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Abstract 

Expressivism is the view that the primary function of moral thought and talk is 

practical as opposed to representational. In this thesis, I offer the first systematic 

study of the prospects and problems of an expressivist moral epistemology. The 

thesis is divided into two parts. The first one is about the challenge of epistemic 

evaluability: explaining how moral judgments can be both desire-like in their 

practical function and belief-like in their epistemic evaluability. In Chapter 1, I offer 

a new way to understand the challenge based on how the epistemic evaluability of 

states like beliefs is explained by their constitutive norm of aiming at the truth. 

Chapters 2 and 3 are about possible solutions. In Chapter 2, I explore the prospects 

of indirect explanations of epistemic evaluability. While I do not think these views 

work, they teach us valuable lessons about how expressivists should think of 

epistemic evaluability. In Chapter 3, I offer a different direct response. 

The second part of the dissertation is about epistemic evaluations. In moral practice, 

we evaluate moral judgments as justified, rational, warranted, counting as 

knowledge, etc. Instead of explaining each of those, I focus on some of the central 

concepts we use or assume when making these evaluations: evidence, reliability and 

a prioricity. In Chapters 2 and 3, I argue that expressivists can explain how evidence 

and reliability work as applied to moral judgments by securing a non-accidental 

connection with truth. In Chapter 4, I change the focus to concepts central to the 

sources of those epistemic evaluations. Using resources developed in other parts of 

the thesis, I argue that expressivists do not need to deny and can explain how some 

of the sources that ground our epistemic evaluations for moral judgments are a priori. 
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“The deepest thing in our nature in this Binnenleben (as a German doctor 

lately has called it), this dumb region of the heart in which we dwell alone 

with our willingnesses and unwillingnesses, our faiths and fears. As through 

the cracks and crannies of subterranean caverns the earth’s bosom exudes its 

waters, which then form the fountain-heads of springs, so in these 

crepuscular depths of personality the sources of all our outer deeds and 

decisions take their rise. Here is our deepest organ of communication with 

the nature of things.” 

—Willam James, Is life worth living? 
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General Introduction 

In his last discourse, Mexican revolutionary Ricardo Flores Magón (1918) protested 

that one of his friends, Raúl Palma, was arrested because he understood it is a 

principle of social and human justice that every human being has the right to satisfy 

their basic needs just in virtue of coming to life, and devoted his life to helping other 

proletariats understand it too. It would not be a stretch to say that ‘understanding’ 

here is meant epistemically: that there was something about Palma’s views that got 

right what is morally right or wrong. Like Flores Magón, we often think and talk 

about our moral views in epistemic terms. We talk about learning what is the wrong 

thing to do, not knowing or being unsure what the morally best decision is or worry 

about the blame we can place on people in situations of moral ignorance. The 

epistemic status of our views plays a very important role in our practices. For 

example, it is vital for us to get the best responses to our moral questions of what to 

do or how to live. The best way we can approach this task is to come up with 

responses with good epistemic standing, those that we can be certain of, that are 

epistemically rational, warranted, justified, or even count as knowledge.  

The epistemic status of our moral views is the subject of moral epistemology. We 

can narrowly define moral epistemology as the area of ethics and metaethics that 

concern the possibility and conditions for moral knowledge, moral inquiry, moral 

reasoning, moral evidence, the sources of moral knowledge like understanding or 

testimony, etc.1 However, when we do moral epistemology, we may be asking two 

different kinds of questions. On the one hand, one could worry about what is the best 

way to form our moral views. For example, how to be sure that what we are doing is 

morally good, the best way to proceed in the face of uncertainty, whether it is 

permissible to form moral views based on testimony, and the like. We can call the 

domain of these questions normative moral epistemology. That will not be the topic 

of this dissertation. Instead, think about a different question we may ask about the 

nature of moral knowledge, justification, warrant, etc. What is it, for example, for a 

mental state with moral content to be epistemically justified or supported by 

evidence or what is the meaning of knowledge attributions. We may call this moral 

meta-epistemology. The questions we ask when we do moral meta-epistemology 

assume responses to complex questions in metaethics: the study of the nature of our 

 
1 For an overview see McPherson (2020). 
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moral thought, language and practice. Expressivism, one of the most prominent 

views in metaethics, intersects with moral meta-epistemology in this way. 

Expressivism is difficult to characterize, but most views that fall under that banner 

share a commitment to a practical function for our moral thought and language.2 

More precisely, expressivism, as I will be using the term, refers to a family of three 

interconnected views. First, expressivism, properly speaking, is the view that the 

function of moral thought and talk is not descriptive but practical. It does not aim to 

represent the world but to produce and guide action. Most, but not all, expressivists 

are also non-cognitivists; they explain this practical function in terms of language 

expressing conventionally associated mental states that are practical in how they are 

appropriately connected with intentional action.3 We usually conceive of desires as 

the paradigmatic case of a mental state connected with action and motivation, so 

non-cognitivist expressivists claim that moral judgments are just desire-like states. 

Lastly, most non-cognitivist expressivists are also quasi-realists;4 they take as a 

central goal of the expressivist project to explain how our desire-like moral thought 

and talk have some surface belief-like features. For example, we talk about believing 

that equality is morally valuable or claims like ‘using stereotypes to depict minorities 

is wrong’ as true or false. Quasi-realist expressivists agree that these are central to 

moral practice. However, they just appear to be incompatible with their views, they 

are just surface features of our fundamentally desire-like moral thought and talk, so 

they can be explained and vindicated but using expressivist-friendly tools. Following 

the common contemporary practice, I will use ‘expressivism’ to refer to the view that 

comprises these three projects and mark the difference when relevant. 

 
2 Classic examples of expressivism can be found in Ayer (1936), Stevenson (1944), 

Blackburn (1993, 1998a) and Gibbard (1990, 2003). 
3 There is a controversy of around what the appropriate level of linguistic explanation to fit 

this claim about expression: semantic (Schroeder, 2008a), meta-semantic (Chrisman, 2011; 

Ridge, 2014) or pragmatic (Yalcin, 2019).. 
4 These views are closely interconnected but largely independent and can be (and have been) 

defended separately. For example: Horgan & Timmons (2006) defend what they take to be a 

cognitivist version of expressivism, Beddor (Forthcoming) articulates a non-expressivist 

version of non-cognitivism, Yalcin (2019), Bedke (2018) and Frápolli & Villanueva (2012) 

all defend language centred versions of expressivism that do not need commitments at the 

level of moral judgments (and so are not non-cognitivists), and García-Ramirez (2018) 

defends a cognitivist version of quasi-realism. Here I will focus almost exclusively on non-

cognitivist quasi-realist versions of expressivism. The reason for not including non-non-

cognitivist versions is that expressivist views that have no commitments at the level of moral 

judgment are less likely to have any substantial connections with moral epistemology, and 

cognitivist versions of expressivism or quasi-realism do not face the distinctive problems that 

I will be discussing. 
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There are simple but substantial ways to connect expressivism with moral 

epistemology. We use or at least assume a variety of epistemic concepts when 

engaging in moral practice. From that point of view, we care about whether we know 

what the right thing to do is, how sure we are about our moral convictions, whether 

we can trust the moral views of our peers, etc. Expressivists, given their quasi-realist 

commitments, want to explain and vindicate these elements of moral practice. Thus, 

when it comes to these areas of moral practice, expressivism and moral epistemology 

have a common subject matter. It makes sense that expressivists want a moral 

epistemology because, in this sense, that is just part of their project. However, while 

expressivism is a thriving research programme, expressivists have provided little in 

the way of moral epistemology. Although expressivists have offered interesting and 

substantial proposals, they are unsystematic and often an afterthought to their more 

developed views on moral thought and language. My thesis remedies this; it develops 

two central elements of the foundations of an expressivist moral epistemology. First, 

I offer a novel interpretation of and solution to the challenge of epistemic 

evaluability: explaining how moral thought can be desire-like yet apt for epistemic 

evaluations. Second, I explain how an expressivist moral epistemology can account 

for notions central to epistemic evaluations: evidence, reliability, and a prioricity.  

The first part of the dissertation will be about the challenge of epistemic evaluability. 

Like most other challenges to expressivism, it is about the way moral judgments, 

while desire-like, have distinctive belief-like features. The usual example here is that 

moral judgments are truth-apt, like beliefs. For instance, I think of my judgment that 

depicting minorities with stereotypes is wrong as true, just as I talk about my belief 

that Leon Trotsky died in Coyoacán as true. But desires are not like this. Desires may 

be accurately or truly ascribed to us. For example, it may be true that I want to learn 

German, but that is different from my desire being true. We can think about it this 

way: a belief is true if its content is a true proposition, but a desire with a true 

proposition as its content does not seem like the kind of thing that can be true or 

false. Other propositional functions of beliefs, like being embeddable in logically 

complex constructions, raise similar challenges. The challenge of epistemic 

evaluability takes a similar path.5 We generally consider beliefs apt for attributing 

epistemic statuses: they can be epistemically justified, warranted, rational and even 

count as knowledge. Moral judgments are like this, too. Thinking that I know that 

 
5 The challenge was first introduced explicitly by Bob Beddor (2019). Although the idea that 

non-cognitivism is incompatible with epistemic evaluations has been a common assumption 

in moral epistemology for a while now. I will explain this in more detail in Chapter 1. 
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racism is wrong or that I am epistemically warranted in thinking so does not seem to 

be a conceptual confusion. But desires are very different in this respect. We can talk 

about desires being justified or rational, but in practical rather than epistemic terms, 

and it seems to be just a category mistake to think of desires as counting as backed 

by evidence or counting as knowledge.  

The first chapter is about how to articulate the challenge. A proper challenge is based 

on a property of beliefs that both explains their epistemic evaluability and separates 

them from desire-like states. If moral judgments, being desire-like states, lack this 

property, then expressivism would be in trouble. I propose that the best candidate for 

this property is the constitutive norm that beliefs aim at the truth. This makes beliefs 

epistemically evaluable because epistemic evaluations plausibly correspond to 

means to get true beliefs. I call this picture of epistemic evaluability veritism. 

Veritism can give us a compelling challenge for expressivists since it is unclear how 

a similar norm of aiming at truth can regulate moral judgments given that they are 

desire-like states. Ordinary desires, or even desire-like attitudes like intentions, do 

not aim at truth; thus, it is difficult to see how moral judgments could have that aim 

either. Expressivists owe us an explanation. Veritism relies on a picture of beliefs 

and epistemic evaluations that some expressivists may want to resist. Thus, after 

establishing this version of the challenge, I deal with possible objections. The 

following two chapters are about ways to respond to it.  

Truth is central to the challenge of epistemic evaluability. And when accounting for 

truth, expressivists often take an indirect route. Instead of explaining what it is for 

moral judgments to be true or false, they explain what it is to think or talk about them 

as true or false. Expressivists argue that in this way, we can realize that truth is not 

the kind of substantial property that they need to explain, and so there is nothing 

incompatible between their picture of moral judgments as desire-like and their truth-

aptness. This strategy is sometimes called side-stepping. There are three ways to 

articulate a similar side-stepping account for epistemic evaluability. In Chapter 2, I 

explore their prospects and problems. Ultimately, I do not think that they work. But 

there is a lot they can teach us about how expressivists think about the issues 

surrounding epistemic evaluability, and they will inform what I take as the best 

response.  

Drawing lessons from the three side-stepping strategies, I proceed in Chapter 3 to 

develop a direct, substantial expressivist account of epistemic evaluability. The 

proposal has three parts that correspond to the three main elements of veritism: truth, 
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regulation and evaluation. The idea is that correct moral judgments, those we want 

to get out of moral inquiry, have the crucial truth-like property of being stable 

through improvements of coherence, sensitivity to finer details, imagination, 

maturity, etc. This stability property will work as our proxy for truth. Moral 

judgments are epistemically evaluable because they aim at the truth by aiming at 

stability. However, this cannot be the whole story. Desire-like states, in general, do 

not aim at stability; they have their own form of regulation. But expressivists still 

have good reasons to think the norms of desire-like states regulate moral judgments. 

Thus, I argue that the aim at stability for moral judgments is just a specific version 

of a general norm of desire-like states of aiming at the good or reasons. Lastly, 

combining these two elements can establish a close parallel to veritism and help 

expressivists solve their problems with epistemic evaluability.  

Having discussed matters of epistemic evaluability and how expressivists should 

address them, in the second part of the dissertation, I will explore how expressivists 

should make sense of the central notions involved in the epistemic evaluations of 

moral judgments. This is a complex task given the variety of epistemic evaluations 

we make in moral practice —as shown by the different examples presented so far. 

The way I will approach this task, then, is by picking examples of concepts central 

to our epistemic evaluations: evidence, reliability and a prioricity. These will give us 

a comprehensive and representative case that expressivists can have adequate 

accounts not just of epistemic evaluability but of epistemic evaluations. In the 

introduction to part II, I will offer a complete overview of the reasons for these 

examples and the general strategy to tackle them. 

This is the first systematic study of moral epistemology for expressivism, so the 

project is ambitious. Thus, it is important that I am clear on its limitations. First, I 

approach some of these issues, like epistemic evaluations, by exploring how 

expressivists can make sense of some central examples. But given the space 

constraints, I will leave out many others, like justification, knowledge or epistemic 

rationality. Some of these are already (at least partially) addressed in the existing 

literature.6 We could think of my proposals here as broadening the case for an 

expressivist view of epistemic evaluations. But more substantially, I hope the 

examples I picked will help offer a deeper foundation for expressivists to think about 

other evaluations more systematically. Evidence and reliability, for example, are 

 
6 See Blackburn (1996), Gibbard (2003) and Ridge (2007) for knowledge, Lenman (2007) 

for justification, and Hayward (2017) for rationality.  



16 
 

helpful in fixing facts about justification, knowledge, rationality, certainty, etc. In 

this same vein, there are interesting and relevant questions about how expressivist 

moral epistemology interacts with views on normative epistemology. For example, 

whether expressivism pairs better with some form of virtue epistemology or whether 

it is compatible with the possibility of moral testimony. I will have very little to say 

about that further issue. 

Second, the most central focus of contemporary expressivists has been on language-

oriented issues. While I will have nothing to say about those, I often assume that 

expressivists have plausible responses to them. This is because, while most of these 

issues are outside the scope of the thesis, they have implications for what I say here. 

The most notable example here is the Frege-Geach problem —the problem of 

showing how expressivists can account for moral contents or propositions. This 

means that expressivists would be able to make sense of complex truth-functional 

conjunctions with moral contents like negations, conditionals, conjunctions, etc.7 It 

is common to think of propositions not only as the meaning of claims in contexts and 

the contents of propositional mental states (like moral judgments presumably are8) 

but also as the primary objects of epistemic evaluations. That expressivists can 

respond to this challenge may seem like a substantial and problematic assumption. 

However, I believe that part of what involves remedying the little attention moral 

epistemology has received from expressivists is to set these issues aside.  

A different but equally prominent aspect of contemporary expressivism that I will 

have little to say about is hybrid versions of expressivism. To overcome challenges 

like the Frege-Geach, some expressivists have expanded their accounts so that moral 

judgments are actually complex mental states composed of cognitive and non-

cognitive elements.9 Moral language then expresses these complex mental states. A 

crucial aspect of these views is that many belief-like features of moral thought and 

language have relatively straightforward explanations: moral thought is partly belief-

like, and moral language partly expresses belief-like states. I will not explore the 

prospects of applying that same strategy to the present issues in expressivist moral 

epistemology. The challenges and possible solutions that I present in the thesis are 

not easily translatable into a hybrid framework. And so, trying to incorporate these 

views would have required its own separate discussion. Nevertheless, since many of 

the problems I discuss here target the desire-like nature of moral thought and how it 

 
7 For more on this see Schroeder (2008b) and Woods (2017). 
8 See Köhler (2017). 
9 See for example Bar-On & Chrisman (2009), Ridge (2014) and Fletcher & Ridge (2014). 



17 
 

seems incompatible with epistemic evaluability and evaluations, I hope the 

framework I offer will be useful for future work on how different accounts of that 

thought, including hybrid views, can help solve those problems.10  

 

 
10 Moreover, other tools developed by hybrid expressivists, like Michael Ridge’s (2007) 

hybrid epistemic expressivism will be relevant at different points of the discussion. 
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Chapter 1: The Challenge of Epistemic Evaluability 

In our ordinary moral practices, we often make epistemic evaluations. We talk about 

learning what is the wrong thing to do, not knowing what the morally best decision 

is, or worry about the blame we can place on people in these situations of moral 

ignorance. These are the kinds of aspects of our moral practices that metaethical 

expressivists aim to explain and vindicate. However, given that most expressivists 

think that moral thought has a practical or desire-like function that contrasts with the 

function of beliefs and other epistemically evaluable states, it is a relevant and 

important question whether they can explain and vindicate these practices of 

epistemic evaluation. This is the challenge of epistemic evaluability. And as I will 

argue, it is the most fundamental obstacle to an expressivist moral epistemology. 

Because of what expressivists should want in a moral epistemology, how the 

challenge relates to existing expressivist proposals and the impact it has on the place 

expressivism can have in the contemporary landscape. Given this importance, the 

challenge will be the focus of the first half of the thesis. More specifically, I will 

devote this chapter to establishing what I take to be the best version of it, clarify its 

importance, and discuss its relation to existing expressivist projects. The following 

two chapters will be about possible ways to respond to it.  

The structure of the chapter is as follows. Section I establishes the importance of the 

challenge for an expressivist moral epistemology. Section II addresses some issues 

with the initial formulation of the challenge to develop a novel and more compelling 

version based on a view I call veritism. Section III presents and responds to 

objections expressivists may have with this new formulation of the challenge. 

Veritism gives a central role to the notion of truth for epistemic evaluability. Given 

how much attention contemporary expressivists have devoted to truth, adapting the 

tools they developed should be helpful for addressing this challenge. Thus, in section 

IV, I map two general expressivist strategies to account for truth. These will provide 

a blueprint for our responses to the challenge of epistemic evaluability in the 

following chapters. 

I. Expressivism, Moral Epistemology and the Challenge 

Expressivists, as non-cognitivists, claim that the function of moral thought is 

practical or desire-like as opposed to representational or belief-like. Thus, the most 

central challenge for an expressivist moral epistemology is to explain how moral 

thought can be both desire-like and epistemically evaluable. An epistemic evaluation 

can be broadly understood as the ascription of a positive or negative epistemic status, 
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like constituting knowledge, being justified, warranted, and so on. Epistemic 

evaluability consists of being apt to be evaluated in terms of one or more epistemic 

statuses in the way I just described. Beliefs are the paradigm example of an 

epistemically evaluable state. My belief that Leon Trotsky died in Coyoacán, for 

example, can be justified, warranted, rational or count as knowledge. If we want to 

account for epistemic evaluations in an expressivist framework, moral judgments 

must be epistemically evaluable in the way beliefs are. We need to be able to say, for 

example, that the judgment that racial discrimination is wrong is warranted, rational, 

can count as knowledge, etc. However, expressivists claim that moral judgments are 

different from beliefs and much closer to desires. And we generally do not think of 

desires as epistemically evaluable. Citing Bob Beddor —who offers the first explicit 

articulation of this challenge: “[Desires] can be evaluated as rational or irrational, as 

justified or unjustified. But if so, it seems to be practical rationality and justification 

that’s at issue. Moreover, describing a desire as an item of knowledge seems like a 

category mistake.” (2019: 3, his emphasis) Thus, expressivists need to explain how 

moral judgments can be at the same time desire-like in their connection with action 

but belief-like in being apt for an epistemic status.11  

The challenge of epistemic evaluability is fundamental for an expressivist moral 

epistemology. As explained in the introduction, moral epistemologists have more 

than one way to approach our moral practices. First, consider the questions a moral 

epistemologist may ask as a participant of moral practice, like how we should 

epistemically justify our moral judgments, what conditions a state should meet to 

count as moral knowledge, etc. In the first instance, these would not be questions 

about the nature of our practices of justification and moral knowledge. Instead, these 

are questions in what we may call normative moral epistemology. This part of moral 

epistemology concerns how to conduct our ordinary practices that involve epistemic 

concepts and questions. Perhaps there are interesting connections between normative 

moral epistemology and expressivism, but expressivists are not primarily concerned 

with telling us how to conduct moral inquiry.12 Instead, expressivists want to make 

sense of the tools participants of moral practice use to think and talk about those 

 
11 This focus on the expressivist conception of moral judgment is why Beddor presents it as 

a challenge specifically for non-cognitivism. As explained in the introduction, I talk about 

expressivism more broadly instead. 
12 Perhaps there are ways in which it does not make sense to conduct moral inquiry given that 

the main function of our thought and talk is not fundamentally representational. More 

generally, understanding moral practice should be important for how we conduct it. I do not 

want to deny this. My point here is that drawing these lessons can only make sense once we 

established what expressivist should say about moral metaepistemology, and so that should 

be our primary concern.  
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questions: what are the mental states involved in thinking of certain moral views as 

knowledge, what roles do these play in reasoning, what does it mean when we called 

our moral judgments justified, knowledge, rational, etc. This is part of what we can 

call moral meta-epistemology. Expressivists do not only share a subject matter with 

moral epistemology but have specific goals within moral meta-epistemology. A 

central task for moral meta-epistemology is to make sense of our thinking and talking 

involved in our first-order practices and theorizing. And a significant portion of those 

practices consist of evaluating our moral judgments epistemically. Thus, it is crucial 

even to start that project that our thinking and taking under expressivism is the right 

fit for those practices. And this is precisely what the challenge of epistemic 

evaluability puts into question.13 

A second reason why the challenge is central is that, given their quasi-realist 

commitments, expressivists have had things to say about epistemic evaluations, but 

their existing views do not address the challenge. The usual expressivist approach to 

epistemic evaluations is epistemic expressivism. The idea is that epistemic 

evaluations are just a subset of our normative thought and talk and, thus, should be 

apt for the same kind of treatment expressivists give to normative moral thought and 

talk.14 Mirroring its metaethical counterpart, according to epistemic expressivism 

epistemic normative language has the function of expressing certain non-

representational or desire-like mental states. Allan Gibbard (2003), for example, 

argues that our knowledge talk expresses mental states like plans to rely on 

someone’s judgment —and so epistemic though and talk helps us keep track of 

patterns of trust and reliance. Simon Blackburn (1996) argues that we should 

understand attributions of knowledge in terms of taking a judgment to be beyond any 

plausible revision or improvement, where the right interpretation of our thinking and 

talking of improvement is expressivist. This view should give expressivists some 

valuable tools to develop their moral epistemology. However, it is unclear whether 

epistemic expressivism can address the challenge of epistemic evaluability. If we 

understand the mental states we express with epistemic evaluations as desire-like, 

that by itself says nothing about their proper objects and whether they are desire-

 
13 There are other aspects of our ordinary practices that can lead to similar worries. For 

example, many believe that assertions are governed by epistemic norms, like that one should 

only assert what they know or believe justifiably. And in moral practice we often make moral 

assertions. When I claim that racial discrimination is wrong, for example, I am clearly not 

presenting that as a question or an order. Thus, to make sense of moral assertions 

expressivists need to get clear on their commitments in moral epistemology. See Ridge 

(2009) for a somewhat similar suggestion. 
14 For a general overview of this approach to epistemic language, see Chrisman (2012). 
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like. The fact that the state I express when I say that “I know racial discrimination is 

wrong” is desire-like says nothing about what kind of state the judgment that racial 

discrimination is wrong could be. Epistemic expressivism might be the right view 

about the epistemic evaluation of beliefs, but more needs to be said to make it 

compatible with desire-like states. Thus, existing formulations of epistemic 

expressivism seem to be orthogonal to the challenge —although I will have more to 

say about the potential of epistemic expressivism for explaining epistemic 

evaluability in the next chapter.15 

Third, the explicit formulation of this challenge is recent but has important 

connections with the existing literature. The challenge helps us put in order and 

vindicate a general worry about expressivism that has been pervasive in the literature 

of moral epistemology. Authors trying to sketch the landscape of contemporary 

moral epistemology often conceive of expressivism not only as not having a view of 

the matter but as a position that, in essence, cannot have or does not aim to have one. 

According to them, the expressivist view of moral thought and language based on 

non-cognitive mental states is supposed to question or at least revise our ordinary 

practices of associating moral judgments with anything like knowledge or epistemic 

justification. Authors like Richmond Campbell (2015) and Robert Audi (2011: 380-

1) think expressivism is incompatible with the mere idea of moral knowledge. And 

authors like Aaron Zimmerman (2010: 180-1) and Richard Joyce (2018: 293-7) go 

as far as to claim that expressivists are committed to the denial of moral 

knowledge.16, 17 There is an important point in these views that is obscured by some 

significant misconceptions about expressivism. Most of these authors seem primarily 

concerned with the expressivist commitment to non-cognitivism. Thus, we can 

connect what is important about their views with the challenge of epistemic 

evaluability: even if expressivists take ideas like moral knowledge seriously, moral 

judgments conceived by expressivists are still not the right fit for the evaluations we 

make while engaging in moral epistemology.18 Expressivist moral epistemology then 

seems to be based on a category mistake. 

 
15 Beddor (2019: 5) offers a similar argument. 
16 To be clear, the difference between these two positions is that for the former scepticism is 

an unwelcome result of adopting expressivism while for the later it was intended. The 

difference is important since the latter is, for most cases, a mischaracterization of 

expressivism. 
17 Similar claims can be found in Machuca (2018: 4), Sayre-McCord (2013: 10), Pritchard 

(2018: 142) and McGrath (2019: 4). 
18 Here I am not claiming that every epistemic challenge for expressivism has this general 

form. Dorr (2002), Egan (2007) and Street (2011) are important examples of challenges that 

(at least prima facie) concede epistemic evaluability for expressivism but raise problems for 
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A response to the challenge of epistemic evaluability is thus crucial to make sense of 

the expressivist primary approach to moral epistemology, existing expressivist 

proposals do not address it, and the challenge unifies some of the main concerns 

moral epistemologists have with expressivism. Thus, this challenge is the right place 

to start our project here. But in order to know how to address it and assess our 

options, we need a more precise articulation. 

II. The Challenge: Veritism 

The challenge of epistemic evaluability rests on a claim about the scope of epistemic 

evaluations: beliefs are paradigmatically apt for them, and desires, being very 

different from beliefs, are not. However, it is not clear what makes desires and beliefs 

different in this respect. Perhaps one could argue that the difference between these 

two states is enough to pose a challenge to expressivism since beliefs are the primary 

or the exclusive bearers of epistemic evaluations, and so characterizing moral 

judgments as anything else (desire-like states or otherwise) would make them not 

evaluable in this way.19 However, there are other mental states apart from beliefs that 

seem to be apt for epistemic evaluations, like credences (Moss, 2016) or even things 

that are not mental states at all, like patterns of inference (Alston, 2005: 5), assertions 

(Williamson, 1996) or even complex scientific practices (Kitcher, 1990).20 These are 

presumably also very different from beliefs, so claiming that desires are too will not 

be enough to establish the challenge. What a proponent of this challenge needs to 

pose a real problem for expressivists is a property that (1) beliefs have and desires 

cannot share, and (2) has a robust connection with epistemic evaluations.21 

In his initial formulation of the challenge, Beddor (2019: 3-4) argues that the 

functional role of beliefs makes them epistemically evaluable and different from 

desires. After all, desires and beliefs are often characterised as having distinct and 

even contrasting functional roles.22 There are, however, two problems with this 

 
different parts of the execution: their accounts of reasoning, fallibility and reliability 

respectively. 
19 This is a view normally associated with Roderick Chisholm (1991). 
20 A different but more controversial example here is linguistic knowledge which some claim 

requires states other than beliefs to be epistemically evaluable. See Ezcurdia (2004) for a 

defence of this idea. 
21 Another possible example is Gibbard’s (1990: 63) view that there is a sense of warrant we 

can ascribe to feelings. If we understand feelings as non-cognitive states that would amount 

to a counterexample to the challenge. As it will become clear later on I agree with many of 

Gibbard’s points, but because of the way I will reformulate the challenge, my strategy to get 

to them will be somewhat different. 
22 For a classic defence of this distinction see Stalnaker (1984) and for an overview of recent 

developments see Schwitzgebel (2019). 
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proposal. First, as helpful as it is to meet condition (1), it is unclear how to connect 

functional role with epistemic evaluability, as (2) requires. Functionalist theories of 

beliefs are not primarily concerned with their epistemic status. Instead, they explain 

how to characterise them as a distinctive mental state, given their possible or actual 

connections with stimuli, resulting behaviour, and other mental states. Second, 

epistemic evaluations are normative. To say that a belief is not justified or does not 

count as knowledge is not merely to describe it, but to say (at least) that it falls short 

of a certain sort of standard and is a legitimate target of some kind of criticism on 

that basis. Functionalism has, historically, had a hard time making sense of this 

normativity.23 Even expressivists like Gibbard (2005; 2012) and Toppinen (2015) 

rule out a purely functionalist view of beliefs partly because of this. Expressivists 

then have reasons to be suspicious of a challenge grounded in a general sense of 

functional role.24  

I believe that normativist views of belief have a better chance to account for their 

epistemic evaluability. According to normativism, a complete picture of the nature 

of beliefs should include the norm or norms that regulate them or specify their 

correctness conditions.25  The most prominent version of this view is the one that 

says that beliefs aim at truth. There are many different ways to articulate this view, 

but we can stick to a minimal characterisation according to which a belief is correct 

if and only if it is true. This characterisation is meant to be minimal in that it does 

not take a stand on substantial debates. However, it is still meant to be normative in 

that it offers correctness conditions that capture the constitutive norm of beliefs. 

Thus, the correct revision, adoption, or discarding of beliefs is, in principle, 

according to their truth and falsehood. We have then that: 

B) A belief that p is correct iff p is true 

Normativism may not be incompatible with functionalism, after all, B) can be part 

of the norms that specify the functional role of belief (e.g., Engel, 2005; 2007). My 

claim, however, is that it is this truth norm, however we choose to integrate it into 

an account of mental states, that can secure a connection with epistemic evaluability. 

 
23 For arguments in this vein see Velleman (2000) and Shah and Velleman (2005). 
24 As I will go on to explain, I do not rule out the possibility that the challenge relies on a 

more specific version of functionalism. My claim, however, is that functional role by itself is 

not enough to establish a proper challenge. See Glüer & Wikforss (2013) and Bykvist and 

Hattiangadi (2013) for discussion of these issues. 
25 For a general overview and discussion of this view see Chan (2013). For some of the main 

proponents of the view see Velleman (2000) Wedgwood (2002), Shah and Velleman (2005), 

Gibbard (2005). 
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A common strategy to explain what is distinctively epistemic about epistemic 

evaluations is to contrast them with other forms of evaluation; the main examples 

being pragmatic or practical. Suppose a person threatens to destroy everything I hold 

dear unless I believe that 2+2=5. Then, it may be rational in the prudential sense for 

me to do so, but not in the epistemic sense. A natural way to explain the difference 

is that from the epistemic point of view, we are concerned with truth.26 This view 

explains why, for example, we evaluate beliefs in terms of the evidence in favour or 

against the truth of their content or why inconsistent beliefs are usually deemed 

epistemically problematic.  

Being true, however, is not enough to specify the epistemic status of beliefs. That is 

why the aiming part of normativism is crucial. As Ralph Wedgwood explains, “even 

if irrational beliefs can be correct [in being true], the only way in which it makes 

sense to aim at having a correct belief is by means of having a rational belief.” (2002: 

276; my clarification). We can generalise his point about rationality to other 

epistemic statuses. Belief aims at truth, but truth is not transparent to us. Positive and 

negative epistemic evaluations of beliefs then concern whether or how well they are 

being regulated by truth: having beliefs formed by unreliable processes is a poor way 

to achieve truth; having beliefs that are justified by evidence, while not failsafe, is 

much better, and more so the better justified they are. Epistemic evaluations then 

correspond to our means to achieve the aim of truth, and they can be positive or 

negative according to how well or badly they fare in that respect.27 Let us call this 

way of combining normativism about belief with this view of epistemic evaluations 

veritism.28 Following condition (2), the property of beliefs of aiming at truth grounds 

their epistemic evaluability. 

Having accounted for (2) the robust connection between beliefs and epistemic 

evaluations, we can start seeing how to support (1) that desire-like moral judgments 

differ from beliefs in this respect. Desires do not aim at the truth, so they are unfit 

for correctness conditions like B). However, veritism is not the view that epistemic 

evaluations are necessarily about beliefs. Truth helps us demarcate epistemic 

 
26 For a survey of how prevalent this idea has been in epistemology see David (2001, 2014).  
27 Notice that this formulation avoids the main objection against the view that justification 

aims at truth, by opening the possibility of justified false beliefs. They would just be the 

ones formed followed the right method and norms but because of other factors still ended 

up being false. 
28 I borrow this label from Cowie (2019: Ch. 7). Although he meant it as a view about 

epistemic norms in general whereas here, I use in a more restricted sense for the norm 

involved in epistemic evaluability. This view also owes much to Nolfi (2015) but differs in 

some crucial respects. 
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evaluations because from the epistemic point of view we want, so to speak, an 

accurate picture of the world. A belief that p, unlike other representational states like 

imaginings or suppositions, involves a commitment to the truth of p.29 And we can 

plausibly think of this commitment as one about p being part of our accurate picture 

of the world. Beliefs are not just instrumental in getting to our epistemic goal of truth 

but an essential part of the goal itself; they make up our accurate picture of the world. 

Thus, this picture of epistemic evaluability gives beliefs a central role in our practices 

of epistemic evaluability but it does not follow that there are no other objects apt for 

them. 

There are at least two ways to explain other proper objects of epistemic evaluability. 

By developing these two options we can make sense of the problem for expressivists 

since they are both, in principle, closed to them. My aim here then is not to defend 

or develop any of these views in detail, what we need from them is just a clear view 

of the options for expressivists to sharpen the challenge. On the one hand, some 

objects appear epistemically evaluable via the epistemic evaluability of beliefs. For 

example, some argue that assertions are connected with the doxastic states of the 

utterer via their own norms. They do not aim at the truth. But to correctly assert that 

p, the speaker must have a doxastic state that p with good epistemic standing. In 

asserting that ‘Leon Trotsky died in Coyoacán’, I present myself as, for example, 

knowing it or believing it justifiably. This can explain why assertions seem to be 

epistemically evaluable. For every correct assertion that p, there must be a positive 

epistemic evaluation for a belief that p.  

Expressivists may want to argue that, like assertions, desire-like moral judgments 

only appear to be epistemically evaluable.30 That option is problematic since 

expressivists want to vindicate our ordinary moral thought and talk, which seems to 

be committed to moral judgments being and not just appearing to be justified, 

rational, warranted, etc. Additionally, following the view just sketched, correct 

assertions that p depend on the epistemic status of a doxastic state that p. To get a 

complete parallel, moral judgements that p would then appear to be epistemically 

evaluable because they depend on a separate doxastic state that p. If this p is the same 

content, then moral thought is, at some more fundamental level, belief-like: it 

requires a belief with a normative content p to play an important explanatory role. 

 
29 See Shah and Velleman (2005: 497) for the role of this claim in normativism. 
30 Beddor’s (2019) own proposal seems to follow a similar strategy. He argues that moral 

judgments are epistemically evaluable because they are grounded on beliefs. However, since 

he as a different understanding of epistemic evaluability, my objections here do not apply to 

his view.  
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For a judgment that racial discrimination is wrong to be epistemically evaluable, like 

assertions, there must be a different attitude with the content that racial 

discrimination is wrong, which is epistemically evaluable. This is a conclusion that 

expressivists must resist if their view is not going to collapse with a form of 

cognitivism. But if this is not the same content, then it is unclear why moral 

judgments can draw from the evaluations of those further attitudes. Either way, this 

alternative does not seem helpful for expressivists. 

On the other hand, some other candidates for epistemic evaluation may be apt for an 

explanation similar enough to veritism to warrant epistemic evaluations of their own. 

Two possible examples are patterns of inference and credences. Patterns of inference 

often operate over representational contents. And even if they do not aim at the truth, 

they plausibly aim at truth-preservation (when they are deductive) or truth-

ampliation (when they are inductive). We have then a form of regulation similar to 

that of beliefs. Non-truth-preserving patterns ought to be revised or discarded. 

Credences are an interesting example. It is controversial whether they aim at truth. 

But even other candidates for that aim, like accuracy, suggest a picture similar to 

veritism. If credences aim at accuracy, they plausibly also make up our accurate 

picture of the world. In this way, they can have correctness conditions similar to B) 

which warrant similar forms of epistemic evaluation.31  

Expressivists could offer an account of moral judgments that follow veritism closely 

enough to warrant epistemic evaluations. However, credences and patterns of 

inference have aims close enough to truth to have a plausible analogy, whereas 

desires and desire-like states do not. Some expressivists may want to argue that 

desires and desire-like states also have a constitutive norm. Perhaps they aim at the 

good or at reasons. However, aiming at goodness and aiming at truth, by themselves, 

presumably offer very different forms of regulation, so the evaluations they ground 

are likely to be very different.32 Moreover, this gets expressivists into a further 

dilemma. Perhaps moral judgments have a constitutive norm similar to aiming at 

truth, like beliefs, but then expressivists would have to explain how moral judgments 

 
31 See Pettigrew (2016) for the aim of accuracy. Moss (2018) suggests a more radical 

alternative according to which credences are all we need to make sense of our main epistemic 

notions, including the goal of an accurate picture of the world. In that case since credences 

are more fundamental the correctness conditions for expressivists to try to mimic are not 

based on truth but on accuracy. Since Moss’ view is controversial I will not explore that 

possibility. 
32 The restriction here is important. As I will argue in chapter 3, the best response to the 

challenge for expressivists is that given certain assumptions about moral practice the aim of 

goodness for moral judgments results in an aim for a proxy for truth. 
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somehow lose their desire-like constitutive norm while remaining desire-like. 

Instead, expressivists could argue that moral judgments keep their desire-like 

constitutive norm, but then they would have no clear way of explaining their 

epistemic evaluability. Thus, the options of explaining moral judgments as having a 

similar aim to truth or as an appearance do not look promising; desire-like moral 

judgments seem just unfit for the kind of correctness conditions they need for 

epistemic evaluability. We have then a compelling version of the challenge. 

III. Expressivist Objections to Veritism 

Let us summarize our discussion so far. Veritism offers a way to establish the 

challenge of epistemic evaluability. It shows why beliefs are (2) epistemically 

evaluable and (1) different from desires in that respect. Beliefs aim at truth, and 

epistemic evaluations stand for the good or bad means to attain that end. Moral 

judgments are epistemically evaluable like any other belief. The problem for 

expressivists is reconciling this picture of epistemic evaluability with their view of 

moral judgments as desire-like states. Desires do not aim at truth, so it is hard to see 

how they can merit the same kind of regulation and, thus, evaluations. Then, 

expressivists should either explain how moral judgments could be desire-like and 

epistemically evaluable by sharing an aim similar to truth or resist the challenge. For 

this section, I want to address the most pressing worries they may have with veritism 

and so give some reasons for expressivists not to opt for the second option. 

III.1 Objections to Normativism 

Expressivists may want to reject the normativist picture of beliefs as aiming at true. 

Even if it is an attractive and commonly accepted view, it is not uncontroversial. This 

worry could be understood in two ways. One is a worry that even if beliefs should 

be characterized according to their constitutive norm or aim, truth should not be that 

aim. Other relevant options are that beliefs aim at knowledge, justification or 

understanding.33 There are two things to say in response. First, the view here is not 

incompatible with those other options. We can think of veritism as a model for how 

to connect views about the nature of states like beliefs with epistemic evaluations. 

And thus, if the nature of beliefs is such that they aim at other things like knowledge, 

then a plausible way to connect that with epistemic evaluations is to think of them 

as standing for the means to achieve that goal. Second, it is unclear whether 

appealing to these alternatives will help expressivists solve their problems with 

 
33 For knowledge see Williamson (2000) and McHugh (2011). For justification see Feldman 

(2002). And for understanding see Kvanvig (2003). 
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epistemic evaluability. Desire-like states do not aim at knowledge, justification or 

understanding either —if anything, as I will argue, aiming at truth should be an 

advantage for expressivists since they have had many interesting things to say about 

truth as applied to moral judgments.34 

Second, perhaps the worry is with normativism more generally. However, that seems 

unlikely to appeal to many expressivists. Some, like Gibbard (2005; 2012), accept 

and defend normativism about beliefs. And although expressivists have not 

explicitly endorsed a normativist view of moral judgments, the fact that they are 

subject to norms is an important element of their views. For example, Blackburn 

(1998a: 126) explains that desires (or desire-like attitudes in general) are not isolated 

and that putting them together with other mental states can lead us to change, 

abandon or reinforce them. They are holistically regulated. Gibbard (1990: 204) for 

his part argues that desires are subject to higher-order norms that govern their 

acceptance or rejection. Moreover, non-cognitivism is based on an essential 

difference between desires and beliefs, and to explain it, expressivists appeal to a 

Humean division of the mind in terms of direction of fit.35 According to that 

distinction, beliefs are characterized by how their content is supposed to match the 

world and desires by how the world is (in a sense) supposed to match their content. 

