-
able, to the judgement that plants are more valuable than hu-
man beings, to the judgement that the fact that something is
purple is a reason to scream at it.25

If these are relevant possibilities, it seems that our evaluative judgments
and the evaluative truths could have been almost anything. In particu-
lar, whether the disposition to make a given evaluative judgment was
an evolutionary possibility for creatures like us is irrelevant to whether
that judgment is a relevant possibility. Given Street’s view of the rele-
vant possibilities, it would indeed be astounding if our actual evaluative
judgments aligned with the actual evaluative truth by coincidence. The
unlikelihood of such a coincidence might well support the demand for
an explanation.

But why should we treat these as the relevant possibilities, as opposed to
the metaphysically possible evaluative truths and the evolutionarily pos-
sible dispositions to evaluative judgment? While Street does not address
this question explicitly, at certain points she suggests that the realist, in
particular, is committed to the taking seriously all logically possible eval-
uative judgments in determining the likelihood of evaluative reliability
by coincidence.26 She suggests that this follows from the realist’s com-
mitment to the radical independence of the evaluative truths from our
evaluative judgments. Because of this commitment, the realist cannot rely
on her actual judgments, and those of others, to justify dismissing bizarre
logical possibilities as she considers the likelihood of becoming reliable
by coincidence. The realist can only dismiss these possibilities if she has

24(2006) p. 122
25(2006) p. 133
26See Street (2016) pp. 313, 315.
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some “non-trivially-question-begging reason” to think that her evaluative
judgments, and not these others, are among the true ones.27

I amunsurewhat tomake of this defense of the relevance of logical or con-
ceptual possibilities, but it seems insufficient.28 First, suppose the realist
must admit that, in some sense of possibility, there are countless possible
evaluative judgments and evaluative truths. Even so, this does not imply
that these possibilities are relevant to determining the likelihood of being
evaluatively reliable by coincidence. Second, Street invokes the realist’s
view that the evaluative truth is independent of our actual judgments to
say why, for her, the logical possibilities are relevant. But then why not
bring the realist’s other views to bear? Why can’t the realist appeal to her
metaphysical view that the evaluative truth is necessary, or to her scien-
tific view that, for creatures like us, only evolved evaluative dispositions
and their resulting evaluative judgments are genuine possibilities, and so
narrow the space of relevant possibilities? It is entirely unclear what one
can and cannot appeal to in sketching the space of possibilities. Even at
thismeta level, I suggest, we lack the background knowledge necessary to
support the insistence on an explanation. We have a way of determining
the logical possibilities for evaluative judgment and evaluative truth—
through the sort of imaginative exercise Street offers. So, if these were the
relevant possibilities, that would solve our earlier problem in delineat-
ing evolutionary possibilities. However, we would have to to know that
the logical possibilities are the relevant possibilities, and we still lack this
knowledge.

In summary: we saw that, in ordinary cases where one is entitled to in-
sist that a correlation is highly likely to have an explanation, one’s back-
ground knowledge supports that insistence. However, it seems that no
one has equivalent background knowledge when it comes to the correla-
tion constituted by our evaluative reliability.

27Ibid. p. 315
28Throughout her work on the epistemic challenge, Street contends that the realist

ought to suspend belief in her own evaluative reliability in answering the challenge.
This may explain why she claims that the realist cannot appeal to any of the evaluative
claims she believes in determining the relevant possibilities. But we have rebutted the
contention that the epistemic challenge demands this suspension of belief.
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Suppose that metaphysically possible evaluative truths and evolutionar-
ily possible evaluative dispositions are the relevant possibilities in deter-
mining whether the correlation was unlikely to occur by coincidence. On
this assumption, I have argued that we need a better grip on the ways
these evaluative dispositions might have emerged, before we can con-
clude that this coincidence would be highly unlikely. (For all we know,
oncewe have this background knowledge, our coincidental reliabilitywill
not turn out not to be particularly unlikely.) Epistemic challengers might
disagree on two counts. First, they might argue that we have a more se-
cure grasp on how our evaluative capacities evolved than I suggest. In
this case, they would need to produce that information, and put it to use
in delineating the relevant possibilities. Second, andmore fundamentally,
they might deny that these are the relevant possibilities for determining
the likelihood of this coincidence: they might urge, with Street, that it is
rather the logical or conceptual possibilities that matter. However, I have
urged that none of us know how to make this choice, either. So it seems
that a lot of work remains in order to pursue this strategy. Without the
relevant background knowledge, challengers cannot insist on an explana-
tion for the sort of reason we can do so in ordinary cases.

