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Many philosophers have adopted epistemic expressivism in recent years. The core 
commitment of epistemic expressivism is that epistemic claims express conative 
states. This paper assesses the plausibility of this commitment. First, we raise a new 
type of problem for epistemic expressivism, the epistemic motivation problem. The 
problem arises because epistemic expressivists must provide an account of the mo-
tivational force of epistemic judgment (the mental state expressed by an epistemic 
claim), yet various features of our mental economy seem to show that they can’t 
do so. Second, we develop what we take to be the most promising response to that 
problem for expressivists. We end by noting that this response faces an important 
challenge pertaining to the psychology of epistemic criticism and praise.
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1. Introduction

In recent years, several philosophers have argued that we should be expressiv-
ists about epistemic discourse.1 The core commitment of epistemic expressiv-
ism is that epistemic claims express conative states, states that aim to change 
the world rather than to describe it. Various philosophers have argued that this 

1. Important works developing epistemic expressivism include Gibbard (1990; 2003; 2012), 
Blackburn (1996), Chrisman (2007; 2012), Ridge (2007; 2018), Field (2009; 2018), Kappel (2010; 
2011), Kyriacou (2012), Kappel and Moeller (2014), Ahlstrom-Vij (2013), and Schafer (2014).
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view addresses issues related to the semantics and metaphysics of knowledge 
attributions and justification attributions. For instance, Chrisman (2007) has 
argued that it solves semantic problems about the context-sensitivity of knowl-
edge attributions that even epistemic contextualism can’t solve. Field (2009) has 
pointed out that it allows epistemologists to get rid of a problematic, metaphysi-
cal account of how justification attributions work. More generally, one of the 
main attractions of the view is that it purports to account for the normative 
character of epistemic discourse without positing any metaphysically loaded 
properties and facts.

So, there are strong motivations to adopt epistemic expressivism. But we are 
not convinced that it can make good on its core commitment. In this respect, our 
paper has two main aims. The first is to raise a new type of problem for epistemic 
expressivism.2 This problem—which we call the epistemic motivation problem—
arises from the fact that it is a constraint on epistemic expressivists that they 
be able to provide an account of the motivational force of epistemic judgment, 
yet various features of our mental economy seem to show that they can’t do so. 
The second aim is to develop what we take to be the most promising avenue 
for expressivists in response to that problem. After spelling it out, we raise an 
important challenge for that response, a challenge that arises from the psychol-
ogy of epistemic criticism and praise.

We are ultimately agnostic as to whether the challenge to our response can 
be met. Either way, we think that the analysis in this paper helps to make sig-
nificant progress in the debate about the plausibility of epistemic expressivism. 
If its proponents can answer the challenge, then our discussion provides a clear 
path to develop and defend epistemic expressivism’s main commitments in the 
philosophy of mind and philosophy of action. On the other hand, if its propo-
nents cannot answer the challenge, our analysis in Sections 3 to 5 will suggest 
that epistemic expressivism is untenable.

Here is how we will proceed. In Section 2, we clarify epistemic expressiv-
ism and the kind of conative attitude its proponents take epistemic claims to 
express. In Section 3, we present the epistemic motivation problem. In Section 
4, we develop what we take to be the best response to it. Finally, in Section 5, 
we assess our response by presenting the challenge based on the psychology of 
epistemic criticism and praise.

2. For other objections against epistemic expressivism specifically (not just expressivism in 
general), see Kvanvig (2003), Cuneo (2007), and Lynch (2009). There are also some objections to 
epistemic expressivism that carry over from work on moral expressivism, most notably the Frege-
Geach problem. See Schroeder (2010) for a presentation of the standard version of the problem, and 
Kyriacou (2010) for discussion of the Frege-Geach problem as applied to epistemic expressivism.
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2. Epistemic Expressivism’s Core Commitment

Epistemic expressivism is a view about the type of mental states that epistemic 
claims express. As understood here, epistemic claims are statements that involve 
epistemic notions (e.g., ‘knowledge’ and ‘justification’) and/or that attribute dis-
tinctly epistemic obligations, permissions, prohibitions, virtues, and values to 
an agent or their beliefs. (An attribution is distinctly	epistemic when it is made 
from an epistemic perspective, as opposed to a clearly non-epistemic perspective 
like a moral or prudential one.) Typical epistemic claims include statements of 
the following forms: ‘S knows that P’, ‘S is (epistemically) justified in believing 
that P’, ‘S’s belief that P is (epistemically) irrational’, ‘S (epistemically) ought to 
believe that P’, ‘S (epistemically) should not believe that P’, and ‘S has sufficient 
overall evidence to believe that P’.

The core commitment of epistemic expressivism is that epistemic claims 
express conative states (possibly combined with other types of states). Conative 
states, according to a common characterization, are states that do not aim to 
represent the world, but rather to change it. They contrast with garden-variety 
beliefs. Typical conative states include desires and intentions.

What kind of conative attitude are epistemic claims supposed to express? 
The precise answer varies from author to author, and it depends on the gen-
eral form of expressivism they endorse. Take for example the influential theory 
developed by Gibbard (2003). It focuses on the notion of contingency plan. Con-
tingency plans are conative mental states about what to do or believe in a variety 
of scenarios that may or may not come to pass. The central tenet of his theory is 
that claims of the form ‘S knows that P’ express contingency plans to rely on S’s 
judgment	that	P. For example, on his view, the claim ‘Mary knows that it is rain-
ing’ expresses the attributor’s plan to rely on Mary’s judgment that it is raining 
in their own decision-making.

