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Abstract

Several philosophers have recently advanced wager-based arguments for the existence of irreducibly normative truths or
against normative nihilism. Here I consider whether these wager-based arguments would cause a normative Pyrrhonian
skeptic to lose her skepticism. I conclude they would not do so directly. However, if prompted to consider a different decision
problem, which I call the normativity wager for skeptics, the normative Pyrrhonian skeptic would be motivated to attempt
to act in accordance with any normative reasons to which she might be subject. Consideration of the normativity wager will
not inevitably cause the normative Pyrrhonian skeptic to lose her skepticism, but there are at least three routes by which it
might: first, in considering the wager the agent may spontaneously (non-rationally) acquire a normative belief; second, con-
sidering the wager can motivate the agent to cause herself to (non-rationally) acquire a normative belief. Via either of these
indirect, non-rational routes, she would cease to be a normative Pyrrhonian skeptic. Thus, consideration of the normativity
wager may have value, even if it does not supply a rational argument that will dissuade skeptics. In addition, I consider the

possibility of a third (rational) route by which the agent might lose her skepticism.
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1 Introduction

Kahane (2017) has recently presented a wager-based argu-
ment against normative nihilism. Building on Parfit (2011),
Beardsley (2022) proposes a wager-based argument for the
existence of irreducibly normative truths. Here I consider
whether these wager-based arguments would cause a norma-
tive Pyrrhonian skeptic to lose her normative skepticism.' I
claim they would not do so directly. However, I propose that
consideration of a closely related decision problem, which
I call the normativity wager for skeptics, would cause the
normative Pyrrhonian skeptical agent to be motivated to act
as if there are irreducibly normative truths, and to attempt to
act in accordance with any normative reasons to which she
might be subject. Furthermore, I argue that there are at least
two indirect, non-rational routes by which consideration of
the normativity wager might lead the agent to cease to be
a normative Pyrrhonian skeptic: she might spontaneously
(non-rationally) acquire a normative belief, or she might
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be motivated to cause herself to (non-rationally) acquire a
normative belief. In addition, I consider the possibility of a
rational route by which the agent might lose her skepticism.

The article proceeds as follows. In Sect. 2, I character-
ize the normative Pyrrhonian skeptic of interest. In Sect. 3,
I summarize Kahane’s and Beardsley’s proposals, and I
consider whether the arguments advanced by Kahane and
Beardsley would convert the skeptic. I conclude that they
would not. In Sect. 4, I describe an alternative decision
problem that the skeptic faces. I argue that when confronted
with this problem the skeptical agent will be motivated to
attempt to act in accordance with any normative reasons to
which she might be subject, even if she has not acquired the
belief that there are irreducibly normative truths and thus
remains a skeptic. In Sect. 5, I argue that after considering
the normativity wager the skeptic might acquire a normative
belief via a spontaneous process, or she might be motivated
to attempt to cause herself to acquire a normative belief; in
either case she would cease to be a normative Pyrrhonian
skeptic, though her route out of skepticism would not be

! Following Striker (2004), I use the term “Pyrrhonian” rather than
“Pyrrhonist” to indicate a position that is inspired by ancient Pyr-
rhonism but makes no claim to be faithful to original versions of the
tradition.
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rational. I also discuss a possible rational route out of skepti-
cism. I offer concluding remarks in Sect. 6.

2 The Normative Pyrrhonian Skeptic

The normative Pyrrhonian skeptic that is the subject of
this article is an agent entertaining global normative error
theory—she believes it is possible a global normative error
theory is true and has suspended judgment on whether it is
true or false.” She believes that if there are any normative
reasons, there are some categorical, irreducibly normative
reasons.” However, she suspends judgment on whether there
are any normative reasons, and she suspends judgment on
what the substance of normative reasons would be if there
were any.* The agent is “Pyrrhonian” in the sense that she
suspends judgment on these questions. In virtue of her
psychology, the skeptic tends to reason in accordance with
the rules of inference that are familiar to us, but she does
so without believing that such rules are rational or having
any other normative beliefs about them.’ If she appears to
the observer to act in pursuit of ends, she does so via pro-
cesses that do not require her to endorse ends, in the sense of
believing that there are normative reasons to pursue ends. In
her apparent pursuit of ends, she may employ processes that
non-human animals also use, she may act unreflectively on

2 On global normative error theory, see Streumer (2017) and Cline
(2018). Streumer (2017) argues that it is not possible to believe the
global normative error theory; even if this is so, it is clearly possi-
ble to consider whether global normative error theory is true and to
believe that it is possible that global normative error theory is true.
Closely related is the notion of normative nihilism, discussed in 3.1.
I am characterizing the normative Pyrrhonian skeptic’s state in terms
of reasons, but it is meant to encompass all of normativity, including
values, obligations, etc.

3 See Beardsley (2022) for one argument in support of this claim.
See also Cline (2018)’s discussion of Olson (2014)’s argument that
“reducible reasons” can play the role of irreducible normative rea-
sons. I take it to be a conceptual truth that if there are any normative
reasons, there are some categorical, irreducibly normative reasons. To
be clear, though, I interpret “categorical” to leave open the possibility
that there is a categorical irreducibly normative reason for each agent,
which is to act most in line with their desires; this reason applies
regardless of the attitudes any agent has about it. I do not have space
to defend the claim here; obviously, it is contentious.

* A reviewer observes that some people argue that there are no purely
metaethical (non-substantive) claims (Kramer 2009); similarly, some
may think there are no purely metanormative (non-substantive)
claims, and so might think that the agent cannot suspend judgment on
all substantive normative claims while retaining a belief that if there
are any normative reasons, there are some categorical, irreducibly
normative reasons—because the metanormative belief involved here
would also be a substantive normative belief. I reject this view, but
lack the space to supply an argument against it here.

3 From here on, I will frequently use the shorthand “skeptic” to refer
to the normative Pyrrhonian skeptic.
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her emotions, she may act on impulse, out of habit, on the
basis of ‘drives’, or may employ any similar process.

