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Abstract

One of metaepistemology’s most central debates revolves around the question of what the source
of epistemic normativity is. Epistemic instrumentalism claims that epistemic normativity is a
species of means-ends normativity. One of the most prominent objections against epistemic
instrumentalism features cases of epistemic indifference: Cases where there’s evidence that p yet
believing that p wouldn’t promote any of the agent’s aims, wants, or needs. Still, there’s an epistemic
reason for the agent to believe that p and thus epistemic instrumentalism is false. In response,
instrumentalists have modified their views in various ways, with new contributions still
forthcoming.

Here, we investigate a neglected aspect of this debate: Laypeople’s judgments on cases of
epistemic indifference. In two studies, we investigated whether laypeople agree with the
verdict in cases of epistemic indifference as well as the key ideas behind the more recent
instrumentalist replies. Our findings indicate that a significant amount of participants found

it hard to buy into the cases of epistemic indifference as Kelly has constructed them.
Participants did generally share Kelly’s judgment in cases of epistemic indifference. Lastly,

some instrumentalist replies are well suited to explain participants’ judgments that agents

ought to believe in cases of epistemic indifference.
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1. Introduction
Why is it that we ought to believe that the climate crisis is real and that we should not believe that
the earth is flat? Presumably, this has something to do with the available evidence. But why should
we believe with the evidence? Put more philosophically, one might ask: What is the source of
epistemic normativity? Why or in virtue of what is it that we ought to believe something? We’ll call
this the Sowurce Question of epistemic normativity.
Answers to the source question can be divided into two theoties or families of theories.! Epistemic
intrinsicalists claim that it’s simply a brute normative fact that we ought to or have reason to believe
with our evidence. Epistemic instrumentalists claim that we have reason to believe with the
evidence if doing so promotes our aims, wants, needs, or ends.
A prominent objection against epistemic instrumentalism is due to Kelly (2003). Kelly claims that
there are cases of so-called “epistemic indifference” where there’s evidence that p that’s accessible
to an agent yet believing that p wouldn’t promote any of the agent’s aims. Still, Kelly thinks, the
intuition is that the agent in these cases has reason or ought to believe that p. In turn,
instrumentalists have come forward with a host of replies to Kelly’s objection and have modified
the original instrumentalist view in various ways.
The debate initially started by Kelly, even after having surpassed its 20th birthday, is still going
strong. Whilst we think many valuable contributions are still appearing, we also take it that this
calls for a methodological shake-up. An important part of the debate concerns laypeople's
judgments or “intuitions” on Kelly’s cases of epistemic indifference and how to explain them. This
is the focus of this paper. In two studies, we investigated both whether laypeople agree with Kelly’s
verdict in cases of epistemic indifference as well as the key ideas behind some of the most
prominent instrumentalist replies to those cases. Our findings indicate that 1) a significant amount
of participants found it hard to “buy into” cases of epistemic indifference as Kelly has constructed
them, ii) participants did generally share Kelly’s verdict in cases of epistemic indifference (i.e. that
there’s reason to believe) and iii) some instrumentalist replies are well suited to explain participants’
judgments in cases of epistemic indifference, particularly those we coined normative epistemic
instrumentalism.
Experimental work on the folk ethics of belief — how laypeople think they and others ought to
form their beliefs — is still nascent and has, so far, focused on how moral considerations impact

belief formation (Cusimano and Lombrozo 2021; 2023). In contrast, we here turn to purely

1'We’d like to acknowledge that there are also non-cognitivist (e.g., Kappel and Moeller 2014; Chrisman 2012) and
error-theoretical (e.g., Olson 2018; Streumer 2023) views present in metaepistemology. Although we think they’re
interesting and worthy of further investigation, we here focus on the debate between intrinsicalists and instrumentalists.
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evidential considerations: We investigate how people think others shoxld form their beliefs in light
of the available evidence. The work done here differs from other experimental work in meta-
epistemology (see, e.g., Andow 2017; Roberts, Andow, and Schmidtke 2018) in its focus on the
debate between instrumentalists and intrinsicalists. However, we hope our findings will be relevant
to (meta-)epistemology more generally.?

The structure of the paper is as follows: In section 2, we’ll introduce the two positions in the debate
— epistemic intrinsicalism and epistemic instrumentalism in more detail. Section 3 introduces
Kelly’s objection to epistemic instrumentalism. Section 4 then samples some of the most prominent
replies and modifications to epistemic instrumentalism brought forward until this day. Section 5
sets out the two studies we’ve conducted and analyses their results. Section 6 discusses the upshots

of section 5 and concludes.

2. Epistemic Intrinsicalism and Epistemic Instrumentalism

As mentioned, two main theories are currently trying to answer the source question: Epistemic
Intrinciscalism and Epistemic Instrumentalism. Both usually formulate their theory in terms of
what we have normative reason to believe.?

Epistemic Intrinsicalism claims that epistemic normativity is a sui-generis domain of normativity
that is intrinsically related to the nature of belief.* In this way, epistemic normativity is supposed to
be similar to 7oral normativity, which is also often, though of course not uncontroversially, taken
to be a standalone domain of normativity. On the intrinsicalist view, it is just a brute normative
fact that we ought or have reason to believe the truth or with our evidence.

Epistemic instrumentalism claims that epistemic normativity is a species of instrumental
normativity, the kind of normativity associated with means-ends relations.® Though there's great
variety in the positions people actually advocate (see section 4), the basic idea is that we ought or
have reason to believe that p in virtue of the fact that believing that p would help to promote or

realise our aims, wants, desires or ends. So, roughly put, a consideration C is reason to believe that

2 Other experimental work in epistemology mainly focuses on how people asctibe justification, particulatly in lottery-
style cases (Friedman and Turti 2014; 2015; Ebert, Smith, and Dutrbach 2018; but see also Nolte, Rose, and Turti, n.d.).
Here we turn to a different set of cases — cases of epistemic indifference — and follow up on their
metaepistemological significance.