I know of no other way to insist that the correlation involved in our eval-
uative reliability is highly likely to have an explanation. Perhaps the chal-
lenger could provide one, however. If so, it is their burden to articulate
that entitlement.

I will nowmove on to an entirely different way of framing the demand for
an explanation for its own sake: not in terms of what is needed to avoid
commitment to what is likely to be false, but rather, in terms of what is
needed if we are to hope for a cognitive good.

3.4 The value of explanation

Since it doesn’t seem that we can dismiss the possibility of coincidence
outright, on the grounds of its implausibility, should we nonetheless hope
for an explanation of the correlation between our evaluative psychology
and the evaluative facts, because of the positive value of such an expla-
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nation? If so, then we once again have a reason to answer the challenge:
something of importance hangs on explaining this correlation.

What, in general, is the value of explaining correlations? Suppose that I
have observed, over a period of time in the past, that my joints ache on
hot days. I might want to discover an explanation of the correlation: that
is, an explanatory connection between the fact that on certain days my
joints ache and the fact that those days are hot. Why might I want this?
On the one hand, the explanation might be a source of power over these
events. If I have an explanation of the correlation between hot days and
my joint pain, this might give me the ability to predict, and even to control,
the aching of my joints. If hot days cause my joint pain, for instance, this
may enableme to predict that the correlationwill continue into the future,
as well as to intervene on my joint pain (by, for instance, moving to a
colder climate). On some accounts the value of explanation consists in
such abilities to predict and control.

When it comes to answering the epistemic challenge, however, it is hard
to see how explaining the correlation of our evaluative judgments and the
evaluative truth could confer such abilities. For one thing, one predicts
and seeks to control events that have not yet occurred. Coming to have
our current evaluative psychology is not such an event. Regardless of
whether our reliability is a coincidence, certain causal forces have in fact
brought human evaluative psychology to this point. Nothing, it seems,
remains to predict or to control.29 In any case, no one writing in this liter-
aturementions either sort of power in addressing the epistemic challenge.
Since I doubt that this is what they have in mind, I will not pursue this
line of thought further.

Explanations are also thought to have intellectual value, however, quite
apart fromwhether they give us anypower over the phenomena explained.
Even if I have no hope of intervening onmy joint pain, explainingwhymy

29Suppose that what is explained is not (merely) our evaluative psychology, but
rather the evaluative truth. Perhaps our psychology explains the truth, or perhaps both
are explained by a common cause. Wouldwe gain power over evaluative truth by grasp-
ing that explanation? As in the explanation of our evaluative psychology discussed in
the main text, this presumably depends on the explanans, which might or might not be
manipulable by us. It would not be, if the evaluative truths were necessary.

67



joints flare up on hot daysmay giveme a sort of intellectual satisfaction: a
sign of the value of such explanations. Perhapswemiss out on something
of intellectual value, if this correlation has no explanation.

This line of thought inspires a very simple argument that we do miss out
on something of intellectual value if we cannot answer the epistemic chal-
lenge. If there is no answer, then the correlation between our evaluative
judgments and the evaluative truth has no explanation. But explanation
is of intellectual value. So, if anything—including this correlation—has
no explanation, we miss out on something of intellectual value. We can
conclude that, if there is no answer to the epistemic challenge, we miss
out on something of intellectual value. Given this, the realist, and other
metaethicists, have a reason to hope for an answer to the challenge.30 This
simple argument appears commonsensical. On its own, it seems to moti-
vate answering the challenge.

