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Introduction 

In his book Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language, Saul Kripke argues 
that Wittgenstein has, in Philosophical Investigations, introduced a new 
form of philosophical scepticism. The conclusion of Wittgenstein’s sceptical 
argument is, according to Kripke, that “there can be no such thing as mean-
ing anything by any word. Each new application we make is a leap in the 
dark; any present intention could be interpreted so as to accord with anything 
we may choose to do.” 

This position has come to be known variously as meaning scepticism, se-
mantic scepticism, and content scepticism. It might seem to be a very radical 
standpoint; if words do not mean anything, if there is never any content to 
our utterances, the very idea of language would appear to be undermined. 
Kripke’s Wittgenstein is, however no misologist; he does not hold language 
to be worthless. In what he calls “the sceptical solution” he attempts to give 
an account of how such semantic terms as truth and meaning are neverthe-
less useful to us. 

Kripke’s book generated an extensive debate when it was published in the 
1980’s. Recently the debate has shifted focus away from the kind of radical 
meaning scepticism propounded by Kripke’s Wittgenstein. What has moved 
to the fore is the issue of the normativity of meaning. One of the objections 
levelled by Kripke’s Wittgenstein against attempts to give a factual ground-
ing of semantic phenomena is that they fail to account for the normativity of 
thought and meaning. This question can, however, be separated from the 
sceptical framework of Kripke’s book. This is what has happened in recent 
years. 

At a more general level, the concern is with what Owen Flanagan has 
called “the Really Hard Problem”, namely that of finding a place for mean-
ing in the material world. Flanagan’s phrase alludes to the so called “hard 
problem” in the philosophy of mind, namely that of accounting scientifically 
for phenomenal consciousness, of explaining the relation between neural 
structures and conscious sensations such as those of colour or pain. Flana-
gan’s idea is that it is a more difficult problem to account for the more cogni-
tively imbued phenomena associated with thinking and reasoning. The dis-
cussion generated by Kripke’s book can be seen as based on the suggestion 
that the reason for this difficulty lies in the fact that thought and meaning are 
normative. 
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The two main positions in the debate are, first, the normativist’s, which is 
in agreement with Kripke that semantic notions are normative in a way that 
poses problems for some influential conceptions of meaning, and second the 
antinormativist’s, which involves denying that meaning is normative, some-
times even finding this idea incoherent. 

The purpose of this essay is to investigate the debate concerning the nor-
mativity of thought and meaning, with particular emphasis on how, to a large 
extent, it originates with Kripke’s Wittgenstein book. This will involve dis-
cussing various central issues in the philosophy of rationality, since the 
norms involved are, at least as regards thought, often taken to be norms of 
rationality. The tentative conclusion is that there are various elements of 
normativity of thought and meaning, but that some of the arguments pre-
sented in the literature in favour of such a position are flawed, and that the 
kind of normativity is perhaps not of the nature usually envisaged. 

Here is an outline of the chapters of the essay, and their interconnections. 
In the first chapter, Kripke’s meaning sceptical argument is presented. The 
aim is to show how, once the difficulties connected with the meaning scepti-
cal position, and its supporting considerations, are brought out, the natural 
dialectical result is a form of semantic normativism. The reasons for this are 
(1) that the only argument of sufficient generality produced by Kripke hinges 
on the idea that meaning is normative, and (2) that the meaning sceptical 
position appears, on closer analysis, to be incoherent. Taking (1) and (2) 
together yields the conclusion that Kripke’s argumentation, as reconstructed 
with an aim to resolving its inherent tensions, is best taken to be directed not 
against the notion of a meaning fact as such, but rather against such concep-
tions that fail to account for the normative element of meaning. It is thus not 
a matter of a sceptical rejection of the notion of meaning. What is brought 
out, in dramatic form, by the sceptic, is the normativity inherent in thought 
and meaning. 

The first chapter is, then, directed mainly towards establishing (1) and (2). 
This leaves us with a semantic normativist position; a challenge directed 
against various understandings of the notion of meaning along too limited 
causal-descriptivist lines. It cannot, however, be said that such a recon-
structed position is offered a sufficiently comprehensive argument by 
Kripke’s text. What is given is merely the outline of a challenge. The details 
remain to be filled in. The rest of the essay is devoted to considering the 
various ways in which this might be done. A central figure in this regard is 
Paul Boghossian. In his influential discussion of Kripke’s book, he devel-
oped the normativity argument in a way that was important for the debate1. 
And in later papers he extended the arguments to concern the normativity of 
belief as well. It will be argued that his account is not entirely satisfactory. 

                                 
1 Paul Boghossian, “The Rule-Following Considerations”, Mind 1989 
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For this reason, we shall investigate whether there are other, closely related 
kinds of normativity that might fit the normativist’s argument. 

In the second chapter the idea, central to the normativist, of semantic 
norms is investigated. Some criticisms of this notion are discussed. The up-
shot is that even if these arguments fail to establish the incoherence of the 
notion of semantic normativity, it is warranted to consider whether the kind 
of normativity that Kripke’s sceptic employs might not be better sought at a 
more general level of thought and belief, from which whatever interesting 
linguistic forms of normativity there are could be derived. This, indeed, is 
the line taken by Boghossian in his later writings2. 

Something should be said here about the relation between meaning and 
belief, by means of which the normativity of meaning might be related to 
that of belief, and thought. On some conceptions of meaning the connection 
is explicit. Thus e.g., Grice’s account involves meaning something’s being 
constitutively related to intending people to believe in a certain manner. 
Boghossian’s approach is more general, and intended not to depend on any 
contentious ideas about meaning. He maintains that the reason that belief is 
constitutive of meaning is that one cannot grasp the notion of meaning with-
out grasping that of belief. This is why, he claims, the normativity of belief 
will transmit to meaning. In this context, it should be noted that similar ideas 
might lead one to the notion that the normativity of intention might be rele-
vant to that of meaning. This is, indeed, suggested by some of Kripke’s for-
mulations. 

In the remaining chapters of the essay certain of the arguments about the 
normativity of phenomena connected with meaning in such a way is investi-
gated.  

The notion of norms of belief faces an immediate challenge. It is com-
monly held that norms imply freedom, and also that we are not free to form 
our beliefs as we choose. The problem is as follows. If, in general, there is a 
norm concerning an activity A, say, to the effect that one ought to A, then it 
should be possible to A, and, somewhat more contentiously, also to refrain 
from A-ing. Such ideas have been contested, of course. But it would be un-
fortunate if the normativist about belief were forced to rely upon a highly 
controversial notion of normativity. It is therefore of some importance to 
investigate the extent to which belief forming is constrained, and how this 
affects the notion of norms of belief. This is done in the third chapter. The 
starting point is the famous essay by William James entitled “The Will to 
Believe”, and the discussion which it has generated3. James maintained that 
we are, under certain circumstances, free to choose our beliefs, the case of 

                                 
2 Paul Boghoosian, ”The Normativity of Content”, Philosophical Issues 2003; ”Is Meaning 
Normative?”, in Philosophy-Science-Scientific Philosophy, eds. Christian Nimtz and Ansgar 
Beckermann 2005 
3 William James, The Will to Believe and Other Essays in Popular Philosophy, 1889 
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primary interest to him being that of religious beliefs. More recently, this has 
led to a debate among epistemologists and other philosophers. Of relevance 
here is, primarily, some arguments of Bernard Williams’s4. The conclusion 
will be that while certain extreme forms of freedom are implausible in the 
case of belief, there is enough flexibility to warrant the acceptability of no-
tions of norms of belief. 

Having, hopefully, settled that difficulty, we shall move on, in the fourth 
chapter, to the specific norms that have been suggested as regards belief. 
They are of two kinds, corresponding to the different type of connections 
that are of importance for the nature of beliefs, namely the relations of infer-
ence between different beliefs, and the relation between belief and world that 
is truth value determining. Thus there are, on the one hand such putative 
norms as that to the effect that one ought to believe the logical consequences 
of held beliefs, and on the other hand e.g. the norm that one ought to believe 
only true propositions. These have been called horizontal and vertical norms 
respectively. 

The fourth chapter is concerned primarily with vertical norms. Boghos-
sian’s defence of such norms has been criticized in various ways in the de-
bate. Two prominent objections are first, that the norms are impossibly de-
manding, and second that they have the consequence that all facts are norma-
tive. The reason for this latter phenomenon is that, for the normativist, to 
every fact p, there corresponds a statement to the effect that one ought to 
believe that p. We shall see that although these objections are not entirely 
convincing, there is another way to construe norms of a vertical kind than 
the way that usually figures in the literature. The idea is to focus on the no-
tion that false beliefs are intrinsically bad. This might suffice to ground a 
normativity of belief that would have interesting consequences. 

In the fifth chapter the focus is on horizontal norms. Particular attention is 
given to some arguments recently propounded by Niko Kolodny5. The idea 
is that the notion of horizontal belief norms is untenable. There are no such 
demands of rationality as that one ought not to believe contradictions e.g. 
Kolodny argues for this conclusion partly on the basis of some considera-
tions regarding the scope of the ought operators figuring in the norms. This 
is an issue that has been the subject of considerable controversy in recent 
years. Focusing e.g. on the norm that one ought to believe the consequences 
of held beliefs, there are two possible interpretations of this. First, with B 
and O being the belief and ought-operators, wide scope O(Bp ∧ B(p → q) → 
Bq), and second, narrow scope Bp ∧ B(p → q) → OBq. Kolodny claims that 
the normativist is caught in a dilemma between these options. This argument 

                                 
4 Bernard Williams, ”Deciding to Believe”, in Language, Belief, and Metaphysics, eds. 
H.Kiefer and M.Munitz, 1970 
5 Niko Kolodny, ”Why be Rational?”, Mind, 2005, p. 509 
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will be subjected to criticism. The conclusion will, however, be that horizon-
tal normativity is less promising for the normativist than the vertical variety. 

Having discussed the possible kinds of belief normativity, we will turn, in 
the sixth and last chapter to another area of normativity which, as noted 
above, might have the consequences that Kripke’s sceptic envisages. What is 
at issue is the normativity of intentions. Kripke maintains that the relation 
between intention and future action is normative. Thus, if a person intends to 
perform a certain action, he ought, ceteris paribus, to perform that action. 
This claim might seem to be too strong, and it is the goal of the last chapter 
to investigate various alternative, and perhaps more plausible, views regard-
ing the normativity of intentions. What will be at issue are questions of 
commitment and consistency, and the role they play in the philosophy of 
action. This will be brought out by means of considering what is known as 
the toxin paradox. This is a problem about intentions and rationality that was 
first stated by Gregory Kavka6. The result of the discussion will be that there 
is a possibly interesting form of intentional normativity, which might be of 
relevance to the debate concerning Kripke’s normativity argument. 

What the present essay will, hopefully, have achieved is to have given an 
overview of the debate, with its various ramifications, and also to have indi-
cated those forms of normativity which might be of most interest for those 
who want to defend a normativist position, in the spirit of Kripke. 

                                 
6 Gregory Kavka, ”The Toxin Puzzle”, Analysis, 1983 
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Meaning Scepticism 

In this chapter Kripke’s meaning sceptical argument will be presented and 
given a preliminary evaluation. The purpose is to defend the thesis that the 
most convincing aspect of Kripke’s reasoning is that which concerns the 
normativity of meaning. The framework in which the normativity argument 
occurs, namely that of a sceptical paradox and solution, seems, however, to 
be dialectically unstable, possibly even self-refuting. The upshot of this is 
that the best way of developing Kripke’s theme is to focus on the normativ-
ity of thought and meaning not as establishing any form of scepticism, but 
rather as indicating the radically separate nature of semantic and intentional 
phenomena, as showing the difficulties that face attempts to account for 
meaning using only the language of the natural sciences. 

Paradox and Solution 
I shall follow Kripke in presenting the sceptical paradox in connection with 
the use of the mathematical sign “+”. The argument is meant to apply to all 
words however, not just mathematical terms.  I shall furthermore use 
Kripke’s style of presentation, imagining an encounter between myself and a 
meaning sceptic. 

To begin the Kripkean thought experiment, let us note that I have per-
formed many additions. Most of them have involved small sums, such as 
15+16=31. There is a limit to the terms involved, above which I have not 
performed any additions. Let us say that I have never added any numbers 
larger than 57. Suppose that I am to compute the sum 58+58. I give confi-
dently the answer 116. Here the Kripkean sceptic enters. 

He claims that I have given the wrong answer. The correct answer, if I am 
to mean the same thing now by “+” as I did in the past, is, he says, actually 
5. How am I to refute this claim? 

Merely citing my past practice is not enough. For all the sums I have 
computed could equally well be the values of the #-function, defined as fol-
lows: x#y=x+y, if x and y are both less than 58, otherwise x#y=5. Let us, in 
analogy with “plus” and “addition”, use the words “quus” and “quaddition” 
when speaking of this function. The sceptical claim that I meant quus by “+” 
in the past is, as we have seen, compatible with all my past computations. 
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In order to refute the sceptic I must mention something more than my past 
practice. One obvious strategy is to bring in rules and instructions in the 
discussion. After all, in performing the sums I followed some algorithm. 
Suppose, for example, that in adding x and y, I counted out x and y marbles 
from a bag, joined the marbles in a single heap, and then counted them. The 
sceptic can raise a similar objection to this algorithm. He can claim that what 
I did in the past was not to count, but to quount, where the result of quount-
ing x marbles is x, unless the marbles are in a heap made from two heaps, at 
least one of which contained more than 57 marbles, in which case the result 
is 5. My past practice is perfectly compatible with my having quounted in-
stead of counted the marbles. And, as is easily seen, this kind of sceptical 
counter hypothesis can be constructed in connection with any algorithm. 

Mental imagery is of no help either. Suppose, per impossibile, that I had a 
table of all sums in my head. I have to follow some rule in using this table to 
write down the sum. If I claim that I followed, in the past, the rule: look up 
the row with x+y in it and write down the number standing next to x+y, the 
sceptic can say that, actually, I followed the rule: look up the row with x+y 
in it and write down the number quext to x+y, where quext is suitably de-
fined. 

A different strategy suggests itself. Had I, in the past, been asked for the 
sum of 58+58, I would have answered 116. This is a fact about me. I had the 
disposition to answer in accordance with addition, not quaddition. And this 
determines that I meant plus. Here the sceptic replies that what I meant by a 
term cannot be identified with my disposition to use the term. There are sev-
eral reasons for this. In the first place we are disposed to make errors, in 
particular in connection with large numbers. But this does not mean that the 
function I intend to use is not plus but some systematically deviant (due to 
mistakes in carrying etc.) function. Secondly, there are sums that are simply 
too large for me to compute. Yet the addition function is defined for arbitrar-
ily large numbers. Furthermore, Kripke maintains, the dispositional account 
is clearly misguided, since it represents the relation between meaning and 
action as being descriptive, whereas in actuality it is normative. Meaning 
facts determine how I should use a term, not (just) how I will or would use 
it. 

Kripke’s sceptic concludes that there is no fact that determines that I 
meant plus and not quus. This is so even though “… there are no limitations, 
in particular, no behaviorist limitations, on the facts that may be cited to 
answer the sceptic. The evidence is not to be confined to that available to an 
external observer who can observe my overt behavior but not my internal 
mental state. … So whatever “looking into my mind” may be, the sceptic 
asserts that even if God were to do it, he still could not determine that I 
meant addition by “plus”.” (p. 14)7 
                                 
7 Page references are to Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language, p. 14 
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The sceptical challenge was formulated epistemologically: how do you 
know that you meant plus? But, Kripke says, it is not merely an epistemo-
logical kind of scepticism: “… nothing in my mental history of past behavior 
– not even what an omniscient God would know – could establish whether I 
meant plus or quus.” (p. 21). Even God, were he to survey all the facts of the 
world, would not find any meaning facts. This may be called metaphysical 
scepticism: there are no meaning facts. 

Kripke is not content to let matters rest with the mere conclusion that 
there are no meaning facts. Some account is needed, he concedes, of why we 
employ semantic terms. Even though no facts correspond to semantic state-
ments, their use may be expected to serve some important functions, and it is 
Kripke’s aim in what he calls “the sceptical solution” to provide an account 
of this function. Kripke distinguishes between “straight” and “sceptical” 
solutions to sceptical problems. The former consist in showing that the  scep-
tic is wrong, that the kind of phenomena whose existence or factuality was 
cast into doubt, do obtain. Descartes’s argumentation, may be taken as an 
example of such a solution. A sceptical solution, on the other hand, admits 
that there are no facts corresponding to the discourse in question, but gives 
an alternative construal of the relevant form of talk, one not requiring corre-
sponding facts of the traditionally envisaged kind, but which nevertheless 
demonstrates the usefulness of the discourse. Kripke has borrowed the 
phrase “sceptical solution” from Hume. It occurs in those passages of 
Hume’s writings where he refers to the force of habit as an explanation of 
our inductive practices. 

The idea, in Kripke’s solution, is to replace, regarding the problematic 
sentences, “the question, “What must be the case for this sentence to be 
true?” by two others: first, “Under what conditions may this form of words 
be appropriately asserted (or denied)?”; second, given an answer to the first 
question, “What is the role, and the utility, in our lives of our practice of 
asserting (or denying) the form of words under these conditions?”” (p. 73) 

As regards the first question, Kripke maintains, using a concrete example, 
that a person “is entitled, subject to correction by others, provisionally to 
say, “I mean addition by ‘plus’” whenever he has the feeling of confidence - 
“now I can go on!”” (p. 90) 

Concerning the second question, Kripke says that the utility comes from 
the fact that “[w]hen we pronounce that a [person] has mastered the rules of 
addition, we mean that we can entrust him to react as we do in interactions 
such as that … between [a] grocer and [a] customer … When the community 
denies of someone that he is following certain rules, it excludes him from 
various transactions”. (p. 93) 
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Varieties of Skepticism 
It will be useful, in evaluating Kripke’s position, to compare it with more 
traditional forms of scepticism. This will enable us to take a first step to-
wards focusing on the normativity of thought and meaning, towards showing 
how such phenomena form the centre of interest in the debate that Kripke’s 
writings have engendered. 

Modern varieties of scepticism share a common structure. They deal with 
the relation between two kinds of circumstances (situations, states of affairs 
etc.), A-circumstances and B-circumstances, say. The sceptical thesis is that 
given a specification, X, of A-circumstances, there are two different sets of 
B-circumstances, Y and Y´, such that both X combined with Y, and X com-
bined with Y´ are possible states of the world. The first of these states is the 
way we normally expect the world to be; the second is a rival sceptical hy-
pothesis. The possibility of the latter state is demonstrated by means of a 
story, a philosophical thought experiment, describing how the sceptical al-
ternative might obtain. 

If the A-circumstances are my sensory experiences, and the B-
circumstances are the situations of the external world, we obtain scepticism 
about the external world. The standard situation is one where my experi-
ences match the facts about my surroundings. The sceptical alternative may 
be characterized by the usual thought experiment in which scientists have 
placed my brain in a vat, feeding the nerve endings with false sensory infor-
mation. 

In case the A-circumstances are the states of my mind and the physical 
world, and the B-circumstances are the mental lives of other people, we have 
scepticism about other minds. To justify the sceptical alternative, where the 
B-circumstances are empty, we tell a story about other people being mind-
less zombies, behaving just like us, but lacking consciousness. 

Other possibilities include scepticism about the past, and scepticism about 
induction. 

A sceptical argument, as I have described it, demonstrates that certain 
classes of circumstances are independent of each other. The point is usually 
taken to be an epistemological one: knowledge of A-circumstances does not 
give us knowledge of B-circumstances. However, seen as a thesis about in-
dependence, scepticism has a metaphysical character as well. If A-
circumstances are somehow conceived as privileged, as all that is real, the 
sceptical argument takes the form of a reductio ad absurdum of the notion of 
there being B-circumstances at all. This, it seems, is the structure of Kripke’s 
metaphysical meaning scepticism. 

There is, however, an important disanalogy between Kripkean meaning 
scepticism and other, more common forms of scepticism. In the cases de-
scribed above, scepticism was established through a thought experiment: a 
philosophical story was told about how the A- and B-circumstances were 
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connected in the sceptical alternative. We find no such comprehensive 
thought experiment in Kripke’s text. And there is good reason for this; in the 
semantic case we simply do not have intuitions that are strong enough for the 
forming of such thought experiments. We have no clear and unique idea of 
the relation between semantic and non-semantic facts. And there is no 
agreement as to the nature of the A-circumstances (the evidence for our 
statements) in the semantic case. In general, if X-scepticism of the kind de-
scribed, where X is some discourse, is to be developed, one needs an idea of 
what phenomena the X-judgements are based on (the A-circumstances) and 
a picture of the relation between these phenomena and the object of the dis-
course (the B-circumstances). If X=semantics, or X=ethics e.g., these condi-
tions are not fulfilled. This is different from, for example, the case of exter-
nal world scepticism. We have a very clear and detailed picture of how sen-
sory experiences and external events are connected; it is this that allows us to 
set up the thought experiment in which the scientists manipulate the sub-
ject’s brain.  

The structure of Kripke’s argument is determined by his insistence that 
the defender of meaning claims must state facts which determine what is 
meant: “ … the sceptic … questions whether there is any fact that I meant 
plus, not quus, that will answer [the] sceptical challenge.” (p. 11). Here the 
trivial answer “The fact that I meant plus” is not allowed. It is demanded of 
the non-sceptic that he tell a story which connects semantic facts with non-
semantic facts. Kripke’s sceptic considers a number of such responses, dis-
missing them one by one, applying, except in the case of dispositionalism, 
the sceptical method described above, which is available once we have a 
theory of A- and B-circumstances. This way in which meaning scepticism is 
derived from the rejection of a number of proposed semantic theories is, 
however, problematic. From the fact that no theory has managed so far to 
account for certain phenomena, we do not normally conclude that no such 
theory is possible. To do so would be a case of illegitimate inductive reason-
ing. If we were allowed to make such inductive generalizations over theories 
we could have concluded in the past that no theory of electricity was possi-
ble, and we could conclude now that no theory of consciousness is possible. 
The non-sceptic may concede to Kripke that no theory which avoids scepti-
cal consequences has so far been presented, but insist that we have good 
reasons to continue looking for one.  

Kripke’s demand for facts also has the effect of ruling out automatically 
some of the most natural responses to the sceptic: those that cite, not facts, 
but general principles which determine the way we talk about meaning. 
Thus, one reason why the quus-hypothesis seems so bizarre is that we would 
have no use for the quus-function. It would be irrational to have a word for 
such a function, and not for the ordinary addition function. And, if there is 
no evidence to the contrary, we may assume that people behave rationally. 
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The burden of proof is on whoever claims that, contrary to appearances, 
someone behaved irrationally.  

Other principles could be cited; that I meant plus seems to be a simpler 
explanation of my past behaviour than that I meant quus. Kripke does con-
sider this reply. But he dismisses it quickly: “Let no one – under the influ-
ence of too much philosophy of science – suggest that the hypothesis that I 
meant plus is to be preferred as the simplest hypothesis. … God, or some 
appropriate being who could see the facts … directly, would have no need 
for … simplicity considerations to decide between hypothesis.”8 The argu-
ment seems to be that since God, who does not need simplicity considera-
tions, cannot find any meaning facts, it is futile to use simplicity considera-
tions to justify meaning talk. But how do we form our picture of all the facts 
which God can survey? Physicists constantly use inference to the best expla-
nation and simplicity considerations in building their picture of what facts 
there are. The same sceptical argument could be directed against them. We 
could ask, for a certain purported physical fact p, what fact makes it the case 
that p, disallowing the trivial answer “The fact that p”. In case the reason for 
stating that p had to do with simplicity considerations, or similar principles, 
the physicists would be unable to answer the question. 

The problems with Kripke’s meaning scepticism that have been pointed 
out above stem from the lack of consensual overview in the case of seman-
tics compared with that of more established forms of scepticism. This is 
dealt with, implicitly, by Kripke, through a shifting of the burden of proof, 
effected by the demand for facts. As we have seen, this must be regarded as 
less than entirely satisfying. There are, however, parts of Kripke’s argumen-
tation which do not fit the indicated pattern, namely his objections against 
dispositional meaning facts. Here we may find the beginnings of a general 
argument against broad varieties of putative meaning facts, involving, most 
saliently, the notion that meaning is normative. This line of reasoning will be 
pursued in the rest of this essay. It will however be of importance to estab-
lish exactly what position might be fruitfully defended by means of Kripkean 
arguments. The point is that meaning scepticism is an unstable position, 
possibly even self-refuting, and that the normativity argument is better seen 
as being directed at certain types of putative meaning facts, specifically 
those that are identified by means of a physicalistic vocabulary9. 

Problems of the Solution    
Some of the difficulties with Kripke’s position may be brought out by means 
of a closer consideration of his sceptical solution. Here, elements which 

                                 
8 Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language, p. 38 
9 A similar point is made by Anandi Hattiangadi in Oughts and Thoughts 
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point to the instability, if not incoherence, of meaning scepticism, are clearly 
present. 

First, it should be noted that there is a difference, which Kripke does not 
mention, between the semantic sceptical solution and Hume’s sceptical solu-
tion, namely that the former shows the utility, rather than merely the cause of 
the practice in question. The difference is that between detailing the value of 
the practice, and merely giving a description of what sustains it. We may 
thus distinguish between strong sceptical solutions (Kripke’s) and weak 
sceptical solutions (Hume’s). Strong sceptical solutions give justifications, 
rather than merely explanations, of the practices in question. 

One problem with strong sceptical solutions is that they must not be too 
strong; the demonstration of the utility of the discourse in question must not 
be such as to ground facts corresponding to the statements of the discourse. 
This is one of the issues which will guide the present examination of 
Kripke’s solution.  

Another problem, one specific to the case of semantics, is that of the 
range of the solution. Often, in Kripke’s discussion, the concern is not just 
with semantics, but with language in general10. Such intermingling of seman-
tic and general linguistic questions is not uncommon, given the connection 
usually taken to exist between semantics and the characterization of the es-
sential function of language. One might, however, suppose that it would be 
part of meaning scepticism to question this connection. Failure to observe 
this point lends greater weight to the charge that meaning scepticism is self-
refuting. 

It would, of course, be difficult to account for the utility of semantics 
without employing some general notion of the nature of language. But that is 
part of the background to the solution, not of its objective. It is one thing to 
show how semantics can be useful without there being any meaning facts, 
another to show how language in general can be useful under such circum-
stances. To see in more detail how these difficulties affect Kripke’s account, 
let us consider the assertion conditions that he specifies. 

Kripke says that “Jones is entitled, subject to correction by others, provi-
sionally to say, “I mean addition by ‘plus’,” whenever he has the feeling of 
confidence – “now I can go on!” – that he can give correct responses in new 
cases; and he is entitled, again provisionally and subject to correction by 
others, to judge a new response to be ‘correct’ simply because it is the re-
sponse he is inclined to give. These inclinations (both Jones’s general incli-
nation that he has ‘got it’ and his particular inclination to give particular 
answers in particular addition problems) are to be regarded as primitive.” 

What is discussed in this quote are the assertion conditions not only for “I 
mean addition by ‘plus’”, but also for “This response is correct”, i.e. for 

                                 
10 This has been noted by Arthur Collins in ”On the Paradox Kripke Finds in Wittgenstein”, 
Midwest Studies in Philosophy 1992 
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“’x+y=z’ is correct” for arbitrary x, y, z, and thus, it seems, also for “x+y=z”, 
and, by extension, for any statement whatsoever. The upshot of this appears 
to be that Jones is, for any sentence P, entitled to assert P, provisionally, and 
subject to correction by others, if he is inclined to assert P; other people are 
entitled to correct him if they are not inclined to assert P. If Kripke were to 
claim that this is all we can say about language then his scepticism would 
come close to being a scepticism about language in general, not just about 
semantics. And this would be, if not inconsistent in itself, at least incompati-
ble with some of Kripke’s stated aims. It might e.g. be asked how he could, 
under such conditions, make sense of the notion that certain discourses are 
factual and others not. Again, the problem concerns the factuality of the so-
lution, given that the conclusion of the sceptical paradox has been accepted. 

Another difficulty with Kripke’s reference to assertion conditions is that it 
might be incompatible with the sceptical paradox. This would be a case of 
the danger mentioned above with strong solutions: that they risk becoming 
too strong. Colin McGinn mentions such an objection11: 

The sceptical paradox threatens to undermine our ascription of rules to our-
selves and others; the sceptical solution aims to preserve such ascriptions in 
the face of their unfactuality by providing an alternative account of what is 
involved in the ascription of rules. The alternative account uses the idea of 
assertibility conditions for a semantic sentence (or criteria for ascribing a se-
mantic predicate); but this idea is precisely the idea of rules for assertion (or 
ascription) – so has not the sceptical solution presupposed what it undertook 
to explain?  

McGinn does not, however, find this argument to have force:  

It is certainly true that the sceptical solution itself employs the notion of a 
rule of assertion in its account of the meaning of ‘he is following rule R in us-
ing sign S’; but this is objectionable only if the claim was to give a reductive 
analysis of the notion of a rule, or to dispense with this notion altogether. 
However, this is not how the sceptical solution is intended: it is intended only 
as a descriptive account of the language-game of ascribing mastery of rules to 
people, not as an account of what following a rule consists in.  

Now, if Kripke is to be considered as propounding a general rule scepticism, 
and if the central descriptive device of his sceptical solution, that of assertion 
conditions, involves the notion of a rule, it has to be concluded that the scep-
tical solution is non-factual. And it seems questionable whether a non-factual 
account may qualify as descriptive. For these reasons, the argument seems, 
pace McGinn, to be pointing to a genuine difficulty for Kripke. These issues 
will be discussed further in the next section. 

                                 
11 McGinn, Wittgenstein on Meaning, Blackwell 1984, p. 183. He ascribes the argument to 
Hartry Field. 
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The upshot of Kripke’s account is that semantics is a regulative practice; 
its purpose is to ensure uniformity of behaviour. At least, this is what is sug-
gested by his claims that the utility of semantic terms comes from their use 
to indicate that a person “can [be] entrust[ed] to react as we do in interac-
tions”, and to exclude deviant individuals. There are, however, some pas-
sages in the exposition of the solution, which seem to contradict this view: 
“There is no objective fact ... that explains our agreement in particular cases. 
Rather our license to say of each other that we all mean addition by ‘+’ is 
part of a ‘language game’ that sustains itself only because of the brute fact 
that we generally agree.” Further down on the same page, Kripke again 
stresses that “[t]he regularity has to be taken as a brute fact.” 

But if the utility is to consist in a regulative function, then it seems that it 
would not necessarily be the case that the regularities would have to be taken 
as a brute fact. For there would be the possibility of explaining them with 
reference to the employment, by the participants, of semantic discourse to 
exclude individuals. The claim that the regularities, such as there are, must 
be regarded as unexplainable is incompatible with the claims regarding the 
utility of semantic discourses. For if the regulation is to have a value, it must 
be a regulation towards some regularity. Sometimes Kripke seems to regard 
the semantic statements as mere epiphenomena. Thus, in describing an anal-
ogy with Hume, he says that “[t]he Humean argues that any … use of causal 
powers to explain the regularity [of the concomitance of heat and fire] is 
meaningless. Rather we play a language game that allows us to attribute such 
a causal power to the fire as long as the regularity holds up.” He claims that 
the same holds for the semantic case. But if this were so, it seems that se-
mantic statements would have no utility at all. For if they are not causally 
efficacious as regards behaviour, one might ask what value they can have, 
except, perhaps, that of giving a spurious sense of security that we will all 
“go on in the same way”. All these difficulties have to do, I think, with a 
certain instability of Kripke’s position, something which will be developed 
in more detail in the next section. 

Skeptical Self-Refutation 
One of the main objections that have been directed against Kripke’s meaning 
skepticism, and also against other similar positions amounting to a form of 
eliminativism about intentional and semantic phenomena, is that it is inco-
herent or self-refuting. Thus if the rejection of meaning ascriptions extends 
to notions of asserting and stating, then, as e.g. Scott Soames notes, the skep-
tic cannot succeed in what someone propounding a philosophical position is 
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usually taken to be doing, i.e. stating and demonstrating a truth12; for if the 
skeptic has succeeded in stating his position - which involves the claim that 
there is no such fact as anyone ever stating anything - he has thereby refuted 
it. This is not a matter of straightforward self-refutation, as in asserting 
something that implies, directly, its own negation, but rather a question of 
the conditions for success of the speech act in question being incompatible 
with what is said by means of the speech act. The situation is similar to that 
involving the statement “I do not exist”, or “This is not a statement”, rather 
than to that of “This statement is false”. In other words, it is a case of what 
John Mackie has called pragmatic self-refutation13. 

There are several ways in which the skeptic might contest such a charge 
of self-refutation. First he might deny that skepticism about meaning ascrip-
tions will spread to other semantic notions such as that of assertion; this 
amounts to conservatively restricting the skepticism. Second, and alterna-
tively, he might embrace an expansive skepticism, but avoid contradiction 
by rejecting the account of the success conditions of the speech act given 
above, perhaps giving an alternative account of what is going on in the pres-
entation of an argument, and in speaking in general, that does not use the 
controversial notions. On closer inspection, this second strategy, insofar as it 
involves presenting an alternative account, will reveal the skepticism as be-
ing less radical than the first formulations suggested; indeed, it might raise 
doubts as to the appropriateness of the labels of “skepticism” and “nihil-
ism”14. For it may be asked why the alternative notions employed by the 
skeptic in his account do not deserve the standard semantic labels such as 
“meaning”; Is not meaning precisely that - whatever it is - which makes the 
utterance of a sentence an act of communication? The skeptic now appears 
merely to be rejecting a certain view of what meaning is, offering instead an 
alternative conception of his own. Returning to the example above, this is 
similar to the case of someone paradoxically uttering the sentence “I do not 
exist”, not intending thereby to literally deny his own existence, but rather to 
express his rejection of certain theoretically loaded conceptions of what a 
subject is, of what personhood consists in.  

Thus the skeptic, or nihilist, faces the problem of defending himself 
against charges of incoherence without trivializing his position by making it 
into a case of a standard debate between different meaning theoretical posi-
tions, where the original formulation of his thesis appears like a misleading 
device of rhetorical dramatization. This difficulty is particularly acute for 
Kripke, who wants to give an alternative account of language with his skep-
tical solution. In this section we shall look first at some more refined varie-
                                 
12 Scott Soames, ”Facts, Truth Conditions, and the Skeptical Solution to the Rule-Following 
Paradox”, Language, Mind and Ontology 1998 
13 John L. Mackie, ”Self-Refutation - a Formal Analysis”,The Philosophical Quarterly 1964 
14 The labels ”skepticism”, ”nihilism”, and ”eliminativism” will, unless otherwise indicated, 
be used, in this section, as more or less interchangeable. 
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ties of the general self-refutation argument above that have been given in the 
literature, and then attempt an evaluation of their relevance to Kripke’s spe-
cific meaning skeptical position. 

The philosopher who has treated the issue of meaning skeptical incoher-
ence in most detail is Paul Boghossian; but we shall also have occasion to 
consider arguments propounded by Crispin Wright and Scott Soames and 
evaluate complaints, along the lines indicated above, that have been raised 
against such arguments by Michael Devitt15. 

Boghossian intends his argument to apply not only to the views put for-
ward by Kripke, but also to other forms of what might be called meaning 
nihilism, or more generally content nihilism, such as the claims made by 
Patricia and Paul Churchland to the effect that psychological discourse is 
radically incoherent and should be replaced, as soon as science has advanced 
far enough, by neurophysiological talk, and to Quine’s thesis about the non-
objectivity of meaning, grounded in his considerations concerning radical 
translation16.  

Boghossian does not employ the kind of argument sketched above. His 
discussion is more refined, resting on (1) an investigation of the general na-
ture of nihilist theses, of what their paradigmatic formulation is, and (2) a 
focus on a specific and basic semantic notion, namely that of truth condi-
tions. This means that he does not have to demonstrate, as in the argument 
above, that the nihilism would spread to pragmatic notions such as that of 
assertion. 

Consider, first, the general notion of nihilism, about a certain subject mat-
ter, represented by a predicate P, which e.g. in the case of P=“Morally 
Right” yields ethical nihilism, with P=”Beautiful” results in aesthetic nihil-
ism. Boghossian distinguishes between two different forms of nihilism. First, 
an error conception of the P-discourse, according to which individuals em-
ploying the predicate typically aim to state facts; they want to say things 
about objects’ having, and not having the property the predicate denotes. But 
insofar as these statements entail that there exist elements falling under the 
predicate, such as with statements of the form “P(a)”, they will inevitably 
assert falsehoods, for the extension of P, is, maintains the error theorist, 
empty. 