Truth as the aim of belief and its characteristic direction of fit seem to be importantly 

linked. For example, according to Timothy Chan, “to say that a belief is to fit the 

world seems to express essentially the same idea as saying that belief aims at truth 

—for a belief to succeed in representing the world as it is, amounts to just the same 

thing as for the belief to be true” (2013: 2).36 Just like aiming at truth is a normative 

notion, the belief side of the direction of fit distinction suggests a normative reading. 

Beliefs that do not match the world are incorrect. In that way, by appealing to 

veritism to articulate the challenge, we do it in terms expressivists have good reasons 

to accept. Critics often argue that the notion of ‘direction of fit’ is too vague or too 

metaphorical to play any important explanatory role.37 Expressivists have reasons to 

 
34 A possible disadvantage for those views is that knowledge, justification and understanding 

are all epistemic evaluations themselves, and so we cannot explain them as corresponding 

with the means to attain the aim of things like beliefs. For example, it seems unlikely that the 

means to attain a justified belief will themselves be properly characterized as justification. 

Thus, whatever other virtues those other accounts have, for an account of epistemic 

evaluability, veritism seems to have more explanatory power. 
35 See for example Smith (1994: 92) and Blackburn (2005: 323). For an overview of the idea 

of direction of fit and its problems see Schueler (2013). 
36  Kvanvig (2014: 122) assumes a similar relation between both notions. See also Ortiz 

Millan (2018) for a proposal for substituting the idea of direction of fit with the idea of 

normative aims. 
37 See for example Sobel & Copp (2001). 
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favour views like normativism that flesh out and support the distinction they already 

accept. 

Additionally, we are working on a minimal characterization of normativism, 

according to which the norm of aiming at truth is essential for the characterization 

of beliefs as epistemically evaluable. Still, it is neutral enough to fit the most 

plausible substantial views of mental states that expressivists already accept. I 

already suggested that normativism can be compatible with functionalism, given that 

the truth norm can be part of what specifies the functional role of beliefs. For 

example, an observational belief can have an input condition according to which it 

is correct only when there is a sensory experience that can count as evidence for the 

truth of the belief. Normativism, in this sense, is also compatible with 

intepretationism, according to which we can determine an agent’s mental states 

based on what their best rationalising interpretation would attribute to them.38 The 

truth norm can be understood as part of the norms determining the rationalizing 

interpretation.39 While not exhaustive, these two examples are representative. Thus, 

normativism, at least as it figures in veritism, should not involve any problematic 

commitments to the metaphysics of mental states that expressivists would be 

inclined to reject. 

A related worry expressivists may have is that while they want to keep a contrast 

with non-moral beliefs, there is a sense in which they do not want to deny that moral 

judgments are also beliefs. Perhaps they hold minimalist views according to which 

a belief is just the kind of mental state apt to be expressed in an assertoric claim. And 

moral judgments can clearly be expressed like this. Or perhaps they argue that mental 

states can be aptly called beliefs in a non-minimalist sense, even when they lack a 

primarily representational function.40 Either way, moral judgments are just a subclass 

of beliefs, and so, like any other belief, they should be epistemically evaluable. While 

I agree that expressivists should treat moral judgments as a subclass of beliefs, the 

challenge does not depend on whether expressivists are committed to doing that but 

on whether they have earned the right to do so yet. We can think about it like this: 

the challenge of epistemic evaluability is an instance of the more general challenge 

for expressivists of how we get to treat moral judgments, being desire-like or non-

 
38 See Lewis (1974) and Williams (2019). 
39 Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for Ergo for suggesting these points. 
40 For the minimalist sense see Wright (1992: 14) and Dreier (2004: 16-9). For the more 

robust but non-representational sense of belief see Schroeder (2013) and Brown (2021). Even 

proponents of the epistemic evaluability challenge, like Beddor (2019: 1-3) endorse a view 

like this. 
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representational, as beliefs. And unless they explain how they are governed by a 

norm like B) or offer an alternative explanation of their epistemic evaluability, they 

have not yet fully earned that right. Thus, a helpful stipulation for the rest of our 

discussion in this and other chapters is that I agree that moral judgments are a 

subclass of beliefs but will keep referring to them as moral judgments to signal that 

the discussion here is part of the project of earning the right to refer to them as beliefs. 

III.2 Objections About Epistemic Evaluations  

Apart from normativism, veritism includes a view of epistemic evaluations as 

corresponding to the means to attain truth. This is sometimes labelled a teleological 

view of epistemic evaluations.41 A problem some expressivists could have with the 

overall teleological framework is that it seems too similar to epistemic 

consequentialism and thus inherits its problems. Epistemic consequentialism can be 

roughly understood as the view that epistemic norms of justification rationality or 

knowledge should be understood in terms of conduciveness to the maximization of 

epistemic goods, like true beliefs.42 One significant problem with this view is that if 

the aim is to get the epistemic good of true beliefs, there may be problematic trade-

offs between believing falsehood in exchange for more true beliefs (see Berker, 

2013: 350-7). According to epistemic consequentialism, believing that falsehood is 

rational and thus has a good epistemic standing, but that seems problematic. In 

response, while I am assuming some form of teleology, given that epistemic 

evaluations stand for the means to attain true beliefs, I am not assuming epistemic 

consequentialism. On the one hand, to establish the challenge, I only need epistemic 

evaluations to correspond to the means to the truth of individual beliefs and moral 

judgments, not the overall balance.43 On the other hand, I am not assuming a 

maximizing condition. Thus, what I say here about epistemic evaluations should be 

neutral concerning those problems for consequentialism.  

Characterizing epistemic evaluations as standing for the means to attain truth 

separates epistemic from other forms of evaluation, like practical or pragmatic. Some 

 
41 Although the label is more generally used for epistemic norms. See Friedman (2019). 
42 For this characterization and an overview of epistemic consequentialism see Ahlstron-Vij 

& Dunn (2018: 2). For a way to separate a teleological view of epistemic evaluations from 

consequentialism, in the way I am suggesting here, see Littlejohn (2018). 
43 Perhaps one could say that the resultant balance of true beliefs should matter for the 

epistemic status of individual beliefs. For example, a perceptual belief that there is a computer 

screen in front of me is reliable given the truth ratio of true beliefs generated by perception 

in normal conditions. I will have more to say about the role of other beliefs and moral 

judgments in the epistemic status of individual judgments in Chapter 4 and about reliability 

in chapter 5.  
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expressivists may reject this distinction and opt for a form of pragmatism. According 

to this view, states like beliefs are apt for both pragmatic or practical evaluations in 

the same way they are apt for epistemic evaluations, which could, in principle, blur 

the distinction between them.44 For example, Blackburn (1984: 224) seems 

sympathetic to that idea. This may be helpful for expressivists since we know that 

desire-like states are apt for practical or pragmatic evaluations. For example, my 

desire to get some rest may be justified, given practical considerations that that is 

what is best for me right now. In response, it is important to be precise about what 

commitments we need from veritism to establish the challenge. We do not need to 

deny that there may be pragmatic or otherwise practical evaluations of our beliefs 

and moral judgments. We do not need to be anti-pragmatist in that sense (see 

Maguire & Woods, 2020: 211). What is important is that there seems to be a clear 

distinction between epistemic and pragmatic evaluations and that expressivists need 

to explain how distinctively epistemic evaluations are possible for moral judgments 

given their framework. Moreover, as quasi-realists, expressivists aim to vindicate 

our ordinary thought and talk, not revise it. And in our ordinary thought and talk, we 

seem to assume there is such a distinction. For example, we would usually want to 

separate the justification of my judgment moral judgment that lying is wrong based 

on its truth, from the justification that it is overall best for me to judge that lying is 

wrong. Thus, the challenge only depends on denying stronger, more controversial 

versions of pragmatism that expressivists are less likely to accept. 

Even if it fails, this pragmatist proposal suggests an alternative. Expressivists may 

argue that it is too demanding to ask them to give the same explanation of epistemic 

evaluability for moral judgments when just showing how there can be non-pragmatic 

(but also non-veritisitic) evaluations for them is enough. Think, for example, of how 

we can sometimes evaluate states that are closer to desire-like states, like feelings, 

in terms of warrant. While these evaluations do not seem to be epistemic in principle, 

they do not seem straightforwardly practical or pragmatic. Consider a feeling of 

indignation on the face of wrongdoing, which we would typically assume is 

warranted. In this case, the agent does not necessarily need practical reasons for their 

feeling or be in their best interest to feel it, so the evaluation is not similar to ordinary 

practical and pragmatic evaluations. This may give expressivists a way to argue that 

these are closer to epistemic than practical evaluations. Thus, moral judgment as 

desire-like states may not need to be governed by a truth norm to be apt for epistemic 

 
44 See for example Brown (2018) and Rinard (2018, 2019). 
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evaluations.45 This approach gets right that other norms that govern desire-like states 

more generally, and moral judgments in particular, can ground forms of epistemic 

evaluation similar to those of belief —and this will be my approach in Chapter 3. 

However, as it stands, there are two problems with that strategy. One is that it remains 

to be shown that these evaluations are epistemic, which would bring expressivists 

back to the initial dilemma: either the explanation resembles veritism and then 

expressivists need to explain how desires can fit into that picture, or it does not, and 

they owe us an alternative explanation of why the evaluations are genuinely 

epistemic. Second, this view seems to allow for just one form of evaluation: warrant. 

However, epistemic evaluations for moral judgments are diverse. Moral judgments 

seem apt to be epistemically justified/unjustified, rational/irrational, reliably or 

unreliably produced, etc. Thus, if the explanation only allows for warrant, it seems 

to be seriously limited.  

IV. Expressivism, Truth, and Epistemic Evaluability 

Expressivists have good reasons to accept a challenge based on veritism because 

they have reasons to accept its main elements. However, not all is lost for them. Truth 

is central to veritism, and contemporary expressivists have devoted a significant 

amount of their efforts to articulate and defend views of truth as compatible with 

their views on moral thought and language. The resources expressivists developed 

for those views should be useful here, too. 

There are two central aspects of most expressivists’ accounts of truth for moral 

judgments and claims. Suppose we start by thinking of truth as involving an 

explanatorily robust role for notions like correspondence with facts or correct 

representation. In that case, expressivists are excluded from theorising about moral 

judgments as true or false.46 They need to start their accounts with a view of truth 

compatible with their views on moral thought and language. Perhaps the most 

notable example here is deflationism about truth. According to this view, truth is not 

a substantial property which can play a substantial role in our theorising about the 

functions desire-like states can or cannot enter, and rather helps in generalisations or 

endorsement.47 For example, the truth conditions for the judgment that ‘racial 

 
45 Gibbard (1990: Ch. 15) adopts an approach like this but his main concern is with 

evaluations, not evaluability. 
46 This is of course not to say that expressivists cannot get to a point at which they earn the 

right to think about those notions as appliable to desire-like moral judgments. My point here 

is only about the explanatory role these notions can play. 
47 For more on these elements and the main varieties of deflationism, see Horwich (2010: 

13). 
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discrimination is wrong’ are nothing further than that racial discrimination is wrong, 

and adding the truth predicate would just show, for example, our endorsement of that 

judgment. Second, for expressivists, ascriptions of truth and falsehood to moral 

claims and judgments are, first and foremost, an element of moral practice. The 

primary function of a meaningful utterance that “it is true that racial discrimination 

is wrong” is to moralise, that is, to make a move in our practices of thinking and 

talking about moral matters. This is a practice that expressivists want to explain and 

vindicate, and that is why they have views like deflationism. However, they are 

careful in distinguishing what they can say as theorists from what they can say as 

participants in those practices.   

Deflationism, with an appropriate understanding of the scope of expressivist 

explanations, suggests an appealing strategy to account for truth. To earn the right to 

talk about some realist-seeming surface feature of morality X, we should understand 

our talk of X as moves internal to our moral practices. Truth is then a familiar instance 

that fits in this general scheme. For example, if we ask expressivists in virtue of what 

a moral judgment that racial discrimination is wrong can be true, given that truth is 

not a substantial property, that will just amount to asking in virtue of what racial 

discrimination is wrong. This is a first-order normative question internal to our moral 

practices that can only be answered by committing ourselves to moral claims. 

Expressivism, as a second-order view about the nature of any moral judgment, is not 

in the business of offering answers to this kind of question. In that sense, 

expressivists have no problem with truth. This expressivist side-step is a well-known 

move in the literature.48 Instead of thinking about what truth could be as applied to 

moral judgments, we ask about what we are doing when we think and talk of moral 

judgments as true. Once we are clear about the function of that thought and talk, we 

will see the initial problem disappear or change substantially.  

This way of thinking about truth suggests a way to think about our problem with 

epistemic evaluability. For expressivists that endorse deflationism, once we 

understand what it is to think and talk of our moral judgments as true or false, we 

can see that there is nothing substantial for them to explain beyond platitudes like p 

is true iff p. The really interesting questions about which of our moral judgments are 

true and why only make sense from the point of view of a participant in moral 

practice. Epistemic evaluability may work similarly. Once we really understand what 

 
48 See Gibbard (2003: 6) for the classic articulation. See also Carter & Chrisman (2011), 

Dreier (2015) and Bex-Priestly & Gamester (2023: 10) for a more detailed explanation. 
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it is to think or talk about our moral judgments as aiming at true or as epistemically 

evaluated, there may be nothing substantial left for expressivists to explain. And so, 

they could leave interesting questions about how to best conduct moral inquiry for 

us to resolve as participants of moral practice. I will explore three versions of this 

side-stepping account in the next chapter. 

Whether this indirect approach will be successful depends on how well deflationism 

can explain the aspects of the truth of moral judgments that we need to make sense 

of their epistemic evaluability. And unfortunately, as many critics point out, 

deflationism cannot explain all aspects of truth. For example, expressivists do not 

want to claim that just any kind of desire-like state is truth evaluable in the way that 

moral judgments are. The expression of my desire for chocolate in the form 

“yummy” or “chocolate!” are also expressions of desire-like attitudes, but no 

expressivist would claim they are truth-apt. Expressivists might want to argue that 

this is not a problem for their view of moral judgment and just a fact about the syntax 

of the expressions; after all, the previous two examples lack the indicative structure 

of moral judgments. However, Jamie Dreier (1996) convincingly argued against this. 

We can, for example, reconstruct a sentence like “Hey, Ana!” in indicative form as 

“Ana is hey” and even embed it in truth-conditional constructions like “If Ana is hey, 

then I’m happy.”  But that should not make it truth evaluable, so syntax is not the 

key to truth evaluability.49 The upshot of this discussion is that having an account of 

truth like deflationism is not enough; just like the challenge of epistemic evaluability, 

we also need an account of why moral judgments would be the right fit for the truth 

predicate in the first place: we need an account of truth evaluability.50 

Expressivists then have supplemented their views with similarly compatible but 

more substantial views of truth and truth-aptness.51 According to these substantial 

strategies for earning a right to talk about some realist-seeming surface feature of 

morality X, expressivists should offer a meta-ethical account of the nature of our 

thought and language about X, which is compatible with its application to desire-like 

moral judgments. This is still meant to be an account of X as an element of moral 

practice, and most of the important questions surrounding it will still only make 

 
49 Although see Lenman (2003a) for an argument that to explain truth evaluability we cannot 

separate syntax from a form of discipline. 
50 To be clear this does not by itself mean that expressivists should reject deflationism. Some 

expressivists may argue that we still need it as the basis on which more substantial views of 

truth should be constructed. See, for example, Gibbard (2003: 65). 
51 For more on these issues and the development of the non-cognitivist approaches to them 

see Schroder (2018). 
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sense within it. But expressivists that favour this strategy accept the need for 

explanations beyond moves internal to moral practice. These explanations should 

make sense of the correct functioning of the practice, given their non-

representational picture of moral thought and language. This is a broad 

characterization, so a substantial account of truth can take many forms. One example 

is Gibbard’s (2003: 65) view of truth evaluability, according to which we should 

understand moral judgments as plans which are apt for agreement and disagreement 

in a way sufficient for any state to be truth evaluable. Another example is 

Blackburn’s (1984: 198) view of stability as a proxy for truth. According to him, 

moral judgments are apt for improvement in a way that delivers a notion of the best 

set of attitudes —one that cannot be further improved by finer distinctions or better 

sensitivity to details. Such a set would be stable in the way that truth is.  

Unlike indirect accounts, these views draw more interesting and substantial 

connections between moral judgments and truth —in a way closer to the veritist 

picture of beliefs. Thus, I believe it is worth exploring what aspects of veritism we 

could explain via these more substantial notions of truth and what the approach can 

teach us about how expressivists should answer questions of epistemic evaluability. 

I will explore this approach in Chapter 3.  

V. Conclusion 

One of the main reasons expressivists want a moral epistemology is to vindicate 

those aspects of our practices that concern the epistemic status of our moral views. 

This is why their most fundamental challenge in moral epistemology is to explain 

how their views of our moral thought and talk are compatible with our epistemic 

evaluations. In ordinary moral practice, for example, we care about whether we know 

that it is permissible to eat meat, that we are sure that abusing a power imbalance is 

wrong or that the way we come up with answers to our moral questions is reliable 

and unbiased. The challenge is explaining how all these evaluations are possible 

when we consider our moral judgments desire-like. As I argued, the best way to 

understand why this is a problem is that paradigmatically epistemic evaluable states, 

like beliefs, aim at truth, and moral judgments, being desire-like, do not. This 

challenge is compelling since it is formulated in terms expressivists are likely to 

accept. But it also allows for the possibility that expressivists use the resources they 

developed elsewhere to account for truth.  
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Chapter 2: Side-Stepping Epistemic Evaluability 

Although the challenge of epistemic evaluability has only recently been articulated 

as such, it has many substantial and interesting connections with other aspects of 

moral practice that expressivists have explained, like our thinking and talking of 

moral judgments as true. Thus, there is a lot of potential for expressivists to apply 

the tools they developed for those projects to solve the present challenge. One very 

usual expressivist strategy is indirect: instead of explaining what things like moral 

truths of facts could be, we explain what it is to think or talk about them. 

Expressivists then argue that after successfully explaining our though and talk of 

moral truths and facts, we will see that there is nothing substantial left for them to 

explain. This indirect strategy is sometimes labelled the expressivist side-step 

(Dreier, 2015). Epistemic evaluability then may be apt for a similar side-stepping 

treatment. Since we are exploring the possible approaches expressivists can take to 

explain epistemic evaluability, it is important that we consider the options 

expressivists have for this side-stepping strategy. In this chapter, I present three 

different ways to do this. Two are based on truth, since truth was crucial for the 

veritist explanation of epistemic evaluability developed in the last chapter. The third 

is a specific way to apply epistemic expressivism to our problem here. Even if I 

believe there are good reasons to reject these side-stepping accounts, there are 

important lessons we should draw from them for a successful response, and so it is 

important to cover them. 

Section I sets the stage by elaborating on the expressivist side-step, its relationship 

with what in the literature is called the expressivist manoeuvre and the options they 

give us to explain epistemic evaluability. Section II explores ways in which we can 

develop a deflationist account of truth to explain epistemic evaluability. If moral 

judgments can aim at truth in a deflationist sense, then epistemic evaluations can 

correspond to the means to get true moral judgments in that same deflationist sense. 

While this account makes sense of the correctness conditions of beliefs and moral 

judgments, it has important limitations in establishing those as the basis for epistemic 

evaluations. In section III, I explore a different approach that does not side-step the 

need for an account of truth but side-steps epistemic evaluability directly by reducing 

the conditions of epistemic evaluability to the conditions of truth-evaluability. As I 

will argue, while I do not wholly reject this option, I do not think it can work as a 

side-stepping account. Finally, I explore a third side-stepping strategy based on 

epistemic expressivism in Section IV. I expand on the version of epistemic 

expressivism I presented in Chapter 1 and explain how it can be turned into an 
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account of epistemic evaluability. Unfortunately, this option faces a different 

problem: it cannot explain what makes beliefs and moral judgments the right fit for 

epistemic evaluations but not ordinary desires. 

I. Epistemic evaluability and Side-Stepping 

The most straightforward way for expressivists to solve the challenge of epistemic 

evaluability is to try to explain how the main elements of veritism are either 

compatible with their views of moral thought and talk or that they have the resources 

to mimic these elements. Thus, just like we can have a story about the truth, 

regulation and epistemic evaluation of belief, we can have a parallel story for moral 

judgments, even if they are desire-like. This account is ambitious in that it requires, 

first, an expressivist-friendly account of truth that can help explain the correctness 

of states like moral judgments. Second, an account of the nature of moral judgments 

that explains how they, being desire-like states, are apt to be correct or incorrect 

according to their truth. Lastly, expressivists need to show how these two elements 

offer a good basis for thinking of the means to form correct moral judgments 

corresponding to our ordinary epistemic evaluations of them: knowledge, 

justification, warrant, rationality, etc. 

Some expressivists may think that this approach concedes too much too quickly to 

critics. It involves treating the correctness of moral judgments or their epistemic 

evaluability as a substantial property that expressivists need to explain. However, as 

we saw in the last chapter, expressivists are more likely to take an indirect approach, 

just like they do for things like moral truth or facts. Instead of asking directly what 

these things could be, expressivists ask what it is that we do when we think and talk 

about them. The response will usually involve the denial that explaining our moral 

thought and talk requires appealing to robust moral facts, truth as accurate 

representation or other notions problematic for expressivists. With that explanation, 

the initial problem of what these things could be in an expressivist framework either 

disappears or changes substantially. 

Think about moral facts specifically. Say that I judge that it is a fact that exploitation 

is morally wrong. Some expressivists may want to explain this by arguing that this 

amounts to thinking nothing over and above that exploitation is morally wrong. This, 

in turn, amounts to a disapproval of exploitation. For this explanation, expressivists 

do not need to appeal to moral facts or ascribe a robust representational function to 

moral judgments. All expressivists need is a proper understanding of the function of 

our moral thinking and talking.  Once we are clear about this function, we will see 
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the initial problem disappear or change substantially. If we ask whether there is 

anything else about the existence of moral facts that expressivists have not explained 

after taking this indirect approach, it should be easier for them to deny this. In the 

existing literature, this move is often referred to as the expressivist manoeuvre 

(Gibbard, 2003: 6; Carter and Chrisman, 2012: 331) or side-step (Dreier, 2015); 

however, I think it is worth being more precise about this. 

The expressivist manoeuvre, as I will be using the term, refers to the strategy of 

accounting for a realist-seeming surface feature of morality X by explaining our 

thought and language about X first. This may or may not mean that we side-step or 

avoid the need for a substantial account of X. A substantial account means that we 

treat X as a substantial property that plays important explanatory roles. For example, 

Allan Gibbard (2003: 6) is often credited with articulating the expressivist 

manoeuvre, and although he applies it to solve the problem of truth evaluability, he 

does not side-step the need for a substantial account. He posits truth evaluability as 

a substantial property of moral judgments (as a plan-laden state) of entering relations 

of agreement and disagreement. The expressivist side-step, as I will be using the 

term, refers to a result of applying the expressivist manoeuvre and finding we have 

no need for a substantial account of X. Think again about the rough explanation of 

moral facts I presented before. The reason why a number of expressivists think our 

talk of moral facts is not representational is that they ascribe to a form of deflationism 

according to which saying or thinking that it is a fact that p is nothing other and 

above thinking or saying that p. Thus, we do not really need a substantial explanation 

of moral facts because the right account of our thought and talk of them does not 

need to refer to them to do any explanatory work.52 Of course, deflationists do not 

want to deny that there are other interesting questions we may raise about our use of 

the concept of facts in our ordinary moral thought and talk that need answering. It is, 

for example, central for us as moralizers that it is a fact that exploitation is wrong. 

What deflationists allow us to side-step is the need for expressivists as metaethicists 

to give any further substantial explanation of what moral facts are. Whether 

exploitation is wrong is a fact that is for us moralizers to resolve.53 In this chapter, I 

will explore the prospects of three side-stepping accounts of epistemic evaluability. 

 
52 For examples of accounts like this see Blackburn (1993: 173) and Dreier (2004: 26) 
53 C.f. Bex-Priestley & Gamester (2023: 10-2). Their interpretation of the side-step aligns 

more closely with how I am understanding the expressivist manoeuvre. My interpretation 

here does not involve changing or avoiding the question, so is not vulnerable to objections 

like Kyriacou’s (2017) that by changing the question expressivists would use a form of 
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There are two ways in which we could develop a side-stepping response to the 

challenge of epistemic evaluability: by using a side-stepping account of truth to 

secure epistemic evaluability and by trying to side-step the need for epistemic 

evaluability directly. About the first option, the best-developed side-stepping 

account of truth is deflationism, so I will use it as the best basis for a strategy of this 

kind. The idea is that since epistemic evaluability is grounded on how states like 

beliefs aim at the truth, then a deflationist understanding of truth should have 

interesting connections that we could exploit. This should not (and will not) mean 

that we will use a deflationist sense of truth to explain epistemic evaluability. That 

is fundamentally against the deflationist core commitment that truth is not meant to 

play any explanatory role. Rather, if truth is not a substantial property, then for each 

role it plays, including the correctness of beliefs and its epistemic evaluability, there 

should be a way to eliminate the explanatory burden on expressivists. There is a well-

known objection in the literature that by removing truth of its explanatory power, we 

will not be able to explain its epistemic roles. Those discussions have never been 

applied to problems of epistemic evaluability, but as we will see, I think similar 

worries arise. Even if a side-stepping explanation of truth fails to secure epistemic 

evaluability, expressivists may still be able to directly sidestep the need for epistemic 

evaluability. One way they could do this is by accepting there is more they need to 

say about truth, but once that account is secured, there is nothing else they need to 

say about epistemic evaluability. A second option is to focus on our thought and talk 

of epistemic evaluations, their function and how much it assumes about epistemic 

evaluability as a property of moral judgments. Perhaps once we are clear on the 

expressivist account of our thought and talk of epistemic evaluations, the latter 

problem either disappears or changes substantially. 

Before we start with the discussion, I should be clear that I do not think side-stepping 

accounts can give us everything we want from an expressivist account of epistemic 

evaluability. But, on the one hand, given the recent articulation of the challenge, it is 

worth mapping the options expressivists have to respond to it and mark the promising 

routes in which we can take the discussion. On the other hand, there are aspects that 

I believe these approaches get right, and they help us highlight the elements that are 

important for a response to the challenge. Thus, there are several lessons that I will 

draw from these views for the direct solution I will offer in the next chapter.  

 
reasoning that is characteristically non-truth conducive. In that sense, my characterization is 

also similar to Sinclair & Chamberlain (Forthcoming: 8). 
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II. A First Deflationist Approach 

Deflationism is a natural companion to the side-stepping strategy. Side-stepping an 

account of truth consists of explaining what it is to think and talk of something as 

true and then find, after offering that account, that there was nothing substantial to 

explain about truth itself. According to deflationism, truth is not a substantial 

property, so it makes sense that there are no explanatory interesting answers 

expressivists can offer about our use of the truth predicate or concept. To apply this 

view to our problem with epistemic evaluability, we need a more precise definition 

of deflationism. Like expressivism, deflationism can take many forms, and there are 

substantial disagreements among deflationists. However, their main points of 

agreement are well captured by two main commitments: a negative commitment that 

truth is not a substantial property capable of doing any explanatory work and a 

positive commitment that everything we need to know about the function of truth is 

contained in the schema:54 

T) p is true iff p 

This usually means that the function of our concept of truth in thought and talk is 

nothing other than a device for expressing what is already contained in T). For 

example, we can use the concept of truth for generalization: instead of saying S said 

that p and p, S said that q and q, S said that r and r, we can just say what S said is 

true. Or we can use truth for endorsement: instead of just saying p we can express 

our endorsement by saying that it is true that p. This is not to say that there is no 

sense in which using the concept or predicate of truth is important. In our everyday 

lives, it often matters very much that what we say and think is true, that we get true 

information from other people, and so on. But what deflationists say about those 

cases is that what we care about has nothing to do with truth itself. For example, 

when I want to know whether it is true that I deposited the money in the right account, 

what matters is my reasons for thinking so, like my memories about it, the ways I 

have to find out, and so on. Theorizing about truth will not help with any of that. 

Everything we can say from the point of view of someone theorizing about the nature 

 
54 I pick these two since I believe they capture elements that characterize most forms of 

deflationism and will be useful for our discussion. But for alternatives see Lynch (2009: 105-

9), Horwich (2010: 13) and Armour-Garb, Stoljar, and Woodbridge (2021). It may be 

controversial whether the first thesis should be about a property that cannot be used in 

explanations or a metaphysically fundamental property. I will stick to the former since, on 

the one hand, it is key for the versions of deflationism I will discuss in this section. And, on 

the other admitting truth can be used in explanations seems closer to the form of minimalism 

I discuss in the next chapter.  
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of truth is something trivial like T). Our account of epistemic evaluability can follow 

a similar pattern. If truth is important for our epistemic evaluations, then that may 

not be because of truth itself, and everything that truth can contribute to our accounts 

is something similar to T).55  

One initial problem with this is that deflationism is often presented as an account of 

truth ascriptions or truth conditions, but normativism, as it figures in veritism, is 

about the correctness conditions of beliefs. Recall that according to veritism: 

B) A belief that p is correct iff p is true 

But this is not a significant problem. Some deflationists like Paul Horwich (2010: 

75-7). argue that just like truth was merely a device of generalization and 

endorsement in truth attributions, it plays a similar role in conditions like B). And so 

we could easily reconstruct them without appealing to truth. We would have infinite 

instances of norms with the form: 

B*) A belief that p is correct iff p 

And given that, again, truth is not a substantial property, nothing is stopping us from 

reformulating these as: 

M*) A moral judgment that p is correct iff p.  

Like the initial view, that would not mean that the truth or the correctness of our 

beliefs is not important. But the reasons why those are important have nothing to do 

with truth. We can think about it in this way: truth is very easy to get since it is not a 

substantial property, so it can be attributed equally to belief and desire-like states like 

moral judgments. It is just meant to make things easier for us by formulating things 

like B) in more general terms. But which beliefs are actually correct or whether a 

specific belief that p is, that is a harder question that requires us to stop theorizing 

about truth and inquiring about whether p. And it does not matter whether the p 

includes moral content or not.56 We need to determine which of our moral judgments 

 
55 To be sure, this emphasis on what is important about our talking and thinking about truth 

is not often part of the characterization of deflationism. Classic articulations like Horwich 

(2010) and Field (2001) do not give it any prominent role to it. However, see Shieh (2018) 

for why it is important for deflationism in general. And Blackburn (2009) for why it is 

important when discussing expressivism. Some, like Wright (2021) argue that this element 

unites different pragmatist accounts of truth like deflationism and minimalism —more on 

this in chapter 3. 
56 While discussing deflationism I will not be assuming that variables like p stand for 

propositions. Some deflationists like Field (2001: 104) would endorse similarly deflationists 

accounts of propositions and so would deny these should figure in our analysis of thought 

and language.  
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are correct, and to do that, we need to stop theorizing about truth and moralize. There 

are two aspects of this account that I think deflationists get right. Expressivists want 

to say that M*), or at least a very similar norm, governs moral judgments. Also, the 

normative pressure to regulate our moral judgments according to whether they are 

correct comes from the internal dynamics of first-order moral inquiry. Whether our 

moral judgments are correct or not is a matter of what is actually right or wrong, 

which we cannot tell by theorizing about truth; we need to moralize. Unfortunately, 

normativism is just one part of a complete explanation of epistemic evaluability, and 

deflationism faces a few problems accounting for the rest. 

According to the second part of veritism, epistemic evaluations stand for bad or good 

means to form true beliefs. This initially does not seem to be a problem for 

deflationism. After all, we can think of correct beliefs not as those that aim at a 

substantial property of truth but as those that satisfy conditions B*), that a belief that 

p is correct iff p, which does not include truth. Then epistemic evaluations can be the 

means to form correct beliefs for each instance of B*) —since we are not using truth 

for generalization. For example, my belief that Trotsky died in Coyoacán is correct 

iff Trotsky died in Coyoacán, and epistemic evaluations like justification, rationality, 

warrant, etc., stand for the good and bad means to form a correct belief in that matter; 

those that would not support a belief that Trotsky died in Coyoacán when he did not. 

We will have a similar story for each belief that we evaluate epistemically. 

But now say that we need the conditions of epistemic evaluability for the belief that 

there is a computer in front of me. We have a similar story in that we determine its 

correctness conditions without truth, just following B*), and then with the means to 

get the correct belief we also get epistemic evaluations. But what would the 

evaluations for the belief about Trotsky have in common with the evaluations for this 

belief about my computer? It cannot be that, like with veritism, both evaluations are 

epistemic because they concern truth, since that would mean using truth in an 

explanatory way. Perhaps we could draw a general principle from the story about 

epistemic evaluations we drew from Wedgwood’s remark in Chapter 1: 

P) One can only aim to have a correct belief that p by aiming aim to have a 

rational belief that p. 

This would help at first since we can explain the correctness of the belief in terms of 

B*), that a belief that p is correct iff p, and so truth does not need to play any 

substantial role. However, the problem was not with the belief's correctness but with 

rationality. We need an explanation of what, other than truth, could unify the 
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epistemic evaluations of rationality for each belief that meets condition P); why they 

are all different instances of the same epistemic evaluation. Moreover, epistemic 

evaluations can be comparative. For example, I can be more justified in believing 

that my computer is in front of me than in believing that Trotsky died in Coyoacán 

—perhaps because of the weight of the evidence for each. Deflationism offers no 

way to explain that since there is nothing unifying the means to form a correct belief 

in the two instances we are considering of B*). 

Deflationists may find other ways to unify epistemic evaluations without using truth. 

Perhaps they can say that what unifies different applications of P) is not truth but the 

kind of mental state they apply to. In our examples, both evaluations are epistemic 

because they are both evaluations of beliefs: one about Trotsky and one about my 

computer. And there is some precedent in the literature of views that follow this path 

in reducing epistemic norms and evaluations to the norms of belief.57 However, the 

motivations for those accounts have been mostly explaining what makes epistemic 

norms normative and not so much on what makes them epistemic. Deflationists then 

need different support for the view if they want to solve this specific problem. 

Second, and more importantly, perhaps that would be a good strategy for some 

deflationists but not so much for expressivists. After all, we needed deflationism to 

show that even if moral judgments are desire-like, their correctness conditions would 

be appropriate for an epistemic evaluable state. Expressivists then would be back at 

the problem that moral judgments need to be more belief-like; it is just that it is 

unclear in what way.58 

To be sure, expressivists would technically not be out of options. They could very 

well find a property that is independent of truth, beliefs and moral judgments share, 

and somehow explains epistemic evaluations. But the difficulties seem enough for 

us to look for a different option that does not side-step truth. 

 
57 As McHugh and Whiting (2014: 707), point out, this seems to be Ernst Sosa’s view. 

However, Sosa has a significantly more sophisticated version of normativism than the one I 

have been assuming here. For him, believing is a complex activity that involves norms of 

competence and success. For more on this see Sosa (2021). See also Shah (2006) for a similar 

suggestion about epistemic evaluations and the norm of beliefs.  
58 Other arguments that deflationism cannot explain the epistemic role of truth adequately 

can be found in Wright (1992) and Lynch (2009: 105-14). For an argument against a 

particular application of deflationism for the expressivist project of earning the right to 

epistemic notions (although in that case for fallibility) see Gamester (2022: 5). 
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III. Truth Evaluability and Epistemic Evaluability 

A different but related option for expressivists is not to side-step truth to secure 

epistemic evaluability but to side-step epistemic evaluability directly with a more 

complete account of truth. As explained in Chapter 1, one of the main shortcomings 

of deflationism is that it cannot help us differentiate expressions of states which can 

figure in schemas like T) and those that cannot. Moral judgments are both desire-

like states and truth evaluable: a judgment that exploitation is wrong should be 

understood as a disapproval of stealing and as something that is true iff exploitation 

is wrong. Not all mental states are like this. Thirst, a headache or even ordinary 

desires should not be the kind of things that, when expressed, could be truth 

evaluable. Thus, as most, if not all, expressivists accept nowadays, apart from views 

like deflationism that explain truth ascriptions, they need a further account of truth-

evaluability. The notion of truth evaluability and the notion of aiming at truth seem 

to be closely connected. Both seem to be about what makes states like beliefs and 

moral judgments appropriately connected with truth. Expressivists may then 

rightfully ask whether conditions for epistemic evaluability are just conditions for 

truth evaluability. If so, after securing a sense of truth evaluability, we can say that 

moral judgments are sufficiently belief-like so that from the point of view internal to 

our moral practices, we can just treat them as such. Thus, from that point of view, 

epistemic evaluations work just like they do for beliefs, as corresponding to the 

means to get the true ones. Let us try to flesh out this idea. 

The problem of truth evaluability is an essential part of the more general problem of 

explaining the propositional functioning of moral thought and language, like the 

enormously influential Frege-Geach problem. And there is a widespread view that 

we should understand this problem as asking for a way expressivists can earn the 

right to talk about moral contents using their central notion of expression.59 Suppose 

we adopt a view like Kvanvig’s (2014), according to which the primary objects of 

epistemic evaluations are contents. In that case, we can start to see a connection 

between truth-aptness and epistemic evaluability. Suppose an expressivist gets the 

solution to the truth evaluability challenge right by giving us a notion of moral 

content. In that case, that notion should also give us a proper object of epistemic 

evaluations. One can draw an optimistic or a pessimistic conclusion from this point. 

According to the optimistic view, epistemic and truth evaluability challenges are 

 
59 Woods (2017) and in some respects Schroeder (2008b) both endorse this idea. C.f. Yalcin 

(2019: 409-11). 
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essentially the same, so the solutions expressivists already offer to the former should, 

in principle, help us with the latter.60 According to the pessimistic view, the problems 

call for different solutions, and if we grant that the right notion of content should 

guarantee epistemic evaluations, that would just mean that every solution to the 

problems like the Frege-Geach is incomplete until expressivists show how the notion 

of content they supplied can also be the proper object of epistemic evaluations. Only 

an optimistic view would count as a side-stepping strategy since the pessimistic view 

requires a further explanation of epistemic evaluability to work. 

There are some reasons to resist the optimistic conclusion. Even among those who 

agree that for expressivists, explaining truth evaluability is fundamentally the 

problem of explaining moral contents, there is no agreement on what a solution 

would amount to.61 The idea then cannot be that we know which property or 

properties determine truth evaluability, and those also determine epistemic 

evaluability. The best strategy is to proceed negatively, denying that there are 

examples of states that are truth evaluable and not epistemically evaluable. There 

are, however, some objections to that approach. When defending the distinctiveness 

of the challenge of epistemic evaluability, Beddor (2019: 9) briefly considers the 

relation between epistemic and truth evaluability. He argues that truth evaluability 

and epistemic evaluability must be independent because we have examples of mental 

states like imaginings and suppositions, which are intuitively truth-apt but not 

epistemically evaluable. For simplicity, let us focus on imaginings. 

One way in which beliefs and imaginings are truth evaluable is that they are both 

propositional and representational attitudes. I can both imagine and believe that I can 

walk 40 km without stopping, and the proposition in the content of both states can 

be true or false. In that sense, they are both truth-evaluable attitudes. However, 

expressivists can argue that they interact differently with the truth of the proposition, 

and so they are not truth-evaluable in the same way. It is, for example, easy to think 

that both the belief and not just the proposition in the example are true. But it is 

harder to think of the imagining itself as true. The problem with that response is that 

imaginings are diverse, and in many cases, it seems plausible to think of the 

imagining itself as true; for example, in cases of imaginative immersion (see 

 
60 Sepielli (2012) defends a similar relation between propositional and epistemic problems 

for the case of uncertainty. He argues that if one has a solution to the Frege-Geach problem, 

one has then a solution for Smith’s (2002) certitude challenge for expressivism. 
61 Some candidates are disciplined syntacticism (Lenman, 2003a) and a specific form of 

disagreement (Gibbard, 2003) but these are controversial. 
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Schellenberg, 2013).62 Moreover, some of the best ways to mark a difference 

between how imaginings and beliefs interact with the truth of the proposition in their 

content would support the challenge of epistemic evaluability, not help expressivists 

side-step it. For example, Shah and Velleman (2005) argue that the best way to 

distinguish them is that beliefs, but not imaginings, aim at the truth.63 And so, 

expressivists still need to explain how moral judgments can be desire-like and aim 

at the truth. Truth evaluability is extremely difficult to pin down, so there may be a 

different way to distinguish the truth evaluability of beliefs and imaginings. 

However, from where we stand, it is difficult for expressivists to build a case on that 

hypothesis. 