However, I will argue that it presupposes a peculiar and disputable way
of conceiving of the value of explanation. In fact, this conception is not
only disputable: it is disputed. As I will show, on at least one prominent
theory of explanation, the argument does not go through. This is the uni-
ficationist theory of explanation, defended by Philip Kitcher.31 I will show
that, on Kitcher’s view of explanation, it is possible to lack an explana-
tion of the correlation involved in our evaluative reliability, while lacking
nothing of intellectual value. I will not argue in favor of this theory of
explanation and its conception of explanatory value, nor will I reply to
prominent objections. My goal is not to establish the unificationist the-
ory of explanation. Rather, my goal is to better define the burden that
the epistemic challenger faces, if she wishes to appeal to the intellectual
value of explanation in motivating the challenge. I will show that, on one
prominent, plausible view of explanation, we might lack an explanation
of the relevant correlation while lacking nothing of value. Assuming that
I succeed in showing this, the challenger will need to offer a definite view
of the value of explanation—one that will make sense of hoping for an

30A number of realists concede that, if their view implied that there is no explanation
of the correlation involved in our evaluative reliability, this on its own would lessen the
attractiveness of realism. They may have in mind the kind of loss currently at issue. See
Enoch (2009) p. 435; Shafer-Landau (2003) p. 234.

31Kitcher (1989)
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answer to the epistemic challenge—that takes one of two forms. They
might offer an account of the intellectual value of explanation that com-
petes with the unificationist view, or they might offer an argument for
further claims that, when combined with the unificationist view, make
sense of hoping for such an explanation. Until either attempt is made,
challengers have not met their burden of identifying something of intel-
lectual importance at stake in their challenge.

Unification and the value of explanation

According to Kitcher, explanations have value because they unify our pic-
ture of the world, allowing us to see “connections, common patterns, in
what initially appeared to be different situations.”32 We unify our pic-
ture of the world—our beliefs about what is so—by seeing how more of
what is so is explained in fewer, relatively stringent ways. In unifying our
beliefs, we see that “there are patterns of derivation that can be applied
again and again” to arrive at conclusions about what is so. The value of
explanation is realized only by graspingmultiple explanations and seeing
how they fall under such common patterns.33 Explanations have explana-
tory value only because they belong to a set of explanations that makes
unification possible.34

Unification is a matter of degree. Explanations are most valuable, then,
when they belong to the set of explanations that best unifies our beliefs.35
Since we ought to prefer more explanatory value to less, we should have
no qualms about abandoning an explanation that could only belong to a
less unifying set of explanations.

32Ibid. p. 432
33Ibid. p. 437.
34Ibid. pp. 430, 437
35Kitcher would not put this point in quite this way. For Kitcher, something is ac-

ceptable as an explanation only if it belongs to the explanatory store. Since our focus is
on explanatory value, and this comes in degrees, it is helpful to use “explanation” more
loosely. I will use “an explanation” to refer to what Kitcher would call a “candidate ex-
planation” or “derivation” of that phenomenon, and the “most valuable explanation” to
refer to what belongs in the explanatory store. Ibid. p. 431.
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To get a clearer idea of when an explanation belongs to a set of expla-
nations, and of when some set best unifies our beliefs, we should briefly
review some of the details of Kitcher’s theory of explanation. Kitcher fol-
lows many traditional theories of explanation in taking explanations to
have the form of deductive arguments.36 An explanation is an “argument
whose conclusion describes” the fact to be explained. As in any argument,
an explanation consists of steps classified either as premises or subconclu-
sions, and a conclusion that follows from these in a particular way. Take,
for example, this argument:

Alpha Centauri 1

1. All far stars are twinklers when viewed from Earth.
2. Alpha Centauri is a far star.

So,
3. Alpha Centauri is a twinkler when viewed from Earth. (1, 2)

This is an explanation ofwhyAlpha Centauri is a twinkler when observed from
Earth. Its conclusion describes what is to be explained. The argument
has a determinate structure: steps 1 and 2 are premises that entail the
conclusion through universal instantiation and conditional elimination.

These features, discernable in the argument in isolation, do not yet re-
veal whether the argument has explanatory value.37 That depends on

36C.G. Hempel’s well known theory of explanation, for example, construes explana-
tions as deductive arguments. These are the conditions Kitcher places on “ideal explana-
tions.” In giving explanations in daily life, Kitcher takes us to roughly approximate this
sort of argumentative structure, once we make explicit various shared assumptions. He
also allows that we may have to accept some irreducibly probabilistic theories, although
he regards these as having less explanatory value. See Ibid. pp. 448-452.