3 A normative reason to X is a fact or consideration that normatively favors x-ing (see Alvarez 2017 for an overview).
4 Though there are important differences between these views, the following authors are often said to have defended,
or at least shown sympathy for, these sorts of intrinsicalist claims: (Kelly 2003; Shah 2003; Engel 2007; Wedgwood
2007; Parfit 2011; Scanlon 2000; Whiting 2013; Fassio 2011).

> The following authors are usually said to have defended, or at least shown sympathy for, this kind of view: (Steglich-
Petersen 2018; Steglich-Petersen and Skipper 2020; Grimm 2009; Dyke 2020; Cowie 2014; Sharadin 2018; 2021; Coté-
Bouchard 2015; 2021; Lockard 2013; Steglich-Petersen 2021; Sharadin 2022; Willoughby 2022b; Kornblith 2002).

> For other objections, see e.g. (Buckley 2021; Siegel 2019).



p for a subject S if and only if doing so is conducive to promoting an aim of S.° Such a position
explains why we have reasons to form true beliefs or believe in line with the evidence: Doing so
helps us to promote our aims.

Going back to Quine (1969), people have been attracted to epistemic instrumentalism because of
naturalistic considerations: It solely evokes means-ends relations, which are, from a naturalistic
point of view, supposedly unproblematic. Another virtue is theoretical simplicity: Instrumentalist
views promise to unify different kinds of normativity pertaining to means-ends relations.

To sum up, intrinsicalists claim that epistemic normativity is a sui-generis domain of normativity,
while instrumentalists claim that epistemic normativity is a species of instrumental normativity.

Thus, instrumentalism and intrinsicalism are incompatible with each other.

3. Kelly’s Objection to Epistemic Instrumentalism

One prominent objection against epistemic instrumentalism is due to Kelly (2003).” According to
Kelly, there are cases in which an agent’s aims would not be promoted by believing that p, but the
agent should (nevertheless) believe that p because there is evidence in favour of p. Thus, it is not
true that our epistemic reasons depend on what aims we actually have.

Here’s how Kelly himself puts it: “Whether Bertrand Russell was right- or left-handed, whether
Hubert Humphrey was an only child—these are matters of complete indifference to me. That is, I
have no preference for having true beliefs to having no beliefs about these subjects; nor, for that
matter, do I have any preference for having true beliefs to false beliefs. There is simply no goal—
cognitive or otherwise—which I actually have, which would be better achieved in virtue of my
believing true propositions about such subjects, or which would be worse achieved in virtue of my
believing false propositions about them. [...] If, despite my utter lack of interest in the question of
whether Bertrand Russell was left-handed, I stumble upon strong evidence that he was, then I have
strong epistemic reasons to believe that Bertrand Russell was left-handed. Indeed, my epistemic
reasons will be no different than they would be if I had acquired the same evidence deliberately
because I did have the goal of finding out whether Russell was left-handed. Once I come into
possession of evidence which strongly supports that claim that p, then I have epistemic reasons to
believe that p, regardless of whether I presently have or previously had the goal of believing the
truth about p, or any wider goal which would be better achieved in virtue of my believing the truth

about p.” (Kelly 2003, 624f)

¢ Using necessary and sufficient conditions to characterise epistemic reasons, whilst standard in the literature, might
nonetheless mischaracterise some instrumentalist views, as they need not hold that it’s a necessary truth that there are
no brute normative epistemic facts (see, e.g., Kornblith 1993, 359—-63). One might thus prefer a characterisation that
solely uses sufficiency claims. Our thanks to an anonymous reviewer from this journal for pointing this out.

7 For other objections, see e.g. (Buckley 2021; Siegel 2019).



Here's how Kelly thinks about the objection: In what’s often called cases of epistemic indifference,
there’s reliable and considerable evidence that p.® Because of this, it is thought that we shate the
intuition that agents here have reasons to believe that p, where we think the agent ought to believe
that p. Yet, at least on Kelly’s understanding of these cases, agents lack the relevant aims: They are
neither interested in finding out whether p nor do they have other aims that would be promoted
by having beliefs about p. In other words, believing that p would not promote the agents' aims,
whether practical or epistemic (if we can / should distinguish practical and epistemic aims). The
instrumentalist is forced to concede that the agent — supposedly counter-intuitively — lacks
reasons to believe. There is thus a sense in which the instrumentalist theory accounts for too few
reasons, hence why some people call Kelly's objection the too few reasons objection ((Coté-
Bouchard 2015).

To summarise, instrumentalists claim that our epistemic reasons depend for their normative force
on our aims. Yet, Kelly and others object that clearly, there are cases where there are reasons to

believe, but doing so wouldn't promote an agent's goals. So, instrumentalism must be false.

4. Responses to Kelly’s objection

Various instrumentalist views have been either explicitly developed or taken to answer Kelly’s
challenge (see Coté-Bouchard 2015; Willoughby 2022a for discussion). In this section, we
summarise three of the most influential ones.® One way to look at these responses is that they’re
unified in suggesting that in cases of epistemic indifference, contrary to Kelly’s assumption, relevant
aims do exist. They’re to be differentiated based on their proposed aims and/or where those aims
come from.

