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Part 2: The Utility of Truth: Defining Epistemic Values 

 

In this part we come to the main issue of the thesis; the distinction between epistemic and non-

epistemic values. We will start by examining the use of the distinction in informal everyday reasoning and 

in major streams of the philosophy of science. Then we will see how it can be given a formal basis in the 

decision theory framework defended in Part 1. 

Informal Uses of the Distinction 

A basic principle of critical thinking, already in everyday usage in the way people form critical 

judgements about others’ opinions, says that the credibility of a claim can be undermined if we identify a 

motivation that the source would have for the making the claim whether or not the claim is true. Sceptical 

newspaper readers use this pattern of reasoning when reading a wildly enthusiastic review of a new 

satellite television service and connecting this to the fact that the service is owned by the newspaper 

proprietor. Atheists use it when explaining religious beliefs in terms of their potentially comforting nature. 

Religious believers in turn use it when claiming that disbelief relieves the duty of worship and the 

responsibility to respect moral authority. Informal experience suggests that although people seem able to 

use this pattern of reasoning without explicit training, they do tend to use it passively, without actively 

looking for non-epistemic motivations in opinions with which they are in agreement. This would fit a well-

established pattern of how people use other tools of critical thinking (Baron (1990)). 

A motivation for holding or voicing an opinion which still holds irrespective of the truth or other 

epistemic virtues of the opinion is called a non-epistemic value. Hence examples like these illustrate that 

some rudimentary concept of non-epistemic motivation is in informal use. They also illustrate some points 

about the basic logical structure of the patterns of reasoning in the above paragraph. Firstly, arguments 

from non-epistemic motivation undercut rather than rebut other claims. In other words, given a claim that 

H, they give a reason not to take the claim as evidence for H rather than a reason to believe ¬H. Just 

because a claim is motivated independently of its truth does not itself prove the claim false. Another lesson 

is that discovery of a non-epistemic motivation in itself is not sufficient to completely undermine a claim: 

the motivation might not be sufficient to explain the subject’s holding of an opinion, and there might be 

plausible non-epistemic motivations for both agreement and disagreement with a particular position. 

 

Another way to think of non-epistemic motivations is as ulterior motives that are at work when 

people make declarative statements. When someone plays a game of chess, the goal intrinsic to the game, 

of achieving checkmate, may be accompanied by other goals, such as the goal of letting the other person 

win so that they feel superior, or the goal of getting the game over quickly. The effect that these motives 

have on the choice of moves in the game will depend on how the strength of motivation towards them 

compares with the strength of motivation to win. Similarly, someone using language ostensibly to convey 
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information may have other goals deriving from other projects of which that linguistic activity is a part. 

The effect of these motivations on the content of what is said may be minor or major, depending on how 

the strength of their motivation compares to the ostensible motivation to convey truthful and/or useful 

information. Such additional motivations might include gaining popularity with peers, for instance by 

conveying that one has desirable attributes or skills (i.e. boasting) or by conveying that one is part of the 

same group as they are. It may also include pleasing ones superiors by reporting good news, or portraying 

oneself as having desirable qualities of obedience or initiative as appropriate. In certain adversarial 

situations it may be desirable to offer uninformed or unintelligent opinions so as to appear non-threatening, 

or it may be desirable to present contrary opinions to a particular person or group so as to distance oneself 

from them. 

This applies not just to linguistic interaction with other people but to internal linguistic acts; things 

that we affirm or admit to ourselves, such as “I will never drink again.” Framing an idea to oneself in the 

form of a statement brings up its own connotations. In so far as those connotations are rewarding or 

aversive, they provide non-epistemic motivations for or against those particular internal linguistic acts. 

These influences might include aesthetic preferences, defence of self-image, the allaying of anxiety or the 

connotations of a particular linguistic expression (including for example its “catchiness”). 

On some interpretations, religious faith is a non-epistemic motivation, which may be consciously 

recognised as such by the subject and deliberately adopted as a way of promoting a particular form of life, 

for example in reinforcing morally good behaviour. 

Another way to think about non-epistemic motivation is as a special case of a phenomenon that I 

call value bias. This is when a value affects a judgement in a way which is rational and understandable 

from the subject's point of view but which works against normative standards applied to the judgement. For 

example, the status of managers in a big company is evaluated, in part, by how many people they have 

working under them. A manager’s awareness of this fact (along with their preference for high status rather 

than low status) exerts a value bias on decisions about how many people should be employed and so can 

lead to over-manning. This is called a bias because it affects the decision in a way which has nothing to do 

with the merits (in the conventional sense) of any particular staffing level. To take another example, in a 

competitive professional environment, people may be unwilling to admit to gaps in their skills or 

knowledge, which might produce a value bias against the visible, active acquisition of skills or knowledge 

such as volunteering for courses, asking for help and so on. This bias works against these professionals' 

individual or collective improvement in their work. 

In the process of identifying value biases in most situations, we would have to be very clear to 

spell out the normative standard relative to which a particular motivation counts as a bias, and there could 

be plenty of scope for disagreement about which standard applies. The decision of a store manager to boost 

her job’s status by hiring a lot of subordinates might be regarded as 1) a biased decision made by someone 

whose role is to apply people and resources with the maximum economic efficiency or as 2) an unbiased 

decision made by a company whose purpose is to contribute to the community by providing employment. 



Value and Belief, by Martin Poulter, infobomb.org. Adapted from PhD thesis of 2003  

 

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons – Attribution – ShareAlike 3.0 Unported License. 

Author: Martin L. Poulter, infobomb@gmail.com  Page 56 

 

In the context of formation of opinion, there is a well-established set of normative standards 

provided by science and epistemology. Hence we can with justification call motivations that work against 

those standards a “bias”. Motivations that are directed towards those normative standards, for example 

towards honesty, can be called epistemic motivations. It is a nontrivial philosophical task to give a clear 

definition which separates epistemic values from other values, but at least we know that this process must 

be guided by known logical and evidential norms which show what sort of behaviour epistemic values 

should motivate. 

Sociological Approaches 

The concept of epistemic motivation has appeared within both major streams of philosophy of 

science; the socio-historical school which studies science as one of many human activities occurring in a 

cultural context and the purely analytical school which seeks to extract the logical structure of scientific 

inference using abstract formal methods. I take it as significant that the same distinction should come to 

prominence in two camps which have been opposed. Part of the attraction of exploring the distinction is 

because of its potential role as a point of unification of the two views of science. 

The most influential entry of the distinction into modern philosophy of science comes from the 

work of Thomas Kuhn, the most influential of the socio-historical school. In “The Structure of Scientific 

Revolutions” (Kuhn (1970)), Kuhn had discouraged his readers from thinking of scientific theory choice in 

terms of proof, instead seeing it in terms of persuasion of a scientific community. The reasons for this came 

from historical studies of scientific revolutions. Although the retrospective presentation of scientific 

progress in textbooks usually says that a theory was accepted because the evidence for it reached a level of 

(empirical) proof, Kuhn found that this concept of proof was not useful in describing the actual process of 

theory change. One reason is that different participants in a scientific debate may make use of different 

linguistic frameworks, different fundamental ontologies and different ways of interpreting observations, so 

no common language exists in which a single argument or algorithm of theory choice could be framed. The 

crucial aspect of theory change was not so much that of evidence becoming overwhelming but a conceptual 

advance; the development of a fundamentally new way of looking at the problem. Different linguistic 

frameworks may reflect different priorities, interest in different problems and different distinctions, so in 

this way the process of theory choice is traceable to the scientist’s values as well as to the factual evidence. 