Gibbard’s account has the form of what is called a pure expressivist theory. 
Pure theories maintain that epistemic claims express conative states (e.g., contin-
gency plans) and no other types of states apart from that. But there is another cate-
gory of expressivist theories of epistemic discourse. They are known as ecumenical 
theories. Ecumenical theories hold that epistemic claims express complex mental 
states that include a conative component as well as an ordinary belief component.

Consider for instance the account put forward by Ridge (2007). It proposes 
that claims of the form ‘S knows that P’ express complex mental states, which 
include the following components:

(I)  A conative state of “[e]pistemic endorsement of certain procedures for 
deciding what to believe” (Ridge 2007: 103).
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(II)  “The belief that S’s judgement that [P] is causally regulated by either 
(a) those procedures (anaphoric reference back to those procedures 
the speaker endorses in [I]) or (b) procedures which are close enough 
to those procedures, so far as [P] goes or (c) more fully informed suc-
cessors to those procedures” (Ridge 2007: 103).

Suppose that someone says ‘Mary knows that it is raining’. On Ridge’s account, 
this claim expresses a complex state which includes the attributor’s endorsement 
of specific epistemic procedures and the belief that Mary’s judgment that it is 
raining was causally regulated by procedures that satisfy conditions (a), (b), or 
(c). What kind of procedures are we talking about? Suppose the attributor saw 
Mary looking outside and noticing the tell-tale visual signs of rain. It is possible 
then that the relevant procedures that the attributor endorses are procedures 
such as When	you	see	raindrops	outside,	form	the	belief	that	it	is	raining	outside, or 
perhaps more generally When	you	receive	direct	perceptual	evidence	of	an	event,	form	
the	belief	that	this	event	is	happening.

Ridge’s theory is ecumenical because it holds that the mental state expressed 
by an epistemic claim includes an ordinary belief (clause (II) above). In fact, 
many expressivist theories of epistemic discourse also satisfy this characteriza-
tion (e.g., Chrisman 2007; Kappel & Moeller 2014).

Let us end with three terminological notes. First, we follow common usage 
in employing the expression epistemic	 judgment to refer to the full mental 
state expressed by an epistemic claim. So, for example, within the context of 
Ridge’s account of knowledge claims, this expression refers to a complex men-
tal state that includes the conative component (I) and the belief component 
(II). Using this terminology, the core commitment of epistemic expressivism 
can be reformulated as the thesis that epistemic judgments are conative states 
or comprise conative states as subparts. Second, we use the phrase epistemic 
endorsement to pick out the purely conative component of an epistemic judg-
ment. (We don’t mean to build any implicit constraints into this phrase, or to 
rule out by fiat expressivist theories that have a different form than Ridge’s. For 
instance, the phrase can be meaningfully deployed when talking about Gib-
bard’s account, and within the context of that theory it refers to a contingency 
plan of the sort described above.) The introduction of this phrase allows us to 
highlight one of the main differences between pure and ecumenical theories: 
whereas pure theories hold that epistemic endorsement constitutes the whole 
of epistemic judgment,  ecumenical theories maintain that epistemic endorse-
ment is a proper part of epistemic judgment. Third, we treat the phrase epistemic 
expressivism as encompassing both types of expressivist theories of epistemic  
discourse.
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3. The Epistemic Motivation Problem

We are now in a position to formulate the new problem that we raise for epis-
temic expressivism: the epistemic motivation problem. The problem is that a good 
case can be made for two claims that, when taken together, entail that epistemic 
expressivism is untenable. The first claim is that epistemic expressivists face an 
explanatory challenge to provide an account of the motivational force of epis-
temic judgments. The second claim is that epistemic expressivists cannot ade-
quately address that challenge.

The argument for the first claim can be presented quickly. Consider the 
mental state of epistemic endorsement. Epistemic expressivists take it as a 
purely conative attitude rather than as a cognitive attitude, as explained in 
Section 2. Moreover, philosophers of all stripes assume that having motiva-
tional force is a central, if not a definitional property of conative states. In 
fact, it is usually taken as a mark of conative states versus cognitive states, 
perhaps the only distinguishing mark between the two categories. It follows 
that, from the perspective of epistemic expressivists, epistemic endorsement 
must have motivational force.3 As a result, the same conclusion applies to epis-
temic judgment. That’s because it includes epistemic endorsement as a part 
(either proper or improper) and mental states inherit the motivational force 
of their parts. This, in turn, means that epistemic expressivists must answer 
the following  question: What is the motivational force of epistemic judgments? 
This is the explanatory challenge at the heart of the epistemic motivation  
problem.