Both Cowie (2014) and Steglich-Petersen (2018) argue that the relevant aims are not the ones the
agent actually has but the aims the agent should have. We'll call this [the normative reply). Steglich-
Petersen’s view comes in two parts: First, he argues that the mere existence of evidence that p does
not obligate individuals to believe that p but rather makes it permissible for them to do so. Since
normative reasons tell us what we oxght to do/believe, evidence by itself doesn't amount to a reason
to believe. Reasons tell us what we ought to believe, but evidence only makes it permissible to
believe. Second, Steglich-Petersen argues that agents do have epistemic reasons to believe that p if
they have practical reasons to have the aim of coming to a true belief about whether p. So agents

only ought to believe that p if they should aim to find out whether p (and if there’s evidence

8 There’s a second set of cases — often titled ‘epistemic avoidance’ (Coté-Bouchard 2015) brought forward against
instrumentalism. Since there are structural differences between the two kinds of cases, we aren’t considering these
here.

2 As mentioned, we aren’t considering error-theoretic responses (Olson 2018; Streumer 2023) which one might place
in the vicinity of instrumentalism as we take them to be different theories.
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indicating that p). Steglich-Petersen is thus comfortable with saying that in cases of little practical
relevance — where agents presumably have little reason to care about the truth — not believing in
accordance with the evidence isn't substantially normatively wrong.

Steglich-Petersen (2018, 276) also provides an example: “To illustrate, I might have a strong
[practical] reason to pursue the aim of coming to a true belief as to whether my chemical lawn
repair kit has harmful effects on the environment. If there is positive probability that adopting a
belief that it does have harmful effects nonsuperflously helps bring about a true belief on the matter
(i.e. by constituting it) [...] then that gives me a reason to adopt such a belief [...].”

Regarding Kelly’s cases, this view predicts that whether or not agents have epistemic reasons to
believe will depend on whether there are practical reasons to find out whether p. If there are, then
they have reason to believe that p, as there’s considerable evidence that p. If there are no or only
insufficient practical reasons to find out whether p, then the agent need not believe that p, despite
what the evidence indicates.

Michelle Dyke (2020) claims that what matters for there to be epistemic reasons aren't the aims of
any particular individual but rather the aims of an individual's social group. We'll call this [#be group
reph)."® The key idea here is that we can ascribe aims to social groups or collectives, that there can
be instrumental reasons to promote these aims and that individuals, because of their membership
to that particular group, can inherit these reasons. This circumvents Kelly's objection since any
specific agent need not have any aims at all. More concretely, Dyke argues that social groups with
epistemic aims will utilize epistemic norms (what she calls epistemic standards) that guide
individuals in how to most effectively promote the group's aims. Any particular agent then has
reason to believe that p if doing so is called for by an epistemic norm that stands in relation to the
group's aims.

Another kind of reply doesn't focus on particular interests of agents but rather claims that beliefs
formed on adequate evidence tend to promote our interests, whatever our interests might be. I'll
follow others in calling this [#he modal reply). For example, Hillary Kornblith (2002; 1993) [moda/
replyT] claims that whatever our precise interests are, we're going to need to make decisions, which
often will include a cost-benefit analysis, to promote them. Such decisions, in turn, need to be
informed by evidentially supported beliefs, as the following example is supposed to show: “In
choosing between [purchasing] two toasters [...] we must figure out the consequences of the two
purchases; we must assign values to each of them; we must do some arithmetic. If we performed
this calculation by using a cognitive system which gave us true beliefs, we would thereby be

informed about the actual consequences of purchasing each toaster, [...]. We would thus come to

10 See also Hannon & Woodard (n.d.) for another social approach, see Scott (2023) for criticism of these approaches.
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know which toaster better serves our interests, whatever those interests may be.” (Kornblith 1993,
370f)

Mark Schroeder (2007) [modal reply 2] points to an argument that goes in a similar direction as
Kornblith’s. The general idea is that there exists a class of propositions where having true beliefs
about them is conducive to promoting an aim one has. Let's call these important propositions. On
the assumption of belief-holism — that all beliefs are related in such a way that change in one belief
will lead to change in others — having false beliefs about another class of propositions —
propositions that might not be of direct relevance to promoting one's aim, let's call them
unimportant propositions — might thus still lead to an agent's being unable to promote their goals
since the false beliefs about unimportant propositions might lead to false beliefs about important
propositions. Schroeder’s own example relates a belief about the number of moons Jupiter has and
Mary’s aim of buying new shoes: “Being in error about it [the number of moons Jupiter has| might lead
to being in error about other things, such that being in error about them might lead to being in error about other
things, and so on until something might lead to Mary having trouble getting new shoes. If this is right, then for any
proposition, Mary’s desire to get a new pair of shoes will serve to excplain why there is a reason for Mary to believe it
only if it is true.” (Schroeder 2007, 114)

5. A new look at the debate

The instrumentalist replies summarised in the previous section can explain the intuition that agents
ought to believe in cases of epistemic indifference in instrumentalist-friendly ways by appealing to
factors arguably overlooked in Kelly’s original objection."" A first group of responses appeals to
aims not considered in the original objection: the aims that the agent shox/d have (normative reply)
or the aims that the agent’s group has (group reply). A second group of replies appeals to the
consequences that believing could have: making bad decisions in the future (modal reply 1) or
forming other false beliefs (modal reply 2). One way of testing whether these factors explain the
judgment that agents ought to believe in cases of epistemic indifference would be to collect
laypeople’s judgments and ask them to justify them. But here, we take a different approach.