Considerations of value also enter because when two viable theories compete for dominance, each 

will usually solve problems that the other cannot. The choice between them hence depends to an extent on 

how a scientist prioritises the different problems; on which inquiries are judged worthwhile. These 

linguistic and motivational complications meant that scientific revolutions could not be described in terms 

of a simple scheme of logical inference. Kuhn went so far as to say they could not be understood 

algorithmically at all. This is a very strong claim, far stronger than that the decision process resists analysis 

by a certain set of algorithms. Counter to this, it has been argued (Laudan (1984), McMullin (1993)) that 

there is no reason why all these factual, methodological and linguistic elements should be expected to 
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change at exactly the same time and that the choice of any one element can be assessed rationally against 

the others. 

Kuhn’s historical perspective on theory choice sees it as emerging from many individual decisions 

to publish, to review or to adopt particular methods of investigation. Hence the values of the individual 

scientists, as well as the battles between conflicting value systems, are seen as crucially relevant. Both 

critics and supporters of Kuhn’s book interpreted this as an attack on the legitimacy of science’s claims to 

objectivity and progress, taking it that if values do play this crucial role then scientific conclusions merely 

reflect personal preference or mob psychology rather than epistemic merits. Supporters accepted Kuhn’s 

points about the nature of theory choice and followed modus ponens to the deflationary view of science. 

Critics followed this inference in reverse, claiming that science obviously does have an objectivity that sets 

it aside from other ways of inquiry and rejecting the antecedent (for example Lakatos (1970)). In later work 

Kuhn attacked this interpretation, and hence both these inferences, at length (e.g. Kuhn (1977)). 

Specifically, he attacked the inference that, because the reasons for a theory choice are dependent on 

subjective values as filtered through a social process, they cannot be good reasons. Kuhn saw the scientific 

community’s choice as, on the whole, picking out theories according to identifiable good reasons. He 

presented five characteristics of a good scientific theory, acknowledging that they are not all independent 

and that others may be involved: 

• accuracy 

• consistency (both internal and with other established knowledge) 

• broadness of scope 

• simplicity 

• fruitfulness (in terms of prompting novel research findings) 

From this perspective, someone who explains theory choice as a process involving individual and 

collective values is not necessarily denying scientific objectivity. On the contrary, in order to defend 

scientific objectivity it might be necessary to bring attention to these core scientific values, and expose 

their fragility in the face of other values imposed by society or by personal idiosyncrasies. When the 

scientific group collectively chooses theories according to these characteristics, it gives us a guide to truth 

which is of course imperfect but is the best that human beings can hope for. 

In a very schematic form, we can set out the dialogue between Kuhn and his readers like this. 

• Kuhn points out that scientific theory choice is best thought of as a choice motivated by 

individual and shared values. 

• Others say that if this is true, then scientific groups are no different from other social groups 

that form opinions and hence we must give up the notion that science is a privileged way of 

acquiring knowledge. 

• Kuhn responds that there is a crucially important difference between decision making in a 

scientific group and in other groups, because we must recognise that some values count as 

scientifically relevant. We can still regard the scientific enterprise as progressing toward truth 
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(and related virtues) because scientists can usually be relied upon to make use of these 

distinctive values in their decisions. 

As an example of the distinction in a sociological context, one may contrast the work of an 

anthropologist in a conventional university with a counterpart in one of the universities or institutes set up 

by religious leaders to defend their doctrine. The former wants to find out how it was human beings came 

about, whereas the latter has been told that human beings came about in a specific way, and works to find 

justifications of that particular position. This is what I understand by the distinction between epistemic and 

non-epistemic values, this terminology being introduced by McMullin (1982). Of course, real scientists are 

often far from purely epistemic in their motivations. They can be subject to emotional biases that affect 

how they carry out or report their work. Social or political factors, such as pressure from a funding body or 

the prevailing political situation may cause them to value a particular opinion as opposed to its competitors. 

The important point is that the concept of epistemic motivation captures what we think of as an essential 

element of genuine scientific inquiry. 

In the psychological literature, Kunda (1990) seems to be on the same track when she defines two 

ways in which motivation can affect the formation and maintenance of beliefs. She distinguishes accuracy 

goals, i.e. being motivated to find out the truth about an issue, from directional goals, meaning motivation 

to defend a particular position while maintaining an illusion of objectivity. 

In terms of McMullin’s distinction, we can express a principle called the value neutrality thesis. 

This is the idea that non-epistemic values are bad for science and that human projects are scientific in so far 

as they overcome non-epistemic values in favour of motivation by epistemic values. Despite its initial 

plausibility, the value neutrality thesis has drawn attacks which have discredited it in the eyes of many 

philosophers of science. Later on (in “Attacks on the Value Neutrality Thesis” in Part 4) we will be 

examining these attacks and defending the value neutrality thesis against them. 

Longino (1990) introduced the distinction between the constitutive values of a scientific inquiry 

and contextual values. Longino’s distinction is slightly different from McMullin’s in that, whereas 

epistemic values are necessarily legitimate and non-epistemic values necessarily illegitimate, the values 

that are constitutive of a particular scientific enquiry might not necessarily be normative. For example, a 

piece of research may be done, interpreted or published so as to reinforce sexist stereotypes, in which case 

the constitutive values are not ones that we should approve of as proper (Rolin (1998)). 

 

Interestingly for the current project, Kuhn (1977) suggested that his system could be combined 

with Bayesianism. Earman (1992) spells out what a combination would involve, with the consequence that 

the analytical and socio-historical philosophies of science can be integrated. 

“A shotgun marriage of the two Toms could be arranged [by taking] Bayes to supply 

the probabilities, Kuhn to supply the values or utilities, and then we could apply the rule of 

maximising expected utility to render a decision on theory choice.” (p. 192) 

A decision-theoretic reconstruction of Kuhn’s work on scientific values would constitute a 

convergence of the analytic and socio-historical schools of philosophy of science, and such a convergence 
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is argued for further in Part 4. Earman, however, goes on to dismiss this prospect for two reasons. He 

claims that it “would involve the pretence that the accepted theory T is true even though one’s degree of 

belief in T is less than 1.” Decision theorists can disagree. As defined in Part 1 and in some of the literature 

on theory choice examined later in this Part, acceptance of H means that the act of asserting H is preferred 

to competing linguistic acts such as the denial of H. Assertion can therefore be tentative and revocable. 

Since acceptance involves no connotation of setting a probability to one, there is no pretence involved in 

accepting something whose probability is less than one. Earman makes his claim because, in his purely 

probabilistic conception of Bayesian confirmation theory, he does not respect the belief/opinion distinction. 

Earman goes on to claim that the Kuhnian must also disapprove of this shotgun marriage, 

“because the efficacy of his values in no way depends upon the truth of the theories, so estimates of the 

probable truth of theories are irrelevant to Kuhnian theory choice.” “In no way depends,” is too strong a 

phrase: properties of a theory such as fecundity or accuracy may be logically independent of the theory’s 

truth, but they can still be very good inductive reasons for accepting the theory. It is fallacious to argue that 

because scientists do not accept a theory because of its truth, they do not accept it because of 

considerations which justify a high degree of confidence in the theory. In Part Four of this thesis, we will 

look at some of the literature on inductive logic which argues that the epistemic virtues identified by Kuhn 

are confirmatory virtues, and hence that someone choosing a theory for its Kuhnian virtues can indeed be 

seen as choosing a theory because of its probable truth. 

