
Should You Believe the Truth?

Epistemic rationalitymust have something to dowith truth. Many epistemologists
hold that norms of epistemic rationality—for example, prohibitions on incoherent be-
liefs1—receive their force from their connection to truth. They’re means to the end of
having accurate beliefs. Philosophers in accuracy-first epistemology (AFE) hold that
all genuine epistemic norms are just maximally efficient strategies for achieving accu-
racy (e.g., Rosenkrantz 1981; Joyce 1998; Greaves & Wallace 2006; Joyce 2009; Leit-
geb & Pettigrew 2010a,b; Easwaran 2016; Pettigrew 2016; Briggs & Pettigrew 2018).
Many epistemological theories are committed to one or more of the following the-
ses: that you ought to believe all truths; that the epistemic value of a person’s beliefs is
determined by their distance from the truth; and that rationality roughly consists in
minimizing this distance to the extent possible.

I focus on the claim that you ought to believe all and only truths. Call this the
‘Truth Norm’. I focus on this claim because the tools of deontic logic turn out to
be convenient for explicating the problem. Proponents of many of these theses, e.g.
accuracy-first epistemologists, don’t generally talk in terms of the objective epistemic
ought most of the time. But they still claim that epistemic rationality involves aiming
to hold beliefs that best approximate an epistemic ideal: omniscience. Once we try to
clarify what ideal we’re meant to approach—what truths our beliefs should be aiming
to approximate—we encounter the problems I raise.

This paper argues that the Truth Norm isn’t a genuine epistemic norm. Why?
Not merely because we ordinary believers can’t satisfy it (in some sense of ‘can’t’ that’s
sensitive to our cognitive limitations), or because it isn’t action-guiding. Rather, the
reason is that it’s open to a variety of interpretations, and each interpretation, once
made precise, yields unacceptable verdicts about what we ought to believe.

The worries I raise concern higher-order beliefs: beliefs wholly or partly about
one’s own beliefs. Many epistemologists presuppose that higher-order beliefs are just
cute puzzle cases with no real probative force. They presuppose that we can quaran-
tine off, or idealize, away worrisome higher-order beliefs. One lesson of this paper:
there is no sharp line between first- and higher-order beliefs. Higher-orderdom is

1 I’ll use ‘belief’ as shorthand for any doxastic attitude, including credence, suspension of judgment, etc.
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infectious. Many propositions we care about—e.g. whether a person is secretive, gen-
erous, responsible for deaths, rationally required to buy a lottery ticket, etc.—will turn
out to be species of higher-order belief contents. And these will create problems for
the Truth Norm, and for AFE in general.

The plan for the paper is as follows: in §1, I explain the notion of an objective
epistemic ‘ought.’ I introduce a simple, schematic modal semantics for ‘ought’, and
briefly discuss the ways in which it might imply ‘can.’ In §§2–4, I discuss three forms
of interpretation of the Truth Norm that we can elucidate within modal semantics:
world-relative, absolute, and mixed. I show that each form of interpretation generates
unacceptable verdicts. In §5, I consider a weaker variant of the Truth Norm—the
Accuracy Norm—and show that it also makes unacceptable verdicts. I also show
that its problems generate worries for a widely accepted form of AFE and other forms
of epistemic consequentialism.

On this basis I conclude: there are no objective epistemic norms. In §6, I discuss
attempts to salvage some much weaker objective epistemic norms—norms that can’t
play the intended roles of the Truth Norm. I explain why even these should be re-
jected. §7 explores the possibility of epistemic value without deontic implications.

1 A Truth Norm

1.1 The objective epistemic ‘ought’

Philosophers often distinguish between subjective and objective ‘ought’s. The subjec-
tive ‘ought’ is sensitive to an agent’s limited information; the objective ‘ought’ is not.
You objectively ought to take the very best option available to you, where what’s best
is insensitive to your evidence. You subjectively ought to do what’s rational in light of
your limited evidence.

A common thought in epistemology: the norms of epistemic rationality charac-
terize the subjective epistemic ‘ought’.2 They provide the best means of approximating
the objective epistemic ‘ought’. The objective epistemic norm is widely thought to be
the Truth Norm:3

2 N.B. I use ‘epistemic “ought” ’ for the deontic necessity modals used in epistemology. The expression is
unfortunately ambiguous: ‘epistemic “ought” ’ is sometimes used for (non-deontic) necessity given one’s
knowledge.

3 Some epistemologists take the objective epistemic ‘ought’ to concern knowledge rather than true belief.
The objections that I’ll ultimately raise to theTruthNormwill apply equally to an analogous knowledge
norm.
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Truth Norm: you ought to believe all and only truths.

For different belief models, the Truth Norm is better stated in other ways. If we
(plausibly) distinguish between rejecting a proposition and believing its negation, then
the Truth Norm should be: believe all truths and reject all falsehoods. If our belief
model includes credences instead of, or in addition to, full beliefs, then the Truth
Norm should require having credence 1 in all truths and 0 in all falsehoods. I primarily
discuss full belief, but my arguments are generalizable to all three models.

The Truth Norm, on the intended interpretation, doesn’t say that you should
come to believe all and only truths. It says that you should already believe all and only
truths. The norm is best interpreted as time-coordinated: ‘you oughtt believet all and
only truths’, rather than ‘you oughtt believet+ all and only truths’. (Compare: while
it’s true that you oughtt to payt+ your parking tickets, it’s also true that you oughtt
not havet parking tickets to begin with.) This form of evaluative ‘ought’ isn’t action-
guiding, since we can’t change the present; any change would take us into the future.
But no one could reasonably expect an omniscience-requiring norm to guide actions.4

This paper ultimately argues that there is no objective epistemic ‘ought’. This needs
explanation. There are vastly many possible forms of epistemic evaluation, many ap-
pealing to information outside the believer’s evidence. But that is not sufficient for
labeling a form of evaluation ‘the objective epistemic “ought” ’, on my usage.

In order for some norm to count as an ‘objective epistemic “ought” ’, as I intend the
phrase, it should be able to play certain roles in epistemology: for example,

1. It should characterize the epistemically ideal total and partial doxastic states.

2. It should provide the standard against which the epistemic value of other total
doxastic states may be compared (as in AFE).

