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11  
Epistemic Normativity 

Stephen R Grimm 

How should we make sense of our epistemic evaluations? To judge a belief to 
be justified or rationt.J. for example, is obviously to think something positive 
about it, and similarly to judge a belief to be unjustified or iTT4tiI.mal is to think 
something negative. But what is the soUrce or basis of these judgments? 

Among contemporary epistemologists, perhaps the most prominent way to 
make sense of our epistemic evaluations is in teleological terms. l On this way 
of looking at things, a belief earns positive marks, from an epistemic point of 
view, just to the extent that it seems to promote or in some way bring about 
the things withinttinsic epistemic value. And similarly. a belief earns negative 
marks just to the extent that it seems to foil to promote or bring about the things 
with intrinsic epistemic value. I will say more about the motivation ror this 
view in Section 1, hut one ofmy basic goals in this paper will he to show that 
the teleological view-at least, as it is popularly understood-is mistaken.2 ln 
shon, the problem for the view is that our practice of epistemic evaluation is 
broader and more wide-ranging than the view can capture. After considering a 
recent proposal by Ernest Sosa that seems to improve on the teleological account, 
I then suggest that Sosa's proposal too faces significant difficulties. I dose by 
recommending a way of thinking about the nature of our epistemic evaluations 
that seems to avoid the problems canvassed earlier. 

1. THE TELEOLOGICAL ACCOUNT 

Although -the teleological account is widely popular, in the first part of this 
paper I will rocus on the way in which three philosophers in particular-Alvin 

1 In addition to the figures to be discussed below. see e.g. Bonjour (1985: 7-8), Foley (1987: 
ro. 1), and L:hrer (1990: } 12). For a more e:nensive list, see David (2001: 152). 

2 The qllatHicarioo 'as it is popularly understood' will prove to be important later. There I will 
sugrpt that if one thinks about the goals that are being promoted (respected, c=.) in a difkrent 
way, then it could be more pla1mble to that we appIaise our beliefs in rerms ofhow well they 
promote these other goals and concerns. 
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Goldman, William Alston, and Michael Lynch-develop the view. Goldman, 
Alston, and Lynch are worth considering as a group, because although they 
eventually differ on the question of the value of true belief, they all begin at least 
by stressing the following two points. First, that as human beings we often value 
possessing certain epistemic goods for their own sake, and not merely for the sake 
ofwhatever further goals-especially, further practical goals-we might happen 
to have. And second, that the reason why we value these goods fur their own sake 
is because of, or due to, our natural curiosity. 

In the following passages Goldman, Alston, and Lynch not only endorse both 
claims, but help to show the way in which they seem to be narurally related: 

[Goldman:1 Our interest in information has two sources: curiosity and practical concerns. 
The dinosaur extinction fuscinares us, although knowing its cause would have no material 
impact on our lives. We also seek knowledge for practical reasons, as when we solicit a 
physician's diagnosis or compare prices ar automobile dealerships. (Goldman 1999: 3; 
emphasis addedP 

[Alston:1 [Although having true beliefs furthers our practical goals] the attainment of 
knowledge and understanding are also of intrinsic value. 'All men by nature desire to 
know: said Aristode, and this dictum has been reaffirmed by many of his successors. 
Members of our species seem to have a built-in drive to get to the truth about things that 
pique their curiosity and to understand how and why things are as they are and happen 
as they do. So it is as close to truistic as we can get in philosophy to rake truth as a 
good-making characteristic, and fulsity as a bad-making characteristic, ofbeliefs and other 
outpUts ofcognition. (Alston 2005: 31; emphasis added)4 

[Lynch;] We care about the truth for more than just the benefits it brings us .... There 
are times in our lives when we simply want to know for no other reason than the knowing 
itsd£ CUriosity is not always motivated by practical concerns. Consider extremely abstIal::t 
mathematical conjectures. With reg;u:d to at least some such conjectures, knowing their 
truth would get us no closer to anything else we want. (Lynch 2004: 15-16; emphasis 
added) 

What 1 am calling the 'first' point therefore seems to be the more fundamental 
one: namely, that certain epistemic goods seem to possess a kind of intrinsic 

3 This passage highlights the role of curiosity, but it is not as dear as it might be that Goldman 
this with a o:ue-belief-fur-its-own-sake claim. It is thus hdpful to read this passage in 

c.onjunaion with a passage from his earlier Epimmwlogy and (1986). There he writes: 
'Even if the desire fur ll'I1th-acquisition is u.h:imatdy traceable to biological fitness (curiosity abour 
one's environment caD promote survival), it srill appears in the organism :1$ an 'autOnomous' desire. 
People do not desire true belief merdy as a means to survival, or the achievement of praaical 
ends. Truth acquisition is often desired fur its own sake, not fur ulrerior ends. It would hardly be 
surprisiJlg, then, that intdlectual. norms should iru:orporate true belief :1$ an autonomous value, 
quite apart from its possible contribution to biological or praaical ends' (Goldman 1986: 98). 

" Notice that, -although Alston begill$ this passage by suggesting (along with Arisrode) that it is 
knowledge and understaoding that is desired fur its own sake, by the end of the passage (and in 
keepingwith the resc ofthe argument in the book) he claims that it is truth that is the 'good-malring 
characteristic'-in other words, the intrinsically valuable thing. 
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value. That is, they seem to be goods worth acquiring for their own sake, and 
not merdy for the sake of whatever further practical goods they might hdpto 
produce.5 What 1 am calling the 'second' point, concerning the role of cummty, _ 
in rurn seems to be offered as a kind of explanation or defense of the first. After 
all, it might be thought, although little needs to be said on behalf of the idea 
that certain practical goods (such as pleasure, perhaps) are worth realizing for 
their own sake, it might be less obvious that epistemic goods have the same kind 
of status. Indeed, it might be thought that in comparison with other goods we 
obviously value for their own sake, the notion of a purely epistemic good seems 
like little more than a fiction.6 The appeal to curiosity, it seems clear, is meant 
to cut off just these concerns. Just as there are a range of practical goods we 
naturally desire, so too, the above passages suggest, there are also purdy epistermc 
goods-goods the wanting of which can be explained in teons of our natural 
curiosity-that we naturally want to possess? 