3. There might seem to be a way out of accepting this implication. It has become common 
among moral expressivists to endorse minimalism about the notion of cognitive state (or equivalent 
notions like representational state or representation; see, e.g., Blackburn 2001). Minimalism about 
cognitive state is the view that there is nothing more to say about the nature of cognitive states 
than the following biconditional: A mental state M is a cognitive state iff M can be expressed 
by a declarative sentence. For various reasons, we expect that many epistemic expressivists will 
similarly adopt minimalism about the notion of cognitive state. Among those who do, some might 
then be tempted to claim that the attitude of epistemic endorsement counts as a cognitive state and 
so does not have any specific motivational force. But we think that making such a claim would 
be ill-advised. The adoption of minimalism about notions like cognitive state in combination with 
expressivism about moral discourse generates a well-known problem, the problem of creeping 
minimalism (Dreier 2004). And there is widespread agreement in metaethics that the best solu-
tion for the problem involves appealing to the specific psychological role—cashed out in terms of 
motivational force—of the conative component expressed by moral claims to explain the content 
of these claims (see., e.g., Dreier 2004; 2015). Since the dialectical situation concerning minimalist 
views in metaepistemology is similar to the one in metaethics, it is safe to assume that a parallel 
conclusion will be reached in metaepistemology: all epistemic expressivists need to provide an 
account of the motivational force of epistemic endorsement, including those who adopt minimal-
ism about cognitive state.
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This leads us to the second claim: epistemic expressivists cannot adequately 
address that challenge. The argument for that claim requires a much longer dis-
cussion, and it constitutes the burden of the rest of this section. Our presentation 
proceeds by considering various accounts of the motivational force of epistemic 
judgments that have been developed or hinted at in the metaepistemological 
literature. For each of them, we argue that it is either implausible or inadequate 
for the purpose of handling the challenge.

A few notes about what follows. First, the accounts that we consider differ 
importantly regarding what they say about the motivational targets of epistemic 
judgments, namely what such judgments motivate. As we see it, there are six 
broad options here: Epistemic judgments could motivate (1) doxastic states like 
beliefs, (2) actions, (3) habits and related entities, (4) affective states, (5) conative 
states, or (6) a combination of the previous options.4 We consider each of these 
options in the rest of this section (Subsections 3.1–3.6).5

Second, the accounts that we discuss below vary significantly with respect to 
the type of epistemic judgments that they take as their central cases. For instance, 
the proposals that we consider in Section 3.1 were formulated with first-personal 
epistemic judgments in mind, which include judgments like I ought to believe that 
P, I know that P, and I	have	sufficient	overall	evidence	to	believe	that	P. On the other 
hand, the view that we assess in Section 3.2 focuses on knowledge attributions, 
judgments of the form S knows that P (where the agent making the judgment may 
or may not be identical to the subject S). Given this variation in judgment-type, 
we present and assess each account based only on what it says about the types 
of epistemic judgments that it takes as its central cases. We do this because we 
want to avoid implicitly assuming that the motivational force of epistemic judg-
ments has to be globally uniform across all epistemic judgments, that all types of 
epistemic judgments have to motivate the same type of motivational targets in 
the same way. We think that it would be unfair to saddle epistemic expressivists 
with such a constraint. Another reason for proceeding this way is that we want 
to show that epistemic expressivists cannot avail themselves of these accounts 

4. We don’t have a knock-down argument to the effect that this list is exhaustive. However, 
there is a serious challenge for anyone who says that it isn’t. Given the types of entities just cited, 
the remaining candidates for motivational targets are mental states that are at once non-doxastic, 
non-conative, and non-affective. The challenge is thus to explain what these states are, what kind 
of dispositional profile they might have, and why some of them have a close enough relationship 
with epistemic behavior to count as proper motivational targets of epistemic judgments. Moreover, 
seeing as none of the research in metaepistemology has yet found it necessary to posit relations 
between epistemic judgments and states of that type, we doubt that the challenge can be met. For 
that reason, we will put this possibility aside in the rest of the paper.

5. See Boult and Köhler (2020) for a detailed overview of the first two options. What we say 
in Sections 3.1 and 3.2 below largely follows their way of delineating and formulating the main 
versions of the claim that epistemic judgments have motivational force, though we adopt a slightly 
different terminology.
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even	for	the	types	of	judgments	for	which	the	accounts	were	designed,	which arguably 
should be the judgments for which they work best.

3.1. Epistemic Judgments and Doxastic Motivational Force

The first option we assess is that epistemic judgments motivate doxastic states 
like beliefs. In that case, we talk about the proposed doxastic	motivational	 force	
(DMF) of epistemic judgments. Consider the following version of that first 
option:

DMF-Strict: When an agent A makes a first-personal epistemic judg-
ment, the judgment strictly motivates A, at least to some extent, to revise 
their beliefs in accordance with the judgment.6

We need to say a few words here about the notion of strict motivation, which 
comes from Boult and Köhler (2020). Here is how they characterize it:

Strict motivation is the kind of relation that holds, perhaps most paradig-
matically, between desire-like states—desires, intentions, plans, and the 
like—and the actions they produce. More precisely, strict motivation is 
the sort of relation holding between a response and a set of mental states 
that makes the response a fitting target for a folk-psychological inten-
tional explanation. (Boult & Köhler 2020: 740–41, emphasis in original)

Note that by ‘intentional explanation’ Boult and Köhler mean explanation of inten-
tional responses rather than explanation that gives an explanatory role to intentional 
mental states (as the expression is sometimes used in philosophy of mind). In a 
helpful clarification further in the text, they write: “As we understand the idea, a 
response is a fitting target for intentional explanation if that response is the out-
come of a connection between a set of mental states and the agent’s intending	to ϕ” 
(2020: 748, our emphasis). Hence, strict motivation is the causal connection that 
is involved when we correctly explain someone’s action in terms of their intend-
ing to ϕ—for example, when someone is properly describing as having moved 
to their eyes to the left as a direct result of intending to move their eyes to the left.