37This is not to deny that, whenever we grasp a deductively valid argument whose
premises are true, this has some kind of intellectual value. Such arguments are a potential
means of acquiring a true belief from other true beliefs. However, acquiring a true belief
that p is not yet to acquire an explanation of why p. See, e.g. Aristotle, Posterior Analytics,
Book I, ch 13, 78a22-78b10.
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whether the argument instantiates a pattern that is more broadly applica-
ble. Asmentioned above, we achieve greater unification by revealing that
more of what is so is explained in fewer ways. Take, for example, the fact
that Alpha Centauri is a twinkler. In searching for a valuable explana-
tion of this fact, it is relevant that other stars, planets low in the sky, city
lights, steadily burning flames, and sheets of illuminated metal are also
sometimes twinklers. Many sorts of objects twinkle in the right circum-
stances. Each will have its own explanation, in the form of an argument
whose conclusion describes that particular phenomenon. However, these
explanations might fall under the same pattern.

Let me elaborate on Kitcher’s notion of pattern, by showing how two par-
ticular explanations can share a pattern, in this sense. Consider first an-
other explanation of the twinkling of Alpha Centauri:

Alpha Centauri 2

A1. If light traveling from a source to a point of observation is highly
refracted and the source has an angular diameter of between 0.0005
and 0.05 arcseconds from the point of observation, that source is a
twinkler when viewed from that point of observation.

A2. Light traveling from Alpha Centauri to the Earth travels through
Earth’s atmosphere.

A3. Light that travels through Earth’s atmosphere is highly refracted.
So,

A4. Light traveling from Alpha Centauri to Earth is highly refracted.
(A2, A3)

A5. Alpha Centauri has an angular diameter of between 0.0005 and 0.05
arcseconds from Earth.
So,

A6. Alpha Centauri is a twinkler when viewed from Earth. (A1, A4,
A5)
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This argument describes specific objects and properties: Alpha Centauri
and its size, the Earth’s atmosphere, the Earth. It derives the claim that
Alpha Centauri is a twinkler from our position by appeal to that star’s
apparent size—its “angular diameter”—when viewed from Earth, and
to what happens to light traveling from Alpha Centauri through Earth’s
atmosphere. In all these ways, the argument differs from the following
explanation of the twinkling of city lights:

City Lights

C1. If light traveling from a source to a point of observation is highly
refracted and the source has an angular diameter of between 0.0005
and 0.05 arcseconds from the point of observation, that source is a
twinkler when viewed from that point of observation.

C2. Light traveling from a city light in San Francisco to the Oakland hills
travels through a great deal of air pollution.

C3. Light that travels through a great deal of air pollution is highly re-
fracted.
So,

C4. Light traveling from froma city light in San Francisco to theOakland
hills is highly refracted. (C2, C3)

C5. A city light in San Francisco has an angular diameter of between
0.0005 and 0.05 arcseconds from the Oakland hills.
So,

C6. A city light in San Francisco is a twinkler when viewed from the
Oakland hills. (C1, C4, C5)

While C1 of this argument is the same as A1, it is a different argument
from Alpha Centauri 2. It describes an entirely different intervening
medium, point of observation, and source of light. Still, the arguments
have a lot in common. We can see what they have in common by formu-
lating what Kitcher calls a “schematic argument,” as well as instructions

72



for how to fill out the schematic argument to produce any particular ar-
gument.

Schematic argument

S1. If light traveling from a source to a point of observation is highly
refracted and the source has an angular diameter of between 0.0005
and 0.05 arcseconds from the point of observation, that source is a
twinkler when viewed from that point of observation.

S2. Light traveling from S to O travels through M.
S3. Light that travels through M is highly refracted.

So,
S4. Light traveling from S to O is highly refracted. (S2, S3)
S5. S has has an angular diameter of between 0.0005 and 0.05 arcseconds

from O.
So,

S6. S is a twinkler when viewed from O. (S1, S4, S5)
Filling instructions

• For S, fill in a source of light.
• For M, fill in a medium.
• For O, fill in a point of observation.

We can now say with greater precision what is meant by a “pattern.”
By a “pattern,” Kitcher has in mind a schematic argument, its filling in-
structions, and a “classification”: a specification of the “inferential char-
acteristics” of the argument. These characteristics includewhich steps are
premises and which are inferred, and what rules of inference are used.38
In this case, the classification designates S1-S3 and S5 as premises; S4 as

38Kitcher (1989) p. 432-433
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inferred from S2 and S3; S6 as inferred from S1, S4, and S5; and certain
rules of first order logic as the rules of inference.