When responding to the widespread interpretation of “The Structure of Scientific Revolutions” as 

anti-science, Kuhn explicitly put the idea that his theory could be combined with Bayesian confirmation 

theory. Despite Earman’s objections, this is acceptable and perhaps desirable to both the decision theorist 

and the sociologist of science. 

Analytical Approaches 

In the analytical stream of philosophy of science there has been a succession of attempts to 

present, in terms of decision theory, a scientifically ideal agent and to derive interesting features of the 

hypothetical agent’s behaviour. The purpose is usually to demonstrate sufficient conditions for an attitude 

to be scientific (including the Levi and Maher work considered in the next paragraphs as well as the 

Hintikka and Pietarinen (1966), Hesse (1974) and Bernardo (1979) work considered later in the thesis). 

The task of identifying necessary conditions for an attitude to be scientific is exemplified by Adams and 

Rosenkrantz (1980). Three specific examples of the former approach are worth explaining here. 

That truth can meaningfully be given utility in the context of a decision theory analysis was 

illustrated in Levi (1962, 1967). Levi considers a situation in which we have two hypotheses (H1 and H2) 

and two acts: we can accept H1 or accept H2. In the context of this decision it is obvious how to attach a 

value to true belief: set the utility to 1 where the accepted hypothesis is the true one and 0 where it is false. 

As Levi notes, any other numbers could be used so long as all truths have the same utility, all falsity has 

the same utility and truth has a greater utility than falsity. Levi then goes on to consider larger groups of 
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hypotheses, and also the act of withholding opinion. It may seem superficially that this approach trivially 

solves the problem of how to give a utility to truth. In actual fact, it brings up some serious problems, as we 

shall see in Part 3 under “The Value of Being Informative”. 

Maher (1993) presents a very detailed account of the application of epistemic utilities to 

hypotheses about numerical values, such as the charge on the electron. In his system, scientists can be 

thought of as accepting statements of the form, “The value lies between x1 and x2.” Which interval is 

accepted depends on two cognitive utilities. Firstly, the scientist values verisimilitude; proximity to truth. 

The verisimilitude of a statement, given a state of the world, is, in crude terms, its distance from the truth 

(in whatever sense the scientist is using). The second cognitive utility is informativeness: The more specific 

the statement, the more useful it is. According to Maher’s model, any scientist’s conclusion is guided by a 

tug-of-war between these two values: verisimilitude favours a broad interval while informativeness favours 

small intervals. 

Here the scientific ideal is not a single value but a range. If the experimental results indicate that 

the charge on the electron is most likely to be x, then a scientist with values at one end of Maher’s range 

will accept a point value, i.e. an interval of zero length. This scientist’s conclusion will be that the charge 

on the electron is x, even though the probability of it taking exactly that point value is zero. Scientists at the 

other end of the scale will be maximally cautious, concluding that the charge on the electron is somewhere 

between minus-infinity and infinity. A set of values between these two points on the spectrum will lead to a 

finite range of values being adopted, for example that the charge is x plus or minus ten percent. There is no 

uniquely scientific balance of Maher’s two utilities, and this suggests that some historical disagreements 

between scientists could be better understood in terms of different weightings that they give to the two 

factors. Maher acknowledges that the way informativeness and verisimilitude are quantified could depend 

on the inquiry and on the scientist. As he says, economists studying decisions about money are not obliged 

to take any one function as the utility of money, and theorists about science are no more obliged to take any 

one function as the utility of truth. 

A comparable effort to describe scientific attitudes is found in Good’s (1960, 1968) analysis of 

“strong explanatory power”. Good’s project was to derive measures of quantities such as weight of 

evidence or explanatory power. A “measure” here means a function from propositions, or ordered groups 

of propositions, to real numbers: probability functions are familiar examples. The derivation process 

involves expressing logical properties of evidence or explanatory power as constraints on these functions. 

Good’s project is much more broadly applicable than Maher’s because the former is concerned with 

abstract probabilistic relations between theory and evidence, while the latter is concerned with a specific 

idealised case of theory choice. 

Good’s result was that no unique function qualified as the unique measure of the strong 

explanatory power of hypothesis H on observation E. A range of functions of the form γA+(1-γ)B was 

allowed, where each value of γ yields a different consistent measure. The two components A and B can be 

thought of as the support given to H by E and the probability of H given E. Although decision theory was 

not explicitly employed, Good presented these two components as values that a scientist would use in 
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deciding whether to accept hypothesis H given evidence E, again with the consequence that some 

disagreements between scientists might be due only to their different values. At one end of this range, the 

“strongest” theories are the most probable, i.e. the logical truths. At the other end, the strongest theories 

will be those most strongly supported by evidence E, no matter how implausible those theories are. A 

scientist with this latter standard of acceptance would find “an omnipotent demon and his army of pixies 

arranged it so that result E would occur” at least as acceptable as any other explanation of result E. Values 

between the two extremes will result in a recognisably scientific pattern of theory acceptance; taking the 

theories that are well supported but not wildly implausible. As with Maher’s spectrum of scientific 

attitudes, Good’s range of functions can be thought of as a range of degrees of caution in accepting 

scientific conclusions. 

 

The central theme in this stream of philosophy of science is the attempt to define a scientific ideal. 

There has not been a concern to discriminate different kinds of non-epistemic values, nor to say whether a 

given value counts as epistemic, non-epistemic or neither. My aim here is different. I will give some simple 

mathematical procedures which, given any attitude to a simple inquiry in the form of utilities in a decision 

table, re-describe it in terms of another set of utilities, including a utility of truth. Where the work we have 

just been considering constructs a scientific attitude from first principles, I will be working in the opposite 

direction; taking an attitude and giving a test for whether it is scientifically rational. 

Scientific processes involving estimation of a real number (such as Maher’s example) are 

potentially extremely complicated to study in this way, because of the great variety of utility functions that 

a subject could conceivably have. When the purpose of inquiry is to decide between a small finite number 

of options, as in many cases of both scientific and everyday reasoning, the utility function can be described 

with a small finite number of variables. Hence it makes sense to explore the finite-choice situation before 

moving on to more logically complex enquiries. This thesis will only deal in detail with simple finite-

choice cases. 

Applying Decision Theory 

The obvious questions to ask, which this thesis aims to answer, are how many different values can 

rightly be regarded as epistemic and how we can pick them out. There seem to be three approaches to the 

identification of epistemic values. 

1)  Definitional approach: simply define science to be a pursuit motivated by a certain list of 

epistemic values, chosen so that the resulting definition captures science as it is normally 

thought of. 

2)  Empirical: observe which motivations typically lead to acceptance of true theories and label 

those motivations as epistemic.  

3)  Logical: use formal logical procedure to identify which features of a theory are confirmational 

virtues and call “epistemic” the values that attach to those features. 
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Kuhn seems to have employed the definitional strategy to arrive at his list. McMullin advocates a 

mix of logical and empirical strategy. Allchin (1998) assumes at least an element of empirical approach 

(“[Epistemic values] are derived historically from our experience in research”). Where Levi, Maher and 

Good identify epistemic utilities, they do so using the logical procedure. This thesis is going to take the 

logical approach as far as possible (I will call it the “structural approach” to reflect that we are using 

decision theory and not pure logic), although we will see that a problem arises which requires us to resort 

to the definitional approach. Specifically, the set of values which aim at truth will turn out to be 

scientifically uninteresting and so the primary goal, of which all epistemic values are derivative, will be 

modified to informative truth rather than just truth. The other epistemic values will be argued to be 

derivative from this goal. Hence I shall argue that there are two and only two genuine epistemic values: 

truth and information content. This is not essential to the present project, and it is conceivable that readers 

could be unimpressed by the arguments that other epistemic values are derived from these two. What is 

more important is that a procedure is established with which the epistemic significance of a particular value 

can be investigated. 