If the factors listed above explain the intuition that agents should believe in cases of epistemic
indifference, then we could expect that those who tend to agree that agents ought to believe p cases
also tend to agree (or at least do not disagree) that believing p promotes the aims of the agents’

group (group reply), promotes the aims that the agent should have (norm reply), could lead to make

11 While it is true that many epistemic instrumentalists are interested in capturing and explaining people’s intuition
about cases of epistemic indifference (Kornblith 1993; Schroeder 2007; Cété-Bouchard 2015; Dyke 2020), another
option is to explain away those intuitions, e.g., by giving etror-theoretic account them (see, e.g., Willoughby 2022b).
We here focus on the degree to which the accounts seeking to explain or capture people’s intuitions are successful in
doing so.
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bad decisions in the future (modal reply 1), or could lead to form bad beliefs (modal reply 2). In
other words, we could expect a correlation between judgments that agents ought to believe p and
judgments that believing p promotes, e.g., the aims of the agent’s group (or judgments that
believing p promotes aims that the agent should have, etc.). We tested whether this is the case in a
series of survey studies. In addition, we tested whether participants “buy into” Kelly’s set-up in
cases of epistemic indifference, that is, whether they agree with the stipulations Kelly makes about
the relevant cases, and whether they agree with Kelly’s verdict regarding those cases. Thus, we
checked for three things:
1. The SET-UP: Do participants agree with the conditions that Kelly stipulates for cases of
epistemic indifference?
2. KELLY’S VERDICT: Do participants agree with the intuition that Kelly seeks to elicit
with cases of epistemic indifference?
3. INSTRUMENTALIST REPLIES: Can the instrumentalist replies to Kelly’s objection
explain participants’ intuitions in cases of epistemic indifference?
Materials  and  data  for our two  studies are  openly  available  at

https://osf.io/hc3d4/?view only=85485£3599d041ed8c37ee2e60d35292.

6. Study1

0.1. Study 1: Methods

Participants in the study'? were presented with vignettes depicting cases of epistemic indifference
and inspired by extant cases used in the literature on the topic. Each participant was presented with
one of following three vignettes:

1 Nancy

Like most people, Nancy has absolutely no desire to know what the official beverage of the state
of Delaware is — it is of no relevance to her life. Unbeknownst to her, however, her friend Brett,
whom she knows to be very reliable, has recently developed a deep obsession with Delaware. One
day, he comes up to her, grabs her by the shoulders and says: ‘Listen to me, Nancy. I’'ve got to tell
you something. I just found out that the state beverage of Delaware is milk! Isn’t that amazing?

2 Francine

On her way to work, Francine decides to take a slight detour through the city park to look at the

blossoming spring flowers. Upon entering, she notices a sign attached to an old and beautiful tree,

12189 US participants were recruited through Prolific (First language = English, Approval rate > 90%) and completed
the survey for a monetary payment. 101 participants answer failed at least one of our three set-up questions, leaving a
final sample of 88 participants (47 female, 38 male, 3 non-binary, Mage = 37.56, SD = 12.94, Age range 18 - 73).
Sensitivity analyses using G*Power showed the study had enough power to detect a correlation as low as r = .176.
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saying in large letters that this tree was gifted to the city by a family called "Wagner" a couple of
years ago. Francine has absolutely no interest in learning about the provenance of the patk's trees
and walks on.

3 Romy

Like most people, Romy has no desire to know what the 323rd entry in the Wichita, Kansas, phone
directory is — it is of no relevance to her life. Walking down the street one day she can't help but
hear how a stranger, holding a phone directory, yells to another: "I knew it! I told you that the
323rd entry in the Wichita, Kansas, phone directory is Alfred Jules Ayer! You owe me!” The other
person agrees: “You're right, I just checked. Congrats! You’ve won the bet, I owe you a beer.”
Participants were randomly assigned to read one of the three vignettes and were asked a series of

questions about it.

First, participants answered a series of true or false questions regarding how the cases were set up.
The TRUE/FALSE labels following the statements indicate how Kelly envisaged the cases. This

corresponds to our first question, the SET-UP.

INTERES “IAgent] is interested in finding out the truth about [Proposition].”
g g p
(FALSE)
REFERENCE “IAgent| prefers having true beliefs to false beliefs about [Proposition].”
g p g p
(FALSE)
GOALS “IAgent| has other goals that would be promoted by her having true beliefs
g g p y g

about [Proposition].” (FALSE)
(INFORMATION)  “[Agent] has access to reliable information that [Proposition].” (TRUE)

To answer whether participants agree with the conditions that Kelly stipulates for cases of
epistemic indifference (SET-UP question, see {5), we will count how many participants select
answers other than Kelly’s stipulations (flagged between brackets after each statement).

Participants then answered whether they agree or disagree with a series of statements on a scale
from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 7 (“strongly agree”), with the midpoint (4) labelled as “neither agree
nor disagree.” The first ones (OUGHT, SHOULD, APPROP, REASON) aim to test normative
intuitions, i.e., whether participants tended to agree with the intuition in cases of epistemic
indifference, thus answering our second question, KELLY’s VERDICT, and the following
(NORM, GROUP, MODAL 1, MODAL 2) aim to test instrumentalists’ replies, as well as



instrinsicalists’ intuitions (INTRINSIC), answering our third question, INSTRUMENTALIST
REPLIES:™

(OUGHT) “[Agent] ought to believe that [Proposition]”

(SHOULD)  “[Agent] should believe that [Proposition]”

(APPROP) “It is appropriate for [Agent] to believe that [Proposition|”

(REASON)  “[Agent] has reasons to believe that [Proposition]”

(NORM) “[Agent] should — for whatever reason — prefer to believe in line with the
available information — even if she herself doesn’t actually have this
preference.

(GROUP) “It is valuable for members of our community to be able to trust each

other’s testimony.”
MODAL 1) “Not believing in line with the available information can lead [Agent] to
make bad decisions in the future, even if it is not relevant for her now.”
MODAL 2) “Not believing in line with the available information can lead to other false
beliefs, with potentially negative consequences for [Agent].”
(INTRINSIC) “Irrespective of any interests, aims, or preferences that [Agent| or others
might have, it is a fact that [Agent| ought to believe in line with the available

information.”

To answer whether participants agree with the intuition that Kelly seeks to elicit with cases of
epistemic indifference (KELLY’S VERDICT question, see §5), we will test whether participants’
responses to the normative intuitions statements are above the scale’s midpoint (4 — “neither agree
nor disagree”) using one-sample t-tests.