3. Divergence from the ideal should be able to affect (indirectly) whether a total
doxastic state is rational. (If an objective epistemic ‘ought’ exists, it must be
related to, and inform, the subjective epistemic ‘ought’. Note also that this role
is part of why the objective epistemic ‘ought’ must be able to characterize total
epistemic states.)

4. If a believer’s total doxastic state is as it objectively epistemically ought to be,
then this doxastic state cannot be accuracy-dominated.5 (This is part of what

4 I stipulatively define ‘omniscience’ in terms of true belief, rather than knowledge.
5 Across epistemic possibilities, not merely logical possibilities.
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makes a candidate objective ‘ought’ specifically epistemic, though it may not be
sufficient.)

5. The objective epistemic ‘ought’ should not permit hedges against uncertainty,
whereby one adopts a state that is known to be less than ideal in order to avoid
the risk of a worse outcome. (Permitting hedging is sufficient for a form of
evaluation to count as subjective.)

In principle one can slap the label ‘objective epistemic “ought” ’ on ‘ought’s that cannot
play most, or any, of these roles. But for the purposes of this paper, that will amount
to changing the subject.

1.2 ‘Ought’ implies ‘can’

Amore typical objection to the Truth Norm comes from the charge that ‘ought’ im-
plies ‘can’. There’s some sense in which we ordinary believers can’t believe all and only
truths. Logical space includes uncountably many propositions: too many for cogni-
tively limited believers like humans, with our little brains, to entertain. Moreover,
some individual propositions might be impossible for us to cognize.

I’m not interested in this kind of objection. The objections to the Truth Norm
that this paper raises, if correct, hold not only for ordinary believers but also for cog-
nitively unlimited, ideal believers.

Even if we limit the set of propositions that the Truth Norm requires omni-
science about, the problems I’ll raise remain: we needn’t assume that believers must
have attitudes toward every proposition. Let F be an agenda of first-order proposi-
tions that the agent can entertain. Assume that for allp ∈ F , if a believer can entertain
p, she can entertain Bp: the proposition that she herself believes that p). LetA be the
smallest boolean closed set of propositions that includes F and also contains Bp for
all p ∈ F . The arguments below hold even if we assume that the agent can entertain
only propositions in A. So the believer might have only a small set of simple first-
and second-order beliefs. Throughout I assume that the believer has attitudes toward
some agenda of propositions P ⊇ A.

1.3 Deontic logic for epistemology

What does it mean to say that you ought to believe all and only truths? Standard de-
ontic logic (SDL) provides an off-the-shelf Kripke semantics for ‘ought’:6

6 I use SDL’s naïve modal semantics for simplicity. SDL faces a number of challenges for modeling nat-
ural language modals (Kratzer 1977, 1981), but these challenges generally concern embeddings that are
irrelevant for present purposes.
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◦ Propositions are sets of possible worlds.

◦ [[·]] is a valuation function assigning propositions to sentences. A sentence ϕ is
true atw just in casew ∈ [[ϕ]].

◦ A deontic accessibility relation R is a serial relation over possible worlds.7

◦ v is a deontic alternative tow iffwRv for the relevant deontic accessibility rela-
tionR. Deontic alternatives tow are idealworldswith respect to relevant norms
inw .

◦ [[Ought ϕ]] is true atw iff [[ϕ]] is true at all deontic alternatives tow .

For ease of exposition, I’ll move freely between object and metalanguage, e.g., by re-
expressing the previous sentence as ┌It ought to be thatϕ atw iff at all deontic alternatives
tow , ϕ .┐

To interpret the Truth Norm, we need to locate an accessibility relation for its
‘ought’. In sections 2, 3, and 4, we’ll consider a series of candidates.

Note that, for all the talk of accessibility relations below, this central claims of this
paper are epistemological, not logical. I will not argue that any possible interpretation
of the Truth Norm will generate contradictions, or have Liar-like properties. Instead,
I will argue that the natural and plausible interpretations are simply false. They make
prescriptions that are not genuinely epistemically required, and more generally, they
provide a form of evaluation that cannot fulfill the constitutive roles of an objective
epistemic ‘ought’.

1.4 From deontic semantics to epistemic decision theory

AFE usually concerns decision theories, rather than modal semantics, for epistemol-
ogy. These decision theories evaluate belief states in terms of gradational accuracy: for
example, many hold that a belief state is irrational if it is strictly accuracy dominated,
such that some other belief state is guaranteed to be closer to the truth, whatever the
truth is. Since a major target of this paper is AFE, it’s useful to have a translation
schema for epistemic decision theorists.

Each possible state of the world w determines at least one maximally accurate
doxastic act. This serves various roles in AFE:

◦ A maximally accurate act atw is an ideal epistemic act atw .

◦ The accuracy or epistemic value of an epistemic act ismeasured by its proximity
to a maximally accurate act.

7 R is serial iff ∀w ∈W (∃v ∈W (wRv)).
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◦ If your credences atw match amaximally accurate act atw , then your credences
can’t be strictly accuracy dominated.

◦ If all maximally accurate acts at all possible states have some property F , then
rationality requires F .

This generates our translation schema. Different interpretations of the Truth Norm
determine different corresponding indomitable acts. For each interpretation I , look
to the credence function Cr Iv of your counterpart in each I-deontic alternative v to
your worldw . HavingCr Iv is an indomitable act atw according to I .

Then we can ask: whichCr Iv can genuinely play the roles of an indomitable act? If
accuracy is understood as divergence from the truth: from which truths?

2 World-relative interpretation

A first-pass interpretation of the Truth Norm: you ought to believe p in w iff p is
true atw . Call this the world-relative interpretation of the Truth Norm. It determines
the following accessibility relation for ‘ought’:

World-Relative: ∀w,v ∈W ,wRv iff for all p ∈ P:
w ∈ p iffv ∈ Bp.

That is: v is a deontic alternative tow just in case inv you believe all and only truths
aboutw .