Since the definitional approach is not used all the way through, there will be an open question 

about whether epistemic values defined using the present system codify the aims of science. By contrasting 

the effects of epistemic motivation with those of non-epistemic motivation, we will make a case that 

epistemic values defined in terms of the search for informative truths capture a very useful definition of 

scientific inquiry. In the course of setting out this concept, we will clarify the issue of what is meant by 

“rationality” and in what sense rationality is an empirical issue. This is the topic of Part 4. 

Although the present system avoids the empirical method of identifying epistemic values, it does 

not rule it out completely. It is compatible with the current system that someone could legitimately label a 

particular motivation as an epistemic motivation on the grounds that it can be relied upon to lead to the 

truth. However, the present system shows that it is possible and advisable to separate epistemic from non-

epistemic values entirely in terms of their structure (we will see what that means shortly). This avoids a 

charge of circularity against the empirical approach, namely that if scientific inquiry is defined in terms of 

epistemic values and epistemic values are identified by empirical research, then some notion of proper 

scientific inquiry must have been used to decide how to research the issue. 

 

The particular system of logic to be used is Bayesian Decision Theory which, as was argued in 

Part 1, counts as a more precise and fruitful form of ordinary belief/desire explanation. It has to be 

emphasised, however, that the points that I will make about epistemic and non-epistemic values could in 

principle be made in any system of belief/desire explanation, and indeed a lot of the points of this thesis 

will be made informally. What decision theory gives us is a method for proving or checking various 

assertions, and also a guarantee that the conclusions apply to all properly intentional agents or, if you do 

not accept Descriptive Bayesianism, to a kind of reasoning agent much studied in the literature. 

Decision theory allows us to apply a utility analysis. To illustrate what this means, we can 

consider a procedure by which a decision theorist could analyse the choice of a car. When choosing a car, 



Value and Belief, by Martin Poulter, infobomb.org. Adapted from PhD thesis of 2003  

 

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons – Attribution – ShareAlike 3.0 Unported License. 

Author: Martin L. Poulter, infobomb@gmail.com  Page 63 

 

there are several different features which might make it desirable; colour, power, safety, cheapness and so 

on. A decision theorist could analyse how those factors interact in the choice of a car, setting up an 

equation which attaches utility to the car as a whole as function of all these factors. The way in which 

people differ in the weighting they give to those factors could be determined empirically and then 

expressed in the equation by setting the value of its parameters. The idea behind the present work is that 

the same analysis could be used to examine our choices of what to accept, or similarly for the choice of 

what information to seek out or how to debate. 

The approach of the decision theorist is an intentional stance approach, viewing every decision as 

resulting from a set of beliefs and (subjective) values, which the agent need not be able to articulate. This 

approach can be taken even by those who do not agree that belief is interpretable as probability and value 

as utility. The next step is to recognise that the choice of which opinion to commit oneself to, through an 

utterance or even an inner cognitive act (such as “From now on, I’m a socialist”), is another such decision; 

that it therefore depends not just on the relevant beliefs but on the associated set of values, and that there is 

no a priori necessity that truth is the dominating value on any occasion. 

In all the decision tables that I present I will assume act independence, i.e. that the subjective 

probability attached to a state of the world is not dependent on which act is chosen. Another assumption 

throughout this work, in common with most work on inductive logic, is that the conceptual scheme is 

static. The theoretical subjects that I will be looking at do not change the way they categorise the world. 

Although real human agents are not like this, this is not such a problem because in most of this work we 

are considering a subject’s preferences and utilities at a particular instant. 

 

It may seem that decision theory on its own involves giving a value to truth. Hintikka and 

Pietarinen (1966) certainly thought so: 

“[A] sort of respect for truth or at least of probability is built into some of the most 

common decision theoretic-principles. What we are asked to maximise is usually not, and 

cannot be the utility of any one particular outcome, but the expected utility of one’s decision, 

i.e. the average utility of all the different outcomes that one’s decision leaves open, each of 

these weighted with the appropriate probability. Hence there is a sense in which even a decision 

theorist is striving as close to truth as possible.” (p. 98) 

“[R]espect for truth or at least of probability” is a dubious phrase, because truth and subjective 

probability are completely different things. For example, the fact that the Moon is made of rock is not 

anything like my confidence that it is made of rock. We should, therefore, be very careful about inferring 

“respect for truth” from “respect for probability.” “Respect for truth” could mean any of the following 

things: 

  • preferring to tell the truth, rather than lying 

  • preferring to hear the truth, rather than a comforting falsehood  

  • seeking out situations which encourage truthfulness rather than dishonesty 

  • subjecting opinions to test, to be sure that they are true 
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Decision theory does not entail any of these. A person could do the opposite of all of them and 

still be maximising their expected utility, so Hintikka and Pietarinen’s optimism seems misplaced. The 

global message of this thesis, which will come out more fully in later parts, is that Bayesian agents, 

supposedly the epitome of rational agents, are capable of some extremely perverse and irrational 

behaviour. This does not mean that we have to discard our distinctions between rational and irrational 

behaviour, or between scientific and unscientific responses to evidence. On the contrary, it warns us to 

avoid labelling behaviour as scientifically rational just because it is analysable in decision theory terms, 

and to seek a more secure distinction for scientific rationality. 

The Utility Analysis 

Before I introduce the formal notion of epistemic utility, I will restate the basic assumptions 

introduced so far. I am considering an agent’s attitude to a single issue: whether or not H. I am assuming 

for simplicity that there is a determinate answer to whether or not H: H is in no sense a vague proposition. I 

am assuming that the agent has a choice between a linguistic act which asserts H, which we will call A(H), 

another linguistic act which denies H, to be called A(¬H), and any number of other acts. The agent “is of 

the opinion that H” if the utility for A(H) is greater, and similarly for ¬H. In this way, the decision theory 

interpretation preserves the everyday distinction between having an opinion and expressing an opinion. To 

start with, we are assuming that there is no option to withhold opinion or to express a degree of confidence 

that H, although these other acts will be introduced later on. 

We also assume that the agent can partition the world into states H and ¬H, and has an act-

independent probability function for these. This agent can be regarded as a maximiser of subjective 

expected utility. We assume that we can find the values of the utility function, on some arbitrary scale. 

Experimental determination of utilities is a notoriously problematic task but we are not concerned here 

with the practical problems. We draw a decision table, considering the acts A(H) and A(¬H) and no other 

acts, and considering the states H and ¬H, with no other partition of states. 

 

 H ¬H 
A(H) U1 U2 

A(¬H) U3 U4 
 

The subjective probability of H and the utilities U1, U2, U3 and U4, together make up what I will 

call the subject’s attitude to the inquiry of whether or not H.  