The skeptical agent may have arrived at her skeptical
state from a number of directions. She may have begun
with an ordinary, run-of-the-mill set of substantive norma-
tive beliefs, or with any other set of substantive normative
beliefs—e.g., moral egoism or the normative beliefs of an
ideally coherent Caligula who values torturing people for
fun. Her normative beliefs may have been shaken loose
via a number of routes—consideration of global normative
debunking arguments, the proposed ‘queerness’ of norma-
tive properties, an existential crisis, etc. Regardless of the
route by which the agent arrived at her skepticism, the agent
that is the subject of this article has suspended judgment
on the existence of irreducibly normative reasons and sus-
pended judgment on what the substance of such reasons
would be if there were any, while retaining the metaethical
conviction that if there are any normative reasons, there are
some categorical, irreducibly normative reasons.’

3 Wager-Based Arguments for Normativity
3.1 Kahane’s Anti-Nihilist Wager

Kahane’s (2017) wager-based argument against normative
nihilism concerns both evaluative and practical nihilism.
Evaluative nihilism is the view that nothing has final value,
that “nothing is good or bad” (330). Practical nihilism is the
view that there are no practical reasons, that there are “no
reasons to do, want, or feel anything” (330). The nihilism
at stake is global, having to do with any value and reasons,
whether moral, epistemic, pragmatic or of some other kind.
The question Kahane (2017) considers is whether to believe
that some things matter or believe that nothing matters.

I understand Kahane’s argument as follows. Either noth-
ing matters, or some things matter. If nothing matters, then
none of one’s actions matter: among other things, it doesn’t
matter if one believes that some things matter or not. By
contrast, if some things matter, then one’s actions may
matter: in particular, it may matter whether one believes
that some things matter or one believes that nothing mat-
ters. Regardless of whether some things actually matter, if
one were to believe that nothing matters, one would lose

% One may question whether any such agents do or could exist.
I believe there exist some such agents. One may argue that such an
agent is experiencing a conceptual deficiency: perhaps to adequately
grasp the concept of normativity, one must believe at least in some
conditional “normative fixed points” (like Cuneo and Schafer-Landau
(2014)’s moral fixed points)—for example, perhaps one must believe
that if there are any normative reasons, there are reasons to pursue the
truth. I disagree but lack the space to address this objection here.
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Table 1 The preliminary version of Kahane’s anti-nihilist wager

Table 2 Kahane’s revised anti-nihilist wager

Nothing matters Some things matter

(A) Believe some 1) 3
things matter

(B) Believe nothing  (2) C)]
matters

one’s tendency to act in accordance with one’s ordinary,
first-order normative beliefs. Kahane admits that even if
some things matter, there is a large range of things that
could possibly matter—one’s ordinary first-order norma-
tive beliefs could be roughly on track or completely mis-
guided. But if one’s ordinary first-order normative beliefs
were roughly on track, he says, it would be better to believe
that some things matter than to believe that nothing mat-
ters, because in such a condition, retaining one’s tendency
to act in accordance with one’s first-order normative beliefs
makes one more likely to act in accordance with what
(truly) matters. If one supposes that one’s ordinary first-
order normative beliefs are roughly on track, one faces
the situation depicted in the decision matrix in Table 1.
Here outcome (3) is better than (4), and (1) and (2) are not
the sort of outcome that can have value, occurring as they
do in the condition where nothing matters. With regard
to outcomes (1) and (2), as Kahane puts it, “It’s not that
these possibilities have zero value—they are, we might
say, beyond good and evil” (345). Consequently, both in
the condition where nothing matters, and in the condition
where some things matter, it would be better or no worse
for the agent to have chosen action (A) rather than action
(B): (A) dominates (B).

However, as Peterson (2018) points out, without the
assumption that one’s first-order normative beliefs are
roughly on track, it is not the case that Table 1 depicts the
decision problem one faces, and it is not the case that within
one’s set of options for action, one action dominates. Kahane
acknowledges this in his own article, and offers another rep-
resentation of the situation, in which we should not need to
assume that one’s first-order normative beliefs are roughly
on track. In the revised representation (see Table 2), he splits
the “Some things matter” condition into a condition in which
our evaluative beliefs are roughly on track and a condition in
which our evaluative beliefs are not roughly on track.

As Peterson (2018) observes, in this situation, it is not
obviously the case that (A) dominates (B). He argues that
the condition in which “Things matter” and “Our evalua-
tive beliefs are false” is “radically underspecified” (599).
It would be more accurate, he says, to represent the situ-
ation using a different decision matrix, where the options
for action are the same as in Tables 1 and 2 but where the
possible states of the world include—in addition to the state

Nothing Things matter Things matter
matters Our evaluative Our evaluative
beliefs are true beliefs are false
(A) Believe (1) 3) ©)
some things
matter
(B) Believe 2) @) 6)
nothing mat-
ters

where nothing matters—an indefinite number of other spe-
cific, fully characterized states of the world where things
matter. Across these world-states, there is great variation
in what matters: in some states, the agent’s first-order nor-
mative beliefs are roughly on track, and in other states the
agent’s first-order normative beliefs are wildly off. Crucially,
on Peterson’s picture, in some of the possible world-states,
action (A) would make one less likely to act in accordance
with what matters than action (B) would. As a result, in the
revised decision matrix, (A) does not dominate (B).’

In sum, Kahane’s anti-nihilist wager faces a difficulty
analogous to the “many-gods” objection raised against Pas-
cal’s wager. A critic of Pascal’s wager may argue that there
are possible conditions with non-Christian gods, and as a
result there are some conditions where it would be worse to
believe in a Christian god than not. In the case of Peterson’s
revised anti-nihilist wager, there are possible conditions
(however unlikely) where what matters is so different from
what the agent believes matters that a belief that some things
matter would produce a worse result than would a belief that
nothing matters.®

7 Jeffrey (2022) raises a similar objection against Kahane. She
observes that one may be in (a) a world where nihilism is true, (b)
a world in which optimistic realism is true (there are evaluative facts
and we have true beliefs about them), or (c) a world in which pes-
simistic realism is true (there are evaluative facts and we lack the
capacity to reliably obtain true beliefs about them). In the world of
pessimistic realism, it could be that believing in optimistic realism
has a worse outcome than believing in nihilism or pessimistic real-
ism. Again, the result is that none of the actions in one’s set of action
options dominates the others.