Theworld-relative interpretation faces a problem. Because you’re not omniscient,
there’s some true proposition p that you don’t believe. This constrains deontic alter-
natives:

inw in anyv s.t.wRv
p you believe p
you don’t believe p you believe that you don’t believe p

But this means that at all deontic alternatives to your world, you have a false belief. So
you ought to have a false belief. But theTruthNorm says you ought to believe all and
only truths. So the world-relative interpretation of the Truth Norm can’t be correct.

Sorensen (1988) calls true conjunctions of the form ┌p and I don’t believep┐ ‘blindspots’:
they are possibly true propositions that aren’t truly believable (at least by agents who
believe the conjuncts of conjunctions that they believe). Bykvist & Hattiangadi (2007)
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argue against theTruthNormon these grounds: it violates an extremelyweak ‘ought’-
implies-‘can’ principle, according to which you ought to ϕ only if it’s metaphysically
possible that you both ϕ and ought to ϕ .8, 9

3 Absolute interpretation

The problem with the world-relative interpretation is that it assumes that in any ideal
worldv , you believe all andonly truths about someotherworld: the nonideal reference
worldw . But if inv you believe all and only truths aboutw , then you aren’t omniscient
with respect tov .

The intuition behind the Truth Norm might simply be that, ideally, you’d be
omniscient. So any deontic alternative v to w should be one in which you believe
about all facts inv (rather than facts inw ). To capture this interpretation of theTruth
Norm, we need a different accessibility relation. Call this the absolute interpretation:

Absolute: ∀w,v ∈W ,wRv iff ∀p ∈ P ,v ∈ p iffv ∈ Bp

In English: the deontic alternatives to anyw are the worlds v in which you’re omni-
scient (i.e., in v , you believe all and only truths of v). This counts as absolute, rather

8 This objection is related to, but distinct from, the Church-Fitch paradox. Church (1945/2009) showed
that on all normal modal logics, (ia) entails (ib), and the same form of argument shows that (iia) entails
(iib).

(i) a. All truths are knowable.
b. All truths are known.

(ii) a. All truths are truly believable.
b. All truths are truly believed.

TheChurch-Fitch paradox generates problems for (ia) because (ib) is false. Does the analogous entailment
cause problems for the Truth Norm? Unlike (ib), the Truth Norm is a deontic claim: even if (iib) is
actually false, perhaps it ought to be true.

9 This problem translates immediately to AFE. The world-relative indomitable act atw is havingCrWR :

CrWR (p) :=
!
1, if p is true atw
0, otherwise

But since you’re non-omniscient, there’s some true p you don’t assign credence 1 to. So for you, having
CrWR means assigning credence 1 top and assigning credence 1 to the proposition I don’t assign credence
1 to p. These credences are necessarily self-falsifying, so they can hardly be epistemically ideal. If the
value that epistemic decision theories aim to maximize is accuracy in one’s credences, that value can’t
be characterized in terms of proximity to self-falsifying credences. So having CrWR shouldn’t be an
indomitable act.
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than world-relative, because all worlds will share the same deontic alternatives.
On this accessibility relation, if v is accessible from w , then v is also accessible

from itself. In other words, this accessibility relation is shift-reflexive. On all shift-
reflexive frames, the following schema is valid: ┌□(□ϕ → ϕ)┐. (In English: it’s obliga-
tory that obligations be satisfied.) In ideal worlds, one satisfies one’s obligations; oth-
erwise, ideal worlds would find themselves wanting. (If even v finds itself wanting,
then why would it be ideal to w?) So w regards v as ideal only if v regards itself as
ideal.

Notice that the world-relative interpretation doesn’t satisfy shift-reflexivity. This
was the heart of its problem: it entailed that an objectively epistemically nonideal
world w will only regard another world v as ideal if you have false beliefs in v , and
therefore v won’t regard itself as ideal. So on that interpretation, the Truth Norm
requires you to violate the Truth Norm.

The absolute interpretation nevertheless faces its own problems. First: the deon-
tic alternatives to your (nonideal) world are worlds in which you’re omniscient; and
therefore, in those worlds, you correctly believe that you’re omniscient. So at your
world, you ought to believe that you’re omniscient. So on the absolute interpretation,
you’re required to believe something false.

Moreover, insofar as you know you suspend judgment on some propositions, on
this interpretation, theTruthNorm requires you to believe something you know—by
mere introspection!—to be false.

On the two interpretations we’ve considered, either you’re required to have a false
belief (on the world-relative interpretation) or you’re required to believe something
that’s false (on the absolute interpretation). Formally:

◦ World-relative: ∃p ∈ P □(Bp ∧ ¬p)

◦ Absolute: ∃p ∈ P (□Bp ∧ ¬p)

Each of these conflicts with the intuitions motivating the Truth Norm.
This objection to the absolute interpretation isn’t airtight. Onemight respond: the

absolute interpretationpredicts that youobjectively ought to believe you’re omniscient—
but that’s because you objectively ought to be omniscient! If youwere doing as you ob-
jectively ought, then you would both be omniscient and recognize your omniscience.

Still, a second, more serious problem arises for the absolute interpretation. Con-
sider some contingently true proposition, e.g., that there are cats. One might expect
that, on the Truth Norm, you ought to believe this proposition. But on this accessi-
bility relation, this isn’t the case!

Why? The absolute interpretation says that anyworld in which you’re omniscient
is a deontic alternative to the actual world. Not all of these will be cat-worlds. (Cats
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presumably aren’t a necessary condition on your omniscience.) So at some deontic
alternatives tow , you don’t believe that there are cats. So, on our modal semantics, it’s
not the case that you ought to believe that there are cats.

The set of worlds where you’re omniscient is orthogonal to most ordinary, con-
tingent, first-order propositions. On the absolute interpretation, the Truth Norm
doesn’t require you to believe these propositions. It only requires that you believe
propositions entailed by your omniscience.