But what are these 'purely epistemic' goods, exactly? In the passages quoted 
above there is not as much consistency as one might expect. Goldman first speaks 
vaguely ofacquiring information and then of gaining knowledge, Alston first of 
acquiring knowledge or understanding and then more vaguely ofsomething like 
possessing the truth, and Lynch first ofcaring for the truth and then ofknowing 
the truth. . 

Despite this initial diversity, as we will see in a moment the considered view 
ofall three seems to be that believing the iTUth is the thing that possesses intrinsic 
epistemic value, at least for creatures like us. When we are uncertain about 
how things stand with respect to certain subjects (Why did the dinosaurs die so 
suddenly, anyway?) our curiosity is naturally piqued by those subjects. Finding 
OUt the truth with respect to such subjects-in other words, believing the truth 
with respect to such subjects-accordingly possesses an intrinsic worth or value 
all its own. 

s Pethaps, as Goldman suggests, the nature of the dinosaur.errinaion is like this-though one 
would have thought the ptaaical rdevana: of this ropic (sudden and c:arastrophic c::ainaion!) _ 
faidydear . 

., According to Stephen Stich (1990: 131), for example, although we do value many thinp 
intrinsically-health, happiness, thewelfareofOOJ childJ=, etc.-the auth (Stich'smaincandWJatc 
for a putarivdy episremic good) is not one of them. Similarly, although Hilary Komblith (2003: 
ch. S) is critical ofmanY:l$pects ofSticb's view, he seems [0 agree that there are no epistemic goods 
that are worth pursuing fur their own sake. . 

7 In addition to the authors cited above, Ram Neta is another who makes this connection 
explicit. As he writes: 'Knowkdge and other positive epistemic statuses are worthy of pmsWt by 
inquisitive creaaues not (or Dot JUS[) because they are instrumentally valuable. They may, ofoowse, 
be instrumentally valuable-we need Dot di<lagree with KornbIith on that point. But that's not 
the only thing that makes them worthy of pmsWt for inquisitive creatureS. WhaI makes them 
worthy of pursuit fur inquisitive creatureS like oun:dvcs is that, like health, &iendsb.ip, and love, 
their attainment is pardy constitutive of our well-being. Knowledge, and episremic exceBence 
more gener.dIy, is pan ofwh2t roostitutes the natural and valuable phenomenon of an 
aearure's well-being' (2007: 352). 

http:iendsb.ip
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Once we take believing the truth to be intrinsically valuable from an epistemic 
point of view, at any rate, for many philosophers the following teleological 
account ofepistemic appraisal has come to seem very natural and compelling: 

The teleological account of epistemic appraisal: A belief earns positive marks 
(counts as justified, rational, virtuous, etc.), from an epistemic point of view, 
just in case it does well with respect to the things with intrinsic epistemic 
value (i.e. helps to ptomote them or bring them about). Likewise, a belief 
earns negative marks just in case it does poorly with respect to the things with 
intrinsic epistemic value.8 

As the following passages suggest, Goldman, Alston, and Lynch all endorse this 
view in very similar terms, and make it clear (or, at least, clearer) that by their 
lights true belief is the thing with intrinsic epistemic value.9 

[Goldrnan:] I shall aaempt to make a case for the unity of epistemic virtues in which 
the cardinal value, or underlying motif, is something like true, or accurate, belief .... 
The principal relation that epistemic virtues bear to the core epistemic value will be a 
teleological or consequenrialist one. A process, trait, or action is an epistemic virtue to the 
ex:tent that it tends to produce, generate, or promote (roughly) true beIie£ (2002: 52) 

[Alston:] We evaluate something epistemically (1 will be mostly concerned with the 
evaluation ofbelidS) when we judge it to be more or less good from the epistemic point 
of view, that is, for the attainment of epistemic purposes .... The evaluative aspect of 
epistemology involves an attempt to identify ways in which the conduct and the products 
of our cognitive activities can be better or worse vis-a.-vis the goals of cognition. And 
what are those goals? Along with many other epistemologists 1 suggest that the primary 
function ofcognition in human life is to acquire true beliefs rather than fa1se beliefs about 
matters that are ofinterest to us. (2005: 28)10 

8 11Us acc.oWlt is doubdess incomplete as it stands (though complete enough fur our purposes), 
because presumably withholdi1lfl too can be apprai=l epistemically. For more on this see DePaul 
(2004). 

II I use the notion of 'intrinsic value' in what I take to be the standard way here, to mean 
a value that is worth pursuing and realizing for irs own sake. When Goldman speab of truth 
as a 'cardinal value' 'M: pursue fur irs own sake, I thetefure assume by this he means what we 
standardly mean by an 'intrinsic value.' (It is possible that by the talk of 'c:udinal' instead of 
'intrinsic' value, hoWl:Yet, Goldman has SO.lllething .IIlore like the Sosa view, which we will consider 
shortly, in .IIlind.) SiIniIady, Lyndl (elsewhere) prekrs to speak of the fur-iB-own-sake value that 
believing the truth as a 'constiwtive value' (see e.g. Lynch 2004: 127)-'constitutive' 
in the sense that it is an essential constiwtive part of a flourishing life, which is an end we 
all desire. As Lynch notes; the notion of a constitutive value is theoretically quite similar to 
the notion of an intrinsic value: 'Being constitutively good. like being an intrinsic good, makes 
somedting worth caring about fur irs own sake, as opposed to caring about it fur what it leads to' 
(2004: 128). 

10 Notii:e that, unlike Goldman (and Lynch, looking ahead), Alston claims not simply that true 
belief is the intrinsically·valuable thing, but'true beliefs rather than false beliefS about .IIlatters that 
are of interest to us.' 11Us is not a trivial diffi:rence, as I will argue at length in Seaion 3, but for the 
m01Ilent we can put the distinaion to one side. 
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[Lynch:] Once again, the key point is that the value of believing what is justified is 
parasitic on the value of believing what is true. Having justified beliefs is good because 
justified beliefs are likely to be true. (2004; 50) 

Although more would need to be said here about many aspects of the view,H I 
hope that by now the basic idea is dear enough: again. that the reason why we 
think of an individual belief as good or bad is because of some son of 'doing 
well' relationship that the belief bears towards the things with intrinsic epistemic 
value, where the things with intrinsic epistemic value are taken to be true beliefS. 