8 Kahane claims that we are entitled to make the weak assumption
that it is somewhat more likely that our current beliefs are broadly on
track. This will not rescue the dominance-based argument, but pre-
sumably it is meant to be used in another type of argument, such as
an argument employing a principle of maximizing expected value.
This is how Peterson interprets Kahane. He thinks such an argument
will not work for a number of reasons, including that the agent lacks
requisite information about the probabilities of the possible world-
states. Regardless, I am not convinced we are entitled to make the
weak assumption that Kahane suggests, and the normative Pyrrho-
nian skeptic that I have described will not make this assumption.
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Another objection against Kahane’s argument, from Jef-
frey (2022), is that “Nihilism should technically undermine
our attempts to fill out meaningful values—even 0—on the
hypothesis that Nihilism is true” (4-5). The outcomes under
the Nihilism hypotheses, she says, contain undefined val-
ues. As a result, arguments based on Kahane’s and similar
wagers “will fail to generate a truly Pascalian practical rea-
son” (6). She continues, “It is not appropriate to treat null
entries as though they are commensurate with the values
of the other options. A rational agent should not be able
to weigh them against expected values for other options as
though they are on the same metric” (6). I understand Jeffrey
to be saying that the existing tools of decision theory do not
accommodate this type of situation. Clearly, the principle
of maximizing expected utility cannot be applied when the
values for some outcomes are null. However, the question
is whether the principle of dominance can be applied. The
dominance principle says choose the action that dominates
all other actions, where action A dominates action B if and
only if for each possible world-state the outcome associated
with A is better or no worse than the outcome associated
with B and for at least one possible world-state the outcome
associated with A is better than the outcome associated with
B. In Kahane’s original wager, it can: that the value of (1)
and (2) is null is not an obstacle to stating that in each pos-
sible condition, it would be better or no worse for an agent
to have chosen (A) rather than (B). In the condition where
nothing matters, specifically, it is no worse to choose (A)
than (B); whether one chooses (A) or (B) the result is a null
value. Thus, I do not believe Jeffrey’s observation poses an
obstacle to the construction of wager-based arguments that
appeal to dominance or similar properties.

Would Kahane’s anti-nihilist wager convert the normative
Pyrrhonian skeptic? I do not expect so, due to the “many-
gods”-type objection. Because our skeptic of interest has
suspended judgment on the question of which substantive
normative claims would be true if any were, she will not face
the decision problem that Kahane presents. Rather she will
take herself to be in the situation that Peterson describes.
There, no dominant action presents itself. We will now turn
to Beardsley’s wager-based argument, which also faces a
“many-gods”-type problem, and so will not suffice as it
stands for the purpose of converting the skeptic, but which
is interesting because it features a principle, the principle of
normative superdominance, that might be more compelling
than the principle of dominance. Then we can ask, if a skep-
tical agent is confronted with a decision problem in which
one action option does dominate or superdominate all others,
would it bring her out of her skepticism—would it lead her
to believe that in the situation she faces there is a reason for
her to take one action over another, and thus that there are
some irreducibly normative truths? I introduce such a deci-
sion problem in Sect. 4.
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3.2 Beardsley’s Wager-Based Argument

Beardsley defends an argument that he calls Parfit’s wager.
The argument combines premises from Parfit (2011, p. 619)
with a principle Beardsley calls the normative superdomi-
nance principle. The normative superdominance principle
relies on the concept of superdominance, which Beardsley
defines as follows:

“A course of behaviour ‘normatively superdominates’
all possible alternative courses of behaviour if and only
if (1) the normatively best possible outcome associated
with this behaviour is normatively better than any of
the possible outcomes associated with the alternatives,
(2) the normatively worst (or least normatively good)
possible outcome associated with this behaviour is
normatively equal to or better than the normatively
best possible outcome associated with any of the alter-
natives, and (3) the normatively worst possible out-
come associated with each one of the alternatives is
normatively worse than the normatively worst possible
outcome associated with this behaviour.” (2022, 417)

If action option (A) superdominates the other options, then
it is also the case that (A) dominates the other options; that
(A) (and no other action) is associated with the best possible
outcome; and that the worst outcome associated with (A) is
better than the worst outcomes associated with each other
possible action option. Thus, an action that superdominates
would also be recommended by the decision theory princi-
ples of dominance, maximax and maximin.’
The normative superdominance (NS) principle states:

(NS) “If a course of behaviour (such as a forming a
belief) normatively superdominates all possible alter-
native courses of behaviour (such as forming a con-
trary belief, or suspending belief), we have at least
some normative reason to engage in this behaviour
(such as by forming the belief).” (2022, 417)

The Parfit’s wager argument that Beardsley develops draws
on the following passage from Parfit (2011, p. 619):

“If we believe that there are some irreducibly norma-
tive truths, we might be believing what we ought to
believe. If there are such truths, one of these truths
would be that we ought to believe that there are such
truths. If instead we believe that there are no such
truths, we could not be believing what we ought to

° The maximax principle says choose the action option associated
with the best possible outcome; the maximin principle says choose
the action option which is such that the worst outcome associated
with it is better than the worst outcome associated with any other
action option.
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believe. If there were no such truths, there would be
nothing that we ought to believe. Since

(D) it might be true that we ought to believe that there
are some irreducibly normative truths,

and

(E) it could not be true that we ought not to have this
belief,

we can conclude that

(F) we have unopposed reasons or apparent reasons to
believe that there are such truths,

so that

(G) this is what, without claiming certainty, we ought
rationally to believe.”

Beardsley’s version of the Parfit’s wager argument is as
follows:

“1. Believing that there are some irreducibly normative
truths normatively superdominates not believing that
there are such truths

2. If a behaviour normatively superdominates all pos-
sible alternatives, we have at least some normative
reason to engage in this behaviour (NS)

3. Therefore, we have at least some normative reason
to believe that there are some irreducibly normative
truths

4. Therefore, there are some normative reasons

5. If there are some normative reasons, there are some
irreducibly normative reasons

6. Therefore, there are some irreducibly normative
truths.” (2022, 419)

The decision problem that accompanies this argument is
depicted below (in Table 3). Outcomes (4—6) are norma-
tively neutral. In outcome (1), Beardsley claims, we believe
what we ought to believe; hence outcome (1) is better than
(2), in which we believe what we ought not to believe, or (3),
in which we fail to believe what we ought to believe. As a
result, action (A) superdominates (B) and (C).

