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Conclusion 

Connections between Value and Belief 

Part 1 considered what is meant by “belief” in the context of the intentional stance. It showed a 

number of reasons why we should treat that everyday term as covering at least two different things; belief 

and opinion. Hence the question of the relation between value and belief separates into two separate 

questions. Belief, almost by definition, is not directly dependent on value, and the topic of this thesis has 

been almost entirely the interaction of value and opinion. 

In Part 2, we saw that there is a fact of the matter about whether a motivation is epistemic, non-

epistemic or if it does not affect the decision. We saw that this can be decided structurally, by using the 

decision table to examine the circumstances to which the motivation is attached. We have seen that a 

succession of other distinctions attach to this basic distinction, and we can explore these by comparing a 

hypothetical agent who is always epistemically motivated with another who is always non-epistemically 

motivated. The balance of epistemic and non-epistemic utilities operating on a subject’s choice of opinion 

on a given issue will potentially affect their choice of rhetoric or of debating strategy, their choice of 

information source and their interpretation of others’ utterances. These provide mechanisms by which 

value can have an indirect effect on belief rather than opinion. 

Part 3 deduced additional aspects of the epistemic/ non-epistemic distinction, for example that act-

dependent probabilities can be another source of non-epistemic value (such as in the faith-healing example) 

and that unreliable methods for discerning the truth diminish, in effect, the epistemic motivation towards 

true opinion. 

The concepts of epistemic and non-epistemic value have been shown to work well for McMullin’s 

intended purpose of separating distinctively scientific goals from competing goals. The notion of value bias 

captures what we think of as values that impede or counter the goals of science, including social and 

personal pressures to preserve an existing doctrine. 

The utility analysis in Parts 2 and 3 has been presented as a “ground floor” on which more 

sophisticated analyses might be built, perhaps bringing in more sophisticated concepts of truth and 

verisimilitude rather than blunt correspondence. However, it is surprising how much sophistication we can 

get just from this ground floor, in that the desire for informative true opinion seems to account for other 

epistemic values such as fecundity and unification, and for the desirability of logical innovations that 

expand the field of implicit assertions that can easily be deduced from a theory. 

 

Connections between Epistemology and Virtue 

Epistemically motivated agents give opinions about H that reflect their underlying belief in H. 

They value information about H and find it valuable to construct tests which are informative about H, so 

long as the cost of performing these tests is not too great. It is to the subjective advantage of this agent to 

be in an environment in which new information and argument is easily accessible, and where consequences 
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of opinions are drawn out so that conflicts are identified and efficient use is made of information. Their 

adoption of an opinion can be epistemically significant to others, because it reflects that agent’s subjective 

epistemic status. These agents cannot self-deceive, either in the sense of having a strong opinion that H 

while having a strong belief that ¬H, or in the sense of avoiding evidence against their opinions. 

On the other hand, the opinions of non-epistemically motivated agents do not reflect beliefs and 

so their opinions about H are less epistemically significant about H. The formation of opinions and the 

choice of behaviour are directed so as to defend existing opinions. This defence can include the production 

of new opinions, the adaptation of behaviour, an avoidance of certain sources of information and the 

seeking of a non-challenging audience for one’s opinions. It is to the subjective advantage of this agent to 

be in a social environment where opinions are not questioned, and where conflicts between opinions, or 

between opinions and behaviour, are not drawn out and identified. 

It would be tempting to draw a moral conclusion – a “thou shalt” – from this comparison, but the 

axioms of decision theory on their own would not justify a conclusion such as, “One should always be 

epistemically motivated,” or, “One should never offer sincere declarative opinions on matters on which one 

has overriding non-epistemic motivation.” However, we can retreat from this to a more secure conclusion, 

of conditional form: if you want to argue that non-epistemic motivation in some circumstances is a good 

thing (perhaps that it can have benefits outweighing its disadvantages), then you should be prepared to 

argue that its likely consequences (such as the decreased value of information or resistance to 

disconfirmatory evidence) are worth having. 

The philosophical trend that this relates to is virtue epistemology, the focus on individual virtue in 

the answering of questions about knowledge and justification. Epistemic motivations can be thought of as 

virtues and non-epistemic motivations as vices. Life provides many of the latter motivations, in the form of 

personal and social influences to commit to opinions independently of their epistemic virtues, and the 

effect of these influences on an individual’s behaviour and opinion-formation will be decreased by strength 

of the individual’s dedication to epistemic goals (what might colloquially be called their intellectual 

conscience or intellectual integrity). 