It is a straightforward mathematical fact that any four variables can be re-described in terms of a 

different set of four variables, so long as the new set is orthogonal (i.e. so long as changes to one value 
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cannot be captured by altering the other variables) 15. It is possible to apply this to the above set of utilities: 

we can derive another four variables from them simply by solving a set of simultaneous equations. I 

suggest that the utilities U1, U2, U3 and U4 should be re-described in this way: 

 H ¬H 
A(H) a+c+s+b a+b 

A(¬H) s+b c+b 
 

It is important to note a semantic difference between the utilities c, a and s and the raw utilities 

U1…4. The former are essentially differences, so whereas zero has no meaning in the context of the raw 

utilities, it is definitely meaningful to say that c, a or s are zero16. I will adopt the following interpretations 

for these small letters, and we will examine later in this section and in the rest of the thesis why these 

interpretations are justified: 

• b is a baseline utility. It depends purely on the arbitrary choice of the scale on which the utilities are 

measured. Adding a constant to each of U1, U2, U3 and U4 – a transformation that has no effect on the 

preferences – changes the value of b but not of the other analysed utilities. 

• c is the utility of giving a true opinion about whether or not H, rather than a false opinion. In other 

words, it is the utility that an opinion has in virtue of its correspondence with the state of the world. If 

the subject is constrained to take an opinion one way or another about H, then c can also be described 

as the subject’s utility of avoiding error on that matter. 

• a is the value given by the subject to the act A(H), compared to A(¬H). This is a value that attaches to 

a linguistic act regardless of the truth-value of its content. 

• s measures how much more desirable the state H is than ¬H. In normal human affairs, if H is the state 

of being given an enormous bonus by one’s employer, then s is a high positive number. If H is the 

state of stubbing one’s toe on the way to the shops, then s is a small negative number. 

 

 The names of  “act”, “state” and so on are mainly labels which identify the structural role of each 

analysed utility. For example, a, the quantity which I am calling the act utility, is not to be confused with 

the utility of the act U(AH), of which it is one component.  

As a first illustration of why the above interpretations are appropriate, it is helpful to imagine 

some variations on the standard television game show in which contestants are asked a true-or-false 

question. In one version, contestants get a prize if and only if they answer correctly. In this case the utility 

                                                           
15 The two sets of variables can be thought of as two sets of axes for describing a four-

dimensional space. 
16 A more technical way to put this is note that the U1…4 are invariant under positive affine 

transformations (i.e. multiplication by a positive constant and addition of another constant), but that these 

transformations alter the magnitude but not the zero point of c, a and s. 
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c is the value of the reward and the other utilities are zero. In a “non-epistemic” version of the quiz, 

contestants get a prize if and only if they answer “true”, no matter what statement has been read by the 

host. In this situation a would be the utility of the prize and the other quantities would be zero, so a can 

rightly be said to measure the utility due to the act of assertion. A third and especially strange version of 

the quiz is where the prize is awarded if and only if the statement read out by the host is true, irrespective 

of what the contestant answers. In this situation, s measures the amount of reward and the others are zero, 

so this quantity is the utility of the proposition being true17. The baseline utility b can be thought of as a 

prize that contestants get just for turning up. What we see from the mathematical argument above is that 

any attitude to the issue of whether or not H can be matched by varying the utilities of these four prizes. 

It may seem a mistake to describe people as giving a utility to truth: surely people who aim for 

true conclusions, for example physicists, trial judges or journalists, value mundane things like job security 

and professional recognition, and happen to seek truth as a consequence of that. What a utility analysis 

shows is that no matter what people value directly and no matter whether or not they think of themselves as 

valuing truth, it is legitimate to describe them as doing so if their values have the appropriate structure. 

From this perspective, it does not matter that people do not describe themselves as valuing truth, attaching 

a utility to states and so on: so long as they reveal their utilities in some way which is specific enough, 

those utilities can be re-described in terms of the utilities mentioned here. 

 

The elegance of this particular re-description will be seen when we ask how each component 

affects the behaviour. Firstly, we should note that, except when c=0, there will be a single value of the 

subjective probability at which the utilities of A(H) and A(¬H) are equal. Above this value, one of the acts 

will be chosen and below it the other act will be chosen. Hence the effect of the utilities can be summed up 

by giving the position of this threshold and its orientation (in other words, the act which is preferred when 

P(H) is above the threshold). 

The value of the threshold can be worked out because the threshold is the point at which each act 

has the same utility: 

 U(A(H)) = U(A(¬H)) 

From the decision table, we have the following expressions for the utilities: 

 U(A(H)) = P(H)(a + c + s) + P(¬H)a + b  

 U(A(¬H)) = P(H)s + P(¬H)c + b 

Let us call the threshold probability “t”. By definition, t is the value of P(H) at which the two 

utilities are equal: 

 t(a + c + s) + (1 – t)a + b = ts + (1 – t)c + b 

t(a+c) + (1 – t)a = (1 – t)c 

                                                           
17 Another version of the second game show is where the contestant can respond “True” verbally, 

but can only respond “False” by paying the host. Another way to imagine the third game show is to 

imagine that the prize, awarded in the conventional way, is of negligible value and that the questions are on 

things that matter greatly to the contestants, such as “Have you won the lottery tonight?” 
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 t =
c − a
2c

 

The significance of this result is as follows: 

• Firstly, the threshold value does not depend on either b or s. In the case of b, this is not 

surprising, because b has no particular significance, but in the case of s the result is 

counterintuitive. Surely the more deeply the issue matters to us, the more likely we are to be 

biased in our reasoning about it. For example, people are usually less willing to accept that 

their favourite pet has died than that their attic needs redecorating. What this equation shows 

is that there is no logical or decision-theoretic necessity that the severity of the issue affect 

our reasoning. Later on, we shall explore ways in which s can have an effect on the act of 

acceptance. 

• More importantly, the threshold is only between 0 and 1 when the magnitude of c is greater 

than that of a (formally, |c| > |a|).18 It is also clear that the orientation of the threshold is only 

correct (H being asserted only when its probability is above t) when c is positive. From this 

we can produce formal definitions of “epistemically motivated attitude” and related concepts. 

 

We can now start to answer the question of how we identify epistemic values. In the context of 

our simple choice between two opinions, we have seen that the values in any attitude can be described in 

terms of the four numbers b, a, s and c. Hence if we settle the issue of whether these utilities are epistemic 

values or not, then we can identify the extent to which any value affecting the decision counts as an 

epistemic or non-epistemic value. Firstly, we can say that c, which attaches to assertions in virtue of their 

correspondence with truth, is an epistemic value and that a, which attaches to assertions independently of 

their truth-value, is definitely non-epistemic. The situation with s is more complicated and will be 

addressed later. The baseline utility b does not count either as an epistemic utility nor as non-epistemic. 

That is to say it neither promotes nor works against epistemic goals: if someone expects to get a certain 

reward whether or not H obtains, and whether or not they publicly or internally take an opinion on whether 

or not H, then that reward cannot be expected to influence the choice between the two acts. 

This in itself does not answer the question of whether a given subject’s utilities count as 

epistemically motivated or not. We still need to define epistemically motivated attitudes. It is 

straightforward to define them as those in which the opinion depends on the subjective probability, and in 

the right way: 

 

An attitude (of the very simple type we are considering) is epistemically motivated  iff: 

1) |c| is more than |a|, and 2) c is positive; in other words, iff c is more than |a| . 