6. This—or something close to it—is defended by Mitova (2011). See Boult and Köhler (2020: 
746) for discussion. We’ve included the clause ‘at least to some extent’ to emphasize the possibility 
that strict motivation may come in degrees. This might sound like an oxymoron. But the claim that 
strict motivation comes in degree follows directly from the characterization of strict motivation 
cited below, and the popular assumption that intrinsically motivational states like desires and 
intentions come on a continuum of strength.
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Is DMF-Strict plausible? We don’t think so. It has to do with the fact that 
DMF-Strict seems to imply direct	doxastic	voluntarism, the view that we can have 
direct control over our beliefs. Given the characterization of strict motivation 
provided above, DMF-Strict entails that epistemic judgment can cause belief 
revision and that, when it does, the causal connection falls under the purview 
of intentional explanation. From this, it appears to follow that (i) first-personal 
epistemic judgments like I ought to believe that P either constitutively involve or 
regularly cause a desire-like state to believe that P and that (ii) this desire-like 
state can, in turn, cause the adoption of the belief that P in a way that involves 
the subject being properly described as adopting the belief as a direct result of 
their intending to believe that P. However, the claim that such desire-like states 
to believe that P have this type of intention-involving causal power is a standard 
construal of the view that we can have direct control over our beliefs (see, e.g., 
Alston 1988; Chuard & Southwood 2009). And, as Boult and Köhler (2020: 749) 
observe, this view—what has become known as ‘direct doxastic voluntarism’—
is a very costly commitment to take on. For most epistemologists and action 
theorists, all we have is an indirect form of control over our beliefs. At best, we 
can intentionally perform certain actions that might affect what we believe.7

If DMF-Strict is untenable, is there any other option for those theorists who 
maintain that epistemic judgments have doxastic motivational force? Taking 
Beddor (2016) as inspiration, Boult and Köhler (2020: 750–52) outline one such 
option. It is to understand motivation in a loose sense rather than a strict sense. 
They take the resulting proposal as the most promising account of the motiva-
tional force of epistemic judgments proposed in the literature.

DMF-Loose: When an agent A makes a first-personal epistemic judg-
ment, the judgment loosely motivates A, at least to some extent, to revise 
their beliefs in accordance with the judgment.

What is loose motivation? They characterize it as “a causal relation between 
a mental disposition and its outputs that is significantly broader than strict 
motivation, and doesn’t have to share strict motivation’s characteristic fea-
tures” (Boult & Köhler 2020: 741). Yet, to avoid implying that just any kind of 
causal relation will do, they add that “the relevant sort of causal connection 
[. . .] must be restricted in some way” (Boult & Köhler 2020: 741). For example, 
they suggest, as a first pass, that loose motivation may have to be construed as 
involving a rational sort of causal connection, rather than a merely brute causal 
connection.

7. For a similar argument, see Boult and Köhler (2000: 747–48). See also Boult and Köhler 
(2020: 748–49) for convincing counter-replies to potential responses to the argument.
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The upside of adopting DMF-Loose for epistemic expressivists is that it pro-
vides the required latitude to escape DMF-Strict’s problematic commitment to 
direct doxastic voluntarism. It does so by allowing them to deny that the motiva-
tional role of epistemic judgments is that of typical desire-like states involved in 
intentional action—that is, anything like desires, intentions, decisions, or plans 
in the ordinary sense.

This latitude brings with it a major downside, however. It’s that DMF-Loose 
relies on a notion (loose motivation) that is characterized almost exclusively in 
negative terms: loose motivation is “significantly broader than strict motiva-
tion”, yet it “doesn’t have to share strict motivation’s characteristic features”. 
And this in turn raises questions as to whether the notion picks out any real kind 
of mental phenomena. Boult and Köhler develop a challenge to proponents of 
DMF-Loose that zeroes in on this issue. As they describe it, the challenge “is to 
give an account of what ‘loose motivation’ is, as well as an account of in virtue 
of what loose motivation holds between two relata” (Boult & Köhler 2020: 753). 
A satisfactory response would have to meet several constraints, such as the fol-
lowing: “it must plausibly distinguish loose motivation from other causal con-
nections, and must give an account of the kind of disposition [linking the relata] 
that is relevant for loose motivation” (Boult & Köhler 2020: 753).

Boult and Köhler convincingly argue that the challenge is substantial. They 
do so by making the case that we should reject a natural way of trying to answer 
it. The way in question consists in “build[ing] an account of loose motivation by 
using strict motivation as a model while trying to abstract away from the fea-
tures of strict motivation that are problematic in, for example, the epistemic case” 
(Boult & Köhler 2020: 754). To explain why we should reject this strategy, they 
take the ordinary state of planning, which possesses strict motivational force, as 
a case study. As they show, abstracting away from the features of planning that 
give it its strict motivational force to build an account of loose motivation con-
sists in “merely assuming the features we wanted an account of” (Boult & Köhler 
2020: 757). They conclude that appealing to the notion of loose motivation to 
specify the motivational force of epistemic judgments isn’t completely justified 
yet because loose motivation remains nebulous, and its existence has been pos-
ited without any independent constraints to identify and clarify its core features.

Boult and Köhler themselves remain ultimately agnostic as to whether the 
challenge they develop for DMF-Loose can be met. We are much more pessimis-
tic. We think that their challenge is likely fatal. The easiest way to see why is pre-
cisely to put their challenge in the context of the current inquiry about the plau-
sibility of epistemic expressivism. Epistemic expressivism is not the sole extant 
position about the nature of epistemic judgments in metaepistemology. Its most 
direct rival is epistemic cognitivism. Epistemic cognitivism is the view that epis-
temic judgments are beliefs in the most straightforward sense and not conative 
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states at all. On this view, the judgment that I ought to believe that it is raining just 
consists in the straightforward belief that I ought to believe that it is raining.