In short: the absolute interpretation is inconsistent with the Truth Norm, in
both letter and spirit. On the absolute interpretation, there are some falsehoods that
you ought to believe, and it’s not the case that you ought to believe most actually true,
contingent propositions.10

4 Mixed interpretations

4.1 Mixed interpretation #1

The second, more serious problem for the absolute interpretation resulted from the
assumption that the deontic alternatives tow are allworlds where you’re omniscient.
That includes worlds where the contingent facts are very different from the actual
world. So it includes worlds where your omniscience requires belief in many propo-
sitions that are, in actuality, false. What if we restrict the set of deontic alternatives to
avoid this worry?

A first attempt: perhaps the deontic alternatives to w are worlds where you’re
omniscient but the rest of the contingent facts are the same as atw .

Mixed Interpretation #1: For allw,v ∈W ,wRv iff

(i) for all p ∈ P ,v ∈ p iffv ∈ Bp, and

(ii) for all p ∈ P such that p ! you’re not omniscient,v ∈ p iffw ∈ p.

I call this a ‘mixed interpretation’ because the accessibility relation restricts the deontic
alternatives suggested by the absolute interpretation in a world-relative way.11

10Again, these problems translate immediately to AFE: the absolute indomitable act atw assigns credence
1 to a proposition that’s false atw (problem #1). It’s also maximally imprecise over all propositions that
aren’t entailed by your omniscience, with the result that all these propositions make no contribution to
your accuracy (problem #2). So this doesn’t seem like the alethic ideal to approximate.

11 In AFE, this means that the mixed1 indomitable act for w is one which assigns credence 1 to all p s.t.
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Clause (i) ensures your omniscience in any deontic alternativev tow , while clause
(ii) ensures that v and w are alike in all facts compatible with your omniscience: for
example, there are cats inv iff there are cats inw . The proposition there are cats doesn’t
entail you’re not omniscient, and is true at the actual world. So by clause (ii), it’s true at
all deontic alternatives to the actual world. So by clause (i), you truly believe it at all
deontic alternatives to the actual world. And so you objectively ought to believe that
there are cats.

Mixed interpretation #1 looks promising. It still predicts that you ought to believe
you’re omniscient—which may or may not be a problem (see §3)—but it’s able to pre-
dict that you ought to believe many contingently true propositions. So it apparently
improves over both the world-relative and absolute interpretations.

But this interpretation still yields unacceptable verdicts. Consider (1):

(1) You’re omniscient or Hillary Clinton is the US president.

(1) doesn’t entail your non-omniscience, and (1) is not true at the actual world. So,
by clause (ii), at any deontic alternativev to the actual world, (1) is false. But clause (i)
ensures that any deontic alternativev to anyworld is aworldwhere you’re omniscient.
So at every deontic alternative, (1) is true. So there are no deontic alternatives to the
actual world.12

Onemight respond: if the actual world has no deontic alternatives, that can hardly
be a problem for the Truth Norm. The absence of deontic alternatives entails the
(trivial) truth of the Truth Norm.

But it also entails the trivial truth of the Falsehood Norm: believe all and only
falsehoods. So the trivial truth of the Truth Norm should be no consolation to its
proponents. More generally: it would be logically impossible to do as one ought. Noth-
ing would be permissible.13

4.2 Mixed interpretation #2

Mixed interpretation #1 is too strong, and has a natural weakening:

Mixed Interpretation #2: For allw,v ∈W ,wRv iff

(i) for all p ∈ P ,v ∈ p iffv ∈ Bp, and

w ∈ p andp ! you’re not omniscient, and is transparent to itself (i.e.,CrM1(your credence inp isn) = 1 iff
CrM1(p) = n.)

12 For AFE:w has no indomitable act.
13 It therefore violates the seriality condition that SDL places on deontic accessibility relations.
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(ii) for all p ∈ P s.t. p ! you’re not omniscient, ifw ∈ p, thenv ∈ p.

Mixed interpretation #1 uses a biconditional in its second clause, while mixed inter-
pretation #2 uses a conditional.

Given this accessibility relation, from the fact that (1) is not true in our world, we
can’t infer that it’s not true in the deontic alternatives to our world. So this interpre-
tation avoids the problem we posed for its predecessor.

But this variant faces its own problems. Many worlds—including our world—still
have no deontic alternatives. To see this, let n be the sequence of actually winning
Powerball numbers tomorrow. Here are three propositions true of our world:

(2) n will be the winning Powerball numbers tomorrow.

(3) If I believe that n will be the winning Powerball numbers tomorrow, then I’ll
buy a Powerball ticket today with n.

(4) I won’t buy a Powerball ticket today.

None of these entails that I’m not omniscient; so all are true at any deontic alternative
to ourworld. But they jointly entail that I fail the omniscience condition at any deontic
alternative to our world. ((3) and (4) entail that I don’t believe (2), but (2) is true. So
I fail to believe something true.) Clause (i) requires any deontic alternative to be one
in which I’m omniscient. So our second mixed interpretation also predicts that our
world has no deontic alternatives.14

4.3 Mixed interpretation #3

We can avoid the problem for mixed interpretations #1 and #2 if we can guarantee
a nonempty set of deontic alternatives for any world. Let O be the set of worlds
where you’re omniscient. The selection function σ : W → O maps each world to
the uniquely closest (i.e., most similar) world where you’re omniscient.15 This ensures
that the deontic alternative tow is very much likew : if there are cats inw , then there
are cats in σ (w).

Mixed Interpretation #3: ∀w,v ∈W ,wRv iff σ (w) = v .

14Or again: our world has no indomitable act.
15This rules out ties, whichwould generate further problems for this interpretation. For propositions about
which tied worlds differ, this interpretation can’t issue requirements.
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On Stalnaker’s (1968) counterfactual semantics, Mixed Interpretation #3 claims: what
you ought to believe is what you would believe, were you omniscient.

Will this do the job? What might a deontic alternative to our world be like? It
depends on the similarity relation over worlds. Determining an appropriate similar-
ity relation over worlds (for some purpose) is often a theoretical minefield. (See, e.g.,
Lewis 1979.) We’ll consider various options.

4.3.1 Future similarity, future omniscience

Suppose the most similar O-world to ours preserves similarity to our future, except
that you become (and remain) omniscient. That world, v , is a world where you hide
your extra knowledge. The future would be profoundly different if you told the world
how to cure cancer or halt climate change!