Would Beardsley’s version of the Parfit’s wager argument
cause a normative Pyrrhonian skeptic to lose her skepticism?
There are at least two stumbling blocks. One is the first
premise—the claim that (A) superdominates (B) and (C).
This premise relies on Parfit’s claim, “If there are [irreduc-
ibly normative] truths, one of these truths would be that we
ought to believe that there are such truths” (2011, 619). This
claim is important for the argument: it is in virtue of this
that outcome (1) is normatively better than outcome (2) and
outcome (3), and consequently that (A) superdominates (B)
and (C). Yet from the perspective of the skeptical agent, who
has suspended belief on which substantive normative claims
would be true if any were, the truth of Parfit’s claim is not
obvious. There is an open possibility, from the perspective
of the skeptic, that there exist irreducibly normative truths,

yet none of them is that agents ought to believe that there
are such truths.'” Because of this, the familiar “many-gods”
type of problem reappears: Beardsley’s normative matrix
can be revised to split the “There are some irreducibly nor-
mative truths” condition into multiple conditions; in some
of the conditions, (A) does not lead to the outcome that we
“Believe what we ought to believe”—it may instead lead
to the (worse) outcome that we “Believe what we ought
not to believe.” As a result, the skeptic would not accept
Beardsley’s first premise—she would not believe that (A)
superdominates the other options. This alone has the result
that the normative Pyrrhonian skeptic will not follow the
Parfit’s wager argument, as it stands, to reach a belief in the
conclusion that there are some irreducibly normative truths.

Premise 2, the normative superdominance principle (NS),
may also be a stumbling block, but this is perhaps less clear.
Even if it is not strictly speaking a substantive normative
claim'! nor a claim about what substantive normative claims
would be true if any were, NS appears to me to be a norma-
tive claim on which a normative Pyrrhonian skeptic will
have suspended judgment. To see why, it is perhaps help-
ful to consider whether the skeptic would believe in other
possible decision principles, such as a comparable version
of the dominance principle, DP: if an action dominates all
other possible actions, one has at least some normative
reason to choose that action, or the principle of maximiz-
ing expected value, MEV: if an action maximizes expected
value, one has at least some normative reason to choose
that action. 1 would expect a normative Pyrrhonian skeptic

10 The agent has not ruled out peculiar possibilities such as the fol-
lowing: In the ideal world trajectory, the agent would make as much
of the world as purple as possible over the course of their lifetime,
while never believing that there are normative truths. This ideal world
trajectory is possible but unlikely to come about—if it does it is by
improbable accident and not due to any decisions on the part of the
agent. A non-ideal but still relatively good world trajectory is one
where the agent discovers this fact about the ideal world early in their
life, and they go to a hypnotist to ensure that for the rest of their life
they are motivated to make the world as purple as possible, while not
believing that there are normative truths.

In this scenario, where there are some irreducibly normative truths,
it is not exactly right to say that one of these truths is that the agent
ought to believe that there are such truths.

"' 1f we employ Parfit’s (2011, p. 343) characterization of substantive
normative claims, NS is not obviously a substantive normative claim.
Parfit (2011, p. 343) presents normative claims as substantive (and
positive) when the claims “state or imply that, when something has
certain natural properties, this thing has some other, different, norma-
tive property” and “are significant, because we might disagree with
them, or they might tell us something we didn’t already know.” As
a reviewer observes, NS states that if an action has the property of
superdominance, then the action has the property of being such that
one has at least some normative reason to take that action. Whereas
the second property is normative, the first property—superdomi-
nance—is plausibly not a purely natural, non-normative property.
Thanks to the anonymous reviewer for emphasizing this point.
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Table 3 Beardsley’s normative
matrix

There are some irreducibly normative truths

There are no irreduc-
ibly normative truths

(A) Believe that there are
some irreducibly norma-
tive truths

(B) Believe that there are
no irreducibly normative
truths

(C) Suspend belief

(1) Believe what we ought to believe

(2) Believe what we ought not to believe

(3) Fail to believe what we ought to believe

(4) Normatively neutral

(5) Normatively neutral

(6) Normatively neutral

to have suspended judgment on these principles, if only
due to the extensive disagreement in decision theory about
which decision principle should be applied in cases where
DP recommends something different than the principle of
maximizing expected value (e.g., in Newcomb’s problem).
Is there something special about NS that sets it apart from
other decision principles, making it less contentious? An
anonymous reviewer suggests that NS might in fact be a con-
ceptual truth, such that it would be accepted by the norma-
tive Pyrrhonian skeptic if only she has an adequate grasp on
the relevant normative concepts. If the reviewer is right, this
may point to a rational route out of skepticism for the norma-
tive Pyrrhonian skeptic. I remain unsure, though, whether
NS is a conceptual truth. Even if it is not, I nonetheless think
that when paired with a different decision problem, it may
bring the normative Pyrrhonian out of their skepticism in a
non-rational manner. I will return to these potential routes
out of skepticism in Sect. 5.

In the next section, I present a decision problem closely
linked to those that Kahane, Parfit, and Beardsley discuss. I
label this problem the normativity wager for skeptics. How-
ever, I do not use it as the basis for an argument leading to
a conclusion about the existence of irreducibly normative
reasons or truths. I put the decision problem to a different
purpose. If prompted to consider the normativity wager deci-
sion problem, I claim that a normative Pyrrhonian skeptic
will acquire a motivation to attempt to act in accordance
with any normative reasons to which she might be subject.
The skeptical agent will wager on normativity, even if she
maintains her skepticism. In addition, as I will discuss in
Sect. 5, consideration of the wager may lead her to lose her
skepticism.

4 The Normativity Wager for Skeptics
A normative skeptic who finds herself entertaining the

question of normative nihilism or the question of whether
there are some irreducibly normative truths faces a practical
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question about what, if anything, to do next.'? In particular,
for as long as the agent remains in a state of suspended belief
with regard to these questions, she faces a practical question
about whether to attempt to comply with any decisive, cat-
egorical, irreducibly normative reasons to which she might
be subject, or to not attempt this.

The decision problem may be depicted as in Table 4.
From here on out, I will use the term ‘reason’ to stand in for
‘decisive, categorical, irreducibly normative reason.’