How does the possibility of endorsing epistemic cognitivism undermine 
DMF-Loose for epistemic expressivists? Here is the crux. Epistemic expressiv-
ists who endorse DMF-Loose are committed to the existence of a reliable	and	sys-
tematic connection between first-personal epistemic judgments and belief revi-
sion in accordance with these judgments. When the former are made, the latter 
often happens. It would thus be natural for these epistemic expressivists to try to 
mimic moral expressivists in arguing that their position should be favored over 
epistemic cognitivism on account of the fact that it can best explain this connec-
tion involving first-personal judgments.8 But this is one place where the anal-
ogy to the metaethical debate surrounding moral expressivism breaks down: 
Epistemic expressivists are in a much worse position than epistemic cognitivists 
to explain this connection. On the one hand, as Boult and Köhler’s challenge 
highlights, epistemic expressivists who adopt DMF-Loose arguably cannot 
explain that connection because they help themselves to a new type of motiva-
tion (loose motivation) that seems about as mysterious as this reliable connection 
to whose existence they are committed. On the other hand, epistemic cognitivists 
can easily explain the reliable connection between first-personal epistemic judg-
ments and belief revision. In fact, the explanation falls almost directly off the 
central commitment of epistemic cognitivism. Epistemic cognitivists can simply 
say that epistemic judgments, because they are straightforward beliefs, reliably 
cause belief revision through theoretical inferences. The notion of theoretical infer-
ence—understood as a transition from a set of beliefs as input states to a fur-
ther belief as output state without the meditation of other types of propositional 
attitudes—already looms large in philosophy of mind and epistemology, and 
it seems as well-understood as anything else in these subfields. In particular, 
epistemic cognitivists can maintain that there are theoretical-inferential rules for 
the elimination of first-person epistemic operators (e.g., operators like I ought to 
believe that and I	have	sufficient	overall	evidence	to	believe	that).9 For instance, they 
could hold that possessing the belief that I ought to believe that P will cause an 

8. For more on this kind of argument in the moral case, see Sinclair (2007) and Schroeder 
(2010: ch. 1).

9. The expression ‘elimination rule’ is often used in the context of discussing conceptual role 
semantics (e.g., Peacocke 1992). In that context, the expression generally carries two conditions 
for a proposed inferential rule to count as an elimination rule with respect to concept C: (i) the 
premisses of the rule’s instances contain C but the conclusion of the rule’s instances do not contain 
C; (ii) it is part of C’s possession conditions that someone possessing C will follow that rule. In 
contrast, we use the expression ‘elimination rule’ here in a deflationary sense that only requires 
condition (i). This deflationary sense is compatible with the conceptual role framework as well as 
other approaches to conceptual content. Similar considerations apply to our use of ‘introduction 
rule’ below.
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individual to acquire the belief that P in the right conditions. This would paral-
lel the case of elimination rules for logical operators. (Consider the &-elimination 
rule: Possessing the belief that	P	&	Q will cause an individual to acquire the 
belief that P in the right conditions.) On this picture, we should expect a reliable 
connection between any given type of first-personal atomic epistemic judgment 
and belief revision provided that its epistemic operator has an elimination rule 
that falls into one of two categories: (a) rules that directly give rise to the belief 
that P through a single application; (b) rules that give rise to the belief that P in 
virtue of their operator being linked to the belief that P by a sequence of elimina-
tion and introduction rules. For example, the elimination rule for I ought to believe 
that proposed above falls under category (a), and as such, it predicts a reliable 
connection between the judgment I ought to believe that P and the belief that P. To 
get an example of (b), consider the following plausible elimination rule for I have 
sufficient	overall	evidence	to	believe	that: Possessing the belief that	I	have	sufficient	
overall	evidence	to	believe	that	P (perhaps in combination with other beliefs, like the 
belief that	I	have	no	countervailing	evidence	against	P	or the belief that the practical 
stakes in believing that P are not too high) will cause an individual to acquire the 
belief that I ought to believe that P in the right conditions. The existence of such a 
rule would predict a reliable connection between the judgment I	have	sufficient	
overall	evidence	to	believe	that	P and the belief that P in virtue of the judgment’s 
inferential links with the operator I ought to believe that.

So, in light of the fact that epistemic cognitivists can easily explain the con-
nection between first-personal epistemic judgments and belief revision by 
appealing to well-understood and independently motivated notions from phi-
losophy of mind and epistemology, Boult and Köhler’s challenge to DMF-Loose 
makes the latter look like an unpromising proposal for epistemic expressivists to 
endorse. More generally, the considerations reviewed in this section bolster the 
view that epistemic expressivists shouldn’t attribute doxastic motivational force 
to epistemic judgments, be it in the strict sense or loose sense of motivation.10

10. Could versions of DMF-Strict and DMF-Loose formulated for third-personal epistemic 
judgments fare better than the first-personal versions of these two principles considered in the 
main text? We don’t think so. Such principles would be susceptible to an even more damaging 
objection. Take for instance third-personal judgments of the form From their perspective, S (subjec-
tively) ought to believe that P or From their perspective, S is rational/reasonable in believing that P, where 
the subject S is distinct from the agent A making the claim. Sometimes, we sincerely make such 
judgments without believing that P is true or probable. Worse, we sometimes strongly believe that 
P is false. But we make such judgments precisely because we think that, from S’s perspective, all 
the evidence that S has strongly points toward the truth of P. This may happen in a case where, for 
instance, we possess specific evidence undermining P that is simply not available to S. It is implau-
sible, for these cases, to claim that making third-personal judgments of the type just proposed 
would motivate us to form the belief that P or revise our beliefs in a way that is consistent with the 
truth of P. This, in turn, strongly suggests that DMF-Strict and DMF-Loose would be simply false 
when formulated to apply to third-personal epistemic judgments.
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3.2. Epistemic Judgments and Practical Motivational Force