Expressivists could argue that while we cannot distinguish between the truth 

evaluability of imaginings and beliefs, imaginings, contrary to appearances, are 

epistemically evaluable. Thus, for all we know, epistemic evaluability conditions 

may still be conditions for truth evaluability. For example, many authors claim that 

imaginings are essential in getting modal knowledge and in our counterfactual 

reasoning.64 And even if it would be a stretch to think of them as knowledge, they 

may have a more complex and close relation with notions like justification.65 But 

that option is unlikely to be helpful. As established in Chapter 1, veritism is not the 

view that only beliefs are epistemically evaluable. Other apt objects like credences 

or patterns of reasoning are epistemically evaluable by having an aim sufficiently 

similar to beliefs. And even if we cannot ascribe a similar constitutive aim to 

imaginings, we at least have a connection with truth. Imaginings can be a means to 

form true modal beliefs. But we do not have a similar story about moral judgments 

yet. Thus, by leaving these questions open, the account would not side-step the 

challenge of epistemic evaluability.  

A third and final way in which expressivists can respond is that we have been as-

suming that the difference between beliefs and imaginings or suppositions is that the 

former have an extra element that the latter lacks. Something else about beliefs 

makes them epistemically evaluable, unlike the other two. However, it might also be 

 
62 More precisely, our attributions of truth and falsehood in those cases seem to be directly 

about the imaginings. See also Egan (2008). There are similar difficulties in distinguishing 

the truth of suppositions and their contents. See, for example, Elstein & Williams (Ms). 
63 See Shen-yi & Gendler (2019: 2.1) Sinhababu (2013) for other options. 
64 For an overview of this discussion see Kung (2016). 
65 See Williamson (2016). Some argue that the imaginings produced while engaging in fiction 

are apt for more rich epistemic evaluations. But even those are discontinuous with the 

epistemic evaluations for belief. See Gilmore (2020: Ch. 6).  
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the case that imaginings and suppositions need an extra element not to be epistemi-

cally evaluable. It is fundamental for the three states to have contents that can get 

things as they are, and imaginings and suppositions need an extra element that ena-

bles us to use this capacity in a non-centrally epistemic way. Of course, this option 

is controversial, but it may find some support in views that hold that imagination is 

part of the same continuum of states as belief.66 In that way, if moral judgments are 

already close to any of these states, it would actually be harder to prove they are not 

epistemically evaluable. I believe that this is an interesting suggestion worth explor-

ing. However, there are two things to consider. First, the property that can make 

beliefs and moral judgments epistemically evaluable and imaginings and supposi-

tions not cannot just be propositional content. After all, there are well-known and 

plausible views according to which the contents of ordinary desires are also propo-

sitions. But it seems hard to accept that ordinary desires can be evaluated epistemi-

cally, and it is just an extra element that blocks that feature. If it is not propositional 

content, then it is very unclear what the shared property may be. Second, this sug-

gestion would be helpful for expressivists to understand epistemic evaluability, but 

it is not clear that it would support the optimistic conclusion. After all, we still need 

to find the property that all truth-evaluable states share, but that is somehow blocked 

when we imagine and suppose. There seems to be explanatory work beyond truth-

evaluability to make sense of this difference, so this account starts to look like a 

pessimistic view. 

The primary idea that motivated this option that epistemic and truth evaluability are 

closely connected, seems to me to be on the right track. However, the optimistic 

articulation of this idea that conditions for epistemic evaluability are just conditions 

for epistemic evaluability requires controversial assumptions about truth evaluability 

that expressivists are not entitled to. Thus, a pessimistic view seems more promising, 

even if it is not a side-stepping strategy. More specifically, views on the truth-eval-

uability of moral judgments give us promising materials to construct a response to 

the challenge. This will be my approach in the next chapter. But before proceeding 

to that, we need to consider one last side-stepping strategy. 

 
66 As noted above Schellenberg (2013) and Egan (2008) both hold views like this. A more 

directly related option could be Sterelny’s (2003: 11) view that the functions of representing 

emotions in imagination as parasitic of the evolutionary advantages of representing emotions 

and so could be explained as offline versions of those capacities. 
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IV. Epistemic Expressivism  

Some expressivists may argue that the problem with our two initial approaches was 

that they targeted normativism. But what we really want to understand is what makes 

our practices of epistemic evaluability possible, so it is our thinking and talking of 

epistemic evaluations that we should be focusing on. And expressivists already have 

well-established ideas about our epistemic evaluation thought and talk in the form of 

epistemic expressivism. The idea is that, like its moral counterpart, epistemic 

expressivism is the view epistemic thought and talk do not have the function of 

representing epistemic properties but express practical or desire-like mental states. 

Allan Gibbard (2003: 199, 2012), for example argues our knowledge talk expresses 

states like plans to rely on someone’s judgment. Consider a specific epistemic 

evaluation, like it is epistemically justified to judge that racial discrimination is 

wrong. Given epistemic expressivism, we should understand this as the expression 

of a state of planning to rely on that judgment. As established in Chapter 1, this says 

little about which kinds of objects are apt for those evaluations, so it says little about 

epistemic evaluability. However, a better version of this approach would combine 

epistemic expressivism with the side-stepping strategy. If epistemic evaluability is a 

property at all, it is an epistemic property. And expressivists, armed with epistemic 

expressivism, may question whether epistemic evaluability is a substantial property 

that they need to explain. Thus, the right framing of epistemic expressivism should 

give us a way to explain away or side-step epistemic evaluability.67 After explaining 

all our thinking and talking of epistemic evaluations, we can come back to ask 

whether there are any open questions about the property of epistemic evaluability. If 

there are none, expressivists would have successfully side-stepped the problem. 

The key to this argument is the often-overlooked idea that given the non-

representational function of epistemic thought and talk, epistemic expressivism gives 

us a different approach to epistemic properties. For example, Hartry Field (2018: 2) 

conceives of competitors to epistemic expressivism about the reliability of inductive 

inferences as having to posit a kind of “justification fluid” that gets passed from 

premises to conclusions. For an epistemic expressivist, we just need a good 

explanation of our thinking and talking of certain inferences as reasonable. Once we 

understand that thinking and talking consists of, say, planning to rely on those 

inference methods and expressing those states, we can come back to the initial issue. 

 
67 Many thanks to Will Gamester for suggesting this approach and pressing me to give it more 

serious consideration.  



49 
 

We can then ask whether there are any open questions about the substantial 

properties reasonable inferences have and that epistemic expressivists need to 

explain. At that point, epistemic expressivists are in a good position to deny there 

are any. Expressivists then can say something similar about the property of epistemic 

evaluability. After giving a complete and convincing epistemic expressivist account 

of our thinking and talking of epistemic evaluations for moral judgments, they can 

come back to the initial issue of epistemic evaluability and ask whether there are any 

open questions about the kind of property epistemic evaluable states have, and then 

they deny there are any.  

Like other side-stepping accounts, the idea is that after explaining our talk and 

thought, there are no more open questions for expressivists to respond to. But there 

may be other questions about epistemic evaluability for us to resolve as participants 

of moral practice. Perhaps from that first-order perspective, we can ask questions 

about whether it makes sense as participants of moral practice to evaluate moral 

judgments epistemically. Even if expressivists are not in the business of responding 

to that question, they can safely assume that from within our moral practices, there 

are many instances in which it is appropriate to evaluate moral judgments in this 

way. It is very important to us, for example, whether our moral views are justified or 

whether agents know what they are doing is wrong. And expressivists have offered 

some epistemic expressivism about those judgments, so there should not be 

remaining questions about those.68 

One thing to note is that epistemic expressivism is a view about normative epistemic 

thought and talk. It is clear how this side-stepping account applies to properties like 

reasonable inference since, if they are properties at all, they are normative —they are 

picked out by a normative concept. However, it is unclear that epistemic evaluability 

itself is normative. One way to respond to this worry is by arguing that we are 

working under the assumption that veritism, or at least something very close to it, is 

the right account of epistemic evaluability. And according to veritism, what explains 

epistemic evaluability is a normativist picture of belief according to which they are 

correct if and only if they are true. Thus, if epistemic evaluability is an epistemic 

property, then we have some reason to think it is a normative one. However, even if 

we grant that there are more serious issues with the view. 

Expressivists need an account of epistemic thought and language as applied to moral 

judgments. And it is very plausible that the account is a form of epistemic 

 
68 See for example Blackburn (1996) and Gibbard (2003). 
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expressivism. Moreover, like deflationism, this version of epistemic expressivism 

gets right that the right account of epistemic evaluability for moral judgments should 

say that the pressure to regulate them according to their truth comes from the 

dynamics of moralizing. However, it is unclear whether epistemic expressivism can 

side-step the challenge. There seem to be at least two important questions left open 

after the side-step.  

First, a version of Dreier’s (1996) objection against deflationism may apply to this 

view. The idea then was that even as a convincing view about truth claims, 

deflationism cannot distinguish between states that are apt for truth evaluations and 

those that are not. Similarly, a critic can say that after a complete epistemic 

expressivist account of epistemic evaluations, there is a relevant and open question 

about why, for example, moral judgments are epistemically evaluable but ordinary 

desires are not. Expressivists could respond that an important element of this side-

stepping approach is that the remaining questions here are first-order questions about 

the appropriateness of epistemically evaluating these states. Then, they can appeal 

to wide reflective equilibrium (WRE). WRE is among the best reasoning processes 

for moral matters. But WRE involves ensuring that our moral judgments are 

consistent with our best non-moral judgments. In this case, if we did not judge that 

it was inappropriate to evaluate ordinary desires epistemically as part of our moral 

reasoning, but we did as part of our best non-moral reasoning (or would if we were 

engaged in our best non-moral reasoning), then, given WRE, our best moral 

reasoning ought to fit with this view. However, this view assumes that it is part of 

our best non-moral reasoning that there is something that makes ordinary desires not 

epistemically evaluable. But why is that? Presumably, something separates them 

from epistemically evaluable states like beliefs and moral judgments. But this 

something is precisely what a response to the challenge of epistemic evaluability 

needs to explain. Perhaps expressivists could appeal to truth-evaluability, but then 

we can raise a similar challenge with the states we considered in the last section, like 

imaginings.69 

Second, the strategy does not side-step the need for a view like veritism. Consider 

the kind of states we express when we make an epistemic evaluation. For Gibbard, 

these are states of planning to rely on someone’s judgment. Planning states are 

 
69 The objection is not entirely analogous to Dreier’s since for him we could get non-truth-

evaluable states to look truth-evaluable by the deflationist lights with the right syntax. But 

here we are dealing with mental states. However, for expressivists, ordinary desires are 

already relevantly similar to moral judgments in that they are both desire-like states. 
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responsive to reasons. And if the account is to be plausible, there must be a way to 

distinguish good reasons from bad ones. Since this is a view about epistemic 

evaluations, determining which corresponds to the means to attain truth is a 

promising way to distinguish them. But this is one of the substantial commitments 

of veritism that we were supposed to side-step. Proponents of this side-stepping 

strategy would then be back to the initial problem: either they accept this version of 

veritism, which seems incompatible with expressivism, or offer a similarly plausible 

alternative compatible with their view. This problem is not exclusive to Gibbard’s 

account. Consider Michael Ridge’s more sophisticated version of epistemic 

expressivism. According to him, knowledge attributions express very complex states 

that minimally include:  

“(1) The belief that S believes that p. 

(2) The belief that S’s belief that p is true. 

(3) Epistemic endorsement of certain procedures for deciding what to 

believe. 

(4) The belief that S’s judgement that p is causally regulated by either (a) 

those procedures [anaphoric reference back to those procedures the speaker 

endorses in (3)] or (b) procedures which are close enough to those 

procedures, so far as p goes or (c) more fully informed successors to those 

procedures. 

(5) The belief that no further acquaintance with the descriptive facts is such 

that acquaintance with those facts is sufficient for those epistemic 

procedures (the ones causally regulating his belief that p) to instruct him to 

abandon the belief that p.” (2007: 103-4) 

Ridge’s account improves on other versions of epistemic expressivism in many 

ways. It is, for example, helpful in specifying the kind of state(s) we express when 

making epistemic evaluations. However, it cannot help us solve our problem with 

epistemic evaluability. Notice that (3), what he calls the plan-laden element of his 

view (2007: 105), faces the same problem as Gibbard’s view. Epistemic endorsement 

is, presumably, not random; it must be in some way responsive to reasons. And either 

those reasons are based on truth, and so we are back to veritism, or they are not, and 

then we need a different explanation of what makes this endorsement epistemic. 

Moreover, according to (4), for an epistemic evaluation, we need to think the 

judgment is apt to be regulated by the procedures we endorse. But if these are the 
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judgment formation procedures in virtue of which the judgment counts as 

knowledge, it is unclear what distinguishes this from epistemic evaluability. And so, 

in endorsing this form of epistemic expressivism we would be assuming a response 

to the problem. Epistemic expressivism, even if helpful in other respects, does not 

side-step the need for a view like veritism. 

V. Conclusion  

From veritism, we know that truth is the key to responding to the challenge of 

epistemic evaluability. Given that a significant focus of contemporary expressivists 

has been on truth, we can draw from many of the resources they developed to respond 

to this new challenge. However, their specific approach to truth affects how 

effectively they can answer the challenge. Expressivists then need a conception of 

truth that, like deflationism, is compatible with their views on the nature of moral 

judgments and so could work as their aim. However, when it comes to epistemic 

evaluability, deflationism has many limitations. Even so, the challenge I am 

addressing here, although having deep roots in existing objections to expressivism, 

has only recently been articulated as such. Thus, there are other possibilities for 

expressivists to explore. In particular, I want to consider one more option for 

expressivists, one that consists of taking veritism seriously and earning the right to 

its central elements. 
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Chapter 3: Epistemic Evaluability and Stability 

Veritism consists of a normativist picture of beliefs as constitutively aiming at truth 

and a teleological account of epistemic evaluations as corresponding to the good or 

bad means to attain truth. Expressivists can earn the right to epistemic evaluability 

by earning the right to the main elements of veritism: truth, regulation and 

evaluation. First, to explain the truth element of veritism, I appeal to Simon 

Blackburn’s view (1984: 198, 1996), according to which moral judgments are apt for 

improvement in a way that delivers a notion of the best set of attitudes —one that 

cannot be further improved by finer distinctions or better sensitivity to details. Such 

a set would be stable in the way that truth is. This stability property will be our proxy 

for truth and act as a correct condition for moral judgments in the same way truth 

does for beliefs. Second, I argue moral judgments while desire-like are apt for those 

correctness conditions by appealing to an evaluationist or guise of the good view of 

the nature of desire-like states. The key will be in how the function of desire-like 

states is to help close practical deliberation, but in the case of moral judgments, they 

can only do that correctly when they are stable. Having secured truth and evaluation, 

expressivists can find plausible connections with epistemic evaluation. 

Section I sets the stage by introducing two elements of substantial accounts of truth. 

Section II presents the account of stability as a proxy for truth and explains why 

stability can act as a correctness condition for moral judgments. While apt for 

stability, moral judgments are still desire-like states, and expressivists have good 

reasons not to deny that they still have the correctness conditions of any desire-like 

state. In Section III, I introduce the evaluationist view of desires. This view will help 

us explain how the correctness conditions proposed are apt for a desire-like state. 

After establishing the parallels, I address some possible objections to the view. 

Section VI tackles the issue of evaluations as the means to attain truth.  

I. Veritism and Substantial Truth 

According to veritism, beliefs are epistemically evaluable because they aim at truth, 

and epistemic evaluations correspond to the means to achieve that. This offers a 

compelling challenge and a way for expressivists to make sense of what it takes to 

respond to it. More specifically, there are three elements of veritism that expressivists 

can show are not incompatible with their view and earn the right to epistemic 

evaluability: truth, regulation, and evaluation. If desire-like moral judgments also 

aim at truth (or something close enough to it) and so are regulated similarly to beliefs, 

then the evaluations that correspond to the means to attain the aim will warrant the 
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label of epistemic. My strategy here is to construct the case that expressivists can 

answer this challenge by accounting for each of these in order. 

We already covered one way to use expressivist-friendly conceptions of truth to 

secure some aspects of veritism: deflationism. That strategy is either unsuccessful or 

limited, mainly because, according to deflationism, truth is incapable of doing 

substantial explanatory work. Fortunately, expressivists have developed other more 

substantial accounts of truth to deal with the limitations of deflationism. In Chapters 

1 and 2, we covered some examples of this in the form of accounts of truth-

evaluability. Two aspects of these more substantial accounts are useful for the 

strategy I will develop here. 

First, we need a notion of truth that can do explanatory work to act as a correctness 

condition for moral judgments and be a plausible basis for epistemic evaluations. 

The main example I will be using here is Blackburn’s view of stability as the truth-

like property of moral judgments that cannot be further improved. The issue of how 

views like Blackburn’s are substantial and how they differ from deflationism is 

complex. One way for us to think about it is in terms of the contrast between 

deflationism and minimalism.70 According to minimalism, truth is the property 

designated by all our platitudes surrounding our use of the concept. Most of the ideas 

expressivists would reject about truth, like correspondence with facts, are 

controversial as platitudes, so they are not essential for a theory about the truth of 

moral judgments. And the uncontroversial and important platitudes are things that 

expressivists can easily accept. One example of these platitudes is the schema 

deflationists claim explains everything we need to know about truth: 

T) p is true iff p 

But, importantly, there are others, like the stability property, which I will introduce 

and explain in the next section. Minimalism, unlike deflationism, is not committed 

to truth not being apt for doing explanatory work and not committed to T) including 

everything we need to know about truth. Both these aspects will be helpful in our 

discussion. One warning here is that the terminology in the existing literature is 

confusing. Horwich (2010: 19) characterizes minimalism as a form of deflationism. 

Others, like Wright (1992) and Sinclair (2021: 170), distinguish minimalism from 

 
70 The distinction as I am drawing it here, and this articulation of minimalism is from Wright 

(1992). For an overview of minimalism see Sinclair (2021: 170). 
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deflationism in the way I do here. When I use the term ‘minimalism’, it will be in 

this latter sense in which it contrasts with deflationism. 

A second aspect of substantial views of truth is a commitment to giving more 

substantial explanations of what it is for a mental state to be apt to figure in platitudes 

like T), to be truth-apt. Take Allan Gibbard’s account of truth evaluability. Gibbard’s 

account works mainly at the meta-semantic level since we are looking for the 

property in virtue of which moral judgments have the semantic feature of being truth-

evaluable.71 Gibbard looks for a property that different mental states, like beliefs and 

moral judgments, have in virtue of which the claims we use to express them receive 

a propositional treatment. And he concludes that the most plausible candidate is 

being able to enter into specific kinds of relations of agreement and disagreement 

(2003: 65-71).72 His claim is that if you disagree with a mental state, you can make 

sense of a negation of the claim that expresses it and then start to construct the 

propositional functions form there. This view gives a kind of psychological 

plausibility to the account and also demarcates truth-evaluability nicely. There are 

certain mental states for which it does make sense to disagree with, like beliefs, and 

some which do not, like plain desires or headaches. According to Gibbard, it makes 

sense to understand moral judgments in terms of states of normative governance like 

approvals, plans, or acceptances of systems of norms, for which it makes sense to 

agree or disagree. Since we need a similar account for beliefs, Gibbard claims that 

moral judgments do not mimic their truth evaluability but get to it in the exact same 

way.73 Furthermore, states like plans are also desire-like in guiding action by being 

composed of sets of intentions. In that sense, moral judgments can have belief-like 

and desire-like features.74  

 
71 At the level of semantics he also proposes a modification to the usual parameters of 

evaluation in the possible world framework so that it includes hypeplans. That way if we 

evaluate a descriptive claim we do it relative to a world and if we evaluate a normative claim 

we do it relative to a hyperplan (2003: 53). I take this as part of his view on truth evaluability, 

but not one that connects as clearly with our issue here. 
72 Gibbard (2003: 184), like Blackburn before, claims that if we cannot think of anything 

more we want from an account of beliefs apart from being a state that has these features, then 

moral judgments are effectively beliefs. Thus, a different way in which my proposal is 

connected with Gibbard’s is that both are parts of a broader project for expressivists to earn 

the right to a sense of moral beliefs.  
73 This appeal to a unified account of judgments is what he calls broad expressivism (2003: 

82). 
74 Just as not all representational attitudes result in truth-functional or propositional 

judgments, Gibbard thinks only some of our practical plan-like attitudes result in truth-

functional judgments. Disagreement plays a significant role in this jump from attitude to 

judgment, but plausibly other elements like our needs of expression and reasoning inside our 

moral practices are central too. 
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To be sure, my strategy will not be to use Gibbard’s view to explain epistemic 

evaluability. For one, the proposal is controversial. As some critics have pointed out, 

a general sense of disagreement might be just assuming the notion of inconsistency 

Gibbard is trying to explain (Schroeder, 2008a). There are also widespread cases of 

(metalinguistic or pragmatic) disagreement that do not assume a shared notion of 

content, and thus, disagreements are not a reliable indicator of truth-evaluability 

(Plunket and Sundell, 2013). My idea is that we can use this as a blueprint for a 

substantial view of epistemic evaluability that is sufficiently belief-like but grounded 

in the desire-like properties of moral judgments. I will start with truth to specify the 

property we are looking for and then move on to the account of the nature of desire-

like states that can explain why that is a property of desire-like moral judgments. 

Given that this strategy involves exploring the desire-like nature of moral judgments 

in more detail, we will make more heavy use of the non-cognitivist resources of 

expressivism. Non-cognitivist views are complex, and there is not always agreement 

among non-cognitivists. To keep our discussion manageable, I will work with two 

restrictions. First, there is no general agreement among non-cognitivists about which 

desire-like state moral judgments consist of. Some influential candidates are 

approvals (Blackburn, 1998a), preferences (Dreier, 2006; Silk, 2015), and plans 

(Gibbard, 2003). Here, I will speak initially only of approvals as I believe it is the 

most general of the candidates —we will come back to this in Section V. Second, 

there are significantly different kinds of moral judgments: some specify actions we 

ought to perform, others say that a thing or a state of affairs is good or bad, yet others 

say that a person is virtuous or vicious, and so on. I cannot offer a fully general 

account here, and given that expressivists only need to argue for the possibility of 

epistemic evaluability, I will focus on just one specific kind: first personal judgments 

of right or wrong actions. These will, additionally, help us highlight the expressivist 

concern with the connection between moral judgments and intentional actions. 

II: Truth: Stability Through Improvement 

The most promising substantial views of truth for an expressivist version of veritism 

are those based on how expressivists think of our practices of forming and settling 

on moral judgments such that the goal of moral inquiry is to have moral judgments 

with truth-like features. In this respect, there are a few examples in the literature, and 

we do not have to commit to one for our purposes here.75 I will, however, use a view 

 
75 See, for example, Crispin Wright’s (1992) superassertibility view of truth for discourses 

for which anti-realist metaphysics seems appropriate or Gibbard’s (2003: 248) view that our 
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inspired by some of Blackburn’s (1984: 198; 1996; 1998a: 318) ideas just for 

exposition. According to this view, moral judgments are truth-apt because they are 

apt for improvement in a way that delivers a notion of the best set of attitudes. Given 

the specific improvements that Blackburn mentions —being more informed, 

imaginative, coherent, sensitive to finer distinctions, etc.— we should expect that, 

like true beliefs, only correct moral judgments would not be unsettled or would be 

stable through these improvements.76 Correct moral judgments then would be stable 

in the way that true beliefs are.77 This stability property (hereafter SP) is thus a proxy 

for truth. We can now ask whether moral judgments are regulated by SP in the way 

that we have seen beliefs to be regulated by truth. If yes, we should expect moral 

judgments also to be epistemically evaluable in the way beliefs are.  

Expressivists then can argue that SP regulates moral judgments, and that is so 

because of the internal dynamics of moralising. Moral thinking is one kind of 

thinking concerned with what to do, think, and be. Insofar as our answers to those 

questions are not stable, those questions remain unsettled by our answers. But, given 

the practical orientation of moral judgments, helping to close deliberation is part of 

their job. The internal dynamics of moralising might, in this way, call for moral 

judgments that cannot be further improved. Consider a case in which an agent judges 

racial discrimination is morally permissible. We can plausibly think that the 

judgment meets at least one of the criteria for an unstable judgment: it is based on 

morally arbitrary distinctions.78 Since we can recognise getting rid of that 

arbitrariness as an improvement, then the judgment is not stable. Thus, insofar as 

ordinary moral thinkers do not count moral judgments based on arbitrary distinctions 

as true, expressivists can explain this by saying that such judgments lack SP. 

Moreover, as long as this judgment is known to be unstable because of arbitrariness, 

it will not settle our questions about what to do, think or be.79 In this example, the 

 
judgments about the ideal end of inquiry are judgments about deferring to ideal hyper-

decided agents. See also Sinclair (2021: 193) and Gamester (2022) for different applications 

of a similar view. 
76 Here it may be important to mark the contrast with imaginings and suppositions. While it 

is not impossible to think of instances of these states that cannot be further improved, these 

are unlikely to be the same improvements beliefs and moral judgments are apt for.  
77 I call this a Blackburn-inspired view because it captures what he believes to be the truth-

like aspects of the objectivity we want to reach in moral inquiry. However, it is unclear 

whether he would accept it as a complete view of truth. See Blackburn (1998b). 
78 Some may argue that racism can be based on partiality which, even if morally problematic 

in other ways, is not arbitrary. However, the sense of arbitrariness that I suggest here we care 

about our judgments with SP lack, is that of distinctions that are not morally relevant. 

Arguably, that is also what is wrong with racism based on partiality. See Crisp (2018). 
79 Notice that the view is not that non-stable moral judgments cannot close moral deliberation, 

but that they cannot in principle close moral deliberation without aiming at being stable. Just 
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internal dynamics of moralising provide the standards or improvements by which 

moral judgments are deemed stable. Arbitrariness is just part of the standards that I 

suggested ordinary moral thinkers would endorse. Thus, the sense of ‘settling’ here 

is not just psychological; it is normative. In this sense, SP has substantial moral 

content.80 But this is not unlike other minimalist views of truth. As Crispin Wright, 

who proposed a similar stability property called superassertibility, explains:81 

“[T]the crucial reflection is that superassertibility [or SP] is, in a clear sense, 

an internal property of the statements of a discourse a projection, merely, of 

the standards, whatever they are, that actually inform belief formation and 

assertion within the discourse. It supplies no external norm —in a way that 

truth is classically supposed to do— against which our ordinary standards 

might themselves be measured sub specie Dei and might rate as adequate or 

inadequate.” (Wright, 2021: 590, my clarification) 

SP is a proxy for truth in this general minimalist sense. Thus, it should give us a good 

analogy between moral judgments and beliefs. From veritism, we knew that:  

B) A belief that p is correct iff p is true,  

Now we also know that: 

M) A moral judgment that p is correct iff it has SP. 

A disanalogy between M) and B) is that M) includes stability, whereas B) includes 

truth. This may be problematic since the correctness of beliefs is a property primarily 

of their contents, the proposition that p, but the correctness of moral judgments is a 

property of the attitude. However, first, expressivists are likely to say that they do 

not want to deny that there are moral propositions that are the contents of moral 

judgments. What is tricky for them is to give a convincing characterization of moral 

propositions whose function is not to represent moral properties —which is not to 

say that they have not offered plausible candidates.82 And given how well SP models 

the truth-like properties of correct moral judgments, whatever the right 

 
like an agent cannot close theoretical deliberation with a belief that is false by their own 

lights, an agent cannot close moral deliberation with a moral judgment that is not stable by 

their own lights. 
80 This is why the thought and talk of the relevant improvements is often characterized by 

expressivists second-order normative judgments about how to best form our moral 

judgments. See Sinclair (2021: 194) and Gamester (2022: 451-3). 
81 According to Wright this element is what makes both minimalist and most forms of 

deflationism pragmatist accounts of truth. See Shieh (2018: 454) for a similar point. 
82 See for example Schroeder (2013), Ridge (2014: 124-31) and Brown (2019). 
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characterization of a moral proposition is, it should draw a very tight connection 

between moral judgments with true contents and stability.83 Second, the distinction 

between SP being about the attitude or the content is not as straightforward. As we 

have been treating SP, whether the judgment that racial discrimination is wrong 

survives through the relevant improvements depends on the wrongness of racial 

discrimination, not on aspects of the attitude itself —more on this later.  

There are interesting questions about the difference between the role of truth and SP 

in B) and M), but for expressivists that appeal to minimalism, the difference should 

not be problematic. One thing to note, however, is that expressivists are likely to 

have different views about the relation. Some are happy to say that beliefs and moral 

judgments sharing SP is indicative of some general conditions for applications of a 

single truth-predicate. Applications of this predicate to moral judgments and beliefs, 

even if different in the details, are just instances of the same general schema. Others 

would say that SP just indicates something similar enough to truth to merit the similar 

language. But ultimately, what we get from it is just a proxy for truth in the case of 

moral judgments.84 Both views would have a way to establish a parallel to veritism, 

but let us stick to the latter as it is the less committal. Using ‘truep’ as a notation for 

a proxy for truth, we could restate: 

M2) A moral judgment that p is correct iff p is truep  

However, this would just be a notational variation to highlight the parallels between 

M) and B). What does the real explanatory work for the analogy to work is SP —this 

is what captures the platitude of stability.85 

The only remaining disanalogy between them is the kind of questions beliefs and 

moral judgments are meant to address, and thus what kind of reasoning it is at issue. 

Whereas M) seems pertinent for practical reasoning, B) seems pertinent for 

 
83 How tight the connection must be is controversial. A plausible articulation is that any view 

of the content of moral judgments should meet the following condition: a moral judgment 

that p is true iff the judgment has SP. However, as suggested in footnote 75, that depends on 

whether expressivists, as anti-realists should accept that truth is epistemically constrained. 

That is a more general problem about truth, not specific to correctness. 
84 Gibbard (2003: X), for example, is explicitly non-committal about these two options. 
85 There is a well-known objection to similar views based on a form of stability. The idea is 

that they cannot make sense of fundamental moral fallibility: that a judgment may be wrong 

even if it is stable through our best ideas of improvement. See Egan (2007) and Köhler 

(2015). However, expressivists have a wide array of responses to that challenge. See for 

example, Blackburn (2010), Ridge (2015), Horgan & Timmons (2015), and Bex-Priestly 

(2018). My own view is similar to Gamester’s (2021: 461-2) that it is unclear expressivists 

need to make sense of such a sceptical scenario when they are trying to vindicate ordinary 

moral inquiry. See also Cosker-Rowland (2017) for a related point about fundamental moral 

disagreement.  
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theoretical reasoning. And one of the main elements of the challenge is that desires 

are apt for practical evaluations, not epistemic. In response, given the expressivist 

picture of moral thought as practical, the difference between M) and B) is by design 

but should not be problematic. According to expressivists, moral thinking is 

practical, so the questions we address in moral inquiry will always have this practical 

content: they will always be about what to do, think or be. In this sense, the regulation 

of moral judgments will be essentially practical in its subject matter. However, what 

ultimately decides whether a state meets the correctness conditions is truth or the SP. 

Thus, the reasoning will be theoretical in its issue. 

There is a separate, more pressing issue. Desire-like states plausibly also have 

correctness conditions that specify a constitutive norm —just like B) is a correctness 

condition and a constitutive norm of beliefs. This makes sense if beliefs are, by their 

nature, epistemically evaluable states. But if desire-like states have a constitutive 

norm, it cannot be M). While M) is fitting for moral judgments and compatible with 

their desire-like nature, it seems like the wrong fit for desire-like attitudes in general. 

Ordinary desires, for example, are not correct or incorrect, if they ever are, when 

they have or lack SP. Even if we could think of desires that would be unsettled by 

improvements of consistency and so would be incorrect by some standards, like 

prudential or pragmatic, it is difficult to think if it as incorrect as a desire. The 

correctness or incorrectness does not seem to be constitutive like it is for beliefs and 

moral judgments. It would seem then that moral judgments do not have the 

constitutive norm of desire-like states, since they are correct when they have SP. But 

expressivists have strong reasons to say they are governed by the norms of desire-

like states, given their commitment that the desire-like nature of moral judgments is 

the best explanation of the practical function of moral thought. Perhaps M) is not a 

constitutive norm of moral judgments. But then, expressivists would lose a strong 

parallel with veritism to secure epistemic evaluability.  

Expressivists could argue that this is another non-problematic disanalogy. Perhaps 

we treat moral judgments as epistemically evaluable in moral practice, following 

M), but their constitutive norm is desire-like. But that is unlikely to convince critics. 

After all they can reframe the challenge of epistemic evaluability as one of asking 

why we can treat moral judgments like this in moral practice, given that they are 

desire-like states. A different, more promising option is to argue that M) is specific 

to moral judgments but necessarily connected to a constitutive norm that applies to 

desire-like states more generally. It is not uncommon for expressivists to argue that 

the belief-like surface features of moral judgments, like epistemic evaluability, can 
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ultimately be explained via their practical desire-like function.86 Gibbard’s view of 

truth evaluability is a good example. For him, even if disagreement is what explains 

some logical properties of plan-laden states, like moral judgments, it is 

fundamentally an element of their desire-like practical nature. We need to be able to 

disagree in plan in order to respond to our practical questions of what to do, think or 

be. This function, even if it can explain belief-like aspects of plans, is still very much 

characteristic of the desire-like side of the Humean mind. And that strategy should 

be useful here, too. But to see why, we need to know more about the nature of desire-

like states.  

III: Regulation: The Aim of Desire  

A fruitful way to explain how M) is not only not incompatible but necessarily 

connected with the desire-like nature of moral judgments is to appeal to a substantive 

theory of desires. The idea would be that just as beliefs aim at truth, desires also have 

a constitutive norm that, in the case of moral judgments, affords a relevantly similar 

form of regulation. And a theory that fits the bill is the evaluationist or guise of the 

good theory of desire. According to evaluationism, desires present their object under 

a positive mode of presentation —a “guise of the good”.’87 Think of an ordinary 

desire for coffee. A proponent of an evaluationist view would say that even after 

listing all the relevant psychological (and in general causal) facts of how and why I 

ended up acting to get the coffee, to understand my action as intentional, we still 

need evaluative of normative concepts to explain why that action in particular made 

sense to me, why it was desirable. By appealing to evaluationism, expressivists can 

argue that moral judgments, like all desire-like states, aim at what is desirable. But, 

unlike the rest of the desire-like states, for moral judgments to aim at what is 

desirable, they must aim to have SP.88 

 
86 For a list of representative examples and an explanation of this strategy see Sinclair 

(2021: 37). 
87 For more on the role of this view in the literature on the nature of desire see Lauria & 

Deonna (2017: 6). For a general overview of the position see Orsi (2015) and Tenenbaum 

(2021). For existing applications of evaluationism in moral epistemology see Schroeder 

(2007: 170), Tenenbaum (2008) and Milona and Schroeder (2019). 
88 Appealing to some forms of evaluationism can also be also a good way for expressivists to 

flesh out their Humean division of the mind. While they mostly appeal to a difference in 

direction of fit (see, for example Blackburn 2005: 323), nowadays that distinction is 

controversial, and it is often suggested that we should replace it with a form of evaluationism. 

See Gregory (2012), Chan (2013: 2) and Ortiz-Millán (2018). 
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For our purposes here, the relevant form of evaluationism has some important 

parallels with normativism.89 According to both views, normative and evaluative 

concepts are essential to our accounts of the nature of mental states, like beliefs and 

desires. For normativism to believe that p is to think of p as true, thus, correct beliefs 

are true. Evaluationists think something similar about desires; to desire that p is to 

think of p as having something in its favour, as being, so to speak, desirable.90 And 

so correct desires are for what is desirable. However, unlike normativism, for 

evaluationism, normative and evaluative concepts have a further role: we need them 

to explain this sense of desirability. Perhaps p is in some sense good or is such that 

there are reasons in its favour.91 We do not have to settle for one of these options, so 

I will keep using ‘desirable’ as a neutral stand-in. What matters for us is how this 

sense of desirability helps explain the correctness of desire-like states:92 

D) A desire-like state that p is correct iff p is desirable. 

Desires are the inputs in their practical reasoning, things that other things being equal 

should make a difference in what the agent decides to do.93 But for the desire to help 

in rationalising whatever the agent decides to do, to think of that as the product of 

practical reasoning, the desire needs to be for what is desirable. In the case in which 

I got a coffee, to explain that as a product of my practical reasoning, we need to 

appeal to a desire to get coffee. But that desire will not help us rationalize the action 

if we do not think that in desiring it, getting coffee enjoyed some positive standing 

in practical reasoning, i.e., it was desirable.94 Maybe there were reasons to get coffee, 

like that I was tired, and thus being desirable in that sense can help us make sense of 

that action as the product of my practical reasoning. It is in this sense that desires 

aim for what is desirable or are correct when they are for what is desirable. This is a 

 
89 My view here is based in Sergio Tenenbaum’s (2007, 2008, 2020) but differs in some 

crucial respects. 
90 I will understand this content as propositions that include some course of action or 

response. This course of action or response is what enjoys the positive standing in practical 

reasoning. See Sinhababu (2015) for the advantages of this approach and Milona & Schroeder 

(2015) for discussion. 
91 For this variation in terms of reasons see Bedke (2009) and Gregory (2013; 2021).  
92 Talking about correct desires may seem counterintuitive. However, we often use concepts 

like fittingness to talk about this same sense of correctness, e.g., a desire is fitting when it is 

for what is desirable. See Howard & Cosker-Rowland (2022). Everything that I say here can 

be restated in terms of fittingness. 
93 It is controversial whether desires figure in practical reasoning as premises or in the 

background. See Pettit & Smith (1990). As long as desire-like states are needed to reach the 

conclusion of practical reasoning, both views should be compatible with the account I present 

here. Thus, I will use the term ‘input’ to remain neutral. 
94 This does not mean that the desire figures in the foreground (as noted in footnote 87). This 

is why it is the object of desire, getting coffee, which enjoys the positive standing, and not 

the desire itself.  
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rough sketch, and we will flesh it out, but for now, it should be helpful to see why 

evaluationism is a good framework to think of the nature of desire-like states in 

general and moral judgments specifically. Like all desire-like states, the function of 

moral judgments is to help us conclude practical reasoning; thus, they should aim for 

what is desirable. But to conclude practical moral reasoning, being desirable in any 

general sense is not enough; we also need SP.  

As per my stipulation, I will focus on first personal judgments of right and wrong 

actions, understood as approvals and disapprovals. Think of the case in which I judge 

that it is wrong for me to lie, so I disapprove of my lying. Like all other desire-like 

states, it is an input of practical reasoning: all things being equal should make a 

difference in how I act. And thus, it must present its object, that I do not lie, as 

desirable.95 So much is clear from the commitments of both evaluationism and 

expressivism. What is important for epistemic evaluability is how this desirability 

works for the specific case of moral judgments. As I explained, being desirable is to 

have some positive standing in practical reasoning, so it makes sense to rationalise 

the agent as picking that course of action. This is how SP and M) get into the picture. 

Practical moral reasoning is special in that it is restricted by the dynamics of 

moralising.96 In moral practice, we ordinarily want correct responses to our practical 

moral questions of what to do, think or be. Only those can correctly close practical 

moral reasoning. And we know correct responses to those questions have SP —this 

is just M). But being the kind of thing that can correctly close practical reasoning is 

just part of the correctness conditions for all desire-like states. Thus, for moral 

judgments to play their constitutive role as desire-like states, they must have SP. In 

our example, my disapproval of lying is correct, as a desire-like state, iff not lying is 

desirable, but whether that is the correct outcome for my reasoning, given that this 

is a moral judgment, depends on whether the judgment has SP —being such that it 

would survive through improvements of coherence, imagination, etc. D) and M) are 

thus both fitting for desire-like moral judgments because: 

 MD) For a moral judgment that p, p is desirable iff the judgment has SP. 

 
95 As the example illustrates, this way of integrating evaluationism with expressivism should 

make room for judgments on what is morally wrong. Expressivism would want to say that 

such states are closer to disapprovals and do not seem to aim at the good in any interesting 

way, but they are nonetheless meant to influence our practical reasoning. 
96 The restriction to moral practical reasoning is important because moral judgments are 

plausibly not overriding. Practical reasoning is more holistic; the conclusion of it often 

depends not just on moral judgments but the other relevant mental states of the agent. 
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Say that my judgment that I should not lie is only backed by the reason that I do not 

feel like it. Given the dynamics of moralising, the judgment is not about something 

desirable, precisely because it does not have SP. The reason is arbitrary and thus 

should not close practical moral reasoning. Or, to think of this differently: say that a 

moral judgment could not have SP but be correct as a desire-like state. This would 

amount to recognizing that improvements would unsettle the judgment, so it should 

not close practical reasoning, but at the same time, thinking it should close it anyway. 

