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Abstract:

According to the error theory, normative judgements are beliefs that ascribe normative
properties, even though such properties do not exist. In this paper, I argue that we cannot
believe the error theory, and that this means that there is no reason for us to believe this
theory. It may be thought that this is a problem for the error theory, but I argue that it is not.
Instead, I argue, our inability to believe the error theory undermines many objections that

have been made to this theory.



CAN WE BELIEVE THE ERROR THEORY?

According to the error theory,

(1) Normative judgements are beliefs that ascribe normative properties,
even though

(2) There are no normative proper‘[ies.1
Most error theorists only defend this theory about moral judgements,” but I have argued
elsewhere that (1) and (2) seem to be true of all normative judgements.’ In this paper, I shall
argue that we cannot believe the error theory, and that this means that there is no reason for

us to believe this theory. It may be thought that this is a problem for the error theory, but I

shall argue that it is not. Instead, I shall argue, our inability to believe the error theory

"I use the term “property’ to cover both properties and relations. Those who think that some
normative judgements do not ascribe properties can replace the term ‘normative judgement’
throughout this paper with ‘property-ascribing normative judgement’.

2 See, for example, Mackie 1977, Hinckfuss 1987, Garner 1994, Joyce 2001 and 2006, and Burgess
2007. Olson forthcoming 1 and 2 defends an error theory about normative judgements that presuppose
the existence of categorical reasons, which may include certain non-moral normative judgements.

* In Streumer forthcoming 2, I argue that (1) is true. In Streumer 2008 and forthcoming 1, I argue
for two claims that together entail (2). (1) and (2) cover all normative properties and judgements about
which the following claims are true: (a) these normative properties supervene on descriptive
properties; (b) we do not think that which objects have these normative properties is wholly
determined by people’s use of these predicates under descriptively specified conditions; and (¢) when
two of these normative judgements conflict, we think there is normally a fact of the matter about
which of these judgements is correct. Those who think that (a), (b) and (c) are not true of all
normative judgements and properties can throughout this paper replace the terms ‘normative property’
and ‘normative judgement’ with ‘normative property of which (a) and (b) are true’ and ‘normative
judgement of which (c) is true’.



undermines many objections that have been made to this theory.

This matters even if my arguments for (1) and (2) fail. For one objection to an error
theory about moral judgements is that the arguments for this theory actually support an error
theory about all normative judgements, and that this is a reason to reject such a theory about
moral judgements.* Error theorists about moral judgements can defend themselves against
this objection by endorsing what I say in this paper.

This paper consists of six sections. In section 1, I argue that we cannot believe the
error theory. In section 2, I argue that this means that there is no reason for us to believe the
error theory. In sections 3 and 4, I argue that, instead of being a problem for the error theory,
our inability to believe the error theory undermines many objections that have been made to
this theory. In sections 5 and 6, I discuss three objections to my arguments, and I show that a

common reaction to the error theory supports my view.

1. Why we cannot believe the error theory

Before I can show why we cannot believe the error theory, I need to defend two claims about

belief. I shall begin by arguing that

3) We cannot fail to believe what we believe to be entailed by a small number of

our own beliefs.

Many philosophers make a distinction between full beliefs and partial beliefs.” We fully
believe that p if we are wholly confident that p, and we partly believe that p if we are fairly
but not wholly confident that p. In what follows, I shall use the term ‘belief’ to mean full
belief.

To see that (3) is true, consider a claim of the following form:

* For an objection along these lines, see Cuneo 2007.
> See, for example, Christensen 2004, pp. 12-32, and the essays in Huber and Schmidt-Petri 2009.



I believe that p, that ¢, and that p and ¢ entail », but I do not believe that r.

For example, suppose that someone says: “I believe that penguins are birds, that all birds
have feathers, and that this entails that penguins have feathers, but I do not believe that
penguins have feathers.” If ‘belief” means full belief, you will surely think that this person
does not really believe what he says he believes.® For if he was wholly confident that
penguins are birds, that all birds have feathers, and that this entails that penguins have
feathers, how could he fail to be just as confident that penguins have feathers? And if this is
true of someone else in this situation, it must also be true of you in a similar situation. This
shows that (3) is true.’

I shall next argue that

4) We cannot have a belief while believing that there is no reason to have this

belief.

Though the term ‘reason for belief” is often used to mean evidence for a belief, I shall use this
term to mean a consideration that counts in favour of having a belief.® Evidence for a belief
normally counts in favour of having this belief, but a consideration’s being evidence for a
belief is not the same thing as its counting in favour of having this belief. For considerations
that are not evidence for a belief can also count in favour of having this belief.

(4) is weaker than the following two claims:

® Here and in what follows, I use ‘he’ to mean he or she.

7 Of course, this does not show that (3) is true if ‘belief’ means partial belief. I shall come back to
this in section 5. There can perhaps be a short period of time in which a person believes that p, that ¢,
and that p and ¢ entail 7, but is making up his mind about whether ». However, that does not affect my
arguments in what follows.

¥ I use the term ‘consideration’ to remain neutral on whether reasons for belief are facts,
propositions, or beliefs. My use of the term ‘reason for belief” is deontic in the same sense in which
reasons for action are deontic. For a similar use of the term ‘reason for action’, see, for example,
Parfit 1997, Scanlon 1998, and Dancy 2004. For discussion of whether epistemic justification is
deontic, see, for example, Alston 1988, Feldman 2000, and Shah 2002.