2. TWO VIEWS OF VALUE 

We just saw that Goldman, Alston, and Lynch all motivate their views by 
pointing OUt that, when we are uncertain about how things stand with respect to 
certain subjects, our curiosity is naturally piqued by those subjects. Suppose fur 
the moment we grant that some subjects do in fact naturally elicit our curiosity: 
perhaps something like the dinosaur extinction falls intO this category. Finding 
OUt the truth with respect to these subjects will then seem to be intrinsically 
wonhwhile, from a purely epistemic point ofview. 

The question we now need to ask, however, and the one that reveals an 
instability in the teleological view, is whether it is really plausible to think that 
just any subject falls into this category. Suppose I am uncertain about how many 
motes ofdust there are on my desk now, for example, or about the now-defunct 
phone number of some random person in Bangladesh. Is my curiosity really 
naturally elicited by these subjects? Are these really the kinds of subjects that 
Aristotle had in mind when (as Alston notes in his earlier passage) he claimed at 
the outset ofthe Metaphysics that 'All men by nature desire to know? 

Significantly, this is where opinions begin to divide. According to Lynch,12 fur 
example, finding out the truth with respect to JUSt any subject-even apparendy 
trivial subjects like the number ofmotes ofdust on my desk -possesses genuine, 
intrinsic epistemic value: it possesses a value wonh pursuing fur its own sake, 
from a purdy epistemic point ofview. Ofcourse, Lynch is quick to acknowledge 
that the value to be found in trivial subjects of this son is usually trumped by 
our other concerns-the value is therefore only prima facie, by his lights. But on 
his view, and had we world enough and time, finding out the truth with respect 
to any of these topics would indeed be intrinsically wonhwhile, from a purely 
epistemic point of

11 For example, what son of reliability .IIlatters! 'Actual world' likelihood (where 'actual' is a 
na.IIle, rather than an indexical)? 'Normal world' likelihood? Something else? This is none too deac, 
as Goldman's various stances over the years suggest. 

12 Among others: Kvanvig.(2003: 41) and Horwich (2006: 347) also ddiend this view. 
13 As Lynch, responding to the sort of natural objeaion we will nenconsider, writes: 'Come 

on, what about really trivial truths? Surely there are all som oftrue beliefS I could have that are not 



249 248 Stephen R Grimm 

Let's call this the unrestricted view of the value of true belief, according to 
which believing the truth with respect to just any subject possesses a kind of 
intrinsic epistemic value.14 The reason why opinions begin to divide here is that 
many philosophers have found the unrestriCted view of the value of true belief 
incredible, including (most notably) fellow advocates of the teleological account 
such as Goldman and Alston. 

Goldman offers his own counterexamples that tell against the unrestriCted 
view (1999: 88; 2002: 61). What is the 323rd entry in the Wichita, Kansas, 
phone directory? Who was placed sixth in the women's breast stroke in the 1976 
Summer Olympics? What was the full name of Domenico Scarlatti's maternal 
grandmother? According to Goldman, since finding out the answer to questions 
of this sort seems wholly lacking in value-even, it seems, from a 'purely' 
epistemic point ofview-We can no longer suggest that higher degrees of truth 
possession are all that count in matters of inquiry' (2002: 61). Instead, on his 
view, we need to shift to what we might now call a restricted or qualified view of 
intrinsic epistemic value, where what maners is not possessing the truth on any 
topic but rather only on 'topics of interest' (2002: 61; cf. Goldman 1999: 89). 

In his (2005) book Alston too argues that an unrestriCted view of the value of 
true belief cannot be maintained. 15 Since the true beliefS that we could gain from 
activities like memorizing phone books apparently lack intrinsic value, Alston 
suggests, along with Goldman he concludes that we need to restriCt the realm of 
those things with intrinsic epistemic value to truths concerning 'matters that are 
of interest or importance to us' (2005: 32).16 

Despite their initial agreement, the advocates of the teleological account we 
have been considering so fur therefore part ways conspicuously when it comes 
to identifying the thing (or things) with intrinsic epistemic value. Although all 
begin with the claim that true beliefS are the things with intrinSic epistemic value, 
in the fuce ofcertain obVious objeetions-especially, what we might think ofas 
the 'trivial truths' objeetion-Goldman and Alston immediately back off their 
claim and relativize the intrinsically valuable things to true beliefS on, roughly, 
'matters of interest or importance to us.' 

evenprimIIjiM:k good? Without a doubt, there an: all sorts oftrue belie& that an: not wonh having, 
all considered. But the &ct that I should not bother with those sorts ofbdiefs doesn't mean 
that it isn't still pri1Mfocie good to believe even the most trivial truth' (2004: 55). 

I. Lynch pUIS his point more fonnally as follows: 'It is primII!1l&ie good, for all p (to believe that 
p ifand only ifit is true that p)' (2005: 331). 

IS It is wonh noting that his 2005 book representS something ofa change in his thinking about 
the nature of episremic value. In his earlier 'Concepts of Epis:rem.ic Jusrification,' for ex.ample. 
he s:hae char.aaerizcd the epistemic goal as that of 'maximizing truth and minimizing &\sity 
in a 1arge.00dy of bdiefs.' although he aplicitly called that a 'rough cbaracterizarion' (1989a: 
83-4). . 

16 And, indeed, manyepisremoJogists writing on the topic ofour 'episremic goal' quite natumlIy 
Idativize the goal to something like 'topics ofintercst and import;aw%.' See e.g. Haack (1993: 199) 
md David (2005: 299). The temptation to make this move is obviously very powerful. 
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But how dramatic is this difference, and what does it have to teach US about the 
viability of the teleological view? If Goldman is to be believed. the qualification 
represents only a 'slight' revision to the teleological view. As he writes: 

But can't we incorporate the element of interest by a slight revision in our theory? Let 
us just say that the core epistemic value is a !Ugh degree of truth possession on topics of 
interest. Admittedly, this makes the core underlying value a somewhat 'compound' or 
'complex' state of affairs. But, arguably, this is enough to preserve the idea of thematic 
unity, and thereby preserve Unitarianism. (2002: 61)17 

Alston too seems to think that the revision is quite slight; at any rate, he seems to 
even lack Goldman's misgiving that such a qualification immediately 'makes .the 
core underlying value a somewhat "compound" or "complex" state ofaffitirs.'18 

What I want to argue in the following section, however, is that this difference 
concerning the nature of the intrinsic epistemic value is dramatic indeed, and 
that it exposes a fundamental problem at the heart of the teleological view. 