It may not be impossible to think that, but it makes it harder to see that judgment as 

correct. This is the picture I argue expressivists should use to explain why moral 

judgments share the constitutive norm of desire-like states, D), while having 

correctness conditions appropriate for an epistemically evaluable state, like M). The 

key, then, is that the dynamics of moralising restrict practical moral reasoning such 

that for a moral judgment to be correct, to aim at what is desirable, it necessarily 

aims at having SP. Before we move on to the third and final element of the view, 

evaluation, we need to deal with a few possible objections. 

III.1. Problems With Mixing Expressivism and Evaluationism 

There may be some worries about the compatibility between expressivism and 

evaluationism. The evaluationist strategy is to account for desires in terms of 

evaluative or normative concepts, but expressivists want to explain our use of 

evaluative and normative concepts by appealing to desire-like states. Thus, for 

expressivists, evaluationists have the order of explanation backwards. There are a 

few things to say in response on behalf of both expressivists and evaluationists. Take 

expressivists first; they generally accept that they have good reasons to accept that 

one way or another, they will need to appeal to normative or evaluative concepts to 

establish their theories of moral thought and language.97 For example, theories of 

meaning and content that use normative terms seem independently plausible, and 

expressivists would not want to deny themselves the useful theoretical tools they 

offer.98 This would perhaps mean abandoning foundationalist projects, according to 

which, at a fundamental level of explanation, we do not use any normative concepts. 

However, expressivists are free to adopt a more holistic approach for which there are 

no fundamental levels of explanation, and they are allowed to use different parts of 

the theory depending on which element of moral practice they are explaining (see 

 
97 Some central examples are Gibbard (2005; 2012), Toppinen (2015) and Dreier (2022). 

Blackburn (2002: 125) even acknowledges that there is something fundamentally right about 

the guise of the good view of desires and expressivists would do good in explaining it in their 

own terms. 
98 For more on these theories see Glüer, Wikforss, and Ganapini (2022). 
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Toppinen, 2015). This also would not mean that the theory is circular. Explaining the 

judgment that it is wrong to lie using concepts like correctness is not to appeal to the 

wrongness of lying; it is not explaining something in terms of itself (Dreier, 2022). 

The issue is not whether expressivists would use normative concepts in their theories 

of the correctness of moral judgments but how. 

As Jamie Dreier (2022) explains, it would be problematic if expressivists would 

appeal to normative concepts in a way that can only be explained by the existence of 

normative facts or properties. But it is unclear that expressivists would be doing that 

when appealing to evaluationism, as I suggest. Rather we are talking about natural 

psychological facts like the existence of desire-like states, but given that we are 

explaining their correctness, we need normative concepts to pick them out. The 

constitutive norm of desire-like states is essentially connected to practical reasoning. 

But how we think about the correctness of the reasoning and the outcomes is not a 

matter we can resolve by theorising about the nature of desire-like mental states; it 

is a matter of first-order normative inquiry. For example, as a desire-like state, my 

judgment that I should not lie should help me conclude practical moral reasoning. 

But whether that is the correct outcome, expressivists should say, is a first-order 

matter that cannot be solved without moralising. 

Of course, some evaluationists think of the correctness of desires as accurately 

representing normative or evaluative properties. After all, the correctness in D) can 

be read as the match between how the desire-like state represents the normative 

properties and how they really are. But there is no general agreement among 

evaluationists about that. Tenenbaum (2020: 235) offers an informative taxonomy. A 

content version of evaluationism holds that to rationalize desire-like states, we need 

to think of them as representing normative or evaluative properties as part of their 

contents. In the example in which I want coffee, the idea would be that the content 

of my desire perhaps implicitly includes the proposition that getting coffee is good 

or that getting coffee is something I have reasons to do. Correctness is just a matter 

of whether the evaluative or normative concepts that figure in that proposition 

represent normative properties. These are the evaluationist views that expressivists 

should reject. An attitude version of evaluationism would instead propose that we 

need normative concepts to understand the way the agent thinks of the content as 

desire-like. This version seems, in principle, compatible with expressivism and could 

be fleshed out in a few different ways. One is the one I am suggesting here that 

rationalize an agent’s intentional actions by attributing desire-like states; we need to 

employ normative or evaluative concepts to understand how that state fits in the 
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agent's practical reasoning. For example, for the desire to get coffee to rationalize 

the agent’s behaviour, we need to think of getting coffee as the kind of thing that can 

correctly conclude practical reasoning; as desirable.99  

A different worry here could be that the way a norm like D) seems to govern moral 

judgments in a way too different from ordinary desires for us to think that it is the 

same norm governing all desire-like states. Desires aim for what is desirable, so they 

present their object as such, as something that could conclude practical reasoning. 

However, ordinary desires involve no specific commitment to the actual desirability 

of the object. In desiring more coffee, it may appear good or as something I have 

reasons to get, even if I, all things considered, do not think it is. In that respect, 

desires seem closer to perceptions than beliefs (see Tenenbaum, 2008: 38-42). Moral 

judgments are not like this; they involve a personal-level acceptance or commitment 

(Björnsson, 2001; Björnsson & McPherson, 2014: 12). If I judge that it is wrong that 

I lie, I am not merely thinking that it appears or seems wrong. Rather I am committed 

to the action actually being wrong. But this seems to be part of their desire-like 

nature, too, since it seems that in judging that lying is wrong, we are committed to 

the desirability of not lying, which is something that characterizes desire-like states 

in general. In response, recall that D) is supposed to be a norm that governs different 

desire-like states, not only ordinary desires. Some evaluationists argue that a similar 

personal-level acceptance or commitment is important to explain other desire-like 

states like intentions (Tenenbaum, 2007: 51; Gregory 2012: 607, 2021: 45).  When I 

intend to get coffee, my intention is also correct when it is for something desirable, 

but in intending it, I manifest a commitment to its desirability; that getting coffee is 

good or there are reasons in its favour.100 Moral judgments are closer to intentions 

than ordinary desires in this respect —although they are not completely similar 

either.101  

 
99 Tenenbaum’s (2008) own view is an attitude version of evaluationism. However, it is 

different from the view that I present here in that he argues that we need to posit a further 

attitude of thinking of the content of desires as good.  
100 A version of evaluationism based on reasons is better equipped to explain this than a 

version based on goodness. Consider, for example, that in a trolley problem a deontologist 

can intend to not pull the lever to save five people even if they judge that it would be best to 

pull it. See Cosker-Rowland (2019a: Ch. 2). This however is a conflict between versions of 

evaluationism on which expressivists can remain relatively neutral. 
101 It does not seem like stability is important for the correctness of intentions. They can even 

reflect characteristic forms of instability like arbitrariness. And even if be some limits to this 

arbitrariness (see, for example, Broome, 2013: 177), these are not substantial enough to pair 

them with moral judgments. On the other hand, intentions are often thought of as conclusive 

of practical reasoning, whereas moral judgments are not necessarily. See Toppinen (2017) 

for a more detailed explanation of this aspect. 
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Lastly, one element some think to be central to normativism is the transparency of 

beliefs. If I wonder what I believe, I do not consult my mental states but the elements 

of the world they represent. This is especially important to veritism since it makes 

sense that the means for a correct belief are means to get how things are in the world 

right; epistemic evaluations stand for those means.102 The worry, is that it is hard to 

make sense of the same phenomenon for moral judgments given this picture of their 

correctness so tightly connected to their desire-like nature. The first thing to note 

here is that expressivists already want to account for a similar phenomenon. If I 

wonder whether racial discrimination is wrong, it better not be that expressivists 

claim I should consult what I disapprove of. That would mean that what is right or 

wrong depends on what I approve and disapprove of, which is a form of subjectivism 

that most expressivists would reject.103 This is also consistent with evaluationism, 

since, according to it, when I consider whether I want something, I do not consult 

my mental states but the features of the object. There is then a good question of what, 

according to expressivists, we consult in the specific case of moral judgments if it is 

not the judgment itself either. I believe this is a very fruitful area to explore further. 

For example, one important question here is whether we should talk about moral 

evidence and whether expressivists can also earn the right to that notion. I will come 

back to the issue of evidence for moral judgments in Chapter 4. For our purposes 

here, it suffices to say expressivists are already committed to the view that we should 

not consult our moral judgments themselves, and the picture I present here supports 

it.  

III.2. Problems Specific to Expressivism 

One concern about this proposal is whether this picture can be generalised to other 

kinds of moral judgments beyond first personal judgments about right and wrong 

actions. Think of a different example of a judgment that racial discrimination is 

wrong. There is no single action in the content, so nothing that, in principle, can be 

desirable. In response, expressivists have some existing resources to deal with this 

problem. Even if a judgment that racial discrimination is wrong has no specific 

action in the content, given its practical nature, there are certain things that we would 

expect the agent to do and refrain from doing when sincerely uttering it or judging 

it. Perhaps avoiding that kind of behaviour, feeling or responding in certain ways in 

the presence of it, approving of other people’s rejection of it and disapproving of 

their approval, etc. Many expressivists then prefer to understand moral judgments as 

 
102 See for example Shah (2006) 
103 See for example Schroeder (2014). 
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complex dispositions to act and think.104 Even if these dispositions are not part of the 

content of the approval, it is those that expressivists should say are desirable: they 

should make a difference in how the agent ends up doing.105 Thus, the evaluationist 

picture offered should be, in principle, extendable to other kinds of wrongness and 

rightness judgments.106 That is not to say that this exact same story can be extended 

to all kinds of moral judgments. This is not the right place to offer a fully general 

account. However, on the one hand, my goal here was modest, just to argue for the 

possibility of moral judgments being desire-like and epistemically evaluable. 

Second, expressivists should have some licence for optimism since, assuming their 

non-cognitivism, it is very plausible that moral judgments are generally unified by 

their desire-like nature. Thus, if they are all governed by a norm like D) in one way 

or another, then there are plausibly similar ways to connect them with M).107 

A different worry is that the account here could prove too much; that moral 

judgments are too similar to beliefs. This would, problematically, blur the distinction 

between cognitivism and non-cognitivism. Normativism is a view about what is 

constitutive of beliefs, which should fundamentally distinguish them from other 

mental states. If my argument here works, however, it could invite well-known 

problems of creeping minimalism.108 If moral judgments can mimic beliefs even in 

their constitutive norms, then one can start wondering why they are not just beliefs. 

This should be a welcome result for expressivists; after all, they are trying to earn 

the right to treat moral judgments as beliefs. However, if there is nothing to 

 
104 See for example, Blackburn (1998a: 68), Gibbard (1990: 132), Björnsson & McPherson, 

2014) and Toppinen (2017).  
105 Following Björnsson & McPherson (2014: 15) some of these dispositions like the social 

hostility to people engaged in the act judged to be wrong, are what characterizes these 

judgments as moral.  
106 As suggested above this may be easier to articulate in an attitude version of evaluationism, 

since the focus is not on the contents but in how we think of them. Still, an interesting 

question is how those dispositions fit in that picture. This is a broader question about attitudes 

and contents for non-cognitivists. One option is to think of those dispositions as elements of 

the conceptual role needed to determine the content of the judgment in the first place. See 

Köhler (2017). 
107 A trickier case is that of non-atomic moral wrongness and rightness judgments. Think for 

example, of conditionals like if one breaks a promise then it is morally right to apologize. 

Although not completely analogous to other moral judgments (it cannot be expressed in an 

indicative form), it seems it can be epistemically evaluated. I can, without any evident 

conceptual confusion, think that I know that if one breaks a promise then it is morally right 

to apologize. Although I agree that it seems unproblematic that complex states with 

conditional structure are epistemically evaluable, what is controversial is whether we need a 

unified account for the epistemic evaluability of conditional and non-conditional beliefs and 

moral judgments. Against this see, for example, Lewis (1976). I will not address this issue 

here as to not side track the discussion. Thanks to Michael Ridge for pointing out this issue. 
108 See Dreier (2004) for the classic articulation of this worry and Cuneo (2020) for one 

closer to these epistemic issues. 
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distinguish beliefs from moral attitudes, then there seems to be nothing that separates 

expressivism from its cognitivist counterpart. This problem seems more pressing in 

this context since usual responses to this problem appeal to the explanatory 

indispensability of a notion of moral facts. Even if expressivists earn the right to a 

cognitivist talk, their account makes no substantial use of moral facts. However, 

neither veritism nor the expressivist counterpart I offer here appeals to facts either, 

so the difference cannot lie there. 

I already hinted at a possible response before. Expressivists adopting this account 

can say that even if moral judgments and beliefs both respond to a similar aim of 

truth, the kind of regulation they are subjected to differs. Moral judgments aim at 

presenting their object not as it is but as desirable. In that case, even if the regulation 

is belief-like in its issue because it responds to the aim of truth, it is still essentially 

practical in its subject matter: it is still about practical matters of what to do, feel or 

be. Thus, when we distinguish between beliefs and moral judgments according to 

their norms, the difference is not in the norms themselves but in the subject matter 

and how we should understand its correctness. As I explained, the Humean division 

of the mind is at the heart of expressivism, but how to draw the distinction across the 

different contexts in which it is relevant is not often discussed.109 I hope that the way 

I connect it with evaluationism here to respond to a specific challenge opens the door 

for further discussion. 

IV. Epistemic Evaluation 

We now have the two first elements of the expressivist version of veritism: truth and 

regulation. Let us call the combination of these two elements stabilism. To turn 

stabilism into a complete analogue of veritism, we are still missing the last piece: 

evaluation. In our ordinary moral practices, we think of moral judgments as 

epistemically justified, warranted, rational, etc. Expressivists then need to explain 

how the aim of moral judgments, SP, grounds those evaluations. This is not the right 

place to offer a full account of all these evaluations. Each one has distinctive aspects 

that require individual discussion in the context of expressivist moral epistemology, 

and the discussion in the second part of the dissertation will focus on some central 

examples. Instead, I propose to explore the general but substantial connections 

between stabilism and veritism. This will give us a bridge to connect my discussion 

here with what will come in the next three chapters.  

 
109 See, for example, Sinhababu (2017: 194-7) for an objection in this vein. 
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The means to form moral judgments with SP are recognisably epistemic in at least 

two respects. Truth helps us demarcate epistemic evaluations from the rest. 

Epistemic evaluations, unlike practical or prudential ones, concern truth. And SP is 

just our proxy for truth: it captures what is platitudinous about truth. But for 

expressivists, this proxy should be enough, given that they are likely to endorse a 

form of minimalism or deflationism. Moreover, SP captures the truth platitudes that 

correct moral judgments satisfy but leaves the substantial issue of which judgments 

are true and why open for first-order moral inquiry. In that sense, and following the 

rules we set out, the evaluations that stand for those means will necessarily be 

epistemic. One may argue that, unlike beliefs, moral judgments aim only indirectly 

at a proxy for truth, and primarily aim at what is desirable. However, means are not 

hyperintensionally individuated. If m is a means for x, and something has x iff it has 

y, then m is a means for y. And we know that a moral judgment is about something 

desirable iff it has SP. Thus, even if the regulation is different in this respect, the 

means to form correct moral judgments should still count as epistemic evaluations 

via our proxy for truth.  

Even so, I believe that expressivists can claim an even tighter connection between 

their views and veritism. The central point of veritism is that beliefs are states that 

involve a kind of commitment to things being a certain way and are regulated by how 

they get it right or not. This was important for epistemic evaluability since, from the 

epistemic point of view, we want to get things right in matters that are important to 

us, and having true beliefs is an essential element of that goal. But truth is not always 

transparent to us, so we need evaluations in terms of the means to get it right. 

Expressivists want to say something very similar to desire-like moral judgments. 

Even if they have a different desire-like function, from the epistemic point of view, 

we also want true moral judgments —perhaps we want them even more since moral 

matters are, by definition, important. And, moral judgments involve commitments 

too, not about how things are, but on what morally to do, think or be. And they should 

be regulated by how they get these things right. Moreover, since moral matters are 

generally very complex, what is the right response to them is not always transparent 

to us. Hence, we plausibly also need evaluations that correspond to the processes, 

methods, norms, or grounds that could plausibly produce the correct judgments. 

Given these parallelisms with veritism, the means to form moral judgments with SP 

should be distinctively epistemic. 

There are two further specific connections we can draw with epistemic evaluations. 

First, the view here can, in principle, make sense of complex cases, characteristic of 
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the epistemic evaluations of beliefs. Think, for example, of true but unjustified moral 

judgments. One example could be a judgment that racial discrimination is wrong 

held on the basis that I do not like it. The judgment is likely to be stable; it would 

survive our best improvements. However, the means to get it right are characteristic 

of unstable judgments: it is based on arbitrary considerations. Similarly, even if they 

are controversial, we can make sense of the possibility of justified but false beliefs. 

These are, plausibly, judgments formed in ways characteristic of stable ones but that 

are not members of the best set of attitudes. For example, I can form the judgment 

that it is morally permissible to eat shrimp based on misleading evidence that they 

cannot experience pain. This would be a judgement formed in the way characteristic 

of stable judgments, but that is not itself stable.110 These are, of course, just general 

outlines. What expressivists should say, in addition, depends on how we should think 

of epistemic justification for moral judgments more generally. That is a complex 

issue that, as indicated, I cannot address here. One thing to note, however, is that, as 

we know, most expressivists are likely to already have some views on epistemic 

evaluations. They endorse a form of epistemic expressivism. Hence, our second 

connection, stabilism is compatible and complementary to epistemic expressivism. 

We discussed epistemic expressivism in further depth in Chapter 2. This is the view 

that normative epistemic talk, like that of epistemic evaluation, has the function of 

expressing desire-like or non-representational mental states. Thus, if we want our 

account of epistemic evaluability to fit what expressivists generally think about 

epistemic evaluations, epistemic expressivism is the right place to look. A problem 

presented in Chapter 2 was that epistemic expressivism assumed elements of views 

like veritism that expressivists have not earned the right to yet. But with our account 

of epistemic evaluability in place, we can see how these views complement each 

other. As Sinclair (2021: 57) explains, even if expressivists want to use the same 

framework to explain all normative talk, like epistemic, moral and prudential 

evaluations, they also do not want to deny these evaluations are substantially 

different. To mark some of these differences, expressivists can index the evaluation 

to a goal specified by the context. And for epistemic evaluations, the goal can be 

truth. Thus, an epistemic evaluation expresses an attitude in favour of the means to 

get to the goal of truth —or an attitude against means that hinder it.111 

 
110 A question here would be whether there could be false but justified fundamental moral 

judgments. This is an important and well-known problem for expressivists that I cannot 

address here. For responses to this problem see Blackburn (2009) and Gamester (2021). 
111 In terms of Ridge’s (2007) version of epistemic expressivism this is what should guide 

our epistemic endorsement of belief/judgment formation procedures.  
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V. Conclusion 

In conclusion, beliefs are epistemically evaluable because they constitutively aim at 

the truth. My proposal in this chapter was for expressivists to argue that moral 

judgments, even if desire-like, can also aim at a proxy for truth. For this, all we 

needed is, on the one hand, a more substantial sense of truth as stability for moral 

judgments with which expressivists are already familiar from their responses to other 

problems. And, on the other, a sense of regulation that, even if grounded on the 

desire-like nature of moral judgments, still fits perfectly with the expressivist 

account of truth. This gives us a sense of aiming at the truth for epistemic evaluations 

to get a grip on and helps expressivists solve their challenge. Individual epistemic 

evaluations and some of their central aspects can present different challenges to 

expressivists, but with this account of epistemic evaluability, they can rest assured 

that they are not committing a category mistake in pursuing those. And now, with 

the problem of epistemic evaluability out of the way, we can proceed to discuss 

epistemic evaluations. 
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Part II: Epistemic Evaluations 

General Introduction to Part II 

Epistemic evaluations are diverse. To take just a few examples: knowledge, 

ignorance, understanding, justification, warrant, entitlement to believe, epistemic 

(ir)rationality, epistemically virtuous/vicious, etc. —we can even have subcategories 

for these examples like the different epistemic virtues and vices. For a complete 

moral epistemology, expressivists need to show how they can earn the right to 

notions of epistemic evaluation and not just epistemic evaluability. Moreover, an 

account of epistemic evaluability, like the one offered in the first part of the 

dissertation, is conditional on being the right fit for our best accounts of epistemic 

evaluations. If moral judgments aim at the truth, in a sense that expressivists can 

explain, it better be that the means to attain that truth correspond to our best accounts 

of things like justification, warrant, rationality, and the rest. 

Accounting for epistemic evaluations is complex, and finding the best approach is 

difficult. One option would be to list all the relevant epistemic evaluations we use in 

moral practice and then offer an expressivist-friendly account of each. This would 

be a slow-track account in Simon Blackburn’s (1993: 184) terminology. For 

Blackburn, this strategy was for expressivists to earn the right to the different 

logically complex or non-atomic constructions of moral thought and language. 

However, it is easy to see how we can use a similar approach for epistemic 

evaluations. Even so, offering a slow-track account of epistemic evaluations would 

be very difficult considering the variety of evaluations we use in moral practice. A 

different option would be a fast-track account. For Blackburn, this amounts to a 

simple argument that since we need moral judgments to play all the propositional 

functions of belief for our ordinary moral practices but also have very good reasons 

to think these judgments are desire-like, then what is more likely is that our ideas 

that desire-like states are unfit for these roles are wrong. Regardless of how effective 

that approach may be for propositional functions, epistemic evaluations are so 

diverse and complex that building a general but simple case like that is unlikely to 

be convincing. 

I propose a middle ground between these two options. The idea is to look into 

concepts central to our epistemic thought and talk. We typically use these concepts 

to determine whether moral judgments are justified, warranted, rational, and so on. 

While not exhaustive, the list will give us a comprehensive and representative case 

that expressivists can have adequate accounts not just of epistemic evaluability but 
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of epistemic evaluations. And I believe evidence, reliability and a prioricity are 

among the best candidates. These concepts offer different advantages for my project 

here. Evidence and reliability are concepts that tap into a central element of a number 

of our epistemic evaluations: a non-accidental connection with truth. We ordinarily 

think of the truth of evidence e to be non-accidentally connected with the truth of the 

belief/moral judgment that p for which it is evidence, such that the former indicates 

the truth of the latter. And we ordinarily think that when a process P is reliable, it 

can systematically produce or regulate true beliefs/moral judgments in the right 

circumstances. Thus, evidence and reliability can give us representative examples of 

how expressivists think of this kind of epistemic evaluation for moral judgments. A 

priori moral knowledge is different since epistemic evaluations cut across different 

sources like a priori and a posteriori. Just as we have unreliable and reliable processes 

to form true beliefs about external objects, we have reliable and unreliable processes 

to form beliefs about mathematical, modal, or logical truths. We have good reasons 

to think that the sources of at least some of our moral knowledge are a priori, too. 

And expressivism would be in trouble if it could not account for that.  

Evidence may seem like the odd candidate among the three. Existing moral 

epistemologies rarely appeal explicitly to the notion of evidence for moral 

judgments. However, when I claim that expressivists should account for evidence, 

the phenomenon I have in mind is our use of pieces of moral and non-moral 

information to support our moral judgments. Think of cases when one, for example, 

epistemically supports a judgment that eating shrimp is permissible with 

considerations that they do not feel pain or do not have a central nervous system. 

This notion of support is widespread in moral practice. The decision to call it 

evidence may be merely terminological. However, one benefit of using a framework 

of evidence to explore this relation of support is that evidence is helpful in fixing 

facts about various epistemic statuses like justification, knowledge, rationality or 

certainty. These are statuses that we do ascribe to our moral judgments in moral 

practice. Thus, while we rarely use the term in moral practice, the concept should be 

helpful to fix facts about these statuses, and so it should be relevant for expressivists 

that want an explanation of epistemic evaluations. 

Think of justification first. For a number of substantive conceptions of justification 

that can help us nail down the concept we use to evaluate moral judgments, what 

anyone is justified in believing is determined by facts about the evidence. The main 

example here is evidentialism, according to which justification is determined solely 

by a subject’s evidence (i.e. Conee and Feldman, 2004). But even if we think that 
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evidence plays a less decisive role in justification, it still plausibly plays a substantial 

one in determining whether a belief/moral judgment is justified. This partial but 

central role can work the same for other epistemic evaluations like rationality or 

certainty. Some might object that something that plays a similar role in the epistemic 

evaluations for moral judgment and would be less controversially applied to them is 

reasons for belief. However, the relation between reasons for belief and evidence is 

complex. On some conceptions, and given that we specify we are talking about 

epistemic (or the right kind of) reasons for belief, they are equivalent. And so, the 

choice of discussing evidence would be, again, merely terminological. But even in 

most conceptions where reasons for belief and evidence mismatch, evidence seems 

to be the broader notion. For example, views according to which a small raise in 

probability would amount to evidence but not substantial enough to be a reason for 

belief. Even in that case, we have a good reason to frame the discussion in terms of 

evidence.112 In any case, I will have more to say about this notion of epistemic 

support that I am characterizing as evidence in Chapter 4. 

Reliability, in the sense expressivists should explain it, plausibly consists of 

judgment-forming processes that could systematically and non-accidentally produce 

true moral judgments. This notion is more prominent in our ordinary epistemic 

evaluations for moral judgments. We care a lot about how we form our moral 

judgments: we, for example, reject judgments formed with biases or formed partially 

when the situation calls for impartiality. Expressivists face challenges in securing 

this sense of reliability. In fact, if one issue on expressivist moral epistemology has 

received attention in the literature, it is reliability and debunking challenges. In short, 

expressivists do not want to say —at least in the first instance or in a substantial 

sense— that our reliability consists of the systematic tracking of moral facts. But if 

that is not their view, it is unclear what is. Moreover, our best evolutionary accounts 

of our moral judgment formation processes seem to conflict with some of their main 

quasi-realist commitments about reliability and truth, restricting their options even 

more. These challenges will be the topic of Chapter 5. 

Some of our most important moral judgments, like those about fundamental or basic 

moral principles, seem to be knowable a priori. This fundamentality is not about the 

structure of moral principles or their metaphysical priority but about how we come 

 
112 For more on the relation between reasons for belief and evidence see Lord (2018, 

Forthcoming). For a classic argument for the separation see Foley (1991). And for a 

different argument that evidence is the broader (or even explanatory prior) notion see Star 

& Kearns (2008, 2009) 
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to know them. More specifically, it is about the source of our knowledge of them. 

Given the plausibility of this idea, any comprehensive view on epistemic evaluations 

of moral judgments must offer a way to explain or explain away. Although there are 

no existing challenges that expressivists cannot account for a prioricity, it is unclear 

what strategy they could employ. It seems that traditional rationalist accounts based 

on rational intuitions or self-evidence are not available to them. Thus, if expressivists 

want their accounts of epistemic evaluations to be compatible with all of our thinking 

and talking of epistemic evaluation for moral judgments, they must say something 

about this. I will explore these issues in chapter 6. 

Before we begin, one important clarification here is that while my main focus is 

going to be on evidence, reliability and a prioricity as concepts we use in epistemic 

evaluations, which is the right concept we use in moral practice not always clear.  

Thus, I will often need to rely on more substantial conceptions of evidence, reliability 

and a prioricity to nail down a rough characterization of the concept and work 

initially. These conceptions will often be those offered by substantial accounts like 

reliabilism, evidentialism, moral rationalism, etc. However, the idea will not be to 

make expressivist moral epistemology dependent on these substantial views. Once 

we have an initial characterization in place, the options will be clearer, and the 

commitments can be relaxed. Thus, I will mark these points in the discussion when 

needed. 
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Chapter 4: Evidence 

The second part of the dissertation builds on my account of how expressivists should 

explain the epistemic evaluability of moral judgments. I will explore how 

expressivists should make sense of the central notions involved in the epistemic 

evaluations of moral judgments. As in the case of non-moral beliefs, what determines 

how we should evaluate our moral judgments often depends on whether they are 

supported by our best reasons or evidence. This notion of support will be the topic 

of this chapter. More specifically, I think there is much for expressivists to gain from 

theorising about this relation of support as evidence. Thus, in this chapter, I will 

explore the challenges and options for expressivists to account for this notion of 

evidence for moral judgments in a way compatible with their picture of moral 

thought and talk. 

The structure of the chapter is as follows. Section I is about the specific sense in 

which evidence supports our moral judgments. There, I will introduce some 

distinctions that will be useful for our discussion. In Section III, I present what I take 

to be the main obstacle to an expressivist understanding of evidence: the problem of 

evidential fit. The idea is that expressivists need to explain what it is for both a 

proposition with moral content to be evidence for anything and for moral judgments, 

being desire-like mental states, to be supported by evidence. In section IV, I explore 

three options to respond. Unfortunately, these options either do not work or leave 

aspects of the evidential relation unexplained. In response, in section V, I propose 

that whatever the right account of evidential support for moral judgments is, for 

expressivists, it has to incorporate elements of first-order moral inquiry. That e is 

evidence for p bears on the question of whether p, which is a question for first-order 

moral inquiry. By incorporating that element, expressivists can overcome the 

limitations of other accounts. Finally, section VI applies some ideas from the holistic 

account to help solve the existing problem of certitude for expressivism.  

Evidence is a complex subject, and many of the issues we need to discuss are subject 

to different controversies. To make our discussion manageable, I will identify a few 

theoretical choice points that will help us delineate the options and restrictions 

expressivists may have in understanding and answering the different challenges. The 

first choice point (I) is about the kinds of things that can be evidence, that is, the 

ontology of evidence: propositions or mental states (factive or non-factive). Second 

(II), the kinds of things that evidence is supposed to support, the objects of evidential 

support: doxastic states or propositions? Third (III), what is the right way to think 
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about the relation between evidence and its object of support: abductive, 

probabilistic, or explanatory? Fourth (IV), what is the right way to think of the 

relation between evidence and epistemic statuses like justification or rationality? Is 

it that only evidence can determine such statuses, as evidentialists would have it or 

something else? Lastly (V), should we think of evidence as individual relations of 

support or holistically?   

I. Evidence for Moral Judgments 

We ordinarily appeal to independently credible considerations to support our moral 

judgments. In the right conditions (e.g., with the right background assumptions in 

place), a judgment that eating shrimp is morally permissible can be supported by the 

consideration that they do not have a central nervous system or support a judgment 

that depicting minorities with stereotypes is wrong based on the consideration that 

those depictions wrong members of minorities. Some may argue that the best way to 

frame this relation of support is not epistemic, perhaps in terms of practical reasons 

or wrong/right makers —more on this later. But expressivists (and metaethicists, 

more generally) have good reasons to consider this as a relation of evidential support. 

As we have been assuming, moral judgments get their epistemic statuses in ways 

similar to ordinary beliefs. And often, how we can evaluate our beliefs epistemically 

depends on the available evidence. Whether I am, for example, justified in believing 

that today it is going to rain is likely to depend on the evidence, at least in some 

capacity. A sensible way to think about evidence is as considerations that indicate 

truth. Moral judgments do not seem to be different from non-moral beliefs in these 

respects.113 Now, to see the more substantial parallels, we need to clarify the sense 

of evidence and evidential support we are discussing. 

How to flesh out this concept of evidential support for moral judgments is a complex 

issue, and much of our discussion will focus on elucidating the best way to approach 

that task. Thus, I will stipulate three conditions for a piece of information to count 

as evidence for a moral judgment. By stipulating these conditions, we will have a 

rough characterisation to work initially and think about different cases. Also, some 

notation will be helpful for the discussion here since we will often need to mark 

propositions that are the content of evidence. I will use ‘<p>’ for a noun phrase 

referring to the proposition that p or the mental state with the content that p. For 

 
113 Given that the best way to start our discussion is with these ordinary relations of evidential 

support, I will assume initially that the units of evidential support are attitudes like beliefs 

and moral judgments —one of the options in choice point (II).  
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example, <racial discrimination is wrong> refers to the proposition or the judgment 

with that content.114 The three conditions are: 

<e> is evidence for <p> in circumstances C when:  

(1) <e> supports <p> by indicating its truth,115  

(2) <e> has an epistemically creditable standing itself.  

(3) There are no undercutting defeaters for (1).    

The most central of these conditions is (1). The best way for us to initially think 

about this relation of support is in two parts. First is that the truth of <p> and the 

truth of <e> are not accidentally connected with each other. Even if it is both true 

that <it is raining> and that <I am perceiving sounds of raindrops>, one would not 

be evidence for the other if it was not because their truth is non-accidentally 

connected. Think of how this contrasts with a case in which it is true that <I was born 

on May 27 1992>, and <I am easily distracted>, but those truths are not connected 

in the right non-accidental way, so it is wrong to use one as evidence for the other. 

Sometimes this connection is called evidential fit,116 that <p> fits with the evidence 

<e>. The term is meant to illustrate the idea that the evidence paints a picture of 

things such that <p> fits well in that picture, so their truth is non-accidentally 

connected. This non-accidental relation can be fleshed out in different ways, for 

example, that <e> explains <p>, that <e> raises the probability of <p>, etc. But for 

now, I will refer to it generically as a relation of evidential fit. Second, the notion of 

evidential fit helps make sense of other things we say of evidence: that e indicates 

the truth of p, that evidence is a basis for different evaluations like knowledge, 

justification and some forms of rationality —since these, in general, seem to depend 

on a non-accidental connection with truth.117 Take the first of our examples, that 

evidence E) <shrimps do not have central nervous systems> supports the judgment 

that M) <it is morally permissible to eat shrimp>. It is at least initially plausible that 

 
114 I take this notation from Rosen (2010). 
115 It is controversial whether there are other ways to support p like pragmatically. I will 

have nothing to say about that possibility, so I frame the presentation here to exclude it.  
116 The main example here is McCain (2014: Ch. 4). But see also Fumerton (2018) and Steup 

(2018).  
117 ‘Fit’ may erroneously suggest that the relation is of coherence. However, the idea is to get 

a more informative gloss that captures all these roles the non-accidental connection between 

the truth of <e> and <p> is supposed to play. 
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if the truth of E) and M) is non-accidentally connected, E) can epistemically support 

M).118  

Although <p> fitting with <e> could be understood discretely, perhaps in terms of 

<e> being a reason to believe <p>, it seems to be at its most plausible when we 

consider how other considerations determine whether <p> fits with <e>. Perhaps 

that <I was born on May 27 1992>, is not evidence that <I am easily distracted> if 

that is bundled with the consideration that <I am a gemini>, but it may be if it is 

bundled with considerations about the parenting techniques popular at that time. This 

way of not thinking of pieces of evidence in isolation is a key element of evidential 

holism —this is choice point (V). Many views fall under that banner,119  but what 

unites all of them is that they all claim relations between a discrete piece of evidence 

and what it is said to be evidence for underdetermine the evidential relations. Think 

of a different example in which you go to the doctor to check a pain in your ear, and 

after examining your ear canal and finding nothing damaged, the doctor concludes 

that you probably grind your teeth when you are asleep; you have bruxism. You 

cannot see how the considerations about your earache can support the judgment that 

you grind your teeth. But your doctor can, because of their background assumptions. 

For example, the doctor’s beliefs, that earache without visible damage to the ear 

canal is often connected with grinding or about the percentage of bruxists in a 

specific population, etc. Holists think all evidential relations are like this: you change 

the background assumptions, you change the evidential relations.  

Although it is a common assumption in epistemology and philosophy of science, 

holism has not played a significant role in discussions of evidence in metaethics.120 

I think this is a mistake. The claim that E) supports M) is at its most plausible when 

combined with further assumptions. Suppose we bracket bridge principles such as 

B) <It is morally permissible to eat creatures without central nervous systems>. And 

suppose we bracket other assumptions about the link between central nervous 

systems and conscious experiences of pain or about the badness of pain. How 

plausible would it then be that E) supports M)? Not very. I will assume this form of 

holism for the discussion here. It will, additionally, play a substantial role in solving 

 
118 This rough outline of what is evidential fit is partly inspired by McCain (2014: 96) and 

Fumerton (2018). 
119 For a taxonomy of these views see Morrison (2010). 
120 Diggin (2022), McGrath (2019), Setiya (2012) and Sinhababu (2021) all seem to assume 

we can understand relations of evidential support individually. There are, however, notable 

exceptions to this tendency like Boyd (1988) or Sayre-McCord (1996) that too endorse forms 

of holism. 
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the problems expressivists will face in making sense of evidence. How background 

considerations interact with <e> and <p> is contentious among holists. There are, 

for example, two natural ways to integrate background assumptions in the evidential 

relation. One is that ‘<e> is evidence for <p>' expresses a dyadic relation, where <e> 

is properly understood as a complex item that includes things that we sometimes call 

background considerations or auxiliary assumptions —and so given that it is a set of 

considerations {e} will often be a better notation. Another possibility is that ‘<e> is 

evidence for <p>' expresses a triadic relation, such that <e> is always evidence for 

<p> relative to the background assumptions {b}. Throughout the discussion, I will 

assume the dyadic interpretation, but I believe nothing substantial for our purposes 

hangs on it, so everything I say here can be restated in the other framework. Adopting 

holism does not mean talking about a single piece of information as evidence never 

makes sense. The most plausible explanation of why we typically call a single piece 

of information evidence, even when bundled with other considerations, is unlikely 

to be substantial. What is more plausible is that we sometimes call one consideration 

evidence for conversational purposes: we need to single out one member of the 

bundle to call attention to it, and we assume the rest are just part of the common 

ground.121 

How substantial a constraint (2) is, that <e> needs to be creditable itself, will vary 

across different accounts of evidence. For some views like subjective Bayesianism, 

the only restriction for evidence is coherence, which is a form of creditability but 

one that is, at best, derivative of (1). For other views, evidence may need a more 

substantial sense of creditability, like knowledge or justification.122 At this point, we 

do not have to worry about which of these views to pick, so I will keep referring to 

a generic sense of creditability. What is important to keep in mind about (2) is that it 

is meant to capture the plausible idea that for most ordinary cases, for pieces of 

information to support anything epistemically, they must have good epistemic 

standing themselves123 —I will come back to it in section VII.  

As for (3), we know that epistemic evaluations often depend on the evidence; 

however, which evaluation is licenced by the evidence will also depend on whether 

 
121 Cf. Lewis (1986) view about our talk of single events as causes. 
122 Williamson’s (2000) view that S’s evidence equals what S knows is one of the main 

examples. 
123 Even for cases of using sense perception as evidence for a perceptual beliefs most views 

appeal to either a general sense of reliability of sense perception of which individual cases 

are just instances, or to a sense of default entitlement to base our beliefs on perception as we 

would do with other evidence —where default entitlement is itself an epistemic status. For 

examples see Audi (2003) and Pryor (2000). For an overview see DiFate (2007: § 1.b) 
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there are defeaters. Defeaters are conditions that, in one way or another, decrease or 

take away the positive epistemic status of a belief or, in this case, a moral judgment. 

Different kinds of defeaters will interact differently with the status of a piece of 

information as part of the evidence.  

Undercutting defeaters show the evidence and the judgment are not connected in the 

right way.124 Think of cases where evidence from a perception of hearing raindrops 

is undercut from supporting the belief that <it is raining> by the consideration that 

<my wife likes to play recordings of nature sounds around this time of the day>. In 

our characterisation, the evidential fit is cut; there is no non-accidental connection 

between {e} and <p>. Thus, the presence of undercutting defeaters would conflict 

with an important element of (1) and so we have reasons to make that part of the 

initial characterisation —hence (3).125 There are other idealised or generic senses of 

evidence that some pieces of information still count as evidence in the presence of 

undercutting defeaters, perhaps by being the kind of thing that could support <p> in 

different conditions. But since that generic sense will make no difference for our 

discussion, we will focus on evidence that does meet condition (3). 

Not all defeaters are relevant for a general characterisation of evidence. Rebutting 

defeaters, for example, present considerations against the truth of the judgment. In 

our picture, we could think of cases of rebutting defeaters as supporting a proposition 

incompatible with <p>. These typically make a difference in what kind of epistemic 

evaluation we can make based on the evidence. It is less clear whether rebutting 

defeaters will make a difference in what counts as evidence since they are just 

competing considerations —and on some accounts, they even count as evidence too, 

but for a proposition incompatible with <p> (Piazza, forthcoming). There is then no 

need to include them in condition (3), but it will be illustrative to discuss them later. 

Conditions (1) to (3) then give us a general but plausible characterisation of evidence 

that seems useful for thinking about how considerations like E) can epistemically 

support moral judgments like M). Despite these parallels, evidence in moral 

epistemology differs from general epistemology in a few ways. Two are especially 

 
124 Pollock (1986) is the source of the distinction but see also Moretti & Piazza (2018: 2847) 

for an overview of the issues surrounding it. Like a number of other notions relevant for 

evidence, defeaters are not widely discussed in metaethics, perhaps because there is already 

a prominent notion of defeaters for moral obligation. When I discuss defeaters here, I will be 

referring to epistemic defeat exclusively. 
125 For similar considerations authors like Sturgeon (2014) and Melis (2014) think that 

undercutting defeaters are by nature different from rebutting ones, and more central to our 

conceptions of evidence. 
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relevant. One is that the evidence supporting our moral judgments often has moral 

content.126 Consider the second example in which the judgment that M2) <depicting 

minorities with stereotypes is wrong> is supported by the evidence that E2) 

<depiction with stereotypes wrongs members of minorities>. E2) has moral content; 

‘wrongs’ is meant morally. Still, since moral judgments can have epistemic statuses, 

E2) can be independently creditable. E2) also seems to be the kind of thing that 

makes a difference for the epistemic status of a judgment like M2). The difference 

between E) and E2) is central for expressivists, but we need a more precise 

distinction to see exactly why.  