(4%) We cannot have a belief while believing that there is insufficient reason to
have this belief.”
(4%%) We cannot have a belief without believing that there is a reason to have this

belief.

Though (4*) may be true, (4**) is clearly false. To show why we cannot believe the error
theory, however, I only need to defend (4).

To see that (4) is true, consider a claim of the following form:

p, but there is no reason to believe that p.

For example, suppose that someone says: “Penguins have feathers, but there is no reason to
believe that penguins have feathers.” If ‘belief” means full belief, you will surely think that
this person does not really believe what he says he believes. For if he was wholly confident
that there is no reason to believe that penguins have feathers, how could he be just as
confident that penguins do have feathers? And if this is true of someone else in this situation,
it must also be true of you in a similar situation. This shows that (4) is true.'”

It may be objected that, instead of showing that (4) is true, this only shows that

(4***)  We cannot have a belief while believing that there is no evidence for this

belief.

However, consider next a claim of the following form:

? Adler 2002 may seem to be defending this claim, but since Adler uses the term ‘reason for belief’
to mean evidence for this belief, he is really defending the claim that we cannot have a belief while
believing that there is insufficient evidence for this belief.

' As before, this does not show that (4) is true if ‘belief” means partial belief. I shall come back to
this in section 5. Beliefs for which a believer does not need evidence, such as the belief that he exists
or the belief that he is in pain, can perhaps be used to construct counterexamples to (4). However, it
would not affect my arguments in what follows if (4) was be amended to exclude such beliefs.



p, but there is no evidence for p.

For example, suppose that someone says: “God exists, but there is no evidence that God
exists.” This probably will not make you think that this person does not really believe what
he says he believes. For instead of basing his belief that God exists on evidence, he may base
it on some other consideration, such as faith. This shows that (4**%*) is false.

It may also be objected that (4) is shown to be false by claims of the following form:

P, and there is evidence for p, but there is no reason to believe that p.

For example, suppose that someone says: “Penguins have feathers, and there is evidence that
penguins have feathers, but there is no reason to believe that penguins have feathers.” This
will probably make you think that this person does not really believe what he says he
believes. But suppose that you then find out that this person is an error theorist about the
relation of counting in favour, who claims to base his beliefs on evidence without taking this
evidence to count in favour of these beliefs. You may then change your mind. This may be
thought to show that (4) is false.

However, we cannot base a belief on evidence without taking this evidence to be a
reason for this belief in the sense of counting in favour of having this belief. For basing a
belief on evidence involves taking this evidence to justify having this belief, and the claim
that a consideration justifies having a belief is equivalent to the claim that this consideration
counts more strongly in favour of having this belief than other considerations count against
having this belief. Of course, many philosophers are reductive realists about reasons for
belief in this sense: they claim that, when the relations of justification and counting in favour
hold between evidence and a belief, these relations are identical to descriptive relations. But
reductive realists do not deny that the relations of justification and counting in favour exist.
Therefore, if this error theorist endorsed reductive realism about reasons for belief in this
sense, he could no longer plausibly claim to base his beliefs on evidence without taking this
evidence to count in favour of having these beliefs. And therefore, this objection fails.

I can now show why we cannot believe the error theory. As I have said, according to

the error theory,



(1) Normative judgements are beliefs that ascribe normative properties,

even though

(2) There are no normative properties.

Since the relation of counting in favour is a normative relation, the property of being a reason
for belief, in the sense of a consideration that counts in favour of having a belief, is a
normative property. This means that the error theory entails that there are no reasons for
belief in this sense."’

Anyone who understands the error theory well enough to be in a position to believe it

knows that the error theory entails this. Therefore, given that

3) We cannot fail to believe what we believe to be entailed by a small number of

our own beliefs,

anyone who believes the error theory believes that there are no reasons for belief in this

sense. But I have just argued that

(4) We cannot have a belief while believing that there is no reason to have this

belief,

and, in arguing for (4), [ used the term ‘reason for belief’ to mean a consideration that counts

"' It may be thought that reasons for belief are instrumental reasons, and that the error theory does
not cover instrumental reasons. However, as I said in note 3, (1) and (2) cover all normative properties
and judgements about which the following claims are true: (a) these normative properties supervene
on descriptive properties; (b) we do not think that which objects have these normative properties is
wholly determined by people’s use of these predicates under descriptively specified conditions; and
(c) when two of these normative judgements conflict, we think there is normally a fact of the matter
about which of these judgements is correct. I think that (a), (b) and (c) are true of reasons for belief

and judgements about reason for belief, whether or not these reasons are instrumental reasons.



in favour of a having a belief. This means that we can only believe the error theory if we do
not have any beliefs at all. And this means, of course, that we cannot believe the error

theory.'?

2. Why there is no reason for us to believe the error theory

I have often heard the following argument about the relation between the error theory and

reasons for belief:
If the error theory is true, there are no normative properties. The property of being a
reason is a normative property. Therefore, there is no reason to believe the error

theory. "

However, instead of showing that there is no reason to believe the error theory, this argument

only shows that
(%) If the error theory is true, there is no reason to believe the error theory.

