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‘Truth, schmuth,” Captain Sham said. If you don’t care about something, one way to
demonstrate your feelings is to say the word and then repeat the word with the letters
S-C-H-M replacing the real first letters. Somebody who didn’t care about dentists, for
instance, could say ‘Dentists, schmentists’. But only a despicable person like Captain
Sham wouldn’t care about the truth. (Lemony Snicket, The Wide Window)

1. Introduction

Actions can have, or lack, moral worth. When a person’s action is morally worthy, she
not only acts rightly, but does so in a way that reflects well on her and in such a way that
she is creditable for doing what is right. In this paper, | develop and defend an analogue
of the notion of moral worth that applies to belief, which I call epistemic worth. When a
person’s belief is epistemically worthy, she not only believes rightly, but does so in a
way that reflects well on her and in such a way that she is creditable for believing what
is right. The notion of epistemic worth, [ suggest, is of interest to both epistemologists
and ethicists.

To the epistemologists: the account of epistemic worth bears on debates about the
norms governing belief. Consider:

TRUTH It is right for a person to believe a proposition if and only if that
proposition is true.

According to TRUTH, it is right for Miyuki to believe that Francis Ford Coppola directed
The Conversation, since that is true, and it is not right for her to believe that he directed
Jaws, since that is not true.

A number of philosophers, myself included (Whiting 2010; 2012; 2013a; and 2013b),
defend the idea that a norm of truth of this sort governs belief.1 Several go further,
myself included, and claim that TRUTH is fundamental in the sense that other norms to
which believing is subject are derived from or explained by it. On this view, as one might

1 See Boghossian 2008; Fassio 2011; Greenberg Forthcoming; McHugh 2014; Millar 2009; Lynch 2004;
Shah and Velleman 2005; Wedgwood 2002. The above do not all formulate the norm in the same way or
in the same terms. For an influential challenge to the view that belief is subject to a norm of truth, see
Bykvist and Hattiangadi 2007 and 2013. I address that challenge in Whiting 2010 and 2013b.
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put it, truth is the fundamental right-maker for belief. Clayton Littlejohn presents
proponents of this view (which he dubs ‘truth-first”) with a challenge:

The truth-first approach has to explain why epistemic assessment has its inward-
looking focus. Why should it be concerned with the relation between good reasons to
believe and the reasons for which you believe? (2013: 298)2

To illustrate, suppose that Miyuki believes that Coppola directed The Conversation but
for no reason whatsoever - due only to some dogmatic conviction, say. Or suppose that
she believes it on the basis that, if Coppola directed The Conversation, then he directed
Rumble Fish, and he directed Rumble Fish. In these cases, MiyukKi is criticisable.
Epistemically speaking, all is not well. How can a proponent of TRUTH explain this? After
all, Miyuki’s belief that Coppola directed The Conversation is true. So, it satisfies TRUTH.

Littlejohn thinks that proponents of TRUTH are unable to meet this challenge. In place of
TRUTH, and following Timothy Williamson (2000), he suggests that knowledge is the
fundamental norm of belief:3

KNOWLEDGE It is right for a person to believe a proposition if and only if she
knows that proposition.

Plausibly, if Miyuki believes that Coppola directed The Conversation for no reason, or for
bad reasons, she lacks knowledge. So, a proponent of KNOWLEDGE can easily explain why
Miyuki is open to criticism: it is not right for her to believe what she does. Alternatively:
she violates the norm governing belief.

One response to Littlejohn’s challenge is to deny that epistemic assessment has what he
calls an inward-looking focus. That seems to me hopeless. In any event, it is not the
strategy I pursue. While I take the account of epistemic worth in broad outline to be one
that is available to all parties, my aim is to show how it can be filled in in such a way
that, by appeal to it, a proponent of TRUTH can explain the inward-looking focus of
epistemic assessment. [ go on to suggest that in the same way, and given some
additional assumptions, a proponent of TRUTH can account for other data that - again,
following Williamson (2000) - many take to support the view that KNOWLEDGE is the
fundamental norm for belief. The discussion serves, not only to defend TRUTH, but also
to outline an appealing view of epistemic assessment, one that promises to dovetail
with an independently plausible view of ethical assessment.

To the ethicists: It is interesting to consider whether and how the notion of moral worth
might generalise to other domains, not least because we might learn some lessons about
moral worth by reflecting on its epistemic counterpart. While the primary focus in what
follows is the development of the notion of epistemic worth and its application to the
debate concerning the norms of belief, in closing I will suggest (in an exploratory spirit)

2 In previous work (for example, his 2012), Littlejohn defends the idea that truth is the fundamental norm
for belief. In Littlejohn 2013, he rejects his earlier explanation for the ‘inward-looking focus’ of epistemic
assessment.

3 This differs in a harmless fashion from Littlejohn’s formulation. Other proponents of principles along the
lines of KNOWLEDGE include Adler (2002), Bird (2007), Engel (2005), and Sutton (2007). Ghijsen, Kelp, and
Simion (2016) and Mehta (2016) defend the view that knowledge is the fundamental norm for belief,
though they deny that the relevant norm is deontic.



that thinking about what makes for epistemically worthy belief might prompt revisions
to the account of what makes for morally worthy action.

2. Preliminaries
Before proceeding to the main discussion, | will address some preliminary matters.

First, I do not deny that knowledge is a norm for belief. Indeed, and to anticipate, |
suspect that knowledge is a measure of epistemic worth. More generally, all parties can
and should agree that there are various standards for assessing beliefs, truth and
knowledge among them. The issue at hand is one of relative priority; specifically, it
concerns whether TRUTH is explanatorily prior to whatever norm knowledge figures in. I
suggest that it is.*

Second, according to both TRUTH and KNOWLEDGE, it is only right for a person to believe a
proposition when it is true. Some disagree (for example, Feldman 1988). I will not
attempt here to defend the point on which proponents of TRUTH and KNOWLEDGE agree,
which is a task for another occasion.

Third, I try to show how, by appeal to TRUTH, one might derive some other more or less
demanding norm to which belief is subject. | am not the first to do so.> However, the
other attempts are not directed toward the distinctive challenge Littlejohn presents;
that is, they are not trying to account for epistemic assessment’s focus on the reasons
for which a person believes. The aim instead is to explain the sense in which it might be
acceptable from an epistemic point of view to believe what is false, or to arrive at a
norm that might serve as a guide in belief-formation.® Where the explanatory aims are
similar, the views advanced are significantly different from the one I develop here.
Rather than criticising alternatives, [ will focus on motivating a positive proposal and
exploring its significance.