E) and E2) are pieces of evidence, but what kind of entity is a piece of evidence? 

Choice point (I) is whether a piece of evidence is a proposition or a mental state.127 

Expressivists probably do not need to pick a side in this debate. But in either case, 

they are committed to a specific interpretation of the distinction between E) and E2). 

This is clear in the case of mental states. Attitudes with moral contents that can play 

the role of evidence are moral judgments, and so they are desire-like states with a 

primarily practical or non-representational function. Attitudes without moral content 

that can play the role of evidence, like non-moral beliefs, do not share that function; 

they are representational.128 Thus, E) and E2) as mental states should also differ in 

their function. 

There is a similar distinction for propositions, although we have less straightforward 

ways to draw it. Critics of expressivism used to think that one of the main 

commitments of expressivism is denying the existence of propositions with moral 

content. There was a widely shared assumption that propositions are necessarily 

representational entities, so they cannot be the contents of non-representational 

moral judgments. But nowadays, most expressivists accept that there are 

propositions with moral contents; it is just that some propositions do not have a 

 
126 To be more precise it is at least controversial in general epistemology that beliefs or 

hypothesis can be supported by evidence that has moral or normative content, although there 

are good reasons to think it may. For example, it is a common assumption in social and moral 

epistemology that adopting specific values can and often does affect the epistemic quality of 

the products of research. And some, like Anderson (2004), argue that the best explanation of 

this is that values can figure among the evidence. See Longino (1990) for a different example. 

See also Anderson (2020) for an overview of these positions and Campbell (1998) for a way 

to draw some metaethical implications. 
127 A classic example of propositionalism is Williamson (2000). Against it see for example 

Fumerton (2005), McCain (2014) and Wedgwood (2023). 
128 A problem here may come from the distinction between factive and non-factive mental 

states, and whether expressivists can make sense of it as applied to moral judgments. 

However, the distinction is difficult to mark and in the less controversial sense, states that 

can only link an agent to the truth are factive and those that can fail to do so are non-factive, 

there does not seem to be a problem for expressivists to adopt it. See Nagel (2017). 
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representational function.129 To clarify this sense of function for propositions, 

consider the proposition that is the content of the belief that Ana is asleep. Some 

argue that to play this role of content, the proposition needs to represent Ana as being 

asleep; this is its function.130 Since expressivists do not think that moral properties 

and facts play substantial roles in thought and talk, they must say that propositions 

with moral content are different; they are not representational in this sense. But since 

expressivists do not want to give up on the benefits of having an entity that plays the 

role of propositions, they offer different non-representational roles for them.131 What 

else they would need to say about propositions as evidence is unclear, partly because 

whether all evidence really is propositional is contentious. What matters for our 

purposes here is that expressivists want to account for propositions with moral 

content and have some options, but these options would all share the commitment to 

a non-representational function. Thus, even if we characterise them as propositions, 

E) and E2) have different functions. Since expressivists can pick either side in this 

debate between mental states or propositions, here I will speak neutrally about pieces 

of evidence. But since expressivists are committed either way to a fundamental 

distinction between the nature and function of evidence with and without moral 

content, I will speak mostly of pieces of moral evidence and non-moral evidence, 

respectively. 

There is a further difference between evidence in moral and non-moral epistemology. 

Some might object that in our ordinary practices, we do not often call these 

considerations evidence or think of the form of support I am discussing as evidential 

support. We, for example, use the term to talk about evidence for beliefs that are 

relevant to make a moral judgment. Think, for example, of claims like: “If they said 

that, then that was wrong, but we need evidence that they said it.” But we do not 

really talk about evidence for a moral judgment.132 This should not be a significant 

problem; the fact that we do not use the term does not mean that we do not ordinarily 

deploy the concept —as the cases I presented suggest.133 However, some 

 
129 See Schroeder (2013, 2015), Ridge (2014: 124), and Woods (2017). Like all these authors 

I do not think that the task here is to offer a deflationist account of our talk of meaning or 

‘that’ clauses.   
130 See King (2014).and Soames (2015). 
131 Perhaps they instead play a role of categorization of concepts. See Brown (2019). 
132 An alternative could be to think of more sophisticated practices like moral first-order 

theorizing. But even there people rarely talk about evidence for moral judgments. It is notable 

that Campbell (2019) and Zimmerman, Jones & Timmons (2019) both being recognized 

general references in moral epistemology only include one mention of evidence in the sense 

we are discussing. 
133 It is a contingent fact about languages that some of them are better equipped than others 

to be explicit about our assumptions related to evidence. A good example of this is that 
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expressivists may have an objection along similar lines: when we appear to use 

evidence to support our moral judgments, we are likely just appealing to something 

closer to a practical reason in favour of the moral judgment. For example, think 

about E2) <depiction with stereotypes wrongs members of minorities>. What E2) is 

about seems closer to a wrong-maker for the fact that depicting minorities with 

stereotypes is wrong or a practical moral reason not to depict minorities with 

stereotypes. The objection then is that the support for moral judgments we are after 

may be explained just by appealing to these things, and so there is no need for 

expressivists to worry about evidence. 

I will come back to this issue in section V. For now, notice that I could think that E2) 

supports thinking that M2) even if I did not think that what M2) is about, stereotypes, 

is morally wrong because of how it wrongs minorities, as E2) is about. Maybe, for 

example, I think that stereotypes are wrong because they are a form of 

discrimination, or because they are based on arbitrary distinctions, or something else. 

Still, I could think that E2) is a good reason for M), not a reason why it is wrong but 

a reason to think it is.134 An even clearer case is testimony from a trusted informant 

that the use of stereotypes is a form of discrimination. The testimony is clearly not a 

wrong-maker for stereotypes, but it seems it can unproblematically be evidence for 

M2).135 To be sure, I am not saying that these will never overlap. After deliberation, 

I could conclude that the way it wrongs minorities is indeed what makes stereotypes 

wrong. And so, E2) would work as both evidence and a moral reason against 

stereotypes. Instead, my point is that there is a distinctive role for evidential relations 

in moral practices that is not fully explained by just practical moral reasons or wrong-

makers.136 

Now, we have a better understanding of the relation of evidential support that 

expressivists need to explain, and so are better positioned to develop, clarify, and 

respond to the two problems expressivists face. My main focus will be on what I call 

 
English, unlike other languages lack syntactic markers for a claim that is supported by 

evidence —or evidentials as linguists calls them. See Aikhenvald (2004) for more on this. 
134 Some may explain this difference in terms of evidential relations and substantially 

explanatory relations. See Star & Kearns (2008: 47).   
135 Pure moral testimony is controversial. However, that should not affect the case I am 

presenting, since most of its problems with it seem to be moral, not epistemic. See Hills 

(2013) for an overview. C.f. Fletcher (2016) who proposes an alternative explanation of the 

problems compatible with non-cognitivism, but that is still compatible with its epistemic 

possibility. 
136 For a similar reason, I do not think that the distinction between evidence and practical 

reasons tracks different normative kinds, like different kinds of reasons. See Schroeder (2012) 

for a different argument against that view.  
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the problem of evidential fit. The idea is that expressivists need to explain two things: 

what it is for information with moral content to be evidence for a moral judgment if 

moral judgments are desire-like states, and what it is for moral judgments so 

understood to be supported by evidence. Apart from this problem of evidential fit, 

there is a different problem for expressivists: a specific strand of their well-known 

certitude problem. The idea is that expressivists cannot explain degrees of certainty 

for moral judgments. Evidence should be important to understand and respond to 

some aspects of this problem, given that our level of certainty for the truth of a 

proposition should depend on the available evidence. Despite this, no critic or 

defender of expressivism has said much about evidence in discussing certitude. Thus, 

once I present what I consider is the best response to the problem of evidential fit, I 

will draw some lessons for how expressivists should understand certitude.  

II. The Challenge of Evidential Fit 

Given their commitments on the nature of moral thought and language, expressivists 

have two things to explain. First, to explain cases where some moral consideration 

seems to be evidence for another moral consideration, they need to explain how a 

non-representational entity, like moral considerations, can figure among the 

evidence for anything. Second, expressivists need to explain how evidence can 

support moral judgments if these are non-representational desire-like states. It seems 

to be a category mistake to think of ordinary desires or a non-representational moral 

consideration as the kind of thing that can offer evidential support. Of course, some 

desire-like states, like moral judgments, are both truth and epistemically evaluable, 

and we have some good ideas of how that evaluability works for expressivists. Still, 

the fact that the evidence and the judgment can be true, even simultaneously, would 

not be enough to explain how moral evidence and moral judgments can enter 

relations of evidential support. To explain that, we need something like evidential 

fit; a non-accidental connection between their truths. Thus, even if the problem has 

these two aspects, they are both connected by the fact that, given the expressivist 

picture of moral thought and talk, we do not seem to have a good explanation of 

evidential fit for moral evidence and moral judgments. Since we are working in a 

holistic framework in which the evidence works in bundles, these two challenges 

interact. For example, it is at least logically possible for a judgment to be supported 

by a set consisting entirely of moral considerations, entirely of non-moral 

considerations or a mixed set of moral and non-moral considerations. 
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One natural way for expressivists to think about evidential support is to model it on 

inferential justification. But the case of mixed moral and non-moral evidence will 

both show why this does not suffice and sharpen our sense of the dual challenge that 

expressivists face. One example is our case of evidence E) <shrimps do not have a 

central nervous system> for the judgment that M) <it is morally permissible to eat 

shrimp>, and the bridge principle that B) <It is morally permissible to eat creatures 

without central nervous systems>. The bundle would minimally include B) and E), 

which are moral and non-moral, respectively. One may think that expressivists have 

at least one straightforward way to explain cases like this. The judgment may fit a 

bundle of mixed evidence because it follows our well-established ideas of inferential 

justification or reasonable inference. This proposal has two parts. First, we need a 

principle of inferential justification adapted to the case of evidence. Here is one way 

to articulate it: 

Inference principle: if (a) <if e then p>, has a creditable standing and (b) 

<e> has a creditable standing, then <p> too has a creditable standing.137 

Evidence then can support a moral judgment by following this pattern. E) meets 

condition (b) since we can assume it is creditable. B) is a moral judgment, so it is 

epistemically evaluable. Unless scepticism about moral knowledge is true, B) can be 

creditable. There are good questions about how B) might get to be creditable. Is it 

itself supported by evidence, or is it creditable on some other basis? I will return to 

some of these questions later. For now, however, all we need is the non-sceptical 

assumption that B) can be creditable. B) can also plausibly be restated as the 

conditional that <if a creature does not have a central nervous system, then it is 

permissible to eat it>, so it meets condition (a). If both B) and E) figure among the 

evidence, it seems like they can support M) by just following this principle. 

The Frege-Geach problem may make it difficult for expressivists to make sense of 

the conditional in (a) and of the inference that figures in the principle. This is a 

problem for expressivists to explain how moral contents work given the existence of 

logically complex constructions like negations, conditionals, conjunctions, etc. And 

the problem is especially thorny when complex constructions include 

representational propositions, like E) in this case. Still, this would not represent an 

additional problem specific to the expressivist account of evidence. Assuming 

expressivists can solve the Frege-Geach problem, they could have an initial way to 

 
137 This characterization of inferential justification and the structure of the principle is based 

on, but not completely similar to Fumerton’s (1995: 36).  
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explain cases of evidential support when evidence consists of mixed bundles and 

could try to generalise from there. Unfortunately, this approach fails, but in an 

illustrative way. 

First, recall that expressivists have two challenges: explain how a moral non-

representational consideration can be evidence for anything and how a moral 

judgment, being a desire-like state, can be supported by evidence. This inferential 

approach may give us a good way to solve the second problem: moral judgments can 

be supported by evidence via the evidential correlate of inferential justification. 

However, we still do not know how considerations with moral content, being non-

representational, can be evidence. Moreover, the proposal presupposes we have a 

solution to that further problem. For this inferential solution to work, the conditional 

in B) must also be part of the evidence. But B) has moral content, so it is moral 

evidence if it is evidence at all. Perhaps expressivists could say that parallel to their 

other response, B) gets to be evidence just by having a creditable standing and being 

the kind of thing that could figure in an application of the inference principle. 

However, that leads us to the second problem. 

Not all inferences that follow the pattern of the inference principle should count as 

relations of evidential support. Whether inference is sufficient (or necessary) for this 

kind of epistemic support is controversial.138 This is not a problem for most views of 

inferential justification because they always supplement their views with plausible 

ways to interpret (a). Consider, for example, how Fumerton (1995: 36) interprets it 

with the relation that <e> makes <p> probable, not with a conditional. Moreover, 

theories of inferential justification are not about the nature of evidential support but 

about the structure needed for that support in most ordinary cases.139 Thus, (a) does 

not help explain the non-accidental connection characteristic of evidential fit. 

Instead, (a) just makes it explicit that inferential evidential support requires such a 

connection to obtain. But this is precisely what expressivists cannot assume; they 

need to explain it. They could respond that what is important about this case is that 

B) is a moral judgment, so the non-accidental connection we seek can be guaranteed 

via how some moral judgments with good epistemic standing connect the truths of 

things like E) and M). However, that by itself is unlikely to be helpful. There are 

many ways in which moral judgments can connect the truth of things like E) and M), 

 
138 For why it may not be sufficient there are possible cases of failure of transmission of 

justification. See, for example, Wright (2002a). For why it may not be necessary, see cases 

of analytic entailment (Smithies, 2021: 552) 
139 It is important that this does not cover all cases, since most proponents of inferential 

justification are also foundationalists that defend the existence of non-inferential justification. 
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and not all of them are going to have evidential import. The general lesson here is 

that it is difficult to get a good response to the two problems without a better sense 

of how expressivists should understand the non-accidental connection between the 

truth of <e> and <p>, characteristic of evidential fit.140 Thus, in what follows, I will 

explore some options that directly address that issue. 

III. The Options 

The problem of evidential fit is a new problem for expressivists, so we need to spend 

some time mapping the available and possible options to respond. There are at least 

two general ways expressivists can proceed: denying there is a problem or offering 

a positive account. There are many ways in which expressivists can deny a problem, 

but few are plausible. I will only explore one: denying the problem is specific to 

expressivism by a companions in guilt argument. As for offering a positive account, 

expressivists also have two ways to proceed. First, although this is a new problem, 

expressivists might think they can draw on their views on supervenience or 

explanation to develop a positive account. As I will argue, these proposals have 

important limitations. But we can draw valuable lessons about what we need for a 

good expressivist account of evidence. My proposal is that the right account of 

evidential support for moral judgments must incorporate elements of first-order 

moral inquiry. That <e> is evidence for <p> bears on the question of whether <p>, 

but the latter is a question that we cannot address without moralising. Thus, claiming 

that ‘<e> is evidence for <p>’ either is or incorporates substantial moral claims. 

Based on that idea, we can construct a framework that recaptures what is right about 

the other views.141 

IV. Companions in guilt 

First, perhaps expressivists can accept that they do not have an explanation of how 

moral considerations and moral judgments can enter into relations of evidential 

support given their characteristic non-representational functions. But they can deny 

that that problem is specific to their view. Many authors in moral epistemology agree 

 
140 Although related this is different from Dorr’s (2002) wishful thinking objection to non-

cognitivism in many respects. For example, the challenge here is not about forming beliefs 

based on desire-like states. Also, whereas he thinks that adjusting your beliefs to your desire-

like states is a form of irrationality, here I am just asking how that would work, given a 

plausible but mostly neutral notion of evidential fit. 
141 An alternative that I will not consider here is that the probability of the moral judgment 

raises given the evidence. The reason is that this view would involve ideas that expressivists 

cannot appeal to until they solve the problem of certitude. I will discuss this problem in 

section VI.  
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that moral judgments are very different from ordinary beliefs, so it is difficult to 

explain how they can be supported by empirical evidence —or by non-moral 

evidence, more generally. But so are many other relations of evidential support for 

attitudes without moral content. Take Sarah McGrath’s (2019: 116-20) recent 

articulation of this point. As she explains, empirical evidence can support theoretical 

hypotheses, judgments about how things were, how things will be, or how things 

may be. Like moral judgments, these all seem very different from beliefs with 

contents that are straightforwardly about how things are.142 As she explains:  

“Our observations deliver information about how things are, while our moral 

beliefs concern how things ought to be. In this respect moral beliefs and non-

moral observations seem to have distinct subject matters. […] However, it 

is now generally argued that relations of confirmation can obtain between 

statements about different subject matters” (2019: 116, 118).  

Thus, if our accounts of evidential support are too restrictive to exclude moral 

judgments, we risk excluding many other uncontroversial examples, like the ones 

McGrath presents. Hence, expressivists have the basis for a companions in guilt 

argument: since attitudes that are not straightforwardly about how things are can be 

supported by evidence, then plausibly, moral considerations as expressivists 

conceive of them, too.143 

Perhaps this companions in guilt argument is a good starting place to rethink how 

we explain relations of evidential support in general. However, it all depends on how 

we explain the difference between ordinary beliefs, the attitudes McGrath mentions 

and moral judgments. She does not say much about this beyond marking their 

different subject matter, but given what we know about how expressivists distinguish 

the function of desire-like and belief-like attitudes, we can see that this argument is 

unlikely to help them.144 Though the attitudes McGrath cites seem different in their 

subject matter, most of them are still belief-like. We can think of this in terms of 

direction of fit. Attitudes about how things were, will be, and even theoretical 

 
142 McGrath talks mostly of claims, statements, and their contents. But I take it that all her 

points can be unproblematically translated to beliefs and moral judgments since they can 

presumably have the same contents as the claims she refers to. 
143 See Cowie and Rowland (2020) for more on this form of argument in metaethics. 
144 To be fair McGrath would probably agree that the argument will not help expressivists. 

But mostly because she shares the common misconception that expressivists deny moral 

judgments can have epistemic statuses (2017: 79). As for how she marks the distinction she 

endorses a specific version of confirmation theory according to which these are not 

analytically or definitionally equivalent (2019: 117). 
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hypotheses all seem to share the world-to-mind function characteristic of beliefs. 

Moral judgments are not like this since their primary function is non-

representational; they have the desire-like or mind-to-world direction of fit. At least 

for expressivists, moral judgments cannot be companions in guilt with the other 

examples; they are different in a deeper but relevant sense. Moreover, given that the 

desire-like direction of fit of moral judgments was central for the challenge of 

evidential fit, this response would not be dialectically effective.  

In response, expressivists could say that although seemingly belief-like or 

representational, some of these cases may be closer to moral judgments.145 For 

example, there are expressivist or expressivist-like accounts of modal thought about 

how things may be. Even so, one case is unlikely to help expressivist establish a 

strong companions in guilt argument. Thus, we need to look for other options. 

V. Covariation, Supervenience and Explanation. 

A more promising option for expressivists is based on relations of covariation. When 

two things, e and p, stand in a relation of covariation, we generally think of <e> as 

evidence for <p>. Expressivists then can argue that evidence for moral judgments 

works similarly. This option is especially promising to account for support for moral 

judgments from bundles of non-moral or mixed evidence, so I will focus on it 

initially. Let us use ‘[p]’ for a noun phrase referring to the fact that p —assuming the 

right quasi-realist gloss of moral facts.146 We start with these two claims: 

4) the relation between [e] and [p] gives us a non-accidental connection 

between the truth of <e> and <p>, such that <e> is an indication of the truth 

of <p>, 

5) <e> is evidence for <p> if and because [e] and [p] stand in a relation such 

as covariation, supervenience or explanation.147  

Think of a simple form of causation. Evidence that <e> points to things being such 

that [e] obtains and given our background assumption that [e] covaries with [p] 

because one causes the other, evidence <e> is an indication of the truth of <p>. Say 

that a belief that I still have coffee in my travel mug is supported by the evidence 

that it makes a splashing sound when I shake it. That there is coffee in my mug 

 
145 See Yalcin (2011) and Thomason (2020). 
146 See, for example, Blackburn (1998a: 78) or Sinclair (2021: 187). 
147 For presentation I will speak loosely of covariance of facts. However, in supervenience 

relations, it is classes of properties that stand in covariance relations. 
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typically causes it to make a splashing sound when I shake it. Against this 

background, the splashing sound that my mug makes as I shake it is evidence that it 

still has coffee in it. The two covary: if there wasn’t coffee in my mug, it would not 

make the sound. Given this background assumption about a metaphysical relation it 

makes sense that the evidence supports the belief. In this way, we can draw a good 

epistemic principle about indications of truth from a metaphysical relation.148 This is 

compatible with the holistic framework we have been assuming since we may need 

background assumptions to determine that the covariation relation is in place. This 

view connects with choice point (IV) in that the relation that explains relations of 

evidence is a form of covariation. 

There are some ways for expressivists to mimic this covariation story. Expressivists 

accept that moral and non-moral facts covary with each other in relations of 

supervenience.149 Thus, they can appeal to their best views on supervenience to 

construct their own version of claims 4) and 5). Supervenience, roughly speaking, 

means there cannot be a difference in normative facts without a difference in non-

normative facts.150 The response to our challenge here could be that evidence can 

support moral judgments because the non-moral base facts (or a belief about them) 

would be evidence for a moral fact when and because the latter supervenes on the 

former. Thus, we have: 

5S) <e> is evidence for <p> if and because [e] is a member of the 

supervenience base for [p]151 

Unfortunately, this view has a significant problem: the evidential order need not 

match the metaphysical order that supervenience puts in place. Very often, the 

supervenience base for a given property is highly complex, and it is not clear every 

element is evidentially relevant. (E.g., suppose it is a vast disjunction of its 

 
148 Classic examples of this strategy are Lewis (1980). See also Rayo (2014). A more 

sophisticated version of this account can be found in McCain (2013, 2014). He appeals to a 

form of explanation instead of the simple causal covariation I present here. But my idea is 

just to introduce the option in the simplest terms and build an expressivist analogue from 

there. 
149 See for example Blackburn (1984: 186) and Gibbard (2003: 88). 
150 Supervenience is compatible with nihilism. From the supervenience thesis and the premise 

that the base holds, we cannot infer that the supervening property is had by anything. For the 

present purposes however, I will just assume that some things are right or wrong —and so 

there is at least one thing that has a supervening moral property. 
151 There are related existing views. Kieran Setiya (2012: 46) argued that supervenience is 

the key to explaining all relations of evidential support for moral judgments. And Steven 

Diggin (2022: 7) suggests this is why even expressivists can make sense of moral evidence. 

Since they have different goals than mine here what I offer is what I take to be a related 

option for expressivists to solve the challenge of evidential fit. 
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instances). Many moral properties have a supervenience base that involves social 

properties or psychological properties. E.g., the wrongness of racial discrimination 

in social hierarchical relations or the psychological effects on its victims. But these, 

in turn, supervene on some yet lower-level properties, like neuro-physical properties. 

And nothing at these lower levels is likely to have much epistemic import. Consider 

how this would work for other relations of supervenience. Psychological properties 

supervene on physical (perhaps too, neuro-physical) properties. Appealing to 

considerations about the physical properties at the supervenience base will typically 

not be helpful as evidence for beliefs about psychological properties —and we are 

more likely to appeal to behavioural considerations as evidence for them. The 

general point, then, is that even if supervenience can give us covariation and so it 

can sometimes have evidential import, it just does not follow that all members of a 

supervenience base will be evidence. Thus, this supervenience proposal 

overgeneralises; it implies the existence of evidential relations when there are none, 

as with irrelevant members of the supervenience base. 

Supervenience is not the only option for expressivists. They could instead opt for a 

relation of explanation between moral and non-moral facts.152 Consider a simple 

version of this view: 

5E) <e> is evidence for <p> if and because [e] explains [p]. 

This would be a better option since considerations that explain why <p> seem to 

always carry evidential import, so there is, in principle, no risk of overgeneralisation. 

Suppose the fact that we ought to donate to charity is explained by the fact that it 

maximises utility. In that case, the fact that it maximises utility is evidence that we 

ought to donate to charity. The problem with this option is that there are many cases 

of considerations <e> that evidentially support <p>, but [e] does not explain [p]. For 

example, the fact that a nutrition book says that spinach is good for me is evidence 

that I should eat it, but that does not explain why I should eat it (Broome, 2004).153 

Thus, even if there are some instances in which explanations can count as evidence, 

too, and that is something that expressivists should explain, this will not solve our 

 
152 Perhaps as unifying moral generalization (Berker, 2021) or a form of grounding or backing 

(Berker, 2020). 
153 A different relevant example here could be moral testimony. Hearing testimony that a 

colleague did something wrong may be evidence that supports the judgment that they did. 

But it clearly does not explain it. For more on moral testimony and evidence see Lee, Sinclair 

& Robson (2020). 
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problem of evidential fit. In contrast with the supervenience proposal, this simple 

version of explanationism undergeneralises: it does not cover all evidential relations.  

Not all is lost for explanationism. I believe that a different, more sophisticated 

version of this explanationist view would have an iterative structure. I propose then, 

first, that core cases of evidential relations are explained in the way just described: 

<e> is evidence for <p> if and because [e] explains [p]. Second, secondary cases of 

evidential relations, like testimony or evidence consisting of non-explanatory 

considerations, are explained by reference to the base explanatory case. In our case, 

if the book is reliable, it says spinach is good for me only insofar as that is true, so it 

is connected with the facts that explain why we should eat it. Thus, the evidential 

claim ultimately rests on an explanatory claim. We can then modify the simple 

version: 

5E*) <e> is evidence for <p> if and because [e] explains [p] or <e> is about 

a further fact [q] which explains [p] 

Consider three objections to this view to develop it further. Some may worry that it 

seems to go against some of the deeper commitments of expressivists. These 

explanatory relations are metaphysical relations between moral and non-moral facts. 

By explaining evidential relations based on them, expressivists would seem to be 

endorsing a picture of moral inquiry (or at least the parts of moral inquiry involving 

evidence): that it is about discovering the right metaphysical relations are in place. 

That picture of moral inquiry is the kind of thing expressivists need to earn the right 

to, using expressivist-friendly tools, not something that plays a substantial role in 

their accounts. However, expressivists do not need any robust metaphysical 

commitments to opt for explanationism. For the view to work, they just need two 

assumptions. First, claims of the form '[e] explains [m]' (where m is a moral) are 

themselves a kind of moral claims, whatever else they may be —and so that the right 

reading of [m] as a fact is not metaphysically robust. For example, a claim that a ‘[e] 

explains [m]’, just amounts to the moral claim that [e] is a wrong/right maker for 

[m]. Second, that '[e] explains [m]' need not be read as picking out or presupposing 

a robustly metaphysical relation.154 Both are plausible claims that expressivists 

would want to accept anyway. We can call the combination of these two claims non-

substantialism. This is a better approach for expressivists who want to adopt 

 
154 On many views of explanation, explanation is not a purely metaphysical relation even if 

it is an objective relation. And even if it is a metaphysical relation, there are deflationary 

accounts of metaphysical explanation. See for example Dasgupta (2017) and Baker (2021) 

for examples, and Väyrynen (Forthcoming) for an overview.  
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explanationism. However, it raises worries that the view cannot really account for 

the possibility of bundles of only non-moral evidence.  

Relations of evidential support would always need the right moral considerations in 

the background to be in place for the explanatory relation to work. Suppose both 

5E*) and the non-substantialist approach outlined in the last paragraph. When <p> 

is moral, the claim that ‘[e] explains [p]’ is a moral claim, whatever else it may be. 

Thus, for any moral <p>, the claim that <e> is evidence for <p> presupposes a moral 

claim. Thus, bundles will need to be mixed to include the assumption that the 

explanatory relation is in place.155,156 One way for expressivists to address this worry 

would be to point out that we may have independent reasons to reject the possibility 

of only non-moral bundles supporting moral judgments. One is to appeal to the view 

known as the autonomy of ethics —or, more specifically, the epistemic autonomy of 

ethics. There are many ways to construct this view, but a general and plausible one 

is that there is no reasonable inference or epistemically permissible inference from 

purely non-moral evidence to moral conclusions.157 The typical argument for this 

claim is that it is an instance of what is known as Hume’s law, that we cannot 

logically derive moral conclusions from non-moral premises but applied to 

inferential justification. Although explanations do not reduce to inferences, 

whenever [e] partly explains [p], there are possible inferences from <e> to <p> 

Hume’s law may block the inference if the right moral considerations are not in 

place. The autonomy of ethics and Hume’s law are not uncontroversial, but 

expressivists may already have some affinities with them anyway. As Nicholas 

 
155 While there may be some further issues, this is in principle compatible with a triadic 

interpretation of the evidential relation. For cases where the evidence itself is wholly non-

moral, the view would be that when <e> is evidence for <p>, this presupposes a moral claim. 

Under explanationism, it would presuppose that some suitable explanatory relation is in place 

(either that [e] explains [p] or some iterative case). Even if that claim would strictly speaking 

not be part of the evidence, evidence would always be evidence relative to that principle and 

the bundle would be wholly non-moral in an unsubstantial sense —more so given the 

autonomy of ethics I explain below. 
156 One important question here could be how to think of the holding of the explanatory 

relation as part of the evidence, if it supposed to be that in virtue of which the evidence is 

evidence. However, that connects to further general issues about evidence that I cannot dis-

cuss here. For example, whether any proposition which is evidence is evidence for itself. See 

Brown (2015) for discussion. 
157 For more on the autonomy of ethics and the distinct senses of autonomy which include 

epistemic, see Maguire (2017). For an endorsement and a defence of the epistemic autonomy 

of ethics see Sturgeon (2002) and Huemer (2005: 72-87). For examples of views on moral 

evidence that deny Hume’s law see Smithies (2022) and Sinhababu (2022). Blackburn (2017: 

59) suggests expressivists should reject it too. But from his claim that the movement from 

non-moral to moral principles is not mediated by logic but by principles that we need to 

figure out in moral inquiry, we can assume he would also appeal to the existence of bridge 

principles in the sense outlined here. 
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Sturgeon explains, one reason for thinking ethics autonomous “would just be the 

idea, familiar from Hume and especially influential among non-cognitivists, that it 

is distinctive to ethical thought to be intrinsically action guiding, and that, as Hume 

remarks, ‘an active principle can never be founded on an inactive’” (2002: 195). 

These may be independent reasons for expressivists to rule out bundles consisting of 

purely non-moral considerations. 

One last worry here is that the view is incomplete, given the specific challenge of 

evidential fit for expressivists. We know that relations of explanation can be 

sufficient for relations of evidence given that they guarantee a non-accidental 

connection between <e> and <p>. We also know that expressivists want to and have 

offered plausible ways to understand relations of explanation compatible with their 

framework. However, we are looking for an explanation of how that relation can be 

of truth indication. That element is crucial given that, on the one hand, the challenge 

of evidential fit was to explain how that indication was possible for a desire-like 

state. On the other, truth indication seems to be central to how evidence figures in 

epistemic evaluations like justification or rationality. Thus, I believe sophisticated 

explanationism can only help us solve the challenge of evidential fit against the 

background of an account of how expressivists think of these relations in moral 

inquiry.  

VI. Expressivism, First-order Moral Inquiry, and Evidence 

So far, we have been looking at accounts that try to explain claims like “<e> is 

evidence for <p>” by appealing to relations like supervenience or explanation that 

could underwrite them. What these views get right is that, on the one hand, these 

relations will often make the truth of <e> relevant for whether <p> such that one can 

be evidence for the other —this was our main condition (1). On the other hand, these 

are relations that expressivists want and have tried to explain within their framework. 

If we recall, the challenge of evidential fit was to make sense of claims like “<e> is 

evidence for <p>” in an expressivist framework where what is supported is a moral 

judgment, and so a desire-like state and the evidence includes considerations with 

moral content. It makes sense then that this view goes some way into solving the 

challenge. However, as we saw, all these accounts have limitations. What I believe 

would help us make sense of and overcome these limitations is that most 

expressivists would argue that providing evidence is one way in which, from the 

perspective of first-order moral inquiry, we can respond to the question of whether 

<p> for a moral <p>. Using our examples, these are questions like whether eating 
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shrimp is permissible or whether depicting minorities with stereotypes is wrong. 

These are first-order moral questions, so we need to moralise to respond to them. 

Accounts that leave that crucial element out will likely be limited by the 

expressivist’s lights.  

Consider how expressivists, in general, conceive of moral inquiry. In moral inquiry, 

we aim to get the correct answers to our moral questions of what to do, think or be. 

And, as we know, for expressivists, part of what determines correct responses is that 

these are moral judgments that cannot be further improved or are stable through the 

relevant improvements of information, maturity, imagination, sensitivity to finer 

details, etc. In Chapter 3, we called this property of the judgments we aim to get out 

of moral inquiry a stability property. From our initial gloss of evidence, we know 

that what we need to account for is evidential fit: a non-accidental connection 

between the truth of <e> and <p>, such that <e> indicates the truth of <p>. My claim 

is that our best strategy to offer that account is locating the explanation of claims like 

“<e> is evidence for <p>” in the broader issue of how expressivists think of the 

question of whether <p>. Claims like “<e> is evidence for <p>” help us respond to 

that question: given <e> is appropriately connected with <p> and <e>, one can judge 

that <p>. But the question of whether <p>, for expressivists, depends on whether it 

belongs to the best set of attitudes. So possible responses, including those based on 

claims like ‘<e> is evidence for <p>’, should be in some way indicative of that, 

indicative of which moral views are epistemically better. And epistemically better 

here is a matter of which judgments have a better chance of being stable through the 

relevant improvements. Thus, we could understand claims like “<e> is evidence for 

<p>” as themselves moral claims of the form: 

a) the epistemic endorsement of judging <p> given that <e> and <e> and 

<p> stand in relation R.158 

To see how this kind of judgment works, we can start with a bad case. Take our 

initial example of E) < shrimp do not have central nervous systems> and M) <it is 

permissible to eat shrimp>, but they stand in relation R, that the former usually 

causes people to think the latter. We can even stipulate that E) is creditable and that 

M) is true. Still, the problem with this way of understanding R is that we can expect 

the resulting moral view to be suboptimal. R seems to be the kind of relation that 

 
158 I am borrowing the term of “epistemic endorsement” from Ridge’s (2007) epistemic 

expressivism. We can understand my interpretation of evidence claims here as a similar form 

of epistemic expressivism. 
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draws arbitrary distinctions since we generally cannot rely on what people are 

usually disposed to think to determine what is morally right or wrong. We should 

expect the truth of M) to be, at best, accidental and accidental in the relevant sense 

that we should not expect it to be part of the best set of attitudes —even if it ultimately 

is. The indication we have, its relation with E), draws arbitrary distinctions that 

should normally lead us to discard the attitude. R is thus constrained by what it tells 

us about the stability of <p>. But this is also why views like the sophisticated 

explanationism I proposed in the last section seem so plausible. That view gives us 

a good way to understand how <e> is relevant to judge whether <p> such that we 

should expect a judgment that <p> not to be unsettled by the relevant 

improvements.159  

According to sophisticated explanationism, <e> is evidence for <p> if and because 

[e] explains [p] or <e> is about a further fact [q] which explains [p]. To flesh this 

out, we need a better sense of how expressivists understand relations of explanation. 

Consider Derek Baker’s (2021)160 view that for expressivists, moral explanations 

should work by unifying moral generalisation. The judgment that M3) lying is 

wrong, can be explained by the more general consideration that EX) lying treats 

people as mere means —and possibly other background considerations like that 

treating people as mere means is wrong.161 As before, we will treat background 

considerations as part of a bundle of evidence for M3). In our case, the bundle or set 

of considerations {EX), p1, p2, p3…} is what really supports M3). We can then 

understand the relation of evidential support in two parts. First, the fact that EX) 

explains M3) makes the considerations in the bundle relevant to judge whether M3), 

because explanations are generally relevant as evidence. However, what makes this 

a claim of evidence for a moral judgment is that the relation R between EX), other 

considerations in the bundle, and M3) is such that we would find judging M3) 

permissible in moral inquiry; judging it would make our moral views epistemically 

better. Using Baker’s term, it would make our moral views more unified: instead of 

 
159 An appropriate relation with truth is also why explanationists outside of metaethics 

consider explanations to be evidentially relevant. See for example Belkoniene (2019).  
160 There may be substantial differences with other accounts of explanation, like Berker’s 

(2020) based on grounding. However, going over the different accounts would side track the 

discussion significantly, and the main point that I want to capture here using the proposed 

framework is that explanation relations often have evidential import. 
161 As Baker notes this is only a partial explanation, but it should work for my purposes here 

of illustrating what can count as an explanation and evidence. Also, Baker’s view is that a 

good expressivist account of explanation is not about metaphysical relations but about 

practices of explanation constituted only by attitudes. But we can reconstruct everything I 

say here without facts given that we are assuming there is a right quasi-realist gloss for them 

available.  
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including many different considerations that specific acts are wrong, which may 

seem arbitrarily put together, bundles with a general piece of non-moral evidence 

like EX) can present all these considerations as instances of a single unified 

pattern.162 

Reconstructing sophisticated explanationism in this first-order framework has a few 

consequences for our discussion. On the one hand, while not completely off track, 

views like explanationism worked at the wrong level. Relations of explanations are 

a great candidate for R, but whether they really are the relations that underwrite 

relations of evidential support depends on how we think of the right conditions to 

judge that <p> given <e> as a matter of first-order moral inquiry —the conditions 

that constrain R in the way just explained. On the other hand, that means that 

expressivists can be relatively ecumenical about accounts like supervenience or 

explanationism. Given that which relation is the correct one is a matter of first-order 

moral inquiry, expressivists do not have to commit to one interpretation of R, their 

job is just to explain how our thinking and talking of those relations is possible in 

their framework; similarly to how I just proposed they could do with explanationism. 

Some interpretations of R will be more controversial than others. It is, for example, 

unclear that expressivists can make sense of interpretations of R according to which 

<e> raises the probability of <p> —more on this later. But that option is in general 

controversial when we think of evidence for moral judgments. And, as the 

supervenience and explanationist accounts show, expressivists can explain other 

important candidates.   

Most of our discussion has focused on getting the first condition of the initial gloss 

right: 1) non-accidentality. However, a complete picture of evidence should also 

include conditions 2) and 3): that <e> is itself creditable and that there are no 

undercutting defeaters for <e> and <p>. About 2), with a view about the relation 

between <e> and <p> in place, we can see that most questions about how <e> gets 

to be creditable should not be problematic for expressivists. For one, <e> could be 

creditable by being itself supported by further evidence because most plausible 

candidates for R can be iterable —e.g., explanations can themselves be explained. 

 
162 One question here is whether there is one general property of relations R between <e> and 

<p> which shows that <p> is part of the best set of attitudes —of which Baker’s case of unity 

is one instance— or rather there are many properties that are not reducible to each other. 

While I think that this is primarily a first-order question that expressivists do not need to 

answer, given how they think of the many improvements that can lead you to the best set of 

attitudes, like coherence, sensitivity to finer details, imagination, etc., they would be inclined 

to favour the second option. 
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And even if they are not, we have no reason to think the problem would be specific 

to an expressivist interpretation of R as explanation and not for explanationism, more 

generally understood. If the question, however, is whether <e> can be creditable by 

other means or sources, then that is a more general question that we want to answer 

in this second part of the dissertation. We will explore two further examples in 

Chapters 5 and 6. But from what we can see, there do not seem to be problems 

specific to expressivism about 2). 

A problem that may be specific to expressivism is that different moral views can fare 

equally well in terms of improvement, incorporate the same evidence but include 

different moral judgments. In a non-expressivist framework, we could say that one 

of these views is likely to be wrong, given that there is truth beyond evidence. Truth 

could, in principle, break the epistemic tie. However, the same response is not 

available in the expressivist framework, given that improvement can result in two 

different sets of attitudes that cannot be further improved. In response, it is unclear 

that expressivists need to accept that this is a problem specific to their view when it 

comes to evidence. In non-moral epistemology, whether the same body of evidence 

can support only one or more doxastic attitudes is controversial. Many permissivist 

views would side with expressivists in saying that evidence by itself does not have 

to break the epistemic tie.163 Thus, even if there is a general disanalogy between 

realist and anti-realist views regarding truth, the disanalogy may not make a 

substantial difference when theorising about evidence. 

The third condition of our initial gloss of evidence is the absence of undercutting 

defeaters. More generally, if evidence is central for fixing facts about epistemic 

evaluations, which evaluations hold will typically depend on defeaters. Expressivists 

must explain how defeaters fit into this account for a complete picture of evidence. 