When a normative Pyrrhonian skeptic considers this
problem, I claim that they will become motivated to take
action (A). Why? Action (A) exhibits two interesting prop-
erties, either of which would suffice to produce the motiva-
tion to take (A). One is the property of superdominance.'?
The second is what I will call the property of sole possible
value. I do not claim that the agent will decide to select (A)
on the basis of a reason that she believes herself to have; I
claim only that upon considering the decision problem, the
agent—without necessarily ceasing to be a skeptic—will
acquire a motivation to (A).

Let us examine the action options and states of the world
in this problem. The agent has suspended belief on the sub-
stance of what she would have reason to do if there were
anything that she had reason to do. What, then, is involved in
action (A)—attempting to comply with any reasons to which
she may be subject—given that she does not have a belief
about what those reasons would be and remains uncertain
about whether any such reasons exist? Human agents can
form a motivation to take an action, without a fully elab-
orated picture of what is involved in the execution of the
action, and without being certain that they can achieve the

12 This practical question bears a connection to what has been
labeled the “now what question” in the literature on moral error the-
ory. There, a practical problem arises for the agent that has commit-
ted to moral error theory: namely, “what to do with moral discourse”
(Kalf 2018, p. 159-160). The immediate practical problem faced by
the normative Pyrrhonian skeptic, though, is not limited to what to do
with moral discourse but is much more general.

13 Henceforth I will refer to Beardsley’s property of “normative
superdominance” as simply “superdominance,” for simplicity.
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Table 4 The normativity wager for normative Pyrrhonian skeptics

(I) There is at least (IT) There are no
one reason to which I reasons to which I am
am subject subject

(A) Attempt to [@)) 3)
comply with any
reasons to which I
may be subject

(B) Do not attempt 2) )
to comply with any
reasons to which I
may be subject

action.!* In this case, the agent will acquire the motivation
to attempt to act in accordance with any reasons to which
she might be subject, even though she lacks a full picture of
what that entails. The skeptic remains open to a broad range
of possibilities: it may be that what there is reason for the
agent to do is to maximize her own happiness during the
year that she is 23; to act in accordance with Bible teach-
ings; to never look at hedgehogs in the light of the moon;
or to make the surface of the earth as purple as possible,
etc. One may think of a motivation to take action (A) as a
motivation to act rightly de dicto without a belief that there
is something that would be right for one to do. In Sect. 5, I
will comment on what further motivations the agent would
be likely to acquire, and further actions she would be likely
to take, after acquiring a motivation to (A).

I claim that (A) superdominates (and thus also dominates)
(B). Furthermore, (A) is the only action associated with an
outcome of any value. I call this the property of sole possible
value (SPV). One can imagine an agent that does not comply
with the decision principles of dominance, maximax, maxi-
min, or superdominance, but only selects actions if they have
the property of SPV'3:

The SPV decision procedure: If, within one’s set of
action options, (A) is associated with at least one out-
come of value, and no other action is associated with
any outcome of value, choose (A).'6

This could alternately be presented as a decision principle
with a structure like NS or DP:

4 Although some think that one cannot attempt to take an action one
believes to be impossible, I take it that such people allow that one can
attempt to take an action when one is merely uncertain about whether
one can achieve the action.

15 If no action has the property of SPV, the agent does not select any
action.

16 This simple decision procedure could also be implemented by a
computer or non-human animal.

The SPV principle: If, within one’s set of action
options, (A) is associated with at least one outcome
of value, and no other action is associated with any
outcome of value, one has at least some normative
reason to (A).

I expect it will be rare for an agent to face a problem in
which she could apply the principle of SPV. Nonetheless,
the principle is interesting because if superdominance is a
more minimal normative assumption than dominance, SPV
is a more minimal assumption still. Furthermore, detect-
ing the property of SPV requires fewer cognitive resources:
ascertaining that an action in a decision problem has the
property of SPV requires only that one registers the presence
or absence of value in each possible outcome; by contrast,
ascertaining that an action in a decision problem superdomi-
nates requires not only that one registers the presence or
absence of value in each outcome but also that one compares
whether the values of some outcomes are higher or lower
than the values of other outcomes.

Why think that (A) superdominates and has the prop-
erty of SPV? Outcomes (3) and (4), as in Beardsley’s and
Kahane’s decision matrices, are not the sort of thing that
have value. As I will argue below, in a condition where there
are no reasons to which the agent is subject, none of the out-
comes in that condition have an associated value. Outcome
(1) is better than outcome (2). I will argue that in the condi-
tion where there is at least one reason to which the agent
is subject, it is better if the agent responds to the wager by
attempting to comply with any reasons to which she is sub-
ject, than if the agent does not attempt this. I claim, further,
that there is no value associated with outcome (2).

Why does the “many-gods”-type objection not arise for
this problem? For (1) to be better than (2) it must be the
case that for any set of reasons to which the agent might
be subject, taking action (A) rather than (B) (at the deci-
sion moment in question) will be more conducive to the
agent’s compliance with those reasons. Were this assumption
to not hold, Table 4’s characterization of the states of the
world would be inadequate: there would be some possible
conditions where (B) would produce better outcomes than
(A), and (A) would not dominate (nor superdominate) (B);
nor would (A) possess the property of SPV. I claim that
this assumption holds. For any set of reasons to which the
agent could possibly be subject, responding to the wager by
doing (A) rather than (B) will be more conducive to acting in
accordance with the reasons one is subject. I suppose that a
behavior may be conducive to the agent acting in accordance
with the reasons to which they are subject by increasing the
extent to which the agent acts in accordance with the reasons
or increasing the probability that the agent acts in accord-
ance with one or more of the reasons.
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One might doubt that the assumption holds because one
is worried about peculiar situations such as the following:
there is a demon that determines what (if anything) is of
value and what (if anything) the agent has reason to do; the
demon fixes things so that the world will go better if the
agent does (B). Would this be a situation in which outcome
(2) is better than (1)? Let us first consider whether this case
is an instance of condition I—the condition in which the
agent is subject to at least one reason. It might appear that
there is reason for the agent to do something in this situa-
tion: namely, to choose (B). However, in such a situation,
although the world will go better if the agent does (B), the
demon has not thereby made it the case that there is reason
for the agent to do (B). It is true that the world would go
better if someone knocked the agent out and prevented her
from forming the motivation to do (A)—thereby causing her
to do (B). But there is no decisional route by which an agent
could select (B). Imagine that having been informed about
what world she is in, the agent comes to believe that it would
be better if she does (B) than if she does (A), she spontane-
ously comes to believe that there is a reason for her to (B),
and, on the basis of this belief she decides to do (B).!” Via
this cognitive process, the agent will have thereby already
performed action (A)—she will have made an attempt to act
in accordance with the reason to which she now believes she
is subject. (Given the demon’s decree, her response will have
already made the world worse.) In this peculiar situation,
the agent is subject to no reasons, because there is nothing
the agent could decide to do that would make the world go
better. Contrary to what one might have thought, the agent
in this situation is not in condition I but rather condition II.