To answer whether the instrumentalist replies to Kelly’s objection explain participants’ intuitions
in cases of epistemic indifference INSTRUMENTALIST REPLIES question, see §5), we will test
the relation between the reply statements and the normative intuition statements using correlation
and multiple linear regression analyses.

In the case of KELLY’S VERDICT and INSTRUMENTALIST REPLIES, we will report the
results for participants who gave the “expected” responses to INTEREST, PREFERENCES, and
INFORMATION, i.e. the responses that correspond to how Kelly envisaged the cases. We will

include all responses to GOALS. This is because, as we’ve seen above, many instrumentalists

13 Proponents of the relevant views were consulted prior to running the study to give feedback on our study design in
general, and in particular whether they thought our questions accurate reflected their views. Changes in the original
wording were made based on this feedback. We thank these authors for the time and effort that went into their helpful
feedback.
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disagree with Kelly that relevant goals or aims exist in cases of epistemic indifference. NORM
posits that there are relevant practical aims in these cases, giving rise to epistemic aims and reasons.
MODALI1/2 suggest there are aims potentially relevant to the agent.'* GROUP claims that there are
relevant group aims. Excluding the participants who didn’t agree with Kelly would thus potentially
exclude those who favour instrumentalism. A theory-neutral way of investigating people’s

intuitions regarding these cases thus requires analysing all responses.'> "

0.2. Study 1: Results

The first result worth noting is that a high number of participants (109 out of 189) “failed” at least
one of the four questions concerning the set-up of the cases. To be more concrete, 13 answered
“true” to INTEREST, 69 answered “true” to PREFERENCE, 24 answered “true” to GOALS,
and 50 answered “false” to INFORMATION. This suggests that it is hard to “buy into” the
conditions specified in the vignette, and correspondingly, it suggests that many people disagreed
with how Kelly envisaged cases of epistemic indifference.

Participants tended to agtree that agents in the vignette ought to believe the relevant propositions,'’
irrespective of the vignette they were presented with.'® They also tended to agree that agents should
believe the relevant propositions, that it is appropriate for them to believe them, and that they have

reasons to believe them. Table 1 depicts mean ratings for all questions in our study.

14 Another way of thinking about this is that the agent in question does have a relevant aim, namely the aim of achieving
future aims. Our thanks to an anonymous reviewer for pointing out this interpretation.
15 It’s important to note that even those participants who disagreed with GOALS potentially can coherently support
the different instrumentalist replies. GOALS states that the agent in question has other goals that'd be promoted by
having true beliefs. At least on certain readings of GOALS, this is compatible with thinking that the agent in question
should come to develop these goals, regardless of whether they actually possess them currently, as a potential reading
of NORM suggests. Likewise, participants might have thought that it’s the group's goals, not those of the agent that
matter, as GROUP suggests. Certain readings of the MODAL statements ate also compatible with disagreeing with
GOALS in that agents might consider potential or future goals of agents that they cutrently lack. Of course, this
depends on the particular readings of GOALS and the various instrumentalist replies. There are also readings where
disagreeing with GOALS and agreeing with, e.g. MODAL 1 or 2 /s incoherent, if one is to interpret “bad decisions”
and “negative consequences” as pertaining to goals the agent in question currently possesses. Importantly, all these
require particular readings of our questions, and those readings might not be the readings of most participants, or any
patticipant. However, the possibility of those readings might be enough reason to not exclude participants who answer
"true" to GOALS.
16 We’d like to acknowledge that in a previous version of this manuscript, we excluded all participants who gave the
unexpected answers to the questions concerning the set-up of cases of epistemic indifference. We thank an anonymous
reviewer of this journal for suggesting to include participants who agreed with GOALS, on account of their relevance
to the various instrumentalist replies. This change didn’t significantly change the results of the statistical analyses: No
statistically significant result turned non-significant nor vice-versa.
17 One-sample t-test analyses showed that responses to the Ought question (M = 5.44, SD = 1.50) was higher than the
scale midpoint (4), t(79) = 8.57, p < .001, d = 1.50.
18 One-way between subjects ANOVA with Ought as the dependent variable and Vignette as the dependent variable
found no significant effect of Vignette on responses to the Ought question, p > .90.
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We found that responses to OUGHT, SHOULD, APPROP, and REASON were positively
correlated with responses to NORM, GROUP, and INTRINSIC." That is, the more patticipants
tended to agree with OUGHT, SHOULD, APPROP, or REASON, the more they tended to agree
with NORM, GROUP, and INTRINSIC. Furthermore, responses to OUGHT, SHOULD,
APPROP, and REASON were also positively correlated. The strength of those associations is
found in Table 1.

OUG SHOU APPR REAS NOR GRO MOD MOD INTR
Mean SD |HT LD OP ON M UP AL1 AL2 INSIC
OUGHT | 550 148 |1 T7A% 698%  535%  546%  371% 046 131 377*
SHOUL |[559 141 1 821%  671x  680%  474% 008 250  ,516%
D
APPROP | 6,00 1,16 1 753%  612% 500 065 244 A13*
REASON | 6,19 1,04 1 577%  401% 039 065  291*
NORM | 499 157 1 A42¢ 169 251 534%
GROUP | 569 1,26 1 002 398%  509%
MODAL | 432 152 1 447 190
1
MODAL | 393 1,54 1 LG3T*
2
INTRIN | 439 1,60 1
SIC

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and correlation coefficients for all variables in Study 1. * indicate p

<.0025.%°

19 There were significant correlations between responses to the OUGHT questions and responses to NORM (r = .518,
p <.001), GROUP (r = .381, p <.001), and INTRINSIC (r = .378, p < .001).