We can see that both Alpha Centauri 2 and City Lights fall under the
argument pattern above. (Let us call this Pattern A.) We can formulate
either argument by starting with Pattern A’s schematic argument and fol-
lowing its filling instructions. The arguments also have the same classi-
fication: the steps in each that correspond to those in the schematic ar-
gument have the same status as premises or as inferred, and the rules
used to draw the inferences are the same.39 Alpha Centauri 1 does not
instantiate Pattern A—one could not formulate this argument by starting
with the schematic argument and following the filling instructions. Al-
pha Centauri 1 instantiates other argument patterns, of course, including
one (call it Pattern B) obtained by replacing the name “Alpha Centauri”
in steps 1 and 2 with a variable fillable with any object.40

Pattern A makes many demands on its instantiations; in Kitcher’s terms,
it is relatively “stringent.”41 To instantiate this pattern, an argument must
describe a source of light, the source’s size, a medium, and a point of
observation; it must take the generalization in S1 as a premise; its steps
must satisfy relatively specific inferential relations to each other, and so
on. Intuitively, Pattern A makes more demands on its instantiations than
does, for example, the argument pattern produced by replacing each step
of Pattern A’s schematic argument with propositional variables, fillable
by any proposition.42 This different pattern would make fewer demands
on its instantiations, and these explanations, as a class, would have less
in commonwith each other. This has implications for the unifying power
of that pattern and its set of instantiations: grasping how several expla-
nations instantiate a less stringent pattern is less unifying, all else equal,
because such a pattern captures a less substantial similarity.43

39Ibid. pp. 432-433
40The schematic argument for Pattern B is: S*1. All far stars are twinklers. S*2. S is a

far star. S*3. S is a twinkler. (S*1, S*2).
41Ibid. p. 433
42E.g. by replacing the current contents of S1 with “If p and q, then r” and doing the

same for all the other steps.
43As Kitcher notes, the unifying power of an argument pattern involves balancing

the demand for stringency and the demand to explain more types of phenomena. Too
much stringency produces a “’pattern’ which is its own unique instantiation.” The set
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Howdowe compare the value of two explanations of a phenomenon—for
instance, that of Alpha Centauri 1 and Alpha Centauri 2? This depends
on comparing the argument patterns they instantiate, both in terms of
stringency and in terms of the range of phenomena their instantiations ex-
plain. Greater explanatory value can be achieved by using fewer patterns
that are more stringent, and whose instantiations explain more types of
facts.44 Using these criteria, it seems that Alpha Centauri 2 has greater
explanatory value than Alpha Centauri 1. The former instantiates Pat-
tern A, while the latter instantiates Pattern B.45 While these patterns are
perhaps equally stringent, the set of explanations that instantiate Pattern
A derivemore types of facts than those that instantiate Pattern B: not only
the twinkling of far stars, but the twinkling of any source of light observed
through a medium that refracts light traveling through it. (Of course, it’s
possible that achieving even greater explanatory value requires abandon-
ing both Pattern A and Pattern B in favor of some third pattern applicable
to optical phenomena beyond twinkling.) There is no reason, onKitcher’s
view, to employ more argument patterns without any corresponding in-
crease in the types of facts explained. Alpha Centauri 1 and Alpha Cen-
tauri 2 are explanations of the same phenomenon, instantiating different
argument patterns—if we were to adopt both patterns, this would not
lead to more types of facts being explained. Since this is so, these particu-
lar explanations are in competition; we should abandon the one with less
explanatory value.

This completes our discussion of explanatory value, as Kitcher conceives
it. According to Kitcher, we can understand explanatory value in terms of
grasping how more types of facts are explained in fewer, more stringent
ways, where this can be understood using his notions of an argument
pattern and its instantiations. When it comes to explanatory value, a set of
explanations that unifies one’s beliefs to a greater degree is better than any
set of explanations that unifies them to a lesser degree. Even if the latter
set contains an explanation of a particular fact that is not explained in the
of explanations that best unifies our beliefs will make the “best tradeoff” between the
criteria of unification. Ibid. p. 433.