To reinforce this point, consider the following hypotheti-
cal world, involving a capricious god that determines what
is valuable. The capricious god has fixed value in the world
so that the world goes best if someone (anyone) constructs
a building resembling the Eiffel Tower in Australia. If no
one does this, the world has gone in the worst possible
way. Nothing else matters. Our agent is located on a remote
island in the Atlantic, with no means of travel and no way
of communicating or assisting the people in Australia. By
stipulation, nothing the agent could possibly do will have
an influence on whether the Australian Eiffel Tower is built.
Although this world can go better or worse, there is nothing
the agent can do to influence how well it goes. Consequently,
in the peculiar world of the capricious god, our agent is in
condition II: subject to no reasons.'® Because of the way in

17 Note that in this scenario the agent will have ceased to be a skep-
tic.

18 C.f. Streumer’s arguments for the claim that “There can only be
a reason for a person to perform an action if this person can perform
this action” (2018, p. 233).
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which the capricious god has fixed what is valuable in the
world, there is nothing that could be gained or lost via any
of the agent’s decisions (or behaviors, more generally). If the
agent happens to behave in accordance with (B) because it
never occurs to her to attempt to act in accordance with any
reasons to which she might be subject, nothing is gained or
lost; likewise, if she is motivated to do (A) or if she choses
to do (A) (e.g., on the basis of a false belief that there is a
reason for her to do (A)), nothing is gained or lost.

My condition II (There are no reasons to which I am sub-
Jject) diverges somewhat from the corresponding conditions
presented by Beardsley (There are no irreducibly norma-
tive truths) and Kahane (Nothing matters). This is because
the practical question that the normative Pyrrhonian skeptic
faces is not a question of curiosity about what exists, but the
very pressing question of what to do next. As in Kahane’s
and Beardsley’s decision matrices, though, the outcomes of
condition II are beyond value. If the building of a mock
Eiffel Tower would be valuable, but (by stipulation) there is
nothing the agent can possibly do to aid that effort, this fact
has no implications for what there is reason for the agent to
do. For the purpose of making decisions about what to do,
an agent in the world of the evil demon or the capricious
god might as well be in a world of no irreducibly normative
truths or a world where nothing matters—it is still the case
that the outcomes associated with condition II are beyond
value, because of the fact that none of the actions the agent
can take will affect how well the world goes.

So, there are some possible worlds, which one might
think supply an instance where outcome (2) is better than
(1), but which in fact turn out to be worlds where the agent
is subject to no reasons. These cases thus do not produce
the “many-gods”-type objection—they introduce no condi-
tion where choosing action (B) is associated with a better
outcome than choosing action (A).

Now let us consider a possible counterexample that is
slightly more complex: the extended-duration evil demon
world. In this world, value is fixed by an evil demon in the
following way. The best world trajectory is one in which at
T,, when the agent considers the wager, the agent does (B),
and then at each subsequent moment, the agent also does
not attempt to comply with any reasons to which she might
be subject. The worst trajectory is one in which the agent
does (A) at T, and then at each subsequent moment the
agent continues to attempt to comply with any reasons to
which she might be subject. There are many trajectories of
intermediate value: the greater the number of moments in
which agent is not attempting to comply with any reasons
to which she might be subject, the better the trajectory of
the world. Now, suppose the agent is informed that this
is the condition she is in. As in the first evil demon case
discussed, at T, the agent forms a motivation to (B) and
thereby does (A). This is not a good start, but as we have
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discussed, at T, the agent cannot choose to do anything
better. However, after T, the world may still go better or
worse, and the agent’s choices can influence how well it
goes. If the agent recognizes this, and does some further
instrumental reasoning, she may decide at, say, Ts, to take
an action that will prevent her at each subsequent moment
from attempting to comply with any reasons to which she
is subject. For instance, she may decide at Ts to take a
drug that causes her henceforth to cease to engage in prac-
tical reasoning. This is a better world trajectory than the
one in which at every moment she is attempting to comply
with any reasons to which she might be subject. In the
extended-duration evil demon world, then, the agent is
subject to some reasons: over time, there are some actions
that the agent could choose to take that would affect how
well the world goes. The agent in this world is in condi-
tion L.

Does the extended-duration evil demon world supply a
counterexample to the claim that with regard to any set of
reasons to which the agent might be subject, taking action
(A) rather than (B) (at T,)) will be more conducive to the
agent’s compliance with those reasons? No. The world tra-
Jectory that the agent initiates at T is not the best possible
trajectory—the world would have gone better if someone
had knocked out the agent at T_; Nonetheless, it is still the
case that if this is the world where the normative Pyrrhonian
skeptic unknowingly happens to be, she is more likely to act
in accordance with more of the reasons to which she is sub-
jectif she does (A) at T, If she were to respond to the wager
problem by doing (B)—not for a reason (since I have argued
that it is not possible to choose to do (B) at T, for a reason),
but, say, on a whim—she makes herself no more likely to
act in accordance with the reasons to which she is subject
than if she had never considered the wager at all. It is only
by attempting to act in accordance with any reasons to which
she might be subject that the agent can increase the prob-
ability that she will act in accordance with those reasons.