And the belief that (5) is true will only make us believe that there is no reason to believe the

error theory if we already believe the error theory, which I have just argued we cannot do."*

' It may be thought that we could come to believe the error theory if, before coming to believe it,
we changed our judgements about reasons for belief from beliefs into non-cognitive attitudes. I doubt
that we can do this, and I shall come back to this in section 5. However, if we could do this, it would
not enable us to believe an error theory about a// normative judgements, but only about some of our
present normative judgements, about our earlier normative judgements, and about other people’s
normative judgements.

" This argument is usually presented as part of an objection to the error theory, which I shall
discuss in section 4. See Stratton-Lake 2002, p. xxv, and Cuneo 2007, pp. 117-8.

' It may be objected that this argument can make us believe that there is no reason to believe the
error theory if it is also true that (57) if the error theory is false, there is no reason to believe the error
theory. However, (57) is not true, since there can be reasons to believe a theory that is, as a matter of



I shall therefore give a different argument to show that there is no reason for us to

believe the error theory. I have elsewhere defended the following claim:

(6) There cannot be a reason for someone to perform an action if this person

cannot perform this action."

I gave three arguments for this claim. The first was that (6) is the simplest and least ad hoc
explanation of the non-existence of what I called ‘crazy reasons’, such as reasons to travel
back in time to prevent the crusades, slavery and the two world wars. The second was that (6)
is the simplest and least ad hoc explanation of the fact that inanimate objects like tables and
chairs do not have reasons. And the third was that (6) is a consequence of the fact that
rational deliberation should not result in someone pointlessly trying to do what he cannot do.
Since I have given these arguments elsewhere, I shall not repeat them here. Instead, I

shall argue that if these arguments show that (6) is true, they also show that

(6™) There cannot be a reason for someone to have a belief if this person cannot

have this belief.

For if (6) is the simplest and least ad hoc explanation of the non-existence of crazy reasons
for action, (6*) is likewise the simplest and least ad hoc explanation of the non-existence of
crazy reasons for belief, such as reasons for people with limited mathematical abilities to

believe complex mathematical theorems. If (6) is the simplest and least ad hoc explanation of

fact, false. Here and in what follows, I do not distinguish between believing the error theory and
believing that the error theory is true. People who do not understand the error theory can perhaps
believe that the error theory is true without thereby believing the error theory, but this does not affect
my arguments.

' See Streumer 2007a. Littlejohn 2009 and Heuer 2010 present several objections to (6) and to my
arguments for this claim. I respond to Heuer in Streumer 2010. For discussion of both Heuer’s
arguments and my arguments, see Brownlee forthcoming. Many philosophers defend the claim that
‘ought’ implies ‘can’, which is entailed by (6). See, for example, Feldman 1986, Zimmerman 1996,
Howard-Snyder 2006, and Vranas 2007 (who defends the claim that ‘ought’ implies ‘can’ partly by
appealing to (6)).



the fact that inanimate objects do not have reasons for action, (6*) is likewise the simplest
and least ad hoc explanation of the fact that inanimate objects do not have reasons for belief.
And if (6) is a consequence of the fact that rational practical deliberation should not result in
someone pointlessly trying to do what he cannot do, (6*) is likewise a consequence of the
fact that rational epistemic deliberation should not result in someone pointlessly trying to
believe what he cannot believe.

It may be objected that my arguments for (6) cannot show that (6*) is true because we
do not have the kind of voluntary control over our beliefs that we have over our actions.'®
However, my arguments for (6) did not use the phrase ‘this person cannot perform this
action’ to mean that this person does not have voluntary control over this action. Instead, they
used this phrase to mean that there is no nomologically and historically accessible possible
world in which this person will perform this action.!” We should therefore interpret (6*) as
saying that there cannot be a reason for someone to have a belief if there is no nomologically
and historically accessible possible world in which this person will have this belief, and not
as saying that there cannot be a reason for someone to have a belief if this person lacks
voluntary control over this belief.

It may also be objected that my arguments for (6) cannot show that (6*) is true
because reasons for belief are considerations that are evidence for a belief, and because a
consideration can be evidence for a belief even if no one can have this belief. However, just
as (6) uses the term ‘reason for action’ to mean a consideration that counts in favour of
performing an action, (6*) uses the term ‘reason for belief” to mean a consideration that
counts in favour of a having a belief. As I have said, though evidence for a belief normally
counts in favour of having this belief, a consideration’s being evidence for a belief is not the
same thing as its counting in favour of having this belief. For considerations that are not
evidence for a belief can also count in favour of having a belief.

Finally, it may be objected that the sense in which (6*) uses the term ‘cannot’ is

18 For discussion of whether we have voluntary control over our beliefs, see, for example, Williams
1970, Alston 1988, Bennett 1990, Feldman 2000, Shah 2002, and Adler 2002.

7 See Streumer 2007a, p. 357. I actually used the phrase ‘it is impossible for this person to perform
this action’ rather than ‘this person cannot perform this action’, but this affects neither my arguments
for (6) nor what I say here.



different from the sense in which we cannot believe the error theory. However, if my

arguments are sound, what makes it the case that we cannot believe the error theory is that

3) We cannot fail to believe what we believe to be entailed by a small number of

our own beliefs

and that

4) We cannot have a belief while believing that there is no reason to have this

belief.