This means that v is a world where you’re weirdly secretive. You don’t tell your
mother the winning Powerball numbers; you don’t share the cure for cancer. Here are
some other truths inv which, since you’re omniscient inv , you believe of yourself in
v :

(5) I’m weirdly secretive.

(6) I’m ungenerous with my mother.

(7) I allow people to needlessly die of cancer.

So, on this interpretation, in the actual world, you objectively ought to believe these
propositions—even though, presumably, they’re false. That’s absurd.16

4.3.2 Present similarity, future omniscience

Let’s try an alternative similarity relation, holding fixedmore of the present but allow-
ing the future to diverge. In particular, we’ll hold fixed your actual willingness to share
your beliefs, even if that means that the future of the actual world’s deontic alternative
will be quite different (cf. Lewis 1979). Then you needn’t believe (5)–(7), because those
propositions wouldn’t be true inv .

This generates its own problems. Here are some other truths in v which, since
you’re omniscient inv , you believe of yourself inv :

(8) I’ll tell my mother the winning Powerball numbers.

16All versions of mixed interpretation #3 face another objection: that in the deontic alternative to our
world, (i) is true, hence believed, hence something you actually ought to believe of yourself:

(i) Most of my beliefs are entirely unsupported by my evidence.

12



(9) I’ll disseminate the cure for cancer.

So, on this interpretation, in the actual world, you objectively ought to believe these
propositions—even though, presumably, they’re false. That’s absurd.

4.3.3 Present similarity, future non-omniscience

In the previous two similarity relations, you elected not to act on your omniscience, or
you acted on it. Your omniscience infected facts outside of your beliefs, facts that the
Truth Norm shouldn’t require or even apply to. The resulting variants of the Truth
Norm entailed that you should believe some propositions that are actually false and
(unlike the proposition that you’re omniscient) not required by the Truth Norm to
be true. Can we construct a similarity relation that quarantines the Truth Norm
away from such propositions?

Let’s pay attention to time-indexing: you oughtt toϕ just in case youwouldϕ at t if
you were omniscient at t . We might use a similarity relation where you’re omniscient
only at t , after which your body of beliefs contracts back to your actual belief state.
You therefore have no time to act on your omniscience in ways that affect the future:
you have no chance of disseminating the cure for cancer. So you’re not responsible for
needless cancer deaths: before you can act, t is passed and you no longer remember
the cure for cancer. So you’re not required to believe either (7) or (9); similarly for the
other examples.17

But this tweak generates its own problems. Here is a truth inv which, since you’re
omniscient inv , you believe of yourself inv :

(10) I’ll lose almost all of my knowledge within the next minute.

So, on this interpretation, in the actual world, you objectively ought to believe (10)—
even though, presumably, it’s false. That’s absurd.

4.4 Lessons

An important lesson: it’s impossible to cleanly separate out propositions that are re-
lated to your beliefs from those that aren’t. There is no bright line between first-order
and higher-order beliefs. Propositions (5)–(10) are partly higher-order: whether you’re
secretive, ungenerous, etc. depends on what you believe and how you act on your be-
liefs. They aren’t entailed by, or immediately about, your omniscience. But were you
omniscient, your omnisciencewouldmake them true (onone or another plausible sim-
ilarity relation), which would affect your beliefs about them. So each counterfactual
interpretation of the Truth Norm predicts that you actually ought to believe some

17Thanks to [omitted] for suggesting this hypothesis, and for discussion.
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of these propositions, even though they’re false. This can hardly capture the idea that
you ought to believe all and only truths.

This objection differs from the worry that you ought to believe:

(11) You’re omniscient.

This is false (alas!), but if the Truth Norm is correct, it ought to be true. The only
reasonwhy (11) is false in the actual world is that you’re not living up to your objective
epistemic obligations.

The same can’t be said of (5)–(10). The Truth Norm doesn’t require you to be
weirdly secretive, or to tell your mother the winning Powerball numbers, or to lose
almost all of your knowledge in the next minute. The falsity of (5)–(10) is no epistemic
shortcoming of yours. So on these interpretations, the Truth Norm requires you to
believe false propositions that the norm doesn’t require to be true.

We’ve canvassed several interpretations of the Truth Norm; each yielded un-
acceptable verdicts. Interpreting the Truth Norm should be starting to seem like a
degenerating research program. I tentatively conclude: there’s no credible interpreta-
tion of the Truth Norm. The Truth Norm is false.

5 Approaching truth

5.1 Accuracy maximization

Accuracy-first epistemologists can respond: couldn’t there be a plausible alternative
to the Truth Norm for the objective epistemic ‘ought’? Maybe the Truth Norm
went wrong by demanding perfect omniscience. Instead, we might take the objective
epistemic ‘ought’ to demandmaximizing your accuracy. Comparewith expected utility
theory: there, the subjective ‘ought’ prescribes maximizing expected utility, and the
objective ‘ought’ prescribes maximizing utility tout court.

Similarly, AFEevaluates doxastic states for degreesof accuracy. Where omniscience
is logically impossible, you objectively ought to maximize your accuracy to the extent
possible—even if in doing so, your beliefs aren’t perfectly accurate.

Accuracy Norm: you objectively ought to have the most accurate possible
beliefs.

This is a constitutive commitment of consequentialist accuracy-first epistemology (e.g.Greaves
2013; Caie 2013; Pettigrew 2016).
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Like the Truth Norm, the Accuracy Norm has world-relative, absolute, and
mixed interpretations. The Accuracy Norm pairs best with the world-relative inter-
pretation. On the absolute andmixed interpretations (but not theworld-relative inter-
pretation), deontic alternatives would still be worlds in which you’re omniscient, and
so these interpretations would face precisely the same objections as with the Truth
Norm. The Accuracy Norm is interesting only to the extent that it’s distinct from,
and avoids the problems of, the world-relative Truth Norm.

A temptingly simple formulation:18

Accuracy Norm (World-Relative): Inw , have the most accurate doxastic
state compatible with being inw .