In sum, in worlds where the agent is subject to at least
some reasons, at T, regardless of the set of reasons to which
an agent is subject, doing (A) is more conducive to acting
in accordance with the reasons to which the agent is subject
than doing (B). As a result, outcome 1 is better than outcome
2. In fact, outcome 2 involves no value at all—it is only by
doing (A) that the agent can increase the extent to which she
acts in accordance with the reasons to which she is subject or
the probability that she acts in accordance with the reasons.
Consequently, (A) is the only action option associated with
an outcome of any value (outcome 1). Thus, (A) has the
property of SPV, and (A) superdominates (B).

I have argued that in the normativity wager decision
problem, (A) superdominates (B) and has the property of
SPV. What are the implications of this for how the skep-
tic will respond to the decision problem, given that she has

suspended belief on any associated normative decision prin-
ciples? When confronted by a decision problem in which
one action superdominates or where one action has the
property of SPV, I propose that any human agent, including
the skeptical agent, will acquire the motivation to choose
that action. This is so, even for the normative Pyrrhonian
skeptic, because of the action-selection and decision-making
capacities that humans possess independent of their capacity
for practical rationality. Many of these capacities are shared
with non-human animals. I expect that while she remains in
a state of skepticism, the agent’s unendorsed, default rea-
soning processes and inclinations will determine how she
reasons and acts. As a result, I suspect that (A)’s posses-
sion of either of the properties of superdominance or SPV
would suffice to motivate the agent to (A). Furthermore,
given that the SPV principle is more cognitively basic than
the superdominance principle (or even the dominance prin-
ciple), I am inclined to think that even if the agent were not
disposed to act in accordance with the principles of super-
dominance or dominance, she would still tend to comply
with the principle of SPV. I would go so far as to propose
that there is a universal psychological mechanism—across
biological agents capable of representing value—such that if
the agent perceives one action option as associated with pos-
sible value and another option as offering no possible value,
and she perceives these as being the full set of options, then
the agent will be motivated or otherwise disposed to take
the first action.

What I have in mind here is a very minimal notion of
value and possible value, and capacity for representing
such, which can also be possessed by non-human animals,
such as birds engaging in optimal foraging behavior. As the
bird considers where to go, something in their cognition is
responsive to information bearing on which possible desti-
nations possibly offer something the bird represents as of
value. In these species, I expect that in the same way we
sometimes find behavior plausibly produced by a decision
procedure implementing something resembling the principle
of maximizing expected value or the principle of dominance,
we will also find that organisms are similarly disposed to act
in accordance with the principle of SPV.

Let me emphasize that I do not assume that the principles
of superdominance, dominance, or SPV are true, nor that our
agent believes them to be true. An agent can believe that one
option dominates another, and can be inclined to choose the
dominant option, without assenting to a principle of domi-
nance—without believing that she has a reason to follow a
principle of dominance. Furthermore, my own conclusion is
not that there is a reason for the agent to do (A). My claim is
that if the skeptical agent considers the wager in a sustained
way, without being distracted away from it, she will acquire
a motivation to (A).
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5 Implications: Further Motivations
and Beliefs

We can now turn to the question of whether consideration
of the wager would prompt a skeptic not only to acquire a
motivation to (A) but also to cease to be a skeptic, because
she has acquired a substantive normative belief.

First let us consider the possibility suggested by a
reviewer, as mentioned in Sect. 3, that NS (or, indeed, the
principle of SPV) might in fact be a conceptual truth, such
that it would be accepted by the normative Pyrrhonian
skeptic if only she had an adequate grasp on the relevant
normative concepts.'® Suppose this is so, that one or both
of these are conceptual truths. Then, the normativity wager
may supply a rational route out of skepticism. If the skeptic
would sufficiently reflect on the NS principle and the con-
cepts that constitute it—normative superdominance, pos-
sible courses of behavior, normative reason, normatively
better, and so on—and obtain an adequate understanding
of the principle, she would come to form a belief in NS.
Likewise for the SPV principle, and adequate reflection on
and understanding of the concepts of value, action options,
normative reason, and so on. With a belief in the principle of
NS or SPV, and confronted with the normativity wager—a
situation in which (A) possesses both the property of super-
dominance and sole possible value—the agent would likely
be inclined to (rationally) form a number of substantive nor-
mative beliefs.”” One normative belief she might acquire is
belief in the proposition that g: There is reason for me to
(A). Another normative belief she might acquire is belief in
the proposition that p: There is at least one reason to which
I am subject. Since I am currently unsure about whether
NS and SPV are conceptual truths, though, I remain unsure
about this argument.

19 Why might someone think the principles of NS or SPV are con-
ceptual truths? One might think that these propositions bear at least
some of the marks that Cuneo and Shafer-Landau (2014) take to
indicate that we are in the neighborhood of a conceptual truth. Such
marks include: (1) “p is, if true, necessarily true” (407); (2) p pos-
sesses “framework status, fixing the boundaries as to what counts as
a type of subject matter” (407); (3) “p’s denial would tend to evoke
bewilderment among those competent with its constituent concepts”
(407-408)—though p need not be obvious; and (4) “p is knowable
a priori, simply by adequately understanding its constituent concepts
and their relations to one another” (408). With regard to (2), per-
haps NS and SPV help fix the boundaries of normativity, such that
one is not engaging in normative discourse if one rejects NS or SPV.
Whereas 1 do think that these marks apply to the proposition that if
there are any normative reasons, there are some categorical, irreduc-
ibly normative reasons, it is not yet clear to me that these marks apply
to NS or SPV. A reviewer, however, suggests that they might.

20 Note that the normativity wager is required, in place of Beard-
sley’s normative matrix, to supply a decision problem where NS or
SPV applies.
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There are also at least two ways that contemplation of the
normativity wager can (non-rationally) bring an agent out
of normative Pyrrhonian skepticism. First, contemplation
of the decision problem might produce a condition where it
appears to the agent that there is a reason for her to (A).?!
This perception can then cause the agent to believe that
g, rendering the agent non-skeptical. Second, if the agent
believes that believing p would make her more likely to do
whatever she might have reason to do, this would produce a
motivation to seek to acquire the belief that p, regardless of
any evidence she possesses bearing on the truth-value of p.
Such a motivation would be rooted in the agent’s motivation
to do whatever she has reason to do, rather than in a motiva-
tion to pursue the truth; in this sense, the agent’s acquisi-
tion of the belief that p would be pragmatic. Like Pascal’s
subject, who wagers on the existence of god and attempts to
cause herself to acquire a belief in god by engaging in reli-
gious practices and associating with religious people (Hack-
ing 1972, p. 188), the agent might take steps such as living
as if p is true, surrounding herself with people who believe
in irreducibly normative reasons, etc. Regardless, if via this
pragmatic process the agent successfully acquires the belief
that p, the agent will have ceased to be a normative skeptic.