If (3) and (4) are true, these claims are necessary truths that hold in virtue of the nature of
belief, entailment and reasons for belief. If that is so, there is no possible world in which we
believe the error theory, which means, of course, that there is no historically and
nomologically accessible possible world in which we will believe this theory either.

I therefore conclude that if my arguments for (6) show that (6) is true, these
arguments also show that (6*) is true. And if (6*) is true and we cannot believe the error

theory, it follows that there is no reason for us to believe the error theory.

3. Why this is not a problem for the error theory

It may be thought that our inability to believe the error theory is a problem for this theory.
But I do not think it is.

It is clearly no problem for a theory if we do not believe it. So why should it be a
problem for a theory if we cannot believe it? Just as a theory can be true if we do not believe

it, a theory can also be true if we cannot believe it."® Of course, if we cannot believe a theory,

' It may be objected that, if we cannot believe a set of claims, this set of claims is not really a
theory. But that is merely a terminological point: it is merely the point that, if we cannot believe this
set of claims, this set of claims does not deserve to be called a ‘theory’. That does nothing to show

10



we cannot sincerely say that this theory is true. But our inability to sincerely say that a theory
is true does nothing to show that this theory is false.

Moreover, we can come close to believing and sincerely saying that the error theory is
true. One way in which we can do this is by believing different parts of the error theory at

different times, while adjusting some of our other beliefs. For example, we can believe that

(1) Normative judgements are beliefs that ascribe normative properties,

while at the same time believing that there are such properties. And we can at a different time

believe that

(2) There are no normative properties,

while believing at this time that normative judgements are non-cognitive attitudes rather than
beliefs, or that normative judgements are beliefs that do not ascribe properties in the sense in
which (1) and (2) use the term “property’."”

My own state of mind when I think about the nature of normative judgements and
properties can, I think, be described as follows. When I consider what I take to be the
strongest argument for (1), I find myself temporarily forming the belief that there are
normative properties, and temporarily ignoring the arguments against the existence of such
properties.20 What happens when I think about the existence of normative properties is more

complicated, since what I take to be the strongest argument for (2) consists of two separate

sub-arguments.”' The first sub-argument shows that

that these claims are not true.

299

%1 say “in the sense in which (1) and (2) use the term ‘property’” because many non-cognitivists
accept that normative judgements are beliefs that ascribe normative properties, but try to give a
minimalist account of these beliefs and these properties. See, for example, Blackburn 1993 and 1998
and Gibbard 2003. In Streumer forthcoming 2, where I defend (1), I argue that we cannot give a
minimalist account of these beliefs and these properties.

0T give this argument for (1) in Streumer forthcoming 2. Others have also defended this claim,
using different arguments.

*'I give these separate sub-arguments in Streumer 2008 and Streumer forthcoming 1. Again, others

11



(2*)  If there are normative properties, these properties are identical to descriptive

properties,

and the second sub-argument shows that

(2**) If there are normative properties, these properties are not identical to

descriptive properties.

When I consider the argument for (2*), I find myself temporarily giving up my belief that
(2*%*) is true, and temporarily ignoring the argument for (2**). Similarly, when I consider the
argument for (2**), I find myself temporarily giving up my belief that (2*) is true, and
temporarily ignoring the argument for (2*). I therefore find it difficult to form the belief that
that there are no normative properties. But I can come close to forming this belief by thinking
about the arguments for non-cognitivism, or by trying to accept a minimalist account of
normative properties while at the same time reminding myself that this is not how (1) and (2)
use the term “property’.

Since what I believe about the nature of normative judgements and properties depends
on which arguments I consider at a particular time, my state of mind cannot accurately be
described as belief in the error theory. But I think it can accurately be described as belief in
different parts of the error theory at different times, and therefore as coming close to
believing the error theory.”

A second way in which we can come close to believing the error theory is by
believing that there are sound arguments that together seem to show that the error theory is
true. This is what I believe about the arguments I have elsewhere given for (1), (2*) and
(2**). It may be thought that, instead of believing that these arguments together seem to show

this, I should believe that these arguments together show this. However, | know that this

have also defended these claims, using different arguments.

*? This way of coming close to believing the error theory is not the same as partial belief in the error
theory in the sense defined in section 1. I shall come back to partial belief in the error theory in
section 5.

12



entails that the error theory is true. Since I cannot fail to have a belief that I believe to be
entailed by a small number of my own beliefs, and since I cannot believe that the error theory
is true, I cannot believe that there are sound arguments that together show that the error
theory is true. But I do believe that there are sound arguments that together seem to show this,

and I think this can accurately be described as coming close to believing the error theory.