Finally, I take no stand here on the relationship between (what I call) epistemic worth
and epistemic justification. There are ongoing debates concerning what it is for a belief
to be justified, debates which can appear intractable and which I am keen to sidestep.
Framing the discussion in terms of worthiness serves to reveal instructive parallels
between the epistemic and ethical domains which might otherwise be invisible. Should
it turn out that a belief is worthy if, or only if, it is justified, that would be an interesting
discovery; it is not something I assume from the outset or something I defend in what
follows.”

4 To say that one can explain the norm of knowledge by appeal to the norm of truth is not to take a stand
on whether knowledge itself is analysable in any way. One can consistently maintain both that knowledge
is explanatorily basic (with, among others, Williamson 2000) and that norms in which it figures are
explanatorily derivative.

5 See, for example, Boghossian 2008; Lynch 2004; and Wedgwood 2002. For critical discussion, see Glier
and Wikforss 2013; Littlejohn 2013; Whiting 2013a.

6 On guidance, see the exchange between Gliler and Wikforss (2009) and Steglich-Petersen (2010).

7 As I discuss below, epistemic worth is factive in the sense that, if a belief is epistemically worthy, it is
true. Many, though not all, consider justification to be non-factive.



3. Moral worth

A familiar thought in ethics is that a person can do the morally right thing and yet her
action might lack moral worth. Alternatively: a person can act rightly and yet not
deserve credit for doing so. Alternatively again: a person might do what is right but not
in a way which reflects well on her.

Kant’s shopkeeper famously illustrates this (1997 [1785]: 4:397). The shopkeeper does
not overcharge his customers. He is right not to do so - it is fair. However, the
shopkeeper refrains from overcharging, not for reasons of fairness, but for reasons of
profit. The shopkeeper knows that, by keeping prices low, customers will return, and for
that reason does not overcharge. In this case, while the shopkeeper does what is
morally right, his action lacks moral worth; he does not deserve credit for doing the
right thing. In acting on the basis that he does, the shopkeeper manifests a concern for
profit, not for fairness.8

A common diagnosis of why the shopkeeper’s action lacks moral worth is that, given the
reasons for which he acts, it is an accident that he acts rightly (cf. Herman 1981). In
acting only for reasons of profit, the shopkeeper could easily fail to act in a way which is
morally right. It is a matter of luck that, in acting on the basis that he does, the
shopkeeper does what is right. As Kant puts it, if an action is performed on non-moral
grounds, its conformity to the ‘moral law’ is ‘only very contingent and precarious’ (1997
[1785]: 4:390).

This line of thought suggests that, for an action to be morally worthy, there must be a
non-accidental connection between the reasons for which a person acts and her doing
the right thing. In turn, this points to the following principle:®

MORAL WORTH1 A person’s action is morally worthy in some respect if and
only if she acts on the basis of reasons that make it morally
right in that respect for her to do so.

Some comments. First, an action might be right in one respect - say, that it is fair - but
not right in another respect - say, that it is harmful. By the same token, an action might
be right in some respect but not right overall. In a similar fashion, a person’s action
might be morally worthy in some respect - say, that it manifests concern for fairness -
but not in all respects - say, that it manifests indifference to harm. By the same token, a
person’s action might be morally worthy in some respect but not overall. MORAL WORTH1
concerns when a person’s action is morally worthy in some respect. It is an interesting
question how to arrive at an account of overall moral worth, but not one I need to
address here.10

8 The shopkeeper’s action might have prudential worth - that is, it might be worthy from a prudential
point of view. To keep things simple, I stick here to moral worth.

9 Influential proponents of views along these lines include Arpaly (2002) and Markovits (2010), though
their considered views are more nuanced. A leading alternative is the view that moral worth requires
moral knowledge. See Sliwa 2015 and 2016. For criticism, see Arpaly 2002; Arpaly and Schroeder 2014:
176-187; Way 2017.

10 One can ask both whether an action is morally worthy and how morally worthy it is. I will focus on what
it is for an action to have worth (full stop), not what it takes for an action to have some degree of worth.



Second, being morally worthy is here a matter of being creditable for doing the right
thing. No doubt there are cases in which a person is praiseworthy in some way despite
doing the wrong thing. Suppose that Macie promises to meet a friend at 7pm. She
receives a text from her friend telling her that she will be at the cinema at 7pm. Macie
goes to the cinema but her friend is not there - she was unavoidably delayed. In this
case, due to blameless ignorance, Macie breaks her promise. There is nonetheless
reason to think well of Macie - she manifests a concern for fidelity. She might deserve
credit for her efforts — what she does not deserve credit for is doing the right thing,
since she did the wrong thing. Hence, her action lacks (what I and others call) moral
worth.11

Third, while rightness is here a deontic notion, worthiness is an evaluative notion. Being
morally worthy is a good thing. For present purposes, I do not need to explain why. That
said, a plausible thought is that, if a person acts in a morally worthy fashion, she is
appropriately oriented in relation to goods such as honesty or fidelity, and in general a
proper orientation to what is good is itself good (cf. Hurka 2001).

Finally, I take no stand here on the first-order, substantive issue of what sorts of
considerations make it right to act. In places, I will make some remarks along these lines
but for illustrative purposes only.12

A virtue of MORAL WORTH1 is that it delivers the desired verdict in cases like Kant's
shopkeeper. His action is not morally worthy because the reasons for which he refrains
from overcharging, reasons of profit, are not reasons which, individually or collectively,
make it right not to overcharge.

Consider, however, a revised version of that case.13 The shopkeeper refrains from
overcharging for the reason that it is fair. The shopkeeper acts on that basis because he
thinks that, if he does what is fair, customers will return. That is, the shopkeeper is only
concerned with fairness insofar as it is conducive to profit. In this version of the case,
the shopkeeper’s reason for acting is a moral reason, and yet his action lacks moral
worth. As before, it is an accident of sorts that the shopkeeper does what is right. Were
profit to point in a different direction to fairness, the shopkeeper would act wrongly.

This suggests a further revision:14

11 Similar remarks apply to cases in which a person does the right thing for the wrong reasons due to
blameless ignorance. Consider a version of the case involving Macie in which it is right for her to go the
cinema but not for the reason that it keeps a promise.