This kind of nihilism is to be contrasted with non-factualism, an impor-
tant difference being that whereas the error theorist regards the participants 
of the discourse as being deluded - they think that the predicate has a non-

                                 
15 Paul Boghossian, ”The Status of Content”, The Philosophical Review 1990; Crispin Wright, 
”Kripke’s account of the Argument Against Private Language”, The Journal of Philosophy 
1984; Scott Soames, ”Facts, Truth Conditions, and the Skeptical Solution to the Rule-
Following Paradox”, Language, Mind and Ontology 1998; Michael Devitt, ”Transcendental-
ism About Content”, Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 1990 
16 W.V.O. Quine, Word and Object, Cambridge University Press 1960; Paul Churchland, 
Matter and Consciousness, The MIT Press 1984 
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empty extension - the non-factualist finds that the fault lies with those theo-
reticians who have a mistaken view of the nature of the discourse. P-
statements are not - first impressions notwithstanding - employed to state 
facts, but rather to perform some other function such as that of directly influ-
encing the addressee, or of giving vent to an emotion. The statements are 
non-factual. 

As to the precise formulations of these positions, the error conception of-
fers no difficulties; it could be stated by means of the claim that all sentences 
of the form “P(a)” are false. The non-factualist view is more delicate. Bog-
hossian takes it to consist in two claims: (1) The predicate P does not denote 
a property; and (2) The overall (atomic) declarative sentence in which P 
appears does not express a truth condition. Of these he claims that (2) fol-
lows from (1).  

The next step in Boghossian’s discussion is to investigate the particular 
case of semantic nihilism. As mentioned, he assumes that P=”Has truth con-
ditions”. The attempted refutation of the error thesis is, corresponding to the 
simpler formulation of the position, less complicated than that of non-
factualism. Elaborating the argument, for the sake of clarity, in more techni-
cal detail than is present in the original, it may be stated as follows. First 
there is an auxiliary premise  

 
(*) ∀S (S is false → ∃p S has truth condition p) 

The argument Boghossian gives for (*) is that a sentence’s truth value is 
determined by its truth conditions in conjunction with the relevant state of 
the world; thus if it has a truth value, it must have truth conditions that de-
termine this truth value. A similar premise is, as we shall see, crucial also to 
Boghossian’s argument against non-factualism, and to an anti-skeptical ar-
gument propounded by Wright17. Accepting (*), for the moment, we can 
continue as follows18: 
 

(1) ∀S,p ‘S has truth conditions p’ is false (The error thesis) 
(2) ‘Z has truth condition q’ is false (Instantiation in (1)) 
(3) ∃p ‘Z has truth condition q’ has truth condition p ((2), (*)) 
(4) ‘Z has truth condition q’ has truth condition r (Instantiation in 

(3)) 
(5) ‘‘Z has truth condition q’ has truth condition r’ is true ((4) and Tarski) 
(6) ‘‘Z has truth condition q’ has truth condition r’ is false (Instantiation (1)) 

                                 
17 Crispin Wright, ”Kripke’s account of the Argument Against Private Language”, The Jour-
nal of Philosophy 1984  
18 ”’” is meant to represent corner quotes. 
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Michael Devitt objects against this, first that “Boghossian’s argument … 
depends on there being no equivocation in [(1)]”. His idea is that the elimi-
nativist could be employing two different notions of truth and falsity in (1), 
and thus manage to avoid the contradiction. “Truth” in “truth conditions”19, 
Devitt notes, need not stand opposed to the employment of “false” that forms 
the end of (1). For it could be that the falsity ascription is a deflationary one, 
serving as nothing over and above a device for negating the sentence to 
which falsity is ascribed, while the employment of the truth predicate in the 
phrase “truth conditions” corresponds to a more substantial notion of truth 
than the deflationary one. This does not, however, as Devitt seems to think, 
serve to straightforwardly block Boghossian’s reasoning; for his argument 
does not depend on there being a direct opposition between the employments 
of truth and falsehood.  
It might be asked, however, whether the distinction suggested by Devitt 
could undermine the premise (*). The idea is that the meaning nihilist is to 
be represented as objecting to the idea that the falsity of a sentence, in the 
deflationary sense, entails the possession, by the sentence, of truth conditions 
corresponding to a robust notion of truth. But it might be argued, in the spirit 
of Boghossian’s support of (*), that the very sorting of sentences into true 
and false, whatever other features we associate the sorting predicates - true 
and false - with, must be achieved by some feature of the sentences, in con-
junction with the relevant states of the world; furthermore this feature is 
what should be called “truth conditions”. On this understanding, what the 
truth conditions are does not depend on one’s notion of truth, whether it is a 
deflationary or a more substantial one. There are not different notions of 
truth conditions corresponding to different notions of truth; rather, what 
leads to such variation as to the idea of truth conditions are differences in the 
conception of what determines truth. If the meaning nihilist is aiming to 
reject one of these notions of truth conditions - and not the general idea of 
truth conditions - then it would be disingenuous of him to use the formula-
tion (1). He should instead say something along the lines of “It is always 
false to say of a sentence that it has truth conditions of such-and-such a na-
ture, because there are no such truth conditions. Truth conditions do not have 
that property.” We here have a case of the dialectic indicated above, where 
the meaning nihilist appears, in the end, to be occupying a position within 
the debate as to what is the proper meaning theory, rather than that of some-
one who rejects the very notion of meaning. In other words, it would be mis-
leading for him to call himself a meaning nihilist. 
Devitt has a further suggestion as to a possible response to Boghossian’s 
error argument. This involves the radical move of repudiating all notions of 
truth and falsity. The proponent of such a strategy, who Devitt calls an “aus-
tere eliminativist”, would “[o]f course … not say that something is false in 
                                 
19 Michael Devitt, ”Transcendentalism About Content”, Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 1990 
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describing her own position”. Nevertheless, such an individual would use 
some analogue of ‘false’, say ‘B’, which, says Devitt, we can think of as 
“Bad”, or perhaps “Disconfirmed”. The austere eliminativist would formu-
late the error thesis as 

 
(7)  ∀S,p ‘S has truth conditions p’ is B 

One might ask here, again, exactly how radical this thesis is. Does it amount 
to a repudiation of all semantic notions? Does it entail the rejection of all 
notions of meaning? It might be argued that meaning is that, whatever its 
further nature is, which determines, together with the world, the central 
evaluation of sentences. Meaning, in the austere eliminativist’s case would 
be B-conditions. And this opens up for a restatement of Boghossian’s argu-
ment, with “truth conditions” replaced by “B-conditions”. Of course, the 
eliminativist may not want to repudiate the notion of B-condition. But, then 
again, the position is less radical than first impressions suggest. 
There is more to be said about the premise (*), and we shall do so later on; 
but before that Boghossian’s argument against non-factualist nihilism should 
be considered. 
The argument proceeds in two stages. First, Boghossian tries to show that 
any nihilist position needs to assume a robust, as opposed to a merely defla-
tionary, notion of truth. Then he argues that the specifically semantic form of 
nihilism involves the rejection of such a conception of truth. 
As regards the first stage, Boghossian talks of a sentence’s being truth condi-
tional, its having truth conditions, and its being apt for truth as amounting to 
the same thing. From this it follows that on a deflationary view of truth, all 
significant sentences have truth conditions. For such sentences are all apt for 
deflationary truth. Because of this, anyone wanting to deny of certain sig-
nificant sentences that they are factual must, given, as Boghossian insists, 
that factuality amounts to possession of truth conditions, employ a notion of 
truth different from the deflationary one. This Boghossian refers to as a “ro-
bust” truth predicate, and claims, furthermore, that it must denote “some sort 
of real, language-independent property”. 
The second stage involves the notion of nihilism about the target predicate 
“Has truth condition p”. Boghossian considers the two claims: 

 
(1) ∀p “Has truth condition p” is not a property 
(2) Truth is not a property 

(2) follows, he says, from (1). This he aims to show, as follows, employing 
a, by now, familiar kind of reasoning. Truth is determined by two factors: 
truth conditions and the world. So, if the former is non-factual (is not a prop-
erty), then truth too must be non factual (not a property). Thus a contradic-
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tion has been derived, since it was established in the first stage of the argu-
ment that any non-factualist must take truth to be a robust property. 

In some ways, this line of reasoning appears unnecessarily elaborate. It 
seems that Boghossian does not need to take the detour involving talk about 
truth’s being or not being a property, for, as I shall attempt to show in a mo-
ment, a form of reasoning employed by Scott Soames might be adapted to fit 
Boghossian’s concerns20. To see why Boghossian’s employment of the no-
tion of property is problematic, let us return to the argument above, specifi-
cally the derivation of the non-factualist’s need of a “real, language-
independent” property of truth. This was supposed to follow from the phe-
nomenon that a deflationary use of truth would result in all significant sen-
tence’s being truth conditional, i.e. factual. But all that is needed to avoid 
this is a truth predicate which is inapplicable to at least some significant sen-
tences. Some story would have to be told about this predicate, some explana-
tion given of why it does not apply to all the sentences. But it is not clear 
that this would necessitate the characterization of the predicate as a lan-
guage-independent property in the rather substantial sense that Boghossian 
seems to have in mind. This could perhaps be fixed by employing some less 
demanding and more refined notion of property. But it seems that the gist of 
Boghossian’s argument can be preserved while avoiding any talk about 
properties. This may be done by means of the following Soames-style argu-
ment. 

There are two auxiliary premises, where “Tc” is the predicate “Has truth 
conditions”: 

 
(Δ) Tc(‘∀x P(x)’) → Tc(‘P(t)’) (For some term t) 
(#) Tc(‘S’) ↔ Tc(‘¬S’) 

The premises articulate intuitive principles concerning logical constructions 
and truth conditionality. If a statement governed by a universal quantifier is 
truth conditional, then the same should hold for all the instantiations; all that 
is needed for the argument, however, is that this applies to some instantia-
tion. As regards the second premise, of a statement and its negation, it can be 
said that the only options are that either both of them or none of them are 
truth conditional. 

Here is the argument: 
 

(1) ∀S ¬Tc(‘Tc(S)’)  (Non-factualism) 
(2) Tc(‘∀S ¬Tc(‘Tc(S)’)’) (Non-factualism is factual) 
(3) Tc(‘¬Tc(‘Tc(t)’)’)  ((2), (Δ)) 
(4) Tc(‘Tc(‘Tc(t)’)’)  ((3), (#)) 

                                 
20 Scott Soames, ”Facts, Truth Conditions, and the Skeptical Solution to the Rule-Following 
Paradox”, Language, Mind and Ontology 1998 
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(5) ¬Tc(‘Tc(‘Tc(t)’)’)  (Instantiation with ‘Tc(t)’ in (1)) 

Michael Devitt is, as noted, one of the harshest critics of Boghossian’s ar-
gumentation. His general objection is that Boghossian imposes upon the 
meaning nihilist formulations that such a theorist would avoid using; thus, 
Devitt claims, the meaning nihilist would not himself employ, outside of 
quotes, the very notion that he is calling into doubt. Boghossian is able to 
derive inconsistencies only by assuming that the meaning nihilist uses, in 
denying the factuality of semantic statements, the target semantic predicates 
occurring in those sentences. 

Thus Devitt would reject the above argument, claiming that the non-
factualist should not formulate his position by employing the notion of truth-
conditions. It should be noted, however, that some notion of non-factuality 
needs to be employed. And if the standard semantic terms are not allowed, it 
seems that the non-factualist would have to develop some rather elaborate 
theory about what non-factuality amounts to. This would, presumably, in-
volve some elements of a semantic theory, even if it is a highly non-standard 
one. For factuality seems to be a semantic notion.  

The non-factualist is caught in a dilemma; he has to steer clear of two 
dangers. On the one hand looms the trivialization of his position by making 
it too narrow and specific. On the other hand is the danger that the exten-
siveness of his rejection of semantic notions will leave him unable to formu-
late his non-factualism in a consistent way. The latter problem is exacerbated 
by the need, which the non-factualist presumably feels, to limit his non-
factualism to semantic statements. For there is a clear danger that a semantic 
non-factualism will entail global non-factualism, i.e. the claim that there are 
no facts of the matter about anything. The non-factualist should, to block 
this, be able to point to some statements that are factual. But this seems to 
have to involve giving an account of how these statements manage to be 
about facts, to correspond, in some sense to facts. And such an account 
would amount to laying the ground for the re-introduction of semantic no-
tions. 

Even if the nihilist may, as Devitt suggests, reject formulations involving 
truth conditions, there still remains problems, then, as to how he is to formu-
late his non-factualism. Soames’s original argument exploits these difficul-
ties. It may be represented, with some added technical details, and some 
generalization, as follows. 

M is a meta-linguistic predicate used to single out the semantic sentences 
that are the non-factualist’s target. In Soames’s case, M=”is a meaning as-
cription”. F is the predicate used for stating factualism, for Soames, 
F=”expresses a proposition”. There are three auxiliary premises, motivated 
in the same fashion as (Δ) and (#) above. 

 
(Γ) ∀S (F(‘¬S’) → F(‘S’)) 
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(Λ) ∀A (F(‘∃xAx’) → F(‘At’)) for some substitution instance t 
(Θ) ∀R,S (F(‘R∧S’) → F(‘R’)∧F(‘S’)) 

The argument is as follows. 
 

(1) ¬∃x(M(x)∧F(x)) (Non-factualism) 
(2) F(‘¬∃x(M(x)∧F(x))’) (Non-factualism is factual) 
(3) F(‘∃x(M(x)∧F(x))’) ((2), (Γ)) 
(4) F(‘(M(t)∧F(t))’) ((3), (Λ)) 
(5) F(‘M(t)’)∧F(‘F(t)’)  

Thus, either of ¬F(‘M(t)’) and ¬F(‘F(t)’) leads to a contradiction. Soames’s 
further argumentation depends on showing that the non-factualist is commit-
ted to the claim ¬F(‘F(t)’), and is thus caught in an inconsistency. Before 
finishing the exposition of that argument, let us, however, make a brief de-
tour by considering the alternative option of maintaining that the non-
factualist is committed to the claim ¬F(‘M(t)’), i.e. to the idea that classifi-
cations of statements as meaning ascriptions are non-factual. As the argu-
ment is formulated it is not a very plausible option. But it does point to a 
difficulty for the non-factualist. What is at stake in the debate concerning 
meaning nihilism is the factuality of a certain class of target statements, con-
taining specified semantic predicates. Fixing on a particular language, these 
sentences may be syntactically identified, as in the argument above. But the 
nihilist presumably wants to advocate a more ambitious thesis: namely that 
not just these predicates in this language, here and now, are non-factual, but 
that any similar predicates, any substitutes we might come up with, and any 
equivalents in other languages are also non-factual. It is not only “meaning” 
that is non-factual, but also “sens” in French, “Sinn” in German etc. But then 
the question arises as to how the nihilist is to identify these words without 
referring to their meaning. It seems that he has to rely on the meaning of 
“meaning” in stating his thesis, more broadly construed. So at least one word 
must have a meaning. This is not an inescapable conclusion but it does point 
to a problem. It might be that the nihilist could identify some aspect of the 
employment of predicates that, while falling short of being meaning consti-
tuting, does serve to pick out what we intuitively regard as semantic predi-
cates. 

Returning now to Soames’s actual argument, the final step, the derivation 
of ¬F(‘F(t)’), and thus of a contradiction rests on the claim 

 
(Ψ) ∀x M(‘F(x)’) 

which, combined with (1), yields ¬F(‘F(t)’). With the predicates that 
Soames employs, i.e. M=”is a meaning ascription”, and F=”expresses a 
proposition” what (Ψ) says is that statements about whether sentences ex-
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press propositions are themselves meaning ascriptions. This might be con-
tested, but the more important objection is that - as Devitt would be quick to 
point out - it is dubious whether the non-factualist has to use such a theoreti-
cally loaded notion as that of a proposition. 

Regardless, however, of whether Soames’s particular reasoning succeeds, 
the generalized version of the argument illustrates well the difficulty, men-
tioned above, that the non-factualist faces, namely the problem of construct-
ing a non-factualism that is interestingly extensive regarding the semantic 
notions covered, while still being possible to formulate in a way that is not 
self-refuting. For it might be possible to find some suitable semantic cate-
gory M, which would be included in the non-factualist’s rejection, such that, 
at the same time, the non-factualist notion involves similar means, i.e such 
that M(‘F(t)’)) holds, and the argument works. 

Before turning to the question of how these general arguments about 
meaning nihilism applies to Kripke’s specific position, let us consider an 
argument that has been referred to several times already, and which is, 
obliquely, represented by Boghossian’s auxiliary premise (*), namely 
Wright’s claim that meaning non-factualism leads to global non-factualism21. 

Wright notes that, “[i]f the truth value of S is determined by its meaning 
and the state of the world in relevant respects, then non-factuality in one of 
the determinants can be expected to induce non-factuality in the outcome”. 
So meaning non-factualism leads to non-factualism about truth. But from 
this it follow Wright claims, that “unless it is, mysteriously, possible for a 
projective statement to sustain a biconditional with a genuinely factual 
statement, the disquotational schema ‘‘P’ is true if and only if P’ will churn 
out the result that all statements are projective.” 

The crucial step here is the claim about meaning’s role in determining 
truth. We have already noted that it is possible to defend such a view by 
claiming that this is precisely what singles out the notion of meaning. Truth - 
or perhaps some ersatz notion which is taken to be the basic sorting device 
as regards linguistic performances - must be determined somehow. And the 
procedure of determination, whatever it is, is what constitutes meaning. Such 
intuitions might be reinforced by consideration of the absurdity of such 
statements as (1) “S has no meaning, but S is true”, and (2) “There is no fact 
of the matter as to what S means, but there is a fact of the matter as to 
whether S is true”22. (1) is what an error theorist would be committed to. Any 
non-global non-factualist must be committed to (2), for some S. For there 

                                 
21 Crispin Wright, ”Kripke’s account of the Argument Against Private Language”, The Jour-
nal of Philosophy 1984 
22 There is a possible situation in which (2) would not be absurd, namely if the reason for the 
non-factuality were an indeterminacy regarding which of two specified meanings S has, and 
where, on both these meanings, S would turn out to be true. Thanks to Peter Pagin for point-
ing this out. 
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must, on such a view, be some factual sentence, some sentence for which 
there is a fact of the matter as to its truth. 

Summing up, there seems to be a strong, but inconclusive, case against 
the meaning nihilist. Such a theorist will not be caught in a contradiction 
unless he fleshes out the details of his position, particularly by making clear 
how he regards the notion of non-factualism. But until that is done it is diffi-
cult to see why his position should be taken seriously. 

Let us now see how this applies to Kripke’s claims. Here is a representa-
tive list of the various ways in which he states, or indicates the nature of, his 
meaning-non-factualism:  
(1) “an answer to the sceptic must … give an account of what fact it is 

(about my mental state) that constitutes my meaning plus not quus” 
(p.11) 

(2) “all [answers to the sceptic] fail to give a candidate for a fact as to what I 
meant that would show that only ‘125’, not ‘5’, is the answer I ‘ought’ to 
give” (p.11) 

(3) “no fact about my past history … establishes that I meant plus rather 
than quus” (p.13) 

(4) “my past mental history is equally compatible with the hypothesis that I 
meant quus” (p.15) 

(5) “nothing in my mental history of past behavior … could establish 
whether I meant plus or quus” (p.21) 

(6) “There can be no fact as to what I mean by ‘plus’, or any other word” 
(p.21) 

(7) “There can be no such thing as meaning anything by any word” (p. 55) 
(8) “there is no ‘superlative’ fact … that constitutes my meaning addition by 

‘plus’” (p.65) 
(9) “no facts, no truth conditions correspond to statements such as “Jones 

means addition by ‘plus’”” (p.77) 
(10) “no ‘truth conditions’ or corresponding facts in the the world exist that 

make a statement like “Jones, like many of us, means addition by ‘+’ 
”true” (p.86) 

From these statements several different notions of non-factuality can be con-
strued. Since we are not at this stage interested in the target sentences, but in 
the nature of the non-factuality, it will be useful to give the formulations in 
terms of sentences of the general form “P(a)”. We can thus distinguish the 
following varieties of non-factualism regarding “P(a)”: 

 
(a) There is no fact that constitutes a’s being P 
(b) No truth conditions correspond to ‘P(a)’ 
(c) No facts correspond to ‘P(a)’ 
(d) No truth conditions determine whether P(a) 
(e) No facts determine whether P(a) 
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(f) There can be no such thing as a’s being P 
(g) The facts are equally compatible with both P(a) and ¬P(a) 

Of these, the formulations involving truth conditions are vulnerable to Bog-
hossian’s argument. (c) also appears to be of a semantic nature, and thus 
open to charges of self-refutation. For one might ask if correspondence to 
facts is not a semantic relation. Such a correspondence would presumably 
consist in some sort of counterfactual variation in truth value of the sentence 
that is determined by the facts, and this is what meaning is often taken to 
consist in. (e) may be associated with (g), which will be considered further in 
the next section, where reasons will be given for questioning its appropriate-
ness as a formulation of Kripke’s position. (f) is an error thesis, with the 
problems, noted above, that this entails. (a), finally, does not, perhaps, fit as 
clearly as the other formulations into the pattern of the self-refutation argu-
ments. But in order to settle its status something would have to be said about 
the notion of “constitution by facts”. We shall set this issue aside here. 

In conclusion, it seems, given the threat of self-refutation, that the best 
way to continue the debate started by Kripke is not to retain his formulations 
concerning meaning scepticism, but rather to regard those of his arguments 
that are of central interest as directed against certain notions of meaning, 
specifically those that try to reduce meaning facts to physicalistic facts.  

Dispositional Objections 
Kripke has directed several specific objections against the idea of disposi-
tional meaning facts. These objections have been, in differing degrees, asso-
ciated with the idea of the normativity of meaning. Kripke himself says that 
“precisely the fact that our answer to the question of which function I meant 
is justificatory of my present response is ignored in the dispositional account 
and leads to all its difficulties”. (p. 37) The normative notion of justification 
is regarded, then, as the source of the most forceful objections against dispo-
sitionalism. In the present section I shall try to delineate the interrelations 
between these objections. This will involve singling out one strand of 
Kripke’s argumentation as being the most salient one for the discussion of 
the normativity of meaning. Its most succinct formulation by Kripke is: “The 
relation between meaning and intention to future action is normative, not 
descriptive.” (p. 37) 

Kripke’s objections against dispositionalism may be divided into two 
groups, a division the rationale of which will be given below. In the first 
group we have the arguments concerning finiteness of dispositions, and the 
propensity for systematic mistakes. To the second group belong objections 
that focus, respectively, on the guiding element of meaning facts, on their 
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justificatory role, and on their entailing how the subject ought - in some sub-
stantially normative sense - to employ his terms. 

Much of Kripke’s discussion is centered on the question of how meaning, 
and its surrounding phenomena are determined by more basic facts. The 
different strands of Kripke’s argument, noted above, might be derived from 
varying notions of determination. There are two possible ways of regarding 
the determination requirement of the meaning sceptic. Either it might be 
taken to involve the demand that the fact in question determine both that the 
person means something and what he means; or it might only be demanded 
that given that the person means something, the fact determine the meaning. 
The fact should then differentiate between different possible extensions of 
the relevant predicate. It should decide, e.g., that it is addition, and not quad-
dition that is meant. All that is required on this understanding of the deter-
mination relation is that the M-facts ground conditionals of the form “If A 
means something by x, then he means p by x”. A comparison might be illu-
minating here. Given that a game of football is being played, certain physical 
descriptions can determine what is taking place in the game. Thus the foot-
ball’s entering the goal determines that a goal has been scored, if there is a 
game in play. But there are, of course, many situations - many possible 
worlds - to which the physical descriptions apply, but no goal has been 
scored. 

While it might seem implausible that dispositions could determine mean-
ing in the stronger sense, this is not so with the weaker sense, at least if a 
more sophisticated notion of disposition, including dispositions to correct 
etc. is allowed. This line of thinking rests on the idea that mere dispositions 
do not suffice to ground the meaning context - as opposed to differentiate 
between different meanings. The objections against dispositionalism that 
belong to the first group mentioned above, namely the finiteness and sys-
tematic mistakes objections, target the notion of weak determination. The 
arguments in the second group are directed, instead, at strong determination. 
They are consistent with dispositions’ determining meaning weakly. What 
they are focused on is the putative fact that something over and above dispo-
sitions is required for there to be any meaning facts to be determined at all. 
Phenomena of justification and guidance, or a substantive form of normativ-
ity that cannot arise from bare dispositions are necessary, according to this 
line of reasoning. 

Of the objections of the first kind, that regarding the finiteness of disposi-
tions, may be put aside, for present purposes, as being unrelated to the issue 
of normativity. It should be noted, however, that it is not so easily refuted as 
has sometimes been assumed in the literature, e.g. by Simon Blackburn23. 

                                 
23 Simon Blackburn, ”The Individual Strikes Back”, Synthese 1984; Also, J. Hohwy, ”A 
Reductio of Kripke-Wittgenstein’s Objections to Dispositionalism about Meaning”, Minds 
and Machines 2003 
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Blackburn’s strategy is to compare the case of sums too large for the adder 
to add with other impossible dispositional circumstances. The idea to argue 
that Kripke’s objections can be directed against such basic dispositional 
properties as fragility, and that they thus amount to a general scepticism 
about dispositionally defined properties. This is then taken to trivialize his 
argument. Blackburn notes that “the brittleness of a glass is a respectable 
dispositional property” and then goes on to consider extreme conditions, 
asking whether the “glass [has] a disposition that covers, for example, the 
fact that it would break if banged on a rock on Alpha Centauri … What if 
scientists tell us that this glass couldn’t get there, because it would have de-
cayed within the time it takes to be transported there? Perhaps I am not dis-
posed to give the answer faced with huge sums. But perhaps also I have dis-
positions that fix a sense for the expression ‘the answer I would accept’. The 
answer I would accept is the one that would be given by reiterating proce-
dures I am disposed to use, a number of times. ... The fact that I am not dis-
posed to follow those procedures that number of times seems like the fact 
that the glass cannot get to Alpha Centauri.” Now in the case of the glass we 
have methods of circumventing the physical impossibility. We can extrapo-
late the physically possible situations to cover the Alpha Centauri case. This 
we do by imaging a physically identical glass placed on Alpha Centauri. The 
basis for extrapolation here is the molecular structure of the glass. We may 
observe a difference between this extrapolation and that suggested by Black-
burn in the addition case. He says that his method of extrapolation – itera-
tions – is similar to the glass-on-Alpha-Centauri-case. It should be noted, 
however, that in the Alpha Centauri-case we are faced with a physical situa-
tion that cannot be produced in our world. Nevertheless we may describe its 
physical details, and given the laws of physics say what would happen in the 
imaginary case. But in the case with a huge sum we cannot describe the re-
quired change of physical circumstances, because we do not know, as Kripke 
points out, how to enlarge brains. But we can imagine someone going on in 
the same way; we do not know what his brain would have to be like, but we 
can imagine the activity. And this is what Blackburn wants us to do. The 
physical basis of dispositions, which figures centrally in the Alpha Centauri-
case is thus left behind, so the analogy with paradigmatic cases of disposi-
tions is not viable. Furthermore, what is the ground of our imagining of the 
person that he goes on in the same way? Our own notion of sameness. We 
are thus invoking our own grasp of the processes, just as in the case de-
scribed above. I am not saying that this is illegitimate, just that it, pace 
Blackburn, amounts to another problem than that of the general viability of 
dispositional facts. The case of observational terms, such as colour words 
does, however seem to be similar to the Alpha Centauri case; we can imag-
ine ourselves, in a space suit, on Alpha Centauri, saying “This is red”. 
Blackburn is right, in this case, to maintain that the infinity objection 
amounts to a simple, and perhaps uninteresting, case of scepticism about 
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dispositions in general. Thus, Kripke’s finiteness argument is best seen as 
directed exclusively against mathematical language.  

The mistakes objection, on the other hand, is not infrequently taken to 
constitute the essence of Kripke’s normativity argument. But the main thrust 
of this argument is against the idea of dispositions’ determining meaning 
weakly, i.e. against attempts to fix the extension of a predicate by way of 
referring to dispositional facts. Here, the normative context of the notion of a 
mistake - that mistakes are wrong, that they are to be corrected etc. - is not 
immediately relevant. It does not entail that the problem is a normative one. 
While the problem of using restricted conditions of application - favourable 
circumstances etc. - together, perhaps, with dispositions to make corrections, 
in a more sophisticated form of dispositionalism, is of interest, it is not perti-
nent to the main line of investigation of this essay. 

There is, however, another way in which the problems, noted by Kripke, 
concerning mistakes are relevant to the question of normativity. What is at 
issue is the fact that actual use will never conform completely to the use 
dictated by the meaning of the terms involved. Mistakes will always be 
made. Several authors have suggested, in an interesting dialectical transfor-
mation of Kripke’s argument, that the proponent of meaning facts might 
avail himself of normative features to overcome this gap. The idea is that, 
while facts about how a person actually uses sentences do not determine 
meaning, normative facts about how he should use sentences do determine 
meaning. Thus e.g., Robert Brandom seems to maintain that what he calls 
the “gerrymandering problem” might be solved in this way24. Ralph Wedg-
wood also argues for the normativity of meaning by suggesting that it is 
needed to deal with such phenomena of gerrymandering25. One author who is 
of particular interest in this connection, since he refers explicitly to Kripke, 
and since there is a possibility of employing some of his arguments to en-
force Kripke’s position, is Nick Zangwill26. Unlike Kripke, Zangwill’s main 
interest is in what he calls horizontal relations between propositional atti-
tudes, rather than the vertical relations which concern Kripke’s skeptic, i.e. 
the relations between meaning and intention and correct application. Zang-
will focuses on such horizontal relations as those of entailment and compati-
bility, which figure centrally in accounts of the rationality of belief. His aim 
is to criticize causal functionalism, and argue for its replacement with what 
he calls normative functionalism. Here he uses Kripke’s method of arguing. 
Zangwill takes it to be of the essence of beliefs that they are subject to ra-
tional relations. But since there are many and well documented examples of 

                                 
24 Robert Brandom, Making It Explicit: Reasoning, Representing and Discursive Commit-
ment, Harvard University Press 1994  
25 Ralph Wedgwood, ”The Normativity of the Intentional”, in The Oxford Handbook of the 
Philosophy of Mind, eds. Brian McLaughlin and Ansgar Beckermann, forthcoming  
26 Nick Zangwill, ”Direction of Fit and Normative Functionalism”, Philosophical Studies 
1998; ”The Normativity of the Mental”, Philosophical Explorations 2005  
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systematic rationality, a purely causal form of functionalism - a dispositional 
account of what a belief is - will fail to capture this rational essence of be-
liefs. What is needed, Zangwill maintains, is instead a version where causal 
relations are replaced by normative relations. Zangwill has a further argu-
ment against causal functionalism, which might be transposed to the mean-
ing skeptical context. His point is that a causal account gets “the direction of 
explanation” the wrong way round. The nature of belief is supposed to ex-
plain, he says, the causal relations that beliefs enter into. But on the standard 
functionalist account such an explanation would be completely vacuous, 
being of the form “we are disposed to believe so and so because we are so 
disposed”. In the same way, one might argue that it should be possible to 
explain our semantic behaviour with reference to meaning facts. Any ac-
count of meaning facts which fails in this respect must be regarded as unsat-
isfactory. And dispositionalism seems to be capable only of generating the 
same kind of vacuous explanations as causal functionalism. 

While Kripke’s arguments concerning systematic mistakes are thus re-
lated to issues of normativity, the second group of objections are, I think, of 
more central importance in this regard. I shall argue, moreover, that the main 
focus should be on the issue of meaning statements’ implying ought state-
ments. First, however, the questions of guidance and justification should be 
considered. 

One of the main requirements that Kripke places on a putative meaning 
fact is that it should be able to guide a person in his linguistic actions. Thus 
the reason why a typical computation of a sum like “68+57” is not, as he 
says, “an unjustified leap in the dark”, is that “I follow directions I previ-
ously gave myself that uniquely determine that in this new instance I should 
say ‘125’”. (p.10) He complains of the dispositionalist account that “[a]s a 
candidate for a ‘fact’ that determines what I mean, it fails to satisfy the basic 
condition on such a candidate … that it should tell me what I ought to do in 
each new instance.” (p.24)  

One author who focuses on this aspect of Kripke’s reasoning is Paul 
Horwich27. He reconstructs the meaning sceptical argument as consisting in 
the premises (1) “Whatever constitutes the meaning of a predicate must de-
termine its extension” and (2) “The use of a predicate does not determine its 
extension”, which yield the conclusion (3) “The meaning of a predicate is 
not constituted by its use”. The argument is flawed, Horwich claims, because 
it rests on an equivocation regarding the notion of determination. (2) is only 
plausible, Horwich says, given a notion of determination which demands 
that it be possible to “read off” the extension from the meaning fact, i.e. that 
there be room for the sort of guidance that Kripke talks about. But this is, 
Horwich thinks too heavy a demand to place on a meaning fact in (1). This 
premise is only uncontroversial “if we construe it … as saying merely that 
                                 
27 Paul Horwich, ”Meaning, Use, and Truth”, Mind 1995 
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two predicates with the same meaning-constituting property are co-
extensional”. Horwich, then, rejects Kripke’s guidance requirements. He 
may be too quick in doing so. I shall not dwell on this issue here. The guid-
ance problem is intriguing, but it seems ultimately to belong with discus-
sions in the philosophy of mind. What it concerns is the fact that we think, 
and talk, of ourselves as being guided, as acting with a certain grasp that 
provides us with a justification, that separates our actions from unconscious 
activities. Here there is a parallel between Kripke’s investigation and that of 
Hume: the latter looks at his stream of consciousness and cannot find any-
thing corresponding to our ordinary psychological notions, in particular that 
of a self. Kripke looks at his past mental history and cannot find anything 
guiding him. 

Turning to the issue of justification, the relevant requirement that Kripke 
places on facts that are to determine meaning is that such facts should also 
justify applications of the term in question - a predicate Q, say. If a is in the 
extension of Q, then the fact that determines Q’s meaning must also justify 
the application of Q to a. This he takes to rule out dispositions as meaning 
determining facts. For, the fact that I am disposed to apply Q to a does not, 
he says, justify me in so applying the predicate. 

There are several problematic issues with this line of reasoning. First, we 
do not typically refer to the meaning of a predicate when applying it. In gen-
eral, in justifying an application of a predicate Q to an object a, I do not refer 
to what I mean by the predicate, but rather to some sort of procedure associ-
ated with the predicate - some method of determining the Q-ness of objects. 
This is clear in the case of addition. I will typically refer to the addition algo-
rithm, claiming that I have carefully followed its steps. The meaning of the 
predicate belongs rather to a background that is taken for granted. In doing 
sums and talking about the results we assume that we all employ the symbols 
as standing for the same specific function, namely addition. This is a basic 
assumption of the practice and not something that enters into its standard 
justifications.  

And in those cases where some doubt arises as to the meaning of the 
predicate, we do sometimes refer to dispositions in establishing its meaning. 
In deciding how to apply a predicate, Q, to an object a, I have to have access 
to its meaning. The suggestion that I have this access via my disposition to 
apply the predicate seems inadequate, if this is taken - as is natural - to in-
volve my asking how I am disposed to apply it in this very case, and then go 
ahead to apply it in that manner. Asking oneself “would I apply Q to a?”, 
and, then, if the answer is yes, applying Q to a seems strange. But the sug-
gestion that we use our disposition in deciding matters of meaning can be 
given a more sophisticated formulation. In deciding whether to apply Q to a, 
I might consider my disposition to apply it to other objects, a’, a’’ etc., and 
based on this I might, by way of extrapolation, decide what the most reason-
able action in the case of a would be. I need not take my disposition for 
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granted as it is, but may use it as a base for deciding what I mean, by way of 
regimenting the disposition for rational use. We seem to be doing something 
like this, along with trying to remember definitions, semantic connections 
with other words concerning the meaning of which we are more confident. 
The point is this: One notes different applications - i.e. collective disposi-
tions to employ the word - and tries to find a pattern which allows a firmer 
grasp, for purposes e.g. of extrapolation to new cases. This seems to fit quite 
well with a sophisticated dispositionalist account. In any case, it makes it 
clear that it is not the case that dispositions can never figure in semantic jus-
tifications.  

Furthermore it seems that we do refer to dispositions as regards very basic 
concepts. New applications may very well be justified with reference to the 
fact that one is inclined to so apply the concept; this might be formulated 
with reference to sameness intuitions, and perhaps be supported by mention 
of the fact that one was brought up in the relevant linguistic community. 

It is difficult to see how the very demand for justification - as opposed to 
the observation that a required correlation does not hold - could serve to rule 
out certain facts as meaning determining. Recall that Kripke stresses that the 
relation between meaning and use is normative. This might be formulated as 
the claim that the entailment from X’s meaning p to the claim that X ought 
to be employed so-and-so holds. We have, i.e., an implication of the form 
A→O(B). Given, generally, such an implication, any fact, C, say, that de-
termines that A holds, will serve as a justification of B. The only require-
ment on C that comes from the justification demand is that C determine A. 
Nothing over and above that as regards the nature of C can be derived. With 
this in mind, one may wonder how the justificatory requirement can serve to 
rule out meaning facts. One answer might be that the requirement relates to 
the specific nature of semantic justification, that this form of justification is 
not open to facts in the manner indicated above. This idea has been pursued 
by José Zalabardo28. 