44Ibid. p. 432.
45Each also instantiates countless other argument patterns, but their explanatory

value will just depend on the pattern they instantiate that does best by the “criteria of
unification.” Ibid. p. 434.
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former, one does not thereby miss out on any explanatory value in opting
for the former. The “worth” of explanations “cannot be appreciated by
considering them one-by-one but only by seeing how they form part of a
systematic picture” of the world.46 To have good reason to think that we
lose out on something of intellectual value by lacking an explanation of
a particular fact, we need reason to think that this explanation belongs to
the set that best unifies our beliefs.

Back to the epistemic challenge

Let us return to the epistemic challenge. Our question was whether any-
thing of intellectual value is at stake in giving an answer to the challenge.
In particular, is the intellectual value associatedwith explanation at stake?
It seemed so. After all, if there is no answer to the epistemic challenge,
we lack an explanation of something, namely, an explanation of the cor-
relation between the evaluative truth and our evaluative psychology. At
least with respect to that correlation, we miss out on something of value.

We can now see that this is not so straightforward. As we have just ob-
served, onKitcher’s view of the value of explanation, lacking some partic-
ular explanation need not imply the loss of anything of explanatory value.
A particular explanation is only valuable as an occasion for unifying our
beliefs. This only happens when we grasp that the explanation is sub-
stantially similar to other explanations. That is, a particular explanation
becomes an occasion for unifying our beliefs if it instantiates a stringent
argument pattern that many other explanations instantiate. If this is the
way that explanation has intellectual value, we cannot infer that we lose
out on this value if a particular fact has no explanation. So on this view,
the simple argument fails.

Furthermore, on the unificationist view, explaining a correlation so as to
make it no coincidence has no special explanatory value. What matters
is not minimizing coincidences, as such, but rather that more is explained
using fewer and more stringent explanatory strategies. In this vein, it may
help to remember Sober’s notion of a “coincidence explanation” of a cor-

46Ibid. p. 430
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relation, on which its correlata have no explanatory relationship to each
other. A coincidence explanation of the correlation betweenmy joint pain
and hot days, for example, might (1) derive that I have joint pain on cer-
tain days from claims about my diet on those days, and (2) derive that
those days are hot from claims about local weather conditions, and (3)
conjoin the conclusions of these arguments to derive the correlation. This
is not an explanation of the correlation, in our sense—a sense that makes
the correlation no coincidence—but it is such an explanation in Kitcher’s
sense.47 More importantly, a coincidence explanation may be best: it may
belong to the set of explanations that best unifies our beliefs. So the ques-
tion left open for the epistemic challenger is: why think that, by drawing
an explanatory connection between our evaluative beliefs and the evalua-
tive truths, we will achieve greater unification than we would otherwise?

Perhaps the epistemic challenger can argue that, when it comes to our
evaluative reliability, we have good reason to think that this sort of expla-
nation would achieve greater unification. After all, the challenger might
point out, our evaluative reliability—the rough alignment of our eval-
uative beliefs with the evaluative facts—implies multiple correlations of
evaluative belief and evaluative truth. This raises the hope of achieving
greater unification, through discovering many (non-coincidence) expla-
nations of these correlations, that instantiate one relatively stringent ar-
gument pattern.

To illustrate this, let’s make use of a candidate answer to the epistemic
challenge: Street’s explanation of the correlation involved in our evalua-
tive reliability. This explanation relies on her anti-realist account of eval-
uative truth. Here is a reconstruction of this account:

Anti-realism: For any evaluative claim p believed by an agent
A, it is true (for A) that p if and only if A’s belief that pwould
stand up to scrutiny in terms of A’s other evaluative beliefs.48

47In answering the challenge, then, it does not follow that we explain more than we
would otherwise, from Kitcher’s point of view. An explanation acceptable to the chal-
lenger and a coincidence explanation of the correlation are equally explanations of the
correlation for him.

48According to Street’s anti-realist position, the only evaluative truths are those that
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One can construct an explanation for a particular correlation between an
agent’s evaluative belief and an evaluative truth (for that agent) using
this account.49 For example:

Thinking makes it so

T1. John believes that torturing others for fun is wrong and that belief
would stand up to scrutiny in terms of John’s other evaluative be-
liefs.