12 [ do make the substantive assumption that what it is right to do depends on the facts, rather than a
person’s evidence or beliefs about the facts (cf. Graham 2010). Some reject this ‘objectivist’ view.
However, those who maintain that rightness is evidence- or belief-relative need not, and typically do not,
take it to be ‘inward-looking’ in Littlejohn’s sense. So, the debate between objectivists and their
opponents is orthogonal to the issue at hand. To put the same point differently, even if moral rightness is
‘subjective’, one can still distinguish right and worthy action (cf. Markovits 2010).

13 For similar examples in the service of similar points, see Arpaly 2002: 225; Arpaly and Schroeder 2014:
59-61; Lord 2017; Mantel 2017; Stratton-Lake 2000: 66-67; Markovits 2010: 230-237; Way 2017.

14 For views in this ballpark, see Arpaly 2002; Arpaly and Schroeder 2014; Lord 2017; Markovits 2010;
Way 2017.



MoORAL WORTH?2 A person’s action is morally worthy in some respect if and
only if she acts on the basis of reasons that make it morally
right in that respect for her to do so (as such).

Talk of acting on a right-maker as such is shorthand for a person’s acting for a reason
because or in virtue of the fact that it makes so acting right. [ will say more later about
what this might involve. For now, it is enough to have an intuitive grip on that notion of
the sort reflection on cases like the above affords.

MORAL WORTH2 gets the right result in both the original shopkeeper example and the
revised version. Consider, however, the following.!> Ananya reads in the newspaper
that there is a famine in a certain war-torn country. On the basis of the newspaper
report, Ananya donates money to charity, which is the right thing for her to do. In this
case, it seems that Ananya’s action might be morally worthy, at least in some respect -
she might manifest concern for suffering. However, Ananya’s reason for donating,
namely, that the newspaper reports that there is a famine, is not among the reasons why
it is right for her to do so. What makes it right for her to donate are facts such as that, by
doing so, she relieves suffering. The newspaper report does not stand in an explanatory
relation to the rightness of her act but an evidential one.16

In response, one might suggest that Ananya’s reason for donating is that there is a
famine, rather than that the newspaper reports that there is a famine. In that case,
Ananya’s reason for acting might be among the reasons why it is right to do so. In that
case, in turn, there is no counterexample to MORAL WORTHz.

However, I can just stipulate that Ananya’s reason is that the newspaper reports that
there is a famine. In that case, her action might still possess moral worth. However, I do
not want to get too hung up on the details of the case; inevitably, it is underdescribed
and there are various ways of fleshing it out. The example serves to illustrate an
independently plausible point, namely, that a person can deserve credit for doing the
right thing by acting in light of or on the basis of evidence which reveals or indicates
respects in which acting is right, but which does not explain why it is right in those or
any other ways.

This suggests a revision to the account of moral worth:

MORAL WORTH3 A person’s action is morally worthy in some respect if and
only if she acts on the basis of undefeated evidence of
reasons that make it morally right in some respect for her
to do so (as such).

Assuming, in line with most conceptions of evidence (cf. Hawthorne and Magidor 2018:
137), that a proposition is evidence for itself, this formulation allows that a person’s
action might possess moral worth if she acts on the basis of a right-making

15 [nspired by a case Kearns and Star discuss (2009). Markovits (2010: 219) anticipates the point to
follow. Her response differs from mine. For criticism, see Sliwa 2015 and 2016.

16 A different challenge to MORAL WORTH1 and its descendants comes from habitual actions. One might
think that when a person acts from habit, she does not act for a reason, though her action might have
moral worth. For discussion, see Arpaly and Schroeder 2014: 80-86.



consideration, say, that it keeps a promise. That consideration is (trivially) evidence of a
right-making consideration.”

A virtue of MORAL WORTH3 is that it gets the right result in Ananya’s case. The newspaper
report is evidence that, by donating, she will relieve suffering. That donating will relieve
suffering is why it is morally right in a respect for her to do so. So, MORAL WORTH3 allows
that Ananya’s donation has moral worth in some respect.

According to MoRAL WORTH3, morally worthy actions are a response, not to evidence that
acting is right in some respect, but to evidence of some respect in which acting is right,
say, that it keeps a promise. Arguably, a person motivated by evidence of the moral
status of acting, rather than by evidence of features of the situation in virtue of which it
has that status, is criticisable, rather than praiseworthy. She displays what Michael
Smith calls ‘moral fetishism’ (1994: 75; cf. Markovits 2010: 204). 18

MORAL WORTHs is a step in the right direction. I consider later whether it needs further
revision. For now, it serves my immediate purpose, which is to introduce an analogous
notion of epistemic worth.

4. Epistemic worth

As the previous section reminds us, ethical assessment has, to adapt the language
Littlejohn uses, an ‘outward-looking’ dimension, which focuses on the relationship
between what a person does and the facts, and an ‘inward-looking’ dimension, which
focuses on the relationship between what a person does and her reasons for doing it.1°
In this section, I suggest that one can find the same structure in the epistemic domain.

It is straightforward to revise MORAL WORTH3 to arrive at an epistemic counterpart:

EPISTEMIC WORTH1 A person’s belief is epistemically worthy in some respect if
and only if she believes a proposition on the basis of

17 MORAL WORTH3 is neutral with respect to an issue central to the recent debate between proponents of
explanation-based and evidence-based accounts of normative reasons. (For my contribution to that
debate, see Whiting 2018.) Suppose that evidence of a right-making feature is not a reason for acting (cf.
Broome 2004; Schroeter and Schroeter 2009). In that case, an action might have moral worth even if it is
not done for a reason. Suppose instead that evidence of a right-making feature is a reason for acting (cf.
Kearns and Star 2009; Thomson 2008). In that case, an action has moral worth only if it is done for a
reason.

18 To say this is not to endorse Smith’s (1994) argument for judgement internalism, roughly, the view
that, if a person judges that it is right for her to act, she is thereby motivated to do so. Arguably, the
opponent of internalism need not ascribe to moral agents an exclusive concern for the right, so conceived
(cf. Dreier 2000; Svavarsdottir 1999). For a recent challenge to the idea that such a concern is anyway
objectionable, see Johnson King Forthcoming. It would distract from the main thread of this paper to
respond to that challenge here. For present purposes, it is enough to note that one could revise the
account as follows: A person’s action is morally worthy in some way just in case she acts on evidence that
it is morally right in some way to do so or evidence of features that make it morally right in some way to
do so. Typically, evidence of the former is evidence of the latter, and vice versa.