4. How this undermines objections to the error theory

I shall now argue that our inability to believe the error theory undermines many objections
that have been made to this theory. I shall discuss six of these objections. The first, which has

been made in most detail by Terence Cuneo, is what I shall call

The objection from self-defeat or toothlessness. Either error theorists say that there are
reasons to believe the error theory, or they say that there is no reason to believe the
error theory. If they say that there are reasons to believe the error theory, their view is
self-defeating. For the property of being a reason is a normative property, which does
not exist if the error theory is true. But if they say that there is no reason to believe the
error theory, their view is polemically toothless. For if there is no reason to believe

the error theory, it is not a rational mistake to reject this theory.”
I agree, of course, that there is no reason for us to believe the error theory, but not because
there are no normative properties if the error theory is true. As I have said, that only shows

that

(%) If the error theory is true, there is no reason to believe the error theory,

3 See Cuneo 2007, pp. 117-8. The first part of this objection is also made by Stratton-Lake 2002, p.
xxv. Gibbard 2003, p. 195, similarly writes that if we “shed all our normative concepts, we’d no
longer even be equipped to judge that we ought not to embrace them,; that itself would be a normative
judgment”. Before making this objection, Cuneo 2007 argues that an error theory cannot plausibly be
limited to moral judgements, and must also apply to epistemic judgements.

13



and the belief that (5) is true will only make us believe that there is no reason to believe the
error theory if we already believe the error theory, which I have argued we cannot do.
Instead, I think that there is no reason for us to believe the error theory because we cannot
believe this theory.

But that does not make the error theory polemically toothless. For as I have just
shown, we can come close to believing the error theory by believing different parts of this
theory at different times, and by believing that there are sound arguments that together seem
to show that this theory is true. Since we can come close to believing the error theory in these
ways, there can be reasons for us to come close to believing this theory in these ways, and it
can be a rational mistake if we do not come close to believing this theory in these ways.

Cuneo could reply that, since there are no reasons if the error theory is true, there is
no reason to come close to believing the error theory if this theory is true either. However, as

before, though Cuneo and I both believe that

(5%)  If'the error theory is true, there is no reason to come close to believing the

error theory,

this cannot make us believe that there is no reason to come close to believing the error theory.
For if my arguments are sound, neither of us can believe the antecedent of (5*). Therefore, if
my arguments are sound, it is not the error theory but Cuneo’s objection to it that is
polemically toothless.**

Cuneo could also reply that, since I believe both (5*) and the negation of the

consequent of (5*), I should also believe the negation of the antecedent of (5*). In other

* Cuneo also claims that, if the error theory is true, there cannot be arguments for anything (2007,
p. 121). However, as Olson forthcoming 1 points out, the premises of an argument can be reasons for
believing the conclusion of this argument in the sense that they are evidence that this conclusion is
true, but they need not be reasons for believing this conclusion in the sense that they count in favour
of believing this conclusion. For it to be true that there are sound arguments that show that the error
theory is true, it is enough if the premises of these arguments are reasons for believing these
arguments’ conclusions in the first sense, and their being reasons for believing these conclusions in
this sense is compatible with the truth of the error theory. For further discussion of the relation
between arguments and reasons for belief, see Streumer 2007b.

14



words, he could say that I should believe that the error theory is not true. However, what
makes this the case is not that the error theory is actually not true, but is instead that my
inability to believe the error theory makes it possible for me to believe claims that are
incompatible with this theory. That does nothing to show that the error theory is not true, let
alone that it is false.

A second objection to the error theory, which Cuneo briefly mentions and which I

have often heard, is what I shall call

The objection from the normativity of belief. Beliefs are normative, in the sense that a

mental state M is a belief only if

(7) There is a reason for us to have M if there is evidence that the content of M is

true.

If the error theory is true, there are no reasons, which means that there are no mental
states of which (7) is true. This means that, if the error theory is true, there are no
beliefs. The error theory therefore contradicts itself, since it claims that normative

judgements are beliefs.”

I doubt that beliefs are normative in this sense. But if they are, I can get around this objection

by reformulating the error theory. Call a mental state M a ‘quasi-belief” only if

(7*)  We take there to be a reason for us to have M if there is evidence that the

content of M is true.

I can then reformulate (1) as:

* See Cuneo 2007, pp. 121-2. This objection is also discussed by Olson forthcoming 1. For
defences of the claim that belief is normative, see, for example, Shah 2003, Boghossian 2003,and
Wedgwood 2002 and 2007, pp. 153-73. These philosophers defend different versions of this claim.
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(1*)  Normative judgements are quasi-beliefs that ascribe normative properties.

If (1) is reformulated in this way, the error theory does not contradict itself, since it does not

entail that there are no quasi-beliefs. Of course, it then remains true that

(8) If the error theory is true, there are no beliefs.

But if my arguments are sound, this cannot make us think that there are no beliefs, since we
cannot think that the antecedent of (8) is true. Moreover, we cannot even notice the difference
between beliefs and quasi-beliefs, since whenever (7*) is true of a mental state M, we take (7)
to be true of this mental state.”® Since we cannot notice this difference, if my arguments show
that we cannot believe an error theory that consists of (1) and (2), they also show that we
cannot believe an error theory that consists of (1*) and (2).

A third objection to the error theory, which been made by Ronald Dworkin and
Thomas Nagel, is what I shall call

The normative objection. The error theory has deeply counterintuitive normative
implications. For example, it entails that torturing innocent children for fun is not
wrong. But the claim that torturing innocent children for fun is wrong is clearly much
more plausible than the error theory. Therefore, instead of accepting these

counterintuitive normative implications, we should reject the error theory.*’

This objection assumes that

9) If a claim C and a philosophical theory T cannot both be true, and if C is more

*% In this paragraph, our thinking that there are no beliefs and our taking (7) to be true are
themselves quasi-beliefs, though we cannot tell that they are quasi-beliefs rather then beliefs.