Let us move to our second option, namely the view that epistemic judgments 
motivate actions. In this context, we talk about the purported practical motiva-
tional force (PMF) of epistemic judgments. One advantage of this view is that it 
allows epistemic expressivists to help themselves to the strict sense of motiva-
tion without facing the objection pertaining to direct doxastic voluntarism raised 
against DMF-Strict. The main issue with it, though, is to determine a plausible 
target action. The most central epistemic judgments are not about what to do, 
but about what to believe. So, it’s not obvious what actions such judgments 
could motivate.

To our knowledge, only one type of answer has been offered to this chal-
lenge in the literature, an answer developed by Klemens Kappel and Emil 
Moeller (2014). Rephrased using Boult and Köhler’s notion of strict motiva-
tion, they defend the following account of the motivational force of knowledge 
attributions:

PMF-Inquiry-termination: When an agent A judges that S knows that 
P, this judgment strictly motivates A, at least to some extent, to terminate 
their inquiry into whether P.

Unfortunately, we think that this proposal faces a fatal problem. The problem is 
that there seems to be a much simpler explanation than PMF-Inquiry-termina-
tion for why A terminates their inquiry with respect to P after making the judg-
ment that S knows that P. Note that the aim of inquiring into whether P plausibly 
involves settling the question ‘Is P true?’. But if you sincerely judge that someone 
knows that P, then, since knowledge is factive, you plausibly take the question 
‘Is P true?’ to be settled, and you plausibly believe P yourself. So, a simpler expla-
nation is that A stops inquiring about P after making the knowledge attribution 
because they take the goal of inquiring into whether P as having been achieved, 
and the goal then dissipates or loses its motivational power. This explanation 
invokes a ubiquitous psychological process pertaining to practical reasoning: 
You stop pursuing a goal because you perceive the goal as having been achieved 
and the goal then dissipates or loses its motivational power. Given the availabil-
ity of this simple explanation for why A terminates their inquiry about P, it is not 
clear at all why we should adopt a more complex explanation that treats inquiry 
termination as a type of action in need of motivation.11

11. Kappel and Moeller try to address this kind of objection to their proposal, but see Ridge 
(2018: 143–46) and Boult and Köhler (2020: 744–45) for convincing rebuttals.
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Could epistemic expressivists appeal to the loose sense of motivation to argue 
that epistemic judgments have practical motivational force linked to terminating 
inquiry? Yes, in theory. But it is utterly unclear why they should be tempted to 
do so—even bracketing Boult and Köhler’s important challenge against accounts 
of motivational force based on loose motivation. The problem raised in the previ-
ous paragraph can be summarized as follows: It is theoretically unmotivated to 
assume that making a judgment of the form S knows that P would strictly moti-
vate agent A to terminate inquiry with respect to P given that we have a simpler 
alternative explanation for why people stop inquiring in this context. This is just 
as true when we replace the word ‘strictly’ by ‘loosely’, and it seems to have the 
same implications for a version of Kappel and Moeller’s proposal that appeals 
to loose motivation. Altogether, the foregoing suggests that no variation on their 
account could help epistemic expressivists explain the motivational force of epis-
temic judgments. Moreover, absent other explicit proposals about how actions 
can serve as motivational targets, the analysis of this section seems to rule out the 
possibility of claiming that epistemic judgments have practical motivational force.

3.3. Epistemic Judgments and Habit-Related Motivational Force

The next option that we want to discuss is that epistemic judgments have habit-
related	motivational	force	(HMF), that is, that they motivate habits. This is a view 
that Kyriacou (2012) seems to flirt with. He defends the idea that people hold an 
attitude of endorsement toward specific habits as part of some epistemic judg-
ments. Moreover, the type of habits he has in mind are habits of belief-fixation. 
Here is one such habit: the habit of trusting what reliable sources of information 
say (Kyriacou 2012: 222). This is the type of habit that would lead someone (e.g.) 
to adopt the belief that dolphins are mammals just after forming the belief that 
Mary is a reliable source of information as well as the belief that Mary says that 
dolphins are mammals.

Though Kyriacou himself doesn’t explicitly propose an account of the moti-
vational force of epistemic judgments, it would be natural to use his work as a 
basis to make the following proposal:

HMF-Belief-fixation: When an agent A makes an epistemic judgment, 
the judgment motivates A to form or maintain those habits	of	belief-fixation 
that are the objects of the endorsement part of the judgment.

Does this proposal fare better than the previous ones? Unfortunately, no. 
There are two possible readings of HMF-Belief-fixation, depending on whether 
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the notion of motivation employed is understood as strict or loose. And each 
interpretation faces an objection similar to the one afflicting the corresponding 
DMF principle discussed in Section 3.1.

Let us start with the loose-motivation interpretation. The central point of 
the objection that we presented in Section 3.1 to DMF-Loose is that it relies on 
a notion (loose motivation) that is left largely unexplained. This point is just as 
damaging when applied to the version of HMF-Belief-fixation involving loose 
motivation. Changing one of the relata of the motivation relation from beliefs to 
habits	of	belief-fixation doesn’t change the dialectical situation in any relevant way.