19 [t is, of course, not uncontroversial that assessments of rightness in ethics are wholly outward-looking.
Those who defend the doctrine of double effect, for example, might claim that whether it is right for a
person to act in a way that causes harm depends on whether that harm is intended. However, both the
doctrine and its formulation are contentious issues, which I set aside. The important point is that, even
when what it is right for an agent to do is independent of her motives or reasons for acting, there is a
further dimension of ethical assessment which concerns such things.



undefeated evidence of reasons that make it is epistemically
right in some respect for her to do so (as such).20

The notion of epistemic worth is an unfamiliar one. It is uncommon to say such things
as, ‘Miyuki’s belief has worth’. Recall, however, that to say that an action is morally
worthy is just to say that a person deserves credit for doing what is morally right. So, to
say that a belief is epistemically worthy is, here, just to say that a person deserves credit
for believing what is epistemically right. This idea is natural enough. It would not be odd
to say such things as, ‘Miyuki deserves credit for believing what she does’.21

Like the accounts of moral worth, EPISTEMIC WORTH1 is a meta-normative proposal and,
as such, it is neutral with respect to first-order normative debates in epistemology. To
appreciate this, consider a toy theory according to which one way in which it is right to
believe a proposition is that it coheres with popular opinion. Suppose that Boris has
evidence that some proposition coheres with popular opinion, say, that the UK sends
the EU £350m each week. If Boris believes that the UK sends the EU £350m each week
on the basis of that evidence, as evidence of coherence with popular opinion, it follows
from EPISTEMIC WORTH:1 that he believes in an epistemically worthy fashion. Of course,
this is an implausible verdict, but that is because the toy theory is implausible. In what
follows, I will consider more serious contenders.

As mentioned above, I take no stand here on the substantive issue of what the right-
makers for action are. But, as a proponent of TRUTH, I do take a stand on the
corresponding issue of what the right-makers for belief are. As discussed above, an
action might be right in one respect but not right in another or overall. The same, I
suggest, does not hold for belief. There is only one respect in which it is right to believe
a proposition, namely, that it is true, and only one respect in which it is not right to
believe a proposition, namely, that it is not true. Moreover, a proposition cannot be true
in one respect but not true in another. So, when it is right in some respect to believe a
proposition, it is right overall to do so, and vice versa.22 This is the thought, I suggest,
which TRUTH captures.

Since there is only one respect in which it is right to believe a proposition, there is only
one respect in which so believing is epistemically worthy, namely, that it manifests
concern for the truth or, more carefully, for whether the proposition is true or false.

In view of this, I can restate the above principle as follows:23

20 [n passing, Markovits suggests generalising MORAL WORTH: in a similar fashion way (2010: 214),
although she does not develop the proposal. Markovits’s suggestion is that epistemic justification is the
analogue of moral worth. As noted above, I take no stand here on the relationship between worth and
justification.

21 One might try to explain what it is to be creditable for believing rightly in virtue-theoretic terms (cf.
Greco 2010; Sosa 2011). For an interesting attempt to explain the notion of acting for a reason in virtue-
theoretic terms, see Mantel 2013.

22 Raz, in a different context, writes: ‘Epistemic reasons are governed by one concern: determination
whether the belief for which they are reasons is or is not true. Reasons for a single action may, and
typically are, governed by many concerns’ (2011: 41).

23 Insofar as EPISTEMIC WORTH1 is neutral with respect to first-order disputes, it is available to a proponent
of KNOWLEDGE. On the view that results, a belief is not worthy unless it is held on the basis of evidence that
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EPISTEMIC WORTH2 A person’s belief is epistemically worthy if and only if she
believes a proposition on the basis of undefeated evidence
of its truth (as such).

This proposal raises a question. What does the evidence on the basis of which a person
believes have to be like for her believing to have epistemic worth? A proponent of
EPISTEMIC WORTH2 might dismiss this query. In general, it is not a condition on an
analysis being informative that it be accompanied by an analysis of the analysans. The
point is well taken. But, as [ will show, plugging different conceptions of evidence into
EPISTEMIC WORTH2 delivers very different results. How plausible the account is, then,
turns on what conception of evidence is operative.

A tempting suggestion is that, for a belief to possess epistemic worth, the evidence on
which it is held must make it highly probable that the proposition is true. To see that this
is false, consider a case of a sort familiar from recent epistemology. Lily holds a ticket in
a fair lottery. The winning ticket has been drawn but she has yet to learn the result. As
Lily knows, it is highly probable that her ticket lost, say, 0.999. On this basis, Lily
believes that her ticket lost. As it happens, this is true. So, given TRUTH, it is right for Lily
to believe that her ticket lost. Nonetheless, Lily does not deserve credit for believing
what it is right for her to believe, that is, for believing the truth. Hence, her belief lacks
epistemic worth.

Again, the case is underdescribed. But a common and independently plausible
suggestion is that, if a subject believes that her ticket lost only on the basis of statistical
evidence or evidence which makes it likely that her ticket lost, it is an accident or matter
of luck when she believes the truth (cf. Greco 2004; Pritchard 2005). In the above case,
Lily could easily have formed a false belief that her ticket lost on the very same
evidence. If accidentality precludes moral worth, accidentality precludes epistemic
worth.

To put the same thought differently, the Kantian insight is that, for an action to possess
moral worth, there must be a modally robust connection between the basis on which a
person acts and her doing the right thing. Epistemic worth is nothing but the epistemic
counterpart to moral worth. So, for a belief to possess epistemic worth, there must be a
modally robust connection between the basis on which a person believes and her
believing the right thing. In lottery cases, the connection between the statistical
evidence and the truth of the belief is not modally robust. So, the belief lacks epistemic
worth.

This suggests that believing the truth on the basis of evidence that only makes the truth
of the proposition highly probable is insufficient for epistemic worth. But what is the
alternative?24 Again, what is required is a modally robust connection between the
evidence for a proposition and its truth. Fortunately, a connection of this sort is the
subject of considerable discussion in the recent literature. Consider the notion of safe

it is knowledge, that is, on the basis of evidence that the belief is true, justified, non-Gettiered, etc. This
strikes me as false, but [ will not pursue the point here.
24 [ assume that it is not necessary that the evidence make the truth of the proposition certain.



evidence.2> Evidence for a proposition is safe just in case, in the nearby possible worlds
in which that evidence obtains, that proposition is true. (Nearness here is understood,
following Lewis (1973; 1979), in terms of similarity in relevant respects.) If evidence for
a proposition is safe, then, given the evidence, that proposition could not easily be false.