3. A DILEMMA 

To see why, suppose we take it, along with Goldman and Alston, that not all 
tnie beliefS are intrinsically valuable but only true beliefS with respect to subjects 
of interest or importance to us. This then leads us to the crucial question: How 
should we make sense of our epistemic appraisals with respect to those beliefS 
(or, herter, those topiCs) that apparently lack intrinsic epistemic value-that is, 
that are not interesting or important, from a purely epistemic point ofview? 

Ifwe take the teleological account at its word, such a belief would deserve a 
positive or negative appraisal only to the extent that it did well with respect to 
the things with intrinsic epistemic value. But by hypothesis a true beliefon such 
a topic would lack any such value. I '> And from this it would seem to follow that 
a positive or negative appraisal of the belief would simply be out ofplace. 

But now the problem should be clear, for positive and negative appraisals 
of such beliefS clearly do not seem out of place. Suppose that on a lazy whim 
you decide to scan your desktop for motes of dust. After a bit of distraa:ed 
counting, you then conclude that the desktop is harboring eighteerI motes. Given 
the sloppiness of your method, however, we can suppose that this answer really 
amounted to little more than a guess: you might very easily have concluded,ror 
example, that there were rather more motes or rather fewer. 

17 'Unitarianism' is Goldman's term for the view that the only intrinsic epistemic value-in his 
words, the 'cardinal' episremic value-is true belie£ 

18 See e.g. Alston's discussion in 2005: 30-3. 
19 Some philooophen; even insist (on a slighdy different note) that a foIu bdief on this topic 

holds no intrinsic disvalue. See e.g. Kdly (2003: 624-5). 

http:Epis:rem.ic
http:value.14
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What now should we say about your belief? Even ifit turns out to be true, is it 
justified? Well-furmed? Rationally held? I take it that on all counts the answer is 
No. Given your lack of responsiveness to the truth about the motes, your belief 
would presumably earn low marks with respect to virtually any type ofepistemic 
appraisal on offer. 

The problem fur the restricted teleological account20 offered by Goldman and 
Alston, however, is to explain why this should be so. Recall that according to 
the teleological account a belief inherits its epistemic status from its 'doing well' 
relationship to the things with intrinsic epistemic value. But if there is nothing 
with intrinsic epistemic value to do well with respect to, then it is hard to see 
where this inherited value or status might come from. From nothing, nothing 
comes, it would seem. 

This then leads us, by way of summary, to the fullowing dilemma fur the 
teleological account of epistemic appraisal. For suppose that, with Goldman 
and Alston, it is not the case that believing the truth with respect to just any 
subject is intrinsically worthwhile, from an epistemic point of view. If so, then 
the teleological account seems unable to explain why our beliefs with respect to 
subjects that lack this kind ofvalue-for shon, 'trivial' beliefs-are appropriate 
candidates fur epistemic appraisal. Suppose instead that along with Lynch, we 
accept an unrestricted view of intrinsic epistemic value. Combined with the 
teleological account, we can then make seme of the f.tct that 'trivial' as well as 
'non-trivial' beliefs are appropriate candidates fur epistemic appraisal, fur such 
beliefs would be derivatively either good or bad to the extent that they promote or 
respect the things with intrinsic value. But, again, the problem with this acCOWlt 
is that an unrestricted view of intrinsic epistemic value is deeply implausible. It 
hardly seems to be the case that finding out how things stand with respect to 
just any subject is intrinsically worthwhile, even from a purely epistemic point 
ofview.21 

In the fullowing section I will consider a recent proposal by Ernest Sosa that 
seems to allow us to keep the spirit of the teleological account while avoiding the 
sorts of problems that arise when we try to take a stand on a particular account 
ofintrinsic epistemic value. Before moving on, however, I want to consider one 
way that Goldman and Alston might try to blunt their particular hom of the 
dilemma just described. 

Recall that Goldman and Alston both qualified their initial views by restricting 
the scope of intrinsic epistemic value to (roughly) 'matters of interest or 
imponance.' But now it might be thought that the son of problem cases 
imagined above-as when we negatively appraise my sloppy counting ofmotes 

20 That is, the problem arises for an account that combines the tdeological view of appraisal 
with a restricted view ofintrinsic epistem.ic value. 

21 For more on the selectiveness ofour sense ofcuriosity, see Hannan (1999; 100) aru:l Grimm 
(2008). 
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of dust-are not really problems because they are not fairly described. As I 
described the mote-counting case, fur example, I gave the impression that I could 
care less about how things stood with respect to this subject; instead, I was just 
looking to pass the time. But it is implausible to suppose that anything like a 
genuine belief could issue from such a process, fur the very process of forming 
a belief seems to require that I care about how things stand with respect to 
the subject in question.22 Thus when a topic interests me'enough to trigger a 
belief-in other words, when I care about it enough-it might be thought that 
this implies the presence ofsomething worth caring about, hence the presence of 
a value that could be used to ground further epistemic appraisals. 

The basic problem with this response, however, is that it loses track of the f.tct 
that not just any son of good was supposed to ground the teleological account, 
but rather a good that was distinctivdy 'epistemic'; in other words, a good that 
we took to be intrinsically wonh realizing from a 'purely' epistemic point of 
view, or (apparently) simply insofar as we were curious beings. Assuming the sort 
of interest described in the desktop case was serious enough to issue in a belief, 
however, it was nonetheless still at bottom a practical interest-it was an interest 
that stemmed from my desire to put offmy work fur a little while longer, or to 
give my mind a little rest, and so on. It was, presumably, not an interest that 
derived from a purely (or even partly) curiosity-driven inclination of mine. 