Speaking, more generally, about facts of a certain kind K, Zalabardo says 
that “a hypothesis concerning which procedures for answering K-questions 
are justified generates a criterion of adequacy for accounts of which facts 
determine how K-questions should be answered: the facts that play this role 
will have to be related to those procedures in such a way as to render them 
justified.” In the case where K involves questions of predicate application, 
Zalabardo represents Kripke as employing this strategy to rule out hypo-
thetical facts about ideal circumstances - the kind of devices involved in the 
more sophisticated attempts to defend dispositionalism. The idea is that the 
procedures employed in deciding issues of predicate application do not make 
use of such ideal facts. 

                                 
28 José L. Zalabardo, ”Kripke’s Normativity Argument”, The Canadian Journal of Philosophy 
1997 
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In the following passages Kripke seems to be suggesting such an argu-
ment:  

“Recall that a fact as to what I mean now is supposed to justify my future 
actions, to make them inevitable if I wish to use words with the same mean-
ing with which I used them before. This was our fundamental requirement 
on a fact as to what I meant. No ‘hypothetical’ state could satisfy such a 
requirement: If I can only form hypotheses as to whether I now mean plus or 
quus … then in the future I can only proceed hesitatingly and hypothetically, 
conjecturing that I probably ought to answer ‘68+57’ with ‘125’ rather than 
‘5’.” 

“There may be some facts about me to which my access is indirect, and 
about which I must form tentative hypotheses: but surely the fact as to what I 
mean by ‘plus’ is not one of them! To say that it is, is already to take a big 
step in the direction of skepticism. Remember that I immediately and unhesi-
tatingly calculate ‘68+57’ as I do, and the meaning I assign to ‘+’ is sup-
posed to justify this procedure.” (p. 40) 

The argument seems to be this: if the justification for a certain action is 
complicated, and involves hypotheses, then the performance of the action 
itself will be hesitant. This might be true if the justification referred to is that 
of ordinary discourse, if I as a participant of the practice might be faced with 
a demand for such a justification. Then I will take care to live up to the re-
quirements that such a justification involves, and any uncertainty in the justi-
fication might be reflected in hesitance in the performance of the action. But 
if the justification involved is rather that of the philosopher, that demanded 
by someone who considers the practice from the outside, as an observer, and 
asks what grounds there are for the activities of the practice, then there will 
not be the same connection between tentativeness of justification and uncer-
tainty of action. 

In fact, if we transfer this dialectic to the situation of skepticism about the 
external world, its unsatisfactory nature becomes clear. Suppose that I try to 
answer a sceptic about the external world, someone i.e. who asks what facts 
there are that determine that there is an external world, by referring to sim-
plicity considerations, claiming that the best explanation of our experiences 
involves the existence of an external world, and he dismisses this by pointing 
to the fact that I unhesitatingly act as if there is an external world, and that 
these actions cannot, since they are so confident, be justified by simplicity 
hypotheses etc. The demand here seems to be not just the reasonable one that 
it should be possible to justify the actions, but also that such a justification 
must at the same time justify the certainty with which the actions are per-
formed. And this is unreasonable. 

In any case, the situation where the issue as to what I meant in the past 
comes up for consideration in justifying my present responses is wholly arti-
ficial. This does simply not arise in ordinary contexts. So any limitation on 
what facts can be cited here as justification cannot come from our ordinary 
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practices, but must depend on some philosophical idea about semantic justi-
fication, and no motivation or more detailed account of such ideas are given 
by Kripke. 

Another way of using the notion of justification to place limits on the 
kinds of facts available to determine linguistic meaning has been suggested 
by E. H. Gampel29. The idea is to demand not just that the facts be justifica-
tion generating - such a requirement does not, as we have seen, by itself 
yield any substantial restrictions - but also that they have an essential justifi-
catory role. Gampel concedes that any fact whatsoever might enter into some 
justification. But only rather special facts are such that it is part of their es-
sence to play a role in justifications. Thus e.g., facts about the weather might 
justify my decision to bring an umbrella; but meteorological facts are not 
essentially umbrella-justifying. Gampel formulates this requirement on se-
mantic facts as follows: “being able to justify S’s use of an expression x is 
essential to the fact constituting what S means by x”. This does not mean 
that he takes meaning facts to be intrinsically motivating, or constituting 
categorical imperatives: “the justificatory power of meaning … is only hypo-
thetically normative - though essentially so - capable of justifying insofar as 
an agent has agreed to speak truths (or falsehoods)”. He notes that this cre-
ates problems for naturalistic accounts of meaning, since “it is not essential 
to [natural] facts to have any sort of normative role, even a potential one, not 
part of what makes the facts what they are.” 

This is a fruitful suggestion. But what is important for present purposes is 
what role is played by the notion of justification. If Gampel’s approach can 
be assimilated to the one that will be pursued in the rest of the issue, namely 
that of investigating the role of ought-statements in connections with seman-
tic phenomena, we can set aside, for the moment, his account. 

First, let us ask what is meant, in general by justification. The things that 
are said to be justified or unjustified are usually either actions or proposi-
tional attitudes. To use a neutral term, let us talk about “items”. An item is 
justified, it seems, when there is reason to prefer it over its rivals - or, 
weaker, when there is no reason to prefer any of its rivals. And this amounts, 
in some sense of the term “ought”, to its being a fact that the item ought to 
be instantiated. With this in mind, and using the symbol ⇒ to denote con-
ceptual or essential implication, we may formulate Gampel’s claim as in-
volving the demand that for any meaning fact M, an implication of the form 
M⇒(C→O(A)), where A is a predicate application event and C expresses 
the relevant hypothetical circumstances, such as wanting to speak the truth 
etc. The problem with this is that C→O(A) is a hypothetical imperative. This 
is usually, but not entirely uncontentiously, as we shall see in a later chapter, 
taken to be naturalistically unproblematic. It has the form “if you want so-
and-so, then you should do this”. While it has the surface form of a norma-
                                 
29 E.H. Gampel, ”The Normativity of Meaning”, Philosophical Studies 1997 
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tive statement, it is often held to be equivalent to a statement of the relevant 
causal-structural facts which ground the connection between the means and 
the end. If this is so, Gampel’s demand does not involve normativity, but 
rather amounts to the requirement that certain facts conceptually or essen-
tially imply certain other, naturalistically unproblematic, facts. The prob-
lems, if there are any, for the naturalist, must then stem from the very exis-
tence of a conceptual implication relation. And it is not obvious why natural 
facts should not be capable of grounding such relations. If, on the other 
hand, Gampel had suggested that what is implied is not hypothetical norms, 
but categorical norms, the resulting situation would be that which will be the 
focus of the rest of this essay. 
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Norms of Meaning 

Much of the recent debate concerning the normativity of thought and mean-
ing has developed in response to ideas presented in an influential paper by 
Paul Boghossian, entitled “The Rule-Following Considerations”30. Ostensi-
bly, Boghossian’s article is a survey of the reception of Kripke’s Wittgen-
stein book, but it adds important new elements of interpretation of its own. 
Central among these is the view on semantic normativity. Boghossian ef-
fected, by focusing on norms of semantic correctness, a shift of the discus-
sion away from the individualistic emphasis of Kripke’s presentation, to a 
perspective more in line with contemporary philosophy of language. Also he 
lifted the normativity problem from the specific skeptical context, pointing 
to the general difficulty it poses for naturalistic accounts of linguistic mean-
ing. What Kripke had done in his book was, Boghossian maintained, to for-
mulate “a condition of adequacy on theories of the determination of mean-
ing: any proposed candidate for the property in virtue of which an expression 
has meaning, must be such as to ground the ‘normativity’ of meaning - it 
ought to be possible to read off from any alleged meaning constituting prop-
erty of a word, what is the correct use of that word.” Given the difficulties 
that naturalism has, in general, to account for normative phenomena, this 
adequacy condition is a particular problem for naturalistic theories of mean-
ing. From this perspective, Kripke’s text may be regarded as assimilated to 
other critiques of naturalistic programs in the philosophy of language and 
thought. This is the approach that will be taken in the rest of this essay. 

Semantic Correctness 
A central place in Boghossian’s argument is occupied by norms of semantic 
correctness. These are introduced by way of noting that, given that, e.g., the 
expression “green” means green, “[i]t follows immediately that the expres-
sion ‘green’ applies correctly only to these things (the green ones) and not to 
those (the non-greens). The fact that the expression means something im-
plies, that is, a whole set of normative truths about my behaviour with that 
expression: namely that my use of it is correct in application to certain ob-
jects and not in applications to others.” The main target for Kripke’s norma-
                                 
30 Paul Boghossian, “The Rule-Following Considerations”, Mind 1989 
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tivist critique is the dispositional account of meaning. Boghossian observes 
that this fits well with the above requirement, since dispositions are related 
only to how people do in fact use expressions, not to how they should use 
them. And correctness concerns the latter issue. Another way of expressing 
this idea rests on the observation that “[t]o be told that ‘horse’ means horse 
implies that a speaker ought to be motivated to apply the expression only to 
horses; whereas to be told, for instance, that … [the] speaker is disposed to 
apply the expression only to horses, seems to carry no such implications.” 

Boghossian’s views have recently been subjected to considerable criti-
cism. It is the aim of the present chapter to investigate these objections to the 
notion of semantic normativity. The position that will, in the end, be tenta-
tively advocated in this essay is, in fact, compatible with these criticisms of 
Boghossian. It may nevertheless be fruitful to investigate in some detail the 
objections raised against the notion of semantic normativity as Boghossian 
understands it. In this way the nature of the normativist position sketched by 
Boghossian might be clarified. 

The criticisms I am referring to have been presented mainly in a series of 
papers by Kathrin Glüer, Peter Pagin and Åsa Wikforss31. We shall focus on 
three main kinds of problems for the normativist that have been pointed out.  

First, there is the issue of the derivation of explicitly normative state-
ments, i.e. statements concerning what one ought and ought not to do, from 
the correctness norms. Here it has been claimed that any such derivation 
must rely on normative premises from other sources, e.g. morality or social 
conventions, that there is no derivation directly from the correctness norms, 
and that this is so because what these actually state involves descriptive 
standards devoid of normative import. 

Second, there is the question of whether taking the statements considered 
by Boghossian to possess the status of substantial semantic norms does not 
threaten to obliterate the important distinction between linguistic and factual 
mistakes. 

Third, one might wonder in what sense one can actually be guided by the 
kind of norms in question. In this vein, a detailed argument, to be considered 
below, against the notion of linguistic rule-following has been developed by 
Kathrin Glüer and Peter Pagin32.   

In the next three sections these arguments will be considered in more de-
tail. 

                                 
31 Kathrin Glüer, “Sense and Prescriptivity”, Acta Analytica 1999; Kathrin Glüer and Peter 
Pagin, “Rules of Meaning and Practical Reasoning”, Synthese 1999; Åsa Wikforss, “Semantic 
Normativity”, Philosophical Studies 2001 
32 Kathrin Glüer and Peter Pagin, “Rules of Meaning and Practical Reasoning”, Synthese 1999 
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Normative Consequences 
Consider a correctness norm such as (α) ’Horse’ correctly applies to all 

and only horses. Anti-normativists maintain that “correctly” here is norma-
tively innocent, that it merely expresses conformance to a standard, a way of 
sorting that carries no normative implications by itself.  

Now, if one were to suggest, contra the anti-normativist, an ought-
statement as being derivable from (α), the principle (β)‘Horse’ ought to be 
applied only to horses is close at hand, and this is the one that anti-
normativists usually bring up for consideration. (β) would, of course, have to 
be relativised to English-language speech situations; let us, however, for the 
moment disregard such complications. The anti-normativist objection is that 
the derivation of (β) from (α) relies on some form of injunction against ly-
ing, and that such principles are not part of semantics. The idea is that the 
meanings of terms only dictate a use if taken in conjunction with the princi-
ple that one should tell the truth, and this principle, the objection goes, be-
longs to morality, or at best, pragmatics. Against this, the normativist might 
maintain that the derivation of (β) from (α) does not need any such principle 
as the truth telling norm, or at least that less stringent normative statements 
such as (γ) There is a reason to apply “Horse” only to horses, may be de-
rived without auxiliary principles. The claim would be that such inferences 
are warranted given the meaning of “correct” in (β). This line of argumenta-
tion will however, in all likelihood, end in a stalemate of opposing intuitions, 
and will therefore not be investigated further here.  

There are two things at issue as regards the argument concerning the deri-
vation of (β) from (α), accepting that it does rely on an auxiliary premise 
about truth: (1) whether there is a norm to the effect that one should tell the 
truth, and (2) whether such a norm can plausibly be taken to be a semantic 
norm. I shall not dwell upon these questions, but just note that some of the 
things that have been said in the debate seem problematic. As regards (1) 
Anandi Hattiangadi notes that it seems that we sometimes should lie, if do-
ing so would save a life e.g33. This, of course is a contentious issue in moral 
philosophy which need not be considered in detail here. The point is that a 
truth norm seems to conflict with other norms. A natural normativist re-
sponse is, as Hattiangadi observes, to claim that the norm only holds prime 
facie. This is a common circumstance of practical philosophy; norms often 
conflict, and most of them can therefore only be expected to have a ceteris 
paribus validity, but in this regard they are not worse off than the laws of 
physics, say34. Hattiangadi, however, claims that the only thing that can over-
ride a prima facie norm is another norm, and that this militates against the 
notion of a truth norm. For, she says, such a norm can be overridden by the 
                                 
33 Anandi Hattiangadi, Oughts and Thoughts, Oxford Scholarship Online Monographs 2007 
34 For arguments along these lines, see P.M. Pietroski, “Prima Facie Obligations, Ceteris 
Paribus Laws in Moral Theory”, Ethics 1993 
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mere desire not to tell the truth. Putting aside briefly the question of whether 
such a case of overriding is in fact permissible, we may note that this cir-
cumstance does not necessarily entail that there cannot be an obligation to 
speak the truth. For it seems clear that there are obligations that can be over-
ridden by desires which are not related to another obligation. Thus e.g. if I 
have made an appointment, but thereupon suffer a sudden appendicitis in-
flammation and need surgery, my obligation to keep the appointment will be 
overridden. But not, it seems, by any other obligation, but rather by my sen-
sible desire to stay alive. 

As regards (2), the question of whether the truth norm is to be regarded as 
a semantic norm, an analogy presented by Hattiangadi may be useful. This 
concerns the example of a height requirement for going on a ride in an 
amusement park. Here, she says, the measuring is a mere sorting of people 
into two categories: that of those below the height and that of those above 
the height. This is purely descriptive. But given the rules and regulations of 
the amusement park, the normative consequence will follow that only the 
people sorted into the second category are allowed to go on the ride. Here 
semantics corresponds to the measuring. This is what statements such as s is 
true iff p, or s is correct iff p, are about. Depending on other circumstances 
we may derive normative consequences from such statements. Thus e.g. if I 
have promised to tell X about p-facts, then given the semantic fact, and that 
p holds, I should say s to X. But the semantic statements themselves express 
merely a kind of sorting, just as the height statement, taken in isolation. 

It might be questioned, as Daniel Whiting does, whether it makes sense, 
in the above example of the amusement ride, to separate the measurement 
from its explicit purpose; a certain scale will be used with a clear mark for 
the relevant limit etc35. Of course, in a certain sense, the event could be clas-
sified as a height measurement, where this class includes many actions 
which do not have normative consequences. It is a problem of action indi-
viduation, and there might seem to be a certain element of arbitrariness to 
the choice of categorization that we make. This is part of a more general 
phenomenon. 

Most normative concepts are, what Bernard Williams called “thick con-
cepts”; they contain a descriptive component. It is thus possible, given such 
a concept C, to form a corresponding purely descriptive concept C*; to the 
concept of a coward, e.g., corresponds, roughly, the concept coward* of a 
person who avoids all kinds of danger. Even if it should turn out that our 
ordinary semantic concepts such as “true” are normatively imbued, it would 
be possible for an anti-normativist to claim that the genuine semantic con-
cepts are the de-normativized ones, not true, but true* etc. This is a question 
about what belongs to semantics, and what not. This kind of demarcation is a 
vexed issue. One thing seems clear however. Semantics is, very roughly 
                                 
35 Daniel Whiting, “The Normativity of Meaning Defended”, Analysis 2007 
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speaking, more closely related to the level of thought, to the purely concep-
tual; pragmatics to the level of use, to concrete speech situations, bringing in 
a fairly wide range of external circumstances. If normativity could be located 
at the level of thought and belief, if this could, indeed be shown to be its 
origin, then the issue of demarcation between linguistic disciplines would 
not have to be considered in any more detail; there would be a normativity 
belonging squarely at the level of the semantic. This is the line of investiga-
tion that will be taken in the next chapter. 

Linguistic Mistakes 
One of the objections directed against the idea of there being semantic cor-
rectness norms is that if we regard our linguistic behaviour as being gov-
erned by such norms the distinction between linguistic and empirical mis-
takes will be obliterated. This criticism has been developed by Kathrin 
Glüer36. She considers different understandings of the relation between the 
meaning determining correctness norm and use, arguing that on those con-
struals according to which the norm is one that can be followed by the 
speaker, there will be no way of distinguishing between linguistic mistakes 
and empirical mistakes. She first considers reading the norm as telling us 
“what we have to do in order to mean something by a particular expression” 
This means that “[o]nly if you use [the norm] correctly does the expression 
‘green’ for instance mean green”. But then “any empirical mistake has been 
converted into a change or loss of meaning.” She then notes another way of 
regarding the norms, namely that of taking it to be the case that meaning is 
determined by the correctness norms’ being “in force” for the speaker. Thus 
e.g. a speaker means green by “green” iff the rule “Green” is correctly ap-
plied to an object iff it is green is in force for the speaker. On this under-
standing there will not be any meaning change due to deviant uses, as long 
as the rule is still in force, and thus the possibility of empirical mistakes ap-
pears to be preserved. But there is, she claims, no prescriptive power to such 
a norm. It is not in itself action guiding. This claim will be considered fur-
ther in the next section. Let us just note here, that there are several other 
possible readings of the meaning determining nature of the correctness 
norms, readings which seem to escape the kind of difficulties that Glüer 
points to. In order to investigate this matter more closely it will be helpful to 
label the propositions involved. Consider, thus, the following propositions, 
given a speaker A, an expression e, and a meaning m:  
 

(1) For A, e means m  

                                 
36 Kathrin Glüer, “Sense and Prescriptivity”, Acta Analytica 1999 
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(2) An application, by A, of the expression e to an object is correct iff that 
object is an m-thing  

(3) E is applied by A to all and only the m-things 
(4) The following rule is in force for A: E is correctly applied to all and only 

the m-things.  
(5) E should be applied by A only to M-things 

Two things are discussed simultaneously by Glüer: the meaning determining 
nature of the norms in question, and the distinction between empirical and 
linguistic mistakes. The issue is whether the norms can be both (a) meaning 
determining, (b) semantically motivating, and (c) preserve the distinction 
between empirical and linguistic mistakes. Glüer first takes, as we have seen, 
the meaning determining relation to be (1) ↔ (3). This violates (c). She then 
considers (1) ↔ (4), which, she claims, violates (b) since there will be no 
semantic motivation for the speaker to follow the rule. Other prima facie 
possible options for meaning determination that are not considered in 
Glüer’s argument are (1) ↔ (5), (1) ↔ A strives to make it the case that (3), 
or (1) ↔ A takes it to be the case that (2). There is a reason, suggested by 
Glüer’s discussion, why more options are not considered. This has to do with 
the idea that there is a tension between meaning determination and motiva-
tion, and that the notion of a semantic norm needs both - the former to be 
semantic and the latter to be normative. That much may be admitted, but 
there seems to be a further step taken in Glüer’s argument, which might be 
problematic, namely that of claiming not only that there must be meaning 
determining and motivation, but that the motivation must stem from the de-
termination. Thus, she says that “[a]s long as we are concerned with seman-
tic normativity [the rule’s being meaning determining] is exactly where the 
“should” in question has to derive its action guiding force from.” The sug-
gestion here seems to be that unless the action guiding force comes from 
meaning determination the norm is not semantic. And this could be a reason 
to find fault with the suggestions above as to the meaning determining rela-
tion. But against such a line of argumentation it might be objected that it is 
enough that the norm is meaning determining for it to be appropriately la-
beled semantic. The question will arise where the action guiding force comes 
from, of course. But one possible answer is that unless a person is intrinsi-
cally motivated in a certain way, he simply does not mean so-and-so. This 
does not mean that his motivation comes from wanting to mean so-and-so. 
The motivation is, rather primitive, the agent judges it to be the right thing to 
do to say so-and-so. This seems, indeed, to be the attitude, to a large extent 
of ordinary speakers, as exemplified e.g. by the heated debates over lan-
guage use. What is at issue in such discussions is not - to the frustrations by 
some sophisticated language scholars - how best to communicate, but rather 
what is the right thing to say. 
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On this view, what the norm tells us is not what to do if we want to mean 
so-and-so by an expression. It is not a hypothetical imperative. It tells us, 
categorically, but perhaps only prima facie, how a word should be used; or to 
avoid certain ambiguities of the word “word”: how an expression-meaning 
complex should be used.  

Another related discussion of the question of linguistic and empirical mis-
takes that can be found in Glüer’s and Wikforss’s writings might be profita-
bly considered in relation with some more general considerations regarding 
the concept of mistake. In order to investigate this matter, note first that a 
norm such as (β) dictates using the term “horse” only of horses. But many 
cases of violations of the norm appear not to constitute semantic, but rather 
empirical mistakes. Thus if I spot an animal in a field, some way off, in the 
dark, and call it a horse, and it turns out to be a cow, I have not made a se-
mantic mistake. It is not that I lack knowledge about the meaning of the 
word “cow”; I could not have avoided the mistake by reading the dictionary 
more thoroughly. Rather, the mistake is empirical; I have not looked care-
fully enough etc. Considerations such as these has lead to the idea that norms 
like (β) threaten the demarcation between linguistic and empirical mistakes. 

Here the following distinction might be of some help. From the fact that 
(β) is a semantic norm it does not follow that every violation of it should be 
counted as a semantic mistake. It will be a semantic norm violation, but not 
necessarily a semantic mistake. More generally, suppose that a norm con-
cerns a certain field of phenomena X; it is, let us say, an X-norm. Not every 
violation of this X-norm will be an X-mistake. This depends on the way we 
classify mistakes.  

Consider an example. Suppose that when using my typewriter, I type too 
quickly, so that two levers get caught up in each other, resulting in “hors” 
being written instead of “horses”. This is the kind of mishap that the 
QUERTY-keyboard was, with its awkward placing of the keys, designed to 
prevent. Now, under such circumstances I have violated a spelling norm, but 
I have not made a spelling mistake. The mistake was, rather in typing too 
fast. The point is this. How we classify a mistake depends on what could 
have been done to avoid the mistake. If no extra X-knowledge or X-
carefulness etc. would have helped, then we do not call the mistake an X-
mistake even if it does constitute a violation of an X-norm.  

In order to conform to an X-norm one needs not just X-knowledge or X-
skill, but also background knowledge and skills of other kinds, and the coop-
eration of external circumstances. Using this distinction, it might be possible 
to defend the idea that such misapplications of words as that in the example 
above do not, even though they violate the semantic norms, constitute se-
mantic mistakes. If a mistake is involved, it is of another nature. 

The semantic norms may be peculiar in that the background knowledge 
plays a more substantial role than with typical norms. But there is no reason 
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to think that we cannot, while maintaining the substantiality of the norms, 
legitimately distinguish between empirical and linguistic mistakes. 

Rules and Guidance 
As mentioned, an argument against the idea of semantic rule following has 
been developed by Glüer and Pagin37. A study of their reasoning may serve 
to highlight the problematic features of attempts to base semantic normativ-
ity on the phenomenon of rule following. First, however, to develop a back-
ground against which to view the argument, let us return to the issue of dif-
ferent kinds of normativity and the question of what kind of rule it is which 
is of interest to the normativist. 

There are many linguistic phenomena which appear to possess normative 
features, some of them perhaps in a more straightforward way than those 
having to do directly with meaning. But there are good reasons to focus on 
semantic normativity. To see this, note first that there are two steps in the 
relation of semantic determination, one from word to concept - or whatever 
notion one employs in the corresponding semantic role - and another one 
from concept to world. It would be hard to contest that some kind of norma-
tivity is involved in the first relation, that there is an element of socially en-
forced conventionality regarding which actual sounds or inscriptions we use. 
But it is not this normativity that is of interest. One reason for this is that it 
seems to be of an entirely conventional kind, and social conventions is an 
area where naturalism has made some progress, e.g. through the work of 
David Lewis. There are good reasons why there is a lively debate about se-
mantic normativity, but no corresponding fervour concerning the normativity 
of spelling. The interesting issue is whether there is a centrally located form 
of normativity, a normativity that has to do with the step from concept to 
application - a normativity of judgement rather than speech. 

The substantial normativity does not, then, concern what precise expres-
sion to use; the normativity of mere labeling is not of interest. Rather, the 
point is that the objects are grouped together in a certain way, whatever 
name is associated with this grouping. In order to focus on this type of nor-
mativity, it is useful to conduct the discussion at the level of concepts. What 
is relevant, then, is the notion of conceptual norms. But now the issue arises 
that it is difficult to see how there could be such rules to follow, to be guided 
by in action. What is at issue is no longer the rule The expression “green” is 
applied correctly to all and only green things, but rather the rule The concept 
GREEN is applied correctly to all and only green things. Compare this with 
a rule such as Stop when there is a red light. There are two steps involved in 
following this rule: first the recognition that the relevant circumstances ob-
                                 
37 Kathrin Glüer and Peter Pagin, “Rules of Meaning and Practical Reasoning”, Synthese 1999 
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tain - namely that there is a red light, second, the stopping, which constitutes 
compliance with the dictates of the rule. The case of a conceptual rule is 
different. For in such a situation there does not seem to be any gap between 
recognition and compliance, and thus no issue of deciding to follow the rule. 
If I have recognized the circumstance that there is a green thing in front of 
me I have already, it seems, applied the concept green to it in this act of rec-
ognitional judgement. 

This does not mean that there are no norms of concept application, at least 
not in the sense of standards of evaluation carrying normative import, stan-
dards licensing the blaming of mistakes etc. For there seem to be good rea-
sons to claim that we can make mistakes in concept application, and can thus 
be criticized. This is shown by the fact that people can be made to realize 
that they judged wrongly, and thus retract their concept applications. What 
does seem problematic is the stating of informative rules for concept applica-
tion, rules that guide the formation of judgements involving the concept.  

Having noted this general difficulty with a normativist appeal to concep-
tual rule-following, let us turn to Glüer and Pagin’s discussion of linguistic 
rule-following. 

Glüer and Pagin argue against the conception of language as an essen-
tially rule-governed activity. The target of their discussion is the notion of 
rules that both determine meaning and serve to guide the speaker in his 
speech acts. They claim that these two features - meaning determination and 
guidance - cannot be coherently combined. Before considering the details of 
their argument some terminological differences between their discussion and 
the present one should be noted. What is of particular interest is their use of 
the notions of guidance and normativity.  

Glüer and Pagin observe that mere accordance with a rule is not enough 
for there to be guidance. What is needed beyond this is, they suggest, moti-
vation, which is taken to involve the rule’s figuring in the practical reasoning 
which gives the true reason explanation of the action that is supposed to 
constitute a case of rule following. Furthermore - and this is where some 
terminological differences arise - they claim that the rule must figure in a 
specific way in the practical reasoning for it to be guiding. Consider a typical 
instance of a practical argument: 
 

I want to Φ 
By Ψ-ing, I will Φ 
Therefore, I shall Ψ 

Here they claim that the guiding force must come from the pro-attitude, the 
wanting to Φ, whereas the second premise merely does auxiliary work. But, 
on this account, many cases of what is typically taken to be guidance are 
ruled out. Consider e.g. the case of rules for multiplication which involve 
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writing the numbers on paper, multiplying digit by digit, carrying etc. Here 
we would usually say that we are guided by a rule for calculating the prod-
uct. The point is that guidance concerns the conscious following of a certain 
pattern specified by a rule. What is clear is that such cases of rule guidance 
do not seem to involve any obvious form of normativity. With this in mind, 
it is better, for the purposes of the present discussion, to take the motiva-
tional criterion of Glüer and Pagin to concern not guidance, but rather nor-
mativity. The point is that if a rule does not occur as the object of a pro-
attitude it is not genuinely normative.   

Central to the discussion of Glüer and Pagin is the distinction, originating 
with Midgley and Searle, between regulative and constitutive rules. The 
former kind of rule serves to regulate pre-existing behaviour; thus the actions 
involved can be described independently of references to the rule. An exam-
ple would be rules for driving, an activity which could be engaged in even in 
the absence of rules, although this would be more cumbersome. Constitutive 
rules, on the other hand, create new kinds of action. Without the rules of 
soccer e.g., there would be no such thing as scoring a goal, even though one 
could still kick pieces of leather into nets. These two kinds of rules have, in 
Glüer and Pagin’s exposition the general forms (A) When in context C, Φ!, 
and (B) Doing θ in C counts as doing Φ, respectively. The relevant linguistic 
correlates are, for Glüer and Pagin, (A’) Uttering (or asserting) s is correct 
iff p, and (B’) Making an utterance of s counts as saying that p. 

Glüer and Pagin consider the possibility of rules of either of these kinds 
entering into practical reasoning aimed at speaking; what is at issue is the 
rationalization of linguistic behaviour. They take a typical piece of rule fol-
lowing as evinced in such reasoning to have the form 
 

(1) I want to do what R requires 
(2) R requires that φ 
(3) So, I want to φ 

It is a requirement on rule following, as we have seen, that the agent pos-
sesses a pro-attitude to the rule in question. Otherwise, as argued above, the 
rule is not genuinely normative. This is employed by Glüer and Pagin to rule 
out the candidate linguistic rules (A’) and (B’).  

As regards constitutive rules, they note that there is nothing that such a 
rule requires; it merely states what a certain action counts as. It does not 
mandate its performance, nor that of any other action. So it does not make 
sense to enter (B’) into (2), and thus not in (1) either. They note that consti-
tutive rules can figure in speech act reasoning but not motivationally - i.e. in 
position (1) - but rather as a doxastic premise, such as in  
 



 54 

(4) I want to say that p  
(5) Saying S counts as saying that p  
(6) So I want to say S  

Here they claim, along the lines indicated above, that “the classification of 
the doxastic premiss as a rule is quite inessential. All that is required is that 
there are facts about meaning .. which the speaker can know or believe to 
obtain … It is completely irrelevant whether those meaning facts are in turn 
established by means of rules or in other ways”. 

Glüer and Pagin conclude that constitutive rules are not guiding, or, ac-
cording to the present construal, normative. They also aim to show that such 
rules cannot be meaning determining. Here their argument relies on the 
claim that rules that determine meaning must distinguish between correct 
and incorrect actions, and this is, as noted, a distinction the constitutive rules 
of the Midgley-Searle variety cannot make. 

Turning to regulative rules, they fit into the above form of reasoning, of 
(1)-(2)-(3). But this would not, Glüer and Pagin claim, rationalize a speech 
act, since the resulting pro-attitude (1), namely I want to utter S iff p, is not 
one that would typically enter into reasoning aimed at speaking:  

[t]he initial pro-attitude of such an argument [one that rationalizes a speech 
act] is that of performing a particular illocutionary act … not that of making a 
correct utterance. Of course, we generally do want our utterances to be cor-
rect as well, but given this initial pro-attitude I don’t need a rule for telling 
me what is correct … Of course from the premiss that [(A’)] is in force, I can 
go on to infer that s does mean that p and that uttering s does count as saying 
that p. But in this inference [(A’)] does not fulfil any rule-like guiding func-
tion. It is just mentioned there as any meaning determining entity. 

The conclusion is that regulative rules cannot be guiding either; here the 
problem is not, as with the constitutive rules, that they cannot be taken as 
objects of pro-attitudes, but rather that they are not, in fact, so employed in 
practical speech rationalization. 

It might be doubted whether things are quite so clear cut, however. What 
has been shown is that there may be instances of speech rationalizations 
which do not rely on any normative stance towards semantic rules. But it is 
less clear whether is has been demonstrated, as was the stated aim, that the 
combination of meaning determination and guidance - i.e. the taking of a 
pro-attitude towards the rule - is incoherent.  

To see this, consider a typical case of a rule, such as that which dictates 
driving on the right hand side of the road. It is possible to accord with this 
rule either as a means to avoid getting fined, or as a result of a pro-attitude 
towards the rule. This corresponds to the two forms of reasoning: 
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I want to avoid getting fined 
Driving on the right hand side is a means to avoiding getting fined 
Thus I shall drive on the right hand side 
 

I want to follow the traffic rules 
The traffic rules dictate driving on the right hand side 
Thus I shall drive on the right hand side 

With most rules it is likely that there is some variation in the population as to 
which forms of reasoning rationalize the acts of rule-according. It might also 
be the case that there is a combination of the two forms of reasoning, that a 
person accords with the rule both because of a pro-attitude and because he 
wants to avoid getting fined. Practical reasoning may often be over-
determined in such a way. Also we might expect that a full representation of 
the rationalization will include not just one pro-attitude, but several. For the 
sake of completeness the first form of reasoning would perhaps be best rep-
resented as 
 

I want to drive from A to B 
I want to follow the traffic rules 
The traffic rules dictate driving on the right hand side 
Thus I shall drive on the right hand side 

With this in mind, let us return to the case of linguistic rules. As was noted, 
the Midgley-Searle form of rules are not action guiding. But to each 
Midgley-Searle rule ψ counts as Φ there is a corresponding rule If you want 
to Φ, then Ψ which can be considered to be guiding. This leads to the fol-
lowing suggestion for speech act rationalization: 
 

I want to say that p 
I want to follow the rule: if you want to say that p, say s 
Thus, I shall say s 

Here the rule stated in italics should be taken to be not merely instrumental. 
Rather, it is to be understood as a substantial norm governing speech acts. It 
may be discussed whether this is a plausible suggestion. But is seems to be at 
least possible, and this might be taken to cast some doubt on the incoherence 
claim. Nevertheless, Glüer and Pagin’s argument shows that the notion of 
essential linguistic rule-following is problematic. Their discussion, and the 
other ones investigated in the present chapter give some reason for the nor-
mativist to try to locate the normativity in question elsewhere than in the 
phenomenon of linguistic rule-following. 



 56 

Conclusion 
We have seen that there are some difficulties associated with the notion of 
substantially normative rule following of a semantic nature. The interesting 
possibilities for normativity were found to be located at the conceptual level. 
But here the typical elements of rule-following, in particular that of guid-
ance, seem out of place. One reason is that there are compelling arguments 
against the voluntariness of judgement and belief formation. And if the rele-
vant processes are involuntary, there does not seem to be any room for guid-
ance, and thus none for rule-following and the associated form of normativ-
ity. Before considering in some detail the normativity of belief and judge-
ments, we shall investigate, in the next chapter these claims about the invol-
untary nature of belief formation. 
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Belief and Freedom 

The debate concerning semantic normativity has come, in recent years, to 
concern questions about the existence of norms governing belief. The idea, 
which will be investigated in more detail in the next chapter, is that a norma-
tivity of mental content might be derived from such norms. Before evaluat-
ing those claims, it will be helpful to consider in some detail an issue that is 
of relevance to the status of the ought-claims figuring in belief norms. The 
problem for the proponent of imperatives concerning what beliefs to hold is 
that it seems that much, if not all belief is not under the kind of voluntary 
control that is usually presupposed by the idea of an imperative. If I cannot 
choose whether to believe the conclusion of an implication, e.g., how can 
there be a norm telling me that I should do so? Does not “ought” imply both 
“can” and “cannot”? It will be useful to investigate this issue in somewhat 
more detail than is strictly warranted by the normativity problem. Doing so 
helps bring into focus, as a preparation for the succeeding chapters, the na-
ture of belief and will.  