*” Dworkin and Nagel make this objection to an error theory about moral judgements. See Dworkin
1996, pp. 117-8, and, more cautiously, Nagel 1997, p. 115. Gibbard 2003, p. 195, and Huemer 2005,
pp. 115-7, make similar claims. Dworkin’s arguments, of which this objection is only one part, are
discussed by Blackburn 1996, Leiter 2001, Dreier 2002, Pigden 2007, and McPherson 2008 and 2009.
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plausible than T, we should reject T.**

When we call a claim ‘plausible’, we may mean that it seems true. If so, (9) is equivalent to

the following claim:

(9*%) Ifaclaim C and a philosophical theory T cannot both be true, and if C seems

more clearly true than T, we should reject T.

But (9%*) is false when C is a particular normative claim and T is the error theory. For in that
case, if my arguments are sound, what explains why C seems more clearly true than T is not
that C actually is true, but is instead that we cannot believe T.” That does nothing to show
that T is false, and it therefore does nothing to show that we should reject T.

Alternatively, when we call a claim plausible, we may mean that there is reason to

believe it. If so, (9) is equivalent to the following claim:

(9**) If aclaim C and a philosophical theory T cannot both be true, and if there is

more reason to believe C than there is to believe T, we should reject T.*°

% (9) is closely related to the following claim: (91) if a claim C is more plausible than the premises
of a philosophical argument that purports to show that C is false, then we should not give up our
belief in C in response to this philosophical argument. (97) is suggested by remarks in Moore 1925
and 1939, and a version of (97) is endorsed by Dworkin 1996, p. 117. For discussion of different
versions of (9) and (97), see Kelly 2005. For discussion of the plausibility of arguments against the
error theory that rely on claims like (9) and (91), see McPherson 2009.

* Dworkin writes: “Of course I do not mean that our convictions are right just because we find
them irresistible, or that our inability to think anything else is a reason or ground or argument
supporting our judgment. . . . [ mean that . . . we can do no better for any claim, including the most
sophisticated skeptical argument or thesis, than to see whether, after the best thought we find
appropriate, we think it so” (1996, p. 118). This ignores the possibility that what explains why C
seems more clearly true to us than T is not that C actually is true, but is instead that we cannot believe
T.

% A closely related claim is endorsed by Kelly 2005, p. 194. Kelly does not take this claim to be a
version of (9), but instead puts it forward as an alternative to (9), since he thinks that when we call a
claim plausible we mean that it seems true (2005, p. 189).
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But, as before, (9**) is false when C is a particular normative claim and T is the error
theory.”! For in that case, if my arguments are sound, what explains why there is more reason
to believe C than to believe T is not that C is more likely to be #7ue than T, but is instead that,
since we cannot believe T, there is no reason for us to believe T.? As before, that does
nothing to show that T is false, and it therefore does nothing to show that we should reject T.

It may be thought I am here ignoring the deeper worry behind Dworkin and Nagel’s
objection. This deeper worry seems to be that the error theory is a malignant view that
threatens to undermine all our normative judgements, including our most important moral
convictions.>® However, if we cannot believe the error theory, this theory cannot undermine
any of our normative judgements at all, let alone our most important moral convictions. In
other words, if we cannot believe the error theory, this theory is benign rather than
malignant.**

A fourth objection to the error theory, which has been made by Crispin Wright and

Simon Blackburn, is what I shall call

The objection from bad faith. Since the error theory says that normative judgements
are beliefs that ascribe non-existent properties, it entails that all normative judgements
are either false or have false presuppositions. Normally, when we believe that one of
our own beliefs is false or has false presuppositions, we give it up. But error theorists
do not give up all of their normative judgements. This makes them guilty of a form of

bad faith.*>

*! The same goes for (97) if calling a claim plausible means that it seems true and if the
philosophical argument that purports to show that C is false is the conjunction of the arguments for (1)
and (2) that I have offered in Streumer 2008, forthcoming 1 and forthcoming 2.

*2 It may be objected that, if the error theory is true, there is likewise no reason to believe C.
However, as I explained at the start of section 2, since we cannot believe that the error theory is true,
we cannot come to believe in this way that there is no reason to believe C.

3 The way Dworkin and Nagel introduce their objection suggests that this is at least one thought
behind it. See Dworkin 1996, pp. 87-8, and Nagel 1997, pp. 5-6.

** It may be objected that, if we can partly believe the error theory, this theory can weaken our
confidence in our most important moral convictions. I discuss this objection in section 5.

3% Wright 1995 and Blackburn 1993 both make this objection to Mackie’s error theory about moral

18



However, if my arguments are sound, no one can believe the error theory, not even those who
defend this theory. If that is so, defenders of the error theory can continue to make normative
judgements without being in bad faith. And if they come close to believing this theory in the
ways | have described, they are as far from being in bad faith as it is possible to be. For to be
in bad faith is to close one’s eyes to the truth, not because one cannot believe it, but because
one does not want to believe it.