T2. For any evaluative claim p believed by an agent A, it is true (for A)
that p if and only if A’s belief that p would stand up to scrutiny in
terms of A’s other evaluative beliefs.

T3. It is true (for John) that torturing others for fun is wrong if and
only if John’s belief that torturing others is wrong would stand up
to scrutiny in terms of John’s other evaluative beliefs. (T1, T2)

T4. It is true (for John) that torturing others for fun is wrong. (T1, T3)

This is an explanation, in Kitcher’s sense, of why it is true for John that
torturing others for fun is wrong. It is also an explanation that makes this
correlation of an evaluative belief and an evaluative truth no coincidence:
it provides an explanatory connection between the fact that John believes
that torturing others for fun is wrong and the fact that it is true (for John)
that torturing others for fun is wrong. By giving many similar explana-
tions, one can provide an answer to the epistemic challenge. Assuming
that actual human agents are fairly consistent in their evaluative outlook,
the majority of their evaluative beliefs will stand up to scrutiny in terms
of their other beliefs. Since this is so, positing an explanatory connection
between the evaluative truths and an agent’s evaluative beliefs is possible
in many instances.
are true “for an agent.” I will continue to include this relativization, but this feature of
Street’s view will not play a role in our discussion. (2006) pp. 152-154.

49I am indebted to Selim Berker’s helpful discussion of Street’s anti-realism in artic-
ulating this explanation. See Berker (2014) pp. 232-235.
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By the same token, Thinking makes it so might well contribute to unifi-
cation. This particular explanation falls under a pattern whose instanti-
ations explain many other evaluative truths. The pattern—call it Pattern
T—emerges by replacing “John” with a variable fillable by any agent, and
replacing “that torturing others for fun is wrong” with a propositional
variable fillable by any evaluative proposition. Using this single pattern,
one can derive a variety of claims about evaluative truths. So, answering
the epistemic challenge in Street’s way might well furnish us with a set of
explanations that fall under a broadly applicable, and so unifying, argu-
ment pattern. Other answers to the epistemic challenge, including those
that seek to explain our evaluative beliefs in terms of the evaluative facts
and those that seek to explain both in terms of some third factor, might
well instantiate such an argument pattern.

I believe this is a promising line of thought for the challenger. However,
employing Kitcher’s account of explanatory value to motivate the chal-
lenge requires something more. Specifically, we require a positive an-
swer to this question: is more explanatory value to be expected from the
set of explanations that connect our evaluative beliefs to the evaluative
facts, than from competing sets of explanations? Sticking with our exam-
ple, Pattern T’s instantiations will explain why various evaluative claims
are true for an agent, by appealing to the agent’s belief in those evalua-
tive claims. But there are many apparently competing explanations of why
evaluative claims are true, which instantiate different argument patterns,
and do not connect our evaluative beliefs to the evaluative facts. Some
set of these might well do better, as far as unifying our beliefs. As a step
toward elaborating on this, consider this competitor of Thinking makes
it so:

Unnecessary pain

P1. If an action inflicts pain unnecessarily, then that action is wrong.
P2. Torturing others for fun inflicts pain unnecessarily.
P3. Torturing others for fun is wrong. (P1, P2)
P4. If p, then it is true that p.
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P5. It is true that torturing others for fun is wrong. (P3, P4)

This is an explanation of why it is true that torturing others for fun is wrong.
One stringent argument pattern thatUnnecessary pain instantiates—call
this Pattern U—can be obtained by replacing “Torturing others for fun”
with a variable fillable by any action.

Comparing the explanatory value of Thinking makes it so and Unnec-
essary pain is not straightforward.50 Remember that it is no objection to
Unnecessary pain that it does not explain the correlation between our
evaluative belief and the evaluative truth, in the sense of making this no
coincidence. What matters is whether Unnecessary pain belongs to the
set of explanations that best unifies our beliefs.51 Whether it does depends
on a comparison with its competitors, in terms of the stringency and the
applicability of the argument pattern it instantiates.