Problem: consider a toy example: youonly have attitudes towards these twopropo-
sitions and their negations:

◦ p

◦ q =: I don’t believe p.

We’ll use a tripartite belief model involving belief, suspension of judgment, and rejec-
tion. I assume that belief in truths and rejection of falsehoods are both more accurate
than suspension of judgment on either truths or falsehoods, which is in turn more
accurate than belief in falsehoods and rejection of truths.

Letwpq be a world where both p and q are true. Atwpq , Accuracy requires you
to perform this epistemic act:

◦ believe q; reject ¬q; and

◦ suspend judgment on p; reject ¬p

Why not believe all truths and reject all falsehoods atwpq? Believingp is incompatible
with being inwpq : if you believep, q is false, and hence you’re not inwpq . It’s logically
impossible to truly believe both propositions that are true atwpq . Given that you can’t
have the perfectly accurate attitude toward p, suspension is the best you can do. The
rest of your attitudes can then be perfectly accurate.

Problem #1. These beliefs are incoherent. Coherence requires that if you suspend
judgment on p, you also suspend on ¬p. But if you suspend judgment about both p
and¬p, then your credences do notmaximize accuracy: they are less accurate than the

18Castro & Vassend (2017) appear to endorse this norm.
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incoherent combination. Hence, the world-relative interpretation of the Accuracy
Norm requires having incoherent doxastic attitudes.19

Problem #2. Your options for the maximally accurate beliefs to have at wpq were
limited by the fact that we specified some facts about your beliefs in our identification
of wpq . This generalizes: the more fully described worlds are within your space of
propositions, themore constrained the optionswill be formaximizing accuracy. If you
can form beliefs about your attitude toward any propositionp, themaximally accurate
attitude towardp at any worldw will be whatever attitude you happen to have atw . If
worlds are specific enough to determine your total belief state, then the most accurate
belief state compatible withw is whatever your belief state inw happens to be. (This is, of
course, the only belief state compatible withw !) So the relevant accessibility relation
is identity:

Accuracy (World-Relative) for non-toy examples:
∀w,v ∈W ,wRv iffv = w .

It would therefore be impossible to violate theAccuracy Norm—rendering the norm
trivial.

5.2 State-relative accuracy-maximization

We need a different characterization of what beliefs are ‘possible’ for the Accuracy
Norm. Accuracy-first consequentialists understand available epistemic acts as deci-
sion theoretic options. To model these, we distinguish worlds from coarser grained
states of the world, which form a partition S overW . Each state of the world is com-
patible with your holding different beliefs.

s1 s2 . . .

adopt belief state 1 w1
1 w2

1 . . .

adopt belief state 2 w1
2 w2

2 . . .

...
...

...
. . .

Instead of a world-relative interpretation of the Accuracy Norm, we use a state-
relative interpretation:

19 See Caie 2013 and Castro & Vassend 2017 for a defense; Castro & Vassend use a credal analog of this
example.
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Accuracy Norm (State-Relative): For any s ∈ S , if you’re in s , you ought to
have the most accurate doxastic state compatible with being in s .

State-Relative: For allw,v ∈W ,wRv iff

1. ∃s ∈ S s.t.w,v ∈ s , and

2. ∀p∈ P , if s ⊆ p,v ∈ Bp.

In English: v is a deontic alternative tow iffv is in the same state asw and inv , you’re
omniscient about all propositions entailed by that state.

Notice: whatever facts related to belief states are entailed by s will constrain what
beliefs aremaximally accurate ats . For example, ifs entailsp and that no one believesp,
themost accurate total belief state relative to s will demand suspension of judgment on
p. How then is this an improvement over the world-relative interpretation? Since the
partition of states can be coarser-grained, states need not entail higher-order contents
(i.e., propositions about your beliefs). Your actual beliefs need not be themost accurate
beliefs compatible with the state. So satisfying the norm is nontrivial.

Problem: the only way to block the result that we always trivially have maximally
accurate beliefs is to use states that are silent about some of our doxastic attitudes.
This means that there are propositions that we are perfectly capable of entertaining,
but maximizing accuracy doesn’t require us to be correct about them.

What objectively ought we believe about our own beliefs? Even if it were possi-
ble to sharply distinguish first- and higher-order beliefs, it’s implausible that higher-
order beliefs are entirely unconstrained by accuracy. So should we have states entail
propositions about first-order beliefs? Second-order beliefs? First-order beliefs about
cats, but third-order beliefs about watermelons? This interpretation of theAccuracy
Norm is partition-dependent, and any choice of partition will be unacceptably arbi-
trary.

5.3 Ramifications for AFE

These problems for the Accuracy Norm infect any form of AFE. Still further prob-
lems afflict versions of AFE committed to:

Perfectionism: Our doxastic states are better to the extent that they approximate
what we objectively ought to believe.
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Perfectionism is widely assumed in epistemic decision theory.20 If we ought to have
the maximally accurate doxastic state in a world or state, then:

Problem #1: This entails that we are sometimes, perhaps always, objectively and
subjectively required to be incoherent. Consider a credal variant of the example above:
one has attitudes toward p and its negation, and toward q* =: No one has credence in p
greater than .5, and its negation. Atwpq* , the maximally accurate credence function is
c :

c(p) = .5; c(¬p) = 0; c(q*) = 1; c(¬q*) = 0

If we do better atwpq* by approximating c , then as Castro & Vassend (2017) show, c*
is accuracy-dominated:21

c*(p) = .5; c*(¬p) = .5; c*(q*) = 1; c*(¬q*) = 0

Castro & Vassend conclude that c* is always irrational, evidence be damned. Not only
will incoherence be objectively required, as in §5.1, but it will also be subjectively,
rationally required. Surely, though, there are evidential situations in which you have
good reason to have credence .5 in both a proposition and its negation, and confident
that everyone you’re quantifying over has no higher credence. (For example, every
ordinary toss of a fair coin!)

Problem #2: Sometimes distinct belief states will be tied for most accurate at a
world or state. How do we determine which we should use to measure the inaccu-
racy of other beliefs? These choices will be arbitrary, and their arbitrariness will infect
verdicts about rationality.