Turn to the version that invokes strict motivation. The problem with that 
interpretation is that it seems to have a commitment that is about as objection-
able as DMF-Strict’s commitment to direct doxastic voluntarism. That it has such 
a commitment becomes obvious when we realize that forming a new habit of 
belief-fixation is very similar to just adopting a new belief. Take, for instance, 
the habit of trusting what reliable sources of information say. And now con-
sider the following belief: the belief that	if	S	is	a	reliable	source	of	information	and	
S says that P, then P is (likely) true. This belief can do the same belief-generating 
work as the habit just cited. In fact, for any habit of belief-fixation that can be 
stated in natural language, we can identify a content-related belief which does 
the same belief-generating work. Now, the version of HMF-Belief-fixation that 
invokes strict motivation entails that desire-like states can cause the adoption of 
new habits of belief-fixation in a way that involves A being properly described 
as adopting those habits as a direct result of intending to acquire them. In other 
words, it entails that we can have direct	control over our habits of belief-fixation. 
But consider the difference between saying that someone can have direct control 
over specific habits of belief-fixation versus saying that someone can have direct 
control over the relevant content-related beliefs. Since we have just established 
that habits of belief-fixation and the corresponding beliefs play a similar role in 
one’s mental economy, if the latter statement is objectionable, the former should 
be as well.

It follows that neither reading of HMF-Belief-fixation can do the trick. This in 
turn indicates that epistemic expressivists cannot maintain that habits of belief-
fixation are plausible motivational targets for epistemic judgments. Consider-
ations similar to the one just reviewed also undermine the strategy of claiming 
related entities—entities such as procedures or policies about how to revise one’s 
own beliefs, and dispositions to form beliefs in certain ways—as motivational 
targets.

That being said, these considerations do not by themselves spell the end of 
the idea that epistemic judgments have habit-related motivational force. A varia-
tion on the principle just assessed is worth discussing too:
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HMF-Inquiry-management: When an agent A makes an epistemic judg-
ment, the judgment motivates A to form or maintain those habits of inquiry 
management that are the objects of the endorsement part of the judgment.

This principle assumes people endorse habits of inquiry management as part 
of their epistemic judgments rather than habits of belief-fixation. As understood 
here, an inquiry is a set of actions that someone performs to increase the chances 
of receiving reliable information about a topic of interest. Given this definition, 
the following habits will count as habits of inquiry management: the habit of 
writing down the structure of an argument using formal tools (e.g., propositional 
calculus, predicate calculus) to assess its validity when its validity is otherwise 
hard to evaluate, and the habit of verbally or digitally verifying with trusted 
sources whether a given person, group of people, institution, newspaper, or 
website has a good epistemic reputation before physically putting yourself in 
a situation to receive information from it. The main attractive feature of HMF-
Inquiry-management is that it allows its proponents to escape any problematic 
commitments in the vicinity of direct doxastic voluntarism due to its focus on 
inquiry-related actions.

However, this principle faces a major issue of its own. To see what the issue 
is, it helps to focus on specific types of judgments. Suppose that A makes a jus-
tification judgment of the form S	justifiably	believes	that	P.	Epistemic judgments 
of this form are what Kyriacou’s expressivist theory aims to deal with in the 
first place. Adapted to HMF-Inquiry-management, one of his main proposals is 
that justification judgments include, among other things, a conative attitude of 
endorsement of the habits of inquiry management in	virtue	of	which	S	has	acquired	
the belief that P (Kyriacou 2012: 224). The issue with HMF-Inquiry-management 
is that in general A does not have enough information about S’s habits of inquiry 
management to identify those specific habits in virtue of which S has acquired 
the belief that P. For instance, let’s take US Chief Medical Advisor Anthony 
Fauci’s stated belief that “the hyper or aberrant inflammatory or immunologi-
cal response [to COVID-19] gives as much to the morbidity and mortality as the 
actual virus replication itself”.12 We assume that, when prompted, many people 
would be willing to say that Fauci justifiably	believes that proposition. Yet, the 
habits of inquiry management which have led Fauci to believe this presumably 
stem from complex strategies learned over many years about how to read aca-
demic papers in immunology, how to analyze complex medical data and fig-
ures, when and how to reach out to other experts when he has doubts about 

12. Fauci uttered this sentence in a White House press briefing. See 
h t t p s : / / w w w . w h i t e h o u s e . g o v / b r i e f i n g - r o o m / p r e s s - b r i e f i n g s / 2 0 2 1 / 0 2 / 2 2 /
press-briefing-by-white-house-covid-19-response-team-and-public-health-officials-6/

https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/press-briefings/2021/02/22/press-briefing-by-white-house-covid-19-response-team-and-public-health-officials-6/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/press-briefings/2021/02/22/press-briefing-by-white-house-covid-19-response-team-and-public-health-officials-6/
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certain findings, how to lead and supervise the employees at National Institute 
of Allergy and Infectious Diseases so that the information they provide him is 
reliable, etc. Therefore, except practicing immunologists, very few will have 
ideas about the habits of management inquiry that have led Fauci to believe the 
proposition cited above.