Wright and Blackburn both use the objection from bad faith as a starting point for
further objections. Wright’s further objection is what I shall call

The objection from compliance with a different norm. Even if the belief that murder is
wrong and the belief that murder is permissible both ascribe a non-existent property to
murder, the first of these beliefs is clearly more acceptable than the second. This
shows that a normative judgement’s acceptability does not depend on whether the
object to which it ascribes a normative property really has this property. Instead, its
acceptability depends on whether it complies with some other norm, such as a norm
according to which it is acceptable if and only if it promotes social stability. We
should therefore construe normative judgements’ truth or falsity in terms of their
compliance with this other norm rather than in terms of whether the objects to which

they ascribe normative properties really have these properties.*®

judgements. Wright writes that Mackie’s view “relegates moral discourse to bad faith. ... [A]s soon
as philosophy has taught us that the world is unsuited to confer truth on any of our claims about what
is right, or wrong, or obligatory, and so on, the reasonable response ought surely to be to forgo
making any such claims” (1995, p. 184; see also 1992, pp. 9-10, 86-7). Blackburn writes that “[i]f a
vocabulary embodies an error, it would be better if it were replaced with one that avoid the error”, and
that there is “something fishy”” about defending an error theory while continuing to make moral
judgements (1993, pp. 149, 152). For a different response to Wright and Blackburn’s objections, see
Pigden 2007, pp. 446-50.

% See Wright 1995, p. 185, and 1992, pp. 10, 86-7. As before, Wright makes this objection to
Mackie’s error theory about moral judgements. For discussion, see Miller 2002 and 2003, pp. 118-23.
Wright proposes that the truth of moral judgements is constituted by their superassertibility, where “a
statement is superassertible if it is assertible in some state of information and then remains so no
matter how that state of information is enlarged upon or improved” (1995, p. 193; see also Wright
1992, p. 48). If the assertibility (or the acceptability) of moral judgements depends on whether they
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However, the belief that a normative judgement is acceptable is itself a normative judgement:
it is not the belief that it is possible to accept this judgement, but the belief that it is
appropriate to accept this judgement, or that we should accept this judgement.’” This means
that, if the error theory is true, beliefs about the acceptability of normative judgements are
just as false as the normative judgements that they are about.*® We therefore cannot construe
the truth or falsity of normative judgements in terms of their acceptability.

Blackburn’s further objection is what I shall call

The objection from revision. If the error theory is true, it must be possible to make
changes to our normative practice that would make it free of error. Suppose first that
error theorists fail to propose such changes. In that case, we should doubt that their
theory is true. Suppose next that they do propose such changes, for example, by
proposing that we replace our present normative judgements with non-cognitive
attitudes. In that case, implementing these changes would make the error theory false
and would make a form of non-cognitivism true. That should make us doubt that the

error theory was true in the first place.”

However, if my arguments are sound, we can only make our normative practice free of error

comply with a norm according to which they are assertible (or acceptable) if and only if they promote
social stability, this effectively construes the truth of moral judgements in terms of these judgements’
compliance with this norm.

*7 Given that Wright’s notion of superassertibility is construed from assertibility (see note 36
above), and given that the judgement that a normative judgement is assertible is likewise a normative
judgement, the same goes for the judgement that a normative judgement is superassertible.

** A similar point is made by Miller, who observes that error theorists can respond to Wright’s
argument by denying that there is a different norm in terms of which the assertibility of moral
judgements can be construed (Miller 2002, p. 102, and 2003, p. 122).

%% See Blackburn 1993, pp. 149-51, and 1999, p. 214. As before, Blackburn makes this objection to
Mackie’s error theory about moral judgements. A similar objection to the error theory could be made
by revisionary reductive realists, such as Railton 1986, and this objection can be answered in a similar
way. Joyce 2001, pp. 200-1, also claims that if we became fictionalists about moral judgements, a
form of non-cognitivism would become true, though he does not take this to be an objection to

fictionalism.
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by giving up all beliefs. Since it is hard to see how we could give up all beliefs, it is equally
hard to see why error theorists’ failure to propose changes to our normative practice that
would make it free of error should cast doubt on the truth of the error theory.

Blackburn could reply that we can make our normative practice free of error by
changing certain higher-order beliefs that determine the nature of our normative judgements.

For example, I have argued elsewhere that most people do not believe that the claim that

(10)  There is normally a fact of the matter about which of two conflicting

normative judgements is correct

expresses an attitude that can be described as

(10*) Disapproval of failing to adopt either an attitude of approval or an attitude of
disapproval towards many of the objects that people have conflicting attitudes

of approval or disapproval towards.*

Blackburn could say that, if we came to believe that (10) does express the attitude described
by (10%*), and if we also changed some other higher-order beliefs that determine the nature of
our normative judgements, we would turn these judgements from beliefs into non-cognitive
attitudes.

However, I think that these higher-order beliefs reflect rather than determine the
nature of our normative judgements. If that is so, changing these higher-order beliefs would
not change the nature of these judgements. Instead, it would merely make us have false
beliefs about the nature of these judgements. Rather than making the error theory false, it

would merely make us falsely believe that the error theory is false.

% See Streumer forthcoming 2.
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5. New objections

It may be thought that, even if my arguments undermine the objections to the error theory
that I have discussed, they also give rise to new objections. I shall end by discussing three of

these objections. The first is what I shall call

The objection from partial belief. Even if we cannot fully believe the error theory, we
can partly believe this theory, by being fairly but not wholly confident that the error

theory is true. Such partial belief in the error theory will lower our confidence in our
normative judgements. It is therefore a threat to our normative judgements, including

to our most important moral convictions.