However, to see what is distinctive about undercutting defeaters, it may be helpful 

to contrast them with rebutting defeaters first.  Rebutting defeaters are considerations 

that can take away or negate the positive epistemic status of the judgment that <p> 

by supporting a judgment incompatible with it. Following our account, this would 

amount to, one, <r> initially supporting a judgment <q> given R. Second, <q> being 

compatible with <p>. But third, our moral views being better if we accept <q> based 

on <r>. More concretely, say that in our initial case about the permissibility of eating 

shrimp, we add to the bundle the evidence that R) it is not morally permissible to eat 

creatures with faces. This can work as a rebutting defeater for the evidence that 

 
163 See for example Kelly (2013). Thanks to Simon Graf for suggesting permissivism.  
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includes E) shrimps do not have a central nervous system for the judgment M) it is 

morally permissible to eat them. R) is the kind of thing that, if true, it could improve 

our moral views by including it. It would make them, for example, sensitive to finer 

details —e.g., independent conditions for moral status. It is also at least consistent 

with E) and relevant to settling the question of whether M) eating shrimp is 

permissible. However, it would show that there are improvements that would lead us 

to abandon M), the best possible set of attitudes would not include it. In this way, R) 

is an indication that M) is false in the way we expect rebutting defeaters to be. But 

the way we explained it is perfectly compatible with expressivism; more specifically 

with the fact that M) is a moral judgment, and so desire-like, and with R) having 

moral content. 

While a similar story can work for undercutting defeaters, these do not concern the 

epistemic status of the judgment directly. Still, they give us a reason to think the 

evidence is not connected to the judgment in the right way. Thus, in our framework, 

an undercutting defeater <u> would target the relation R between <e> and <p> 

directly and leave open whether the judgment that <p> is likely to belong to the best 

set of attitudes. In our example, U) some creatures with no central nervous systems 

can feel pain, could be an undercutting defeater for E) and M). Adding U) to our set 

would not make a difference on whether it is permissible to judge that M) but would 

show that E) is not connected in the right way with M): it should not bear on the 

question of whether M) either. It may still be the case that shrimps do not have central 

nervous systems, and it is morally impermissible to eat them, given other background 

considerations about the badness of pain. Notice how this does not depend on a 

specific interpretation of R since any correct interpretation would make <e> relevant 

to whether <p>.  

VII. Certitude 

There is a different, well-known problem for expressivism relevant to the issues I 

have been discussing: the problem of certitude. While I do not intend to discuss the 

problem in depth, the account of evidence I just presented has important implications 

for how expressivists should think about certitude. Think of a case in which you ask 

someone who believes p: how confident are you? The appropriate answer seems to 

express a state that is either a belief with a certain degree or a different mental state, 

like a credence. This seems to be the same when the question concerns a proposition 

with moral content. For example, I can be very sure that we should not eat cows but 

less sure that we should not eat shrimp. Thus, either moral judgments come in 
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degrees, or a distinctive gradable mental state with moral content comes in degrees, 

like credences.164 Since they are committed to the view that moral thinking is desire-

like, either way, expressivists should explain this gradability. One way to do this is 

to argue that, like most ordinary desires, some moral judgments come in degrees; 

they can vary in their intensity. For example, one’s desire for a break can vary in 

intensity depending on how much time they have passed without one. If expressivists 

need a form of gradability for moral judgments to explain certainty, they can appeal 

to this notion of intensity. However, moral judgments have a further dimension of 

gradability. Think of the judgment that <it is morally bad to eat cows>. The 

normative predicate ‘bad’ can come in degrees too. One can be very sure that it is 

very bad to eat cows. Let us call these two senses of gradability, certitude and 

importance, respectively. While desire-like states can accommodate one sense of 

gradability with their intensity, they lack the structure to accommodate the two.165  

This problem of certitude has typically been formulated as one about the structure of 

moral judgments as mental states. However, the gradability of moral judgments has 

implications for how expressivists can think about evidence. There is a fairly 

uncontroversial epistemic principle that a rational agent should proportion their 

doxastic attitudes to the amount of evidence they have in favour or against it. How 

sure I am that <it will rain> should vary according to the evidence I have. If this is 

right, then in an important sense of the term, certitude depends on evidence: the 

credence one should adopt depends on the available evidence. Of course, certitude 

has a different non-epistemic sense of how confident an agent is. And confidence 

can be irrational and so not responsive to evidence. Some critics and proponents of 

expressivism are explicit that they are concerned exclusively with the latter sense. 

My claim here, then, is not that they are wrong. Perhaps there are two senses of 

certitude that expressivists should worry about —although more on this later. Still, 

the epistemic sense should be important for expressivists who care about evidence 

and want to explain the principle of proportionality. Some of the strategies 

expressivists developed to think about the psychological sense should also be useful 

for that task.166 

 
164 Most proponents of this certitude challenge frame it in terms of degree of belief. But since 

it is controversial whether they exist, I think we should be explicit that what we designate by 

this gradable state may be a different mental state. 
165 Smith (2002) is usually cited as the source of this challenge. But as Bykvist & Olson 

(2009) point out, it appeared first in Bergström (1990: 35). 
166 Although, to be sure, it is controversial whether there is a further psychological and 

substantial sense of credence beyond the epistemic one. See, for example, Rayo (2014: 34). 
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Thinking about certitude as depending on evidence should give expressivists reasons 

to favour some ways of thinking about the problem over others. There are two ways 

expressivists have explained certitude. One is to accept the critics’ terms and think 

of it as a problem of desires lacking enough structure to accommodate different 

dimensions of gradability. The strategy, then, is to appeal to two different attitudes 

to account for the two gradability levels. Andrew Sepielli’s (2012) response is a good 

example. He appeals to a second-order attitude of being for.167 In the case of a moral 

judgment that <racism is wrong>, expressivists should understand this as the attitude 

of being for disapproving of racism. How much the agent disapproves explains the 

importance, and how much they are for disapproving explains the certitude.168 

Michael Ridge (2020) offers an alternative. According to him, expressivists should 

not grant that the missing structure needs to be part of the moral judgment as a mental 

state. There is no general agreement about the metaphysics of credences in the 

literature. And often, they are thought of as a more holistic property of the agent’s 

cognitive system. More specifically, credences reflect the counterfactual dispositions 

of the agent, given their estimation of utilities. For example, we can think of this as 

the agent’s betting on the truth of the proposition in different counterfactual 

situations and their dispositions to act according to their bet. Here is Ridge’s gloss 

on this: 

“How confident am I that lying is wrong, then? This will be fixed by how 

much of what I care about I am disposed to risk on the truth of that 

proposition. We determine this by going to the nearest possible worlds in 

which I believe that the truth of the proposition determines how much utility 

I will derive from acting in one way rather than another and then “see what 

I choose” in that world.” (2020: 3334) 

Thus, attributing a credence to an agent is less about a single attitude and more about 

patterns of attitudes we can attribute to the agent in different situations. That is what 

best rationalises their behaviour. To put the view in simpler terms, to say that I have 

low confidence that M) <eating shrimp is morally permissible> is to say that I would 

not bet on the truth of that proposition in most relevant situations. Thus, expressivists 

 
However, here I will assume with most defenders and critics of expressivists that there is a 

substantial and important difference.  
167 He takes this from Schroeder’s (2008a) response to the Frege-Geach problem. Sepielli’s 

main point is that any response that provides enough structure for moral judgments to respond 

to the Frege-Geach problem will provide enough structure to respond to the certitude 

problem.  
168 See Bykvist & Olson (2012) for an argument against this option. 
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would not need more structure for moral judgments themselves, just a notion of 

moral propositions and a way to model an agent’s response to them in different 

situations. And we know that expressivists accept that the contents of moral 

judgments are truth-functional moral propositions, so they should be confident that 

they do not have problems with certitude.  

With these two options in mind, my view is that the holistic picture of evidence just 

offered favours a strategy like Ridge’s. To be sure, Ridge is not concerned with 

evidence. He is clear that he’s concerned exclusively with the psychological and not 

the epistemic sense of certitude (2018: 3328). Still, I think my account here 

complements Ridge’s view in two ways. First, one of the main options he considers 

for expressivists is interpretationism, according to which we can determine an 

agent’s mental states based on what their best rationalising interpretation would 

attribute to them.169 Although which sense of rationality is the correct for a 

rationalising explanation is controversial, it is very plausible that it should follow 

something like the proportionality principle. A good rationalising interpretation 

interprets the agent as proportioning their beliefs to their evidence.170 Thus, the two 

senses of certitude may have more substantial connections than they initially seem. 

My proposal here then can be understood as a way to fill out that part of 

interpretationism. Second, even if an account of certitude as a mental state does not 

need to make sense of the epistemic principle of proportionality, a good expressivist 

explanation of the principle does need a way to make sense of the gradability of 

moral judgments. And even if that is a further problem, it is still one that expressivists 

should solve. And looking at options like Ridge seems to be one of their best 

available strategies. Either way, what I offer here should be understood as 

independent support for a strategy like his, one that does not locate the missing 

gradability in the structure of individual moral judgments.  

According to the view of evidence claims proposed in the last section, evidence is 

related to our judgments by a relation R. When <e> and <p> stand in relation R and 

<e> is creditable, <e> shows the judgment <p> is likely to be part of the set of 

attitudes, those that cannot be further improved. And improvement is a gradable 

notion. A judgment can be more or less informed, coherent, imaginative, etc. This 

should be helpful for expressivists to theorise about the sense of certitude needed to 

 
169 See Lewis (1974) and Williams (2019). 
170 What is controversial is whether the sense of rationality should be structural or 

substantive. While the principle of proportionality may seem substantial it is perhaps the less 

controversial elements of substantial rationality. For more on this idea of substantial 

rationality see for example Lewis (1974: 336) and Williams (2019: 15-9). 
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explain how moral judgments can follow the proportionality principle. First, the 

gradability of improvement seems to be the right place to locate the gradability of 

certitude. The principle is about how a rational agent should think about the truth of 

a proposition given the available evidence. In our picture, the stability property is a 

proxy for truth. Thus, our thinking about how likely it is that M) <eating shrimp is 

morally permissible> can be explained by expressivists as thinking about how likely 

it is that M) survives the relevant improvements. Second, this gradability is not part 

of the structure of the attitude. Again, the issue concerns the right response a rational 

agent should have to the evidence. And it is not obvious that we should think about 

this response as adopting an attitude with a certain degree. Instead, we could think 

of whether the agent would drop or keep the attitude in different situations with 

different evidence. These two consequences of our account of evidence and the 

principle that connects certitude with evidence are good independent reasons for 

expressivists to locate the structure they need outside of moral judgments.171 This 

would also mean that expressivists are free to use intensity to explain importance. 

Importance also seems to be a better fit for the intensity of moral judgments. That I 

judge that p is very wrong seems to go hand in hand with how strongly I disapprove 

of p.172 Combined, these two senses of gradability can secure the double structure 

we were looking for.  

This is not a complete solution to the problem of certitude —not even for the specific 

epistemic sense of certitude. There are aspects of the problem I am not addressing 

here. For example, I have said nothing about the issue of motivational maladies. Our 

desire-like attitudes vary in degree in response to changes in the subject’s 

psychology, like depression. And this should not affect the certitude of our moral 

judgments, and it would be irrational if it did. But it is unclear whether expressivists 

can say that, given their view that moral judgments are desire-like states.173 However, 

my goal here was not to solve the problem but to show how thinking about the 

relation between evidence and certitude can give expressivists different ways to think 

of certitude and support a view like Ridge’s. In this way, I hope expressivists can 

 
171 This proposal has important affinities with Lenman (2003b). But they are independent 

insofar as he is not concerned with the proportionality principle or evidence, and he frames 

his response as locating the missing structure in the judgment itself.  
172 This intensity of desire-like states is a sense of gradeability critics already accept and that 

simplifies our discussion here. However, I do not think the desire-like intensity is the best 

explanation of importance. Instead, thinking back of our discussion of the nature of moral 

judgments in Chapter 1, the level of first-personal commitment involved in moral judgments 

seems to be a much better fit.   
173 For a good overview of other problems see MacAskill, Bykvist & Ord (2020: Ch. 7). 
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find fruitful connections between the different aspects of their moral epistemologies 

(like evidence and certitude) and move the discussion forward.  

VIII. Conclusion 

Although we do not refer to them as such, relations of evidential support are 

ubiquitous and important for moral practice. Thus, expressivists have very good 

reasons to offer an account of evidence compatible with their picture of the practical 

function of moral thought. Like many others, this aspect of expressivist moral 

epistemology is underexplored in the existing literature. The problem of evidential 

fit has never been articulated as such, and though the problem of certitude is well-

known and discussed, evidence is rarely (if ever) mentioned in relation to it. I hope 

this chapter gives expressivists a better sense of why they want an account of 

evidence, the obstacles to offering one, and the most promising options. As for my 

specific project here, we have a clearer picture of what is involved in making some 

of our main epistemic evaluations for moral judgments and how that connects with 

the view of epistemic evaluability offered in Part 1. The next step is to explore the 

notion of reliability and how expressivists can make sense of it. 
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Chapter 5: Reliability 

In this chapter, I discuss the concept of reliability and how expressivists can make 

sense of it as applied to desire-like moral judgments. In this second part of the 

dissertation, I shifted the attention from epistemic evaluability to proper epistemic 

evaluations. But as I explained in the last chapter, I am not interested in giving 

accounts of the usual examples like justification, warrant or knowledge. Instead, I 

propose to explore how concepts central to these evaluations would work, assuming 

the expressivist picture of epistemic evaluability offered in chapter 3. In this way, I 

can give the basis for expressivists to think more systematically about epistemic 

evaluations and have the tools to make sense of each case. In the last chapter, we 

covered evidence since, together with reliability, they are some of the main 

considerations we appeal to when deciding on the epistemic evaluations of beliefs. 

Thus, if moral judgments are epistemically evaluable in the same way as beliefs, we 

should expect the same considerations to apply to them. 

The structure of the chapter is as follows. I start in section I by explaining the 

importance of reliability for epistemic evaluations in general and for our project of 

an expressivist moral epistemology in particular. Section II introduces the reliability 

and evolutionary debunking challenges (Street, 2011; Dreier, 2012; Golub, 2017). 

According to these challenges, even if expressivists may need an account of 

reliability, we have good reasons to think they cannot provide one. Section III 

concerns existing responses to these challenges and why they are limited. In sections 

IV and V, I introduce an alternative. This alternative has two parts. First, I argue that 

expressivists should accept that there is a disanalogy between the means to form true 

moral judgments and true beliefs, but one that keeps a close enough parallel to think 

of both instances of a general but plausible account of evaluations of reliability. 

Second, I argue that this proposal can be supported by empirical research on 

reliability by Mercier & Sperber (2011, 2017).  

I. Reliability and Expressivist Moral Epistemology 

Reliability is central to our epistemic evaluations. Whether a belief was formed by a 

reliable process is often crucial for how we can evaluate it epistemically. For 

example, whether my belief that it is raining outside is justified depends on the fact 

I am basing it on my perception of the sound of raindrops. Likewise for unreliability 

and negative epistemic evaluations. If my belief that it is raining outside was formed 

by flipping a coin, that should, at the very least, count as a defeater for my 

justification. Epistemic evaluation of moral judgments works similarly. There are 
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certain moral judgment formation processes that we trust and others we distrust. We 

care very much, for example, that our moral judgments are formed without biases, 

impartially (when the situation calls for it), or with all the relevant information. More 

specifically, these processes can make our judgments epistemically better or 

worse.174 Think about a specific case in which S is deciding whether one of their 

friend’s lying was all things considered morally good, and the process by which S’s 

judgment was formed was biased —perhaps S had a personal benefit to gain that is 

independent of the rightness or wrongness of the lie or was angry for similarly 

independent reasons.175 The problem with judgment formation processes that include 

these things is that S is unlikely to produce a true moral judgment. There is an 

important parallel between processes of belief formation based on perception and 

processes of forming moral judgments without biases. These processes are reliable 

when they give us a reasonably systematic and non-accidental connection with truth 

and unreliable when they do not. To see this more clearly, it will be helpful to 

establish some stipulations to nail down a rough characterization of reliability —as 

we did with evidence. This characterization will help us see the parallels and work 

through the different arguments and examples, but we will refine it throughout the 

discussion. 

A process P is epistemically reliable in circumstances C when: 

(1) P can systematically produce true beliefs/moral judgments.  

(2) The connection between the process P and the truth of individual 

judgments that p, in (1), is not accidental. 

(3) There are no undercutting defeaters against the connection between P 

and the truth of p. 

Evaluations based on reliability are primarily about belief and moral judgment 

formation processes. These evaluations have a specific structure, and these 

conditions are meant to capture central aspects of that structure. Take Jason Baehr’s 

 
174 We could also evaluate these methods morally. For example, if our there is a lot at stake 

in the outcome of our deliberation, we are morally responsible for not using unreliable 

methods. But this is compatible with their role in our distinctively epistemic evaluations. 
175 This will be my main example throughout the chapter so it is worth noting that I will be 

using a very general notion of bias as dispositions to form judgments based on factors 

irrelevant to the correctness of the judgment —like truth for beliefs or stability for moral 

judgments. See Kelly (2019) for more on this view. This will also help us separate cases in 

which things like anger do not count as biases since they are relevant for the correctness of 

the judgment —think of accounts of blameworthiness in terms of fitting anger. This is also 

not different from most evaluations of reliability like those based on perception since even 

those can be unreliable in unfavourable conditions. 
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(2019: 97) claim that reliability is not primarily an epistemic concept. We evaluate 

processes as reliable if they are apt for the systematic achievement of certain ends. 

What makes evaluations of reliability epistemic is the ends, for example, true beliefs 

in matters that are important to us. With that end fixed, we can establish conditions 

like (1) to (3) for good or bad ways in which our judgment-producing processes 

achieve (or help us achieve) the aim. 

Condition (1) is meant to capture the intuitive idea that methods that give us good 

results most of the time, or at least have a good ratio or frequency for producing true 

beliefs, merit an evaluation based on reliability —and methods that do not, merit an 

evaluation based on unreliability. Think about belief formation processes based on 

perception under normal conditions. Part of the reliability of that process is that most 

of the time our beliefs were formed in this way we ended up with true ones. We will 

call this systematicity.176 

Although systematicity captures an intuitive and important element of reliability, it 

can only give us a partial characterization. Even at a point where one never used their 

perceptual capacities, the process of forming beliefs based on them should be 

reliable. Reliability is a sort of dispositional property: even if a process never 

manifests it, it would show up if the right conditions were met. Reliabilists offer 

some good examples of what this further condition could amount to. An important 

aspect of the reliability of a belief-forming process is that it is based on the aetiology 

of beliefs and how in the right processes, like those based on perception, it forms a 

path from the objects they are about to their formation. This path is the one we should 

expect the process to be disposed to repeat in a more or less systematic way, given 

the right circumstances. This dispositional property explains why there is a non-

accidental connection between the process and the truth of the belief, as (2) indicates. 

We will call this non-accidentality.177 

 
176 Something similar to this condition is sometimes labelled a statistical frequency 

conception of reliability and used to explain some problematic cases for broader reliabilists 

views. See Lyons (2013). See also Sinhababu (2021) for an example of how to apply a similar 

idea to moral judgments based on non-moral facts. Here I just take this as an important 

element of a characterization of reliability.  
177 For more on why it is important that reliability is a dispositional property see Alston 

(1995), Graham (2017: 43), and Greco and Reibsamen (2018: 726). Notice that non-

accidentality is more fundamental but does not obviate the need for systematicity. A process 

that produces a true belief once by ways which we can explain, but that we cannot rely 

systematically may merit a good epistemic evaluation but probably not one based on 

reliability. For a similar reason something like systematicity is often cited as necessary to 

individuate reliable processes —and solve what is called the generality problem. See Conee 

and Feldman (1998). 
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Even the most reliable processes that meet conditions (1) and (2) cannot merit a 

positive epistemic evaluation in unfavourable conditions. We covered some similar 

cases in the last chapter. A belief that there is a red paper in front of me based on the 

perception that there is one will not be reliable, considering there is a red light over 

it. How to think about the connection between these considerations and reliability is 

a contested issue. However, one useful way to think of them is as defeaters that 

undercut the truth of the judgment from the process producing it.178 Thus, we have 

condition (3). 

Similarly to evidence, reliability should be important for an expressivist moral 

epistemology because, as the example illustrates, the concept is important for our 

ordinary moral practices of epistemically evaluating moral beliefs. These are the 

practices quasi-realist versions of expressivism want to explain and vindicate. More 

specifically, reliability, like evidence, is representative and central enough that, by 

securing it, expressivists can build a case that they can account for the variety of our 

epistemic evaluations, not just epistemic evaluability. Unlike evidence, expressivists 

have independent reasons to want an account of reliability. There are existing and 

influential challenges that expressivists cannot adequately make sense of it: 

reliability and evolutionary debunking challenges. I will explain these challenges in 

more depth in the next section. For now, the main point is that expressivists do not 

want to say —at least in the first instance or in a substantial sense— that our reliability 

consists of systematic tracking of moral facts. But if that is not their view, it is unclear 

what is. Moreover, our best evolutionary accounts of our moral judgment formation 

processes seem to conflict with some of their main quasi-realist commitments about 

reliability and truth, restricting their options even more. An account of reliability that 

addresses these issues would then be an important addition to an expressivist moral 

epistemology and a natural next step for our project here. 

Some expressivists like Blackburn (1996, 2001) have suggested some affinities with 

reliabilism179 as a broader view in epistemology, so it may be important to note how 

my goals in this chapter do and do not overlap with that other project. Reliabilism, 

in this sense, is the ambitious project of explaining or reducing our main epistemic 

concepts, like justification or knowledge, to non-epistemic notions. Reliability is 

especially promising in this respect because, to make sense of it, we just need the 

 
178 Goldman (2009: 324; 2012: 82) is a good example of how some reliabilists integrate a no-

defeaters condition in their characterizations of reliability. 
179 See Blackburn (1996, 2001) and Gibbard (2003: 226-62) for some suggestions in this 

respect. Although see Jenkins (2015: 70) for some reservations expressivists should have 

about this approach. 
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relevant end of having true beliefs and the mental processes that produce them. Thus, 

we could explain things like justification in terms of reliability when the latter can 

be explained using these non-epistemic concepts. Apart from pure reliabilism, the 

main examples here are reliabilist virtue epistemologies.180  These projects are not 

meant to account for an aspect of our epistemic practices, as expressivists usually 

do, but to establish a completely different approach to systematic epistemological 

theorizing. There are some good reasons why expressivists may want to endorse one 

of these more ambitious projects, but that is not the approach I will be adopting in 

this chapter. My goal is more restricted: explain how evaluations based on reliability 

are possible in an expressivist framework.181 Nevertheless, it will be useful at many 

points of the discussion to use some reliabilist tools to flesh out the concept of 

reliability that expressivists want to explain and vindicate.  

II. Reliability and Evolutionary Debunking Challenges  

Reliability is perhaps the aspect of epistemic evaluations that expressivists have 

given more attention to;182 so have their critics. Reliability and evolutionary 

challenges have received considerable attention in the literature in recent years.183 

These are generally regarded as independent challenges; however, given my goal of 

explaining reliability as it figures in our epistemic evaluations of moral judgments, 

it makes sense to address them together —I will come back to this. First, I will explain 

which aspects of expressivism these challenges target, then introduce their main 

structure and explain how both reliability and debunking challenges fit into it. 

II.1 The Target of the Challenges 

Sharon Street (2011), who first introduced the challenge for expressivists, argued 

that by trying to mimic everything realists can say about things like truth and 

objectivity, quasi-realist expressivism inherits its epistemological problems. But to 

be more precise, the problem arises not from different explanations of similar 

 
180 Classic examples of these can be found in Goldman (1979) and Sosa (2009). For an 

overview see Goldman & Beddor (2021) and Greco & Reibsamen (2018). 
181 One reason for this is that the more ambitious project assumes a successful undertaking 

of the less ambitious one. If expressivists cannot make sense of reliability, they clearly cannot 

endorse a reliabilist epistemology. 
182 Though they expanded on their accounts in response to these challenges, both Blackburn 

(1993: Ch. 2; 1998a: 318-19) and Gibbard (2002: 226; 2003: 224) present reliability as the 

first issue to address for an expressivist moral epistemology. 
183 See Sinclair and Chamberlain (Forthcoming) for an overview of both and their relations. 

For more on evolutionary debunking challenges for quasi-realism see Street (2011), Gibbard 

(2011), Kyriacou (2017), Korman (2019: 5, 17) and Blackburn (Ms). For reliability 

challenges see Dreier (2012) and Golub (2017). 
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interpretations of moral practices.184 Both expressivists and moral realists accept that 

among the fundamental assumptions of moral practice are: 

Truth: moral judgments and claims can be true or false. 

Objectivity: the truth of our moral judgments does not counterfactually 

depend on us. 

Reliability: some of our judgment-forming processes are reliable, and others 

are unreliable. 

While expressivists and moral realists agree that these are fundamental assumptions 

of moral practice, they disagree in their explanations. Roughly speaking, moral 

realists typically appeal to moral facts to do substantial explanatory work in their 

accounts of truth, objectivity and reliability.185 Moral judgments are true or false 

when they represent moral facts accurately. Moral facts stay the same regardless of 

what we think of them; in that sense, they are objective. And we are reliable in 

producing true moral judgments because we are reliable in tracking moral facts. 

Expressivists have different explanations for both truth and objectivity. Moral 

judgments do not represent moral facts because they are desire-like states with a 

primarily practical (not representational) function. But they can be true or false in a 

deflationist or minimalist sense. As for objectivity, expressivists think of it as a 

substantial first-order issue, so they only need to explain our thinking and talking of 

moral facts as objective. For example, consider again S’s judgment that it was all 

things considered good for their friend to lie. This judgment can be explained as 

accepting the conditional that if S did not approve of their friend’s lying, it would 

still be good. That conditional is a substantive first-order moral claim. While 

expressivists are not in the business of endorsing it as metaethicists, they can make 

sense of it as an element of our practices that is still compatible with their picture of 

moral thought and language. These explanations of truth and objectivity are not 

uncontroversial, but it is at least clear how expressivists have available options. What 

we are still missing is an explanation of the third element: reliability. 

 
184 Sinclair & Chamberlain (Forthcoming: 14) make a similar point about this distinction.  
185 Some may argue that quietist versions of realism, even those that address reliability 

worries, do not do this. See for example, Dworkin (1996) and Scanlon (2014). Although I 

think that there is a difference between moral facts doing explanatory work and having a 

metaphysically quietist interpretation of them, the distinction will not matter for us since I 

am using realism merely as an illustration.  
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II.2 The Structure of the Challenges 

Reliability and evolutionary debunking arguments give us two different reasons to 

think expressivists cannot explain reliability. While they differ in some aspects, we 

will understand them as sharing a similar structure for our purposes. Following 

Daniel Korman (2019: 4), we can understand these arguments as based on two main 

premises: 

E) Assuming quasi-realist expressivism is true186, all our moral judgment-

producing processes P are not explanatorily connected with moral truths.187 

R) The fact that a moral judgment that p and moral truths are not connected 

in the right way by process P, is a defeater for the reliability of the judgment 

that undercuts P from the truth of p 

And so 

C) Given that all our moral judgments are produced by a process P quasi-

realist expressivists are committed to a general defeater against the 

reliability of all our moral judgments.188,189 

R) is a very plausible epistemic principle that the lack of an explanatory connection 

between the truth that p and a judgment that p is a defeater for the reliability of the 

judgment. The principle is general, so it does not owe its plausibility to its use in 

debunking arguments or the specific case of moral judgments. If the explanation of 

why I believe it is raining outside has nothing to do with the truth that it is raining 

outside, maybe because I flipped a coin to decide that it was, that should be a defeater 

for the reliability of the process that produced the belief. More specifically, relations 

of explanation between truth and judgment-forming processes are paradigmatic non-

 
186 As suggested here my focus will be on conditional debunking arguments that aim to prove 

that by assuming the truth of a theory, we can prove that moral judgments have a negative 

epistemic status. See Korman (2019: 3). Only conditional arguments are relevant for 

expressivism. Conditional arguments should not be confused with local arguments that only 

prove that a subset of our moral judgments have a negative epistemic status or are false. See 

Cosker-Rowland (2019b). 
187 The explanatory connection here is related but not the same as the one presented in chapter 

4 to explain evidence. The main difference is that that the explanatory relation then was 

between facts, whereas this is one is about moral truths and judgment formation processes.  
188 My formulation here is largely based on Korman (2019: 4) and Korman & Locke (2020: 

327). There are many ways to formulate debunking and reliability challenges, but not all of 

them are relevant for expressivists or for our focus here on epistemic evaluations. 
189 Many debunking arguments aim to conclude that evolution plus the theory in question 

(expressivism or realism) entail moral scepticism. There are ways to frame the conclusion 

here like that, too. The lack of explanatory connection via expressivism would mean there is 

a defeater for each one of our moral judgments, which would entail moral scepticism. I will, 

however, stick with the more restricted version to keep the discussion focused on reliability.  



114 
 

accidental relations of the kind we need for reliability —think of our condition (2).190  

Moreover, as it was part of our initial conditions (3), there should be no undercutting 

defeaters for the process P and the truth of the belief that p. Lack of an explanatory 

connection is such a defeater.191 R) would be no problem for expressivists if it was 

just about instances of moral judgment formation processes. What is problematic for 

expressivists is that according to E), there will be a defeater for each moral judgment 

given their specific commitments. Which of these commitments entail there is no 

explanatory connection varies according to whether we are dealing with reliability 

or debunking challenges.  

E) is an explanatory premise about what expressivists can or rather cannot say about 

the connection between the truth of our moral judgments and the processes that 

produced them. E) is often formulated in terms of explanatory connections between 

moral judgments and facts, but my formulation is about moral truths. The main 

reason for this is that many expressivists are committed to not using facts in their 

explanations of reliability, and we do not want the challenge to beg the question 

against them. I also make explicit that the challenge is about the processes for 

forming true moral judgments and not just about why each of our actual moral beliefs 

is true. As I noted evaluations of reliability are primarily about those processes, and 

we are interested in how these challenges apply to them.192 Reliability and debunking 

arguments provide two ways to support or articulate this premise. 

The main point of reliability challenges is to ask for an explanation of why we are 

good at producing true moral judgments. And then, point to the nature of moral truths 

and moral judgments, given expressivism, to deny there is, in principle, a way to 

make sense of the explanatory connection between them. Given the nature of moral 

thinking and truth, it is easy to see why there are problems on both sides. Moral 

judgments are desire-like; thus, they do not represent or track moral truths, so no 

moral judgment formation process can establish that connection. And since 

expressivists accept the existence of moral truths only in a minimalist or deflationist 

sense, it is hard to see how they can be explanatorily connected with moral 

judgments. But there must be a connection since expressivists are committed to our 

 
190 For a convincing defence of this and similar ideas see Jenkins (2006) and Faraci (2019). 
191 While I take the principle to be relatively uncontroversial what is controversial is whether 

lack of an explanatory connection defeats reliability directly or by showing that other modal 

relations between truths and judgments, like safety or sensitivity, are not in place. See for 

example, Faraci (2019) and Korman & Locke (2020) for convincing arguments against the 

latter. 
192 For the distinction see Golub (2017: 797) and Sinclair and Chamberlain (Forthcoming: 

12) 
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moral judgments being true or false and to the fact that their truth does not 

counterfactually depend on us. Of course, expressivists can deny that this is the right 

explanation of moral thought and talk, given their views. But if that is not the correct 

account, it is unclear what is.193 To make this approach to premise E) more explicit, 

we can restate it as:  

ER) Given the nature of moral thought and language in an expressivist 

framework, moral truths and moral judgments are not connected by any 

process P.  

Instead of just denying there is a connection, evolutionary debunking challenges 

provide an alternative but very plausible explanation of our moral judgments that 

makes no use of moral truths. More specifically, this is an account of our capacities 

to form moral judgments and our tendencies to pick certain moral judgments over 

others. Our capacity to make judgments about what is morally right or wrong was 

selected because it was enormously advantageous for our ancestors. It made 

cooperation and life in society possible. Not only that, but a significant amount of 

our ordinary moral judgments can be explained by this advantage. Tendencies to 

value things like honesty and generosity seem to be precisely the kind of things that 

would best serve the purpose of social cooperation and thus would help the members 

of our species survive. Those explanations are uncontroversial, so no metaethicist, 

realist, expressivist or otherwise would want to reject them.194 But then the best 

explanation of our moral judgment-producing processes P, the evolutionary 

explanation, does not include moral truths or any way these processes could track it; 

there is no explanatory connection. And, again, according to expressivists, there are 

moral truths, and they do not counterfactually depend on us. Thus, evolution and 

expressivism together entail that there are moral truths, but our processes were not 

 
193 Some could argue that the reason why reliability challenges are independent from 

debunking challenges is that the former does not need any claims about the negative 

epistemic standing of moral judgments given the theory. They could be formulated as a plain 

a request for an explanation. See Sinclair and Chamberlain (Forthcoming: 2). While I agree 

that this is possible, I think the most interesting reliability challenges do incorporate this 

element. Consider why there is no substantial reliability challenge about beliefs based on 

perception. 
194 What is controversial perhaps, is whether evolutionary accounts of our judgment 

formation processes and tendencies would provide a complete account of individual moral 

judgments. As Sinclair (2017: 102) and Sinclair and Chamberlain (Forthcoming: 2) explain 

we may need other psychological, historical explanations to supplement this evolutionary 

account. However, as debunkers point out the other elements of our explanation are unlikely 

to include truth either. Thus, even if we had a complete explanation, or as they call it, an 

evolutionary+ explanation, that is unlikely to help expressivism. When I talk about 

evolutionary accounts I will assume these are evolutionary+ accounts but will not make it 

explicit to simplify the discussion. 
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selected for tracking them. As R) states, this lack of explanatory connection is a 

defeater for the reliability of those processes.195 And so, again, expressivists cannot 

block the problematic conclusion. To be more explicit, we can again restate premise 

E) as: 

ED) Assuming both quasi-realist expressivism and evolution, there are 

moral truths that do not counterfactually depend on us, but our moral 

judgment formation capacities were not selected to track them. Thus, moral 

truths and our moral judgments are not explanatory connected by a process 

P. 

A different way to think of debunking arguments is that they restrict what 

expressivists can say about the explanatory connection between moral truths and our 

processes of moral judgment formation in response to reliability challenges. Their 

accounts must be compatible or at least as plausible as evolutionary ones. As Street 

(2011: 5) explains, the constraints from debunking challenges to expressivist 

accounts of reliability are especially pressing since expressivists are naturalists. One 

of the main attractions of an expressivist picture of moral thought and language is 

that it sits better with our best scientific pictures of the world, which is likely to 

include this evolutionary account of our capacities and tendencies to form moral 

judgments. 

Some may find the conflation of reliability and debunking challenges problematic196. 

However, my goal here is not to offer a complete study and response to the challenges 

but to establish a way to understand evaluations of reliability given an expressivist 

picture of moral thought and language. This unified framework is useful to see which 

elements of the challenge need to be addressed for that purpose. Think of some of 

the reasons we may find against the conflation. One is that reliability challenges just 

ask why we are good at producing true moral judgments, while debunking challenges 

deny we can do that if not by an extraordinary coincidence. Offering an account that 

responds to debunking challenges by denying there is a coincidence will not be 

useful for our purposes here if that account does not also explain why we are good 

at producing true moral judgments. A different reason to think that the challenges 

should be dealt with separately is that reliability challenges assume the truth of some 

 
195 One way to think about the difference between reliability and debunking challenges I am 

trying to mark here is in terms of what Korman (2019: 4) calls negative and positive 

approaches to premises like E). He suggests his characterization, like mine here, aims to give 

a unified account of reliability and debunking challenges. 
196 See for example Sinclair and Chamberlain (Forthcoming: 2) 
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of our moral judgments, but debunking challenges would deny we can assume that. 

However, that view is very controversial.197 Moreover, the truth of some of our moral 

judgments is not something that expressivists want to prove but an element of their 

interpretation of our moral practices that they want to explain and vindicate. 

Expressivists then are likely to respond that assuming that some of our moral 

judgments are true is just part of what moralizing involves, and so it is not their job 

to convince these debunkers otherwise.198 

To sum up, reliability and debunking challenges teach us different things that we 

need from an expressivist account of reliability. A good response should explain why 

there is an explanatory connection between moral judgments producing processes 

and moral truths given the expressivist picture of moral thought and language —to 

block ER) — and the account must be compatible with or as plausible as the 

evolutionary story of those processes —to block ED).  

III. Existing Options and Their Limitations 

Expressivists have offered a few responses to these challenges. The main line of 

argument has been that given the expressivist picture of moral thought, language, 

truth and objectivity, we should expect a disanalogy between what expressivists can 

say about reliability and what we can say about reliability in other domains —like 

forming beliefs based on perception. But this disanalogy may not be problematic. 

Although I agree that this disanalogy is key to solving the challenges, the way 

existing responses have been constructed makes the accounts problematically 

limited. Still, because of what they get right about the disanalogy, it will be useful to 

cover two of the most promising ones: Jamie Dreier’s (2012) and Camil Golub’s 

(2017).199 

Dreier’s strategy is to show that given how expressivists explain truth and 

objectivity, there was no way for the problem of reliability to even arise in their 

framework. More specifically, moral judgments are true or false only in a deflationist 

 
197 For convincing arguments against it see Sinclair (2017) and Korman and Locke (2020: 

314-6) 
198 See for example Blackburn (1993: 149). C.f. McPherson (2022). 
199 Other options include Blackburn’s (ms) and Gibbard’s (2011, 2015). Expressivists may 

even appeal to some realist responses to debunking arguments based primarily on first-order 

judgments of reliability, like Enoch’s (2009). Options that are relevant to my discussion here 

but will not address directly are Sinclair and Chamberlain’s (Forthcoming) and Jenkins 

(2015). Sinclair and Chamberlain’s solution is based on our reliable methods to track non-

moral facts our moral judgments are based on. While I think there is much to be said in favour 

of that view, it seems to fit better with the account of evidence offered in Chapter 4. And 

Jenkins’ was just meant as a suggestion for expressivists and not a full account. Still, as it 

will be clear, many of her points will inform my positive proposal in the next section. 
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sense. This means that truth is not a substantial property but a device for 

generalization of instances of schemas like p is true iff p.200 Thus, moral truth is not 

something for our moral judgments to match or mismatch or something that we can 

be good in tracking. And perhaps more centrally, since truth is not a substantial 

property, it cannot figure in relations of explanation, so it cannot be connected in that 

way with our moral judgment formation processes. Dreier proceeds by offering a 

detailed account of the emergence of truth and objectivity in our practices. These 

concepts emerged as a way for agents to express their non-cognitive attitudes of 

approval and disapproval in the sophisticated ways that the practices demand. He 

proceeds in stages, introducing evaluative predicates, truth predicates, and claims of 

objectivity successively. He claims that at no point a worry about reliability could 

arise because the materials are the same as the story proceeds: non-cognitive 

attitudes and the language needed to express them. Think again about ER): 

ER) Given the nature of moral thought and language in an expressivist 

framework, moral truths and moral judgments are not connected by any 

process P. 

Lack of an explanatory connection would normally be a defeater because we would 

have a reason to think our judgments were not produced to match moral truth. 

Dreier’s response is not that there is such a connection but that the question of 

whether there is one does not arise for expressivists, given how they understand truth 

and objectivity. These are just ways to think and talk about our moral judgments, so 

there is nothing strictly speaking for them to match or mismatch in the relevant 

explanatory way. In our initial case, S judged that it was all things considered good 

for their friend to lie. Whatever the process that produced it, to say that it is true, 

following deflationism, is nothing other and above saying that it was all things 

considered good for their friend to lie. And so, there was no way for expressivists to 

be committed to this explanatory thesis or its negation. Even thinking of that truth as 

objective does not open this gap since that just amounts to thinking that even if S did 

not approve of their friend’s lying, it would still be wrong. Thus, the argument does 

not follow.  

 
200 Dreier writes of both deflationism and minimalism in the paper. However, as his argument 

goes, he seems to be focusing exclusively on deflationism, at least in the way we have been 

distinguishing these views. An interesting question is whether the argument would work 

under a minimalist framework in which truth is a property that we perhaps can track. I will 

not pursue that argument here, although the response I offer in the next section assumes 

stability as a proxy for truth, which is an important element of minimalisms like Wright’s 

(1992). 
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As Dreier himself admits, the response is limited. We know there is no reliability 

problem for expressivists since there was no way it may arise in their framework. 

Still, there must be something for them to explain, given that they accept reliability. 