The teleological view, at least as developed by philosophers such as Goldman 
and Alston, therefure has significant problems trying to make sense of how our 
concepts of epistemic appraisal apply to apparently 'trivial' topics. But perhaps 
the teleological view is better undemood in a different way-one that retains 
the appealing structural features of the view while bypassing the difficulties that 
surround the question ofepistemic value. As we will see in the following section, 
Sosa's recent work offers just such an alternative. 

4. SOSA'S VIEW 

Sosa begins his account by noting that as human beings we are <zestfully 
judgmental' across a wide range of areas, including an, literature, science, 
politics, sports, fuod, wine, and even coffee (2007: 70). In Sosa's terms, each of 
these areas of evaluation therefure represents a kind of thmain-more exactly, 
each area represents a critical domain. Why <critical'? Because, Sosa suggests, 
once we identifY the values that are fondamental within each domain we can 
then appraise or assess (hence criticize) the derivative value ofother items in the 

22 See Nishi Shah (2003), and Shah and David Vdleman (2005). It is also QUe that a ty.pical 
person will have what we might think of as 'standing concerns': thus if I heat a loud noise nearby, 
or see a Ilash in the distance, I will (as it were) automatically form a bdief about these subjects. 
Thanks to Robert Audi for helping to clarifY this point. 

http:question.22
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domain in terms ofhow well they promote, bring about, or perhaps in some way 
duly respect the domain's fundamental values. The fundamental values within 
a fiiven domain therefore serve as the goal around which the critical domain is 
structured. 

Consider, fur example, the domain of assassinship. Because fur an assassin 
killing one's target is the goal around which the practice of assassinship is 
structured (or so it seems), we can therefore evaluate various elements of the 
assassin's conduct in teCIllS ofhow effectivdy the conduct realizes this goal. Or 
consider the critical domain associated with the card game whist. Since the goal 
ofwhist is to take the majority of tricks, particular moves in whist can therefore 
be evaluated in terms of how well they realize this fundamental goal. 

Moreover, what fucusing on these more unusual sorts of domains helps to 
bring out, Sosa suggests,23 is that our ability to evaluate particular items within 
a domain does not rum on our judgments about the worth of the fundamental 
values that structure the domain. Thus with respect to some domains, such as 
whist playing, we might think. that the fundamental values involved are too trivial 
to possess any intrinsic worth. And with respect to others, such as assassinship, we 
might even think that the fundamental values that structure the domain possess 
positive disvalue. Nonetheless, as Sosa notes, this hardly seems to get in the way 
ofour ability to appraise particular elements within the domain: 

Paradoxically, one can be an adept critic within such a domain even while discerning 
DO domain-transcendent value in it. Thus, someone knowledgeable about guns and. 
their use for hunting. for military ends, etc., may undergo a conversion that makes the 
use of guns abhorrent. The good shot is thus drained of any real value that be can 
discern. Nevertheless, his critical judgment within that domain may outstrip anyone 
else's, whether gun lover or DOt. Critical domains can be viewed as thus insul4ted, in ways 
suggested by our example. (2007: 73-4) 

The basic insight Sosa wants to build on, then, is that we can evaluate items 
within a domain in teCIllS of how effectively they promote or bring about 
the fundamental values of the domain, while all the while remaining agnostic 
about whether the domain's fundamental values are valuable or worth pursuing 
intrinsically. 

So, how does this basic insight help to shed light on our concepts ofepisternic 
appraisal? According to Sosa, episternic appraisals too take place within an 
insulated critical domain, a domain in which the fundamental value is true belief. 
Unlike Goldman, Alston, and Lynch, however, Sosa argues that in order to make 
sense of our concepts of epistemic appraisaI there is no need to take a stand 
on whether true belief is something that possesses intrinsic value or is worth 
pursuing fur its own sake. In Sosa's words: 'Truth mayor may not be intrinsically 

:a I should add that the emmples just mentioned are meant to ilJll.m.JIte Sosa'snew; they are DOt 
Sosa'sown. 
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valuable absolutely, who knows? Our worry requires only that we consider truth 
the epistemically fundamental value, the ultimate explainer ofother distinctivdy 
epistemic values' (2007: 72). 

5. A CLOSER LOOK 

What should we make ofSosa's proposal? On the positive side, the view naturally 
accommodates our ability to appraise beliefS on any topic, even apparently 'trivial' 
topics. Since the fundamental epistemic value for Sosa is simply true belief, it 
follows that 'trivial' beliefS can be appraised and evaluated just as readily as more 
'important' beliefS. In this way the account captures the full scope ofour episternic 
appraisals; unlike the Goldman-Alston view, it doesn't leave the trivial out. The 
view can also make good sense of our appraisals concerning how eJfoctively a 
particular believer reaches the truth goal. Although the teCIllS he uses are a bit 
Sosa-specmc, there dearly seems to be a sense in which we can evaluate a belief as 
'adroit' or as 'maladroit' (i.e. as deriving, or not, from a reliable competence on 
the part ofthe believer to realize the truth), or as 'apt' or 'inapt' (Le. as realizing, 
or not realizing, the truth because of such a competence).24 Sosa's view therefure 
interestingly unites our appraisal ofbeliefS to our appraisal ofperformances more 
generally. Thus, just as we can judge an archer's shot to be adroit or maladroit 
(relative to the goal ofstriking the or we can judge a tennis player's serve 
as apt or inapt (relative to the goal ofhitting the ball in the appropriate box), so too 
we can judge the truth-oriented merits ofsomeone's believing: as a perfurmance 
that manifests various degrees ofskill and efficiency relative to the truth goal. 

Despite these virtues, what I want to su.ggesc now is that by remaining agnostic 
about the domain-transcendent value of true belief, Sosa seems to introduce a 
new problem-seems to, indeed, lose sight ofone of the most important aspects 
ofour epistemic appraisals. For notice: when we judge a belief to be unjustified 
or irrational, we seem to be doing more than just evaluating (in this case, in a 
negative way) the skill or virtuosity ofthe believer's perfurmance. In addition, we 
seem to be in some sense criticizing, perhaps even reprOllChing, them fur believing 
in this way.25 To judge someone's belief to be unjustified or irrational is thus 
to judge that the person's attitUde towards the content of the belief shoulJ be 

:hi Sosa has been working with this distinaion fuc some rime; see e.g. Sosa 1991. For 1m most 
recent vetSiOQ, see 1m 2007: ch. 2. 