6 There is no objective epistemic ‘ought’

We’ve looked hard, but found no plausible way of understanding the Truth Norm.
Each candidate interpretation placed absurd requirements on believers. Similarly for
the Accuracy Norm. So I inductively conclude: there is no truth or accuracy norm on
belief.

The Truth andAccuracy Norms seem to be the weakest viable candidates for a
general objective epistemic ‘ought’. (Knowledge-based normswould face similar prob-
lems.) If even these have counterexamples, then I conclude: there is no objective epis-
temic ‘ought’.

20 I take the name from Pettigrew (2016); his (2018) is, I believe, committed to the claim as stated.
21Castro & Vassend’s argument is meant to refute Joyce’s (1998; 2009) arguments for probabilism. The
dispute may be reconstructed as a disagreement about which interpretation of the objective epistemic
‘ought’ to feed into Perfectionism.
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One might objection: aren’t there still weaker candidates for objective epistemic
‘ought’s? Let’s consider a few candidates.

6.1 Falsity avoidance

A first candidate, defended by Raleigh (2013):

Falsity Avoidance Norm: You ought not have false beliefs.22

Unlike the Truth Norm, this doesn’t require you to believe anything: ipso facto, it
doesn’t require you to believe that you’re omniscient, responsible for cancer deaths,
or any of the other implausible prescriptions of the Truth Norm.

This norm still has implausible verdicts. First, at every deontic alternative, you
have no false beliefs; so at every deontic alternative you do not falsely believe that you
have any false beliefs. So this norm entails that it’s impermissible to believe that you
have any false beliefs. If you’re like me, you have powerful inductive evidence that you
do have false beliefs (though you don’t know which). If you do, on this proposal, it’s
impermissible to recognize your own fallibility. So, there are truths that you’re pro-
hibited from believing. Again, though, this might not be a problem. The proposition
that you’re fallible is true only because you violate Falsity Avoidance.

More problematically: this norm is so weak that it can’t play various roles that one
might want an objective epistemic ‘ought’ to play, as set out in section 1.1: what we
ought subjectively to approximate in the pursuit of epistemic value, or what it would
take to realize the greatest possible epistemic value. FalsityAvoidanceonly requires
avoiding false belief. One could satisfy this norm without having any true beliefs, by
suspending judgment on everything.

Suppose satisfying Falsity Avoidance is sufficient for doing as you objectively
epistemically ought. This is inconsistent with two claims that many contemporary
epistemologists accept—especially thosewhohave been tempted by theTruthNorm:

(i) You objectively epistemically ought to maximize epistemic value.

(ii) True belief has more epistemic value than suspension of judgment.

Why? Given (ii), if you suspend judgment on everything, you don’tmaximize epistemic
value: having some true beliefs, without trading in any false beliefs, will have higher
epistemic value. So, given (ii), suspending judgment on everything is insufficient for
doing as you objectively epistemically ought.

Worse: universal suspension—global skepticism—is guaranteed to perfectly sat-
isfy Falsity Avoidance. Forming any beliefs risks violating Falsity Avoidance.

22Thanks to [omitted] for an equivalent suggestion.
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So a form of weak dominance argument shows that, on this norm, forming any beliefs
whatsoever is irrational. You’re subjectively epistemically required to be a skeptic!

6.2 Become omniscient

One might think that the problem lay in our starting assumption: that the Truth
Norm evaluates beliefs you already possess. Rather than saying that you ought to al-
ready be omniscient, perhaps the correct truth norm says that you ought to become
omniscient. This will avoid many of the original Truth Norm’s problems. After all,
it doesn’t require you right now to believe any falsehoods (‘I will disseminate the cure
for cancer’). If you become omniscient, then the relevant propositions won’t be false-
hoods.

Become Omniscient Norm: what you oughtt to believet+ is what you would
believet+ if you were omniscient at t+ (where t+ is, say, a moment after t ).

What does this requirement amount to? In the actual world, I’m sad to report, you
will not be omniscient a moment from now. Does this mean that you will violate your
epistemic obligations? It’s unclear. BecomeOmniscient imposes present obligations
on your future attitudes: you’re obligatednow, at t , to becomeomniscient in the future,
at t+. So you’re not currently violating your current (t ) obligations. Since you won’t
be omniscient at t+, you will violate your t obligations. But you won’t violate your
obligations at t+, because at t+ Become Omniscient only imposes requirements on
your behavior at a future moment, t++. So if Become Omniscient is the strongest
objective epistemic norm, then bizarrely, there is never any fact of the matter about
whether you’re doing as you ought!23

6.3 Alternative semantics for the Truth Norm

All interpretations of the Truth Norm we’ve considered were modeled in terms of
possible worlds semantics, the orthodox form of modal semantics for modal logics
and, in generalized form, natural language semantics. What if the problem isn’t with
the Truth Norm, but with possible worlds semantics?

Consider an example of this style of proposal. One commitment of SDL, Kratzer’s
modal semantics, and their relatives is that necessity modals like ‘ought’ are satisfy
Agglomeration:

23Contrast with ordinary future-oriented obligations: if your mother tells you at 6:12 that you must eat
your broccoli, then there’s some future time interval (possibly contextually determined)—say, 6:12 to
6:15—during which you can fulfill that obligation. When 6:15 rolls around, you’re in violation of your
obligation. For more on the quasi-referential properties of tense, see Partee (1973); Ogihara (1995).
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Agglomeration: ┌ought ϕ┐, ┌oughtψ ┐ ⊨ ┌ought (ϕ andψ )┐

One might take the arguments above to support the idea that the Truth Norm is
non-agglomerative. Then one can use a variant of world-relative interpretation. For a
proposition truep that you don’t believe, this variant predicts that you ought to believe
p and you ought to believe that you don’t believe p, but it’s not the case that you ought
to hold both beliefs. So it needn’t commit to the claim that you ought to have a false
belief.