Importantly, evidence which makes a proposition highly probable need not be safe.
Lottery cases illustrate this. While Lily’s ticket lost in most nearby worlds, there are
nearby worlds in which it won.

On the assumption that evidence consist of truths, the notion of safe evidence is factive
in the sense that, if there is safe evidence for a proposition, that proposition is true (cf.
Smith 2016: 106). To see this, suppose that E is safe evidence for P. In that case, P is true
in nearby worlds in which E obtains. Since E is true, E obtains in this world. This world
is trivially among the nearby worlds. So, if E is safe evidence for P, P is true in this world.

Given this, I will restate the account of epistemic worth as follows:

EPISTEMIC WORTH A person’s belief is epistemically worthy if and only if she
believes a proposition on the basis of undefeated safe
evidence of its truth (as such).

This account gets the right result in Lily’s case. While she is right to believe that her
ticket lost, she is not creditable for this, because the evidence on the basis of which she
believes is unsafe.

Since the notion of safe evidence is factive in the above sense, the notion of epistemic
worth this principle captures is also factive: a belief is epistemically worthy only if it is
true. One might object: Surely false beliefs can be epistemically worthy. Consider again
Macie who receives a text from her friend telling her that she will be at the cinema at
7pm. If on that basis Macie believes that her friend will be at the cinema at 7pm, she
might deserve praise from an epistemic point of view, even if it turns out that, for
reasons beyond her ken, the friend is unavoidably delayed.

To respond in a way that echoes the discussion of moral worth, being epistemically
worthy is here (a label for) being creditable for believing what is right, hence, true. No
doubt we can credit a subject like Macie with a great deal - including regard for the
truth - but we cannot credit her with believing what is right since, given TRUTH, she does
not do so.

Similar remarks apply to a case in which a person believes what is true on the basis of
unsafe evidence that nonetheless appears (in some sense) to her to be safe. Her belief, |
claim, lacks epistemic worth. That is not to deny that her belief might reflect well on her
in some way. The claim is only that, since it is a happy accident that her concern led her
on this occasion to believe what is true, she does not deserve credit for believing what is

25 Several suggest that knowledge is subject to a safety condition (see Williamson 2000; Pritchard 2005;
Sainsbury 1997; Sosa 1999). I return to this below. There are many ways to formulate the safety
condition, which need not be in competition. The notion of safe evidence I work with here is due to Smith
2016.
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right, even if she deserves credit for other things. Hence, as I use the label here, her
belief lacks epistemic worth.26

To see that the inclusion of ‘as such’ in EPISTEMIC WORTH is well motivated, consider an
epistemic analogue of the revised shopkeeper case.?” Pangloss knows that the bottle is
half-empty. This is safe evidence that the glass is half-full; that is, in the nearby worlds
in which the bottle is half-empty, the glass is half-full. However, Pangloss is an incurable
optimist. On the basis of any evidence whatsoever, no matter how flimsy or fragile, he
concludes that the glass is half-empty. Had the bottle been full, Pangloss would still have
believed on that basis that the glass is half-full. In this case, Pangloss’s belief is not
epistemically worthy - he does not deserve credit for believing truly that the glass is
half-full.

This verdict accords with EpiSTEMIC WORTH. While Pangloss believes on the basis of what
happens to be safe evidence for the truth of his belief, he does not believe on that basis
because or in virtue of the fact that it is safe evidence.

5. Epistemic assessment

I now return to Littlejohn’s challenge. His objection, recall, is that the ‘truth-first’ view
cannot explain why epistemic assessment has its ‘inward-looking focus’, that is, why
such assessment focuses on the reasons for which a person believes. By appeal to
EPISTEMIC WORTH, a proponent of TRUTH can explain this, as [ will now show.

Epistemic assessment, like ethical assessment, has both an ‘outward-looking’ dimension,
which focuses on the relationship between a person’s belief and the facts, and an
‘inward-looking” dimension, which focuses on the relationship between a person’s belief
and her evidence. TRUTH captures the outward-looking dimension; according to it, a
person is right to believe a proposition just in case there is a correspondence between
what she believes and the facts. EPISTEMIC WORTH, I suggest, captures the inward-looking
dimension.

Miyuki, Lily, and Pangloss in the above cases all believe the truth. Nonetheless, they are
criticisable. The criticism in each case does not concern the rightness of their beliefs but
their worthiness - the subjects believe rightly but do not deserve credit for doing so.
Either they do not believe on the basis of evidence, or they believe on the basis of unsafe
evidence, or they believe on the basis of safe evidence but not because it is safe
evidence. In each case, and in different ways, it is a matter of luck or accident that the
subject believes what it is right to believe, that is, what is true.

Consider instead Agatha. She knows that Smith’s fingerprints are on the gun. This is safe
evidence that Smith is the murderer; that is, in the nearby worlds in which Smith’s
fingerprints are on the gun, Smith is the murderer. On the basis of her evidence, and

26 If one prefers a different label for being-creditable-for-believing-what-is-right, that is okay with me.
What matters for present purposes is the status, not the terminology.

27 For similar cases, see Arpaly and Schroeder 2014: 59-61; Lord and Sylvan Forthcoming; Turri 2010;
Way 2017; Way and Whiting 2016; Wedgwood 2006. Note that these authors are concerned, not with
what it takes for a belief to have epistemic worth, but with what it is for a belief to be justified or properly
based. As noted at the outset, | take no stand here on what justified belief involves.
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because it is safe to do so, Agatha believes that Smith is the murderer. In this case, given
EPISTEMIC WORTH, Agatha’s belief has epistemic worth; she deserves credit for believing
the right thing. In believing what she does and as she does, Agatha manifests a concern
for the truth.