 

When the attitude to H is non-epistemically motivated, then H (or ¬H) is accepted irrespective of 

the degree of belief, but when the attitude is epistemically motivated, H will not be accepted unless it has a 

                                                           
18 |a| is the magnitude of a, equal to a when a is positive and −a when a is negative. 
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certain minimum probability. This illustrates the basic principle for distinguishing the two kinds of attitude: 

to someone non-epistemically motivated, opinions are held because of their psychological value, whereas 

to someone epistemically motivated, opinions are held to some extent because of their epistemic virtues. 

Another possible attitude is valuing false opinion, in other words attach a strong negative value to 

c. This attitude will not be considered in this thesis, because the formal properties of such an attitude will 

be much like those of an epistemically-motivated attitude, but also because it seems that real-world cases of 

such an attitude would be very obscure if they occur at all. People may be motivated non-epistemically to 

hold a particular opinion, which is in fact false, but this is very different from being motivated to hold 

whatever turns out to be the false opinion. 

A possible scenario where falsity itself would be valued is where one wants to have the opposite 

opinion to another person, where there are no other values affecting the choice of opinion, and where one 

doesn’t know what this other person’s opinion is but expects it to be a reliable guide to the truth. We can 

say that someone in this situation “values falsity” despite the fact that false opinion is not the direct object 

of their desire, because the structure of their values, when set out in the form of a decision table, would 

give c a negative value. 

We can also define an attitude to be ideally epistemically motivated if c is positive and a is zero. 

The truth-valuing attitude described by Levi (see “Analytical approaches” above) is an example. Here are 

some examples of different kinds of attitude, along with their analyses. First of all, an epistemically 

motivated attitude: 

 

 H ¬H 
A(H) 0 −0.2 

A(¬H) −2 0 
(b=−1.1, a=−0.9, s=0.9, c=1.1)  

 

An ideally epistemically motivated attitude: 

 H ¬H 
A(H) 1 0 

A(¬H) 0 1 
(b=0, a=0, s=0, c=1) 

 

A non-epistemically motivated attitude: 

 H ¬H 
A(H) 2 1 

A(¬H) 0 1 
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(b=0, a=1, s=0, c=1) 

Now we can address one possible objection to the interpretations introduced above. It might be 

said that the “value of truth” about H should not be the same for H and ¬H. For instance, we can imagine 

an attitude in which the reward for correctly asserting that H is higher than that for correctly asserting that 

¬H, but where there are no other values, such as: 

 H ¬H 
A(H) 10 0 

A(¬H) 0 2 
 

The objector might say that someone with this attitude is purely motivated toward truth, but that 

they value the truth of H more than the truth of ¬H. A utility analysis, on the other hand, says that this 

attitude is epistemically motivated (but not ideally), with some value attached to the act A(H) and to the 

state H (b=−4, a=4, s=4, c=6). 

We can compare these two interpretations more clearly by considering a limiting case. Imagine 

that a game show host will reward you for a true answer that H, but not otherwise: 

 H ¬H 
A(H) 10 0 

A(¬H) 0 0 
 

In the language of this hypothetical objector, you are motivated purely toward truth, because only 

if your opinion is true are you rewarded. It should be plain, however, that the game show host has 

motivated you never to prefer the assertion of ¬H no matter what probability you give to H: this is a non-

epistemically motivated attitude. It should also be clear that in this game you greatly prefer the state of 

affairs H to ¬H, because only in the former case do you have a chance at the prize. It is this exactly this 

structure which is brought out by the utility analysis (b=−5, a=5, s=5, c=5). 

 

Hesse’s Rival Analysis 

Hesse (1974) makes a similar attempt to define scientific attitudes in terms of patterns of utility. 

She claims that a scientist’s decision table should look like this19: 

                                                           
19 In her system, the two hypotheses under consideration do not have to be negations of each 

other. For ease of comparison, I will assume that they are. 
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 H ¬H 
A(H) 0 −w2 

A(¬H) −w1 0 
 

where w1 and w2 are positive quantities. Hesse calls w1 and w2 the “utilities of the hypotheses 

being true”. This is true in so far as the scientist can be assumed to have chosen the relevant opinion A(H) 

or A(¬H), but more strictly they are the disutilities of falsely accepting the hypotheses. The utility of the 

hypothesis H being true (relative to it being false), for a scientist who has not committed to A(H) or 

A(¬H), is s, which turns out to be 
w2 −w1

2 . 

Applying our utility analysis to Hesse’s table, we find that: 

 

• c is the average of w1 and w2. Being an average of positive quantities, it must itself be positive. 

• U(¬H|A(¬H)) – U(¬H|A(H)) = 0 – w2 ⇒  c – a = w2. Therefore c is greater than a. 

• U(H|A(H)) – U(H|A(¬H)) = 0 – w1 ⇒ c + a = w1. Therefore c is greater than –a. 

 

Thus, Hesse’s decision table satisfies our definition of epistemically motivated attitude which said 

that c must be positive and greater than |a|. In summary, Hesse’s criterion of scientific rationality entails an 

epistemically motivated attitude. Her theory is similar to the present theory, but less general. Specifically, it 

would take three variables (apart from the baseline b) to describe all possible attitudes, but her analysis 

only uses two. Hence there is a large domain of scientific attitudes which her theory misses out. For 

example, Hesse’s scientists would never have an ideally epistemically motivated attitude to an important 

issue; an example of such an attitude being: 

 H ¬H 
A(H) 105 0 

A(¬H) 100 5 
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What does the distinction apply to? 

It might be asked at this point how the model discriminates between a conscious and an 

unconscious bias. The non-epistemic motivation may be strong in someone who has been bribed to 

deliberately lie, but it is also possible to have that bias without being aware of it. The answer is that since 

we are using the intentional stance we are making no such discrimination. Unless something has an effect 

on the observed patterns of behaviour or the justifiable counterfactuals about that behaviour, then it has no 

effect on the sensibly ascribed subjective probabilities and utilities. Hence the question of whether an 

attitude is “conscious” does not in itself make a difference to whether it is counted as epistemic or non-

epistemic. 

The attitude - the thing being analysed - is something that a person (i.e. reasoning agent) has to an 

issue in a situation. Given a sufficiently homogenous population, an analysis of utilities for a particular 

issue could be thought of as an analysis of situations. An example of a non-epistemically motivating 

situation is the court of an angry king who banishes to the dungeon anyone who brings him bad news about 

his kingdom. This counts as non-epistemically motivating for the king’s subjects since for them it attaches 

a large negative utility (people are usually averse to being locked in a dungeon), to linguistic acts with a 

particular content. 

Given a constant issue and a constant situation, the analysis can be thought of as a comparison of 

reasoning individuals. In other words, if it is understood that we are talking about particular kinds of issues 

and situations, then it makes sense to talk about people being epistemically motivated or otherwise. This 

distinction would fit loosely with the folk distinction between open-minded and closed-minded people 

(about which more later). 

Finally, uniformities in human psychology justify talk of epistemically motivating or non-

epistemically motivating issues, so long as constant situations are understood. For example, it is plausible 

to suggest that, if the situation is not too ridiculous, people are more non-epistemically motivated on the 

issue of whether they are liked by other people than on the issue of which supermarket detergent kills 

germs most effectively. 

 

So far we have considered motivation in terms of the psychology of the individual. We still have 

to make a further distinction to take account of the fact that we might find an entirely different motivational 

basis when we look at the wider context in which the individual forms opinions. This can be illustrated 

with two scenarios: 

1) Anne is non-epistemically motivated to share the opinions of Ben on a given 

issue. Ben is epistemically motivated on that issue. 