25 As Nicholas Wolterstorlf notes: 'We say to each other such as, "You should have 
known better than to think that Bolge$ was an English writer," "You should be more trusting of 
what our State Department says," and "You should never have believed him when he tokl you that 
the auditOIli had approved that way ofkeeping books." Not only do we regret the knowledge and 
ignOI:an(% ofother human beings, their beliefs, disbeliefs, and non-beliefs; we reproach them., blame 
them, chastise them., using the deontological concepts ofought and ought not, should and should 
not. Ofcourse we also praise them. fur believing and nor beI.imng, knowing and nor knowing, as 
they do' (2005: 326). 

http:competence).24
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reconsidered. in some apparently binding sense of'should:26 As Hilary Kornblith 
puts the point: 
If you tell me that a belief of mine is unjustified, this gives me reason to give up that 
belief. The epistemic claim is something about which I should care, and an account of 
the source ofepistemic norms must explain why it is that I should care about such things. 
(2002: 145) 

What's more, even what we referred to earlier as the Sosa-speci.6c appraisals such 
as 'apt' and 'inapt' seem to carry with them this normative force. Thus, and to 
extend Kornblith's point, ifI accept that a certain belief of mine is 'inapt' I seem 
now to have a reason to do something about my attitude toward the content of 
the belief: perhaps to change my attitude altogether, or perhaps to try to get into 
a bener epistemic position with respect to the subject at issue, and so on. Simply 
sticking with the original attitude in the face of the 'inapt' judgment does not 
seem to be acceptable. Ifat all possible, it seems that I shtJU/d try to do something 
about my position.27 

Can Sosa make sense ofthe way in which this binding sense of'should' attaches 
to our epistemic evaluations (especially, it seems, our negative evaluations)? In 
one sense it might be thought that he can, for there does seem to be a natural 
place for a 'should' even within Sosa's insulated domains of critical appraisaL 
Thus, we might say that, given that is the goal, one should proceed 
in this way-and not in that way-in order to realize the goal. So, for example, 
given the goal ofacquiring a true belief with respect to a given subject, one shtJUid 
base one's belief on good evidence, rather than hazard a random guess, because 
basing one's belief on good evidence is a more effective way of realizing the goal 
at issue. 

l(; Notice that in suggesting that belie& are subject to aiticism in this way we do not have 
to acapt that belief is subject to our direct voluntary control. I think (along with Alston 19891>, 
Pbntinga 1993, and vinuaIly everyone else) it is obvious that it is not. lnstrad it seems that all 
we need suppose is that belief is undet control to make aitic:al judgments appropriate. 
.Ax. any me, tbc::se types of judgments are renttal enough to our epistemic appra.isak that any 
theory of epi.stemic nonnarivity should seek. to aa:om.modate them (see e.g. Audi 2001,3$ well 
as the previous foomote). as well that while I have argued that a judgment that a belief 
is (say) truth-unjustified carries with it the judgment that the subject of the belief should tty to 

her cognitive position with respect to the belief, I do not mean to say that it is always 
psychologioilly possible to give up the beIie£ Sometimes, as a result of brainwashing. perhaps., 
« possible psychological uawna, it might not be. But it does not follow that the 'unjustified' 
judgment does not have this binding sense of 'should' attacbed to it. Consider a comparison with 
the judgment awl. I take it that when we judge a particular action to be crud, this with it 
the idea that the agent should not act in this way, even that the agent has a binding reason not to 
act in this way. But it seems equally dear that we might apply this judgment to the actions of a 
pattiadar agent even if, fur some peculiar psychological reasons, the agem felt compelled to act this 
_y, perAaps to the point where be could not have actt'd otherwise. Indeed, in a loose, analogical 
way, we SOIIlerime5 even apply the judgment 'crud' to the bebavi« ofanimals, even though it seems 
wiIikeIy that'they'ltave the sort of voluntary control ovet their actions that would make judgments 
ofblame and censure saia:Iy appropriate. 

1:1 Alan Millar (2004: 92-9) and Tetence Cuneo (2007: 67-70) likewise tie the notion of 
notmativity to the notion ofhaving a fflISDn. 
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The problem ofcourse is that this sense of 'should' is quite weak; in roughly 
Kantian terms, it is the 'should' ofcalculation rather than the stronger, binding 
'should' associated with duty or obligation. In this weaker sense of 'should,' after 
all, the assassin shtJU/d use a high-powered rifle. rather than a flimsy slingshot, 
in order best to realize his goal of killing the target. The sense of 'should' 
associated with our judgment that a particular belief is unjustified, however, 
seems deontologically more substantial than that. 

To make bener sense of the binding sense of 'should' that seems to anach to 
our episternic appraisals, it is worth recalling that we can appraise or evaluate 
beliefs relative to several different goais.28 Suppose. for example, I am wondering 
whether God exists.. It might be the case that ifl were to believe that God did not 
exist then I would experience tremendous psychological distress: ] would find it 
very hard to go on in a world that suddenly seemed devoid ofmeaning. We can 
therefore appraise how well my belief about God does not just with respect to 
the goal of realizing the truth but also with respect to this other goal-roughly. 
what we might think ofas the goal of 'psychological comfon.' 

Imagine now that after soberly weighing the evidence I decide that God does 
not exist, thus (as expected) bringing with it significant psychological distress. 
Relative to the goal of psychological comfon ('comfon: for shon), we can 
therefore appraise my belief in a variety ofdifferent ways: we can say that it was 
'comfon unjustified: 'comfon irrational,' 'comfon inapt,' 'comfon maladroit: 
and so on. Suppose we settle on one of these judgments: that the belief w.lS 
'comfon unjustified' -that is, unjustified from the point ofview ofpsychological 
comfon. If I accept this judgment, does it now follow that I have reason to give 
up my belief, or that I shtJU/d give up my belie£? I take it that in some weak, 
calculative sense of a 'reason' or of , should' this might be right. Thus, relative 
to the goal of psychological comfon, I have a reason to give up my be.Iief; 
alternatively: relative to this end, I should give it up. But it seems clear th;u: 
neither the 'reason' nor the 'should' at issue here is binding in the way considered 
above-in neither case does it seem that we can be justly blamed or criticized 
fOr failing to orient our belief towards the goal of psychological comfon, for 
example. 