So, the proponent of TRUTH can not only accept that there is an inward-looking
dimension to epistemic assessment but also explain the standard that delivers that
assessment by combining her first-order substantive commitment concerning what
makes for right-belief with a suitably refined meta-normative account of worthiness. In
this way, by appeal to EPISTEMIC WORTH, a proponent of TRUTH can meet Littlejohn’s
explanatory challenge. In doing so, she blocks a case for thinking that KNOWLEDGE, not
TRUTH, is the fundamental norm for belief.28

[ take the preceding, not only to provide a response to the challenge Littlejohn raises for
the ‘truth-first’ view, but to reveal that view, as | have developed it, to be an attractive
one, insofar as it delivers an attractive account of epistemic assessment, one which
reveals it to mirror ethical assessment (in structure, not substance). In this way, the
preceding amounts to (part of) a positive case for thinking that TRUTH really is the
fundamental norm for belief.

One might object to the view I put forward on the following grounds. According to it,
there are two standards to which belief is subject: TRUTH and EPISTEMIC WORTH. One
might satisfy the former without satisfying the latter. In that case, don’t the norms
conflict?

They do not, since they concern different statuses. The first is a deontic status - which I
call rightness - and the second is an evaluative status — which I call worthiness. If a
person believes in an epistemically worthy fashion, she is appropriately oriented
toward the truth, which is good (cf. Sylvan 2012). If a person believes in an
epistemically unworthy fashion, she is not so oriented, which is not good, or at least not
as good.

However, one might press the concern by asking how these norms could guide
deliberation. Don’t they pull in different directions? This assumes a connection between
general principles such as TRUTH and EPISTEMIC WORTH, on the one hand, and
deliberation, on the other, which the proponent of those principles need not accept. She
can - [ think, should - suggest that what guides deliberation as to whether to ¢ are
considerations which provide evidence of features of the situation which make @ing
right, not considerations bearing on whether @ing is right or, for that matter, worthy.

A different way to object is to point out that, while the view | have developed speaks to
Littlejohn’s challenge as originally presented, that is, in the remarks quoted at the
outset, Littlejohn states that challenge in other terms and it is far from clear that [ have
spoken to that version of it. Consider:

28 At least, the case Littlejohn presents in his 2013. For a different argument for thinking that KNOWLEDGE
is the fundamental norm for belief, see Littlejohn 2017. I hope to address this elsewhere.
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There is more to meeting your epistemic obligations than simply fitting your beliefs to
the facts. Advocates of the truth-first approach have to explain how this could be. (2013:
298)

Above, I agreed that all is not well, epistemically speaking, if a person believes a
proposition for bad reasons or for no reasons, even when that proposition is true. Such
a person is criticisable from the epistemic point of view. However, Littlejohn’s thought
seems really to be that it is simply not right, but instead wrong, for a person to believe a
proposition unless she believes it for good reasons, that such a person has violated her
‘epistemic obligations’. His challenge to the defender of the idea that TRUTH is the
fundamental norm for belief is to account for this.

[t is clear that the appeal to the notion of epistemic worth does not answer this version
of the challenge. After all, the point of that appeal is to explain in what way a person
might be criticisable for believing, even though she is right (by the lights of TRUTH) to do
so. However, I do not think this version of the challenge deserves to be taken so
seriously.

Merely to assert that epistemic assessments of rightness have an inward-looking focus
is to beg the question against TRUTH, which states otherwise. One might think that it is
just intuitive to think that it is not right to believe a proposition merely when that
proposition is true. But I take it that advocates of TRUTH, myself included, do not share
that intuition. Moreover, to the extent that a person possesses these intuitions, [ can
explain them away as tracking, not rightness, but worthiness, a distinction that is
already widely recognised as holding in the moral domain.

Of course, proponents of the idea that KNOWLEDGE is more fundamental than TRUTH,
including Littlejohn, have presented various lines of thought which might seem to
support their view. However, those lines of thought directly challenge TRUTH. In that
case, they do not serve to bolster Littlejohn’s challenge, so much as to supplant it. Be
that as it may, in the next section [ will explain how, by combining TRUTH with an
account of epistemic worth, it is possible to account for the data which might otherwise
seem to speak against TRUTH and for KNOWLEDGE.

6. Worthy belief as knowledge

An influential argument against TRUTH, due to Williamson (2000: 244-249), appeals to
lottery cases.2? He argues that, if a person flat-out believes that her ticket lost, she is
criticisable. A proponent of TRUTH, Williamson suggests, cannot explain this. After all,
her belief might be true. Even if the defender of TRUTH suggests that that norm
generates some derivative evidential norm, he continues, she cannot explain why
lottery beliefs are criticisable. After all, on the evidence, such beliefs are highly likely to
be true.

29 More fully, Williamson uses this point to motivate the idea that knowledge is the norm for assertion,
but it is supposed to carry across to belief. As he says, ‘we may project the account of assertion back onto
its mental counterpart, judgement (or belief)’ (2000: 10). For reservations about this strategy, see
Whiting 2013a.
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This line of thought is intended, not only to undermine TRUTH, but to support
KNOWLEDGE. On the assumption that a person cannot know the lottery proposition,
KNOWLEDGE straightforwardly explains why she is criticisable for believing it: she is
wrong to do so.

Given EPISTEMIC WORTH, a proponent of TRUTH can explain why subjects are criticisable
for believing lottery propositions. As noted above, such subjects are not creditable for
believing what is true, hence, for believing what it is right to believe. Their beliefs lack
epistemic worth. So, reflection on lottery cases does not count against the view that
TRUTH is the fundamental norm for belief.

Williamson makes two additional points in support of KNOWLEDGE and against TRUTH.
First, it is commonplace to criticise a person’s beliefs in terms of knowledge

(Williamson 2000: 256). If Miyuki expresses her belief that Coppola directed Rumble
Fish, Nishi might respond by saying, ‘You don’t know that!” or ‘How do you know that?’ If
TRUTH is the norm for belief, one might think, it is hard to understand why these
remarks constitute challenges. If KNOWLEDGE is the norm for belief, in contrast, this is
easy to understand.

Second, consider Moorean propositions (Williamson 2000: 253-254), such as:30
MOORE It is raining, but [ don’t know that it is raining.

[t is absurd to believe MOORE.3! But TRUTH cannot explain this. After all, both conjuncts
might be true. So, as far as TRUTH is concerned, | might be right to believe MOORE. In
contrast, KNOWLEDGE can account for the absurdity here. It is not possible to believe
MOORE while satisfying the norm to which belief is subject. If [ know the first conjunct, I
do not know the second. If I know the second conjunct, [ do not know the first. So, given
KNOWLEDGE, it is never right to believe MOORE.