2) Carol is epistemically motivated on the issue but totally trusts the authority of 

Dave, who is non-epistemically motivated. In other words, Dave’s pronouncements affect her 

subjective probabilities rather than her utilities. 
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In both cases there is a difference between the local and social (or situational) motivations for the 

attitude. Anne’s attitude is locally non-epistemically motivated but socially epistemically motivated, 

whereas Carol’s attitude is epistemically motivated but socially non-epistemically motivated. 

This has implications for the epistemic significance we attach to the respective claims. If all we 

knew about Anne and Carol was their local motivation, we would take Carol’s opinion that H as better 

evidence for H than Anne’s opinion, assuming that people are usually able to detect whether or not H is the 

case. When we consider the broader contexts, the situation is reversed. Carol’s opinion would be held 

whether or not H is the case, because it is the product of Dave’s non-epistemically motivated attitude. 

Anne’s opinion does reflect information about H because it stems from Ben. Looking at the wider contexts 

of these opinions might reverse the epistemic significance again. 

We looked earlier at an element of everyday critical thinking which undercuts claims by 

identifying non-epistemic motivations for those claims. What we learn from the above line of reasoning is 

that such a strategy needs to consider not just the psychological motivations of the individual making the 

claim, but the whole chain of decisions and events connecting the state of affairs H to this claim that H, 

particularly the relations of trust. More broadly, it could be argued from these considerations that for an 

attempt at science to be truly epistemically productive, it should have appropriately reliable social networks 

well as the right motivations at the individual level. This accords with Shapin’s (1994) argument that a 

crucial factor in the development of modern science was the adoption of a gentlemanly code of honesty, 

trust and integrity in informal communication. 

 

We have identified individual motivations as epistemic or non-epistemic, used this as a basis for 

defining attitudes to be epistemically or non-epistemically motivated, and in turn used this as a basis for 

applying that distinction to other sorts of thing. There remains a question of how we can call a specific 

utterance epistemically or non-epistemically motivated. Opinions as defined here are not utterances 

themselves, but propensities to make utterances with a certain content. For example, someone with the 

opinion that H would be expected to state that H when asked whether or not H. 

An obvious first attempt to apply the distinction to individual utterances is to say that an utterance 

is epistemically motivated if and only if it results from an epistemically motivated attitude. However, 

“results from” is too vague to identify the appropriate connection between the attitude and the individual 

utterance. Instead, I propose the following definitions, which do not mention attitudes: 

 

An utterance was non-epistemically motivated if and only if there was a non-epistemic 

motivation in the production of the utterance, such that if that motivation had been absent (ceteris 

paribus), the utterance would not have been made. 

 

An utterance was epistemically motivated if and only if there was an epistemic 

motivation in the production of the utterance, such that if that motivation had been absent (ceteris 

paribus), the utterance would not have been made. 
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As a reminder, the precise identification of epistemic and non-epistemic values depends on the 

logical structure of the particular inquiry, but in the very simple kinds of inquiry we have looked at so far, 

epistemic motivations are things which contribute to the (positive) value of c and non-epistemic 

motivations are things that contribute to the value of a. 

The above two definitions are practically exhaustive. The choice of an opinion over its 

alternatives must have some motivation, which must count as either epistemic or non-epistemic. If a piece 

of behaviour occurs which is not explainable in terms of the individual’s values, then it would not be 

appropriate to call it a speech act and it would be outside the scope of these classifications. 

The two definitions are, however, exclusive. Although a combination of epistemic and non-

epistemic motivations may underlie any utterance, no utterance could be non-epistemically motivated and 

also epistemically motivated. To prove this in the terms of our simple model, let us imagine that someone 

has asserted H (i.e. performed the act that we have called A(H)), and that there were significant epistemic 

and non-epistemic motivations involved (in other words, c and a both had positive values). The threshold 

probability t is the probability above which H is asserted, so therefore the subject’s probability of H must 

be greater than this. To say that under certain conditions the utterance would not have been made is to say 

that under those conditions, P(H) would have been lower than the threshold probability. Therefore, to say 

that the utterance would not have been made is to say that the threshold probability would have been 

higher. 

So we can read, “If the epistemic motivation were absent…,” as, “If c were diminished…,” “If the 

non-epistemic motivation were absent…,” as “If a were diminished…,” and “…the utterance would not 

have been made,” becomes “t would increase.” The relation between these quantities is the threshold 

equation introduced earlier: 

  t =
c − a
2c  

 It is impossible for a decrease in c to produce an increase in t when both c and a are positive. 

Hence the two definitions given above could not be satisfied at the same time. 

 When an attitude has both epistemic and non-epistemic motivations, it can potentially produce 

utterances that count as non-epistemically motivated, even if the epistemic motivations are stronger. Here 

is an example: 

 H ¬H 
A(H) 18 8 

A(¬H) 0 10 
 

Imagine that for this subject, P(H) = 0.2 . As it stands, A(H) has the greater utility (10 as opposed 

to 8), so if this subject is made to choose between asserting H or asserting ¬H, they will assert H. That 

counts as a non-epistemically motivated assertion, because there is a non-epistemic motivation (a = 8) 
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which, if it were reduced, would lead to a different assertion (A(¬H) would be preferred). However, the 

epistemic motivation is still larger (c = 10) and so the attitude as a whole counts as epistemically motivated. 

 This seeming mismatch arises because the two sets of definitions are intended to capture different 

things. In applying the distinction to utterances, we are concerned to know not just whether there are non-

epistemic values influencing an utterance, but whether that utterance occurred because of those values. In 

applying the distinction to attitudes, the concern is to distinguish whether or not the choice of opinion 

reflects the underlying belief. 

Connection to Other Folk Psychology Concepts 

Honesty and Deception 

It seems to be common in everyday speech to regard honesty and deception as two exhaustive 

categories. If someone sells “healing crystals” for large amounts of money, it is natural to ask whether he 

does so because he sincerely believes in the healing power of the crystals or whether he is just a con-man. 

Folk psychology makes these hypotheses mutually exclusive and exhaustive, and this may be why people 

often seem to take a person’s sincerity, as expressed in their body language or tone of voice, as sufficient 

evidence that that person will not use deceptive strategies. 

The honesty-deception distinction is not present in the decision theory model, because it is a 

theory of behavioural dispositions and makes no mention of underlying conscious intention. Although it is 

tempting to see this as a disadvantage, I think it could be another instructive feature of the model. What I 

conclude is that there need not be a fact of the matter about whether, in a particular case, an utterance is 

honest or a lie. The answerable questions that can be brought to bear are: 

• Is the claim epistemically motivated? (see the definitions given above) 

• If the claim is epistemically motivated, then on what information is it based and what 

inferences did the claimant make from that information?  

When an expressed opinion is non-epistemically motivated, this might be something that the 

subject is consciously aware of, in which case it might count as a lie, but equally it might not. I can fix 

meaning to the words “honesty” and “lying” because I can think of good exemplars of each. In the case of 

lying, for example, I can remember incidents when I formed a conscious intention to deceive someone by 

saying the opposite of what I knew to be true. However, from the fact that there are good examples of 

category A and of category B, it does not follow that everything must be either an A or a B. Similarly, 

there does not have to be any fact of the matter about whether a given utterance is honest or deceptive, 

because there may be no underlying intention, either to tell the truth or to mislead. It is entirely possible 

that only a minority of human utterances are definitely either honest or deceptive. It may be that most of 

the time, people say whatever they feel to be “right” in a nebulous sense, without giving conscious 

attention to whether they are saying something true or merely prudent. 
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It certainly seems that there are many people claiming miraculous powers or selling crank writings 

who use tactics indistinguishable from those of confidence tricksters, yet are totally sincere. Examples of 

this are found in Gardner (1957) in a study of prominent pseudo-scientists: Gardner was prompted to 

remark that it is possible to be “a crank and a charlatan”. This is clearly informal and only supports the 

plausibility of my point, but it suggests that the epistemic/non-epistemic distinction is perhaps more useful 

than the honesty/deception distinction. 