Or, as formulated here, the reliability argument does not follow since we do not have 

premise ER), but there seems to be something for expressivists left to explain about 

reliability. The problem that I think is still open is that the lack of an explanatory 

connection still seems like a strong indication that the process in question is 

unreliable. But if explanatory considerations seem irrelevant for the reliability of 

moral judgments in an expressivist framework, then either what we are talking about 

is not reliability, or we should reject R) that lack of this explanatory connection is a 

defeater for reliability. Both options seem problematic for expressivists. Following 

the expressivist interpretation of moral practice, we do think and talk about our moral 

judgment formation processes as reliable, and that reliability seems distinctively 

epistemic: it depends on whether the processes produce true moral judgments. Thus, 

by denying that we are talking about reliability properly speaking, the kind that is 

defeated by lack of explanatory connection, expressivists seem to go against their 

quasi-realist commitments of vindicating moral practice. Expressivists could deny 

the epistemic principle R). But as I explained, we have good independent reasons to 

accept it. Thus, that seems like a difficult task beyond Dreier’s negative argument. 

Either way, there is clearly something left for expressivists to explain.  

Golub’s (2017: 806) solution has two parts: a negative thesis about the nature of 

desire-like moral judgments and a positive thesis about what it is to evaluate 

something as reliable from the first-order perspective of moralizing. He argues that 

since expressivists believe that moral thought does not represent moral facts, we 

should not expect an expressivist account to mimic the best pictures of their 

reliability of other representational states like beliefs. However, expressivists can 

explain the connection between moral judgments and truths by appealing to the kind 

of processes we would normally endorse as reliable while moralizing. We are 

reliable, for example, when we form our moral judgments carefully, considering the 

relevant facts, or without biases. This would not be part of the expressivist picture of 

the nature of moral thought and talk, but rather just pointing out the internal 

commitments of moralizing that expressivists would not want to rule out. Still, these 

responses are genuinely unifying and illuminating, given that we are pointing to 

processes that we regard as securing connections with truth, not just claims about the 

truth of our individual moral judgments. Golub concludes that if expressivists try to 

say more, their only option is to try to mimic a problematic ‘tracking epistemological 
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model’ (2017: 808) of the reliability of beliefs incompatible with their other 

commitments. But it is not clear that they need to, given the disanalogy. 

As I understand Golub, the idea then is that expressivists can deny ER), that given 

the nature of moral thought and language in an expressivist framework, moral truths 

and moral judgments are not connected by any process P. From the perspective of 

moral practice, we can support certain moral judgment formation processes as those 

that can get us closer to the truth, and so there is a sort of explanatory relation 

between the process and the truth. In our case, S’s judgment that it was all things 

considered good for their friend to lie was produced without biases. Expressivists 

can point out that the process of forming judgments without biases are among those 

we are likely to endorse when moralizing. Two aspects of this approach are on the 

right track. Expressivists should expect an important disanalogy between our 

accounts of reliability for moral judgments and beliefs because of the non-

representational nature of the former. Second, the fact that we are reliable in 

producing moral judgments is not part of the expressivist picture of moral thought 

and talk; it is a commitment internal to the dynamics of moral practice that they want 

to explain and vindicate. It makes sense, then, that whatever illuminating account 

expressivists can give about reliability appeals to some of our first-order 

commitments. 

However, recall that a complete account of the reliability needs to meet conditions 

(1) systematicity and (2) non-accidentality. And it is not entirely clear how these fit 

into Golub’s account. Expressivists could say that a story like Golub’s just explains 

our historical reliability and so meets condition (1). And that seems right; the idea 

seems to be that we know that some of our moral judgments are true and know which 

methods produced them. This is illuminating and unifying. Thus, we can explain our 

reliability by citing those methods that historically have produced moral judgments 

we know are true. But we also need (2), non-accidentality, and it is unclear how to 

explain it with the present tools.201 Given that historically, these processes have 

produced true moral judgments, we may infer that there is a non-accidental 

connection between them or argue that when we endorse these processes in moral 

 
201 The strategy used in chapter 4 to say that explanation claims are themselves normative is 

not available here, since we are talking about truths explaining why processes produced 

judgments, not explanations between facts. The strategy back then was to reinterpret claims 

like ‘capacity to feel pain explains the wrongness of harming non-human animals’ like 

‘capacity to feel pain is a wrong maker for the wrongness of harming non-human animals.’ 

See Dasgupta (2017). In the case here the judgment formation process is not a right-maker 

for the lie; that would be the wrong explanatory connection.  
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practice, it is because they produce moral judgments with certain properties that 

connect them with the truth. However, it is at present very unclear what that 

connection is or what makes it non-accidental. Expressivists could say that this is the 

right place to locate the disanalogy between moral judgments and beliefs, and so we 

need different conditions for the reliability of beliefs that presumably do not include 

(2), only (1): systematicity. But without something like (2), it seems very difficult to 

deny premise ER), that moral truths and moral judgments are not connected by any 

process P, so the claim that there is a general defeater for our moral judgments seems 

pertinent. In that case, this picture of reliability is not just disanalogous but limited. 

Golub (2017: 807) does point out that if expressivists needed a further condition for 

the reliability of our beliefs, they could rely on modal conditions like sensitivity or 

safety. These can give us a sense of non-accidentality by testing the belief in nearby 

possible worlds. For sensitivity, S should not believe p in nearby worlds where p is 

false, and for safety in all nearby possible worlds where S believes that p, p is true.202 

However, as Golub rightly pointed out, it is very controversial that safety and 

sensitivity are conditions for the reliability of moral judgments. Since fundamental 

moral truths are necessary, safety is unlikely to be informative. And many 

proponents of reliability challenges propose counterexamples that show sensitivity 

is a bad guide for reliability. Think, for example, of cases where S believes that p 

and, on that basis, comes to believe that they are not mistaken that p, but 

acknowledging that they would still believe it even if it were false does not seem to 

defeat this further belief (Korman and Locke, 2020: 317-23).203 And defeat, as we 

know, is a good guide to reliability. In any case, given that Golub does not think of 

this as a good option for expressivists, I will not get further into the details. What 

matters for us is that we need a different, not accidental (but also not modal) 

connection between moral truths and judgments. 

IV. Reliability and Improvement-Means 

Expressivists do not have to settle for a limited account of reliability. The best 

approach for them is to adopt what Sinclair calls an ancestral strategy: 

 
202 These are just meant as rough outlines. The right characterization of sensitivity and safety 

is likely more complex. See Clarke-Doane (2020: Ch. 5) for more on this. 
203 They also offer examples of safe beliefs that are unreliable: cases in which S’s belief could 

not easily have been wrong but are still defeated by concession that there is no-explanatory 

connection in place, and so do not seem reliable. See also Vogel (2012) and Faraci (2019) 

for other defences of this idea. C.f. Clarke-Doane (2020: Ch. 5), although his view is framed 

explicitly for realists, not for expressivists.  
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“According to this strategy a given feature of a discourse is domesticated 

insofar as it is shown to have more than one version, one of which applies 

to the case of moral discourse understood expressively, and where all 

versions can be understood as particular instances of a perfectly general 

‘ancestral’ account.” (2021: 220) 

My proposal is that expressivists use this ancestral strategy to solve their problem 

with reliability. As Dreier and Golub rightly point out, there is a disanalogy between 

our best tracking accounts of the reliability of beliefs and what expressivists can (or 

want to) say about moral judgments. The disanalogy is to be expected, given 

expressivists’ views on the desire-like and non-primarily representational nature of 

moral judgments. But this does not mean the expressivist account in question is ad-

hoc or limited. Instead, expressivists should argue that there is a perfectly general 

and plausible ancestral account of which the expressivist account of moral judgments 

and our best accounts of beliefs are instances. Consider Baehr’s view of evaluations 

of reliability as having a means-ends structure. That account is both plausible and 

general. A tracking account of reliability for beliefs fits with it, but they are not 

equivalent. Thus, as long as expressivists offer an account that fits the general 

structure, they do not have to either settle for a limited account or try to mimic a 

problematic tracking account for moral judgments. 

Consider the end of true moral judgments first. One reason expressivists may not be 

able to earn the right to that part of the ancestral account is that truth in a deflationist 

framework like Dreier’s is not a substantial property, just a way to think and talk 

about our moral judgments. In that sense, truth is unlikely to be the end in evaluations 

based on reliability. However, it is unclear whether expressivists need to settle for 

that account. A different option here is the picture of truth we have been working 

with as the property of moral judgments that cannot be further improved or are stable 

through improvements of coherence, imagination, maturity, sensitivity to finer 

details, etc. This view is closer to minimalism than deflationism in allowing truth to 

be a substantial property, one that is designated by all our platitudes surrounding the 

concept —stability being the primary one. Stability thus works as a proxy for truth. 

In this sense, truth is a more substantial property capable of figuring in explanation 

relations. As many expressivists claim, stability has important connections with how 

they conceive of moral inquiry, which will be important here too. In moral inquiry, 

we aim to get correct responses to our practical moral questions of what to do, think 

or be. And correct responses, expressivists argue, are stable ones. 
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Expressivists also need an account of judgment-producing processes as means to 

form true moral judgments that at least meet conditions (1) to (3). I will focus on (2) 

non-accidentality since it seems to be the most problematic given the challenge. We 

need a non-accidental connection between our moral judgment-formation processes 

and moral truth. One way for expressivists to think about this connection is that these 

processes produce better moral judgments such that they are stable or at least closer 

to stability, where stability is not something for our judgments to track but to achieve. 

This is an explanatory and non-accidental connection in the way means are generally 

explanatorily and not accidentally connected with their ends —more on this in a 

moment. Proponents of reliability and debunking challenges are right that moral 

judgment-formation processes are not connected with moral facts but can still be 

connected with truth. Stability is our proxy for truth; thus, if there are methods that 

produce better judgments such that they can reach stability as a result, then that is 

the non-accidental connection we were looking for.204 

In our initial case, S judged that it was all things considered good for their friend to 

lie. And S came to form this judgment by an unbiased process P. The process here 

has a non-accidental connection with truth because it makes the moral judgments 

better: less arbitrary, more consistent with S’s other values and beliefs, or sensitive 

to distinctions that the biases would otherwise obscure. The idea of tracking moral 

properties in any substantial sense does not need to play any role in this picture since 

we are not positing those properties to begin with. So these means are disanalogous 

in the way we expected. Let us then call these means to produce stable judgments 

improving-means. We can contrast this with forming beliefs based on perception. In 

line with the ancestral picture, processes of basing beliefs on perception are 

systematic and non-accidental means for true beliefs. Roughly speaking, in normal 

circumstances, the process can connect beliefs with the facts they are about. The 

means give us ways to keep our beliefs in line with the things we are getting them 

from. Thus, while in the case of perceptual beliefs, S has the belief that p because of 

the fact that p via a process P based on perception, in the case of moral judgments, 

we can say that S has the judgment that p because of the goal that p is stable, via 

 
204 A similar but not quite parallel view is Marcus Arvan’s (2019) proposal that for some 

parts of moral inquiry moral truths are not strictly speaking discovered but negotiated. This 

would be parallel and thus support my point in that means to produce true moral judgments 

would be primarily focused on the result, not the source —like improvement means. 

However, Arvan argues that some of the commitments of quasi-realist expressivists makes 

their picture of inquiry better classified as a discovery model, which contrast with his 

negotiation model. 
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process P*. Though disanalogous, we can see that they are both instances of the same 

pattern we get from the ancestral account.  

One question about this approach is whether this is the right kind of connection to 

secure the sense of non-accidentality we need to block premise ER). After all, the 

connection in the premise is of explanation. However, expressivists can argue that 

there is an explanatory connection: the one we ordinarily have between means and 

ends. Means-ends talk here is not very precise; our processes do not have ends in 

any literal sense. But there are plausible ways for expressivists to flesh out this idea. 

One is to think of moral inquiry as an activity with certain goals like producing true 

(or stable) moral judgments.205 Reliable processes then have ends in the derivative 

sense that they are elements of that activity meant to help us achieve the end. And 

these means-ends relations are ordinarily explanatory: think about instances of 

explanations like “-why did you take my bottle? -To refill it.”206 One may question 

whether this is the right kind of explanation. While critics like Korman and Locke 

get right that what we need to respond to the reliability challenge is an explanatory 

connection, pinning down what that relation amounts to is extremely difficult,207 and 

it is unclear that elements incompatible with the relation just sketched are essential 

to it. As Carrie Jenkins explains on behalf of expressivists, “‘explanation’-talk is 

multifaceted and ordinarily allows for many different kinds of things to count as 

‘explanations’” (2015: 74).208 Thus, even if stability as a result or end is not strictly 

speaking a fact, it can figure in relations of explanation with our processes of 

producing moral judgments. Moreover, this relation seems non-accidental in the way 

needed for reliability; it does not seem like a coincidence or accident that we end up 

with mostly true beliefs given the end of our processes.209 The burden of proof then 

seems to be on the critic to show why this is not the proper explanatory connection. 

 
205 For a similar picture of inquiry as an activity with ends see Kelp (2021: Ch. 1). 

Expressivists often think of moral inquiry as aiming for stable moral judgments. See 

Gamester (2021: 451-3) for more on this. 
206 These are sometimes called teleological explanations, but they should not be confused 

with biological teleological explanations —although the latter may be a subset of the former. 

See for example Woodfield (2017). 
207 For some of the difficulties see Faraci (2019) and Noonan (Forthcoming). 
208 The suggestion that expressivists could use a relation of explanation to solve their issues 

with debunking challenges was, to my knowledge, first raised by Jenkins (2015), and my 

solution here owes much to hers. However, her solution is about knowledge so does not rely 

on the means-ends (or any) understanding of reliability, and the explanans in her view is a 

sentence. 
209 One possible disanalogy could be that teleological explanations are sometimes thought to 

be causal. See for example, Mele (2010). And the kind of explanation needed to block ER) 

is unlikely to be causal. See Faraci (2019). However, that view is controversial. See Sehon 

(2010: 124-6) for alternatives. 
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With all the elements in place, we can see how expressivists, using this approach, 

can deny premise ER). Recall: 

ER) Given the nature of moral thought and language in an expressivist 

framework, moral truths and moral judgments are not connected by any 

process P. 

As explained in Section II, the challenge was that expressivists faced problems 

accounting for this explanatory connection from both sides. On the one hand, given 

the function of moral judgments, our processes for producing them do not seem to 

have the appropriate explanatory connection with moral truths. On the other hand, 

truth, for expressivists is not something that can have that connection either. We can 

now see how both claims are false. There is an explanatory connection between 

moral judgments and truth. Moral judgments aim at stability and thereby aim at truth. 

And, under this understanding of truth, it is something that expressivists can claim 

is apt for an explanatory connection, too.  

Like Golub’s, this view also relies on the idea that the substantial questions about 

the reliability of our moral judgments are first-order moral questions about which 

moral judgment formation processes are the best ones. In the picture here, judgments 

formed without biases are reliable because that is a process we are likely to endorse 

in moral practice, and we presumably do so because we think the judgments it 

produces are epistemically better. I believe this is an element of reliability that no 

expressivist should deny. What I deny is that the explanation of that reliability should 

proceed by mimicking the reliability of perception as much as the nature of moral 

judgments allows. Instead, expressivists can offer their own account of the 

explanatory connection between moral judgments and truths, which does not entail 

the lack of explanatory connection in ER). This meets condition 2): non-

accidentality. Moreover, both accounts, that of the reliability of perception and that 

of the reliability of moral judgments, are instances of the more general ancestral 

account. Thus, even if there is a disanalogy between them, it should not represent a 

limitation for expressivists. 

Condition (1), systematicity, should follow naturally from our account of condition 

(2). Processes like forming our moral judgments without biases are the kind of thing 

that not only have a non-accidental connection with truth, but it is also a connection 

that we can expect to hold systematically across different instances and under the 

right conditions. Thus, it is no surprise that these methods we trust in moral practice 
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and know have historically produced good results.210 As for (3), no defeaters, we 

already covered one sort of defeater: the absence of an explanatory connection. But 

this picture should make room for more ordinary defeaters. Some considerations 

undercut the connection between our judgment formation processes and stability. 

Forming our judgments based, for example, on impartiality may not make them any 

better when the situation calls for a partial response. For example, when the correct 

response to a moral question depends on having the kind of personal relation with 

the subject characteristic of partiality. With (1) and (3), we have secured a connection 

between processes and truth that fits well with our general ideas about reliability but 

also meets an important strand of reliability challenges by denying ER). There is 

still, however, the question of what expressivists can say about ED). 

V. Evolution 

A complete response to the debunking and reliability challenges does not only 

explain why we are good in producing true moral judgments but is also either as 

good as the evolutionary story or compatible with it. Providing an account that is as 

convincing but incompatible with the evolutionary story is a very challenging task, 

one that expressivists, as metaethicists, may not even be in the best position to offer. 

However, offering a compatible account seems more plausible with the alternative 

understanding of reliability. My strategy will be to offer an example of a capacity 

that was selected for its evolutionary advantages but which, applied to moral 

thinking, counts as improvement-means to true moral judgments. The example is 

Hugo Mercier and Dan Sperber’s (2011, 2017) account of argumentation as a 

capacity for reliable reasoning. The idea is that this example will help as a proof of 

concept for expressivists to discharge the pressure of debunking arguments. Of 

course, a fully general account would be preferable, one that can help expressivists 

draw a more substantial link between our best evolutionary and empirical accounts 

of moral thought and processes we can characterize as improvement-means. I cannot 

offer that account here, but the example will be illustrative enough for our purposes. 

Mercier and Sperber’s theory is meant to solve an apparent tension between our ideas 

of reasoning as a reliable capacity to gather accurate information and empirical tests 

that show we do not tend to be good reasoners. Gathering accurate information offers 

a clear evolutionary advantage; without well-attuned capacities for it, a species like 

us is unlikely to survive. And we would think that a capacity for correct reasoning is 

 
210 We may even take the systematicity of processess we do not really understand as an 

indication that there may be a non-accidental connection like (1). See Graham (2017: 43). 
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one of our best means to gather this accurate information. This is not to say this is 

our only or even primary capacity for that task, but often enough, it is essential for 

it. However, empirical tests have repeatedly shown that we are not good reasoners. 

We often fail to follow simple deduction rules, have confirmation biases, or are easily 

led astray by irrelevant details. It is then puzzling that given the evolutionary 

advantage of reasoning, we are so badly equipped for it.  

Mercier and Sperber’s response is that our capacities for reasoning were not selected 

to solve problems in isolation but to find the best response in social settings by 

arguing for our proposed solutions. In these settings, we can appreciate the reliability 

of our reasoning capacities. And their tests seem to confirm the hypothesis. They 

asked participants to solve the problems that people usually fail when trying to 

reason by themselves, but this time in a social setting where they need to use their 

argumentative capacities. The results were that the best or correct answers tend to 

win in these settings. Thus, our reasoning capacity seems to be indeed selected for 

its reliability, but when understood as a capacity for argumentation and when it is 

not used in isolation. These results have substantial and interesting consequences for 

the expressivists’ problems with reliability. This argumentative reasoning seems 

reliable in the sense we are looking for: having a systematic and non-accidental 

connection with truth. Mercier and Sperber pointed out that their view applies to 

moral reasoning too (2011: 68, 72-3; Mercier 2011). Moreover, they stated the view 

pairs well with Gibbard’s expressivist picture of moral thinking (2011: 60, 68), and 

although they did not elaborate on that claim, we can work out the details here. 

To see how Mercier and Sperber’s picture applies to moral judgments and our picture 

of reliability, we can divide it into the two parts of the ancestral account: means and 

ends. First, processes of producing moral judgments by argumentation are means to 

produce true moral judgments. As Mercier and Sperber (2011: 58) think of 

arguments, they are complex meta-representations composed of propositions, of 

which one is a conclusion, and the rest are reasons for that conclusion. The capacity 

for argumentation is a capacity to represent other people’s arguments, assess them, 

and, in most cases, respond with our own reasons for a different or similar 

conclusion. This is generally compatible with the conclusion and some of the reasons 

having moral content. It seems uncontroversial that we can offer reasons for our 

judgments with moral content —and following the discussion from the last chapter, 

some of these may be evidence, but that is not essential here. What may be 

controversial for expressivists is that propositions with moral content are not 

primarily representational. Thus, representations of them cannot be, strictly 
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speaking, metarepresentations. However, on the one hand, Mercier and Sperber are 

clear that these representations are not restricted to representations of ordinary 

objects and events.211 Moreover, as they clarify, these representations are just meant 

to be propositions. Most expressivists accept that there are moral propositions, even 

if they are not representational. And these, too, can be supported by reasons.212 

Second, the end of argumentation is truth. Just claiming that we can offer reasons for 

our moral judgments or propositions does not seem very informative. What is 

substantial about Mercier and Sperber’s view is that this capacity was selected for 

its reliability only when it is used in social contexts. In these contexts, like in the 

non-moral case, Mercier and Sperber (2011: 72; Mercier, 2011) claim the best 

answer tends to win. This claim may be controversial since testers would have to 

assume they have the correct answers to corroborate the participants’ results. Mercier 

(2011: 140-3) offers ways to work around the issue by focusing on arguments 

between children and adults. For our issue here, we are assuming we can reliably 

produce true moral judgments to look for the right expressivist explanation of that 

element of moral practices. And so, we can assume the truth of some of our moral 

judgments to grant Mercier and Sperber’s point. However, it is important to be clear 

on what we are granting about the view. That social, moral argumentation just 

produces moral truths seems like a controversial first-order moral claim. But, first, 

Mercier and Sperber are working under the assumption that we already think of 

reasoning as a reliable capacity, which is relatively uncontroversial. Ther claim is 

that the best explanation of the evidence is that our reasoning capacities were only 

selected for their reliability when used in a social argumentative setting. Second, the 

connection with truth we are after here is relatively weak. This capacity to offer and 

give reasons for our judgments has a non-accidental but defeasible connection with 

stability —and so with truth. While not infallible, moral judgments produced in these 

settings are epistemically better since they are backed by reasons and these reasons 

are continuously assessed, which is a less controversial moral claim. 

Argumentation in the right social setting and as applied to moral judgments seems 

to be compatible with an expressivist interpretation of it as improving-means. We 

 
211 A reason why they may think their picture is still compatible with Gibbard’s expressivism 

is the example they offer of metarepresentations that are not of ordinary objects and events 

is verbal representations, that is representations of linguistic items. These may include moral 

terms understood are purely linguistic items and so may not involve commitments 

problematic for expressivists. In any case, positing non-representational moral propositions 

seems to be a better option to establish this compatibility. 
212 See Schroeder (2013), Ridge (2014: 124), and Brown (2019). 
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can explain how argumentation makes our moral judgments without thinking that 

any of the reasons make us better at tracking moral truth. What we get from 

argumentation, expressivists can argue, are epistemically better moral judgments, 

even if they are desire-like —like Blackburn’s examples, after examining and arguing 

about the reasons for them, these judgments can be more consistent, imaginative, 

mature, sensitive to finer details, etc. Argumentation as a reliable process for 

producing moral judgments should be effective in discharging some of the pressure 

from the debunking challenge.  

Consider the problematic premise: 

ED) Assuming both quasi-realist expressivism and evolution, there are 

moral truths that do not counterfactually depend on us, but our moral 

judgment formation capacities were not selected to track them. Thus, moral 

truths and our moral judgments are not explanatory connected by a process 

P. 

First, Mercier and Sperber’s view is an evolutionary account of the capacity for 

argumentation and should be compatible with the evolutionary history of our moral 

judgment-forming capacities and tendencies. Since Mercier and Sperber back up 

their account with empirical evidence, critics cannot accuse expressivists of offering 

a just-so or armchair evolutionary story if they appeal to this view. And even with its 

evolutionary plausibility, argumentation provides a systematic and non-accidental 

connection with truth. It is an improvement-means, so it should enjoy the 

explanatory connection we developed in the last section.213 Thus, we have an 

example of a process that produces true moral judgments, and we can explain how 

that truth was not accidentally connected to it. Second, this is perfectly compatible 

with the expressivist picture of moral thought and language. Argumentation can 

connect our moral judgments with the truth, even if they are desire-like. There is no 

conflict between these two pictures, as ED) suggests, so expressivists can deny the 

premise.214 

 
213 One question here, however, is whether the explanation of the means-ends structure in 

terms of the activity of inquiry is the correct one. When we say that argumentation was 

selected for its reliability we seem to be talking about its function. See Woodfield (2017). 

Since all we need is that this story is compatible with expressivism I will stick to the activity 

interpretation. But there may be a way for expressivists to earn the right to this talk of 

functions too. See, for example, Köhler (2022). 
214 A question here is whether this response is also available to realists given that I am 

assuming that processes like argumentation are reliable in the sense we would endorse them 

from a first-order perspective. And that is something they would agree with. While I do not 

want to rule that out, argumentation as a way to block premise ED) is framed specifically as 
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To complete our response to premise ED), I will deal with two possible objections. 

An initial worry may be that basing epistemic evaluations on a reliable method like 

argumentation can give moral judgments a good epistemic status, like justification, 

too easily. For example, act-utilitarian judgments could be justified based on 

argumentation, even when a form of Kantian deontology is the correct view. 

However, recall that the project here was to explain how evaluations based on 

reliability are possible in an expressivist framework, and those are plausibly not 

infallible. Think of evaluations of justification based on reliability; it seems at least 

possible to have justified but false beliefs. I can believe justifiably that it is raining, 

given the reliability of my perception that it is, even if there is a defeater that I am 

unaware of —for example, that there is a recording playing rain sounds in the 

background. Reliability for moral judgments plausibly works similarly. Even if a 

judgment that I should lie given that it maximizes utility may be justified based on 

the reliability of argumentation, that is still compatible with the belief being false 

given the presence of defeaters. The account here then would not be unlike other 

plausible views on reliability.  

Second, some debunkers may argue that the explanation of the development of our 

capacities and tendencies given evolution was not connected with truth in general 

and, for all we know, may have pulled us in a different direction. Thus, specific 

processes like argumentation that work with the results of those other processes will 

not be able to correct them. In response, this argument assumes the tracking account, 

in which the connection relevant for reliability is with moral facts that were there to 

be discovered to begin with. From that picture, it makes sense that truth is something 

from which evolution can pull us apart. But with the picture of reliability just offered, 

one that makes no use of tracking-means, whether individual evolutionary processes 

are distorting is something we cannot determine before engaging in moral inquiry. 

We may judge that we should value generosity because of the evolutionary pressures, 

but whether these are improvement-means that we could base the judgment on 

depends on the stability of the judgment. And that stability is something we can only 

determine by engaging in first-order moral inquiry.  

We now have an expressivist-friendly account of our reliability, which explains how 

some of our capacities draw a systematic and non-accidental connection between our 

moral judgments and moral truth. This account is also consistent with the debunker’s 

evolutionary account of our capacities to form moral judgments. There are aspects 

 
an improvement means. Whether realists can endorse that further picture of reliability is 

unclear. 
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of these challenges that this account does not address. For example, I only offered 

one way to discharge the pressure of making my response to the reliability challenge 

consistent with the debunker’s story by offering a proof of concept. Moreover, a 

comprehensive response requires further discussion of whether expressivists can 

legitimately appeal to the truth of some of our moral judgments —or, more generally, 

to the assumption that we are reliable in producing true moral judgment. However, 

my main goal here is to make sense of reliability as an element of our ordinary 

epistemic evaluations, and I am only addressing these challenges insofar as they are 

relevant to that goal. And in this respect, I believe the account should be effective in 

showing how are these evaluations possible. 

VI. Conclusion  

In conclusion, like evidence, reliability is central in our epistemic evaluations. This 

was already a good enough reason for expressivists to explore an account of it that 

fits their views of the nature of moral thought and talk. But the account is also helpful 

in addressing some of the problems expressivists already face with reliability and 

debunking challenges. Even if I did not cover all aspects of these challenges, I hope 

that the account I offered here can open up more directions to address their more 

complex aspects. As for our project here, I believe the account gives us what we need 

for an expressivist moral epistemology: with accounts of both evidence and 

reliability, expressivists can be optimistic about earning the right to the basic 

epistemic concepts other views can just take for granted, and so have a good 

precedent for other epistemic evaluations. We are now in a good position to explore 

more substantial issues in moral epistemology, like the a priori status of some of our 

moral knowledge; this will be the topic of the next and final chapter. 
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Chapter 6: A Priori Moral Knowledge 

In this second part of the dissertation, I have explored notions central to epistemic 

evaluations: evidence and reliability. The goal was to provide a case that 

expressivists are able to account for the variety of epistemic evaluations by 

addressing a couple of representative and important examples. My discussion thus 

has abstracted away from distinctions between different sources of moral knowledge. 

This approach made sense, given that our epistemic evaluations, like knowledge and 

justification, cut across different sources: we can be, for example, justified in 

believing something via testimony, perception, reasoning, etc. But even if 

expressivism can account for various general conditions of epistemic evaluation, it 

would be in trouble if it cannot account for some particular kinds or sources of moral 

knowledge. More so, if we have independent reasons to believe that the sources of 

some of our moral knowledge, like that of fundamental or basic principles, are a 

priori. In this chapter, I explore the options for expressivists to explain this a priori 

status of some of our moral knowledge in a way compatible with their picture of 

moral thought and language. 

The structure of the chapter is as follows. In section I, I explain why expressivists 

should want to account for a priori moral knowledge. Then, section II introduces a 

common way to frame the problem of explaining a priori knowledge in general, 

which will help us divide the existing options for expressivists. The main options are 

rejecting a priori moral knowledge as an illusion or mimicking some of the elements 

of intuitionism, according to which a priori moral knowledge has no empirical input. 

In sections III to V, I explore the prospects and problems for expressivists who want 

to adopt these three options. While I think aspects of these accounts are on the right 

track, they also have important limitations. Thus, in section VI, I introduce an 

alternative for expressivists to make sense of our thinking and talking of epistemic 

sources compatible with some of them being a priori. Finally, in section VII, I discuss 

a general objection to expressivism based on a connection between a priori moral 

and philosophical knowledge. 

I. Introduction: Why The A Priori? 

Thus far, I have argued that moral judgments, even if desire-like in nature, are 

epistemically evaluable, and expressivists can make sense of some central elements 

of epistemic evaluations: reliability and evidence. These proposals gave us a good 

case that expressivists should, in principle, have no problem accounting for the 

variety of epistemic evaluations like justification, warrant, knowledge, etc. With 
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explanations of both epistemic evaluations and evaluability, expressivists can secure 

the two most important elements of their moral epistemology. However, epistemic 

evaluations apply to beliefs and propositions with different subject matters and 

sources. Some of these differences are relevant to our project here. Consider, for 

example, the difference between our knowledge of physical and mathematical facts. 

As many agree, the sources of mathematical knowledge are a priori; we can know 

mathematical truths without relying on empirical considerations. The same seems to 

be the case for some moral truths. For example, many believe we can know basic or 

fundamental moral principles a priori, without the help of empirical experience.215 

Think of principles like that one ought to maximise utility or not treat people as mere 

means; they do not seem to need empirical evidence to be epistemically justified or 

known. Given the plausibility that some of the sources of moral knowledge are a 

priori, it seems then that expressivists interested in a complete moral epistemology 

would be in trouble if they cannot account for it. As Teemu Toppinen explains, “It is 

very plausible that we have some normative knowledge, and it is also very plausible 

that some of this knowledge is a priori. If expressivism is to be otherwise successful, 

expressivists must be able to offer an adequate account of this.” (2015: 248). An 

account of a priori moral knowledge then would be an important addition to my 

project here. 

Focusing on the possible a priori sources for this final chapter represents a change in 

focus. Our epistemic evaluations cut across different sources of knowledge. We, for 

example, have reliable ways to form attitudes about a priori and a posteriori truths. 

Thus, my goal for this chapter is not to keep building the case that expressivists can 

account for epistemic evaluations by adding more representative cases. Instead, I 

want to show that expressivists can make these evaluations work across the different 

sources from which we plausibly get our moral knowledge. And since we have 

independent reasons to think that our knowledge of fundamental moral principles 

can be a priori, the challenge of accounting for it will be representative of this 

different approach. It is also currently unclear how our best accounts of a priori moral 

knowledge can fit the expressivist story of our moral thought and talk if they rely on 

 
215 Fundamentality or basicness is often cited as what distinguishes principles that can be 

known a priori. See McPherson (2013, 2020: 40), Depaul & Hicks (2021) for overviews and 

Ross (2002: xiii, xlii-xlix) for a classic articulation of this point. However, it is important not 

to confuse this sense of epistemic fundamentality, that we do not need further considerations 

to know (or be in a position to know) the principle, with metaphysical or explanatory 

fundamentality or with maximal generality of the principle. Plausibly we can know non-

fundamental principles in the latter sense a priori, like mid-level principles. And so these are 

fundamental in the former sense. This epistemic sense of fundamentality is sometimes 

explained as non-inferentiality, and I will have more to say about it in section IV. 



134 
 

rational intuitions or self-evident propositions. And even the negative approach that 

most naturalists take of denying there is any a priori knowledge has not been 

adequately developed for this issue in expressivist moral epistemology. It is, for 

example, unclear whether the appearance of a priori moral knowledge is something 

expressivists as quasi-realists want to vindicate or as naturalists want to explain 

away. Either way, expressivists have something to explain.  

There are many ways to think about the a priori, and much of our discussion later 

will help clarify the sense we need for our project here. One natural starting point is 

that a priori knowledge and justification can be obtained independently of 

experience. One can be justified in knowing that M) one ought not to treat people as 

mere means, without relying on empirical considerations. This is not to say that we 

cannot come to judge it with justification in other a posteriori ways, like testimony. 

It is the possibility of knowing it a priori that seems epistemologically important. A 

difference between knowing something a priori and a posteriori is a difference in 

sources. Sources in epistemology are often very broadly defined. Audi (2009), for 

example, describes them as something in the life of the knower that can provide them 

with justification or knowledge. These can be elements internal to the agent’s 

capacities, like reasoning, understanding, and perception, or things that may need 

external factors for proper characterisation, like testimony. I will mostly refer to 

sources as procedures to keep this general characterisation. A priori sources are those 

that do not need to rely on empirical considerations to provide knowledge or 

justification, like pure reasoning.216 A priori knowledge and justification differ in 

some respects, like their interactions with defeaters. However, to simplify our 

discussion, I will speak mostly of a priori knowledge and mark the difference with 

justification when relevant. 

Most things we can say about the a priori beyond this rough characterisation are 

controversial.217 One of the reasons the a priori knowledge is difficult to characterise 

is that radically different motivations for it are usually mixed in the literature. Using 

 
216 We have other examples that further illustrate this point like a priori warrant (Goldman, 

1999) or a priori rules of rationality (Wedgwood, 1999) but those will not be crucial for our 

discussion here. 
217 One issue I am not planning to discuss here is whether a priori knowledge assumes that 

particularism is false. But I will assume a generalist framework in which moral principles 

(fundamental or otherwise) can and do play important roles in our practices. For a way to 

make a priori moral knowledge compatible with particularism see Dancy (2021). See also 

McKeever. & Ridge (2006) for discussion.  
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Tristram McPherson’s (2018) distinction,218  some of these motivations are 

fundamentally theoretical: theorists give a priori knowledge a fundamental 

explanatory role in their theories and then use those theories to explain our a priori 

knowledge of things like fundamental principles. For example, a priori knowledge 

seems like a direct consequence of the metaethical commitments of particular views. 

Suppose one is a non-naturalist who holds that moral properties are non-natural and 

so causally inefficacious. In that case, one is probably also committed to thinking of 

our knowledge of them as non-empirical and thus a priori.219 A priori knowledge of 

fundamental moral principles is then an instance of this more general picture. Others, 

like Peacocke (2003: 198), aim for a general theory of the a priori across domains. 

Since fundamental moral principles are among the well-known candidates for a 

priori knowledge, applying the broader theory to explain them seems like a good 

test. 

These fundamentally theoretical motivations do not, in principle, fit well with 

expressivism. Expressivists, even as quasi-realists, do not share the commitments 

that make realists need a view on the a priori. As we know, expressivists do not think 

moral facts are something you can access in any literal sense; thus, we do not need a 

non-empirical way to access them. Of course, they may have their own theoretical 

motivations. Expressivists deny that moral judgments have a primarily 

representational function; they are desire-like practical mental states. Thus, there is 

one important sense in which we do not acquire moral knowledge by experience 

(empirical or otherwise) of moral facts.220 In that sense, expressivism could entail 

some form of a priori moral knowledge. However, this thesis does not say much 

about how we do acquire moral knowledge without moral facts; it is a negative 

thesis. Yet what is important about the idea that we can acquire moral knowledge a 

priori seems positive, that there is something interesting about the nature of our 

knowledge of fundamental moral principles.  

Fundamentally theoretical motivations are not the only ones for expressivists to 

explain a priori moral knowledge. As McPherson explains, independently of the role 

 
218 McPherson uses the distinction between fundamentally theoretical and non-fundamentally 

theoretical claims about the a priori to establish a different but parallel challenge to naturalist 

versions of moral realism. 
219 Shafer-Landau (2003), Huemer (2005) and Wedgwood (2007) all defend a form of a priori 

moral knowledge as a way to support their versions of moral realism.  
220 Of course, some expressivists might want to say that in a different sense, that is, from the 

point of view of moralizing, it may make sense to say that we do acquire moral knowledge 

like that. My point is that experience should not play any explanatory role in our expressivist 

accounts of moral knowledge.  
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we assign to the a priori in our theories, there seems to be a fundamental divide 

between how we conduct moral and empirical inquiry. He points to what is 

characteristic of moral disagreement as a concrete example of this difference. We 

cannot seem to solve fundamental moral disagreements by agreeing on the relevant 

non-moral facts. And so, in those cases, we could reasonably end non-moral inquiry 

while moral inquiry remains open.221 The autonomy of ethics discussed in Chapter 4 

is, I think, a further example. The idea is that there is no reasonable inference to a 

moral conclusion based solely on non-moral considerations. And this has clear 

ramifications for how we conduct moral inquiry. Even if we can offer evidence with 

non-moral content that we get from experience for a moral judgment, this support 

depends on the right moral claim being in place as background assumptions. That 

shrimps cannot feel pain can give epistemic support to the judgment that it is 

permissible to eat them only with background assumptions about the badness of pain 

in place.222 Expressivists then have good reasons to accept this divide between moral 

and empirical inquiry as a central assumption of moral practice. In fact, as 

McPherson explains, “this non-fundamental epistemological claim is markedly more 

plausible than any attempt to refine it in fundamental epistemological terms could 

be.” (2018: 192). Let us call this the rationalist assumption.  

The rationalist assumption: there is a fundamental difference between how 

we conduct moral and empirical inquiry. 

The rationalist assumption has a few concrete consequences for how we conduct 

moral inquiry. Two of them we already listed:  

The disagreement consequence: we cannot solve fundamental moral 

disagreements by agreeing on the relevant non-moral facts. 

The autonomy consequence: there is no reasonable inference to a moral 

conclusion based solely on non-moral considerations. 

Thus, that there are moral truths we can know a priori seems like a third (but not 

unrelated) consequence of the rationalist assumption. Perhaps part of what it means 

to conduct moral and empirical inquiry differently is that our moral knowledge of 

fundamental principles does not need an empirical source. In this sense, expressivists 

 
221 This may actually be a strong reason for expressivists to want to make sense of what is 

distinctive about moral disagreement like its intransigence. See Cosker-Rowland (2018). 

Since this is a different phenomenon, I will have nothing to say about it here. 
222 Since particularism may be more relevant for the discussion here, it is important to be 

clear that what I say here is compatible with the moral claim being a moral principle or just 

appliable to this particular instance.  
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have motivations to explain the a priori, as a consequence of the very plausible 

rationalist assumption. Let us call this the a prioricity consequence: 

The a prioricity consequence: we can know fundamental moral principles a 

priori. 

The rationalist assumption and the three consequences are the kinds of elements we 

can plausibly attribute to our moral practices; the first is just a claim about how we 

conduct these practices when it comes to inquiry, and the latter is a consequence of 

the former. Expressivists, as quasi-realists, want to explain and vindicate these 

practices, so they have strong non-fundamentally theoretical reasons to explain a 

priori moral knowledge. With this better motivation in place, the task for 

expressivists is to explain both the rationalist assumption and the a prioricity 

consequence.  

To be clear, the other two consequences, autonomy and disagreement, are closely 

related to both the rationalist assumption and the a prioricity consequence and so will 

be relevant to the discussion at different points. But my claim here is not that they 

are necessary to account for a priori moral knowledge. 