20 Adjusting for 20 comparisons (between ratings for the five reply statements and the four normative intuition
statements) using the Bonferroni method leads to a corrected significance threshold of p < 0.0025.
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However, note that when we consider the respective contributions of each of the responses at the
same time, we find that only responses to Norm significantly predict responses to OUGHT.?"?2
Results of this analysis can be found in Table 2. Similar results were obtained when using the same

analyses to predict responses to SHOULD, APPROP, or REASON.?

|B SE 95% CI t p r st

(Constant) |2,302 739 [1.04,4.224] 3,113 003

NORM |,400 107 [125,.581] 3,736 <,001 381 337
GROUP |,187 132 [-084, 472] 1418 160 155 128
MODALI |,O()8 104 [-307,.160] 080 937 009 007
MODAL2 |_,139 131 [411,.158] -1,060 292 -116 -,096
INTRINSIC |,148 130 [092, 456] 1,138 258 125 103
R2 333

R2 adjusted 292
Table 2. Results of regression analyses with OUGHT as the outcome variable and NORM,
GROUP, MODAL 1, MODAL 2, and INTRINSIC as predictors.

0.3. Study 1: Discussion

The results of our first study shed light on our three questions. Regarding the first question, the
SET-UP, the high number of participants who answered these questions “incorrectly” suggests
that it is hard to “buy into” the conditions specified in the vignette. In particular, a substantial set
of participants (69 out of 189) seemed to think that agents in cases of epistemic indifference
preferred having true beliefs over false beliefs, and another set (25 out of 189) took it that believing
with the available evidence in these cases would promote at least some aims of these agents. This
indicates that intuitive cases of epistemic indifference are quite rare. Furthermore, our results

indicate that many participants thought that agents have a standing preference to acquire true over

2l Going forward, we’ll mainly use the term “ought” over other options for ease of understanding. We think this is
justified as our initial findings are similar for the different normative terms we’ve tested. Additionaly, there’s precedent
in empirical work on the folk ethics of beliefs to use that vocabulary (Cusimano and Lombrozo 2021; 2023). Finally,
the notion of “reason” by itself can be ambiguous between normative, explanatory or motivating reasons and thus
potentially confusing.
22 Linear multiple regression analyses with responses to NORM, GROUP, MODAL 1, MODAL 2, and INTRINSIC
as predictors, and responses to OUGHT as the outcome variable showed that responses to NORM significantly
predicted responses to OUGHT, B = .353, SE = .11, 95%CI [.125, .581], t(79) = 3.08, p = .003, st = .295. No other
predictor showed a significant effect. Collinearity diagnostics showed that multicollinearity was not a concern in either
model (Tolerance was >.20 for all vatiables; Menard (2011)).
23 The only notable difference is that GROUP also emerged as a significant predictor in regression analyses using
REASONS as the outcome variable (B = .242, SE = .97, 95%CI [.049, .436], t(79) = 2.50, p = .015, st = .213) and in
regression analyses using APPROP as the outcome variable (B = .202, SE = .95, 95%CI [.014, .391], t(79) = 2.14,p =
.036, st =.195).
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false beliefs. This is interesting, as it points to a different way in which instrumentalism could
accommodate putative cases of epistemic indifference (see, e.g., Willoughby 2022a).

Results relevant to our second question, KELLY’S VERDICT, show that participants tend to agree
that agents in cases of epistemic indifference ought to believe in line with the available evidence.
Lay people, it seems, agree with Kelly (and many instrumentalists) regarding the verdict in cases of
epistemic indifference.

Lastly, concerning our third question, INSTRUMENTALIST REPLIES, results indicate that
NORM, GROUP, and INTRINSIC are related to people’s normative intuitions to different
degrees (see Table 1). However, we found no significant correlation between normative intuitions
and MODAL 1 and MODAL 2. When controlling for the effect of other variables, only NORM
showed a significant effect (see Table 2 and fn. 21). So, participants seem to agree that agents
should believe in line with the evidence because they judge that agents in these cases shou/d have
aims that would be promoted by believing in line with the evidence.

However, we determined some problems with the wording of the GROUP and INTRINSIC
statements. GROUP refers to being able to trust each other’s testimony. However, what’s at stake
here is not being able to trust other’s assertions but whether and why agents are supposed to believe
with the evidence. Whilst the two are obviously related, these are distinct phenomena. As such,
they should be kept separate. INTRINSIC might be too close to the wording of NORM, as both
suggest that agents’ preferences don’t play a role. Indeed, we found a significant correlation
between participants’ ratings for these two statements. Thus, we will rerun the study using different
wordings for these questions. This follow-up study also uses different wordings for our set-up
questions, as one might worry that the high number of participants excluded in our first study was

partly due to the way these questions are phrased.

7. Study 2

7.1. Study 2: Methods
Participants®® were randomly assigned to one of the three vignettes we used in Study 1. Once again,
participants first answered a series of true or false questions intended to check their agreement with

the set-up of Kelly’s cases:
(INTEREST) “[Agent] is interested in finding out the truth about [Proposition]. (FALSE)

24 301 US participants were recruited through Prolific (First language = English, Approval rate > 90%, participants in
Study 1 excluded) and completed the survey for a monetary payment. 174 participants answer failed at least one of our
three set-up questions (see below), leaving a final sample of 152 participants (75 female, 75 male, 2 non-binary, Mage
= 38.70, SD = 14.61, Age range 18 - 91). Sensitivity analyses using G*Power showed the study had enough power to
detect a correlation as low as r = .134.
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(PREFERENCE) “[Agent] prefers having true beliefs to false beliefs about [Proposition].”
(FALSE)

(GOALS) “[Agent] has other goals that would be promoted by her having true beliefs
about [Proposition].” (FALSE)

(INFORMATION)  “[Agent] has access to reliable information that [Proposition].” (TRUE)