The problemwith this proposal is that it cannot serve the purposes of the objective
epistemic ‘ought’ that I set out in section 1.1. It won’t be able to characterize ideal
total doxastic states; it won’t serve as a standard by which tomeasure the value of total
doxastic states. And for these reasons it’s hard to see how it could informa theory of the
subjective epistemic ‘ought’: coherence norms apply at the level of total doxastic states.
A single belief, in isolation from a backdrop of mental states, cannot be evaluated for
coherence.

More generally: the problems I’ve raised don’t depend on possible worlds seman-
tics as such. They concern very general questions: What specific beliefs are required by
the Truth Norm? Are the contents of those beliefs actually true? What does confor-
mity to the norm amount to? Can someone conform to the norm while having false
beliefs or suspending judgment? I’m skeptical that any interpretation of the Truth
Norm, in any semantic framework, can provide acceptable answers.

To understand the broader semantic problem: some form of ‘ought’-implies-‘can’
is widely accepted (even if the relevant ‘can’ is extremely weak). What ought to be the
case is restricted by what can, or could, have been so, given some fixed set of circum-
stances that constrain what an agent ‘can’ do. What circumstances should we hold
fixed for the truth norm? If we hold fixed all of the truths of the believer’s world, then
we hold fixed truths about the believer’s ignorance. So the ideal beliefs will either
truly or falsely self-ascribe ignorance about at least one proposition; in either case, the
agent is non-omniscient. If we don’t fixed all truths of the believer’s world, then there
will be some truths that they’re permitted—perhaps even required—not to believe. So
ideal beliefs will sometimes be non-omniscient. Both options defeat the purpose of
the Truth Norm.

7 The bigger picture

7.1 Ignore the higher-order

All of the problems I’ve raised for truth norms have concerned higher-order beliefs
and credences. And so there’s a temptation to set those aside—to restrict the scope of
the Truth Norm to the first-order. This is no solution.
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First, it’s wildly ad hoc. Recall, many propositions that aren’t primarily about
one’s beliefs are nevertheless species of higher-order belief contents: beliefs about
one’s generosity, lottery prospects, responsibility for cancer deaths, etc. Cordoning
off all beliefs with partly higher-order contents is both impracticable and unjustifi-
able. One would somehow have to justify claiming that the truth about propositions
aboutwhether Tom is red-haired objectively epistemicallymatter, but the truths about
whether Tom is secretive don’t.

Second: truth norms are meant to serve certain purposes in epistemology, dis-
cussed in 1.1: for example, in AFE, characterizing ideal epistemic acts, where the epis-
temic value of other acts may be measured relative to this ideal. This in turn deter-
mines which epistemic acts are rational, relative to an epistemic decision theory. If a
truth norm doesn’t apply to beliefs with even partly higher-order contents, then these
don’t affect a belief state’s accuracy or epistemic value. As a result, AFE will place no
constraints—objective or subjective—on higher-order beliefs. It won’t even prohibit
explicitly contradictory higher-order beliefs! The idea that one could be perfectly ratio-
nal while holding explicitly contradictory beliefs strains credulity.

For many purposes—e.g. philosophy of science—restricting our attention to the
first-order is unproblematic. But for epistemology, and assessments of agents’ overall
epistemic rationality, such a restriction is indefensible. Epistemic rationality concerns
all of our doxastic states, individually and as they interact with each other.

On the traditional picture of scientific inquiry, the scientist stands outside the sys-
tem she investigates. When we broaden the scope of beliefs under evaluation, we are
necessarily ourselves inside the system under investigation—our world. We seem to
want to apply the Truth Norm to agents who are somehow ‘outside of the world’, so
that conforming to its prescriptions wouldn’t affect the world in ways that undermine
the norm. I believe there’s some kernel of truth in this—but it concerns the nature of
evidence and evidential support relations, not ideal or rational beliefs.24

7.2 Value without norms

If there’s no Truth Norm on belief, does that mean that epistemic norms are en-
tirely independent of truth-related considerations? Well, no. The falsity of the Truth
Norm and its various weakenings doesn’t give a reason to reject the idea that true be-
lief is valuable. We can (partially) order worlds in terms of alethic value (value deriving
from truth or accuracy). Worlds inwhich you are closer to omniscient are in important
ways epistemically better than worlds where you have more uncertainty, which are in
turn better than worlds where you have more mistaken beliefs. Alternatively—and to
my mind, preferably—we can (partially) order doxastic states, construed as abstracta

24Details of this proposal are beyond the scope of this paper; see [omitted]
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(say, credence functions, or ‘belief functions’ from propositions to B or ¬B) in terms
of alethic value. For example, if a credence function c ’s credence in p is closer to the
truth of p than c*’s for any p ∈ P , then c has greater alethic value than c*.

It’s just that this value has no deontic import. There’s no objective norm associated
with this value. We can’t say that you ought to maximize the value of your beliefs. For
example: let p be a true proposition that you don’t believe. At the actual world, then,
the most alethically valuable doxastic state includes belief in both p and q =: I don’t
believep. But we can’t conclude on this basis that you ought to have those beliefs. If you
did, you’d be guaranteed to have a false belief.

Nevertheless, the comparative alethic value of worlds, or of doxastic states, may
still constrain the subjective ‘ought’ of epistemic rationality. It may, for example, be
that you subjectively ought not adopt a doxastic state that is accuracy dominated by
another. And so even if there is no truth norm on belief, the norms of epistemic ratio-
nality may still be governed by truth-based considerations. If so, though, the way in
which they are so governed will differ greatly from pragmatic decision theories and
consequentialist theories of pragmatic rationality in general.25

How, then, should we think about the relation between objective and subjective
norms? Objective pragmatic norms are generally understood in terms of omniscience:
very roughly, what you objectively ought to do is what you subjectively ought to do
if you were omniscient. But the objective ‘ought’ doesn’t extend from the pragmatic
to the epistemic. While the pragmatic realm makes room for both subjective and ob-
jective ‘oughts’, the epistemic realm only has room for the former; and as I showed in
§5, this has serious implications for the possibility of importing pragmatic norms (e.g.
decision theories) into epistemology. We can use omniscience to structure objective
prescriptions, but we can’t prescribe omniscience.

Is it correct to say that you should believe the truth, then? No.
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