It is true that my arguments leave open the possibility that we can partly believe the error
theory, since (3) and (4) are not true if ‘belief” means partial belief. However, consider again

claims of the following form:

I believe that p, that ¢, and that p and ¢ entail », but I do not believe that r.

p, but there is no reason to believe that p.

Claims of this form are only coherent if they express weak partial beliefs: the person making
these claims must be far from confident that the conjunction of p, ¢, and the claim that p and
g entail r is true, and must be far from confident that p and that there is no reason to believe
that p. This means that any partial belief in the error theory must also be weak.*' Though
such weak partial belief in the error theory may lower our confidence in our normative
judgements, it will not make us give up any of our normative judgements. And since it will

lower our confidence in all possible normative judgements to the same extent, it will not

*1 Of course, this person’s being far from confident about the conjunction of p, ¢, and the claim that
p and ¢ entail » is compatible with his being fairly confident about each of its conjuncts. But to fully
believe the error theory we must be wholly confident about the conjunction of (1) and (2), not just
fairly confident about (1) and fairly confident about (2) when we consider these claims in isolation.
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change which normative judgements we make.

A second objection to my arguments is what I shall call

The Moorean paradox objection. If we defend the error theory while claiming that we
cannot believe this theory and that there is no reason for us to believe this theory, we

have to assert the following claims:

(11)  The error theory is true, but I do not believe that it is true.

(12)  The error theory is true, but there is no reason for me to believe that it is true.

Such claims are Moore-paradoxical: just as no one can sincerely say ‘p, but I do not
believe that p’, no one can sincerely assert (11) or (12). This shows that we cannot

defend the error theory in this way.*

I agree, of course, that we cannot sincerely assert (11) or (12). But I think that we can defend
the error theory in this way without asserting either of these claims. We can instead assert
different parts of the error theory at different times, and assert that there are sound
philosophical arguments that together seem to show that the error theory is true.

It may be thought that defending the error theory in this way nevertheless involves
making assertions that entail or presuppose (11) or (12). But I do not think I have said
anything that entails or presupposes (11) or (12). I have not said, for example, that there are
sound philosophical arguments that together show that the error theory is true. And if some of
my claims did entail or presuppose (11) or (12), I was, to this extent, insincere. Instead of

showing that the error theory is false or that my arguments are unsound, this would merely

> Cuneo 2007, p. 119, raises a version of this objection, though he claims that claims like (11) and
(12) do “not even rise to the level of paradox” if there are no reasons. Hajek 2007 makes a version of
this objection to several philosophical views, such as eliminativism about belief, scepticism about
higher-order beliefs, and relativism about truth, though he does not take it to be a decisive refutation
of these views. What are now known as Moore-paradoxical claims were first mentioned by Moore
1942, p. 543; his fullest discussion is Moore 1993. For further discussion, see the essays in Green and
Williams 2007.
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show that I have insincerely spoken the truth and insincerely put forward sound arguments.

A third objection to my arguments is what I shall call

The objection from reflective equilibrium. Philosophy should bring our beliefs into
reflective equilibrium. If we cannot believe a philosophical theory, or if we waver
between believing different parts of this theory at different times, our beliefs are not
yet in reflective equilibrium. We should therefore not defend philosophical theories

that we ourselves cannot believe.*’
David Lewis expresses the thought behind this objection in a forceful way when he writes:

If our official theories disagree with what we cannot help thinking outside the
philosophy room, then no real equilibrium has been reached. Unless we are
doubleplusgood doublethinkers, it will not last. And it should not last, for it is safe to

say that in such a case we will believe a great deal that is false.**
And he also writes that we should endorse

a simple maxim of honesty: never put forward a philosophical theory that you
yourself cannot believe in your least philosophical and most commonsensical

moments.45

These claims may seem sensible, but I think they are false. There is no reason why the truth
could not be beyond our grasp, and if it is, we should not believe falsehoods for the sake of
reaching reflective equilibrium. Instead, we should try to come as close as possible to

believing the truth. It would be dishonest to try to do anything else.

# For discussion of objections from reflective equilibrium to error theories about moral
judgements, see McPherson 2009, pp. 17-21. For discussion of objections from reflective equilibrium
to error theories in general, see Daly and Liggins forthcoming.

* Lewis 1983, p. X.

* Lewis 1986, p. 135.
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6. Conclusion

As I 'said at the start of this paper, I have elsewhere given arguments that together seem to
show that the error theory is true. I have not repeated or defended these arguments here.
Instead, I have argued that we cannot believe the error theory, and that this means that there
is no reason for us to believe this theory. And I have argued that, rather than being a problem
for the error theory, our inability to believe the error theory undermines many objections that
have been made to this theory.

When I tell other philosophers that I defend an error theory about all normative
judgements, they often react with disbelief. Many of them think that such an error theory is
deeply wrongheaded, and that a view like this simply cannot be true. I used to be worried
about these reactions, since I used to think that they showed that there was probably
something wrong with my arguments. But I now feel encouraged by such reactions. For they
are exactly the kinds of reactions that I should expect if my arguments are sound, and if we

cannot believe the error theory.
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