To answer whether participants agree with the conditions that Kelly stipulates for cases of
epistemic indifference (SET-UP question, see {5), we will count how many participants select
answers other than Kelly’s stipulations (flagged between brackets after each statement).
Afterwards, participants answered whether they agree or disagree with a series of statements on a
scale from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 7 (“strongly agree”), with the midpoint (4) labeled as “neither
agree nor disagree.” As in study 1, this served to check whether participants tended to agree with
Kelly’s verdict in cases of epistemic indifference, thus answering our second question, KELLY’s
VERDICT, and whether they favoured an instrumentalist reply, answering our third question,
INSTRUMENTALIST REPLIES. In contrast to Study 1, and in light of its results, we used the
following modified versions of NORM, GROUP, and INTRINSIC questions:
(NORM) [Agent] should develop a preference for believing in line with the available
information.
(GROUP) [Agent]’s social group values their members forming beliefs in line with the
available information.
(INTRINSIC) [Agent] ought to believe in line with the available information. This is a fact,
and not a matter of preference.
To answer whether participants agree with the intuition that Kelly seeks to elicit with cases of
epistemic indifference (KELLY’S VERDICT question, see §5), we will test whether participants’
responses to the normative intuitions statements are above the scale’s midpoint (4 — “neither agree
nor disagree”) using one-sample t-tests.
To answer whether the instrumentalist replies to Kelly’s objection explain participants’ intuitions
in cases of epistemic indifference INSTRUMENTALIST REPLIES question, see §5), we will test
the relation between the reply statements and the normative intuition statements using correlation

and multiple linear regression analyses.

7.2. Study 2: Results
Once again, a large number of participants (174 out of 301) gave “wrong” responses to at least one
of the four questions concerning the set-up of the cases. In particular, 20 answered “true” to

INTEREST, 106 answered “true” to PREFERENCE, 61 answered “true” to GOALS, and 65

15



answered “false” to INFORMATION. As in Study 1, we analysed the results for participants who
gave the “expected” responses to INTEREST, PREFERENCES, and INFORMATION but
included all responses to GOALS.”

Once again, participants tended to agree that agents ought to believe the relevant proposition, %°
independently of the vignette they read.?’

Participants’ responses to the OUGHT question were associated with their responses to NORM

and INTRINSIC, but not GROUP (see Table 3).28

Mean SD OUGHT NORM GROUP INTRINSI
C
OUGHT 5,63 1,211 1 ,393* ,138 ,208*
NORM 4,70 1,266 1 ,323% ,519%
GROUP 4,05 1,135 1 ,220%
INTRINSIC 4,82 1,308 1

Table 3. Descriptive statistics and correlation coefficients for all variables in Study 2. * indicate p

<.0167.%

Replicating the results of Study 1, we found that only responses to NORM significantly predict
responses to OUGHT when considering the respective contributions of each of the variables at

once.® The results of this analysis can be found in Table 4.

25 We'd like to acknowledge that in a previous version of this manuscript, we excluded all participants who gave the

unexpected answers to the questions concerning the set-up of cases of epistemic indifference. We thank an anonymous

reviewer of this journal for suggesting to include participants who agreed with GOALS some of them, on account of

their relevance to the various instrumentalist replies. This change didn’t significantly change the results of the statistical

analyses: No statistically significant result turned non-significant nor vice-versa.

26 One-sample t-test analyses showed that responses to the OUGHT question (M = 5.64, SD = 1.19) were higher than

the scale midpoint (4), t(126) = 15.56, p < .001,d = 1.19.

27 One-way between-subjects ANOVA with OUGHT as the dependent variable and Vignette as the dependent vatiable

found no significant effect of Vignette on responses to the OUGHT question, p > .08.

28 There were significant correlations between responses to the OUGHT questions and responses to NORM (r = .404,

p <.001) and INTRINSIC (r = .252, p <.001), but not GROUP (r =.134, p = .133).

29 Adjusting for 3 comparisons (between ratings for the three reply statements and the one normative intuition

statement) using the Bonferroni method leads to a corrected significance threshold of p < 0.0167.

30 Linear multiple regression analyses with responses to NORM, GROUP, and INTRINSIC as predictors, and

responses to OUGHT as the outcome variable showed that responses to NORM significantly predicted responses to

OUGHT, B = .362, SE = .09, 95%CI [.173, .551], t(126) = 3.80, p < .001, st = .312. No other predictor showed a
16



| B SE 95%CI  t p t st

(Constant) 3.660 453 [2.766, 8.087 <.001

4.555]
NORM |.331 087 [159, .503] 3.802 <.001 298 286
GROUP |.007 085 [-.161,.175] .086 932 007 006
INTRINSIC |.080 082 [-.081, .242] 981 328 080 074
R2 160

R2 adjusted 143
Table 4. Results of regression analyses with OUGHT as the outcome variable and NORM,
GROUP, and INTRINSIC as predictors.

7.2. Study 2: Discussion

The results again showed that it is hard to “buy into” the conditions specified in the vignette — as
evidenced by the high number of participants who didn’t agree with the set-up of the cases. Again,
this is relevant to our first question, the SET-UP. Participants also tend to agree that agents in cases
of epistemic indifference ought to believe in line with the available evidence, thus informing
answers to our second question, KELLY’S VERDICT.

Regarding INSTRUMENTALIS REPLIES, we did not find a significant relation between
OUGHT and GROUP. We found a significant association between OUGHT and NORM, and
between OUGHT and INTRINSIC, although the former association was weaker (see Table 3). As
in Study 1, only NORM showed a significant effect when controlling for the effect of other
variables (sce Table 4 and fn. 15).

INTRISINC and NORM continued to be relatively highly correlated with one another. However,
this might not be a concern, given that collinearity diagnostics showed that multicollinearity was

not a concern in either model (Tolerance was >.20 for all variables; Menard (2011)).