II. Dividing the Main Options 

We drew the a prioricity consequence from the rationalist assumption because one 

way in which moral inquiry differs from empirical inquiry is that moral knowledge 

often has a priori sources. The best way for expressivists to approach their task of 

explaining the two theses is by explaining or explaining away this difference in 

sources. Carrie Jenkins (2008: 438) offers a useful way to divide the main options 

depending on how one responds to what she calls the basic problem. Take a toy 

model of perceptual knowledge, according to which we go through three steps in 

acquiring it. First, we receive an external input, then process it, and finally, we get 

knowledge about the external world by basing it on the perceptual input. What is 

puzzling about any kind of a priori knowledge is that the first step is missing. We 

can know fundamental moral principles, mathematical truths or the laws of logic 

without empirical inputs. The task then is to explain how knowledge without the first 

step is possible, and the responses are usually divided into three: either there is no 

input needed, there is no empirical input needed, or a priori knowledge is just an 

illusion. These three ideas guide the main approaches to a priori knowledge, and I 

will henceforth refer to them as No Input, Non-Empirical Input and Illusion for 

brevity. 
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Moral expressivists have usually located themselves either in some form of the Non-

Empirical Input or Illusion camps. However, these views have never been developed 

in-depth, their fundamentally theoretical and non-fundamentally theoretical 

motivations are never distinguished, and so their limitations are not fully appreciated. 

I will work through these in the following two sections. Ultimately, I will argue that 

the best option for expressivists is neither of these two but a version of No Input, one 

that appeals to a form of epistemic expressivism about epistemic evaluations that 

incorporate the sources. 

III. A Priori Moral Knowledge is an Illusion: Naturalism 

With a few exceptions, the main assumption in the literature is that, for expressivists, 

a priori moral knowledge is an illusion. There are a few ways to motivate this view.223 

However, once we understand why expressivists should want an account of the a 

priori to explain the a prioricity consequence, the best version of this view will not 

seem as promising. Still, it is important to understand how the Illusion approach fails 

and the lessons we should draw from it.  

Perhaps the best way to motivate an Illusion approach is via one of the central 

commitments of expressivism: naturalism. One of the most central motivations for 

an expressivist approach in metaethics is to locate our capacities of moral thought 

and talk in a natural picture of the world and us.224 A priori knowledge then seems 

mysterious, a kind of knowledge that is somehow not justified by any part of that 

natural world. Outside of metaethics, some of the main proponents of this approach 

have similar motivations.225 Simon Blackburn (2009: 211) shows some affinities 

with this view in claiming that moral practice may be compatible with some 

understanding of moral principles as necessary but not with them being known a 

priori. An initial difficulty here is that the rationalist assumption is a non-

fundamentally theoretical claim, so it does not get its plausibility from a theory that 

rivals naturalism but from a simple and convincing observation about moral practice 

and inquiry. Thus, expressivists could, in principle, deny it, but not without a cost. 

 
223 One articulation of this view we can discard right away is Depaul & Hicks’s (2012) and 

Mares’ (2011: 139). According to these views, expressivism is committed to moral 

knowledge being, in general, an illusion since moral judgments are desire-like and thus unfit 

to be considered knowledge. If moral knowledge is, in general, an illusion, then a priori moral 

knowledge is too, by implication. However, as we know, this is just based on a general 

misunderstanding of quasi-realist expressivism. 
224 For more on this motivation and its role in the development of expressivism see Gibbard 

(2003) and Blackburn (2015). 
225 The classic reference in this respect is Quine (1951). See Jenkins (2008: 439) for an 

overview. 
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The quasi-realist commitment of expressivists means that they not only want to give 

an account of moral practice but also vindicate all those aspects of moral practice 

that seem incompatible with their approach. And given that as we are framing it, the 

plausibility of the rationalist assumption is due in part to the fact it is an element of 

moral practice; it is the kind of thing expressivists would want to vindicate, not deny. 

A more plausible option for expressivists would be to accept the rationalist 

assumption and explain how it does not conflict with their naturalist commitments 

but question its connection with the a prioricity consequence. Expressivists are 

unlikely to have problems defending the first element of this approach. They have 

offered a few ways to think of moral inquiry as fundamentally different from 

empirical inquiry and still compatible with a naturalistic picture of the world and us. 

We have been advocating for one throughout the dissertation. According to this view, 

a central goal of moral inquiry is to get correct responses to our questions of what to 

do, think, or be. And for expressivists, a mark of these correct responses is that they 

consist of moral judgments that cannot be further improved or are stable through the 

relevant epistemic improvements like sensibility to finer detail, information, 

imagination, maturity, or coherence. Our practices of gaining moral knowledge are 

not guided by the goal of an accurate picture of moral reality in any literal sense but 

by the goal of improving our moral sensibilities. This picture of inquiry is compatible 

with naturalism. Expressivists do not need to posit moral facts or a special capacity 

to track them: those do not play any substantive role in the account. They only need 

natural facts compatible with a scientific picture of the world and us. And so, this 

picture of moral inquiry should be compatible with both naturalism and the 

rationalist assumption.  

What could make this a version of the Illusion approach is the claim that once we 

understand what the rationalist assumption amounts to, there is no need for an a 

prioricity consequence —and so no need for some of our principles to get their status 

as knowledge without input or without empirical inputs. We conduct moral inquiry 

differently from empirical inquiry, but that does not mean that some moral 

propositions are epistemically special. We may think that there are, given that there 

are some moral propositions that are very important for us such that we cannot 

conceive a better moral view that does not include them, or because we think moral 

inquiry should help us find fundamental moral principles that could epistemically 

ground the rest of our moral judgments. However, the proponents of an Illusion 

account would argue that those convictions have nothing to do with the nature of our 

moral knowledge about those propositions.  
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The main issue with this approach is that even if we do not think that our knowledge 

of propositions about fundamental moral principles is epistemically special, we can 

still legitimately ask what is the source of that knowledge. Plausibly, all of our 

knowledge has a source, something from which we, as knowers, get it. And moral 

principles should be no exception.226 However, it is unclear what resources 

expressivists currently have to explain that. Presumably, they do not want to say that 

the sources are the typical a posteriori examples like perception.  And the whole 

point of an Illusion approach is to rule out sources that are commonly associated 

with a priori knowledge, like understanding or pure reasoning. But if none of these 

is the right option, what alternative do expressivists have? Again, this is a legitimate 

question, given the plausibility that all of our knowledge has a source, but the Illusion 

approach offers no way to respond to it. 

From this Illusion approach, we know that whatever expressivist account of a priori 

moral knowledge needs to be compatible with their naturalist commitments. 

Expressivists already have the resources to get halfway there; their views on moral 

inquiry are compatible with the rationalist assumption. What still needs to be shown 

is how they can explain the sources of moral knowledge and whether their 

explanation vindicates or explains away the a prioricity consequence.  

IV. Non-Empirical Input: Intuitionism 

Though expressivists’ primary motivation to account for the a priori is non-

fundamentally theoretical, that does not mean that they cannot try to mimic some of 

the tools developed by other theories that do give a priori knowledge a more 

fundamental explanatory role in their accounts. This may help expressivists 

overcome the limitations of an Illusion approach by focusing more directly on the 

issue of the sources. And perhaps the most well-known theory of a priori knowledge 

in metaethics, intuitionism, goes in line with the Non-Empirical Input approach. In 

this section, I will explain how intuitionists explain a priori moral knowledge —and 

so the rationalist assumption and the a prioricity consequence. This will give us a 

good way to contrast and better understand how expressivists currently mimic 

intuitionist resources, but it will also show what those views are missing. 

Intuitionists like W. D. Ross (2002 [1930]), Robert Audi (1999, 2005, 2018) and 

Russ Shafer-Landau (2003) hold that some moral propositions, like those about 

fundamental moral principles, are self-evident or can be known by rational 

 
226 This does not depend on any view about the structure of epistemic support. Presumably 

even for coherentists the sources of our knowledge is the overall coherence of our beliefs.  
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reflection.227 Self-evidence is the property of some true propositions that, by 

adequately understanding them, we can come to know them.228 As most intuitionists 

clarify, self-evidence does not mean the proposition is obviously true. Understanding 

a self-evident proposition may be a difficult and costly process, and understanding 

does not guarantee knowledge of the self-evidence itself. Moreover, though they play 

no role in grounding our knowledge of self-evident propositions, we may still need 

empirical inputs as a means to understand them. This notion of self-evidence 

explains why we do not need empirical input to know fundamental moral principles; 

the only input we need is the self-evident proposition, and our source of knowledge 

of it is understanding. Thus, intuitionism is helpful in explaining the nature of our 

moral knowledge, and with that, things like the rationalist assumption and the a 

prioricity consequence. This is also why intuitionism is interesting for metaethical 

views like realism and expressivism. However, intuitionism is not only a view about 

the nature of moral knowledge.  

Intuitionists are often motivated by providing a foundationalist moral epistemology 

that responds to sceptical worries. One such worry is that we either get some of our 

moral knowledge non-inferentially or do not get it at all. We get most of our moral 

knowledge inferentially or based on further considerations. These further 

considerations need to be known themselves if they will provide us with knowledge 

in the first place. And given the autonomy of ethics, at some fundamental level, the 

considerations that provide the basis for the rest of our knowledge must be purely 

moral. Following this logic, there must be a point where we either have some purely 

moral knowledge that does not get this status inferentially or, as it turns out, we do 

not have any moral knowledge to begin with. Intuitionists argue that knowledge 

based on understanding a self-evident moral proposition can provide that non-

inferential knowledge. What makes fundamental moral principles candidates for a 

priori knowledge is that they are fundamental in this non-inferential sense. Though, 

to be clear, which are the fundamental moral principles is a very contested matter 

 
227 Not every view labelled ‘intuitionism’ merits the classification as Non-Empirical Input —

or should be classified as a view of a priori knowledge. Bedke (2008, 2013) divides 

intuitionism in two senses. One is in line with what I explain here, and refers to rationalist 

views that appeal to a sense of self-evidence or rational reflection to explain a priori moral 

knowledge. The other refers to views about distintive mental states called intuitions which 

are analogous to perceptual inputs on which we can base beliefs. Intuitions in that sense do 

not need to involve a commitment to independence of experience and so are not directly 

relevant for the present issue of a priori moral knowledge. Thus, here I will restrict my use 

to the former sense of intuitionism. 
228 For this definition and a very complete account of the conditions for understanding a self-

evident proposition see Audi (1999, 2018). 
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and though we used 1), that one ought not to use people as mere means, as an 

example, it is by no means uncontroversial. Intuitionists agree with this and would 

argue that understanding a self-evident proposition is complex, and we cannot 

guarantee that we can identify which propositions have this property —

understanding a self-evident proposition does not mean we understand it is self-

evident.229  

The fact that intuitionism has this anti-sceptical element reflects a view not often 

made explicit in discussions of a priori moral knowledge: a priori sources not only 

help us explain how moral knowledge is possible it also grounds it. Audi, for 

example, offers a way to make the notion of sources more precise by separating these 

two elements: “Understanding sources of knowledge, and as they are generally 

conceived in philosophical literature, they are not just where knowledge comes from; 

they also provide the knower with grounds of knowledge.” (2009: 82) Taking my 

headphones off because my ear is itching may have caused my auditory perception 

of rain and also caused the justified belief that it is raining, but it is not the source. 

The perception that it is raining is both a cause and a source of my justified belief 

that it is —provided I base the belief on the perception and there are no defeaters. A 

priori sources work similarly. If we assume intuitionism, we may say that I know 

that 1) one ought not to treat people as mere means because I understand that 

proposition and that understanding may be both a cause and a ground for my 

knowledge. Thus, sources then play this double role of causes and grounds for our 

knowledge. A crucial question for expressivists is whether they can explain this dual 

nature of epistemic sources. 

The intuitionist way of explaining sources is unlikely to attract expressivists in the 

first instance because it is commonly associated with a form of cognitivist moral 

realism. Realists who think of moral facts as non-natural, like Russ Shafer-Landau 

(2005), are attracted to the intuitionist approach.230 If they think that moral facts are 

non-natural, then it makes sense that their picture of moral inquiry should be one of 

discovering moral reality via non-empirical methods. With this picture of moral 

inquiry, it makes sense to think of intuitionism as a Non-Empirical Input approach 

 
229 For more on this argument and the anti-sceptical goals of intuitionism see Audi (1999, 

2005: Ch 4) and Sturgeon (2002). 
230 Likewise, Huemer (2005) and Wedgwood (2007) argue that their versions of non-

naturalist realism requires a form of intuitionism. Although they make no use of the notion 

of self-evidence so I will not discuss them here. 
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since our a priori procedures, however we characterise them, are meant to correctly 

represent the inputs we can get from existing moral properties. 

Even if some forms of moral realism may need intuitionism, it is unclear whether 

intuitionism entails moral realism. The latter depends on a few assumptions about 

what a self-evident proposition is and what understanding it amounts to. For 

example, Audi (2019: 375) claims that self-evidence is at its most plausible when 

the concepts that figure in the proposition stand for abstract entities that ground its 

truth. A different way to think about this is that some moral propositions are self-

evident, but not all. And so there is a question of which are self-evident and which 

are not. Realists have a readily available response: self-evident propositions 

represent moral facts. However, it is unclear what expressivists can say to explain 

the difference. Again, this does not make self-evidence or understanding as a source 

incompatible with expressivism. Whether there is substantial incompatibility is not 

as straightforward, so expressivists could take advantage of this to recapture some 

of the elements of the view. 

Take the two main elements of the view: self-evidence as a property of propositions 

and understanding them as a source of knowledge. One way for expressivists to 

approach this view is to accept the latter element and explain it in their own terms 

but reject or substantially revise the former. More specifically, they should reject that 

self-evident propositions can be a non-empirical input in their own right. There must 

be a different explanation of why these are the propositions we can know via 

understanding or other a priori sources. And this explanation should not involve the 

representation of moral facts. I believe this is a fruitful way to frame existing 

expressivist options that appeal to epistemic expressivism. This framing will help us 

draw a more direct connection with the issue of explaining the sources of moral 

knowledge and better understand what expressivists need to say about it.  

V. No Input Needed: Two Forms of Epistemic Expressivism 

The best approach for expressivists to offer a parallel account to intuitionism is via 

a form of epistemic expressivism. This is Allan Gibbard’s (2002, 2003: 33-7; 221) 

approach. According to Gibbard, there are only two elements of an intuitionist view 

that expressivists want to reappropriate: a view about the mental state we have about 

the moral proposition and a view about what it is to think of that judgment as 

knowledge. The existence of moral propositions is relatively uncontroversial among 

expressivists nowadays. What is controversial is how to best characterise them 

beyond the fact that their function is not representing moral properties and facts. 
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However, regardless of how we decide to characterise them, evaluations of a priori 

knowledge target the judgment with the moral proposition as content. And that 

judgment can be a desire-like moral judgment.231 Think again of 1) one ought not to 

use people as mere means. For expressivists, a moral judgment with that content is 

best understood as a desire-like disapproval of using people as mere means. The 

second element is how we think of this judgment as knowledge. Gibbard’s proposal, 

then, is to appeal to a form of epistemic expressivism.  

We covered epistemic expressivism in other chapters, but to recapitulate, according 

to epistemic expressivism, since our epistemic talk has an essential normative 

element, we can offer an expressivist account of it. For example, Gibbard (2003: 

199, 2012) argues that our knowledge talk expresses practical states like plans to rely 

on a specific judgment. Take a specific epistemic evaluation, like knowing that 1) 

one ought not to use people as mere means. Given epistemic expressivism, we should 

understand this as the expression of a state of planning to rely on that judgment. This 

aligns with how expressivists approach these issues in general. As we know, 

expressivists would not start their accounts by asking what a priori moral knowledge 

is, and instead would ask what it is to think and talk about knowing a moral 

proposition a priori.232 Thus, we can apply that framework to our issue here. 

Evaluations of a priori justification are different from ordinary evaluations of 

justification. As Gibbard (2002: 227, 2003: 34-5, 2008: 20-3) explains the difference, 

in his picture of epistemic justification for moral judgments, there must be a place 

for intuitions.233 According to him, it is just a psychological fact that we sometimes 

judge things like that pain is bad on no further grounds than that we think so, and we 

would still think it upon challenge. And in the case of some judgments thinking so is 

enough to get a form of defeasible epistemic justification. There is a sense in which 

this justification would be a priori, since it rests in no further consideration, empirical 

or otherwise. Thus, this psychological fact has some normative epistemic import: 

 
231 Gibbard is not alone in trying to capture what intuitionists say by focusing on intuitions 

as desire-like states. See also for example Lenman (2018) for a different example. And they 

may have some independent support that some mental states can rightly call intuitions are 

desire-like states. See Loev (2022).   
232 I explain this expressivist manoeuvre in more depth in chapter 2.  
233 At many points Gibbard seems to suggest he understands intuitions in the more 

psychological sense that, as I explained in footnote 214, may not be relevant for a priori 

knowledge. However, as I explain below, he thinks of the term intuition in a psychological 

and normative sense. It is in the normative sense that I believe his views are relevant for a 

priori moral knowledge and rival intuitionist views on self-evidence. 
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“An intuition, we could say, is a state of mind of accepting something, not 

on the basis of further reasoning even upon challenge, that we ought to place 

some trust in. To think something an intuition in this sense is to plan to rely 

on it. I’ll call intuitions in the non-normative sense in which they figure in 

psychology ‘‘de facto’’ intuitions. These are judgments made confidently, on 

no further grounds, with no felt need for further grounds even upon 

challenge. Intuitions in the normative sense I’ll call intuitions ‘‘de jure.’’ 

These are de facto intuitions to rely on. It’s a normative claim, then, that de 

facto intuitions are genuine intuitions—and one we need, I have been 

claiming, for coherent planning.” (2008: 23). 

While Gibbard does not say much more about this dual character of intuitions, there 

is something right about this distinction that we could expand on and connect with 

the issue of sources. We can think about it this way: once we understand what it is to 

evaluate something epistemically at all, we can see that the question of which are the 

sources of moral knowledge may not be for expressivists to solve. We conduct moral 

inquiry differently from empirical inquiry because, at some points, we cannot rely 

on empirical considerations or any considerations anymore, just on intuitions (in 

Gibbard’s sense). This is just a fact about moral inquiry —perhaps one essentially 

connected with the rationalist assumption. And nothing about expressivism is 

incompatible with that fact. Intuitions, as mental states with moral contents, can be 

understood as desire-like states. However, whether we can sometimes evaluate some 

of our judgments as justified on no further grounds is something for us to decide 

when we engage in moral inquiry; it is, as Gibbard explains, a normative issue, not 

for expressivists to decide. Thus, unlike intuitionists, expressivists may not need a 

way to distinguish between which propositions are self-evident because our 

justification to believe them is not grounded on a property of the proposition itself 

but on how we think of the judgment with the proposition as its content. 

While I agree with this general picture, I think it is still missing a crucial piece. Even 

if no property distinguishes self-evident propositions, our thinking of a judgment as 

justified seems to be different from thinking of it as justified on no further ground. 

Of course, expressivists could say that these are just two forms of thinking and there 

is nothing further about their difference that they need to explain. However, the 

difference is directly connected to how epistemic expressivists explain our epistemic 

thought. For example, planning to rely on someone’s judgment or endorsing certain 

moral judgment-producing procedures are states that are responsive to reasons or at 

least to the truth —as we saw in Chapter 2. However, it is unclear how that 
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connection with the truth works when evaluating an intuition in Gibbard’s sense, 

when there are no further grounds.234  Thus, given the state we would be expressing, 

expressivists do owe us an explanation of the difference.   

Hartry Field’s (2001, 2018) epistemic expressivism about a priori knowledge of 

logic235 offers a different way to flesh out a view like Gibbard’s. Field argues that 

propositions with a claim to be known a priori are those that we are entitled to believe 

by default, or our justification for them has what he calls default reasonableness. We 

can divide his explanation into two parts that correspond roughly to the concepts of 

reasonableness and defaultness. Field explains reasonableness similarly to Gibbard, 

using epistemic expressivism. To call a proposition one we could reasonably accept 

is to express a mental state like a plan to rely on it. What is specific to Field’s view 

is that when evaluating something a priori, our options are to accept the evaluation 

without any further support or not accept it at all. But given that propositions about 

logic are so central to our theories, not accepting them at all would be a big cost. 

Thus, the best option is to accept them without further support: this is defaultness.  

Field claims that the best way to locate judgments that can be known a priori is via 

a chain of epistemic support —sort of in the way intuitionists explain non-inferential 

knowledge. If we keep inquiring about the epistemic support of our claims, we find 

judgments that either can be held without further support or not held at all. In the 

case of logical truths, we have a very good way to mark how we reached the end of 

the chain: to justify them, we need to assume them. Say, for example, that we need 

to justify the rules that govern the conjunction of two propositions: p & q. To do this, 

we most likely need non-atomic sentences, just like p & q. For example, we need to 

be able to claim that a conjunction like p & q is true when both p is true, and q is 

true. But claims like that need to follow the rules of conjunction, too. So, we would 

have to assume something like the rules of conjunction if we are to justify the rules 

 
234 To be sure, this challenge is for the epistemic expressivist element of the view. It is the 

state we express when we think of the intuition as knowledge that is supposed to be 

responsive to the truth. Other senses of intuition that do not have this element do not have 

this problem. Intuitions as quasi-perceptual states, for example, could be unresponsive to 

truth by persisting even after realizing upon reflection that they are false. 
235 Here I need to make two clarifications. Field extends this account to our knowledge of 

some methods of epistemic justification like induction and deduction. I will restrict my 

presentation to logic to keep things simple but nothing I say here should be incompatible with 

the other parts of his view. Second, Jenkins (2008: 440) believes Field’s view requires a 

different category all together, and the No Input label should be reserved for views that think 

of a priori knowledge as trivial. I do not think we need to worry about that distinction here. 

Most if not all views of a priori moral knowledge reject the claim that it is trivial (or analytic). 

Moreover, as it will be clear Field’s view counts as a No Input approach for the purposes for 

which we have been using the distinction here. 
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of conjunction. Justification of logical laws seems, then, inescapably circular. Even 

if Field does not emphasise this part of his view, I believe it is crucial: it explains 

what is distinctive about our thinking of a priori justification —at least when it comes 

to logic. Put in a different way, even if we do not understand a priori justification as 

a property, like self-evidence, we still need something that marks judgments that are 

evaluable in this way. And for the case of logic, the inescapable circularity of their 

justification is a very good candidate. We can call this defaultness by circularity.  

Field’s view improves epistemic expressivism of evaluations of a priori knowledge 

by adding defaultness by circularity. To distinguish propositions we can know a 

priori we do not need a property of the proposition itself, like self-evidence. Rather, 

circularity is a matter of how we can approach the justification or knowledge of the 

proposition given, on the one hand, how central it is for our theory, but, on the other, 

how limited our options are: either we accept the justification without further support 

or we give up on the proposition. The problem is that there seems to be nothing like 

defaultness by circularity in ethics. Even granting that, like the laws of logic, we get 

to our fundamental moral principles by a chain of epistemic support —which is itself 

controversial— we cannot know that we reached them by an inescapable sense of 

circularity. Think again of 1) one ought not to use people as mere means. Even 

assuming we cannot offer further epistemic support for it, it seems implausible that 

this is because we need to appeal to it in order to justify it. Unlike the rules of 

conjunction, we do not need to assume its truth to even articulate it. But 1) is the 

kind of moral principle we seem to be able to know a priori. Thus, even if the way 

we approach the evaluation is important, the parallels between a priori evaluations 

of logical and moral knowledge seem thin in this respect. Perhaps we need a different 

example. Some may object that 1) is not as fundamental as we should expect 

principles we can know a priori to be. For example, under some views, to justify the 

proposition that pain is bad, we need to appeal to the nature of our experience of pain 

itself, and so we reach a kind of circular bottoming out.236 Thus, the proposition 

would be fundamental in the right way. However, even granting that is a form of 

circularity, it is not analogous to the defaultness by circularity Field is talking about. 

It seems, for example, possible to articulate the proposition without assuming its 

truth. But if the idea is just that we seem to be able to just appeal to our thinking of 

pain as bad to justify the proposition, then that seems closer to Gibbard’s idea of an 

intuition, and so it shares its limitations. 

 
236 Parfit (2011: 54) for example, seems to suggest this. 
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VI. Epistemic Sources for Expressivists 

Expressivists have good reasons to explain the rationalist assumption because of 

what it seems to tell us about moral inquiry and the a prioricity consequence because 

of what it seems to tell us about the sources of some of our moral knowledge. Both 

the No-Input and the Illusion approaches have some important limitations. Most 

centrally, they seem to leave some crucial questions of the sources of our knowledge 

of fundamental moral principles unanswered. While the Illusion approach is right 

that expressivists want their accounts of moral knowledge and the rationalist 

assumption to be compatible with naturalism, it leaves us with no answer to the 

question of where our moral knowledge comes from. Existing versions of epistemic 

expressivism offer good general explanations of what it is to think of something as 

justified in general, so there are elements we could draw to think of a priori 

justification. But these views either cannot explain the difference between thinking 

of something as justified and thinking of something as justified a priori, or are not 

the right fit for moral a priori knowledge.  

Sources are both causes and grounds for knowledge. One way we could approach 

the limitations of views like Gibbard’s is that when asked why think that 1) one ought 

not treat people as mere means, all we could say is in the causal sense, things seem 

that way even upon challenge. But it is hard to think of that psychological fact as a 

source of knowledge in the grounding sense. In this latter sense, the source is rather 

a capacity that can connect the subject S with the truth of 1). In that second sense, 

expressivists like Gibbard could say that a priori knowledge consists of taking for 

granted the truth of certain propositions provisionally while we get to some ideal 

form of coherent planning. This would not be unlike our picture of reliability from 

Chapter 5, in which our moral judgment-producing capacities are non-accidentally 

connected with the truth via the goal of stable moral judgments. Like in that picture, 

stability through the relevant improvements can work as a proxy for truth. A 

judgment formed with a process meant to produce stable moral judgments would 

have a secure connection with the truth we seek. What is distinctive about the source 

in this case is that the connection with truth is secured a priori via taking the judgment 

to be true provisionally, without further support, with the aim to, at one point, get 

stable moral judgments out of it. Using our terminology from before, we can call this 

defaultness by provisionality.  

This outline of a view would get us closer to an expressivist picture that would 

address the issue of sources directly. To get a plausible grounding element for a priori 
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sources beyond what epistemic expressivism tells us, expressivists needed to make 

better sense of how that grounding was connected with truth. Moreover, since this 

picture relies on stability as a proxy for truth, it should be compatible with the 

rationalist assumption like the initial Illusion approach. However, I do not think 

expressivists need to be limited to defaultness by provisionality. What makes the 

view plausible is more general. Consider this structure of epistemic evaluations 

grounded in sources: 

S) The moral judgment that p counts as knowledge given a procedure P that 

causes and would be conducive to the stability of p, and so grounds the 

evaluation.  

Some instances of P could be a posteriori sources that incorporate non-moral 

evidence —like the ones we considered in Chapter 4. But apart from those, 

expressivists are free to incorporate any sources conducive to stability but do not 

need further support. Defaultness by provisionality would be one instance of this 

more general pattern. But crucially, which sources can ground our evaluations and 

which cannot is a normative matter for us to resolve in first-order moral inquiry. 

Expressivists do not need substantial commitments in that respect, so they can have 

a relatively broad view of a priori sources: 

S*) The moral judgment that p counts as knowledge given a procedure P* 

that causes and would be conducive to the stability of p, and so grounds the 

evaluation without requiring any further support.  

Expressivists then could argue that this is all they need to say to explain the a 

prioricity consequence. Part of what is involved in the rationalist assumption, that 

we conduct moral and empirical inquiry differently, is that some of the sources of 

moral knowledge are a priori. What that means for expressivists is that, from the 

perspective of moral practice, there are plausible instances of evaluations like S*). 

However, which sources could figure here as P* is for us to decide as a matter of 

first order-moral inquiry about which procedures we trust will produce and ground 

true moral judgments.  

A remaining issue for expressivists to address would be to show that their view is 

compatible with our best candidates for a priori sources that meet condition S*). 

However, now that we understand what sources amount to, it is unclear if there are 

especially problematic candidates, even understanding. Consider judgments like 

M2) discrimination would still be wrong even if we think it was not. As we know, 

expressivists would interpret this as a judgment about the conditions under which 
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one should make the judgment that discrimination is wrong, namely even those in 

which one does not think it is. But on the one hand, this seems to be the kind of truth 

one can know a priori, without any empirical or further consideration. On the other 

hand, as many expressivists would argue, there is a sense that understanding the 

proposition would be enough to be in a position to know it. For example, knowing 

that it is just part of the correct application of the concept of wrongness that we 

should apply it like this is part of what being competent its use depends (Sinclair, 

2018; 2021: 202-16) or part of what categorizing actions as wrong involves (Brown, 

2019).237 Understanding some moral propositions then would be enough to 

appreciate that they would not be ruled out after improvements in coherence, 

sensitivity of finer details, imagination, etc.238  

An important question is whether this explanation of understanding is not 

incompatible with the version of evidential holism defended in Chapter 4. If it is, 

then expressivists seemed forced to choose between an appropriate account of 

evidence and accounting for the possibility of a priori knowledge. In response, the 

core idea of holism is that no consideration can evidentially support anything by 

itself. This may still be the case for propositions known a priori. Similarly to how 

intuitionists respond to holistic worries, we may still need background 

considerations as a means to understand the proposition. These would not make the 

evaluation non-a priori since they do not play a substantial role in indicating 

stability.239 Of course, this is just a sketch, and there are likely further important 

issues to address.240 My point, however, is not to offer a detailed explanation of 

understanding for expressivists but to offer an example of how expressivists may not 

need to rule out paradigmatic and plausible examples of a priori sources like 

understanding. Whether we should rely on it as a source is a question for first-order 

moral inquiry and not for expressivists to resolve. This is also why expressivists do 

not need to mimic the foundationalist element of intuitionism.  

 
237 As indicated in section V, which is the right view of moral propositions for expressivists 

is a very complex matter. However, it seems relatively uncontroversial that whatever the right 

account is it should not give any role to the representation of moral properties, and so moral 

concepts should not have the role of picking them out. And the role we do assign to moral 

concepts is based on or at least related to the general practical function of moral thought and 

talk. The two views suggested here depend only on different articulations of these two points.  
238 This is also perfectly compatible with other procedures P that could produce and ground 

the same judgment, but are a posteriori, like testimony. 
239 See Sturgeon (2002) for a similar response. 
240 Intuitionists like Audi (2019: 364-74) offer detailed conditions understanding a 

proposition should meet. For example, recognitional range, a sense of rejectability, logical 

comprehension, confirmational sensitivity, etc. It is then a good question how these work on 

an expressivist framework. That, however, is beyond the scope of this chapter. 
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As we know, intuitionists who rely on self-evidence think of a priori sources not only 

as a view about the nature and sources of our moral knowledge but as a way to 

respond to sceptical worries with the possibility of non-inferential moral knowledge. 

The view offered here says nothing about that, and this may be especially 

problematic for expressivists. Recall from Chapter 1 that expressivism is often 

wrongly paired with scepticism in the contemporary landscape. We already 

addressed some of the motivations for that view. Expressivists, as quasi-realists, are 

not interested in denying moral knowledge; their views on moral thought and 

language are not incompatible with epistemic evaluability and evaluations. But 

perhaps the fact that their view offers no way to address sceptical worries could be a 

different reason why expressivism seems to fit awkwardly with other views in moral 

epistemology —like intuitionism. However, expressivists are likely to argue that 

though they want to vindicate our moral convictions that there is moral knowledge 

and explain how that is possible, their job is not to convince a moral sceptic.241 They 

can perhaps separate two kinds of questions with the framework just offered. One 

possible question is what the source of our knowledge of p is for a moral p. 

Expressivists can explain that, when moralizing, we can offer responses of the form 

S) and S*), which is completely compatible with their framework. A different 

question is which instances of S) and S*) are plausible in light of sceptical doubts. 

That, they can argue, is not a question we can answer by explaining the nature and 

sources of our moral knowledge. In that sense, foundationalist intuitionism, for 

expressivists, seems like a first-order view on how best to conduct moral inquiry in 

those circumstances. The expressivist explanatory project and the intuitionist’s anti-

sceptical goals are orthogonal. 

VII. A Priori Normative Knowledge and Self-Defeasibility  

Teemu Toppinen (2015) claims that expressivists need to make sense of a priori 

moral knowledge because it would dispel a worry about self-defeasibility. As stated 

by Crispin Wright (2002b), the worry comes from the plausibility of normativism 

about mental states —which many expressivists accept and we used in Chapters 1-3 

to establish and respond to the challenge of epistemic evaluability. According to this 

view, the correct account of mental states like desires and beliefs must include the 

norm or norms that regulate them. For example, the norm is to aim at 

goodness/reasons for desires and truth for beliefs. In this sense, correct views about 

these mental states are normative views. By being committed to a non-cognitivist 

 
241 Two especially clear articulations of this view are Blackburn (2017) and Lenman (2018). 
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view of moral judgments, expressivism wants to account for these mental states, but 

by their own admission, such a view will be normative. In this sense, expressivism 

itself is a normative view; it entails normative claims about mental states like moral 

judgments. Expressivism is also a philosophical view, so if it can be known at all, it 

has to be a priori. Wright argues that if things can be known a priori, rejecting them 

must involve some kind of cognitive error. But if non-cognitivism is true, mistakes 

in normative knowledge should not involve primarily cognitive errors (or successes, 

for that matter). However, since expressivism is a normative philosophical view that 

we can know a priori, there is no way expressivists can make sense of the conditions 

to know whether their own view is incorrect. And so it seems either expressivism is 

self-defeating or it cannot account for all of our normative knowledge. Either option 

seems problematic. 

Our account of a priori moral knowledge represents good and bad news for 

expressivists who want to respond to Wright’s objection. Toppinen argues that by 

making sense of a priori moral knowledge, expressivists can make sense of a priori 

knowledge of normative views in general. Given that expressivism is a normative 

view, they would be vindicating themselves by vindicating their views about a priori 

knowledge of normativity. The problem with this argument, as we can now see, is 

that the sense of a priori moral knowledge expressivists want is much more restricted 

and not straightforwardly transferable to all areas of normative inquiry. It employs 

elements distinctive of moral practice and inquiry, and whether they apply 

philosophical inquiry, normative or otherwise, in any straightforward way is unclear. 

For example, the pressure to aim at moral judgments that cannot be further improved 

comes from the dynamics of moralizing. When moralizing, we want the correct 

responses to our questions of what to do, think or be. Whether the dynamics of our 

practice of philosophical inquiry are the same is difficult to tell —consider, for 

example, what role correct responses to metaethical questions play in the dynamic 

of philosophical inquiry. To be sure, I am not saying that there is no parallel. The 

point is that the translation from one domain to another requires substantial 

assumptions about the epistemology of philosophy that expressivists should 

establish first. Still, expressivists are in a good position to put some pressure on 

Wright’s argument. The crucial premise is that if a view is a priori justified, we would 

display a cognitive failure by rejecting it. And we know now that not every view on 

a priori knowledge must involve this element. Moreover, the view here about a priori 

moral knowledge is just an instance of the general pattern of employing epistemic 

expressivism. Field’s view on a priori knowledge of logical truths may very well be 
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a different instance. Thus, even if we cannot translate the account directly to 

philosophical knowledge, it would at least not be ad hoc to think that a similar option 

may be available.  

VIII. Conclusion 

In the first five chapters of the dissertation, we focused on the possibility of epistemic 

evaluations for desire-like moral judgments. A big driving motivation for that task 

was to show that moral judgments were sufficiently similar to ordinary beliefs non-

moral to make sense of similar epistemic evaluability and evaluations. However, 

moral epistemology is distinctive in many respects, one central one being that it 

seems to assume the possibility of a priori moral knowledge of fundamental moral 

principles. I argued that some aspects of that commitment are not always 

distinguished, so even if there was a sense that expressivists needed to account for 

that possibility and have some available options, many crucial aspects of that task 

remained unclear. By working through these issues, I opened the door for a different 

option that captures what was right about the existing ones. As a result, we can now 

appreciate what an expressivist commitment to a priori moral knowledge amounts to 

and what we gain by appealing to a form of epistemic expressivism. Epistemic 

expressivism was often appealed to as a key to developing an expressivist moral 

epistemology, but it is not often developed as a view about different epistemic 

evaluations. The account I offer here about a priori knowledge and justification 

should be a helpful start. 
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Concluding Remarks 

We saw in Chapter 1 expressivism is generally excluded from the landscape of 

contemporary moral epistemology. We are now better positioned to see why that is 

a mistake. However, as I explained in Chapter 6, the idea should not be that 

expressivists have an account of the sources of knowledge, which can provide a 

secure foundation for our moral knowledge and dispel all sceptical worries. Unlike 

other views, expressivism is not in the business of responding to the sceptic. Still, 

whether we are dealing with sceptics or ordinary people, what is central for us in 

moral practice when we use epistemic concepts is to present and evaluate our moral 

views. And expressivists can argue that they provide as much vindication of those 

practices as we can reasonably ask from them. We can think of this in terms of the 

three steps that Bex-Priestley and Gamester (2023) explain quasi-realists need to go 

through to earn the right to and so vindicate aspects of our moral practice.  

First, expressivists need our epistemic evaluations to make sense; to show that they 

are meaningful. Expressivists already did well in this respect since most of them 

endorsed a form of epistemic expressivism according to which the meaning of 

epistemic evaluations is explained in terms of conventionally associated non-

representational mental states. Thus, given epistemic expressivism, it is easy to see 

how our epistemic evaluations are meaningful in an expressivist framework. 

Moreover, expressivists may not even need radically different conceptions of 

justification, knowledge, rationality and the rest to make good on this part of their 

project. As shown in the second part of the thesis, they can earn the right to some of 

the most central concepts used in those evaluations, like evidence, reliability and 

even a prioricity. The second step is to prove that there is nothing incoherent in 

making our ordinary epistemic evaluations for moral judgments and assuming 

expressivism is true. I believe this is the best place to locate the challenge of 

epistemic evaluability. The problem is that there seems to be something inconsistent 

in thinking of our moral judgements as desire-like and epistemically evaluable. And 

even if we understand those evaluations expressively, that tells us nothing about their 

proper objects. We can think about my discussion in the first part of the thesis as a 

way to understand and respond to that worry. In that way, expressivists should be 

confident that they can take the second step in vindicating our ordinary practices of 

epistemic evaluations.  

Lastly, the question is whether the practice is justified, given that expressivism is 

true. As Bex-Priestly and Gamester explain, this is, strictly speaking, a first-order 
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moral matter. But we can now easily see how that is the case. In moral practice, we 

often need correct responses to our moral questions of what to do, think or be. And 

our best approach is finding responses that are reliable, backed by evidence, justified, 

warranted, rational, count as knowledge, etc. Thus, we have excellent reasons to 

evaluate our moral judgments epistemically, even assuming expressivism is true. 

With these three steps, expressivists can vindicate our ordinary practices of epistemic 

evaluation, so there is no reason to exclude them from the landscape of contemporary 

moral epistemology. 

Over ten years ago, Mark Schroeder wrote: 

“[E]pistemological notions promise to be some of the hardest to get straight 

regarding what the right non-cognitivist account of them should be —not 

least because these epistemological notions are controversial in their own 

right. This is because, if someone knows something only if they truly believe 

it, then providing an expressivist account of knowledge will be at least as 

hard as providing an expressivist account of belief and providing an 

expressivist account of truth, put together —but non-cognitivist accounts of 

belief and of truth are themselves complicated topics, each in its own right. 

And that still leaves out whatever further condition is required to turn true 

belief into knowledge, which epistemologists have had enough trouble 

understanding, even on the assumption that noncognitivism is false. So, all 

told, there are excellent reasons to expect the epistemological issues facing 

expressivism to be very difficult, as well as being particularly difficult to 

resolve without first resolving general issues about logic, truth, and belief.” 

(2010: 139) 

I was unaware of that passage until I almost finished writing this dissertation. 

However, it is striking how much I came to agree with him about the fundamental 

problems of an expressivist moral epistemology and how difficult it would be to get 

the responses right. I hope the problems I presented give a fair articulation of that 

difficulty. But I also hope the accounts of epistemic evaluability and evaluations I 

offer go some way into addressing them. 

Some expressivists are likely to be familiar with some of the elements of the accounts 

presented; I hope the framing here is helpful to show how they can think more 

systematically about these issues and how different parts of their views connect with 

moral epistemology. While expressivists have been concerned with truth and 

correctness for moral judgments, the connection with epistemic evaluability has not 
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been properly established or explored. After all, the explicit articulation of the 

challenge of epistemic evaluability is very recent. The version of the challenge and 

responses I develop here should make the connection clear. Another example is the 

recent attention expressivists have devoted to moral explanations. The epistemic 

implications of those views have not been drawn, so I hope my accounts of evidence 

and reliability provide a helpful starting point. 

I am sure expressivists need to and want to say more about these issues, and these 

do not exhaust everything that needs to be addressed for a complete moral 

epistemology —for example, what are the consequences of this picture for things 

like moral testimony or moral learning? But I hope that with what I offer here, it is 

clear that the idea of an expressivist moral epistemology is not based on a category 

mistake. 
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