Doxastic Choice 
It is a striking fact about mental life that so much of it is beyond our control. 
Sometimes, as with unpleasant feelings and emotions, this can seem an un-
fortunate thing. And yet the situation could perhaps not be otherwise, or at 
least not radically so; I would perhaps not be an I if I were not subject to 
such constraints. This somewhat paradoxical circumstance merits interest in 
its own right. Also, thinking about the limits of mental voluntarism is a good 
way of bringing the phenomena of the mind into sharper focus. Various fea-
tures may be classified according to their availability to the will, affording a 
new perspective. It is also important to investigate these issues for deciding 
questions of responsibility, e.g. the blameworthiness of emotions. In this 
chapter the focus will be on one such area of voluntarism, that concerning 
belief. The philosophical origin is the debate between Clifford and James 
concerning the ethics of belief38. The former, in an attack on religious belief 
claimed that “it is always wrong to believe without proper evidence”. James 

                                 
38 W.K. Clifford, The Ethics of Belief, 1879; William James, The Will to Believe and Other 
Essays in Popular Philosophy, 1889 
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responded by claiming that under certain circumstances, in particular relig-
ious ones, it is admissible to choose a belief, even though the evidence does 
not warrant doing so. They were, then, in agreement about the possibility of 
believing at will, the dispute concerning the legitimacy of such actions. 
Other philosophers have claimed that it is not psychologically possible to 
voluntarily form beliefs (William Alston e.g.), or that it is even conceptually 
impossible (Bernard Williams e.g.)39. What fuels the debate is, in part, con-
cerns about the cogency of talk about “intellectual responsibility”. If beliefs 
are not under voluntary control, it seems, given the ought-implies-can-
principle, unreasonable to hold people to account for their doxastic states. 
The situation is actually worse than this; for given that beliefs are among the 
major determinants of action, the problem might also concern morality in 
general. 

The deniers and defenders of voluntary belief have become known in the 
literature as involuntarists and voluntarists respectively. The different invol-
untarist positions may be classified according to the limitations placed on the 
willing of belief. Thus we have, depending on the nature of the relevant im-
possibility, conceptual, psychological and normative involuntarism, respec-
tively, where the latter may be subdivided corresponding to different forms 
of normativity: epistemic, moral, prudential etc. I shall review, in succession, 
the arguments for these positions, attempting to rebut them in order to end 
up with a limited defence of the views of William James expressed in “The 
Will to Believe”. 

To get some idea of what is at stake, let us consider some examples: 

Can you, at this moment, start to believe that the U.S. is still a colony of 
Great Britain, just by deciding to do so. If you find it too incredible that you 
should be sufficiently motivated to try to believe this, suppose that someone 
offers you $500,00,000 to believe it, and you are much more interested in the 
money than in believing the truth. Can you do what it takes to get that re-
ward? 

We have started on a trip by car, and 50 miles from home my wife asks me if 
I locked the front door. I seem to remember that I did, but I don’t have a 
clear, detailed, confident memory impression of locking the door ... But, 
given the great inconvenience of turning back to make sure, and the undesir-
ability of worrying about it while continuing on, I decide to continue on and 
believe that I did lock it. 

S receives a telephone call from the police saying that his wife has been in-
volved in a car accident and that she wishes him to come to the scene. The 
police caller says that she believes there are no serious injuries. While S has-
tens to the scene, S is, as it seems natural to put it, making himself believe 

                                 
39 William P. Alston, ”The Deontological Conception of Epistemic Justification”, Philosophi-
cal Perspectives 1988; Bernard Williams, ”Deciding to Believe”, in Language, Belief, and 
Metaphysics, eds. H.Kiefer and M.Munitz, 1970 
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that his wife has not been seriously injured. Part of what S does that seems to 
deserve that description is to suppress all impulse to imagine what his wife’s 
injuries might be or to consider how he will handle it if he does find her seri-
ously injured. (Another part is his repeatedly reminding himself of the evi-
dence that she had not been seriously injured, namely, that the police caller 
would very likely have known and told him if there had been serious inju-
ries.) 

Someone tells me that my friend S has acted deceitfully. I know that my in-
formant was well placed to observe the incident in question, and I have no 
reason to suspect foul play on his part. Still, against the evidence, I decide to 
trust my friend; I do this because he is my friend, and in so doing I decide to 
believe that he did not act deceitfully. 

I want to believe in God; yet when contemplating the issue I am struck by the 
conflicting evidence; both the theist and the atheist arguments seem to me to 
have some force. And I am unable just to decide to believe in God. Yet, no-
ticing my will, and the inconclusiveness of the evidence, I find that I can de-
cide to believe that I believe in God; decide, i.e., to believe that the emotional 
and other dispositions are present, even if not activated, and even though on a 
reflective level I cannot reach a conclusion. 

The first example is from the involuntarist William Alston, while the second 
and third are purported cases of voluntarism, offered by Carl Ginet40. The 
last two are mine. I shall return to these cases, as objects of illustration, as 
the discussion proceeds. But first some terminological clarifications are in 
order. 

Believing is not an action, but a state. So what we are discussing the vol-
untariness of is, strictly speaking, not belief, but the processes leading there. 
The problem arises that there is no standard verb for this, just as, e.g., there 
is no such word as “angrify”. Usually, I shall employ the phrase “to form a 
belief”. Often in the literature there is talk about “deciding to believe”. It 
should be noted that this matter is somewhat different from that of voluntary 
belief formation. For it might be possible to decide to believe even if invol-
untarism were true, as long as one does not know of its truth. 

It might seem to be necessary, in preparing for a discussion of doxastic 
voluntarism, to clarify the relevant notions of belief and will. In practice the 
debate has, however, been conducted in terms that are shared by the propo-
nents of the various views on those issues. Thus e.g. the notion of control 
can be taken to express the element common to determinism and indetermin-
ism which captures the relevant voluntarist phenomenon. When more con-
tentious aspects of belief and will are deployed in the argumentation this is, 

                                 
40 William P. Alston, ”The Deontological Conception of Epistemic Justification”, Philosophi-
cal Perspectives 1988; Carl Ginet, ”Deciding to Believe”, in Knowledge, Truth and Duty: 
Essays on Epistemic Justification, Responsibility, and Virtue, ed. Matthias Steup, Oxford 
University Press 2001 
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in general, clearly signalled. Bennett, for instance, considers an involuntarist 
argument based on a specifically dispositional conception of belief, noting 
explicitly this limitation41. I shall, largely, follow this way of conducting the 
discussion. There is, however, one distinction regarding the concept of belief 
which will be of some importance. It concerns the difference between the 
first person and third person perspectives. We frequently form our beliefs 
through doxastic deliberation, surveying and weighing the evidence before 
reaching a conclusion. This is done in a conscious and deliberate manner, 
from the first person perspective. The outcome is available to us; we remem-
ber the conclusion reached. Beliefs also manifest themselves dispositionally, 
in ways of acting and feeling. This is, excepting verbal reports, how the be-
liefs of others are available to us, but also many of our own. Such beliefs are 
not in general unproblematically present to us; rather, we have to use our 
imagination, considering how we would respond, emotionally, and by way 
of action, to various circumstances. This is what I mean by a third person 
view on belief. The distinction is not, of course, entirely clear cut. I do not, 
for instance, mean to suggest that a belief arrived at through deliberation 
may not be dispositional in nature. 

Another distinction which is sometimes made in the literature, and which 
is of relevance to the present discussion, is that between belief and accep-
tance. The main proponent of this classification is Jonathan Cohen42. He 
defines belief as being a disposition to have credal feelings, whereas accep-
tance is taken to be a matter of letting oneself be guided by the relevant 
proposition, in thinking and action, where this does not necessarily involve 
any emotional commitment. Acceptance, on his view, is voluntary, belief 
involuntary. With such a distinction it is easy to account for any cases of 
purported voluntarism, assigning it to the category of acceptance; in this way 
involuntarism can be defended no matter what. Nevertheless, it is useful to 
keep Cohen’s discussion in mind; invoking it may sometimes clarify the 
debate.  

A further point of importance concerns the nature of the actions leading to 
the formation of belief. The case generally considered in the literature is that 
of a basic action, in Danto’s sense, i.e. an action which is performed directly 
and not only as a result of the performing of other actions. Raising an arm is 
the standard example. The near consensus is that basic belief willing is not 
possible, whereas long term influence of practical reasons on belief forma-
tion is quite common place. One might think here of a person who, con-
vinced by Pascal’s wager, gets rid of his atheist friends, starts going to 
church etc., in the hope of coming to believe. There is however an interme-
diate case between this and basic action which is well worth keeping in 

                                 
41 Jonathan Bennett, ”Why is Belief Involuntary?”, Analysis 1990 
42 Jonathan Cohen, An Essay on Belief and Acceptance, Oxford: Clarendon Press 1995 
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mind. Alston calls it “immediate voluntary control”43. Here, while the action 
consists of several distinguishable parts, it is possible to perform it in one 
uninterrupted sweep, with continuous guidance by the intention. An example 
might be the hammering of a nail into a plank, where each strike with the 
hammer would be a basic action. 

Next, it should be noted that there are different ways of setting up the 
situation where a person willingly forms a belief. First, there is the question 
of what the relevant changes in doxastic states are. Listing the options as 
pairs, where the first element indicates the original state and the second ele-
ment is the set of end states that are supposed to be possible, we have the 
following plausible candidates, where the B and S represent belief, and sus-
pended judgement, or lack of doxastic attitude, respectively: 

 
(1) <Sp,{Bp,B¬p}>, 
(2) <Sp,{Bp}>, 
(3) <Bp, {Sp}>,  
(4)  <Bp, {B¬p}>. 

(4) is rather implausible, and several of the arguments for involuntarism 
proceed by trying to reduce one of the other cases to (4), and then claiming 
absurdity. (1) and (2) are the cases usually considered. It seems that it would 
be enough to establish the possibility of the weaker (2) in order to prove 
voluntarism. 

With these preliminaries taken care of, let us proceed to consider the 
problem of whether there is any reason to believe that it is conceptually im-
possible to voluntarily believe. 

Conceptual Involuntarism 
Much of the debate concerning conceptual involuntarism has centred around 
a celebrated argument of Bernard Williams’s to the effect that it is conceptu-
ally impossible to choose a belief. The main passage from Williams’s paper 
is the following44. 

If I could acquire a belief at will, I could acquire it whether it was true or not; 
moreover I would know that I could acquire it whether it was true or not. If in 
full consciousness I could will to acquire a ‘belief’ irrespective of its truth, it 
is unclear that before the event I could seriously think of it as a belief, i.e. as 
something purporting to represent reality. At the very least, there must be a 

                                 
43 William P. Alston, ”The Deontological Conception of Epistemic Justification”, Philosophi-
cal Perspectives 1988 
44 Bernard Williams, ”Deciding to Believe”, in Language, Belief, and Metaphysics, eds. 
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restriction on what is the case after the event; since I could not then, in full 
consciousness, regard this as a belief of mine, i.e. something I take to be true, 
and also know that I acquired it at will. With regard to no belief could I know 
– or, if all this is to be done in full consciousness, even suspect – that I had 
acquired it at will. But if I can acquire beliefs at will, I must know that I am 
able to do this; and could I know that I was capable of this feat, if with regard 
to every feat of this kind which I had performed I necessarily had to believe 
that it had not taken place? 

This is not one unbroken argument, but rather, several intertwined subargu-
ments. With this in mind, let us begin by looking more carefully at the first 
part of the paragraph, focusing on the location of the modal expression 
“could”. It will simplify matters, and not unduly distort the argument if we 
take it to be an argument against the possibility of forming the intention to 
believe. Imagine the required modification of Williams’s text to have been 
made. I shall symbolize intending to believe that p by Ip. Fixing a proposi-
tion p, and letting K denote the knowledge operator, with the subject being 
Bernard Williams, let us try interpreting the consequent of the implication in 
the first sentence as saying that both the propositions ◊(Ip∧p), and ◊(Ip∧¬p) 
are true, and the second sentence as making the same claim concerning 
K◊(Ip∧p) and K◊(Ip∧¬p). Notice now the position of the modal “could” in 
the third sentence of the paragraph. It is outside all intensional operators, 
which suggests that what is being said is that both  ◊(Ip∧Kp) and ◊(Ip∧K¬p) 
are true. The latter proposition here is clearly problematic, since it is doubt-
ful whether one can coherently form the intention to believe – without some 
elaborate mechanism of self-deception, which would violate the demand that 
it be a case of direct and basic action – what one knows to be false. So Wil-
liams has, as required, arrived at an absurdity.  Scrutinizing the intermediate 
steps, however, it may be noted that ◊(Ip∧K¬p) follows from ◊K(Ip∧¬p) 
and the factivity of knowledge, i.e. 

� ( KIp→Ip), together with the assumption that knowledge distributes over 
conjunctions. But in order to derive ◊K(Ip∧¬p) from K◊(Ip∧¬p) the knowl-
edge operator must be moved inside the possibility operator, which is not in 
general acceptable. The problem here lies with the phrases “whether or not” 
and “irrespective of”, which may be interpreted in either of two ways. To 
bring this out consider, more generally the phrase “It is possible to A irre-
spective of q”. This can mean either ◊(A∧q) and ◊(A∧¬q), or  ◊(A∧Bq) and 
◊(A∧B¬q). Let us call these senses irrespective1 and irrespective2. It may be 
noted here that this condition, which Williams uses as a requirement for 
voluntariness, differs from the usual interpretations of free agency, which 
require instead ◊A∧◊¬A; in the present case the demand is rather that the 
action A be not be constrained by q, or, on the second interpretation, what 
the agent takes q to be. With this in mind, the situation may be described as 
follows. Williams makes two demands on belief that he claims it has to sat-
isfy in order to be voluntary: it should be possible to acquire the belief that p 
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irrespective1 of p, and also irrespective2 of p. The first demand is unproblem-
atic in the sense that belief, if voluntary should satisfy it. But it does not lead 
to absurdity. The second is absurd but it is not clear that it is a necessary 
requirement for voluntariness. He seems to maintain that the second follows 
from the first, which is false. There are two possibilities here; either some 
demand intermediate in strength between the first and the second might be 
found, which would save Williams’s argument. Or it might be shown that 
the second demand is, after all, a reasonable requirement for voluntarism. As 
regards the first option, a likely candidate is that of using “in disregard of” 
instead of “irrespective of”. We shall see, however, that there are good ar-
guments against both this and the case of “irrespective2 of”. In evaluating the 
second option it will be useful to consider a counter argument that Nishi 
Shah has presented against Williams45.  

If, Shah claims, analogous demands to that of Williams’s concerning be-
lief formation are allowed to be placed on other purported actions it can be 
shown that in a large number of cases of intuitively voluntary action it is in 
reality impossible to act at will. This would constitute a kind of reductio ad 
absurdum of Williams’s method of arguing. The example Shah uses is that 
of lying, which yields the following argument, purportedly analogous to 
Williams’s, to the effect that lying at will is impossible: 

If I could lie at will, then I could lie whether or not I deceived anyone; 
moreover I would know that I could lie whether or not I deceived anyone. If 
in full consciousness I could will to lie irrespective of deceiving anyone, it is 
unclear that before the event I can seriously think of it as a lie, i.e., something 
purporting to deceive. 

And the same sort of argument, Shah notes, can be formulated for any aim-
constituted activity, demanding, as a condition for the voluntariness of the 
action, that it should be possible to perform it with disregard for the aim, and 
irrespective of its fulfilment. 

Shah claims, in effect, that Williams places an unreasonable voluntariness 
demand on belief, since it is a requirement that is not fulfilled by obviously 
voluntary actions. But let us note that Williams’s demand was of the form “It 
must be possible to A irrespective of q”. In applying this in different cases it 
is important that the relation between A and q be the same as in Williams’s 
case, i.e. as that between acquiring the belief that p and p. Shah considers the 
case where it is a constitutive aim of A-ing to achieve r. One cannot intend to 
A without intending to make it the case that r. But does r bear the same rela-
tion to A-ing as p does to acquiring the belief that p? In lying, I aim at mak-
ing it the case that someone hold a false belief; but in acquiring the belief 
that p, I do not aim at making it the case that p. It appears, then, that the dif-
ferent arguments are not, after all, analogous, and that therefore Shah’s ob-
                                 
45 Nishi Shah, ”Clearing Space for Doxastic Voluntarism”, The Monist 2002  
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jection fails. But his strategy may, I would like to suggest, be modified; a 
better example than Shah’s can be found, namely that of guessing. The rela-
tion between guessing that p and p does seem to be similar to that between 
acquiring the belief that p and p. Guessing is clearly voluntary; yet it fails 
Williams’s test. For I cannot guess that p if I believe that not p. Also, guess-
ing works, in the same way, as a counterexample against using, instead of “A 
irrespective of q”, “A in disregard of q”. Guessing and believing are similar 
in that they both are answerable to truth. A guess that p is, when p is false, 
incorrect, just as a belief is. The difference between the two is, of course, 
that we tend to make demands on the formation of belief that we do not 
make concerning guessing. In particular the relation to evidence is required 
to be more stringent in the former case. So it is perhaps here that the prob-
lems for voluntary belief may be found. It is the idea that beliefs can be le-
gitimately formed only against a certain background, rather than that they 
have a certain aim, which causes problems for the voluntarist. And this is 
precisely what differentiates belief from guessing. The latter, unlike the for-
mer, is purely forward directed.  

This brings us to the second part of Williams’s argument. The key expres-
sion here is “something purporting to represent reality”. In employing that 
phrase Williams wants to claim that we cannot intend to form a belief with-
out also taking that belief to represent reality. If we merely take “represent 
reality” to mean “answer to the world”, or “be evaluable in terms of truth 
and falsity” we are back where we just were. So it must be assumed to in-
volve something more substantive – perhaps “be caused in the proper way” 
or something similar. In order to form a belief one must, on this interpreta-
tion of Williams, have a belief about the belief: that it has originated in the 
proper way. Williams can not, however, be demanding that any believer 
attach the same demands on belief that a philosopher would – the same 
causal processes etc.. There must be, it seems, a reference to the believer’s 
own standards. A demand, perhaps, that the believer have standards, and that 
he should aim at believing to live up to those standard. He must believe his 
beliefs – or at least not believe not – to be produced in a way conducive to 
the achievement of the goal implicit in the evaluation.  

The point is this: we evaluate our beliefs not just with respect to truth – 
perhaps never, strictly speaking, according to truth – but also with respect to 
their origin. Often we are not clear about how the belief was formed; aware-
ness of this does not, however, lead us to discard the belief. But if we realize 
that a belief was formed in an inappropriate way – we learn that the person 
who gave us the information is highly untrustworthy, say – then we cease to 
believe, given that we have no other reasons for believing. Perhaps we 
would even discard it as a belief, i.e. maintain that it was not even a belief in 
the first place. This could be the case e.g. with someone engaging in fanta-
sies so vivid that he for a while mistakes them for beliefs; then upon realiz-
ing the self produced nature of his states he might say: I did not really be-
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lieve, though for a while I thought so; I just got carried away. Even if we 
could somehow willingly produce a state that shared the phenomenal and 
dispositional nature of a proper belief, we would, on this view, not regard it 
as a belief, when aware of how it was produced. But if we know this before 
forming the intention to believe we know that we cannot succeed unless we 
could immediately forget how the belief was brought about. And, since it is 
impossible to form an intention to do the impossible, we cannot intend to 
believe. But what grounds do we have to regard choice as an illegitimate 
way of acquiring beliefs? It had better not be just the preceding argument, 
for that would involve us in a circularity. The argument is convincing if and 
only if it is convincing. The reason, rather, why we reject voluntary belief 
forming is that we do not consider it to be a reliable process. This, however, 
is an empirical fact, so it cannot be referred to in an argument for conceptual 
involuntarism. We might imagine a creature with the peculiar property that 
all his willed beliefs turned out to be true. Such an individual would be per-
fectly justified in regarding the willing of beliefs as a truth-reliable process. 
This situation is, of course, highly peculiar, but it does not seem to be ruled 
out by any purely conceptual considerations. The above line of argumenta-
tion is therefore not available to Williams. 

Another argument for conceptual involuntarism has been given by Dion 
Scott-Kakures46. This argument relies on a consideration of the intentional 
character of cases of purported voluntary belief formation. Scott-Kakures 
notes that what must take place is the conscious following of a plan to alter 
one’s doxastic state. “But to follow a plan is to be guided by that plan; fur-
thermore, if one is to guide one’s behavior by the plan-component of an in-
tention one must be able to monitor one’s behavior”. This is, Scott-Kakures 
claims, impossible in the doxastic case because it involves passing a “cogni-
tive fissure” between the state of not believing that p and believing that p. 
The situation, it is claimed, is that one starts from a state of believing that 
one does not believe that p and that none of one’s current beliefs are suffi-
cient epistemic justification for believing that p. It is from this position that 
the intention to acquire the belief that p is formed. Suppose this to be 
achieved at t+1, and the intention to be formed at t. Scott-Kakures claims 
that 

there must be a cognitive blind spot, or fissure, between t and t+1. I cannot 
from my cognitive perspective at t, see my way through to my altered cogni-
tive perspective at t+1. If this is so, then the intention that I formulate at t 
cannot be one by which I govern or monitor my behavior through to t+1. And 
this means that, since the arrival at the belief state at t+1 is ungoverned or 
unmonitored, my arrival at that belief state cannot count as something I suc-
ceed in willing directly, as I do when I succeed in directly willing an arm rise. 

                                 
46 Dion Scott-Kakures, ”Belief and the Captivity of the Will”, Philosophy and Phenomenol-
ogical Research 1994 
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Scott-Kakures suggests a comparison with the case of intentionally forget-
ting that p. Having this intention is incompatible with having forgotten that 
p. So, somewhere along the way to forgetting, the intention must be lost. But 
then it cannot guide one all the way to the forgetting – contrary to what is 
required of an intentional action. This means, analogously to the case of 
belief, that it is impossible to willingly forget a fact. 

Dana Radcliffe objects against this argument by claiming that there does 
not have to be any cognitive fissures in a putative case of intentional belief47. 
He argues that the fissure is represented by the change from the belief at t 
that the belief that p is not justified – a belief which we may call q, say – to 
the non-belief at t+1 that the belief that p is not justified. Radcliffe agrees 
with Scott-Kakures that it is not possible to lose the belief that q directly. 
But, he claims, in a case of voluntary believing that p, there is no reason to 
suppose that the belief that q has to be present. It is enough that one does not 
already believe that p. And here, he maintains, there is no cognitive fissure. 
But this does not seem right. In order to see why there arises a blind spot in 
the change involved in producing a belief, and not just in getting rid of a 
belief, let us elaborate the example, discussing in more detail what might be 
meant by the expression “cognitive fissure”. 

Scott-Kakures demands that there be no cognitive blind spots, that there 
be a continuous monitoring from t to t+1. There is supposed to be cognitive 
unity; one way of understanding this is that all cognitive changes should be 
due to observed changes. I should be able to imagine myself going through 
the action, noting the changes, and ending up with a correspondingly altered 
perspective. When going through the action, the change q occurs, say. Then 
my cognitive state changes to include Bq. Thus in intending to raise my arm 
I note that the position of my arm will change and give my projected future 
self an accordingly changed arm-belief. In general if the changes are exactly 
p, q and r, the cognitive changes will be precisely Bp, Bq and Br. This is 
how one would program a computer in artificial intelligence. The notorious 
“frame problem” consists precisely in having the computer revise its beliefs 
in accordance with the changes due to its actions. Now we have the reason-
able requirement that the cognitive states of the monitored and of the moni-
tor agree. But suppose that the action involves the change Bp. This will be 
noted and accordingly BBp added to the cognitive state. But since no p 
change has been observed there will be no addition of Bp. The change pre-
scribed according to the model is precisely and only BBp. It might be ob-
jected, however, that the argument rests on ignoring the distinction between 
first and third person aspects of belief. The changing of beliefs outlined in 
the model of intentions concerns only those beliefs resulting from conscious 
deliberation and observation. The possibility of unguided changes in non-

                                 
47 Dana Radcliffe, ”Scott-Kakures on Believing at Will”, Philosophy and Phenomenological 
Research 1997 
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consciously grounded dispositional beliefs is not taken into consideration. 
What the argument establishes is, at most, the conceptual impossibility of 
choosing beliefs that have their place strictly in the first person deliberative 
perspective. 

Psychological Involuntarism 
Even if the arguments for conceptual involuntarism fail, it might still be 
asked whether it is psychologically possible to will a belief, and whether 
doing so can ever be legitimate. And if the answer is affirmative, a charac-
terization of those cases would be desirable. One would want, i.e., an inde-
pendent description of the classes P and N, of situations corresponding to 
psychological and normative possibility. It might be expected that these 
classes are non-identical, indeed, that P-N≠∅, and perhaps also N-P≠∅. In 
this section I shall focus on the problem of the existence of cases of willed 
belief, leaving the normative issues and the characterization problems to the 
next section. 

The voluntarist faces the problem that “deciding to believe” and similar 
phrases have an odd ring, that it is difficult to conceive of situations where 
they might be applied. Our first intuitions are, I think, with the involuntarist. 
There are two ways for the voluntarist to deal with this problem. The first 
method consists in showing that many ordinary cases are actually correctly 
described as willed belief. This is the strategy of Matthias Steup, who claims 
that all cases of doxastic deliberation resulting in belief are actually, linguis-
tic intuitions to the contrary notwithstanding, properly labelled as instances 
of voluntary belief formation48. The second method consists in the descrip-
tion of more unusual cases, perhaps even such that might only be available 
after reflection on the philosophical context, and in the demonstration that 
they might legitimately be characterized as involving the willing of belief. 

A discussion of Steup’s views will be helpful in clarifying an important 
feature of the doxastic voluntarist situation, namely the role of evidence. 
Steup’s main strategy is to emphasize the analogies between the debate con-
cerning voluntary action (free will) and that concerning voluntary belief. 
First of all, he notes the possibility of transferring the distinctions from the 
free will debate to the doxastic case; furthermore the following similarities 
are used in his argument for voluntarism: just as there are reasons for action, 
there are reasons for belief: to practical reasons correspond doxastic reasons. 
And the respective deliberative situations are similar: In the former case, he 
notes, we weigh the practical reasons against each other, compare competing 
desires, evaluate the relevant beliefs etc. – the outcome determines our deci-
sion, and thereby the action. Similarly, when considering what to believe we 
                                 
48 Matthias Steup, ”Doxastic Voluntarism and Epistemic Deontology”, Acta Analytica 2000 
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survey the evidence, weighing different relevant beliefs against each other, 
and the outcome determines – if we are rational – what we believe. 

Let us examine these analogies. From the free will debate, Steup takes the 
distinction between categorical and hypothetical voluntary control: 

I have hypothetical voluntary control over my doxastic attitude toward p if, 
and only if, were I to decide to take an alternative attitude toward p, I could 
take that attitude. 

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

This corresponds, roughly, to the distinction between situations (1) and (2) 
made above, at the beginning. Steup’s point is that hypothetical control is 
sufficient for voluntaristic purposes; sufficient i.e. to account for the norma-
tive attitudes surrounding belief. This is in analogy with free will compati-
bilism. Furthermore, he claims that in typical cases of reflective belief we do 
have hypothetical control. 

Let us examine his definition of voluntary control. The problematic 
phrase is “decide to take an alternative attitude toward p”. Presumably, this 
can in the most interesting cases be read as “decide to believe that p”. Now, 
in the case of action, the point of the compatibilist is that the demand, for 
talk of free will to be warranted, that there be possible variation with every-
thing in the initial situation held fixed is absurd. Some variation in the initial 
situation must be allowed. The extent of this is related to the subject’s wants, 
intentions, decisions etc. Some such features are to be allowed to vary. This 
is not always formulated in terms of decisions, but sometimes in terms of 
what the agent wants, i.e. in terms of his practical reasons. The problem with 
Steup’s formulation is that we are not entirely clear about what it means to 
decide to believe; as we have seen, some people claim that such a notion is 
incoherent. Steup uses, however, sometimes a formulation in terms of rea-
sons. Thus: one acts freely if one’s action is determined by one’s own practi-
cal reasons. Similarly: one is free to believe if one’s belief is determined by 
one’s own epistemic reasons. Steup presses this analogy, claiming that 
someone who insists on a relevant difference between practical and epis-
temic reasons, whereby the former but not the latter are related to the phe-
nomenon of freedom, is a “reasons chauvinist”. This line seems problematic, 
however. For the very presence of reasons does not entail an element of will; 
we talk, e.g., of the reason why a proposition is true, without assuming that a 
proposition can will another proposition to be true. What reasons-talk is 
connected with is rather justificatory practices. So it appears that Steup is 
putting the cart before the horse: he takes the presence of normativity to 
show the reality of voluntary control, whereas the debate is motivated by a 
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movement in the other direction, i.e. by the desire to ground the justificatory 
practices in a demonstrated presence of volitional elements. A more promis-
ing alternative, which he develops, is to examine the similarities between 
practical and doxastic deliberation. 

In deliberating doxastically we come to some sort of conclusion about the 
degree of support that the evidence gives a certain proposition. Steup regards 
this as in itself a case of belief formation and, the belief about evidential 
support he calls a verdict belief, as distinguished from the object belief, the 
belief that p. Now one might ask where the relevant decision is supposed to 
take place. It might be expected that this is something that happens between 
the verdict belief and the object belief. But that is not how Steup accounts 
for the situation. He says, rather, that deciding to believe that p amounts to 
forming the corresponding verdict belief, and that this leads to one’s having 
the object belief. On this view, there are three different verdict beliefs and 
two object beliefs regarding a proposition p: B*p, S*p, B*¬p, and Bp, B¬p. 
Here B*, and S* denote the attitudes of taking the evidence to support p over 
¬p, in a sufficiently strong sense as to warrant belief, and being indifferent 
respectively. Looking back at the different transition representations at the 
beginning we can supplement them with various starred changes. What this 
means regarding hypothetical voluntary control is that it amounts to the abil-
ity to form the belief Bp if B*p and B¬p if B*¬p. Such an ability is, of 
course, entirely trivial. The controversial issue here is, rather, whether it is 
appropriate to talk about decisions in connection with B*. If not, then the 
analogy with the standard free will case breaks down. What kind of variation 
does the notion of decision imply? If I decided that p, then it seems I could 
have decided that ¬p, had only something been different. And this some-
thing should, one feels be something less than the decision itself. In the case 
of practical reason we weigh desires against each other; and it seems clear 
that for fixed desires, the outcome might have been different, the weighing 
might have been performed differently if something, some unconscious im-
pulse perhaps, had been different. Furthermore we would not, in general, 
regard such variation as malfunction. The situation seems different in the 
doxastic case. 

In many, probably most cases, of doxastic deliberation we are compelled 
towards the result; the evidence for p, say, is clearly stronger than that 
against p. It is rare that a specific desire, say, has the same kind of force in 
practical reasoning, as evidence often has in doxastic reasoning. And we 
cannot easily, as in the practical case, imagine a variation that would lead to 
a different outcome of the weighing. Therefore it does not seem right to, as 
Steup wants, label all cases of doxastic deliberation as voluntary. The possi-
bility remains, however, that some cases may be said to be so. In order to 
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investigate this option it will be useful to examine the arguments of William 
Alston49. 

Alston’s general claim is that we have nothing but a highly indirect and 
long range control over our beliefs. In arguing for his position, Alston con-
siders a situation where the evidence concerning a certain option – theism or 
atheism, in Alston’s case – supports equally well, or badly, both alternatives. 
“Here”, he says, “like Buridan’s ass, I am confronted with (subjectively) 
perfectly equivalent alternatives.” Alston is actually worse off than the ass. 
For the latter could conceivably make an arbitrary choice. This, according to 
Alston, is psychologically impossible in the belief case: “How could I sim-
ply choose to believe one rather than the other when they seem exactly on a 
par with respect to the likelihood of truth[?] ... To do so would be to choose 
a belief in the face of the lack of any significant indication to suppose it to be 
true. It seems clear to me that this is not within our power.” The point, then 
is this: if my desires weigh equally, there is nothing that can give me the 
momentum to do something; there is no differential energy. And likewise 
when the evidence is equal; the forces cancel each other. If believing in a 
proposition is equivalent to holding that proposition to be, to a certain speci-
fied degree, better supported than its negation, then, unless a person can 
consciously and simultaneously assent to contradictory propositions, it is 
impossible, in Alston’s case to choose to believe. 

Against this, it should be observed that there are two different questions 
that are easily conflated; (1) is it possible to voluntarily form a belief, and (2) 
is it possible to believe a proposition without at the same time taking the 
evidence to give it better support than its negation? An assumption that is, 
implicitly, made in the literature is, I think, that if the answer to (1) is yes, 
then the answer to (2) must be affirmative as well. This is quite clear in Al-
ston’s discussion. There may, however, be cases of voluntary belief which 
do not violate the principle connected with (2); this is so if the changes vol-
untarily instigated also involve a change with regard to the evidence. And 
that would be a case of voluntary belief, even if belief is given the interpreta-
tion suggested above. There are two ways in which this might be the case: 
first the movement of the will might change the evidential situation, second 
what might be involved is the change of the attitude taken towards the evi-
dence. Let us consider the latter option first. This connects with the discus-
sion above of Steup’s arguments. The idea is that it might be possible to 
choose how to weigh the evidence, and in such a way form a voluntary be-
lief. By stipulating equal evidential support, Alston blocks from considera-
tion such a form of voluntarism. His line of argumentation consists in claim-
ing the impossibility of Bp & S*p, and then demanding no change in the *-
operators, which leads to absurdity. 

                                 
49 William P. Alston, ”The Deontological Conception of Epistemic Justification”, Philosophi-
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There are, in general, three stages in the process of belief formation where 
voluntary elements might be located; first, in the gathering of evidence, in 
the focus of inquiry, second, in the weighing of the evidence, and third, in 
the actual formation of the belief. It is unproblematic that we have a degree 
of voluntary control over the first stage. It is usually here that the basis of 
self deception is located; the subject chooses, for instance, not to look for 
counter evidence to a proposition that he wants to believe. The second possi-
ble voluntarism is what Alston overlooks, and what we are presently con-
cerned with. Here it should be noted that in many cases we do appear to have 
some control over what attitude to take to the evidence. If I am attracted to a 
certain philosophical position, I might convince myself that the arguments 
for it are better than they at first seemed, not through self deception, but 
rather through an intermingling of my attraction with the weighing; some-
thing which, it seems, I may openly acknowledge without loss of belief. I 
might e.g. take my attraction as being constituted, in part, by an intuition as 
to the viability of the position in question. This is, however, not a case of 
voluntary belief formation as a basic action. It is only by first changing the 
attitude towards the evidence that belief acquisition becomes possible; nev-
ertheless, it is a case of immediate control in Alston’s case, and the possibil-
ity of such phenomena is precisely what he wants to deny.  

It should be noted, however that even if it is psychologically possible to 
affect evidential attitudes, there is a widespread feeling that doing so is a 
form of intellectual dishonesty. But what, it might be asked, is the difference 
between a case where I am at first unconvinced by the evidence and then 
become convinced, just like that, and one where I am at first unconvinced, 
then will the conviction and thus the belief? On pain of regress, I cannot 
point at rational processes in the first case. In the end I will just have to say 
“there was a change in conviction”. The difference is, perhaps, that we still 
suppose that such changes must be rational (we trust our subconscious). But 
in the case of willing, we have tampered with the situation. The intuition is 
this: I must sit and wait for the conviction to pop up; I must not force it. But 
have we not learnt that our subconscious processes are shot through with all 
sorts of self serving desires? And, at least in the case of philosophical posi-
tions, the attraction to them may, as noted, consist partly in a well founded 
intuition regarding their truth.  

Let us leave the discussion of evidence weighing in this somewhat incon-
clusive condition, and move on to more specific cases of voluntary belief 
formation. One of the more prominent voluntarists is Carl Ginet, from whom 
I have taken two of the examples quoted at the beginning of the present pa-
per50. His analysis of believing that p is that it consists in counting on p being 
the case; this amounts to not preparing oneself for the possibility of not p, 
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not taking into account that the believed proposition might be false. With 
this understanding of the notion, it is, he claims, perfectly possible to decide 
to believe. For, “choosing to not prepare oneself for the possibility of not-p, 
resisting an impulse to do so, can be the choice such that it is in making it 
that one decides to count on p.” Before considering this analysis let us look 
at the two examples of Ginet’s mentioned at the beginning of the chapter. In 
the first case, it could be argued, that what the subject decides to do is not 
best described as deciding to believe, but rather as deciding to block any 
doubting impulses; or perhaps deciding to isolate the belief that the door 
might be unlocked. I shall return to this below, because it highlights a prob-
lem with Ginet’s analysis. 

Consider now the second case. This involves wilful compartmentaliza-
tion, and is therefore perhaps best described as a form of self deception, and 
not as a case of open and conscious willing to believe. What differentiates 
the present debate from that concerning self deception is that the self de-
ceiver has to hide his intention from himself, whereas the believer that is of 
interest to the voluntarist has openly chosen to believe, and is fully aware of 
this. In Ginet’s case, the subject wants to believe, but he does not want to do 
so as a result of his wanting to believe. His wanting to believe is something 
which while impossible for him to forget is still a feature of himself that he 
cannot entirely acknowledge. He realizes that what he is doing is not epis-
temically justified, and this necessitates an ambivalence in his attitude to his 
will to believe which keeps this situation from being a full blown case of 
voluntary belief. 