A full discussion of these points is beyond the scope of this paper.32 But [ do want to
outline a line of response. Consider the view that safe belief is knowledge.33 Here is one
- not the only - way to capture this idea:

S=K Ifa person believes a proposition on the basis of undefeated safe evidence
of its truth (as such), she knows that proposition.

30 Following Williamson, Littlejohn (2013) appeals to Moorean propositions in support of KNOWLEDGE.

31 In earlier work (Whiting 2013a), I questioned this. See also McGlynn 2013.

32 As others note (for example, Brown 2010: 553-554), the observations are in danger of proving too
much. In relation to Miyuki’s belief that Coppola directed Rumble Fish, Nishi might say, ‘You don’t know
that for certain!” And, as with MOORE, it seems absurd for me to believe that it is raining but I am not sure
that it is raining. Parity of reasoning, then, would suggest that certainty is the norm for belief, a conclusion
that neither party to the present dispute would welcome.

33 For the view that knowledge is, or entails, safe belief, see Pritchard 2005; Sainsbury 1997; Sosa 1999;
Williamson 2000. The tendency is to suggest that safety is a necessary condition for knowledge; to
account for the data in support of KNOWLEDGE, I suggest that it is a sufficient condition for knowledge. I
take no stand here on the necessity claim. For objections to it, see Baumann 2008; Comesafia 2005; Kelp
2009; Neta and Rohrbaugh 2004. By the same token, since I allow for unworthy knowledge, I make no
claim to solve the Meno problem, that is, to explain why knowledge is better than true belief or, more
generally, belief that falls short of knowledge.
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Given EPISTEMIC WORTH, S=K is equivalent to:34
EW=K If a person’s belief is epistemically worthy, it is knowledge.

On this view, a person knows a proposition when she believes the truth and is
creditable for doing so.35

To accept S=K is not to commit to the view that knowledge can be analysed in terms of
believing on safe evidence (cf. Williamson 2000). In a similar fashion, one can
consistently advance EW=K and maintain that knowledge is not analysable in terms of
epistemic worthy belief.3¢ It is a well-worn point that entailment relations need not be
explanatory relations.

Given EW=K, one can explain the data Williamson adduces. First, in saying, ‘How do you
know?’ or ‘You don’t know that’, Nishi questions whether Miyuki’s belief has epistemic
worth. Second, it is not possible to believe MOORE in an epistemically worthy fashion. If
my belief in the second conjunct possesses epistemic worth, my belief in the first
conjunct lacks it, and vice versa.

The more general point here is that, armed with S=K, hence, EW=K, a proponent of
TRUTH can agree with her opponent that knowledge provides a standard for believing,
by reference to which one might criticise or challenge a person’s beliefs. But, she will
insist, knowledge is a standard, not of right belief, but of worthy belief.

Of course, EW=Kis controversial, at least insofar as S=Kis controversial. The post-
Gettier (1963) literature serves as a reminder of the difficulties facing attempts to
specify sufficient conditions for knowledge. It might seem audacious to make such an
attempt here.

Needless to say, it is neither feasible nor desirable to consider here all possible Gettier-
style counterexamples to S=K, hence, EW=K. But I will offer some reasons for thinking
that S=K is not vulnerable to them.

One might think that one can generate a counterexample to safety-based accounts of
knowledge in general, and S=K in particular, simply by taking a standard Gettier case
and making it modally robust (cf. Lackey 2006: 289).37 Consider this version of Gettier’s
(1963) original example:

34 Schroeder (2018) defends the view that knowing is having an epistemically worthy belief or, in his
terms, believing well. While his primary concern is not to defend the idea that a norm of truth
fundamentally governs belief, he does agree that ‘rightness for belief is truth’. Clearly, we are in different
ways exploring similar ideas. One important difference is that Schroeder does not offer an account of
epistemic worth in terms of safe evidence; indeed, he does not advance any account of what believing
well consists in. In Schroeder 20153, he defends the view that knowing, hence, believing well, is just a
matter of believing a proposition on the basis of sufficient (objective and subjective) evidence. The case of
Pangloss might cast doubt on this. For criticism, see Whiting 2015. For a reply, see Schroeder 2015b,

35 Again, an alternative way to develop this idea is in virtue-theoretic terms.

36 Schroeder (2018) presents his view as an account of the nature of knowledge.

37 For further Gettier-style counterexamples to safety-based accounts of knowledge, see Roush 2005: 122-
123. Lasonen-Aarnio (2010) considers and responds to challenges of a different sort to the idea that safe
belief suffices for knowledge.
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Smith and Jones applied for a job. Their boss says that Jones will get the job. On the basis
of this testimony, plus Smith’s knowledge that Jones has ten coins in her pocket, Smith
infers that the person who will get the job has ten coins in their pocket. In fact, the boss
is not telling the truth. Smith will get the job. As it happens, Smith has ten coins in her
pocket. Unbeknownst to both Smith and the boss, there is a highly skilled pickpocket
who for Kkicks places ten coins in the pocket of the successful candidate whenever the
boss says anything about job applications.

In this case, Smith’s belief is true but not knowledge. However, one might think, Smith'’s
evidence is safe. In nearby worlds in which Smith’s boss says that Jones will get the job,
the person who will get the job has ten coins in their pocket. The impish pickpocket
ensures this.

In this case, while Smith believes on the basis of what happens to be safe evidence, she
does not do so because or in virtue of the fact that it is safe evidence. After all, the feature
of the situation which makes the evidence safe, the presence of the pickpocket, is not a
feature to which Smith is sensitive. Smith would have formed the same belief on the
same basis had the pickpocket been absent or disinclined to interfere. So, the above case
is not a counterexample to S=K, hence, to EW=K.

If the aim were to give an account of the nature of knowledge, one might think that it is
incumbent on me to give an account of what it is to respond to safe evidence as such. |
am not sure about that but, in any case and once more, that is not the aim. The aim,
instead, is to show how, by appeal to a connection between the status of knowledge and
that of epistemically worthy belief, one might defend TRUTH and resist KNOWLEDGE. For
that purpose, all that matters is that we have a grip on the idea of a person, not merely
responding to safe evidence of truth, but responding to its being safe evidence. For all I
say here, it might be that grasp of this depends on an independent grasp of what it is
know a proposition.