However, it is not inevitable that contemplation of the
normativity wager will bring an agent out of skepticism. An
agent may contemplate the wager and acquire a motivation
to do (A), yet not have the perception that there is a reason
to do (A). In such a case, she will not be led by perception
to acquire the belief that g, nor any other normative belief.
Likewise, if an agent does not believe that believing p makes
her more likely to comply with any reasons to which she is
subject, the pragmatic route to belief in p that was described
above will also not proceed.

I have argued that after consideration of the normativity
wager, the skeptical agent will be motivated to do (A). This
is so regardless of what she believes about the probability of
p.2? Furthermore, consideration of the wager, and subsequent
acquisition of a motivation to (A), could sfop an agent from
inquiring further into the question of whether p is true. If the
agent believes that possession of a true belief about p will not
affect her probability of complying with whatever reasons to
which she is subject, if any, I expect she will not pursue the
question of whether p any further. If the agent is unsure about
how possession of a true belief about p would affect her prob-
ability of complying with whatever reasons to which she is
subject, whether she pursues further inquiry into p will depend

2! I do not mean “appears” here (or “perceives” in the next sentence)
in a factive sense; I mean only something about the agent’s phenom-
enological experience.

22 T assume she does not put the probability of p at 0, in virtue of
being a Pyrrhonian skeptic.



A Normativity Wager for Skeptics

on her other beliefs, including beliefs about what will make her
most likely to comply with any reasons to which she is subject.

This brings me to the topic of what other motivations
we can expect the agent to acquire, after having acquired
a motivation to (A). The agent’s motivation to do (A), in
combination with her non-normative beliefs about the world,
may prompt her to acquire a number of further motivations,
including the following:

(a) A motivation to attempt to ascertain the substance of
what she would have reason to do if she were subject
to reasons. | expect the agent to acquire this motivation
if the agent believes that, in general, an agent is more
likely to accomplish some particular task if the agent
attempts to do that particular task—if the agent’s rep-
resentation of the task she is attempting to achieve is
more fully specified.

(b) A motivation to attempt to ascertain the means to
achieve what she would have reason to do if she were
subject to reasons. | expect the agent to acquire this
motivation if the agent believes that having true beliefs
about what means will achieve one’s ends makes one
more likely to achieve that end.

(c) Various further instrumental motivations, tied to the
outcomes of (a) and (b)—such as a motivation to stay
in existence long enough to do whatever she has reason
to do; a motivation to acquire the capacities to enable
her to do what she has reason to do in the future; and
motivations with epistemic implications: for instance, if
one believes that a general disposition to seek justified
beliefs would increase one’s probability of doing what-
ever it is one ought to do, one may acquire a motivation
to develop such a disposition.

None of these additional motivations necessarily draw the
skeptic out of her skepticism. Nonetheless, they are inter-
esting because they may produce behavior resembling that
which would be performed by the non-skeptical agent who
believes that there are at least some reasons to which she is
subject.

6 Conclusion

I have argued that the decision problems presented by
Kahane and Beardsley would not suffice to move a norma-
tive Pyrrhonian skeptic from her skepticism, because each
faces an objection equivalent to the “many-gods” objection
to Pascal’s wager. As a result of the “many-gods” issue, in
neither decision problem is there an action option that domi-
nates (or superdominates). However, Kahane’s and Beards-
ley’s arguments raise the question of whether a skeptic con-
fronted with a decision problem that did feature a dominant

(or superdominant) action would be caused to lose her skep-
ticism. I have introduced the normativity wager, as a can-
didate decision problem that does feature a superdominant
(and dominant) action option. In addition, the superdomi-
nant action is the only action associated with an outcome
of any value—it has the property of sole possible value. I
have argued that if a skeptic is confronted with this decision
problem, she will acquire a motivation to act in accordance
with any reasons to which she is subject. She will not neces-
sarily thereby cease to be a skeptic, but there are at least two
indirect routes by which an encounter with the normativity
wager could prompt her to lose her skepticism—namely, via a
perception that she is in a situation in which she is subject to
a reason, or via pragmatic reasoning, in which she becomes
motivated to cause herself to believe that she is subject to at
least some reasons, because she believes that acquisition of
such a belief would be conducive to compliance with any rea-
sons to which she might be subject. Furthermore, depending
on whether NS or SPV are conceptual truths, the combination
of the normativity wager with belief in at least one of these
principles may produce a rational route out of skepticism.

There is an additional way to test my predictions about the
motivations and beliefs of the normative Pyrrhonian skeptic
who encounters the normativity wager. Those readers that
are capable of putting themselves in the position of the nor-
mative Pyrrhonian skeptic may test my claim empirically. To
do so, they must come to believe that if there are any norma-
tive reasons, there are some categorical, irreducibly norma-
tive reasons; they must suspend judgment on whether there
are any normative reasons; and they must suspend judgment
on what the substance of normative reasons would be if there
were any. Having put themselves in this position, they may
then consider the normativity wager. My prediction is that
they will immediately acquire a motivation. I can attest that
this is my experience when I put myself in the position of
the Pyrrhonian normative skeptic. If an agent attempts this
process and does not acquire such a motivation, it may be
that they have failed to successfully put themselves in the
position of the Pyrrhonian normative skeptic; they have mis-
understood or not fully reflected on the wager; or they have
been distracted from the question. If the agent is quite confi-
dent that none of these apply, and they still have not acquired
a motivation, they may have uncovered evidence against my
prediction. In any case, though I do not claim they have a
reason to do so, nor that it is rational to do so, I invite all nor-
mative Pyrrhonian skeptics to consider the wager, because
I both believe and hope that it will prompt them to acquire
the motivation to do (A). I promote the normativity wager,
banking on the assumption that if we are in a world with
irreducibly normative truths, the world is more likely to go
better if normative Pyrrhonian skeptics acquire a motivation
to attempt to act in accordance with any normative reasons
to which they might be subject.
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