This problem arises generally with Ginet’s suggestion that believing that 
p amounts to counting on its being the case that p, to not preparing oneself 
for not p etc. For while I can choose to do so, the resulting state will be 
something less than belief if I do not regard my so doing as unproblematic; I 
must be able to acknowledge it. And something has to be said to motivate 
the existence of such cases. Furthermore, it might be argued that it is not 
enough for belief that one count on p being the case; this is rather something 
akin to acceptance, in Cohen’s sense. The point is that belief involves not 
just dispositions to action, but emotional dispositions; the disposition to feel 
confidence when contemplating that p, and also, in particular, the disposition 
to be surprised when learning that not p. And it seems, as with emotional 
dispositions in general, difficult to choose such a disposition. 

I shall end the present section by considering some concrete cases of vol-
untary belief. This involves returning to the first option mentioned above, in 
the discussion of Alston, i.e. the one involving a transformation of the evi-
dential situation. As an introduction to those cases it will be useful to start 
with some more artificial situations. Let us say that I want to believe that I 
have just snapped my fingers. All I have to do in order to acquire such a 
belief is to snap my fingers. This, it will be objected, is not a case of directly 
willing a belief, since the belief is acquired by way of first producing the 
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evidence. Consider, then, the case of deciding to believe that one has just 
decided to believe something. Suppose that it is possible to successfully do 
this. I have then myself produced the evidence for the belief. But not, as with 
the finger snapping, separately from willing the belief. So this example is not 
trivialized in the same way; it does, if possible, appear to be a case of basic 
action. The example is contrived, of course. But I would like to suggest that 
something similar might be going on in a more interesting case, namely that 
of believing that one believes. 

Recall the distinction made above between first person and third person 
believing. The latter form of belief is often not unproblematically available 
to the believer; it is a matter of his emotional dispositions, how he would 
react under certain circumstances etc. We might e.g. imagine the case of 
someone who takes himself to be a convinced communist, is a party mem-
ber, has read Marx with enthusiasm etc., who, upon encountering the argu-
ments of an anti-communist accepts them without any resistance, realizing 
that he has, since some time ceased to believe in communist doctrines. The 
very lack of resistance is an indication of this, and looking back he realizes 
that he has just been going through the motions; he has not really believed; 
he just believed he believed. The point is that belief – if we allow for differ-
ent versions – is not transparent; it is not the case that Bp automatically is the 
case just because BBp is.  

My suggestion now is that when the evidence for Bp and not Bp are 
evenly matched, I can, and may choose to BBp if I want. This is because my 
wanting to do so constitutes some, although limited, evidence for Bp. So this 
is a case similar to the one above of deciding to believe that one has made a 
decision. Here it might be objected that my wanting should be included 
among the evidence. But what I meant was not that it was my hypothetically 
observed wanting that was supposed to tip the evidential balance, but rather 
my wanting as realized in a choice. This is what gives it extra weight. The 
example depends on the assumption that one’s choices are more likely to be 
in harmony with their doxastic surrounding than not to be so. If I have cho-
sen to believe that I believe, this is, then, some indication that I do believe, 
so that the choice is self-justifying. 

This case seems more contrived than it actually is if one does not take 
into account that situations of balanced evidence are quite common. The last 
of the examples at the beginning of the present text is intended as an illustra-
tion of the phenomenon I have in mind. 

In the present section I have argued that there are cases of voluntary belief 
which do not violate evidentialism. Voluntarism and evidentialism are thus 
not necessarily conflicting positions. It is only if the willing of a belief does 
not change an evidential situation that does not warrant belief, that volunta-
rism clashes with evidentialism. In the next section, discussing William 
James’s “The Will to Believe” I shall argue that there are such cases. 
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Normative Involuntarism 
A central notion for James is that of a genuine option, by which he means a 
choice between two propositions, which satisfies the requirement of being 
what he calls, living, forced, and momentous. “Living” means that both 
propositions have some appeal to the person, “forced” that one of them must 
be chosen, and “momentous” that something is at stake. 

The key passage in James’s paper is this. 

Our passional nature not only lawfully may, but must, decide an option be-
tween propositions, whenever it is a genuine option that cannot by its nature 
be decided on intellectual grounds; for to say, under such circumstances, “Do 
not decide, but leave the question open”, is itself a passional decision, – just 
like deciding yes or no, – and is attended with the same risk of losing the 
truth. 

The distinction between passional and intellectual decisions is perhaps cap-
tured, in more up to date philosophical language, by the notions of practical 
and epistemic reasons. With this in mind, we may ask what James is refer-
ring to in talking, in the fourth line of the quote, about a passional decision. 
Something has taken place – it seems advisable not to go along with James’s 
use of the term decision which in itself suggests the presence of practical 
reasons, making “passional decision” sound somewhat pleonastic – and its 
taking place is due not solely to epistemic reasons. What James means, more 
precisely, with his talk about “passional reasons” is clarified by other pas-
sages in his text, where he refers to cautiousness vs. boldness in the search 
for truth. The passional decision is best regarded not as concerning isolated 
cases, single propositions, but rather principles of epistemic deliberation. 
What is at issue is something like the principle to suspend one’s judgement 
when the evidence is balanced. This principle, then, is supposed to lack epis-
temic ground, to be based rather on our passional nature, our practical rea-
sons, in particular on the desire to avoid falsehoods. James agrees that the 
epistemic enterprise, with its reasons, its methods of inquiry etc. is motivated 
by a desire to attain truths and avoid falsehoods. A state is only a belief if it 
has its place in a system governed by such motives. But within this frame-
work, he claims, there are different possible guiding principles, the choice 
between which is temperamentally motivated, rather than dictated by the 
features that are common to all epistemic systems. The cautious person seeks 
to avoid falsehoods, the daring one endeavours to maximize truths. James’s 
adherence to the latter aim then entitles him to choose to believe, in the hope 
of gaining truth. Such is his epistemic temperament. 

Richard Feldman, in attacking James’s argument, makes the point that if 
the purpose of the argument is merely to emphasize that there are circum-
stances under which it is prudentially legitimate to believe, the entire ma-
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chinery of genuine options etc., seems superfluous51. James has, if it is a 
matter of prudential concerns, added nothing to what Pascal already has 
stated. That this is not his purpose, that something more than purely pruden-
tial concerns are at issue, can be seen from his text, e.g. from his sceptical 
attitude towards Pascal’s wager. What James is aiming at must be to defend 
the notion of an epistemic entitlement to choose to believe. And this he sup-
poses himself to have achieved by establishing the right to choose between 
different epistemic principles. If, however, Feldman claims, one can point to 
an option where the evidence is balanced but we are clearly not epistemi-
cally entitled to choose to believe, no matter what principle is in play, doubt 
is cast on James’s argument. For it is problematic to rule out the option in 
question on account of its not being genuine since, genuineness is a non-
epistemic notion, defined in terms of practical interests such as those indi-
cated by the term “momentousness”. And how could they make an epistemic 
difference? Feldman’s point is that one would expect the cases singled out as 
constituting situations where the doxastic outcome may be variously decided 
by our divergent epistemic temperaments to be characterized epistemically. 
Otherwise, the claim that we are epistemically - and not just practically - 
warranted in aiming at the various results appears puzzling. Feldman’s ex-
ample is that of a trivial belief about the past, e.g. that there was an even 
number of hairs in Lincoln’s beard when the civil war broke out; it seems 
absurd to claim that it is epistemically legitimate to choose to believe under 
such circumstances. There is of course, a possible truth-gain to be made 
here; but we do not feel that such a possibility can legitimate the making of a 
choice. There would be something wrong with a principle endorsing such 
choices. The intuition here is, I think, that what makes a difference is that the 
Lincoln-belief is not an important belief, unlike, say, the belief that God 
exists. This is what James tried to capture with the notion of momentous-
ness. What is needed to counter Feldman’s argument is an epistemic equiva-
lent of that notion. If this is to be possible, there has to be some solely truth-
related reason for valuing the proposition that God exists higher than the 
Lincoln-proposition. One reason which suggests itself is that the former, if 
true and believed, is more likely than the latter, under the same conditions, to 
lead us to new truths. It is a more central proposition, a more alethically 
fruitful one. Replacing James’s notion of genuineness with such a notion of 
epistemic value might suffice to rescue his argument against Feldman’s ob-
jections. 

On the present proposal, it is epistemically warranted to choose a belief 
with view to personal gain, if and only if this gain is of an epistemic nature; 
thus e.g. if a belief, if true, is likely to lead to a highly effective cognitive 
reorganization, then, if the evidence is inconclusive it is reasonable to choose 
it. In this way the arguments may be formulated in terms of epistemic utility 
                                 
51 Richard Feldman, ”Clifford’s Principle and James’s Options”, to be published 
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rather than practical utility. Just as we are epistemically motivated to believe 
a very powerful, but not conclusively established theory over a less power-
ful, but equally established theory, so we might be motivated to believe in 
James’ case. To sum up, what is being suggested is that James’s claim be 
replaced by the following: There are different epistemic temperaments, with 
correspondingly different principles; these can all, from an objective stand-
point be recognized as legitimately deserving the label epistemic. This is 
because they share certain features, among them a responsiveness to evi-
dence. One of these temperaments, an extension of that advocated by James, 
is a non-cautious, truth-seeking rather than falsehood-avoiding one, which is 
governed by the following principle: If the evidence is balanced between p 
and ¬p, and p is an epistemically significant proposition, in the sense out-
lined above, then it is not epistemically illegitimate to choose to believe that 
p. Observe that the choice is not obligatory; this would be absurd. And, fur-
thermore, the proposition has to be alethically fruitful to a very high degree 
in order to override the principle of suspended judgement. It should also be 
noted that the claim rests on the idea that true belief is valuable, even if it 
falls short of counting as knowledge; this is why it might be epistemically 
not unreasonable to opt for belief, even if it is not sufficiently grounded by 
evidence. My suggestion is that this amendment of the argument of “The 
Will to Believe” should work for the cases of interest to James. Other exam-
ples would be certain philosophical theses, say free will vs. determinism. To 
substantiate that these cases have the relevant properties requires, obviously, 
further argumentation. That will, however, have to postponed to another 
occasion. 

Conclusion 
We have seen that there is reason to believe that there is a certain, if limited, 
amount of doxastic voluntarism, even as regards basic actions. Since, in gen-
eral, the norms of belief that will be studied in the succeeding chapters may 
be taken to concern more extended activity, where there is, as we have seen, 
definite space for a certain voluntarism, the objection against the norms 
based on the lack of choice in matters of belief appears unconvincing. There 
are, however, as we will see in the next chapter, other reasons to find the 
kind of norms suggested by Boghossian et al. problematic. 
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Doxastic Normativity 

The normativity debate originating in Kripke’s interpretation of Wittgenstein 
has recently come to concern not just the normativity of meaning but also the 
normativity of belief. In this way it connects with discussions about the fea-
sibility of naturalized epistemology, and also with certain arguments about 
doxastic deliberation and the aim of belief. 

In this chapter, an overview will be given of this area of discussion; the 
main goal is to make sense of the notion that belief is normative. Different 
positions will be characterized and criticized, with a view to establishing 
which is the most plausible proposal. Also, I shall consider the arguments 
against the normativity of belief brought forward by Kathrin Glüer, Åsa 
Wikforss and others52.  

There are two dimensions to the idea that belief is normative. Borrowing 
the terminology of Nick Zangwill, mentioned above, we may distinguish 
between vertical and horizontal norms of belief53. The former are related to 
the idea that beliefs ought to true, something which has variously been for-
mulated as truth being belief’s value, or beliefs’ being aimed at truth. To this 
group belong also injunctions related to responsiveness to evidence. What is 
at issue is a putative normatively regulated relationship between beliefs and 
their objects. The horizontal norms, on the other hand, concern relations 
between beliefs, the kind of connections formulated in logic, such as those of 
coherence and entailment. To this category belong e.g. norms against the 
holding of contradictory beliefs. 

In the present chapter the main focus will be on vertical norms of belief. 
Horizontal belief norms will figure in the next chapter in the context of more 
general principles of rationality, such as those governing instrumental ra-
tionality, i.e. imperatives to the effect that one ought to intend the means to 
an intended end. In this way a connection will be established with Kripke’s 
concern with the normativity of intentions. 

Before proceeding, it will be helpful to mention some general points. It 
should be observed that the discussion has traditionally been conducted at a 
rather general level. The normativist view of belief does not rest upon any 
detailed and developed theory of doxastic phenomena. Rather, what the 

                                 
52 Kathrin Glüer-Pagin and Åsa Wikforss, ”Against Content Normativity” 
53 Nick Zangwill, ”Direction of Fit and Normative Functionalism”, Philosophical Studies 
1998; ”The Normativity of the Mental”, Philosophical Explorations 2005 
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normativist seeks to establish are certain conditions on belief that we can 
pretheoretically agree upon, and which may thus serve as guidelines for 
more elaborate accounts. The task is to, by means of arguments and thought 
examples, elicit intuitions that support the idea that belief is normative. 

Furthermore, the normativity involved should, if it is to be of interest, 
arise from specific features of the notion of belief; it should be a genuinely 
doxastic normativity. This rules out mere instrumental normativity, since this 
features in connection with all goal oriented activities. The point is not that 
instrumental normativity is uninteresting or not a problem for the naturalist. 
It is just that it is not a normativity peculiar to the domain of belief.   

The Belief Norm 
In an earlier chapter, Boghossian’s interpretation of Kripke’s normativity 
argument was investigated, with particular focus on the objections raised by 
Kathrin Glüer, Peter Pagin and Åsa Wikforss. Boghossian has, in his later 
writings, come to accept these arguments, particularly the claim that no nor-
mative statements follow directly from semantic statements54. To recapitu-
late, the above authors claim that the fact that X means p can only give the 
agent information about what he ought to do if it is assumed that he wants to 
speak the truth (or lie). There may be principles about truth-telling, but they 
belong to pragmatics, or ethics, not semantics. Having accepted this, Bog-
hossian still wants to maintain that there is an interesting form of semantic 
normativity. He thinks, however, that it should not be located primarily at 
the level of language, but rather at the level of mental content. Boghossian 
begins by targeting the notion of belief. Establishing that belief is normative 
then yields, he maintains, the conclusion that mental content is normative.  

The problem with linguistic semantic normativity was, supposedly, that 
the phenomenon of lying blocked the direct passage to ought statements. The 
matter is different, Boghossian thinks, with belief. Except for rare and con-
tentious cases of self deception, there is no such thing as lying to oneself. 
This means that the antinormativist objection above is not applicable. It is, 
he says, only correct for me to believe what is true, the correctness here be-
ing immune to counterarguments of the above variety. The point is that 
whereas it might be argued that norms about what is the right thing to say are 
dependent, for their validity, on an auxiliary desire, on the part of the 
speaker, to tell the truth, the corresponding belief norm does not need any 
auxiliary desire to believe the truth. For such a desire is, Boghossian claims, 
built into the very notion of belief.  

                                 
54 Paul Boghoosian, ”The Normativity of Content”, Philosophical Issues 2003; ”Is Meaning 
Normative?”, in Philosophy-Science-Scientific Philosophy, eds. Christian Nimtz and Ansgar 
Beckermann 2005 
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The shift to the doxastic case serves, then, to block a certain move that 
has often been made in the debate concerning the normativity of meaning, 
namely that of referring the normative features to the domain of pragmatics, 
and thus admitting the existence of linguistic normativity, while denying its 
semantic character. 

As regards doxastic normativity in general, the centrepiece of Boghos-
sian’s discussion is the claim that for any p, the following thesis holds: 

 
It is correct to believe that p iff p.  

There are some problems concerning how to translate this in terms of the 
more explicitly normative term “ought”. The obvious alternative that one 
ought to believe that p iff p, has, it seems some counterintuitive conse-
quences; this will be investigated in more detail later on. 

Boghossian takes the above principle as establishing the normativity of 
belief. His interpretation of the term “normative” is as follows: An expres-
sion E expresses a normative notion only if it is constitutive of our under-
standing of E that its application implies an ought or a may. Thus, Boghos-
sian says, “belief attributions are normative because it’s a condition on un-
derstanding them that one understand that one ought to believe that p only if 
p”. The route from the normativity of belief, thus established, to that of con-
tent is, again, via the notion of understanding. Boghossian claims that we can 
only understand content through our understanding of belief, and that this 
means that the notion of content turns out to be a constitutively normative 
notion. 

There are several different possibilities of interpretation regarding the 
norms that figure in the debate. Depending on the scope of the ought opera-
tor, something that is not in general made clear, and other features, we have 
the following alternatives: 
 

(1) O(Bp↔p) 
(2) O(Bp→p) 
(3) O(Bp)↔p 
(4) O(¬Bp)↔ ¬p 
(5) ¬p→O(¬Bp)  

From these schemas further variants arise due to (a) the placement of the 
(implicit) quantification operator – here the only sensible suggestion, though, 
is outside the scope of the O-operator, since the norms would otherwise in-
volve such unreasonable demands as that one ought to make all one’s beliefs 
true; (b) the nature of the implications and equivalences: analytical, meta-
physically necessary, or perhaps some other option; and (c) the nature of the 
O-operator: subjective/objective etc., more about that below. 
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Where these distinctions do not matter I shall just employ the phrase “be-
lief norm”. 

Objective Oughts 
There are several problems with the idea of a belief norm. Let us consider 
how the normativist can best deal with them. First there is a problem that 
concerns the sense of the “ought”-term in the belief norm; it seems that the 
norm cannot, even disregarding problems of doxastic voluntarism, be di-
rectly followed in any interesting way. Consider the norm p→O(Bp). If I 
have come to the conclusion that the left hand side is true, then, presumably 
I already believe that p, so I do not need the norm to tell me to do so. And if 
I am not in a position to decide the left hand side, I will be unable to comply 
with the norm. In other words, the norm does not tell me how to proceed 
unless I do not need to be told how to proceed. We may distinguish between 
two aspects of this problem: first, that the norm is not immediately action 
guiding, second, that it is superfluous in those cases where it does seem, by 
surface appearances, to possess guiding potential. Given these difficulties, it 
might be asked how one can make sense of there being an “ought” involved 
at all. What is the meaning of the term “ought”, as it occurs in the belief 
norm? Boghossian recognizes the first aspect of the problem. He expresses it 
by means of calling the norm non-transparent. With this in mind, we may 
distinguish between a superfluousness problem, and a non-transparency 
problem. Boghossian’s strategy of dealing with the latter problem is, first, to 
suggest, along lines developed by Allan Gibbard, that the “ought” in ques-
tion is to be regarded as an objective “ought”55. This means that it character-
izes what should be done by the agent not from his subjective viewpoint, but 
from an objective standpoint. The issue is not what the right thing to do is 
given just the agent’s limited evidence, but given the entire situation. An 
objective norm is, then, action guiding only for an idealized agent, someone 
who can survey all the relevant facts, someone not limited in his evidence 
gathering capacities. What is the relevance of this for an actual epistemic 
agent? Boghossian views the belief norm as being of such a general nature 
that it can only issue in action guidance by means of derivations from it. This 
is familiar from ethics; the golden rule, or the categorical imperative e.g. are 
not directly action guiding. As examples of rules that are supposed to be 
derived from the belief norm, Boghossian mentions such norms of rational 
belief as  

 
(1) that we ought to believe that which is supported by the evidence and not 

believe that which has no such support  
                                 
55 Allan Gibbard, ”Truth and Correct Belief”, Philosophical Issues 2005 
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(2) that if we believe that p and believe that if p, then q, then we ought to 
believe that q 

(3) that we ought not both believe that p and believe that not p.  

Call these norms, for future reference, the evidence norm, the implication 
norm, and the contradiction norm. Against this idea, Glüer and Wikforss, 
object that these norms will yield a different notion of correctness and so 
cannot be regarded as supporting the belief norm. What a norm such as the 
evidence norm says one ought to do will sometimes conflict with what the 
belief norm says one ought to do. A possible response to this objection con-
sists in noting, by way of analogy, that utilitarians admit the existence of 
certain derived norms that conflict with the overall goal of pleasure maximi-
zation. This case may be taken to be similar to that of Boghossian’s norms. 
Thus a derived norm might very well conflict with the norm from which it is 
derived. All the same, the objection shows that there is a certain weakness in 
relying on other norms, such as the evidence norm, in giving credibility to 
the idea that the belief norm holds. It would be better if some direct support 
of that norm could be given. 

Let us consider also the way in which Gibbard elaborates the distinction 
between objective and subjective norms with a view to making sense of the 
belief norm. Gibbard’s idea is to account for objective oughts in terms of 
subjective oughts. His first attempt in this direction is to say that what one 
ought objectively to do is what one ought subjectively to do if one had full 
information. He then notes that this is problematic for, it might be argued, 
one ought, subjectively, only to act on beliefs that are justified; the above 
suggestion will thus have to be amended to take this into account. This leads 
to the definition that what one objectively ought to do is what it would be the 
case that one subjectively ought to do if one subjectively ought to believe all 
true propositions. There are some further problems, but they are not relevant 
in the present context. On this account the belief norm becomes an analytic 
truth. For if p is true, then if one ought subjectively to believe all the facts, 
one ought, in particular to believe that p. So one ought, by Gibbard’s defini-
tion, objectively to believe that p. If, on the other hand, p is false, then, by 
the same reasoning, one ought objectively to believe ¬p, and since one ought 
not to have contradictory beliefs, it follows that it is not the case that one 
ought to believe that p.   On Gibbard’s construal it is the case that the belief 
norm is not normative in any substantial sense, consisting as it does of an 
analytic entailment between two normative propositions. This is what Gib-
bard wants, his aim is to solve the problem – to be considered in more detail 
below – that the belief norm seems to give analytic equivalences between 
arbitrary p and normative propositions O(Bp), which threatens to yield the 
conclusion that all facts are normative. The problem here is that we have, I 
think, the intuition that the belief norm says something substantial. The very 
fact that Gibbard concludes that it is analytic is not a problem for the norma-
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tivist; the normativist would agree with this. But such a theorist would say 
that it is analytical because of the meaning of believe; what could reveal it as 
analytical would be an investigation into the concept of belief, not, as with 
Gibbard, an examination of the concept of ought. It is the belief predicate, 
not the ought operator that makes the sentence analytical. It is therefore nec-
essary to look for other accounts than Gibbard’s of the ought in the belief 
norm. This is the topic of the next section. 

The Badness of False Beliefs 
I would like to suggest that the difference between the two kinds of belief 
norms - the vertical and the horizontal - be explained not as a difference 
between objective and subjective oughts, but in terms of another familiar 
distinction between different kinds of oughts, namely that between ought-to-
be and ought-to-do. That an ought-to-be norm is not action guiding is un-
problematic. Such a norm states what ought to be the case, not how that cir-
cumstance is to be brought about. I shall focus on the contraposed version of 
(2). This says that it ought not to be the case that there are false beliefs. Why 
should this be so? The reason, I would like to suggest, is that false belief is 
intrinsically bad. It has negative value not due to any extrinsic circum-
stances, such as its detrimental effect on the achievement of the goals of the 
believer, but in itself, disregarding any further consequences. The person 
who believes falsely is not necessarily to be blamed; rather, he is to be pit-
ied. He is in an unfortunate state; his life would be better – not in any dra-
matic way, but still, better – without that false belief. False belief is, I am 
suggesting, similar to pain; this analogy enables one to draw parallels be-
tween the ethics of belief and some versions of utilitarianism. 

Some thought experiments might be helpful. Consider a trivial belief that 
has no connections with practical matters, that will not engage with action in 
any interesting sense, “The number of stars is even” e.g. Now imagine a 
person S, who has no interest in astronomy. Let w(1) be a world where S 
believes falsely that the number of stars is even, and w(2) a world where he 
does not have this false belief. Then, if the above proposal is correct, it 
should be the case that, all else being equal, w(2) is a better world than w(1). 
Again, not dramatically so, but still better. Compare with the case of pain. 
The existence of the false belief in w(1) is perhaps like the existence of a 
brief unpleasant tingle in a toe. Not a tremendous difference, but, on the 
plausible view that pain is intrinsically bad, enough to make the world 
worse. 

The present perspective on the belief norm entails a shift away from the 
exclusively first person situation. If false belief is intrinsically bad, then it 
should be removed, whether it is mine or someone else’s. This fits well with 
the duty we have to inform people of their false beliefs. If I know that S has 
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a false belief, then I should tell him so, even if the belief will never be an 
obstacle in his practical life.   

The negative value of false belief, is of course to be weighed against other 
values. A false belief may be overall, all things considered, good, just as a 
pain might be so, the pain of just punishment, e.g.. Thus in the case above, if 
I have reason to believe that S’s false belief is highly comforting to him, and 
thus helps him to live his life better, I should not, the prima facie obligation 
notwithstanding, inform him of its falsity.  

Michael Lynch has, similarly, defended the view that “other things being 
equal, it is good to believe a proposition if and only if it is true”56. As cor-
roboration, he considers Russell’s thought experiment, in which we imagine 
a world similar to ours in all respects, except that it came to existence yes-
terday. We have all the same beliefs, except that now those about the past 
are, in general, false. Lynch notes that we would find such a world worse 
than the one we live in. And in general our aversion against sceptical scenar-
ios might be explained with reference to the badness of false belief. 

There does, however, pace Lynch, seem to be an asymmetry between 
truth and falsehood here. What is needed to account for our attitude towards 
sceptical situations is not the positive value of truth, but rather the negative 
value of falsehood. Consider furthermore, the other scenarios mentioned 
above. It seems more plausible to say that a world where S has a false belief 
about the number of stars is worse than a no-belief world, than it is to say 
that a world were S has a true belief is better than a no-belief world. (Re-
member that S is supposed to have no interest in astronomy.) We have a 
stronger intuition that adding a false belief to a world makes it worse, than 
that adding a true belief makes it better. This is so, I think, even if we dis-
count for the fact that beliefs take up mental space, acquiring them involves 
some effort etc.  

Also, we do not seem to have any duty to pass on our true beliefs to other 
people, unless we have reason to suppose that they are of interest to those 
persons. False beliefs should always be removed, but true ones not in general 
be added. A person with a false belief is to be pitied, but lack of a true belief 
does not arouse the same kind of commiseration. There is, again, a parallel 
with pain and pleasure here. It seems more clear that there is a duty to re-
lieve pain than one to add pleasure. If I see a person suffering I should try to 
help him, but if I see him looking indifferent, I am under no obligation to try 
to cheer him up.  

What this indicates is not that true belief has no value, but rather that its 
value is not intrinsic. We have a strong desire for the truth, not just for in-
strumental reasons, but as a consequence of our natural curiosity. Given 
these doxastic desires, truth has a positive value. This is, again, reflected in 
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the examples above; if I know that someone has an interest in a certain mat-
ter, I should pass on true beliefs about it to him. 

The present view has the counterintuitive consequence that one ought 
never to believe anything. This is not, I think, as bad as it sounds at first. For 
“no beliefs” is only the prima facie, default, doxastic position. The negative 
value of false beliefs should be weighed against other values, and among 
those are the positive values of true beliefs, given that we have a desire for 
the truth, and also the conduciveness of truth to goal achievement. Overall, 
all things considered, we will be motivated to believe. Normative pyrrho-
nism is built into the state of belief as a starting point, but it will in practice 
always be overridden. This has to do with the differing valuations of truth 
that individuals might possess, with what one, with a nod to William James, 
might call their different epistemic temperaments. 

Before moving on to some other observations regarding the normativity 
of belief, let us note some further features of the position outlined above. 

On the present view of doxastic normativity, the issue does not concern 
rules. The doxastic badness focused on, might very well arise through no 
one’s fault. This is in contrast with rule-badness, which is badness due to 
rule-breaking, and thus someone’s fault. The normativity has no elements of 
conventionality; it is ontological, not discursive. 

Another question that might be asked is that of whether it is belief or 
falsehood that is normative. The answer, I think, is neither, only both to-
gether. For there are beliefs that do not have intrinsic value, just as there are 
falsehoods that do not have negative value, false propositions, for instance. 

The reason why a normativity of the kind indicated would pose a problem 
for the naturalist is that such a theorist would be unable, in his physicalist 
vocabulary, to account for an essential property of beliefs, namely that false 
beliefs are intrinsically bad. What I am suggesting is a parallel argument to 
one presented by Irwin Goldstein in the case of pain. Goldstein argues that 
material theories of mind are inadequate since they cannot capture an essen-
tial feature of the mental phenomenon of pain: its intrinsic badness.  

Global Normativity 
Before proceeding to consider the issue of horizontal principles governing 
belief, some further difficulties regarding vertical belief norms should be 
considered. There is, in particular, a problem with the belief norm that has 
been pointed out by Allan Gibbard57.  

If p  ↔ OBp holds, then every fact that p is equivalent to a normative 
fact, namely OBp. The worry is that this might entail that all facts are nor-
mative. To use an example of Gibbard’s, whether Mallory reached the sum-
                                 
57 Allan Gibbard, ”Thoughts and Norms”, Philosophical Issues 2003 
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mit of Mt Everest is a factual matter. It concerns the movements of Mallory 
on a certain day at the top of the mountain. There is nothing normative here. 
But that I ought to believe that Mallory reached the summit is a normative 
fact about me. A lot hinges, of course, upon the nature of the equivalence. 
Gibbard takes it to be an analytical equivalence.  

Let us look at some attempts by normativists to solve the problem.  
Hans-Johann Glock suggests that the belief norm should be prefixed with 

“Bp implies”58. This yields sentences like  

(*) “a believes that Mallory reached the summit of Everest ⇒ (there is a 
norm according to which) a ought to believe that Mallory reached the summit 
of Everest iff Mallory reached the summit of Everest”.  

Glock maintains that this reading of the belief norm shows that “[t]he diffi-
culty diagnosed by Gibbard arises from failure to realise that the claim about 
normativity being constitutive of thought concerns the entailment between a 
belief ascription and a normative statement, not the biconditional within the 
statement.” It is true that the Everest facts do not, together with (*) imply 
any directly normative statements unless further assumptions are made. But 
against the idea that this suffices to solve Gibbard’s problem it might be 
objected that if there is such a thing as a belief norm, then it must apply to a 
subject - a in Glock’s example - regardless of whether a has formed the be-
lief or not. Suppose that a has not made up his mind yet. It is still the case 
that he ought to come to the conclusion that Mallory reached the summit iff 
Mallory actually did reach the summit. Perhaps, however, what Glock is 
after is the idea that the norms in question are generated by a practice. With-
out epistemic agents, without the practices sustained by such individuals, 
there will be no norms. Thus the normative equivalence figuring in the belief 
norm should occur as the consequent in an implication whose antecedent 
states that a certain practice obtains. But this seems to amount to the recom-
mendation that we adopt the observer’s perspective, that we settle for neutral 
sociological characterizations of the norms in question.  And this kind of 
normativity does not seem to be as straightforwardly problematic for the 
naturalist as that which involves unembedded ought-statements. Also, one 
might want to press Glock for a reply to the question whether the norms 
should hold, whether the people in question should believe thus and so. This 
would effect a return to the original situation. 

Another attempt to circumvent the difficulties pointed to by Gibbard has 
been given by Adam Kovach59.  He approaches the problem from a slightly 
different angle. What is at issue in his discussion is the normativity not of 
facts, but of concepts. His example, changed to fit into the present discus-
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sion, is the sentence “OB(Fire engines are red) iff Fire engines are red”, 
which threatens to show that red is a normative concept since its application 
implies a normative proposition.  

Kovach’s solution is to introduce the notion of a concept’s being directly 
normative. This notion is applicable to a concept iff “norms (“oughts”) fol-
low from judgments involving [the concept], and those norms are about ac-
tions involving whatever it is that is qualified by that predicative concept”. 
This, he claims, suffices to block the undesired conclusion that red is a nor-
mative concept, since the norm concerns the action of believing the proposi-
tion that fire engines are red, an action which does not directly involve the 
object of which redness is predicated. This solution seems, however, to rely 
on how the action in question is described. If it is characterized as the action 
of believing of fire engines that they are red, the conclusion about the nor-
mativity of the concept of red does follow. Kovach’s solution must thus be 
regarded as unsatisfactory. 

In trying to solve Gibbard’s problem, it is important to note that the cen-
tral problem is that of how to individuate facts. If the equivalence in the be-
lief norm is sufficiently strong to show that p and OBp are the same facts, 
then since the latter is indisputably normative, it follows that all facts are 
normative. Gibbard claims that the equivalence is analytical. If it is part of 
the meaning of belief that one ought to believe precisely the truth, then the 
sentence expressing the belief norm is an analytical sentence. Reflection on 
the meaning of its expressions yields the truth of the sentence. Also, of 
course, the problematic implication p implies OBp is analytically true. But 
this does not mean that p analytically implies OBp, where a sentence p ana-
lytically implies q iff reflection on the meaning of the terms of p yields the 
truth of q60. And it is, I think, this kind of implication that would be prob-
lematic; for analytic implication is more clearly determining for fact indi-
viduation than analyticity of implication.  

The idea of using the notion of analytical implication is similar to Bog-
hossian’s approach to Gibbard’s problem. He relies, however, on the notion 
of constitutivity, which is introduced as follows. A fact A is constitutive of a 
fact B iff it is a condition on understanding what it is for B to obtain that one 
understands what it is for A to obtain. With this terminology, a fact A is 
called constitutively normative iff there is a fact expressible by an ought 
sentence, such that this fact is constitutive of A. Reverting to Gibbard’s ex-
ample, we may note that since it is not a condition on understanding what it 
is for Mallory to have reached the summit that one understands what it is for 
it to be the case that one ought to believe that Mallory reached the summit, 

                                 
60 Very roughly, the idea is that there is a natural hierarchy of concepts such that if A analyti-
cally implies B, then, typically, grasping the meaning of the concepts of A entails grasping the 
meaning of the concepts of B, and the truth of the implication. For more on such notions, see 
Kit Fine, ”Analytic Implication”, The Notre Dame Journal of Formal Logic, 1986 
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the unwanted conclusion of global normativity does not follow. On the other 
hand, Boghossian says, “Marco could not be said to understand what it is for 
Ebenezer to believe that Mallory reached the summit unless he understands 
that Ebenezer ought to believe that Mallory reached the summit only if he 
did.” This, according to Boghossian, shows that, on the present proposal, 
belief is normative. We may note, however, a certain shift here. The general 
formulation of constitutivity above is in terms of a person’s understanding 
what it is for something to be the case, whereas what is required in the last 
quote is that a person understand that something is the case. The point is 
important, for one might very well claim that someone regarding our prac-
tices from the outside, a Martian say, could understand what it is for Marco 
to believe, without himself judging that Marco ought to do anything. It is 
enough for him to understand that Marco and other believers subscribe to the 
belief norm. The formulation “understand that”, is I think, ambiguous on this 
point, suggesting a certain element of endorsement on the part of the under-
stander. But unless the stronger element of endorsement is present, the nor-
mativity in question will not be as substantial as Boghossian seems to think. 
Indeed, it might be thought that the presence, in a theory, of normative con-
stituents which are embedded in more extensive statements in such a way as 
not to entail any normative commitments on the part of the theorist is less 
obviously problematic for the naturalist that the presence of straightfor-
wardly normative statements. I shall return to this problem later on; here it 
will suffice to note that Boghossian’s account of normativity, while solving 
Gibbard’s problem might fail to establish a naturalistically problematic form 
of doxastic normativity. 

Horizontal Norms 
It may or may not be the case that the norms of rationality can be derived 
from the belief norm. What is clear is that they possess a certain degree of 
independence. As noted above, the oughts that figure in them are relevantly 
different from that of the belief norm. Even if there is no such thing as a 
requirement to believe only the truth, a case might be made for the normativ-
ity of belief based on rationality norms. This will be considered in the next 
chapter in the more general setting of other principles of rationality. It will, 
however, be useful to make some preliminary observations here.  

Let us focus on the contradiction norm and the implication norm. If these 
necessarily apply to a believer, belief could be considered to be constitu-
tively connected with oughts. This line of thought has been subjected to 
criticism by Glüer and Wikforss61. A consideration of their argument will 
enable us to make some distinctions that will be helpful in the further discus-
                                 
61 Kathrin Glüer-Pagin and Åsa Wikforss, ”Against Content Normativity” 
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sion. The main point of their argument is that in the case of belief the degree 
of choice that is necessarily connected with norms is absent, and that it 
therefore does not make sense to speak of norms in this context.  

Before turning to the details of their discussion, let us note that there are 
two kinds of choice associated with a norm. First, one can choose to accept 
the norm, or not, i.e. recognize that one is legitimately to be regarded as at 
fault, and perhaps subject to sanctions, if one fails to comply with the norm. 
This is something one does, e.g., whenever one willingly and sincerely joins 
a group the activities of which is regulated in some way by rules. There is a 
further division here, one between what may be called objective and subjec-
tive norm freedom. In the example above what the subject was free to do 
was to choose his own attitude to the norm. Another issue is whether he has 
any choice regarding the norm’s actually applying to him, whether he has 
control over the objective relation to the norm.  