Battal’s introduction to virtue epistemology (Battal (2000)) supplies a terminology to distinguish 

ways in which virtues can be the focus of epistemology. One way it is to take the virtues of an individual as 

merely indicative of epistemological properties such as justification. The considerations of this thesis 

support this approach by identifying virtues at the individual level which are crucial to the epistemic 

significance of opinions. On the other hand, the present work counts against the conceptual or ontological 

focus on the virtues; the approaches that take virtues as more fundamental analytically or ontologically 

than knowledge or justification. We reached conclusions that gave an important role to virtues without 

taking virtues as a fundamental starting point: our starting point was just that reasoning agents can perform 

acts that have linguistic content under the appropriate interpretation from their audience, and that the 

propositional content so conveyed can succeed or fail in corresponding to the state of the world. By doing 

the opposite and taking virtues as fundamental, one loses the layer of analysis which allowed us to identify 

which motivations count as virtues and which as vices from an epistemic perspective. 
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Objectivity in Science 

Both Kuhnian socio-historical views of science and the analytical decision-theory approach focus 

on choices made by individual scientists. Since there is relatively little mention of evidence and much 

mention of subjective belief and value in such an analysis, it may appear that such an approach undermines 

or explains away the claimed objectivity of scientific inquiry. As an extreme version of this view, it might 

be said that if theory acceptance is a matter of choice, then the scientist’s acceptance of a particular theory 

reflects only her upbringing in a particular culture, and that she may as well have chosen any other theory 

or myth. On the contrary, though, the decision-theory approach shows us a number of lessons which 

reinforce the idea that there is a distinctive kind of inquiry which is objective and epistemically reliable. 

“Truth-seeking” is not a vacuous adjective. Anyone can claim to be seeking the truth, even the 

most closed-minded defender of ancient dogma. Anyone could defend their epistemic practices as truth-

seeking using the argument, “I defend whatever is written in [whatever venerated book] and I know the 

content of that book to be true [for whatever reason].” The structural definition of epistemic value 

undermines these arguments. It shows an essential difference between wanting true opinion (whatever the 

truth turns out to be) and wanting some other particular kind of opinion. It is not enough to be promoting 

or defending something which, you claim, happens to be true. The structural definition also shows us that 

even though we have a lot of lee-way in what we count as scientific attitude, we are not at liberty to call 

anything we like an epistemic value. 

The criteria for theory choice do not have to be arbitrary or ad hoc. The more values, such as 

fecundity, explanatory power or inter-theoretic unification, that we add to a philosophical understanding of 

science, the more realistic our picture of scientific practice. On the other hand, the longer our list of 

characteristically scientific values, the more arbitrary and culture-bound it looks. In Part 4 we saw that 

epistemic values could be explained in terms of other epistemic values, perhaps even reducing them to the 

goal of informative truth. In this way we can explore the hidden order behind diverse criteria of theory 

choice. The chain of justification does not have to end with the blunt acceptance that a particular criterion 

of theory choice is scientific, because the normative significance of a supposed epistemic value can itself 

be investigated. 

Some scientific disagreements are not epistemically significant. It was already shown in 

Maher’s and Good’s analyses (considered under “Analytical Approaches” in Part 2) that there is a 

spectrum of ideal scientific attitudes to an inquiry. Consider two scientists, one who accepts H as true and 

another who says there is not enough evidence to decide between H and its alternatives. It might be that 

they disagree on the fair odds for H given the evidence, but another possibility is that they give different 

weightings to informative versus cautious assertion. The exact nature of the disagreement would be 

revealed if the scientists more precisely spell out their attitudes. This thesis has given further examples of 

how differences in value can lead to different patterns of theory acceptance. Two scientists may rationally 

accept incompatible theories even when they are motivated purely towards truth and they evaluate the 

probabilities of propositions in the same way but are interested in the truth on different matters. 
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The fact that scientists working on the same problem in the same culture still disagree after a long 

period of collecting and sharing evidence might be used as an argument against the objective nature of 

science. Similarly, the fact that scientists in a particular discipline all agree might be used as an argument 

that science leads eventually to an objective consensus. Both these arguments are undermined by 

considerations of value, because disagreement might not reflect different evaluations of evidential strength 

and agreement might reflect non-epistemic attachment to a “party line”. 

Bias at the individual level need not translate into bias at the group level. In deciding how 

much trust we should give to a piece of testimony, we need to consider (amongst other things) the 

incentives operating on individual opinions. Somebody might be (relatively) epistemically motivated about 

H, but might form opinions about H in a totally misguided way. Someone else might be knowledgeable and 

epistemically motivated about H, but their opinions might be reported to us by someone with a non-

epistemic bias. A consequence of this is that if we arrange it so that people’s opinions come to us via the 

right kind of filters and channels, then their individual value biases will not matter so much. Academic peer 

review is one such filter. A court of law is another. A society in which advocates of one opinion do not 

have the power to silence contrary opinion is another. 

 

Personal Mental Hygiene 

A welcome side-effect of a philosophical analysis of virtue and vice is that it might give the reader 

criteria to apply reflectively to their own behaviour, and so help them become more virtuous. In the same 

vein, an analysis of the distinction between epistemic and non-epistemic values could potentially act as a 

tool for focusing attention on the question of whether the reader is epistemically motivated. At least it 

might prompt readers to think about how they can appear to be epistemically motivated. 

The Delayed Value of Truth principle (from the end of Part 3) teaches us that the tension between 

epistemic and non-epistemic motivations is like many other tensions with a moral significance, in that an 

opportunity for relatively proximate reward (of accepting an opinion with a non-epistemic appeal) is 

contrasted with a opportunity for an delayed reward (in the form of credibility). It seems that all human 

beings experience temptations to stretch the truth when talking to others, to avoid considering painful 

questions and to fix attention on comforting thoughts (or sources of comforting thoughts) rather than pay 

attention to a more reasonable alternative. Perhaps if people are shown in detail the likely eventual 

consequences of moments of epistemic weakness, the process of motivated self-deception will be at least 

marginally harder for them. 
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