For Pattern T, PatternU, and the explanations that fall under them, it is not
at all clear which pattern and its instantiations will offer greater explana-
tory value. On the one hand, Pattern U’s instantiations explain the truth
of evaluative claims about the wrongness of actions, while Pattern T’s in-
stantiations explain the truth of evaluative claims more broadly. On the
other hand, unlike Pattern U, Pattern T’s instantiations will only explain
the truth of evaluative claims that are believed by some agent. No instanti-

50This comparison might appear especially difficult, since the conclusions of some
pairs of explanations that instantiate Pattern T and Pattern U appear to conflict. E.g.
for some hypothetical agents who believe that torturing others for fun is not wrong, an
explanation instantiating Pattern T will imply that this is not wrong (for them), while
an explanation instantiating Pattern U will imply that this is wrong. But even if some
of the implications of competing sets of explanations conflict, provided there is still a
great deal of overlap, we can compare their explanatory value. (Even if we currently
believe one implication and disbelieve the other, we might have reason to compare their
explanatory value, since an increase in explanatory value can motivate changing one’s
mind. See Kitcher (1989) section 7.4.)

51Unnecessary painmight still play a role in a coincidence explanation of the correla-
tion. This would depend on explanations instantiating Pattern U (such as Unnecessary
pain) as well as explanations of our evaluative beliefs that do not instantiate Pattern U.
This approach commits us to at least one further argument pattern, beyond Pattern U.
However, since psychological phenomena also stand in need of explanation, this argu-
ment pattern may well be broadly applicable. Thanks to Jay Wallace for pressing me to
clarify this point.
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ation of Pattern T is helpful in deriving the truth of an evaluative claim
that no agent currently believes.52 In light of this, Pattern U’s instantia-
tions may explain more types of facts, after all. They explain the truth
of claims about the wrongness of actions, regardless of whether anyone
believes them. Such claims may come in a far greater variety than evalu-
ative claims that are believed by some agent.53 Tying our explanation of
the evaluative truth to our current psychology, in the way characteristic
of many answers to the epistemic challenge, threatens to restrict the range
of evaluative truths explained.

This completes our discussion of explanatory value, as a motivation for
answering the epistemic challenge. This discussion, like our discussion of
the unlikelihood of being reliable by coincidence, was inconclusive. How-
ever, it indicates what is needed to take explanatory value as one’s reason
to answer the challenge. The challenger will need to offer a more defi-
nite view of the value of explanation. They might do so by accepting the
unificationist picture of explanatory value, and arguing that explaining
the correlation is likely to be superior, on this view, to providing no such
explanation. Our discussion shows how they might begin to give this ar-
gument. Alternatively, the epistemic challenger might offer a competing
account of the intellectual value of explanation, on which explaining our
evaluative reliability is of unambiguous value. What they cannot do is
motivate the challenge through a vague appeal to the value of explana-
tion. Such value is not obviously at stake in seeking an explanation of the
correlation between our evaluative judgments and the evaluative truths.

52This might seem like a problem peculiar to our reconstruction of Street’s anti-
realism. A different reconstruction may do better. Consider Anti-realism 2: For any
evaluative claim p and agent A, p is true (for A) if and only if A would come to believe p
after scrutinizing p in terms of A’s other evaluative beliefs. An argument pattern using
Anti-realism 2 would have broader applicability, but it would raise a different question:
would instantiations of such a pattern count as answers to the epistemic challenge? This
is an account of what is true in terms of what we would believe, if we were to consider
an evaluative claim in the light of our other evaluative beliefs. Can this account help to
explain why our actual evaluative beliefs tend to align with the evaluative truth? Once
again, work remains to be done.

53Pattern U might also be more stringent than Pattern T. Explaining the truth of all
evaluative claims using a single pattern seems a bit like explaining the truth of all physi-
cal claims using a single pattern: perhaps the instantiations falling under such a pattern
will not have enough in common.
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3.5 Conclusion

In this chapter, we have considered the demand for explanation, just in
itself, as a motivation for answering the epistemic challenge. We found
two ways of spelling out this demand. First, a challenger might argue
that the correlation that constitutes our evaluative reliability is also over-
whelmingly likely to have an explanation. If so, one should answer the
epistemic challenge in order to avoid commitment to a likely falsehood.
Second, a challenger might appeal to our general intellectual interest in
explaining the world. If a theory implies that the correlation involved in
our evaluative reliability is inexplicable, perhaps it implies that we cannot
satisfy that interest, in at least that case. I have argued that neither case
is straightforward for the epistemic challenger. Once again, we have no
clear reason to seek an answer to the epistemic challenge.
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