Second, one can choose in single instances to follow the norm or not. 
Complete failure to comply will in general disqualify one, but a certain de-
gree of deviance from the dictates of the norm is in general consistent with 
being regarded as consciously subject to the norm. 

Let us call these different possibilities of choice norm freedom and appli-
cation freedom respectively. Application freedom is a frequently stressed 
aspect of norms, the possibility of non-compliance being taken to be essen-
tial. This is not uncontroversial, however. Even if it were true of a person 
that he really could not hurt a fly, it would still be wrong for him to hurt a 
fly. It would still be the case that he ought not to hurt a fly. Nevertheless, 
there is something problematic about such cases, and it would clearly be 
unsatisfactory if the entire argument for the normativity of belief rested on 
norms of this unusual type. More important is the fact that norm freedom, 
unlike application freedom, cannot be taken as a demand on norms. This is 
particularly clear as regards objective norm freedom. It cannot be required of 
moral norms that people be free to decide that they do not apply to them. 
Furthermore it seems conceivable that there be norms without subjective 
freedom as well, norms i.e. that we inevitably find ourselves subject to, 
norms which we cannot disregard, even if we would like to do so. 

Glüer and Wikforss compare the case of belief with that of the norms of 
chess. They note that “[a] subject can decide to play chess, that is, to follow 
the rules of chess in order to play a game of chess. Or she can decide to do 
something else instead.” This differs from the doxastic situation. “[I]f the 
‘rules’ of rationality are constitutive of having any beliefs, any thoughts at 
all, no one can decide to follow the ‘rules’ of rationality in order to be a 
thinking creature. Likewise, no-one can decide to do something else in-
stead.” What this amounts to, in the terminology just introduced, is that there 
is no doxastic norm freedom. This, as we have noted, is not inconsistent with 
there being doxastic norms, and is thus something that the normativist might 
– and should, I think – concede. Consider, however, the next sentence of 
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Glüer’s and Wikforss’s argument: “By and large, accordance with the ‘rules’ 
of rationality is a condition on having any beliefs, but not something we can 
be motivated or try to achieve.” Here we seem to have moved to application 
freedom. Glüer and Wikforss do have independent arguments against appli-
cation freedom of rationality norms; however it is worth noting that absence 
of application freedom does not follow from the absence of norm freedom, 
and that it is the former that is problematic. Many phrases are ambiguous as 
to which kind of freedom that is at issue, which complicates the evaluation 
of arguments concerning the issue of norms and optionality. Consider e.g. 
the next sentence of Glüer’s and Wikforss’s text: “If therefore, we take seri-
ously the idea that the ‘rules’ of rationality are essential to belief, we have a 
reason not to regard them as norms that we can choose to follow.” In gen-
eral, “S can choose to follow the norm N” is ambiguous between “S has 
norm freedom visa vi N” and “S has application freedom visa vi N”. 

What, then is required of a person S, for him to count as a believer, as 
someone who has beliefs, and what role do rationality norms play in this 
regard? If S did not in general comply with the norms we would have diffi-
culties in making sense of him as a believer. In most, but far from all, cases 
he must follow the norm in order for him to be doxastically interpretable. 
This leaves room for a considerable amount of non-compliance. What does 
hold of the individual case is that we would expect S at least to acknowledge 
any norm failure. What would be problematic were if S refused to recognize 
that there is something wrong with the situation; if S felt no pressure what-
soever to revise his beliefs. That might cast doubt on his status as a believer. 
Certainly, S should be motivated to do something about the situation. It is 
not constitutive of being a believer that one always follows such rules, or 
that one always strives to do so, but rather that one recognizes that one ought 
to do so. If someone were in a completely tension free way aware of possess-
ing, say, the attitudes Ap, A(p implies q), and not possessing the attitude Aq, 
we might doubt whether the attitude A was that of belief.  

Herein lies the constitutive normativity of belief. I cannot choose whether 
to be a believer or not, and therefore I cannot choose whether or not I ought 
to do so and so. I can choose whether to do so and so but not whether I ought 
to. I cannot but regard myself as a subject of these oughts, since I am, with-
out my choosing, a believer. But the freedom required of a norm context is 
not the freedom to choose the norm but the freedom to choose, in particular 
instances, to follow it or not. 

Let us now look at the reasons Glüer and Wikforss give for doubting the 
application freedom of rationality norms. They claim that the relations be-
tween the beliefs that figure in the rationality norms – their example is the 
implication norm – are internal, and therefore not normative. I suppose that 
the notion of internal relation is to be spelled out in something like the fol-
lowing way. Entities A and B are internally related by means of the relation 
R iff their being so related is essential to their A-ness and B-ness. Were they 
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not so related, they would not be A’s and B’s. In the case of belief, if certain 
mental states are not related in certain ways, then they are not beliefs. 
Glüer’s and Wikforss’s point is that since the relations are internal they are 
not optional and therefore not normative. Thus if I believe that p, and that if 
p then q, and I attend to the beliefs, I must also believe that q. Otherwise the 
mental states in question cannot be beliefs. I would like to dispute that the 
relations in question are, in this sense, internal. But let us first have a closer 
look at Glüer’s and Wikforss’s argument.  

They put the matter more carefully than the account above, qualifying the 
notion of internality by noting that “[o]f course, even if I (fully) believe that 
p and that if p, then q I can fail to draw the conclusion. Because of lack of 
attention, compartmentalization, extreme tiredness, or what have you. How-
ever, once I do pay attention, and am aware of these beliefs of mine, the 
question whether to believe that q is simply settled.” This, the normativist 
can agree with. The question whether to believe that q is settled. For that 
question is precisely the question whether one ought to believe that q, and 
that is what the norm tells one. It is settled by the norm. The question that is 
not settled is whether one actually believes that q. And that is what is sup-
posed to be settled if the relation is indeed internal. 

It is a not infrequent thing that one admits to believing that p and also that 
p implies q, yet refuses to draw the conclusion q. This often happens in ar-
gumentation, and it does not disqualify one as a believer. One is, however, 
supposed to do something about the situation, to revise one’s beliefs. Not 
immediately perhaps, one needs to think about what went wrong, which 
belief to discard62. The fact that a conflict arises does not show that the states 
in question were not beliefs. Otherwise the very active field of belief revi-
sion would be incoherent; there would be no beliefs to be revised, for if 
something had to be revised it would not be a belief. 

This is clear also with the case of the contradiction norm. Much of phi-
losophy seem to be a kind of belief revision based around certain contradic-
tions. In many cases these contradictions are highly recalcitrant; they form 
what Gilbert Ryle called “dilemmas”. It is perhaps not unusual to find one-
self believing both that one possesses a free will and that one does not, given 
considerations of determinism. This is clearly unsatisfactory, and the solu-
tion is to read what philosopher’s have said about free will in order to revise 
my beliefs. To insist on describing this situation as one where one of the 
beliefs is actually not a real belief, even though I cannot now tell which one 
seems to falsify the phenomenology of the situation, and lead to other prob-
lems as well. 

                                 
62 Often the result will be suspension of belief. But not always; situations involving what 
James calls momentous propositions are a case in point. 
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The Requirements of Rationality 

In this chapter the norms of rationality mentioned previously will be investi-
gated in more detail. The focus is on certain arguments concerning their 
normative status. Of particular importance are first, the inference norm, stat-
ing, roughly, that if one believes a proposition and also an implication with 
that proposition as antecedent, one ought, as well, to believe the consequent 
of the implication, and, second, the instrumental norm, which enjoins an 
agent to take the necessary means to desired ends. 

One of the objectives is to continue the evaluation of Boghossian’s trans-
formation of Kripke’s normativity argument. This involves, specifically, the 
investigation of the normative character of the horizontal belief norms. 

Niko Kolodny has, in a series of papers, criticized the idea that we have 
any special reason to follow the norms of rationality63. His claim is that there 
is only an appearance of normativity associated with the principles of ration-
ality. Whatever normative force there is originates exclusively in the reasons 
associated with the attitudes figuring in the norms.  In the case of the infer-
ence principle, e.g., this means that the reason I have for believing the con-
sequent derives not from the norm, but from my reasons for believing the 
premises. There is thus, according to Kolodny, no specific normativity asso-
ciated with the norms of rationality. Kolodny bases his argument, to a large 
extent, on a debate in the philosophy of practical reasoning which concerns 
the scope of ought operators. I shall criticize this argument, claiming that 
there is, pace Kolodny, room for a normativity originating in principles of 
instrumentality and inference. 

A second strand of argumentation concerning the normativity of rational-
ity is based on Lewis Carroll’s puzzle of Achilles and the Tortoise64. The 
original subject matter of the puzzle is theoretical reasoning, but Carroll’s 
story has lately been extended to the practical domain; in this way it figures 
in debates about the instrumental norm. Here there is a conflict between 
Humeans and Kantians about the nature of instrumental rationality and the 
relation between hypothetical and categorical imperatives, which will be 
considered in so far as it is of relevance to the subject matter of the present 
essay. I shall try to show that these two debates concerning the normativity 

                                 
63 Niko Kolodny, ”Why be Rational?”, Mind, 2005; ”How Does Coherence Matter”, Proceed-
ings of the Aristotelian Society, 2007; ”State or Process Requirements?”, Mind 2007 
64 Lewis Carroll, ”What the Tortoise Said to Achilles”, Mind, 1895 
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of reasoning might be fruitfully related to each other, that a consideration of 
the Carroll puzzle might address some of the difficulties pointed to by 
Kolodny. In this way a passage will also be made to the considerations of the 
next chapter, namely the evaluation of Kripke-style normativity claims re-
garding intentions. 

The concern is with the normative status of certain specific principles of 
rationality. This means that the general question of the nature of rationality, 
e.g. whether it is exhausted by norms such as those considered, will be 
avoided. The point is, rather, to investigate the normative force of the princi-
ples and its relation to the normativity associated with the attitudes - such as 
belief and intention - figuring in the norms. 

The Scope of Oughts 
Kolodny’s position is that there are no specific requirements of rationality. 
Thus e.g. the reason for avoiding contradictions is not that rationality de-
mands it of us, but rather that it is alethically bad to hold contradictory be-
liefs - one of them is false, and more falsehoods might be inferentially gen-
erated. As mentioned, his main thrust derives its force from a debate about 
how to interpret the norms, about the scope of the ought operator figuring in 
them. Let us first have a brief look at that discussion. 

Below is a representative list of the norms occurring in the debate: 
 

Evidence norms:  
One ought to believe that p if  one believes that there is conclusive evidence 
that p 
One ought not to believe that p if one believes that there is not sufficient 
evidence that p 
 
Inference norm: 
One ought to believe that q if one believes both that p and that p implies q 
 
Non contradiction norm: 
One ought not to both believe that p and that not p 
 
Intention norms: 
One ought to intend to X if one believes that one has conclusive reason to X 
One ought not to intend to X if one believes that one lacks sufficient reason 
to X 
 
Instrumental norm: 
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One ought to intend to Y if one intends to X and one believes that X:ing 
requires Y:ing 

There are several possible variations here. Belief might be replaced by ac-
ceptance in order to reflect the active aspect of theoretical reasoning. Intend-
ing could be replaced by wanting or desiring; it should also be noted that on 
some views of the notion of intention the distinction between beliefs about 
reasons and the attitude of intending collapses, trivializing the intention 
norms as stated here. 

Regardless of such differences, there are two possible interpretations of 
the norms, relating to the ought figuring in them. Let us focus on the infer-
ence norm. With obvious abbreviations, this might be read in two possible 
ways  

 
Bp∧ B(p→q) → OBq 
O(Bp∧B(p→q) → Bq) 

The former is referred to as a narrow scope reading, the latter as a wide 
scope reading. An important difference between the two is that whereas the 
wide scope norm applies generally, the oughts of the narrow scope norm are 
only activated given the possession of certain attitudes, namely those figur-
ing in the antecedent of the norm statement. A prominent advocate of con-
struing the ought operator as having wide scope is John Broome65. His argu-
ments have been criticized and a certain narrow scope reading defended by 
Mark Schroeder66. Before proceeding to Kolodny’s argument, it will be use-
ful to review, briefly, their discussion. 

The main objection against the narrow scope account is that it leads to 
what has been called, following Michael Bratman, boot strapping67. This is 
the phenomenon that the mere presence of certain attitudes leads to norma-
tive reasons in what seems, prima facie, to be an absurd way. The problem is 
that the narrow scope norms enjoin a person to possess a certain attitude no 
matter the contents of the attitudes figuring as premises in the norm. If the 
person in question ought not to have the premise attitudes, this seems coun-
terintuitive. Thus e.g. the instrumental norm, on this reading, says that 
someone who intends to perform a bad act ought to intend what is required 
for performing the act.  A murderer ought to be as effective as possible in his 
murdering. As regards the belief norms, even if it happens to be the case that 
p→q and q are both false, a person believing that p and that p→q ought to 
believe that q. A particularly counterintuitive case results from letting p and 
q in the inference norm be the same proposition. Then, supposing that p→p 

                                 
65 John Broome, ”Normative Requirements”, Ratio 1999 
66 Mark Schroeder, ”The Scope of Instrumental Reason”, Philosophical Perspectives 2004 
67 Michael Bratman, Intentions, Plans and Practical Reason, Harvard University Press 1987 
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is generally believed, we get the result that if a person believes a proposition 
he ought to believe that proposition. Bootstrapping is a suitable expression 
here since it seems as if reasons are being created out of thin air. 

To avoid such problems, Broome advocates a wide scope reading. Here it 
is no longer the case that the murderer ought simpliciter to intend lethal 
means. Rather, what the instrumental norm says is that he ought to either 
drop his murderous intention or to intend lethal means. Similarly, the mere 
fact that one believes the premises of a modus ponens argument does not 
enjoin one to believe the conclusion. What the inference norm says is that 
one should either believe the conclusion or revise one’s belief in the prem-
ises. 

A Dilemma of Width 
Kolodny’s strategy is to present the proponent of rational normativity with a 
dilemma: either the rationality norms are narrow scope, in which case they 
lead to boot strapping; or they are wide scope, in which case they are not 
action guiding in the right way. Before looking in more detail at the reasons 
he gives for the latter claim, let us consider more closely the general set up 
of his discussion.  

The issue is that of whether there are any substantial horizontal norms. 
Kolodny denies this, claiming that the appearance of horizontal normativity 
derives from vertical norms. He uses a different terminology, however, 
speaking of reasons and rationality, in place of vertical and horizontal 
norms.  This rests on the contrast between “saying that there is a reason for 
you to have [an] attitude, because of some feature of your actual situation” 
and saying that “it would be irrational of you not to have [an] attitude, be-
cause of some other attitude that you have.” The difference is that between 
“saying something about the relation between your situation and your atti-
tudes” and that of “saying something about the relation between your atti-
tudes, viewed in abstraction from the reasons for them.”68 

Kolodny’s argument against wide scope readings of the rationality norms 
utilizes the distinction between state requirements and process requirements. 
The former “require you to be a certain way at a given time”, whereas the 
latter “require you to do something over time, where ‘do’ is understood 
broadly, so as to include forming and revising beliefs”69. Kolodny, in a fur-
ther explication of the distinction says that process requirements are akin to 
the kind of obligations represented in stit-semantics70. It will be useful, in 
                                 
68 Niko Kolodny, ”Why be Rational?”, Mind, 2005, p. 509 
69 Niko Kolodny, ”State or Process Requirements?”, Mind 2007, p. 371 
70 For a detailed exposition of stit-semantics, see the book Facing the Future; Agents and 
Choices in Our Indeterminist World, Oxford University Press 2001, by N.D. Belnap, M. 
Perloff and M. Xu 
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discussing, below, the argument, to employ such notation. In fact, on the stit-
reading, some of the absurdities of the narrow scope account that Kolodny 
rests part of his argument on are mitigated. Consider the result that one 
ought to believe what one believes. This was derived from 
Bp∧B(p→q)→O(B(q)), which applied to p=q yields Bp→O(Bp). The stit-
form of this is Bp→Oblg[α stit: Bp], which merely expresses the principle 
that one should maintain one’s beliefs. Given a pro tanto reading, this is not 
unreasonable, but rather the expression of a sensible form of epistemic con-
servatism. It does not, in any case, lead to the claim, which might be sug-
gested by the other account, that all one’s beliefs are justified. Thus, with 
this interpretation, the boot strapping phenomenon seems less damaging to 
the normativist, than on the standard reading. 

 In his objections against wide scope accounts of horizontal norms, 
Kolodny observes, first, that our rationality judgements depend not only on 
the states a person is in but also on the nature of the transitions between 
those states. Losing a contradiction by being hit on the head e.g. is not the 
kind of transition envisaged in rationality ascriptions. What the norms do is 
to enjoin us to make revisions by way of reasoning. They are best viewed, 
then, Kolodny claims, as process requirements.  

Next, Kolodny asks what grounds may be given for regarding the ration-
ality norms as being wide scope. Rejecting some alternative options, he 
comes to the conclusion that “the claim that process requirements have wide 
scope must ultimately rest on” the possibility of handling a conflict between 
attitudes in two ways71. If the conflict between two attitudes A and B is to be 
represented by a wide scope norm, this must be because there are two ways 
of rationally resolving the conflict: either by dropping A, or by dropping B. 
Kolodny views this as forming a condition of adequacy on claims of wide 
scope representability, which he calls “the Rational Response Test”; if a 
conflict does not satisfy the possibility of resolution in either of these two 
way, it is not wide scope in nature. He adds the further refinement that the 
dropping of an attitude must be based on reasoning from the content of the 
other attitude. What the wide scope norm mandates is, then, either the drop-
ping of A based on reasoning from the content of B, or the dropping of B 
based on reasoning from the content of A. 

Kolodny goes on to note that some norms may pass this test. There are, 
however, certain rationality requirements which he thinks definitely fail the 
test. These are characterized by a certain asymmetry between the attitudes 
figuring in the requirement. As regards the attitude of intention, Kolodny 
focuses, on the two norms 

 
I+: Rationality requires one to intend to X, if one believes that there is con-
clusive reason to X. 
                                 
71 Niko Kolodny, ”Why be Rational?”, Mind, 2005, p. 519 
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I-: Rationality requires one not to intend to X if one believes that one lacks 
sufficient reason to X. 

Using the stit-notation, the first principle has the form Oblg[α stit:(A→B)] 
on a wide scope reading, and A→Oblg[α stit:B] on a narrow scope reading, 
the second has the form Oblg[α stit:(C→¬B)] or C→Oblg[α stit: ¬B]. Ac-
tually, Kolodny mainly considers the versions Oblg[α stit:¬(A∧¬B)] and 
Oblg[α stit:¬(C∧B)].  

The next step in the argument is to note that the (I+)-principle immedi-
ately fails the rational response test. To see this, consider the spelled out 
form Oblg[α stit:¬(α believes there is conclusive reason to X∧¬α intends to 
X)]. Here the second conjunct does not give us any attitude the content of 
which to reason from. Lack of an intention is not an attitude. This objection 
is not available in the case of the (I-) principle, Oblg[α stit:¬(α believes that 
he lacks sufficient reason to X∧α intends to X)], since here there is a conflict 
between the possession of two attitudes. Here Kolodny maintains, instead, 
that reasoning based on the second conjunct would amount to dropping the 
belief that one lacks sufficient reason to X, the reason for discarding the 
belief being that one does intend to X. This Kolodny calls “upstream reason-
ing” and considers to be a case of self deception, of adjusting one’s beliefs to 
fit one’s plans, rather than basing the plan on one’s beliefs, which is what 
would be expected of a rational agent. It does not seem like there are two 
possibilities of rational reasoning, then, and so the (I-) norm fails the rational 
response test. Kolodny draws the conclusion that the norms are not wide 
scope and that they therefore must be narrow scope, and thus subject to boot 
strapping. 

There seem to be some difficulties with the adequacy criterion that 
Kolodny places on wide scope accounts, viz. the rational response test. To 
see this, let us first take note of the relevance of the distinction between wide 
and narrow scope norms. The norm A→Oblg[α stit:B] says that if α is in an 
A-situation, there is only one legitimate way forward: α stit:B. In the case of 
the corresponding wide scope norm Oblg[α stit:(A→B)], there are two pos-
sibilities: α stit:B and α stit:¬A. From this it may be concluded that both 
these options must be open for a wide scope account to be available. But 
Kolodny places further demands than this. It is part of the rationality re-
quirements that we are not dealing with any kind of seeing-to-it. This was 
noted above. What should be involved is rational reasoning. This may be 
represented by a subscript, so that the wide scope principle has the form 
Oblg[α stitR:(A→B)]. Both of the following alternatives must, then, be pos-
sible: α stitR:¬A and α stitR:B. But Kolodny places the further demand that 
this reasoning utilize only the (contents of) attitudes figuring in the norm, i.e. 
A and B. And this seems less defensible. The following idea is, perhaps, 
behind such a demand. The norms of rationality should be such that one 
follows them because of them and nothing else. If I drop A because of some 
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reasoning involving other conflicts than that with B, then I do not need the 
stit-norm. My dropping is not part of following that norm. But compare this 
with the case of contradictions. If I have contradictory beliefs something is 
wrong. The non-contradiction norm tells me so. But it does not tell me what 
belief to drop. Nor does it guarantee that there is a belief to be dropped. The 
non-contradiction norm does not guarantee that there are no true contradic-
tions etc. I just have to trust that I will find a way to reasonably drop one of 
the beliefs. Which one depends on matters extrinsic to the norm. 

Kolodny does consider an objection similar to that stated above. His re-
sponse is to claim that “[o]ur topic is subjective rationality [i.e. horizontal 
normativity], which is a matter of the relations among one’s attitudes in ab-
straction from the reasons for them … We should not need any information 
about the facts of one’s circumstances in order to judge whether one is re-
sponding to the conflict in a subjectively rational way [i.e. in accordance 
with the horizontal norm]”72. But it is a commonplace fact that of the possi-
ble responses to a norm some might be commended and others prohibited 
from the perspective of further norms. Thus from the fact that among the pro 
tanto possible ways of complying with the obligation to pay back a debt to a 
friend some are ruled out by other norms - e.g. the possibility of stealing 
from another friend to pay back the money - nothing follows about the status 
of the obligation. 

There does, however, seem to be an asymmetry between the attitudes A 
and B, and this is, presumably, what gives some plausibility to Kolodny’s 
argument. If I have A, then the norm, by itself, gives me a reason to acquire 
B. But if I do not have B, the norm does not give me, by itself, a reason to 
drop A. This seems to fit well with our justifications. “Why did you acquire 
B?” - “I had A and the norm” is OK in a way that “Why did you drop A?” - 
“I didn’t have B and the norm” is not. 

The question arises how to resolve this asymmetry. It is, I think, impor-
tant to make a distinction here between two kinds of negation of attitude 
possession. ¬A might either denote the mere absence of A, or alternatively 
and more strongly, an element of resistance towards A. Consider now the 
norm stit(¬(A∧¬B)). If the second negation is taken in the former sense 
there is an asymmetry. It does not make sense to reason from the mere ab-
sence of an attitude. But as soon as the issue is considered, if it is not re-
solved, then the second negation will be of the stronger kind. And here there 
is symmetry. It is acceptable to justify the dropping of A by means of refer-
ring to the norm and one’s resistance to B. On the second reading, positivity 
stands against positivity, so there is symmetry. But here one might expect 
the subject to consider the situation more widely, to bring in outside consid-
erations to justify his choice, since there is symmetry. 

                                 
72 Ibid., p. 530 
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The asymmetry in the first instance rests on an auxiliary principle: pres-
ence counts more than absence. If an attitude is present, then it is reasonable 
to assume that it is so for a reason. So I am justified in employing this atti-
tude in reasoning. But an absence cannot similarly be assumed to obtain for 
a reason. It may just be that I have not yet considered the matter. So one is 
not justified in reasoning from an absence; unless that is, the absence is bol-
stered by an attitude of resistance. 

If we take into account the auxiliary principle and the ambiguity of atti-
tude negation, Kolodny’s argument against wide scope readings is blocked. 

Rational Motivation 
Kolodny gives some further reasons, of a more general nature, for doubt-

ing the obtaining of substantial rationality norms. Before proceeding to a 
consideration of these, it will be helpful to make a general observation. 
There may be two kinds of normativity associated with an activity; one that 
arises from the fact that an activity has a certain standard: certain acts are 
correct, others not; the other form of normativity has to do with the value of 
the activity itself, not with tokens of the activity as tokens. The issue here is 
whether the activity is one that ought to be performed. Thus e.g. irrespective 
of one’s opinion about the value of music in general, one can agree that there 
are standards for the performance of music according to which some per-
formances are good, others bad. Here it should be noted that it is often held 
that the standard evaluations do not amount to any substantial kind of nor-
mativity at all; we shall leave that question to the side for the moment.  

Now, in the case of reasoning, there are, corresponding to the division just 
made, two questions (1) what are the correct standards of reasoning, and (2) 
is reasoning good? Someone who wants to attack the idea of norms of ra-
tionality might do this in two ways, either by maintaining that there simply 
are no standards of reasoning, or by claiming that, even if there are certain 
specific standards - modus ponens, say - we have no reason to follow these 
apart from certain external considerations, to do with survival value e.g., no 
reasons arising from rationality itself. Kolodny seems to be employing, si-
multaneously, both methods of attack. He considers the wide and narrow 
scope norms as the only plausible candidates, and rejecting these concludes 
that there are no norms of rationality. This does not, however, show that we 
have no reason to be rational, just that rationality is not captured by such 
standards as those suggested. At the same time he does give some arguments 
against the notion that rationality has independent value. These are mainly of 
a psychological nature, having to do with what he takes our actual motiva-
tional structure to be like. Negatively, he claims that we are never motivated 
by the idea of being rational, that we never reason along the lines of “I want 
to be rational, rationality requires x, therefore I shall do x”. This he rein-
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forces by noting that it would be absurd to try to keep track of how close one 
is to the border of rationality, asking oneself e.g. whether one can afford to 
fail to do another modus ponens deduction. Positively, he maintains that 
what we are, in the theoretical case, focused on is truth, not rationality. It is 
our concerns for believing the truth and only the truth that leads to our 
avoiding contradictions. 

There is some point to these claims, but they seem overstated. As regards 
the negative claim, it is clear that we are not usually motivated by a desire to 
be rational. But here it might be useful to consider an analogy. There are 
examples of properties X, such that we place a high value on being X, and 
generally strive to comply with the specific demands of X-ness, without 
doing so out of an explicit motivation to be X. Indeed, it might even be a 
part of X-ness not to strive in such a way to be X. X=morally good is a case 
in point. While we value being good persons, and try to meet the demands of 
morality, it might seem inappropriately self regarding to reason along the 
lines “I want to be morally good, therefore...” The fact that we are not ex-
plicitly guided by a desire to be rational cannot, therefore, be taken as proof 
that there is no independent reason to be rational. 

In the same vein, Kolodny claims that we never cite rationality norms in 
our justifications. But here it should be noted that it seems to be a general 
fact that if a certain norm is in force for us, (N) A→O(B), say, and this norm 
is not of an obviously conventional character, we do not typically cite (N) in 
justifications. We do not say that (N), together with A gives us a reason to B. 
Rather, the fact that A gives us a reason to B, that we cite A in justifications 
of B etc. shows that (N) is in force. In this sense, norms of this kind do not 
give us reasons.  

In a further argument against the idea of motivated following of rational-
ity principles, Kolodny employs a requirement formulated by Searle con-
cerning reasons73. 

That p is reason to R only if it is possible to reason from the content of the 
recognition that p is a reason to R, to R-ing. 

Kolodny uses this criterion in an attempt to show that there is no reason to 
comply with rational requirements. His argument relies on the distinction, 
introduced by Derek Parfit, between state-given and object-given reasons for 
attitudes. The former is a reason that has to do with the attitude itself, 
whereas the latter concerns the content of the attitude. A state given-reason 
for a belief might be the comforting effect the possession of the belief has, 
whereas the typical object-given reason for the belief would be the truth of 
its content. Kolodny’s argument employs the premises 

 

                                 
73 Ibid., p. 548. Also, John Searle, Rationality in Action, MIT Press, 2001 
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(1) There is no way of reasoning from state-given reasons for a belief, to 
that same belief 

(2) The putative reasons for complying with rational requirements are state-
given 

(1) , together with Searle’s principle, yields the conclusion that there are no 
state-given reasons for belief. This together with (2) entails that there are no 
reasons for complying with rational requirements as regards belief. 

The arguments Kolodny gives for (1) and (2) are as follows. Reasoning 
that yields a belief must, if legitimate, be based on evidence for the truth of 
that belief. The procedure is that of moving from the evidence to the belief. 
But state given reasons for a belief do not constitute evidence for the truth of 
that belief. They are not on the right level for fitting into a reasoning which 
yields the belief in question. Thus (1) holds. As regards (2), Kolodny says 
that someone trying to comply with the norms of rationality “would form a 
belief not because it seemed to him, in view of the apparent evidence, likely 
to be true, but instead because having that belief was necessary to avoid irra-
tionality”. In other words, the focus is on the possession of the attitude, and 
its detrimental consequences, which means that the reasons are state given. 

Concerning the problematic aspects of this argument, it should first be 
noted that there is a certain ambiguity in the use of “reasons”. Any principle 
is associated with two kinds of reasons, first, the reasons given by the princi-
ple, and second the reasons, if any, for accepting the principle. Let us call 
these interior and exterior reasons. If the principle is If A then do B, A is an 
interior reason to do B. An exterior reason could be e.g. the beneficial effects 
of B-ing in A-circumstances. As Kolodny’s argument is formulated, i.e. in 
terms of “reasons for complying with rational requirements”, what is at issue 
appears to be exterior reasons. This also seems to be the conclusion that 
Kolodny wants: there are no exterior reasons for rationality norms. But the 
reference to “state given reasons” indicates that interior reasons is what is 
meant. For state given reasons are problematic only from an interior stand 
point, only as they figure in reasoning motivated by the norm. To see this 
difficulty, consider what is meant by Kolodny’s phrase “complying with 
rational requirements”. Focusing on the belief norms, this might either in-
volve having certain beliefs, or reasoning in order to revise one’s beliefs. 
The problem with Kolodny’s argument is that it rests on the equation com-
plying with rational belief requirements = believing. But, as we have seen, 
there is the alternative interpretation complying with rational belief require-
ments = stitRB. And there are state-given reasons for reasoning in order to 
revise one’s beliefs. What is important is the difference, more generally, 
between a piece of reasoning which involves arguing from the premise that 
attitude A has property P, to the discarding of A, and an argument which 
starts with the same premise but leads to the decision to perform reasoned 
revisions as regards A. In the former, but not the latter case an inappropriate 
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crossing of levels is involved. And if rationality norms are taken to require 
only the latter kind of move, the incoherence suggested by Kolodny does not 
apply to them. 

Achilles and the Tortoise 
There are, as I have tried to show, some difficulties with Kolodny’s rejec-

tion of rationality norms. Even if such thoroughgoing scepticism as 
Kolodny’s is not warranted, the question still remains, however, as to the 
source of the normativity of the rational requirements, and as to its specific 
nature. Here, the account that Kolodny gives of what he takes to be the “ap-
pearance” of normativity, his error theory of rational normativity is of inter-
est. Before turning to that it will, however, be helpful to make some com-
parisons with Lewis Carroll’s paradox. 

Carroll framed his problem as a dialogue between the characters of Achil-
les and the Tortoise. The puzzle has been taken to concern the normativity of 
reasoning; the morals to be drawn have varied widely, however. Some peo-
ple have conceived of the argument as establishing an intrinsic normativity 
of reasoning, while others have taken it to call such phenomena into doubt. 
From the present perspective, a chief source of interest is that the puzzle 
presents, in a problematizing way, a situation of dynamic reasoning; an indi-
vidual - the Tortoise - refuses to perform a move that he is, by the standards  
of reasoning, required to perform. In the original setting the issue is that of 
theoretical reasoning; lately, the debate has however been extended - by, 
among others, Simon Blackburn - to concern practical reasoning as well74. 
Let us consider, first, the original scenario. 

Carroll’s Tortoise, when presented with the argument from (A) All men 
are mortal, and (B) Socrates is a man, to (C) Socrates is mortal, says that he 
understands (A), (B) and (C), and accepts (A) and (B), but still fails to see 
why he has to draw the conclusion (C) unless, perhaps, it is the case that (D) 
If (A) and (B) then (C). But now he says, the argument has been transformed 
into one from (A), (B), and (D) to (C), and he fails again to see why he 
should have to accept (C) unless, perhaps, it is the case that (E) If (A), (B), 
and (D), then (C). And this procedure may be iterated indefinitely. The exact 
dialectic in the original presentation is that Achilles convinces the Tortoise 
to accept the conditional statements, but the Tortoise insists that they be 
entered as premises into the preceding argument (they should be “added to 
the notebook”, he says). On a first reading, this move appears suspect; one 
might ask whether the Tortoise’s failure to draw the required conclusion 
does not reveal as hypocritical his acceptance of the conditional; the insis-
tence upon adding the conditional to the premises appears in this light as a 
                                 
74 Simon Blackburn, ”Practical Tortoise Raising”, Mind 1995 
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subterfuge. Indeed, such analyses of the puzzle have been common in the 
debate. There are however other ways of viewing the problem; the point of 
the Carroll puzzle has been adumbrated in a large variety of ways in the lit-
erature. Here it is useful to turn to a categorization given by Pascal Engel75.  

Most commonly, as Engel notes, the moral has been taken to be that rules 
of inference must be distinguished from the premises used in the inferences. 
On this view the puzzle serves to illustrate the dangers of falling prey to a 
certain metalogical confusion. More interestingly, the issue highlighted by 
the Tortoise’s regress has also been held to be that of the justification of 
deduction. A recent variation on this theme has figured in a debate involving 
Boghossian et al. The point of that debate is that internal warrant for logical 
inference is not to be had. Rather, we must be externalists76.  

Engel focuses on yet another option, which is the one that is the most in-
teresting for present purposes. He takes the puzzle to concern the motivating 
force of logical reasons. Fastening upon the Tortoise’s complaint that “logic 
does not grab him by the throat”, he asks how and whether logic can move 
us. It is a question of wherein, employing Wittgenstein’s expression, “the 
hardness of the logical “must”” consists. This issue may be clarified by 
Gilbert Harman’s distinction between logic and reasoning77. The former dis-
cipline studies, on Harman’s view, certain abstract relations between strings 
of symbols, various kinds of logical consequence, whereas the latter activity 
consists in movements between concrete statements/thoughts/propositions. 
Harman emphasises that the relevance of the former for the latter has often 
been overstated. Roughly speaking, Achilles can be seen as a logician, the 
Tortoise as a reasoner. No matter how arduously Achilles points out the 
relevant logical relations, the Tortoise fails to translate this into the practical 
dynamics of reasoning. 

There are several ways of dismissing the Tortoise with the claim that his 
recalcitrance is evidence of his not possessing the relevant attitudes. It might 
be said either (1) that the mere fact that he does not draw the conclusion 
shows this, or that the evidence is (2) that he does not, even though the facts 
are brought to his attention, draw the conclusion, or (3) that he does not even 
show any tendency, or acknowledge any pressure towards drawing the con-
clusion, when this is pointed out to him. Here (1) is clearly implausible, (2) 
is close to the position of some Carroll commentators, whereas (3) reflects 
the position that was adopted in a previous chapter. If (3) is indeed correct 
what point could there be in considering the Tortoise puzzle? Why not dis-
miss the Tortoise out of hand? One possibility is to interpret the Tortoise not 
as denying the pressure, but as putting it in parenthesis for the sake of dis-

                                 
75 Pascal Engel, ”Logical Reasons”, Philosophical Explorations 2005 
76 On this topic, see Patrice Philie, ”Carroll’s Regress and the Epistemology of Logic”, Phi-
losophical Studies, 2005 
77 Gilbert Harman, Change in View, MIT Press 1986 
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covering the nature of the pressure, of seeing whether it can be induced by 
argumentation. Thus, while we would perhaps hesitate to ascribe full posses-
sion of the attitudes to someone in the state that the Tortoise presents - for 
the sake of argumentation - himself as being in, we can still consider 
whether this state might somehow be augmented in a way leading to com-
plete attitude possession. On this view, the moral of the puzzle is that this is 
not possible, and that one has to count the pressure as reflecting a form of 
non-derived normativity. The point is that a denormativized version of rea-
soning, i.e. the addition of “defanged”, inert attitudes, will not help. Norma-
tivity is what moves the reasoner. If this dialectic is not kept in mind one 
might be led to think that the puzzle actually calls into question the presence 
of normativity rather than reinforcing it, or perhaps regard it as resulting in a 
kind of scepticism about reasoning. 

As regards the nature of the pull in (3), if it is of a full blown normative 
character, that might lend support to Boghossian’s argument. This does not, 
however, seem very plausible. In what follows, I shall assume that it is not 
constitutive of possession of the relevant attitudes that a normative pressure 
of the indicated kind be present for the possessor of the attitudes. It remains 
to be investigated, in what follows, whether normativity figures in other 
ways in the reasoning context. 