What the model at least makes clear is that there is no logical necessity for an utterance to be 

either a lie or a honest statement, and that we can make crucial distinctions between utterances without 

invoking the concepts of honesty or deception. 

 

Open and Closed- Mindedness 

One consequence of the perspective that views opinions as a product of both beliefs and values is 

that there is more than one kind of open-mindedness. There are three meanings that “open-minded attitude 

to H” can be given in the present system, and they are best understood by comparing their opposites; their 

corresponding definitions of closed-mindedness. 

The first is non-revisability. This means that although H and ¬H are consistent statements whose 

truth is a matter of fact, the subject holds the opinion that H because their belief is non-revisable. If P(H) is 

exactly zero then P(H|E) is also zero, for any E. Similarly, if P(H) is exactly one then P(H|E) is also one, 

for any E.20 Hence zero and one are called non-revisable probabilities. Someone who truly had a 

probability of one that there are no nose-less dogs would dismiss all reports of such a dog as lies or 

mistakes, and if presented with a nose-less dog would conclude that they were dreaming or hallucinating. 

Hence a non-revisable belief is closed-minded in a way distinct from merely strong belief. 

Even though a non-revisable probability is closed-minded in a meaningful sense, it may turn out 

that non-revisability could not work as an explication of the folk psychology term “closed mindedness.” It 

may be that non-revisability can exist in theoretical contexts only, rather than being applied to real 

agents21. This is because there is an argument that, from the point of view of descriptive Bayesianism, we 

could never justifiably ascribe a non-revisable probability to any agent. In order to conclude that an agent 

has a non-revisable probability of something, we would (amongst other things) have to know that we have 

                                                           
20 There are exceptions to these rules. P(H|E) is undefined if P(H) is one and E entails ¬H or if 

P(H) is zero and E entails H. This is to be expected, since if one has absolute certainty of something and 

absolute certainty of its negation, then one has an out-and-out contradiction. The mathematical necessity 

for this feature of probability can be seen if we recall that probability equations are laws of proportion: 

since the proportion of dogs that are mammals is exactly one, the proportion of any particular set of dogs 

that are mammals also has to be one. 
21 It is possible to give H a non-revisable probability in the context of opinion (simply sincerely 

assert that the probability of H is exactly zero, or exactly one), but this is very different from giving it a 

non-revisable probability in the context of belief. 
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examined all possible situations and know that in none of those situations would the agent change their 

belief. In the situation in which we are know little about an agent and are using intentional-stance 

prediction to make sense of its behaviour, we ex hypothesi do not have that knowledge. Another argument 

would be that since these numerical quantities are applied merely as a approximation, there is no fact of the 

matter about what value a subjective probability takes, beyond a small number of decimal places. Hence 

there is no fact of the matter about whether someone’s probability of H is exactly one rather than close to 

it. It may be that further philosophical argument would identify exceptions to this, however: for example, it 

might turn out that some fundamental perceptual beliefs can be regarded as fixed and non-revisable. 

The second kind of closed-mindedness, having more relevance to the concerns of this thesis, is 

value-based closed-mindedness. This is the same as what I have called a non-epistemically motivated 

attitude. It means that the subject’s opinion about H could not be changed from ¬H to H (or vice versa) by 

altering the relevant belief, other things being equal. 

A third concept, which is rather more vague but which is close to what we mean by “closed-

minded” in an everyday sense, is that of negligible probability. This means that there are conceivable 

things that would count as evidence for ¬H, but that the subject regards them as so unlikely that they 

almost never consider ¬H or take its possibility into account. 

Inability to frame the issue, i.e. lacking the conceptual or linguistic resources to entertain the 

proposition H as a hypothesis, might seem to count as a sort of closed-mindedness, but here I am 

concerned to suggest analyses of the notion of the closed-minded holding of an opinion, and if a subject 

cannot conceptually frame the possibility that H, then it seems it would be wrong to attribute them with an 

opinion that ¬H. 

These distinctions have a normative significance. Only the third kind of closed-mindedness is 

defensible if one is claiming to be genuinely interested to find out the truth about whether or not H. In fact, 

closed-mindedness of the third kind is almost mandatory. For any reasonable subject in a complex world, 

some propositions must have negligible probability; that the Moon is made of green cheese, for example. 

Of the other two kinds, non-revisability is the more entrenched kind of closed-mindedness. With value-

based closed-mindedness there is always the possibility that the values could change, resulting in an 

attitude which is open-minded in all three senses. Non-revisable probability, by definition, cannot be 

updated under any circumstance. 

 

Scepticism and Gullibility 

Here I am concerned with the everyday sense of “scepticism” that we use when we claim to be 

sceptical about a new claim, or if we say that the British are a sceptical nation, rather than a technical 

sense. One possible kind of scepticism would be a non-epistemic motivation against accepting ideas or 

opinions with a particular content. The other is the withholding of acceptance until one has acquired strong 

evidence. From an epistemically-motivated point of view, “scepticism” in its common use can mean either 

a very good thing -a sophisticated appraisal of evidence- or a bad thing; a prejudice against new ideas, or 

against certain sorts of ideas. 
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Here is an example. Imagine that within a particular culture, it is reckoned a bad thing to appear 

gullible; for example to blindly accept what one reads in the newspaper. One way to respond to this is to 

become a more careful reader; to examine stories carefully for internal consistency, to check additional 

sources and so on. Another response does not involve any extra care at all: all one does is, when the 

newspaper reports that H, bias oneself against H (i.e. attach a negative value to a). Both of these strategies 

will avoid the superficial appearance of gullibility, but only one involves a more sophisticated way of 

telling truth from falsity. 

Scepticism in this everyday sense is contrasted with gullibility. In the present system, gullibility 

might be interpreted as: 

• a non-epistemic motivation to trust information from certain sources, 

• an acceptance of those sources’ opinions that stems from a mistaken belief that those 

sources are reliable, or 

• a reluctance to withhold opinion, even when one’s information on the issue is superficial. 
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Summary 

*  Epistemic values and value biases can be defined structurally, in terms of the values 

attaching to the (epistemically possible) consequences of actions. 

 

*  In the very simplest case, the epistemic motivation is simply the value of true assertion. 

“Simplest case” here implies a choice between a finite number of hypotheses whose truth is 

act-independent and where there are no considerations of verisimilitude.  

 

*  Not every value has to be either an epistemic value or a bias. Specifically, desire for a 

proposition to be true (or to be false) counts as neither since, assuming act-independence, it 

has no direct effect on the choice of opinion. 

 

*  In the determination of opinion, strong value bias overrides strong belief rather than vice 

versa. 

 

*  Opinions can be epistemic at the level of a single reasoning individual, but value-biased 

when we consider the social context. Alternatively, a individual who is unbiased might 

accept the testimony of people whose opinions are value biased. 