However, the reader might not press for an analysis of the notion expressed by ‘as such’
but simply some gloss on it to inform judgements about cases like the one above. This is
a reasonable request.

A promising way to think about responding to safe evidence because it is safe evidence
is in terms of the exercise of abilities (powers, capacities).38 The idea is that a person
might have the ability to form a belief on a certain basis when - and only when - it is
safe evidence for the truth of that belief. Crucially, this is a competence the
manifestation condition of which is the presence of safe evidence - its exercise is trigged
only by safe evidence.

To return to the above case, it is clear that Smith does not manifest such an ability.
While he believes on the basis of what is in fact safe evidence, he would have made the
inference on the same basis had the pickpocket not been involved, hence, had the
evidence been unsafe. Insofar as it is dependent on the intervention of the pickpocket, it
is not the expression of a competence on Smith’s part. Since Smith is not manifesting the

38 For different ways of developing this idea, see Mantel 2013; Mantel 2017; Lord 2017; Lord and Sylvan
Forthcoming; Way 2017; Wedgwood 2006.
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ability to believe only in response to safe evidence, he is not believing on the basis of
safe evidence as such.

Before moving on, I will consider a final objection. Why not take the standard of
epistemic worth to be fundamental and the standard of truth to be derivative? As one
might put, rather than think of worthy belief as a matter of right belief plus certain
conditions, one might think of right belief as worthy belief minus certain conditions.

[ suggest that we cannot settle this issue while focusing only on the epistemic domain.
We need to think about how an account of epistemic assessment fits into a broader view
that encompasses assessment in other domains, for example, moral.3? If moral rightness
is explanatory prior to moral worthiness, then we should expect epistemic rightness to
be explanatorily prior to epistemic worthiness. And, indeed, it is the dominant view in
ethics that moral rightness comes first in the order of explanation.49 This is highly
plausible. We think well of Ananya in the above case because she exhibits a sensitivity to
what fundamentally matters morally: wellbeing. Similarly, I suggest, we think well of
Agatha in the above case because she exhibits a sensitivity to what fundamentally
matters epistemically: truth.

This might not convince. Nonetheless, first, someone suggesting that the order of
explanation runs in the other direction in the epistemic domain owes an account of how
exactly the standard of worthiness generates the standard of rightness. Of course,
worthy belief as characterised here entails true belief. But why should (mere) true
belief be of normative significance? Compare: worthy belief entails belief, but (mere)
belief does not enjoy a positive epistemic status. Second, they then need to defend non-
orthodox views about the order of explanation in the moral domain or explain why we
should not find it puzzling that there is a structural mismatch between the epistemic
and moral domains.

In view of these points, and pending further details from the proponent of the opposing
view, there is a presumption in favour of thinking that epistemic rightness has
explanatory priority over epistemic worthiness.

7. Moral worth revisited

The notion of safe evidence is familiar in epistemology. It is unfamiliar in ethics. Before
concluding, I will briefly raise the prospect that that notion might have a place in an
account of moral worth. Recall:

MORAL WORTH3 A person’s action is morally worthy in some respect if and
only if she acts on the basis of undefeated evidence of

39 Of course, it would be instructive to consider other domains too, such as the aesthetic or prudential.

40 This is common ground among participants in recent debates on moral worth, for example, Arpaly
2001; Arpaly and Schroeder 2014; Johnson King Forthcoming; Markovits 2010; Sliwa 2016. See
Schroeder 2018 for an argument that the order of explanation must go from (what I call) rightness to
worthiness. It is noteworthy that extant attempts in epistemology - taking virtue ethics as the model - to
treat a notion like worth (virtue) as prior in the order of explanation to rightness do not derive anything
like TRUTH (see, for example, Zagzebski 1996).
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reasons that make it morally right in some respect for her
to do so (as such).

One might ask what the evidence on the basis of which a person acts must be like for
her action it to have moral worth. Once again, a tempting answer is that the evidence
must make it highly likely that the relevant right-making feature obtains. Consider,
however, a practical analogue of the lottery case. Macie makes a promise. She knows
that, if she pulls a certain lever, it is highly probable (say, 0.999 on her evidence) that it
will result in keeping the promise, although there is a small chance (0.001) that pulling
the lever will result in breaking the promise.#! On the basis of what she knows, Macie
pulls the lever and keeps the promise.

In this case, Macie does the right thing - she keeps her promise - and does so on the
basis of evidence which makes this highly probable. However, her action lacks moral
worth. More fully, Macie does not deserve credit for keeping her promise. After all, she
could very easily have done the same thing on the same basis and failed to keep her
promise. Indeed, one might think that Macie is morally criticisable: she manifests a lack
of concern for fidelity. In the relevant sense, it is a matter of luck or accident that she
keeps her promise.

Cases like this suggest that, for an action based on certain evidence to possess moral
worth, there must be a modally robust connection between that evidence and whatever
makes that action right. This in turn suggests that the notion of safe evidence might
figure in an account of moral worth, just as it does in an account of epistemic worth.

Since my primary concern lies with matters epistemic, and since an adequate
development and assessment of a safety-based account of moral worth is beyond the
scope of this paper, I leave this as a pointer for future research.

8. Conclusion

Whether it is morally right for a person to act depends on the facts, for example, on
whether what she does alleviates suffering or keeps a promise. Likewise, whether it is
epistemically right for a person to believe depends on the facts, in particular, on
whether what she believes is true. Whether a person’s action has moral worth, that is,
whether she deserves credit for acting rightly, depends on the basis on which she acts.
Likewise, whether a person’s belief has epistemic worth, that is, whether she deserves
credit for believing rightly, depends on the basis on which she believes. In each case,
and more specifically, worthiness depends on whether the basis on which a person acts
or believes stands in a non-accidental - specifically, safe - connection to the features of
her situation which make so acting or so believing right. Arguably, an epistemically
worthy belief, so understood, is knowledge. Be that as it may, the important point is that
to think that truth is fundamental when it comes to epistemic assessment is not to think
that it exhausts epistemic assessment.42

41 Assume also that pulling the lever is not the only means of keeping the promise.

42 Thanks to David Black, Clayton Littlejohn, Neil Mehta, Mark Schroeder, two anonymous referees for this
journal, and audiences at the University of Southampton, the University of Melbourne, Saarland
University, Yale-NUS College, and Stockholm University for feedback on earlier versions of this material
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