Before giving a diagnosis of the Caroll puzzle, let us consider the practi-
cal analogue. As noted, some authors have pointed out that a situation simi-
lar to that of Achilles and the Tortoise arises in the case of practical reason-
ing. Just as we can, with Carroll, imagine a recalcitrant individual forcing a 
regress that problematizes modus ponens reasoning, we can conceive of a 
stubborn refusal to engage in instrumental practical reasoning. Thus e.g. 
Peter Railton considers a person who faced with the argument from (1) E is 
an end of mine, and (2) Means M would secure E, to (3) There is that much 
to be said deliberatively in favour of my doing M, responds by saying that 
the argument is missing something, that “ it suppose[s] not only that I have 
end E but that I also have the further aim, call it F, of choosing so as to bring 
about the realization of my ends”78. Railton goes on to note that “[i]t would 
seem that we need to add” F as a premise. “But if one did not recognize that 
having an end makes deliberatively relevant questions about the means that 
would advance it ... then adding the further premise .. could hardly help.” 

There are some problems, I think, with presenting the analogy in this 
way; before investigating that, let us, however, look at how another author, 
James Dreier, develops a Carroll style argument for the practical case79. 
Dreier approaches the issue from a somewhat different angle. His aim is to 
establish a certain priority of what he calls the means/ends rule (M/E): “If 

                                 
78 Peter Railton, ”On the Hypothetical and Non-Hypothetical in Reasoning About Belief and 
Action” in Ethics and Practical Reason, ed. Berys Gaut, Oxford: Clarendon Press 1997 
79 James Dreier, ”Humean Doubts About the Practical Justification of Morality”, ibid. 
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you desire A and believe that by B-ing you will A, then you ought to B”. He 
considers an individual who has an end A, grasps the import of M/E but still 
fails to B.  

He notes that, generally, when someone fails to comply with a certain rule 
what is lacking is, typically, a desire, namely the desire to comply with the 
rule. Thus if X realizes that the rule R tells him to Y, but still does not Y, this 
will be because he has no desire to comply with R. Were we to add the de-
sire to his mental repertoire he would Y. But, Dreier notes, the situation is 
different with the rule M/E. For adding a desire to comply with M/E will not 
move the person. The rule must be part of the person’s mental constitution in 
the first place. If it is not, no reasoning, no inducing of desires will help, just 
as the Tortoise is not moved by the addition of the modus ponens rule as a 
premise. This shows, Dreier claims, that the means-ends rule has a unique 
status. 

As noted, there are some problems with the suggested analogies. Never-
theless, there is an illuminating similarity between theoretical and practical 
reasoning as regards the possibility of recalcitrant reasoners. To bring this 
out, it will be useful to consider some criticisms made by John Brunero 
against Railton and Dreier80. 

Brunero claims that neither Railton nor Dreier have managed to point to 
any interesting problems connected specifically with the instrumental princi-
ple. Against Railton, he maintains that his puzzle collapses into the standard 
Carroll puzzle. It is thus not an interesting parallel case, but rather a trivial 
sub-case of the Tortoise discussion. He tries to establish this claim by con-
sidering the details of the attempt to persuade the non-instrumentalist. What 
should be added to the argument is, Brunero says, not F, but rather modus 
ponens. By this he seems to mean, somewhat confusingly, the implication - 
let us call it (4) - that has as antecedent the conjunction of (1) and (2), and as 
consequent (3). Now the only way out for the non-instrumentalist would be 
to refuse to apply modus ponens, which returns us to the Tortoise case. 

This rebuttal of Railton’s argument fails because of insufficient attention 
to the attitudes involved in instrumental and other forms of reasoning. There 
is a difference between theoretical reasoning such as that based on modus 
ponens, and the kind of instrumental reasoning considered by Railton, even 
though this is perhaps not entirely clear in Railton’s formulation. The former 
has as its conclusion a belief or some related cognitive attitude, whereas the 
latter results in a desire, an aim-adoption, or some similar conative attitude. 
Thus modus ponens cannot effect the movement we want to persuade the 
non-instrumentalist to carry out. For it is not that we try to get that person to 
believe that he sets certain goals or has certain desires; rather we want him to 
actually set those goals or adopt those desires as a direct outcome of the 
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relevant reasoning. We do not fault a non-instrumentalist for his beliefs. We 
fault him for his desires and decisions, or rather, lack thereof. 

Against Dreier’s idea that the M/E-rule - and thus instrumental reasoning 
- has a special status, Brunero claims that a similar regress to the one sug-
gested by Dreier can be generated for any practical rule. Given an arbitrary 
rule R, he considers an individual who desires to comply with R, and be-
lieves that R requires him to perform A, but still is not motivated to do A. 
What is lacking, he suggests, might be the desire to comply with rule R*, 
which says that if one desires to comply with R, and believes that A requires 
one to perform A, then one ought to A. But, by a parallel reasoning, a rule 
R** seems to be needed, and so on. Since this can be done for any rule R, 
not just the instrumental rule, there is nothing, claims Brunero, to single out 
the latter.  

Against this objection, it should be noted that what generates the regress 
here is the *-construction, which is precisely that of instrumental reasoning. 
That the R-rule can be arbitrarily chosen does not mean that it is not the in-
strumental principle which generates the structure of the regress, and which 
is thus what is ultimately at issue. 

There is another author, Jean Hampton, who has presented arguments 
similar to those of Railton and Dreier, though without explicitly relating 
them to Carroll’s puzzle81. Hampton presents us with the case of what she 
calls a “curmudgeon”: “a person who (as a matter of fact) only acts on his 
occurrent motives, and knows this fact about himself”.  Such a person poses 
a challenge to instrumental reasoning. Using the example of a dental visit, 
Hampton notes that “if he has no occurrent motive to go to the dentist, he 
will not go, even if he knows that such a visit would enable him to satisfy 
self-regarding desires in the future”. “So this individual is someone who can 
know that he has a preference for x and that y is a means to x, but will not 
always have an occurrent motive to do y. And when he does not, he will not 
do y”. In other words, he fails to do as instrumental reasoning dictates; he is 
another version of Railton’s and Dreier’s Tortoise. 

The similarity between Carroll’s Tortoise and Hampton’s Curmudgeon 
may be put this way. In both cases we have an individual whose presence 
problematizes the passage from a set of attitudes A1(p) and A2(p req. q) to 
the attitude A3(q), a passage that is normally expected. What is striking is the 
individual’s questioning of why he should adopt the A3(q) attitude. In prac-
tice, once the premise attitudes are brought together in consciousness, the 
conclusion attitude will be adopted, or else the premise attitudes will be re-
vised. The notion of a recalcitrant individual is problematic, but not absurd. 
It is not the case that we always perform the required adjustments. But what 
is the case is that we feel a definite pressure to do so, and that, if we are un-
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able to adopt or revise the relevant attitudes, we feel that there is something 
defective about our mind set, something that warrants critique. The recalci-
trant individual asks why this should be so. His question is: why is it that 
given that he possesses the attitudes A1(p) and A2(p req. q), and that he does 
not question this possession, he ought to adopt the attitude A3(q)? 

The point is that there is no way of moving the recalcitrant person from 
the premise attitudes to the conclusion attitude, short of getting him to em-
ploy some principle of conjoining attitudes. Adding new attitudes to his rep-
ertoire does not help. What he needs is not more attitudes, but a method of 
putting them together. This is clear from a purely syntactic standpoint. But 
when we imagine trying to reason with him, pointing out the truth preserving 
nature of modus ponens, say, what we will achieve, at best, is getting him to 
accept another attitude.  

We will feel frustration when faced with someone who in the same breath 
evinces the premise attitudes, yet unperturbedly refuses to adopt the conclu-
sion attitude. He is not playing the game as it should be played. And he can 
go on refusing to play without this depriving him of his status as an attitude 
possessor. In the end we have to rely on a primitive kind of normativity, 
telling the recalcitrant individual that he really ought to be playing the game. 

What this demonstrates is that though the attitudes may - and do, as I have 
argued  - possess an intrinsic normativity, this is not the kind of normativity 
represented by the rationality principles. There is nothing in the attitudes 
themselves that compels their possessor to follow the principles, to play the 
reasoning game. The normativity must rather be sought in the game itself. 
Lifted from their very natural place in this game, the attitudes are inert. They 
cannot grab the Tortoise by the throat, even though thinking, playing the 
reasoning game, can.  

In order to give a preliminary evaluation of the relevance of these results 
for Boghossian’s debate, let us note, again, that the failure of a person, like 
the tortoise, to move from the “premises” to the “conclusion” might be held 
to be indicate either (a) that the person does not, in fact, possess the attitude 
A; complying with the rule is thus taken to be essential for having the atti-
tude A; here any account of the attitude would have to be an account of this 
normativity as well, or (b) that the person does not understand the relevant 
notion of requirement, or (c) that the person is irrational. Our discussion 
gives us reasons to maintain that the most plausible option is (c). This how-
ever undermines Boghossian style arguments, given that an irrational person 
might still have beliefs.  

Thus it seems that the normativity involved here is not located in a man-
ner that is helpful for Boghossian’s case. A further difficulty for the norma-
tivist is that the normativity does not seem to be of the right kind. It might be 
held that the most that can be established from the kind of discussion just 
indicated is a form of first person normativity. What we can say is that a 
rational person will feel that he ought under certain circumstances to act in 
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certain ways; what we get is a descriptive statement about a first person 
normative pull, not any ought statement of the full blown third person vari-
ety. And this kind of normativity is not something that necessarily has to 
trouble a naturalist. In fact, the whole point of the instrumental approach to 
normativity prevalent in the social sciences etc. is to refer all forms of nor-
mativity to personal preferences, subjective valuations of the kind just indi-
cated. What I have referred to as “first person normativity” is, after all, per-
haps amenable to naturalistic treatment along lines e.g. of “desiring to de-
sire”. 

By shifting perspective, however, it might be seen that there could be 
more to the normativity of rationality. In this connection it will be useful to 
take a closer look, in the next section, at the arguments brought forward by 
Jean Hampton. 

Second Person Normativity 
In order to investigate in more detail the kind of normativity associated with 
the rationality requirements, let us return to Hampton’s discussion. Consid-
erations of how a “good instrumentalist” would react to her curmudgeon 
leads Hampton to the conclusion that the instrumental principles are substan-
tially normative. Addressing a hypothetical imperative to the curmudgeon 
cannot be merely a matter of making a descriptive statement about causal 
relations, of flatly stating “unless you do A, not B”. “If you took your hypo-
thetical “imperative” to be merely a statement of a causal connection be-
tween an action and an outcome you believe to be desired by the agent, then 
if he ignores you ... you would merely shrug and turn away”. This, notes 
Hampton is not the typical reaction. Rather, she claims, “you would charge 
him with making a mistake if he didn’t follow [the imperative], calling him 
“wrong” or “irrational””. This involves attributing a reason to the curmudg-
eon, taking oneself to “be warranted to do so by virtue of the fact that [one] 
believes this reason applies to him whether he likes it or not”. 

The way we have of addressing recalcitrant individuals demonstrates, 
then, for Hampton, the presence of an ineliminable normativity of practical 
reason. Here it is of interest to contrast her account with that of Kolodny. 
Focusing, like Hampton, on what is involved in addressing a hypothetical 
imperative to an individual, Kolodny introduces, in a useful way, the notion 
of advice into the discussion. He asks what is involved in our advising 
someone that “he ought rationally to have attitude A, or that it would be 
irrational of him not to have it”, and gives the answer that “we are simply 
pointing out that he satisfies the antecedent of [a rationality principle]”. The 
advice, then, amounts to “making the descriptive, psychological claim that 
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[the individual] has conclusive reason for the attitude”82. This is in stark ten-
sion with Hampton’s claims. It is of some interest, however, to investigate 
whether some elements of the two viewpoints might be combined in a way 
that would illuminate the nature of the normativity involved. Here it should 
be noted that Kolodny brings an aspect to the discussion that is missing in 
Hampton’s account, namely the adoption of the advisee’s standpoint; the 
adviser says, implicitly: “Look, from your point of view, you have reason to 
believe it!”83. What is being emphasized here is the second person nature of 
advice.  

Hampton relies on the reactions of the adviser to argue for the normativity 
of hypothetical imperatives. She would object to Kolodny’s account based 
on its leaving out the element of insistence, of the adviser’s not merely 
“shrugging and turning away”. The giving of advice matters; it is not just a 
question of “pointing something out”. In order to investigate further this 
aspect of Hampton’s argument, it might be useful to make a contrast be-
tween different speech acts and their associated reactive feelings.  

Consider e.g. the speech act of reminding. To successfully remind is to 
achieve the effect of making someone recall a certain circumstance. I do not 
put myself behind the reminding, except in the sense that I implicitly claim 
the actuality of the circumstances in question. In advising, however, I am 
saying: this is right; not just for-you, but for-you-for-me.  

Let us focus on the feeling associated with advising which may be taken 
as an indication of normativity, namely frustration in the face of the advi-
see’s refusal to follow – or even to properly comprehend – the advice. This 
is not just due to a sentiment of rejection, it is not that one is insulted by the 
advisee’s refusal; it is not the feeling that one has when one’s word is not 
believed. “He doesn’t know his own best” – this might seem to be an expres-
sion of the relevant sentiment. In advising, one wants the advisee’s to feel a 
certain normative force. By uttering an “ought” one wants him to feel an 
ought. But the situation is different from that of a moral ought. It is not the 
case that one wants the person to internalize some generally valid normative 
pressure because of its general validity. There is no reference to a commu-
nity. There is no third person ought. Rather one aims to transmit a first per-
son ought.  

Advising, and its associated reactive feeling of frustration or annoyance 
can, then, be placed in a spectrum with reminding on one side and morally 
judging on the other, with feelings, perhaps of disappointment and indigna-
tion respectively. Although Kolodny speaks of advising, his account seems 
rather to concern reminding, and he thus leaves out an apparent element of 
normativity emphasized by Hampton. 

                                 
82 Ibid., p. 548 
83 Ibid., p. 547 
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Something more should be said, however, as to the nature of this norma-
tivity. We have already noted that it does not seem to be a straightforward 
kind of third person normativity. To get a better view of this aspect, it might 
be useful to take a few steps back and consider why the kind of account of 
doxastic normativity that was suggested in a previous chapter is implausible 
as applied to the present context.  

It seems wrong to use the same kind of argumentation that was employed 
in the doxastic case in the case of intentions and instrumental rationality. To 
say that a world where someone does not take the means to his end is intrin-
sically worse than a world where he does take the means to his ends appears 
implausible. It is not, one might want to say, that the latter world is better. It 
is rather that this person in this world should mend his ways. He, here, 
should take the means to his ends. The badness is tied to his very person in a 
manner that makes it disappear from third person view. It is only if the world 
is, so to speak, morally centred on the individual that the badness appears. 
This badness is tied to the individual as a (potentially) rational being. 

In advising, we are, as Kolodny suggests, adopting a second person 
stance. It could perhaps be claimed that this accounts for some of the norma-
tivity, some of the frustration felt by the adviser. The reason why we do not 
shrug and walk away might be that we have taken an emphatic stance to-
wards the advisee and thereby felt the first person normative force applying 
to him; we have, imaginatively, been someone who should think and do this 
because he thinks and does that. If this is indeed all that second person nor-
mativity amounts to, it might be questioned whether it poses any threat to 
naturalistic accounts. This kind of combination of Hampton’s and Kolodny’s 
accounts offers, then, the possibility of doing justice to the phenomena 
pointed to by Hampton, while retaining the kind of defusing of normativity 
strived for by Kolodny. 

Conclusion 
The upshot of the considerations of the present chapter is that while some of 
the arguments against the normativity of rationality principles appear less 
than entirely convincing, there is nevertheless reason to doubt that they fit 
into a Boghossian-Kripke style project. This is so partly because the norma-
tivity is not associated in the right way with the attitudes in question, partly 
because it is not of a nature that necessarily poses a threat to naturalistic 
accounts. 

The discussion of instrumental normativity has a natural place in connec-
tion with Kripke’s remarks about the normativity of intentions. This might 
tempt one to claim that the instrumental principle is constitutive of inten-
tions, and that the latter are therefore essentially normative. But this is not, 
as has been argued above, very plausible. Rather, the instrumental principle 
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is constitutive of rationality, which is thus normative. This does not help 
Kripke’s argument. There are, however, other possible varieties of normativ-
ity associated with intentions, which is the topic of the next chapter. 



 111 

The Force of Intentions 

One of the objections that Kripke levels at dispositional accounts of linguis-
tic meaning is that they misrepresent the relation between intention and ac-
tion, a relation which is, Kripke says, not descriptive but rather normative84. 
These remarks occur in the context of the sceptical set-up with its temporal 
division, which means that what is at issue is not intention in action, but 
rather the relation between past intention and present action. What Kripke 
claims, then, is that a person who has, at a previous occasion, intended now 
to perform a certain action, ought now, ceteris paribus, to perform that ac-
tion. This sounds, at first, puzzling. “Surely, I am free to change my mind”, 
is the spontaneous response.  

In this chapter I shall argue that there is, first impressions notwithstand-
ing, a certain normativity associated, in the way just indicated, with inten-
tions. First, it should be observed that there are several different forms of 
possible normativity figuring in connection with intentions. These may be 
classified as, respectively, instrumental normativity, realization normativity, 
and commitment normativity. The first notion arises from the idea that one 
ought to take the means to an intended end, the second concerns the norm 
stating that one ought to perform an intended action, the third is related to 
the idea that one ought, ceteris paribus, to keep one’s intentions. Kripke’s 
claims concern the latter two forms of normativity; I have dealt in a previous 
chapter with the former two kinds of normativity. Here, I shall focus on 
commitment normativity.  

For present purposes it will be useful to centre the discussion on a phi-
losophical puzzle which seems to create difficulties for a normative view of 
intentions. This has become known as Kavka’s toxin puzzle, after its origina-
tor, Gregory Kavka85. It involves a thought experiment where a certain sum 
of money, one billion dollars, say, is to be awarded to an individual if he 
manages to form an intention to drink a vial of toxin, the effects of which are 
highly unpleasant, but non lethal, and last only for a day. The offer is made 
on a Sunday, and is for forming, on the following Monday, the intention to 
drink the toxin on Wednesday. The reward is to be paid out on Tuesday; the 
action of drinking is itself thus irrelevant for the contest – it is only the inten-
tion that matters. Let us assume that some intention reading device exists, so 

                                 
84 Saul Kripke, Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language, 1982, p. 37 
85 Gregory Kavka, ”The Toxin Puzzle”, Analysis, 1983 
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that deception is ruled out. Also, we may take it that the person in question 
judges the value of the reward to significantly outweigh the disutility of 
drinking the toxin. Thus he would certainly choose to drink the toxin in or-
der to get the money. But the reward is not for drinking, only for forming the 
intention to do so. This seems like a better deal, but is actually worse. For – 
it is claimed – the contestant will not, if reflectively rational, be able to form 
the intention. Deliberating, on Monday, about his situation he realizes that he 
will not, on Wednesday, have any reason – whether he has formed the inten-
tion or not – to drink the toxin. There will be nothing to gain by drinking, for 
if he managed to form the intention on Monday the money will already be 
his. The only result of drinking the toxin will be needless pain. This reason-
ing convinces the contestant that he will not under any circumstances drink 
the toxin. But it is – according to received philosophical opinion, anyway – 
impossible to intend what one judges to be ruled out in advance. So the prize 
cannot be won.  

The peculiar nature of the problem is that it seems to be a case of rational-
ity defeating itself. An unreflective person could easily win the money. It is 
only through engaging in deliberation that the contestant undoes his possibil-
ity of forming the intention. If he could willingly make himself stupid or 
forgetful, hypnotize himself etc. he could win the prize.  

In the literature Kavka’s puzzle is presented as a problem for rationality. 
It is linked with other situations, such as the prisoner’s dilemma, where ra-
tionality seems non optimal. It fits well into the present discussion, since it 
concerns both rationality, and therefore ties in with the previous chapter, and 
also intentions. Furthermore, there is a connection to the chapter on doxastic 
voluntarism. For, it has been suggested, e.g. by Kavka himself, that part of 
the problem is that we cannot voluntarily form intentions. 

The relation between the puzzle and the normativity of intentions is this. 
If there is a normative relation between past intention and future action, it 
seems that there might be a possibility to win the reward. Namely if the con-
testant could insert into his deliberation his awareness of this normativity, 
saying to himself: “It seems that I have absolutely no reason, on Wednesday 
to drink the toxin; but it is nevertheless the case, due to the normative rela-
tion, that I should drink it if I have formed the intention. This normativity 
will sway me to drink it, so it is possible to form the intention after all.”  

This sounds implausible, and actually casts doubt on the normativity the-
sis. In fact, from the present perspective, the toxin puzzle might be regarded 
as a dramatization of the problematic nature of Kripke’s normativity claim. I 
shall try to show, through a discussion of the debate, in the literature, con-
cerning Kavka’s puzzle that this difficulty might nevertheless be overcome. 
In so doing I shall sketch an account of the source of intentional normativity 
which employs trust as the operative notion. 
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Preliminary Considerations 
The argument for the impossibility of forming the toxin drinking intention 
may, in order to bring out the underlying premises and provide a focus for 
the discussion, be stated in, perhaps somewhat tedious, formal detail as fol-
lows. IM stands for S Intends on Monday, BM for S believes on Monday, R for 
It is rational that, D for S drinks the Toxin and W for S wins the prize, where 
S is the subject in question. We have the axioms: 
 
(a) IM(D)→BM(D) 
(b) IM(D)→BM(IM(D)) 
(c) IM(D)→W 
(d) D→R(D) 
(e) W→¬R(D) 
(f) ¬ (BM(R(D))∧ BM(¬R(D))) 

These represent basic facts about intentions (a)-(b), assumptions about the 
rationality of the contestant (d)-(f), and the set-up of the problem (c). 

Suppose further, to represent the situation where I am, on Sunday deliber-
ating about my deliberations on Monday that I can employ the derivation 
rule that given a proof of P, allows me to move to conclude BM(P). Also, let 
us assume closure for beliefs, i.e. that it is possible to conclude from BM(Q) 
from BM(P→Q) and BM(P). 

Then I can argue, on Sunday, as follows. 
 

(1)  IM(D)  Assumption 
(2)  W  From (1), (c) 
(3)  ¬R(D)  From (2), (e) 
(4)  IM(D)→¬R(D) From (1)-(3) 
(5)  BM(IM(D)→¬R(D)) Derivation rule 
(6)  IM(D)  Assumption 
(7)  BM(IM(D))  (6), (b) 
(8)  BM(¬R(D))  (7), (5), closure 
(9)  BM(D)  (a), (6) 
(10) BM(D→R(D))  (d), derivation rule 
(11) BM(R(D))  (10), (9), closure 
(12) Contradiction  (8), (11), (f) 
(13)  ¬IM(D)  (6)-(12) 

To bring out the dialectical situation, and also take note of a parallel to an-
other well known paradox, we may imagine the billionaire presenting the 
contestant with the above argument, claiming, tauntingly, that, taking it into 
account, the latter will be unable to win the prize. Suppose, however, that the 
contestant returns on Monday evening, saying, “I was not quite convinced by 
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your argument; there had to be something wrong with one of the premises. 
And since I was not convinced, I was able, after all, to form the intention, 
which shows that the argument must really have been wrong, as I sus-
pected.” In this form the toxin puzzle is reminiscent of the surprise examina-
tion paradox86. There is the same air of absurd rationality being defeated by 
pragmatic reality. This is even clearer if we suppose that the student presents 
his argument to the teacher saying, “This shows that you cannot give your 
examination; in fact I can safely offer you a reward for giving such an ex-
amination”.  

There is however, a difference. In the examination case it is clear that the 
test delivered on Monday, say, will be surprising. There is no need for fur-
ther embellishment. The surprise factor can be read off straight away from 
the story as it is told. It is clear that a surprise examination can be given, but 
it is not clear whether the toxin intention can be rationally formed. Indeed, 
most commentators think that it cannot be so formed. What is required of 
someone who wants to claim that the toxin prize can be won is however 
similar to what is required of those aiming to solve the surprise examination 
paradox. Given that the toxin contestant is rational, and given the prima facie 
convincingness of the argument, some account of where it goes wrong, 
rather than just a general doubt, can be demanded. A purely pragmatic solu-
tion of the kind envisaged does not seem satisfactory. If it is to be demon-
strated that the prize can be won, the flaw in the argument should be brought 
out. This is most plausibly done by rejecting one of the premises.         At-
tacking (a) – or rather its generalized equivalent – amounts to questioning 
the connection between intention and belief. As (a) is stated this is not very 
difficult, for I have omitted the modal elements required for general validity: 
that one not believe the performance of the action to be ruled out. This is not 
essential however, for the modalities can be inserted into the argument. This 
approach does not, since the connection in question is plausibly taken as 
constitutive of intentions, seem very promising, nor does that of rejecting 
(b), which amounts to assuming that the agent need not be aware of his men-
tal states, contradicting the stipulation of reflective rationality. (c) is part of 
the definition of the problem, and thus cannot be questioned. (d) represents 
the rationality of the agent, which is also part of the set-up. The best candi-
date for rejection, then, since the other remaining premises, and rules of 
derivation, express rules of rationality, is (e), which is what I will focus on in 
the rest of the chapter.  

This kind of approach – that of denying that it is irrational to drink the 
toxin – has not been very popular in the literature; the debate is divided be-
tween those – the great majority – who claim that it is impossible for a ra-
tional person to win the prize, and those who hold that, first impressions 

                                 
86 The similarity has been noted before, e.g by Laurence Goldstein, ”Inescapable Surprises 
and Acquirable Intentions”, Analysis, 1993. 
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notwithstanding, the prize is winnable. Let us employ the labels negative and 
positive solutions, respectively. Among those of the first camp I shall discuss 
Kavka’s and Michael Bratman’s, of the second David Gauthier’s and Gilbert 
Harman’s87.  

       Of a negative solution it may be required that the air of paradox be 
explained; typically this is done by giving an account of intentions and ra-
tional deliberation which specifies in more detail the impossibility of win-
ning, and thus renders it less surprising. Positive solutions must explain what 
is wrong with the reasoning given in the original presentation of the puzzle, 
and show what kind of deliberation should be substituted for it in order for 
the prize to be winnable. The reasoning of a rational agent capable of form-
ing the intention must thus be specified. Here there are two possibilities. 
Either this reasoning is available to any rational actor, or else it applies only 
to a certain subclass, due typically to the nature of specific values and pref-
erences. I shall refer, respectively, to unrestricted and restricted positive 
solutions. The solution suggested in the present chapter is restricted, whereas 
those in the literature tend to be unrestricted.  

       A further division is possible, corresponding to how the scenario is 
played out. In obvious shorthand, the possible sequences of events realized 
may be written as I-D+, I-D-, I+D+, I+D- (the agent does not on Monday 
intend to drink the toxin but nevertheless drinks it on Wednesday etc.), 
where they are ordered in what is – at least on first appearances – increasing 
order of preferability. I shall call positive solutions symmetrical or asymmet-
rical depending on whether the second to last or the last sequence is singled 
out. An asymmetrical solution will necessarily involve some amount of self 
deception. 

Parallel Scenarios 
Before considering the various solutions to the toxin puzzle that have been 
proposed it will be helpful to have a look at some analogous cases. The puz-
zle originated in Kavka’s research concerning nuclear deterrence88. This 
involves a stand off between two nuclear super powers who in between 
themselves have the capability of wiping out the great majority of humanity. 
The rationale of deterrence is that one nation credibly threatens to retaliate 
against an attack of the other nation. Assuming psychological transparency 
this involves forming a public intention to attack if the other nation attacks. 
But if an attack has already taken place the result of retaliating will only be 
                                 
87 Michael Bratman, Intentions, Plans and Practical Reason, 1987; David Gauthier, ”Assure 
and Threaten”, Ethics, 1994; Gilbert Harman, ”The Toxin Puzzle”, in Rational Commitment 
and Social Justice: Essays for Gregory Kavka, eds. Jules L. Coleman and Christopher Morris, 
1998  
88 Gregory Kavka, ”Some Paradoxes of Deterrence”, The Journal of Philosophy, 1978 
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untold misery, and will thus be both immoral and irrational. The leaders 
know this, and assuming that they are rational/moral they know that they 
will not actually retaliate, and so cannot form the conditional intention to do 
so. 

Another case originates with Hume89. A farmer wants the help of another 
farmer to plough his field. He can get this help by – we assume, again, psy-
chological transparency – forming the intention of helping the other farmer if 
helped by him. Given this intention the other farmer will help, but once this 
has been done the first farmer will have no reason to come to the second 
farmer’s assistance, provided that it is a one shot scenario. And since he 
knows this, he will be unable to form the intention. This is, of course, a ver-
sion of the prisoner’s dilemma. 

In both of these cases we have, as with the toxin puzzle, a situation where 
the formation of a certain intention would have beneficial consequences, yet 
seems to be precluded by rationality. The toxin case is more clear cut, so we 
shall focus on that; the problems just mentioned might, however, have the 
advantage of representing somewhat more realistic situations, and can there-
fore usefully be kept in mind during the discussion that follows.  

Negative Solutions 
Let us proceed to the negative solutions, beginning with that of Kavka him-
self. First, it should be noted that Kavka places certain restrictions on the 
behaviour of the contestants. It might be asked whether some of these re-
strictions are not overly severe, whether they do not prematurely close off 
interesting approaches to a solution. Kavka demands not only that contest-
ants should not resort to such external devices as making bets or signing 
contracts but he also excludes “those strange people who take pride in never 
releasing oneself from a promise to oneself, no matter what the circum-
stances”; internalisations of the aforementioned external methods of com-
mitment are ruled out, then. Now if intentions are normative in the manner 
suggested by Kripke they can be expected to share some properties of self-
promises. Excluding from the start the possibility of promising might thus 
seem rash. However, it might be argued, what is ruled out is not self-
promising per se, but rather self-promises that cannot, under any circum-
stances be broken. This is not a severe restriction, for whatever the nature of 
intentional normativity, it must be such that it is always at least possible to 
change one’s mind.  

A further interesting question to which I shall return below is whether 
self-promising makes sense. We speak colloquially of promising things to 

                                 
89 In the present context, use has been made of it by David Gauthier, ”Assure and Threaten”, 
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ourselves, but just how seriously the analogy with the interpersonal variety 
can and should be taken has been debated in the literature. In any case, this is 
an interesting example of a particularly demanding form of normativity with 
which that of intentions can be compared. 

Suppose that we allow, as suggested, self-promising. It might be asked 
whether this will be of any help in solving the puzzle. In fact, it seems that 
the original problems faced in the case of intentions return. For I cannot sin-
cerely promise what I believe I will not do. So something needs to be added, 
by way of deliberation, beyond the mere internal act of promising, in order 
for a solution utilizing self-promises to be convincing. 

Another option, along similar lines, would be to employ the phenomenon 
of rational resolve. Richard Holton has given a helpful elaboration of this 
notion90. First, note the qualification “rational”. We are not dealing with the 
kind of brute strong willedness excluded by Kavka, but rather with a form of 
steadfastness that is motivated by rational deliberation. For Holton, rational 
resolve is a device of blocking redeliberation, which is used for guarding 
against temptation. We typically succumb to temptation not by suddenly and 
spontaneously yielding to an overwhelming impulse, but rather by engaging 
in self deceiving redeliberation. The situation where we apply rational re-
solve is this: we have foreseen certain circumstances and planned what to do 
in advance, deliberating rationally concerning the best outcome. We also 
realize that were we to reopen the deliberation under the relevant future cir-
cumstances our judgement would be skewed. We would come to a different 
conclusion, even though no new unforeseen facts had emerged. Therefore 
we decide not to redeliberate. Such is the phenomenon of rational resolve. 

This seems promising as regards the toxin case, for the paradoxical nature 
of the latter is due, it might be claimed, to our being tempted by rationality. 
The problem, however, is that the kind of judgement shift characteristic of 
cases of temptation does not occur in the toxin puzzle. The contestant will 
not judge his imagined future self as being unreasonable in refraining from 
drinking the toxin. On the contrary. Therefore the motive to engage in ra-
tional resolve is lacking. So, as with promising, something needs to be added 
by way of deliberation; I shall return to the case of resolve below, in discuss-
ing Bratman’s account. 

Turning now to the details of Kavka’s reasoning, he claims that “if inten-
tions were simply decisions, and decisions were volitions fully under the 
agent’s control, there would be no problem. But intentions are better viewed 
as dispositions to act which are based on reasons to act”91. While the agent 
has reasons to intend, intentions are not formed based on those reasons but 
rather on the reasons to act. And in the toxin case there are no such reasons; 
there are only reasons against drinking the toxin. The problem which gives 
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rise to the air of paradox is that we slide between two ways of viewing the 
intention: from the inside and from the outside, so to speak. It is the first 
perspective which is relevant for forming the intention. But here only the 
reasons to act figure. Viewing things externally we can judge that it would 
be a good thing if we possessed the intention. But from this perspective all 
we can do is to try to induce the intention in some third person way, through 
such manipulations as hypnosis etc. And this is excluded by the stipulations 
made by Kavka in presenting his puzzle. 

Michael Bratman has given a solution that shares some features with 
Kavka’s approach. The motivation for Bratman’s account of the toxin puzzle 
is a worry of his that the theory of intentions which he has developed might 
lead to implausible consequences as regards Kavka’s problem92. The role of 
intentions, according to Bratman, is similar to that of rational resolve as out-
lined above; they serve as conclusions to practical deliberation, blocking for 
pragmatic reasons redeliberation, and functioning as abbreviated inputs to 
new deliberations in the development of plans for action. Bratman worries 
that it might be held to be rational to form the toxin drinking intention, and 
that this, spelled out in his terms, leads to the rationality of not redeliberating 
on Wednesday, and thus of drinking the toxin. He does not take it to be a 
virtue of his theory that it might yield a positive solution to the toxin puzzle; 
rather he regards the conclusion as intolerably implausible, and is concerned 
to reveal the flaw in the reasoning. His approach is similar to that of Kavka. 
He suggests that one must distinguish between two senses of adopting an 
intention. “On the first reading we suppose that to “adopt” the intention to 
drink the toxin is to form it on the basis of deliberation about whether so to 
act”. The second interpretation consists in regarding “”adopt” as including 
non-deliberation-based acquisition of an intention”93. It is only on the second 
reading that it is rational to adopt the toxin drinking intention. And to this 
Bratman’s account of intentions does not apply. His point is that “your spe-
cial million-dollar reason for intending now to drink the toxin later will not 
get into the deliberation about whether to drink it later. Where this reason 
will naturally appear will be in your present-directed deliberation (if such 
there be) about whether on [Monday] somehow cause yourself to have an 
intention to drink on Wednesday.”94 

The argument suggested here seems to run along the following lines. (1) 
Reasons to form an intention will not enter into the typical process of form-
ing that intention, i.e. through rational deliberation; they can only figure in 
external, third person attempts to induce the intention causally. It is, in other 
words impossible to internally intend to intend. (2) But the only positive 
reasons available in the puzzle are those for forming the intention; there are 
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no reason for performing the action itself, considered in isolation. (3) Hence, 
the required intention cannot be formed in a standard way, and therefore the 
prize cannot be won. This satisfies the conditions indicated above for a nega-
tive solution; it gives a thorough account, by means of some important dis-
tinctions, of why the prize cannot be won. Nevertheless it is, I shall argue 
flawed. The point I wish to question is (1). 

The issue of whether it is possible to intend to intend, or, correlatively, to 
decide to decide, has been debated in the literature, the consensus seeming to 
form around a negative answer. Particularly relevant here is a paper by Al-
fred Mele95. 

There is one sense in which it is clearly possible to decide to decide 
something the next day, say. Suppose that the alternatives are A and B. I can 
decide now to decide tomorrow whether to A or to B. What would be inter-
esting, however, is if I could decide to decide to A tomorrow. Alfred Mele 
has argued that this can only be done if I am prevented from now forming 
the intention to A, something which according to Mele can only be due to 
highly contrived situations – a demon that interferes in my brain processes 
etc. The problem is that if I do now decide to decide to A, it seems that I 
have also now decided to A, and this is a decision that will remain with me 
(as an intention) so that there will be no (new) decision to be made tomor-
row96. The only possibility seems to be to decide to involve myself (if neces-
sary) in some kind of self deception tomorrow. Perhaps I have not now 
looked into things enough, but still decide to tomorrow, when I will look into 
things more thoroughly, decide to A. But that means that I have decided not 
to let myself be swayed by B-reasons tomorrow, i.e. I have decided to be 
irrational, to convince myself that the B-reasons, no matter what they are – I 
do not know that now – are bad reasons. This sounds somewhat like what 
Holton calls rational resolve. I have decided not to (really) deliberate. So 
rather than decide to decide to A, I have decided not to decide to B. 