8. Upshot and Outlook

In two studies, we found potential answers to all three of our questions. Regarding the first
question, the SET-UP, we’ve found that a significant subset of participants do not “buy into” how
cases of epistemic indifference are set up. In particular, in both studies, a substantial subset of
participants agreed with PREFERENCES. Speculating somewhat, this might simply be due to the

complexity of the cases and/or the cognitive resources invested by participants. However, it might

significant effect. Collinearity diagnostics showed that multicollinearity was not a concern in either model (Tolerance
was >.20 for all variables; Menard, 2011).
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also reflect a more profound disagreement with how Kelly designed these cases. For example,
people might feel that agents always prefer to have true over false beliefs about a particular topic
(see, e.g., Willoughby 2022a) or they might feel that agents simply always prefer to have true beliefs,
even about trivial topics, when presented with relevant evidence. Relatedly, a substantial subset
gave “unexpected” responses to GOALS, suggesting that the various instrumentalist replies are
correct in suggesting that cases of epistemic indifference do contain relevant aims.

Concerning the second question, KELLY’S VERDICT, we found that participants tended to agree
with Kelly’s objection: In cases of epistemic indifference, agents have reason to or ought to believe
even if doing so doesn’t promote any of their aims.

Regarding INSTRUMENTALIST REPLIES, we’ve found that participants agreed most with what
we call the normative reply: That epistemic normativity depends for its force, not on people’s actual
aims, but on the aims they should have. Recall the normative reply predicts that agents are supposed
to believe that p if there’s evidence that p and if there ate practical reasons to find out whether p.”!
On the face of it, one might think that advocates of this view would predict that the agent doesn’t
have reason to believe in cases of epistemic indifference, as they often seem practically
inconsequential. This certainly is how Kelly viewed these cases. Perhaps surprisingly, our findings
indicate that participants did think that despite the propositions in question being epistemically
irrelevant, there were nonetheless practical reasons for agents to find out whether p, as they tended
to support the normative reply over others. What’s epistemically uninteresting, laypeople seem to
think, might nonetheless be practically relevant! Recall that the normative view maintains that
epistemic reasons depend on their normative force not on agents’ actual aims but on the aims that
they should have, where the “should” in question is practical (e.g., prudential or moral). On one
interpretation of participants' responses, we can read their agreement with NORM as them being
sympathetic to this line of thinking: Whilst the agent in question might currently lack this aim,
practically speaking, they should have the relevant epistemic aim. This further supports our finding
that people didn’t view cases of epistemic indifference in the same way as Kelly did: There are
relevant aims, even if the agent in question is currently lacking them.

A rival explanation of our findings would question whether the statement we used to represent the
normative reply might not also support an intrinsicalist reading. After all, it solely mentions that
agents should develop a preference to believe with the available information but doesn't say much
about why they should develop this preference. It might be, so the worry goes, that participants

thought that agents are to develop this preference simply because it's a brute normative fact that

31 Importantly, the normative view isn’t committed to the practical reasons to find out whether p to themselves be
grounded in people’s aims, wants, desires, or aims. Indeed, Steglich-Petersen (2018) mentions that his (normative)
version of instrumentalism loses the advantage of being easily naturalisable, on account of invoking practical
normativity.
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one should believe with the evidence — regardless of the practical reasons associated. Whilst we
acknowledge that future work should seek to delineate the two options more strongly, we take it
that the plausibility of this interpretation of the results is weakened by the fact that participants
agreed less with the statement representing the key intrinsicalist idea — that one ought to believe
with the available information is just a brute normative fact, and not a matter of preference, and
that the size of the correlation between responses to NORM and INTRINSIC was rather

moderate.

Of course, our findings should be taken with caution. Our studies were limited in that the
statements that represented different kinds of instrumentalist replies were kept rather general so as
to be accessible to laypeople. As such, they’re likely too general to distinguish between different
subkinds of the respective replies (e.g., between different subkinds of the group-reply). However,
we did our best to use statements that accurately represent the authors’ views (see footnote 13).
Given that Kelly’s objection and the debates surrounding are centered on intuitions, the data we’ve
collected supports the idea that in cases of epistemic indifference, there are reasons to believe and
that at least some versions of epistemic instrumentalism are doing well in capturing why people
judge that this is so. However, we’ve also found that many participants found it difficult to “buy
into” cases of epistemic indifference as they’ve been envisaged by Kelly.

As this is the first experimental study to shine a light on people’s intuitions concerning the source
question, there’s a lot for future work to address. This includes the following:

235>

e First, a significant subset of participants found it hard to ““buy into”” the conditions
stipulated by Kelly. Future work should more closely investigate which aspects of these
cases were hard for participants to accept. In particular, a substantial subset of participants
seemed to think that agents had a general preference to acquire true over false beliefs.
Furthermore, we should better understand what kinds of aims participants deem relevant
in cases of epistemic indifference.

e Second, we should also again mention that we’ve only tested people’s intuitions regarding
one set of cases — epistemic indifference cases — that are being discussed in the literature.
Perhaps other cases — e.g., those sometimes called epistemic avoidance (Coté-Bouchard
2015) — will elicit different intuitions.

e Third, as mentioned, the instrumentalist replies were presented in a rather general way to
participants. Developing ways to present these views in more fine-grained ways would thus
be worthwhile — as well as presenting instrumentalist replies not sampled here.

e Fourth, participants favoured the normative instrumentalist reply to Kelly’s objection.

However, it remains unclear why they think that the subjects of these cases should have a
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preference to find out whether p. Again, future research should thus address what the
relevant practical reasons are.
We hope that our work paves the way for more empirical investigations that contribute to and

complement theorising around the Source Question and help us make progress on this issue.
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