Once we consider things from the truth perspective, however, we can see 
the normative force of our evaluations has a dramatically different cbaraaer. 
Suppose, for example, that instead ofsoberly weighing up the evidence I formed 
my belief about God by hazarding a random guess. Relative to the goal of 
believing the truth, naturally. this belief will earn a variety ofnegative apprais3ls: 
thus we might say (extending our artificial evaluations for the moment) that the 
belief was 'truth unjustified: 'truth irrational,' 'ttuth inapt,' 'truth maladroit,' 
and so on. Notice now, however, that if I were to agree that my belief was 

28 I do not want to suggest that this point is unf.mllliar to Sosa (indeed, he begins many ofbis 
papeIS with the vel}" distinction)-jUSt that its furce needs to be appreciated properlyhere. 

http:goais.28
http:position.27
http:Sosa-speci.6c
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truth-unjustified, for example, I would now have more than a calculative reason 
to give up my belief, a reason that would be potentially dispensable, if for some 
reason I no longer cared about the truth. Instead, I would seem to have a binding 
reason. In accepting this judgment, I would agree that I should not be holding 
this belief, in some non-optional sense of ' should.' 

It seems dear enough, then, that even though we can evaluate bdids rdative to 
countless different 'fundamental values' and hence countless different domains, 
the end of realizing the truth enjoys a special sort of status when it comes to 
the evaluation of belief. What's more, the fact that realizing the truth enjoys 
this special status seems to account for the particular normative furce that 
our epistemic appraisals possess. Given Sosa's agnosticism about the domain-
transcendent value oftrue belief, however, it is not clear that he can make sense of 
the fact that the truth perspective is in some sense the privileged perspective-as . 
we might say, the binding perspective-when it comes to the evaluation ofbelie£ 

Before moving on, I should note that, towards the end of his most recent 
discussion of epistemic normativity, Sosa offers a distinction that might seem to 
accommodate the sort of bindingness we've just been emphasizing. Thus Sosa 
suggests that we need to distinguish between two sorts of epistemic normativity: 
on the one hand, the sort ofnormativity that is constitutive ofknowledge, and on 
the other hand, the sort ofnormativity that is rdevant to the studyof'intellectual 
ethics' (2007: 89-91). On this way of looking at things, the normativity 
associated with 'intellectual ethics' has to do with appreciating and pursuing the 
sorts of intellectual topics that are in some sense' finer' (2007: 89) and hence more 
worthy of our attention. But according to Sosa this SOrt of normativity-which 
would seem to bring with it a kind of binding character-has little if anything 
to do with the sort of normativity that is constitutive of knowledge. Thus while 
we might blame or criticize someone for spending their life counting blades 
of grass (say), these judgments are separable from our normative judgments 
about whether a particular belief counts as apt or inapt, adroit or maladroit, 
and so on. 

Although Sosa seems right that there is an important distinction to be made 
here, the question we still need to ask is whether it helps to explain the distinctive 
normative force ofour epistemic appraisals. And it seems to me that it does not. 
As I noted at the outset, in trying to offer an account ofepistemic normativitywe 
are presumably looking for an explanation of why our epistemic appraisals have 
the particular force that they evidently have. I have argued, moreover, that our 
epistemic appraisals have a particular binding or reason-giving force that other 
sorts ofappraisals lack (say, appraisals concerning comfort-aptness or inaptness). 
But $osa's distinction seems to offer no explanation of this last fact. Even if we 
grant him (as I think we should) that a judgment that S should not be counting 
blades of grass seems categorical rather than merely hypothetical, we still have 
no explanation for why a judgment that S's grass belief was maladroit (say) goes 
hand in hand with a judgment that S should try to improve his cognitive position 
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with respect to the grass, if possible-where the 'should' here again seems to be 
a categorical one, rather than a merely hypothetical one.29 It seems that we need 
to look further, then, in search of the source of the special sort of normativity 
that attaches to our epistemic appraisals. 

6. OUR POSITION 

Let's take stock. Recall that Section 3 closed with a dilemma for the teleological 
account of epistemic appraisaL If we suppose that only truths of interest 
or importance are intrinsically valuable (from a 'purely' epistemic point of 
view-whatever exactly that comes to), then it looks like we lose our ability to 
explain how our epistemic appraisals apply to unimportant, 'trivial' beliefS. Ifwe 
suppose instead that any truth is intrinsically valuable, then it looks like we've 
reached an absurdity; only someone really desperate, apparently, would think 
that. Our discussion of Sosa's view, in turn, suggested that attempts to make 
sense ofour epistemic appraisals should not lose sight ofthe distinctive normative 
force of these appraisals. Thus to judge a belief to be justified (for example) is not 
simply to judge that it is skillfully oriented to the truth but rather that it should 
be so oriented, in some binding sense of 'should'-just as to deem a belief to be 
unjustified is to judge that it should not be so oriented, in some binding sense of 
'should not.' To suppose that it is only, or even primarily, the skiUfulness of the 
belief that we are appraising when we make positive appraisals of this kind seems 
to lose sight of the fact that a belief can be skillfully aimed at almost any goal. 
There thus seems to be something special about the truth goal that Sosa's truth 
agnosticism apparently leaves out. 

Overall, this leaves us with twO main points in need of reconciliation. First, 
the fact that our epistemic appraisals not only can be, but patently are, applied t-o 
the full range ofour beliefs. Second, that our epistemic appraisals seem to have a 
distinctive normative (binding) force, suggesting that the truth goal is not simply 
one goal among others when it comes to the evaluation of belief, but rather a 
goal with a special status. 