It should be observed, however, that it might be the case that my intuition 
is that I will find reasons for A-ing, it is just that I do not have time to delib-
erate now, but my conviction is so firm – and I really hope to find reasons 
for A-ing – that it makes sense to talk of deciding to decide to A. Perhaps I 
postpone deciding because I fear to find reasons against A-ing, even though I 
have the firm intuition that I will actually find reasons. I want to A and hope 
to find moral reasons for A-ing so that I can actually decide to A, say.  

The following case of deciding to decide can also be envisaged. I foresee 
now that I tomorrow will weigh the reasons differently than I do now. I can 
see what my deliberation will be tomorrow, and I see that it will lead to A. I 
cannot now decide to A for the reasons I have now are different from the 
ones I will have tomorrow. But I can decide to tomorrow go through the 
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deliberative procedure, a procedure that I foresee will lead to A. In this sense 
I can decide to decide to A. Tomorrow I will remember the decision made 
today, and thus the influence will be the right one. I go through the delibera-
tion as intended and decide to A, as intended.   

Another case that might fall under the label of “intending to intend” is 
that where it is important for the performing of the act that the intention have 
certain properties, of strength and steadfastness e.g. A brief consideration of 
the role of imagination in intention formation might serve to illustrate this. 
When I deliberate about whether to perform a certain act A, I typically imag-
ine myself doing A and note the consequences etc. Here there arises a certain 
ambiguity depending on which self it is that figures in my imaginings: my 
present self or my future self. Usually this distinction is not significant, but 
sometimes it assumes central importance. I might foresee that my mindset 
will be different under the circumstances. This gap in imagination between 
now-self and then-self is something that I want to bridge and it is here that 
firm intentions enter into the picture. 

What this shows is that the notion of internally intending to intend is per-
haps not as far fetched as Kavka and Bratman assume, and that, correla-
tively, reasons to intend and reasons to act may be deliberatively intermin-
gled in a way which undermines the negative solutions proposed by those 
authors. 

Before proceeding, in the next section, to the positive solutions, let us 
consider the structure of the reasoning of the contestant. There are several 
interlocking deliberations. On Monday the agent will deliberate about his 
situation in a manner similar to that given in the presentation of the puzzle. 
He will consider whether he will be able to form the intention. This involves 
deliberating about how he will deliberate on Wednesday about whether to 
drink the toxin. We have, then a Monday deliberation (M-deliberation, for 
short), and a Wednesday (W-) deliberation. These interlock, because the 
imagined W-deliberation will figure in the M-deliberation. And also, the 
actual M-deliberation will, in any positive solution of the symmetric kind, be 
a part of the W-deliberation: the agent will refer back, in deliberating 
whether to drink, to the reasons he gave himself for forming the intention. If 
this is not so, if the W-deliberation is purely forward looking it is clear that it 
will result in a decision not to drink. For my purposes, that of developing a 
positive symmetric solution, a set of interlocking deliberations has to be 
presented. What I would like to suggest is that the M-deliberation is a delib-
eration about the possibilities of forming an intention to drink the toxin. The 
outcome will be an intention to intend to drink the toxin, which will lead to a 
deliberation resulting in an intention to drink the toxin. 

With this in mind, a positive symmetric restricted solution to the toxin 
puzzle may be characterized as consisting in an interlocking pair M+, W+ of 
deliberations, a notion R of rationality (of deliberations) and a set of agents 
A, such that for any x in A, x can deliberate in accordance with M+ and W+, 
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and furthermore R(M+) and R(W+) holds. The deliberations should be 
given, furthermore in a way that makes clear the error of the original toxin 
argument. 
 

Positive Solutions 
In order to consider further the nature of the relevant deliberations, let us 
move on to David Gauthier’s theory of decision making, and its application 
to the toxin problem97. Gauthier notes, first, that it would be rational to, by 
external means, guarantee that one would drink the toxin: “Suppose ... that 
just before midnight you could be laid on a couch, your hands and feet se-
curely bound ...  a tube inserted into your mouth ... [a] time release lock ... is 
set to release the toxin into your mouth ... Now if the donor were to accept 
your so binding yourself as evidence of your intention to drink the toxin ... 
surely it would be rational to employ it.” His point is that if it is rational to 
inflict such unpleasantness on oneself, then “ surely it would be rational 
simply to make up your mind to drink the toxin and avoid the night’s mis-
ery.” The idea is that there ought to be an internal equivalent of binding one-
self. Elaborating the account in this direction, he maintains that we should 
not look at the acts in isolation, but rather at the possible sequences of acts. 
These are the relevant elements of choice; we deliberate between different 
plans. I+D- is not a plan we can choose to follow. It does not contain a co-
herent perspective; the planner cannot project himself through the moments 
of the plan while maintaining a unified outlook. Since I+D- is thus ruled out, 
the best available plan is I+D+, which is what we should opt for. 

First, against the analogy with the external case, it might be objected 
against this that it is only rational to externally bind oneself in the manner 
envisaged by Gauthier if one has first established that the prize cannot be 
won without drinking the toxin. Then the objector could go on to ask 
whether this is possible. Suppose that there is an argument R, that shows that 
drinking the toxin is necessary. Then the contestant can reason as follows, 
“By R, I know that in order to win the prize, I must drink the toxin. I want to 
win the prize. Hence, by instrumental rationality, I should drink the toxin”. 
At this point, he will, by practical reasoning form the intention. But now, 
again, there is no reason for him to drink the toxin. So R was wrong, after 
all. R, if right, is wrong, so it must be wrong. The only way of avoiding this 
conclusion is to point to some backward looking reason that might block the 
point that the contestant will, on Wednesday, have no reason to drink the 
toxin. The same problem afflicts Gauthier’s constructive account. Looking 

                                 
97 David Gauthier, ”Assure and Threaten”, Ethics, 1994  
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forward, the only plans that involve a consistent transparency, an unbroken 
possibility of follow through, are those indicated by Gauthier. But that does 
not give the contestant a reason on Wednesday to follow through. And this 
fact will be apparent to him on Monday.   

Bratman argues against Gauthier’s account that it does not do justice to 
the temporal position of rational agents. “As time goes by”, he notes, “we 
are located differently with respect to our plans. Along with a change in 
temporal location normally goes a change in the agent’s causal powers. 
What is up to the agent is what to do from now on. So she will normally 
want to rank alternatives from now on.”98 This objection is, I think, well 
taken. The problem lies with the assumption that I can only influence future 
events. In this direction a solution may, I shall suggest, be found. But first let 
us consider the positive solution offered by Gilbert Harman. 

In his article “Practical Reasoning”, Harman claimed that we can choose 
to adopt intrinsic desires, and that this offers a solution to the problem of 
psychological hedonism99. Harman agrees with those who insist that small 
children govern their behaviour by the goals of seeking pleasure and avoid-
ing pain. We keep those goals, but as we grow up we realize – this is the 
paradox of hedonism – that more pleasure may be found by not actively 
seeking pleasure. So we choose to desire, Harman claims, other things for 
their own sake because this will give us more pleasure. This does not mean 
that we do those things because they give us pleasure, but rather that we 
adopt the intrinsic desire to do them because that will give us pleasure. In a 
later paper Harman suggested that the possibility of adopting intrinsic de-
sires affords a solution to the toxin puzzle, consisting in the agent’s first 
choosing to desire intrinsically to drink toxin, and then, without difficulty, of 
course, forming the intention to drink the toxin100. 

The problem with Harman’s solution is that it seems that we cannot adopt 
a desire for just any activity. It has to be something that speaks for it, some-
thing that merits long term involvement. Indeed, in the cases argued for in 
Harman’s paper about practical reason, the desires are adopted, it seems, in 
order to give meaning to the individual’s life. For this to be possible the ac-
tivities must make initial sense. I must first think that playing the violin, say, 
is a worthy activity. And it might be taken as stipulated in the conditions of 
the puzzle – if this is not immediately apparent – that toxin drinking is not 
such an activity, that toxin does not have a rich and complex taste etc. It is 
true that I will desire to desire to drink the toxin, given that this is the only 
way of winning the money. But I will not do so for reasons having to do with 
the toxin drinking itself. In isolation, drinking it does not make sense. The 

                                 
98 Michael Bratman, ”Toxin, Temptation, and the Stability of Intention”, p. 72 
99 Gilbert Harman, ”Practical Reasoning”, The Review of Metaphysics, 1976 
100 Gilbert Harman, ”The Toxin Puzzle”, in Rational Commitment and Social Justice: Essays 
for Gregory Kavka, eds. Jules L. Coleman and Christopher Morris, 1998 
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package of getting the money and drinking makes sense. But because getting 
the money comes first this sense cannot be extended to the toxin drinking 
itself, and so while desiring to desire I cannot adopt the first order desire. It 
seems that desire here is, in a certain sense, on a par with intention, and so 
no help is gained by moving to the case of desire. The puzzle is the same. 

Nevertheless, Harman’s solution highlights an important aspect of the 
toxin puzzle, namely that a positive solution must involve the expectation of 
a pro-attitude towards toxin drinking; it is just that it is not plausible to sup-
pose that this pro-attitude might be of an intrinsic nature; rather it must in-
volve a deliberation directed at past deliberations. This is the manner in 
which I shall try to develop a solution. 

The Availability of the Past 
The absurdity of there not being any solution to the toxin puzzle may be 
dramatized by varying the stakes in the example. Suppose that the reward is 
not winning a billion dollars, but rather saving humanity. Surely, delibera-
tions about rational action cannot stop the forming of the requisite intention, 
one wants to say. There must be a positive solution. I have suggested that 
such a solution should consist in denying premise (e) of the argument. This 
would amount to giving positive reasons for drinking the toxin even though 
the prize has already been won. Suppose, then, that I have managed to save 
humanity by intending to drink the toxin. It is now Wednesday and I realize 
that I do not really have to drink the toxin. I would like to suggest that there 
would, nevertheless, be something blameworthy about not drinking the 
toxin. I would betray not only myself, but more importantly my act, the very 
significant act of saving humanity. This action would be placed in a different 
light, as a piece of self deception. I would certainly be more of a hero if I 
drank the toxin. Let us recall Bratman’s objection against Gauthier. He 
claimed, correctly, I think, that only that which is within one’s power should 
be taken into consideration in deliberating. But it is simply not true that the 
past is not within my power. I can influence my past intention. It will be an 
unfulfilled, a failed intention, or a successful one, depending on my actions. 
And given the tremendous significance of the intention I can reasonably 
demand of myself that I fulfil it, that I make it a successful intention. What I 
am suggesting is similar to Thomas Kelly’s treatment of sunk costs101. In the 
literature, honouring sunk costs – i.e. taking previously made investments in 
a certain line of action as in themselves being a reason to follow through 
with the plan – is taken as a paradigmatic example of irrationality. Kelly 
argues against this. His example is that of the Vietnam war, where a frequent 
argument for continuation referred to the sacrifices having already been 
                                 
101 Thomas Kelly, ”Sunk Costs, Rationality, and Acting for the Sake of the Past”, Nous, 2004 
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made, the lives lost. By bringing the war to a successful conclusion those 
lives would not, it was pointed out, have been lost in vain. Their character 
would have been different than under the circumstances where the war was 
lost. 

It seems that there are cases where the past intentions of other people ex-
ert a definite pressure on us. Suppose that my father, now dead, intended for 
me to become an engineer, and that, furthermore, I am now at the point in 
life where I must choose a career. The past intention of my father will have 
weight in my decision making. This is not – since he is dead – a matter of 
not disappointing him. It is rather that my decision affects his life, it has an 
impact on the nature of his plans and intentions, on whether they were futile 
and misguided or not. If other people’s intention matter in such a way, it 
seems reasonable that one’s own should as well. 

Given that it is rationally warranted to take, in such a manner, the past 
into consideration, a positive solution to the toxin puzzle can be given. For in 
deliberating on Monday whether to form the intention of drinking the toxin I 
will know that I am the kind of person who would under these circumstances 
honour my intentions. So I can block the original argument, and go through 
with forming the intention. 

I have tried to increase the plausibility of my account by varying the 
stakes. Performing this manoeuvre in the opposite direction might be felt to 
cast doubt on the account. Suppose that the reward is that of saving a hun-
dred people and a fly, and that the required intention is one of killing a hun-
dred people. Should I, having saved those one hundred people and the fly, go 
ahead and kill one hundred people just to honour my intention, ending up 
with the net result of having saved a fly? This does not seem right. However, 
the reasonableness of taking past intentions into account must depend pre-
cisely on the stakes. In the first case it is reasonable, in the last one not. In 
the toxin case it will, I think, vary between different persons. 

The solution I am recommending, then, is this. There are certain agents – 
perhaps all agents – who have certain preferences about past events, that 
they be of a certain kind, where this depends upon later events, events now 
under the agent’s control. It will then be rational for the agent to carry out 
those events given that their intrinsic negative value is outweighed by the 
value of the past event’s having the desired property. I am suggesting that 
the positive value is proportional to the magnitude of the effect achieved by 
the past event; it is e.g. well worth drinking the toxin if the forming of the 
past intention led to the saving of humanity. For, reneging on the intention 
will tarnish the – immense – moral value of the intention forming. This is an 
issue of comparing the relative values of saving humanity through deception 
and saving humanity honestly. 

Let us, to round up the present section, return to the characterization of 
positive symmetric partial solutions that was given above. The set A, of 
agents which can solve the puzzle will be identified, in the manner just indi-
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cated, by means of the relation between their disutility of drinking the toxin, 
and the weight they place on honouring the past. Also the relevant notion of 
rationality is one that includes as rational past-regarding reasons. The exact 
nature of the M- and W-deliberations might be felt to require some further 
considerations. For, it might be argued that it is not enough for the M-
deliberation to refute the argument of the puzzle; this, after all amounts 
merely to removing the obstacle formed by the seeming fact that the toxin 
drinking is ruled out; it gives no positive reasons. Where then does the posi-
tive reason come from? According to the account suggested, it arises (1) 
from the utility of winning the prize, and (2) from the rational desire to hon-
our the past intention to drink the toxin. Let us, then, go through the M- and 
W-deliberations in more detail. On Monday I realize that unless I form the 
intention to drink I will not win the money. This is not, yet, a reason to drink 
the toxin, only a reason to form the intention. At this point, Kavka and Brat-
man, maintain, as we have seen, that it is not a reason that can lead to the 
formation, in the standard way, of the intention to drink the toxin. I argued 
against this that such complaints depend on an overly rigid distinction be-
tween reasons to intend and reasons to act, that reasons may, pace Kavka and 
Bratman, be translated between the two different spheres. With this in mind, 
let us consider the following continuation of the Monday deliberation. I real-
ize that I will – disregarding various unforeseeable circumstances – intend to 
drink if and only of I will drink; for if I do so intend this will create the req-
uisite backward looking reason to drink. I thus have a reason to drink, and 
can form the intention. In this way, the M-deliberation refers to the W-
deliberation, and the W-deliberation will refer back to the M-deliberation: 
the realization that the M-deliberation reasonably lead to the worthy inten-
tion of drinking the toxin will lead to the fulfilment of that intention. All this 
will be rational, given that we, like Kelly, and unlike many philosophers, 
take backward looking reasons of the kind indicated to be rational. 

It might, however, be objected that the reasons grounding the intention to 
drink will shift; on Monday, I decide to drink because that is the only way to 
win the prize. On Wednesday, however, my reason for drinking is that of 
honouring my past intention. This means that the procedure proposed, while 
perhaps representing a possible way of winning the prize, is less than ideal 
since it is not characterized by a thoroughgoing coherence of reasons. The 
reasons will, however, intertwine in a more complex way than is suggested 
by this objection. On Monday I will intend to drink in order to win the prize, 
and also in order to honour this very intention; and on Wednesday I will 
drink not merely to honour the past intention but as a way of winning the 
prize honourably. 
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The Trust Account  
If I am right, there is something about intentions that, at least under certain 
circumstances, creates a normative pressure over and above that associated 
with the more external reasons to act. It might be asked what exactly it is 
about intentions that creates this pressure. In order to engage in a little 
speculation about this question, it will be useful to consider the case of self-
promises. 

There are two different senses of the expression “promise to oneself”. 
This has to do with the temporal direction, with the relation between differ-
ent selves, with who is promising to whom. If I promise myself, at t(1), a 
treat at t(2), then it is the t(1)-self that is making a promise to the t(2)-self. If, 
on the other hand I promise myself, at t(1), not to smoke at t(2), then the 
situation may, somewhat paradoxically, be described as involving the t(2)-
self’s making a promise to the t(1)-self. Or perhaps it is better to say that I, at 
t(1) make it the case that I, at t(2), will owe it to my t(1)-self, not to smoke. 
While it is too strong, I think, to claim that intentions are a form of self-
promises, there is, I submit, an aspect of “owing-to-oneself”, similar to that 
of self-promises, associated with intentions. I would like to suggest that this 
self-owing can be made sense of in terms of a modification of David Velle-
man’s conception of intention102. Velleman says that intending to A amounts 
to expecting it to be the case that one will A because of this expectation. 
Here the normative element that I have been emphasizing does not seem to 
figure. In order to see how such an element might be inserted, let us return to 
the above case. In what sense do I in intending, make it the case that I will 
owe it to my (present) self to perform the intended act? To speak of com-
mands seems too strong here. Rather, there is an element of trust; I trust that 
I will perform the action. Let us, then, amend Velleman’s account as fol-
lows. I intend to A iff I trust that I will A because of this trust. The normative 
connection here is somewhat sentimental; we feel moved by other people’s 
trust. If a person I respect trusts that I will A, then this is a reason for me to 
A. I feel moved to A, feel guilty if I, absent countervailing reasons, do not A. 
And this will, in general, be the case in a quite strong way if the trusting 
person is a past self103 The form of normativity that, on this account, holds 
between intention and action is of a special, and somewhat peculiar nature. It 
is not the strong normativity of a command, nor quite the weak normativity 
of a reason. There is, as noted, a more prominent sentimental component to 
it.  

                                 
102 David Velleman, Practical Reflection, The University of Chicago Press, 1989 
103 Edward S. Hinchman has given an account of the role of trust in matters of intention, 
according to which the trusting relation runs in the other direction. See Edward S. Hinchman, 
”Trust and Diachronic Agency”, Nous, 2003 
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Against the trust-account of intentions, it might be argued that trust im-
plies, unlike intention, complete conviction104. If I trust x to do y, it is 
claimed, then I have ruled out the possibility that x will not do y. It is, on the 
other hand, perfectly possible to intend to perform an act, even if one is 
aware that there is a significant chance of failure. Against this, I would like 
to reply that there is a certain ambiguity as regards the nature of the confi-
dence associated with trust and intentions, and that this ambiguity is the 
same in the two cases. Considering the case of intention first, we may ob-
serve that saying “I intend to A, but I will probably not”, is, at least on a 
certain reading odd, if not Moore-like. A natural reply is “You mean you 
intend to try”. “I intend ..” is sometimes used in everyday speech as a rough 
synonym of “I’ll try ..”. But that is not the sense in which we are interested; 
rather it is the “intending” which means “being settled on the course”, “hav-
ing decided to”. And here “I intend to ..., but might not” is just as odd as “I 
trust that ..., but it might not be the case”. There is this similarity between 
trusting and intending. I can decide to trust, against my better (objective) 
judgement. I trust, say, that a friend did not do A, even though I have been 
reliably told so. In this case it appears that I both believe that he did A and 
that he did not do A. I start out with the former belief, then I decide to blind 
myself to it and form the latter instead, which does not exactly mean that the 
former disappears without a trace. And in the same way I can form an inten-
tion to do something – quit smoking, say – that I initially find it unlikely that 
I will do. But after the intention has been formed the credal situation has 
changed so that it resembles the one described in the trust case. I both be-
lieve that I will not quit smoking and that I will quit smoking105. 

It might be asked whether it really is because of the trust that one acts; 
surely one has to have reasons for acting, the objection goes. Here it should 
be noted that the trust is to be individuated as originating from certain rea-
sons. Or perhaps the account should be amended to say that I act in part 
because of the trust. Or perhaps it might be said that how the trust is to be 
specified varies. It is in general not a matter of the trust merely as a general 
trust, but rather this trust, had for these reasons. 

In many cases where I anticipate future behaviour the trust analysis seems 
wrong. Take the case where, being hungry during a lecture, I think about 
having lunch. While it might be true that I trust that I will have lunch, it 
seems wrong to say that I trust that I will do so because of this trust. It is 
rather that I trust that I will do so because of my hunger. I am convinced that 
I will still be hungry after the lecture, and that I will therefore have lunch. 
Here though we may ask whether it is true that I, in any full blown way, 

                                 
104 This was suggested to me by Levi Spectre. 
105 There is much to be said about the difference between trusting and believing. The former 
is, for instance, more strongly tied to certain reactive attitudes, such as disappointment. It also 
involves normative elements of commitment.  
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have an intention to eat lunch. The intention is not needed; beliefs and de-
sires are sufficient. This seems generally to be the case where sufficiently 
strong appetitive desires are involved – as contrasted with volitive desires106. 
An appetitive desire is sufficient in itself, it does not need an intention. It is 
otherwise with a volitive desire. No matter how strong, it seems to need an 
intention. 

Conclusion 
We have  found some possibilities regarding the normativity of intentions, 
which could fit into the kind of account suggested by Kripke regarding the 
normativity of meaning. The exact details of the connections will have to be 
left without more thorough investigation here. The purpose has been merely 
to indicate in a preliminary way which kinds of normativity associated with 
which phenomena might be part of a normativist understanding of thought 
and meaning. 

                                 
106 For the distinction between appetitive and volative desires, see Wayne A. Davis, ”Two 
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 129 

Bibliography 

Alston, William P., ”The Deontological Conception of Epistemic Justification”, 
Philosophical Perspectives 1988 

Belnap, N.D.,  Perloff, M., and Xu, M., Facing the Future; Agents and Choices in 
Our Indeterminist World, Oxford University Press 2001 

Bennett, Jonathan, ”Why is Belief Involuntary?”, Analysis 1990 
Blackburn, Simon, ”The Individual Strikes Back”, Synthese 1984 
Blackburn, Simon, ”Practical Tortoise Raising”, Mind 1995 
Boghossian, Paul, “The Rule-Following Considerations”, Mind 1989 
Boghossian, Paul, ”The Status of Content”, The Philosophical Review 1990 
Boghossian, Paul, ”The Normativity of Content”, Philosophical Issues 2003 
Boghossian, Paul, ”Is Meaning Normative?”, in Philosophy-Science-Scientific Phi-

losophy, eds. Christian Nimtz and Ansgar Beckermann 2005 
Brandom, Robert,  Making It Explicit: Reasoning, Representing and Discursive 

Commitment, Harvard University Press 1994 
Bratman, Michael, Intentions, Plans and Practical Reason, Harvard University 

Press 1987 
Bratman, Michael, ”Toxin, Temptation, and the Stability of Intention”, in Rational 

Commitment and Social Justice: Essays for Gregory Kavka, eds. Jules L. Cole-
man and Christopher Morris, 1998 

Broome, John, ”Normative Requirements”, Ratio 1999 
Brunero, John, ”Instrumental Rationality and Carroll’s Tortoise”, Ethical Theory 

and Moral Practice, 2005 
Carroll, Lewis, ”What the Tortoise Said to Achilles”, Mind, 1895 
Churchland, Paul, Matter and Consciousness, The MIT Press 1984 
Cohen, Jonathan, An Essay on Belief and Acceptance, Oxford: Clarendon Press 1995 
Collins, Arthur, ”On the Paradox Kripke Finds in Wittgenstein”, Midwest Studies in 

Philosophy 1992 
Davis, Wayne A., ”Two Senses of Desire”, Philosophical Studies, 1984 
Devitt, Michael, ”Transcendentalism About Content”, Pacific Philosophical Quar-

terly 1990 
Dreier, James, ”Humean Doubts About the Practical Justification of Morality”, in 

Ethics and Practical Reason, ed. Berys Gaut, Oxford: Clarendon Press 1997 
Engel, Pascal, ”Logical Reasons”, Philosophical Explorations 2005 
Feldman, Richard, ”Clifford’s Principle and James’s Options”, to be published 
Fine, Kit, ”Analytic Implication”, The Notre Dame Journal of Formal Logic, 1986 
 
Flanagan, Owen, The Really Hard Problem: Meaning in a Material World, MIT 

Press, 2007 
Gampel, E.H., ”The Normativity of Meaning”, Philosophical Studies 1997 
Gauthier, David, ”Assure and Threaten”, Ethics, 1994 
Gibbard, Allan, ”Thoughts and Norms”, Philosophical Issues 2003 
Gibbard, Allan, ”Truth and Correct Belief”, Philosophical Issues 2005 



 130 

Ginet, Carl, ”Deciding to Believe”, in Knowledge, Truth and Duty: Essays on Epis-
temic Justification, Responsibility, and Virtue, ed. Matthias Steup, Oxford Uni-
versity Press 2001 

Glock, Hans-Johann, ”The Normativity of Meaning Made Simple”, in Philosophy-
Science-Scientific Philosophy, eds. Christian Nimtz and Ansgar Beckermann 
2005 

Glüer, Kathrin, “Sense and Prescriptivity”, Acta Analytica 1999 
Glüer, Kathrin and Pagin, Peter, “Rules of Meaning and Practical Reasoning”, Syn-

these 1999 
Glüer-Pagin, Kathrin, and Wikforss, Åsa, ”Against Content Normativity”, forthcom-

ing 
Goldstein, Laurence, ”Inescapable Surprises and Acquirable Intentions”, Analysis, 

1993 
Hampton, Jean, ”Rethinking Reason”, American Philosophical Quarterly 1992 
Hampton, Jean, The Authority of Reason, Cambridge University Press 1998 
Harman, Gilbert, ”Practical Reasoning”, The Review of Metaphysics, 1976 
Harman, Gilbert, Change in View, MIT Press 1986 
Harman, Gilbert, ”The Toxin Puzzle”, in Rational Commitment and Social Justice: 

Essays for Gregory Kavka, eds. Jules L. Coleman and Christopher Morris, 1998 
Hattiangadi, Anandi, Oughts and Thoughts, Oxford Scholarship Online Monographs 

2007 
Hinchman, Edward S., ”Trust and Diachronic Agency”, Nous, 2003 
Hohwy, J., ”A Reductio of Kripke-Wittgenstein’s Objections to Dispositionalism 

about Meaning”, Minds and Machines 2003 
Holton, Richard, ”Rational Resolve”, The Philosophical Review, 2004 
Horwich, Paul, ”Meaning, Use, and Truth”, Mind 1995 
James, William, The Will to Believe and Other Essays in Popular Philosophy, 1889 
Kavka, Gregory, ”Some Paradoxes of Deterrence”, The Journal of Philosophy, 1978 
Kavka, Gregory, ”The Toxin Puzzle”, Analysis, 1983 
Kelly, Thomas, ”Sunk Costs, Rationality, and Acting for the Sake of the Past”, 

Nous, 2004 
Kolodny, Niko, ”Why be Rational?”, Mind, 2005, p. 509 
Kolodny, Niko, ”State or Process Requirements?”, Mind 2007 
Kolodny, Niko, ”How Does Coherence Matter”, Proceedings of the Aristotelian 

Society, 2007 
Kovach, Adam, ”Truth as a Value Concept” in Circularity, Definition and Truth, ed. 

A. 
Chapuis and A. Gupta,  New Delhi: Indian Council of Philosophical Research, 2000 
Kripke, Saul, Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language, Basil Blackwell Publish-

ing, 1982 
Kusch, Martin,  A Sceptical Guide to Meaning and Rules: Defending Kripke’s Witt-

genstein, Acumen & Mc-Gill-Queen’s 2006 
Lynch, Michael, ”Minimalism and the Value of Truth”, Philosophical Quarterly 

2004 
Mackie, John L., ”Self-Refutation - a Formal Analysis”,The Philosophical Quarterly 

1964 
McGinn, Colin, Wittgenstein on Meaning, Blackwell 1984 
Mele, Alfred R., ”Deciding to Act”, Philosophical Studies, 2000 
Pagin, Peter, and Glüer, Kathrin, “Rules of Meaning and Practical Reasoning”, Syn-

these 1999 
Philie, Patrice, ”Carroll’s Regress and the Epistemology of Logic”, Philosophical 

Studies, 2005 



 131 

Pietroski, P. M., “Prima Facie Obligations, Ceteris Paribus Laws in Moral Theory”, 
Ethics 1993 

Quine, W.V.O., Word and Object, Cambridge University Press 1960 
Radcliffe, Dana, ”Scott-Kakures on Believing at Will”, Philosophy and Phenome-

nological Research 1997 
Railton, Peter, ”On the Hypothetical and Non-Hypothetical in Reasoning About 

Belief and Action” in Ethics and Practical Reason, ed. Berys Gaut, Oxford: 
Clarendon Press 1997 

Schroeder, Mark, ”The Scope of Instrumental Reason”, Philosophical Perspectives 
2004 

Scott-Kakures, Dion, ”Belief and the Captivity of the Will”, Philosophy and Phe-
nomenological Research 1994 

Searle, John, Rationality in Action, MIT Press, 2001 
Shah, Nishi, ”Clearing Space for Doxastic Voluntarism”, The Monist 2002 
Soames, Scott, ”Facts, Truth Conditions, and the Skeptical Solution to the Rule-

Following Paradox”, Language, Mind and Ontology 1998 
Steup, Mathias, ”Doxastic Voluntarism and Epistemic Deontology”, Acta Analytica 

2000 
Velleman, David,  Practical Reflection, The University of Chicago Press, 1989 
Wedgwood, Ralph, ”The Normativity of the Intentional”, in The Oxford Handbook 

of the Philosophy of Mind, eds. Brian McLaughlin and Ansgar Beckermann, 
forthcoming 

Whiting, Daniel, “The Normativity of Meaning Defended”, Analysis 2007 
Wikforss, Åsa, “Semantic Normativity”, Philosophical Studies 2001 
Wikforss, Åsa and Glüer-Pagin, Kathrin, ”Against Content Normativity”, forthcom-

ing 
Williams, Bernard, ”Deciding to Believe”, in Language, Belief, and Metaphysics, 

eds. H.Kiefer and M.Munitz, 1970 
Wittgenstein, Ludwig, Philosophical Investigations, Blackwell: Oxford, 1958 
Wright, Crispin, ”Kripke’s account of the Argument Against Private Language”, The 

Journal of Philosophy 1984 
 Zalabardo, José L., ”Kripke’s Normativity Argument”, The Canadian Journal of 

Philosophy 1997 
Zangwill, Nick, ”Direction of Fit and Normative Functionalism”, Philosophical 

Studies 1998 
Zangwill, Nick, ”The Normativity of the Mental”, Philosophical Explorations 2005 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 132 

Stockholm Studies in Philosophy 
Published by Stockholm University 
Editors: Gunnar Svensson and Torbjörn Tännsjö 
 

1. Stig Kanger. Provability in Logic. Stockholm 1957. 47 pp. 

2. Jan Berg. Bolzano’s Logic. Stockholm 1962. 214 pp. 

3. Dag Prawitz. Natural Deduction. A Proof-Theoretical Study. Stockholm 
1965. 113 pp. 

4. Lars Bergström. The Alternatives and Consequences of Actions. An 
essay on some fundamental notions in teleological ethics. Stockholm 
1966. 141 pp. 

5. Torbjörn Tännsjö. The Relevance of Metaethics to Ethics. Stockholm 
1976. 226 pp. 

6. Lars O. Ericsson. Justice in the Distribution of Economic Resources. A 
critical and normative study. Stockholm 1976. 150 pp. 

7. Per-Erik Malmnäs. From Qualitative to Quantitative Probability. 
Stockholm 1981. 73 pp. 

8. Gunnar Svensson. On Doubting the Reality of Reality. Moore and Witt-
genstein on sceptical doubts. Stockholm 1981. 120 pp. 

9. Torkel Franzén. Provability and Truth. Stockholm 1987. 81 pp. 

10. Fredrik Stjernberg. The Public Nature of Meaning. Stockholm 1991. 
173 pp. 

11. Lars-Göran Johansson. Understanding Quantum Mechanics. A realist 
interpretation without hidden variables. Stockholm 1992. 177 pp. 

12. Claudio Marcello Tamburrini. Crime and Punishment? Stockholm 
1992. 293 pp. 

13. Markku Leppäkoski. The Transcendental How. Kant’s transcendental 
deduction of objective cognition. Stockholm 1993. 280 pp. 

14. Folke Tersman. Reflective Equilibrium. An Essay in Moral Epistemol-
ogy. Stockholm 1993. 144 pp. 



 133 

15. Hans Ruin. Enigmatic Origins. Tracing the Theme of Historicity 
through Heidegger’s Works. 1994. 304 pp. 

16. Björn Eriksson. Heavy Duty. On the Demands of Consequentialism. 
Stockholm 1994. 210 pp. 

17. Cesare Cozzo. Meaning and Argument. A theory of meaning centred on 
immediate argumental role. Stockholm 1994. 216 pp. 

18. Sören Häggqvist. Thought Experiments in Philosophy. Stockholm 1996. 
206 pp. 

19. Henrik Bohlin. Groundless Knowledge. A Humean Solution to the 
Problem of Skepticism. Stockholm 1997. 231 pp. 

20. Daniel Birnbaum. The Hospitality of Presence. Problems of Otherness 
in Husserl’s Phenomenology. Stockholm 1998. 200 pp. 

21. Henrik Hållsten. Explanation and Deduction. A Defence of Deductive 
Chauvinism. Stockholm 2001. 165 pp. 

22. Filip Widebäck. Identity of Proofs. Stockholm 2001. 85 pp. 

23. Ulrik Kihlbom. Ethical Particularism. An Essay on Moral Reasons. 
Stockholm 2002. 159 pp. 

24. Charlotta Weigelt. The Logic of Life. Heidegger’s Retrieval of Aris-
totle’s Concept of Logos. Stockholm 2002. 236 pp. 

25. Håkan Salwén. Hume’s Law. An Essay on Moral Reasoning. Stockholm 
2003. 154 pp. 

26. Marcel Quarfood. Transcendental Idealism and the Organism. Essays 
on Kant. Stockholm 2004. 221 pp. 

27. Jens Johansson. Mortal Beings. On the Metaphysics and Value of 
Death. Stockholm 2005. 180 pp. 

28.  Robert Callergård. An Essay on Thomas Reid’s Philosophy of Science. 
Stockholm 2006. 164 pp. 

29. Arvid Båve. Deflationism: A Use-Theoretic Analysis of the Truth-
Predicate. Stockholm 2006. 207 pp. 



 134 

30. Anna-Karin Andersson. Libertarianism and Potential Agents. A Liber-
tarian View of the Moral Rights of Foetuses and Children. Stockholm 
2007. 122 pp. 

31. Karl Weigelt. The Signified World. The Problem of Occasionality in 
Husserl’s Phenomenology of Meaning. Stockholm 2008. 343 pp. 

 

32. Karl Karlander. The Normativity of Thought and Meaning, Stockholm 
2008. 131 pp.  
 
 
 
Subscriptions to the series and orders for single volumes should be addressed 
to any international bookseller or directly to the distributor: 
eddy.se ab, P.O. Box 1310, SE-621 24 Visby, Sweden. 
Phone: +46 498 253900 
Fax: +46 498 249789 
E-mail: order@bokorder.se 
http://acta.bokorder.se 



 135 

ACTA UNIVERSITATIS STOCKHOLMIENSIS 
 
Corpus Troporum 
Romanica Stockholmiensia 
Stockholm Cinema Studies 
Stockholm Economic Studies. Pamphlet Series 
Stockholm Oriental Studies 
Stockholm Slavic Studies 
Stockholm Studies in Baltic Languages 
Stockholm Studies in Classical Archaeology 
Stockholm Studies in Comparative Religion 
Stockholm Studies in Economic History 
Stockholm Studies in Educational Psychology 
Stockholm Studies in English 
Stockholm Studies in Ethnology 
Stockholm Studies in History 
Stockholm Studies in History of Art 
Stockholm Studies in History of Literature 
Stockholm Studies in Human Geography 
Stockholm Studies in Linguistics 
Stockholm Studies in Modern Philology. N.S. 
Stockholm Studies in Musicology 
Stockholm Studies in Philosophy 
Stockholm Studies in Psychology 
Stockholm Studies in Russian Literature 
Stockholm Studies in Scandinavian Philology. N.S. 
Stockholm Studies in Sociology. N.S. 
Stockholm Studies in Statistics 
Stockholm Studies in the History of Ideas 
Stockholm Theatre Studies 
Stockholmer Germanistische Forschungen 
Studia Baltica Stockholmiensia 
Studia Fennica Stockholmiensia 
Studia Graeca Stockholmiensia. Series Graeca 
Studia Graeca Stockholmiensia. Series Neohellenica 
Studia Juridica Stockholmiensia 
Studia Latina Stockholmiensia 



 136 

Studies in North-European Archaeology 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 137 

 

 
 
 