What I want to propose in this section is that the best way to make sense of 
these two claims is to accept a modified version of the thesis that any true belief 
has a special value or worth-a version that attempts to explain the unrestricted 
value of true belief in a slightly different way, or (better) from a slightly d..ifIi:!rent 
perspective. More exactly, I want to argue that the best way to make sense 
of the two claims is byshifring away from the standard first-person que:stion 
about the value of true belief-wherein we ask (as Goldman, Alston, and Lynch 

29 It is worth noting that Sosa's position, as far as I can see, does not exclude the possibility 
of identifying a further source fur the bindingness that characterizes our epistemic appraisals. The 
problem is only that the view as it stands leaves this further sort of normativity unexplained. 
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asked) about the value of true belief in terms of our own intellectual goals or 
well-being-and by moving instead towards a more communal or social view of 
the value of truth.30 

To appreciate how the switch from a first-person perspective to a social 
perspective might hdp, consider first the following passage from Thomas Kelly. 
Here Kelly makes a point that will by now be familiar: namdy, that it hardly 
seems to be the case that believing the truth with respect to just any subject 
is worthwhile or valuable, even from a 'purdy episternic' point of view. More 
radically, Kdly also insists that even believing something false about many 
subjectS does not bring with it any obvious disvalue. As he writes: 

In addition to those many truths such that my believing them would contribute to the 
achievement of some goal that I have, there are also (countless) truths such that my 
believing them would not contribute to any goal that I actually have. Whether Bemand 
Russell was right- or left-banded, whether Huben Humphrey was an only child-these 
are matters of complete indifference to me. That is, I have no preference for having 
true beliefs to having no beliefs about these subjectS; nor, for that matter, do I have any 
preference for having true beliefs to f.tIse beliefs. There is simply no goal-cognitive 
or otherwise-which I actually have, which would be better achieved in virtue of my 
believing true propositions about such subjects, or which would be worse achieved in 
virtue ofmy believing false propositions about them. (2003: 624-5) 

Let's grant for the moment that Kelly is right about this:"that believing the truth 
with respect to such topics would not contribute to any personal goaJs he might 
happen to have. What's it to him, then, if he forms a bdiefabout whether (say) 
Humphrey was an only child by means of a random guess? And yet, as we saw 
before, such a random guess would not only earn low marks from an epistemic 
point of view (count as unjustified, irrational, etc.), but also earn our criticism 
and perhaps even reproach. Why so? 

Considered from a social point of view, it would seem that the answer to 
this question can be found by noting that even though we might not care less 
about some belief (or better, some topic), it is nonethdess the case that other 
people might care about the topic a great deal. For example, while finding out 
the truth with respect to whether Humphrey was an only child may not hold 
any value for us, or may not dicit our curiosity in any way, presumably for 
Humphrey's biographer (say) getting this right will be quite important-if not 
in itself, or for its own sake, then at least for the sake of producing an accurate 
account of Humphrey's life. And given that someone in the biographer's shoes 
might depend on us as potential sources of information about this topic, it seems 

30 It might sound odd to accuse Goldman, at least, of being insensitive to the social value of 
ttue belief. for pe,!flaps more than any CUTrent epistemologist he ru.s empbam:ed the impon:ance of 
the social dimension of /mowing! To my mind, however, his teleological framework of epistemic 
appraisal does not sufficiently reflect this fact. Thus, for aample. his basic fiamework is essentially 
indistinguishahle from Alston's. who does 11(11 stress the social in me same way. 
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that we have an obligation not to be cavalier when we form beliefs about the 
question-in other words, an obligation to try to position ourselves well with 
respect to this question, even though, given our own cognitive goals, we might 
very well be thoroughly uninterested.:n 

In shon, what turning away from one's personal goaJs and concerns and 
towards our broader role in the information economy (as it were) hdps to 
remind us is that the concerns of others-especially the practical concerns of 
others-are remarkably plastic and unpredictable. As such, it reminds us that, 
even though a topic may hold no intetest or value from our first-person point 
of view, it may well hold interest or value for someone dse. And as a potential 
source of information fur others, we have an obligation to treat any topic or any 
question with due respect.32 

Suppose this approach works with respect to the Humphrey question. But 
what about the realiy trivial topics, like the 323rd. entry in the WIChita, Kansas, 
phone directory? Or the number of mores of dust on my desk at this very 
moment? Although it is harder to imagine how someone might have an interest 
in these questions, once again we need only bear in mind how odd and 
varied people's practical concerns can be. For the Wichita phonebook fact-
checket, for example, it might well be important-not epistemically important, 
but practically, presumably-to know the name of the 323rd. person in the 
directory. Less realistically, but still possibly, we can imagine that someone with a 
particular antipathy towards dust might well wonder whether his new 'anti-dust' 
strategies have really succeeded in cutting down the number ofmotes ofdust on 
his desk, as he fondly hopes. 

It therefore seems that the basic idea we need to make sense both (a) of 
the apparently unlimited range of our epistemic appraisals as well as (b) of 
their normative force is that, given our nature as information-dependent and 
information-sharing creatures, we have an obligation not just to be sources of' 
information for others but to be good sources of information. This obligation 
stems, moreover, not from the fact that bdieving the truth with respect to just 
any subject is intrinsically valuable, but rather because any subject might CDme 
to have value-if only value of a practical son-in light of the vaned and 
unpredictable concerns others might have.:t:t 

Plausibly, then, the best way to make sense of the value of true belief is to 
think of it along the lines of a common good. Consider, for example, the value 

31 There is a difficult question here about whether we have positive obligations to (say) seek out 
information concerning subjeers about which we are currently ignorant. It seems to me that the 
answer is sometimes yes, sometimes no, mough I will not take a stand on that question here. 

32 My rolIeague Allan Hazlett reminds me that this son ofview. right down to the concern with 
apparently 'trivial' truths, can be found in W. C. K. Oiffurd's clasgc essay 'The Ethics of BeJief.' 
For these reasons I am tempted to call the view of normarivity developed here OiIfordian, at least 
in the sense that it suggests that episternic normativity is ultimately grounded in moral nonnativity. 

33 C£ Ccaig (1990), Greco (forthcoming), Weinberg (2006), Kusch (2009). 
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