Importantly, we think that this kind of situation—where A makes a justifica-
tion judgment without possessing enough information to identify the specific 
habits of inquiry management that have led S to believe that P—doesn’t just 
come up in cases where S has high levels of expertise and P pertains to that 
expertise. It also takes place in many mundane contexts. Most of the time, when 
an agent A attributes justification or knowledge that P to some subject S, what 
guides A’s reasoning on the matter is A’s rough idea about S’s general epistemic 
character (whether and to which extent S displays specific epistemic virtues or 
vices) as well as A’s assessment of how S’s institutional, geographical, and/or 
social position allows S to receive reliable information about topics related to 
P. If we are right about this, it follows that in general A does not have enough 
information about S’s habits of inquiry management to identify the habits in 
virtue of which S has come to believe that P. And this thereby causes trouble for 
HMF-Inquiry-management because A cannot be motivated to form or maintain 
habits whose identity they cannot ascertain.

We thus conclude that HMF-Inquiry-management is implausible. Moreover, 
beyond the two principles reviewed above, it is hard to come up with any other 
proposal in line with the thesis that epistemic judgments have habit-related moti-
vational force. Therefore, the discussion in this section undermines this thesis.

3.4. Epistemic Judgments and Affective Motivational Force

We now want to consider the view that epistemic judgments motivate affective	
states, or dispositions to form such states. In that case, we will talk about the 
purported affective	motivational	 force	(AMF) of epistemic judgments. An impor-
tant challenge here is to determine a plausible target affective state for epistemic 
judgments to motivate. To our knowledge, Gibbard (2012) is the only author to 
have made a concrete proposal about the affective motivational role of epistemic 
judgments. He talks about a disposition to experience “[a]n ‘Oops’ response” 
following certain types of first-personal epistemic judgments about what one 
ought to believe (Gibbard 2012: 173).

A natural way of interpreting his suggestion is as follows:

AMF-Feeling-of-error: When an agent A makes an epistemic judgment 
of the form For	any	proposition	P,	I	ought	to	believe	P	if	conditions	C	are	met	
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(or some other equivalent judgment), the judgment motivates A to form a 
disposition to experience a feeling that they have made a reasoning error 
when the following conditions obtain: (i) the issue of whether P is true 
has come up to A’s consciousness; (ii) A believes that C are met; (iii) A 
occurrently believes that they do not believe that P.13

Consider the following scenario. Michael forms the judgment I ought to believe 
what	(the	majority	of)	life	scientists	say	about	COVID-19	vaccines. Then, he receives 
evidence through a reliable source that most life scientists believe that some vac-
cine V targeting the virus is safe. However, when asked by a friend whether he 
thinks that V is safe, he says ‘No’ and he’s sincere. AMF-Feeling-of-error predicts 
that, in these conditions, Michael would immediately experience a feeling of 
having made a reasoning error.

Now, we are happy to grant that many people experience such a feeling of 
error when conditions like (i)–(iii) are satisfied. However, our main goal in this 
section is to make the case that epistemic expressivists cannot appeal to AMF-
Feeling-of-error to characterize the motivational force of epistemic judgments. To 
do so, we will argue that epistemic expressivists who adopt this proposal cannot 
provide a satisfactory account of the dispositional	profile of that feeling. Yet, they 
need to be able to offer such an account because the denial to do so would amount 
to the costly rejection of a highly entrenched view in philosophy of mind: the 
view that token mental states belonging to a certain state-type (e.g., belief, desire, 
fear, anger, joy, feeling of surprise) have a characteristic dispositional profile.14

More specifically, we will argue that epistemic expressivists can’t explain 
the downstream	effects of the feeling of error in someone’s mental economy. Sup-
pose that a certain agent A makes an epistemic judgment of the form For any 
proposition	P,	I	ought	to	believe	P	if	conditions	C	are	met, and there is a proposition 
P such that conditions (i)–(iii) are satisfied. According to AMF-Feeling-of-error, 
the agent will then experience a feeling of error. Explaining the downstream 
effects of the feeling of error amounts to answering the following question: 
What kind(s) of actions or mental states does that feeling usually get A to do 
or to form? In what follows, we claim that epistemic expressivists cannot ade-

13. Nothing in the analysis that follows hangs on whether Gibbard’s suggestion involves 
motivation in the strict sense or in the loose sense. So, we’ve left AMF-Feeling-of-error unspecified 
in that regard.

14. This view is entailed by many major positions about the metaphysics of mental states—
reductive functionalism, Dennettian instrumentalism, and liberal dispositionalism (e.g., Schwit-
zgebel 2002)—because they individuate state-types at least partly in terms of tokens’ dispositional 
role in the agent’s mental economy. Moreover, even among people who reject such positions, 
many accept the view cited in the main text because they take the dispositional role of token 
mental states to be reliably	correlated to their state-type and content. This includes non-reductive 
functionalists as well as some phenomenal intentionality theorists (e.g., Mendelovici 2018).
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quately address this question. To be clear: We are not assuming that epistemic 
expressivists need to say that the feeling of error itself has a specific motivational 
role. They don’t have to say this, as far as we can tell. However, they still have 
to be able to tell us about the downstream component of the feeling’s disposi-
tion profile—what the feeling does once it’s produced in a particular situation.

We can start with an intuitive answer to the question raised in the previous 
paragraph: the feeling of error gets the agent to directly form the belief that P (i.e., 
without the intervention of any additional intermediary mental state). Unfortu-
nately, as intuitive as it sounds, epistemic expressivists can’t avail themselves 
of this answer. This becomes obvious when we ask whether the feeling of error 
has intentional content and, if so, what it is. On the one hand, epistemic expres-
sivists cannot say that the feeling of error has intentional content unrelated to 
the targeted belief (something like Reasoning error now!), or perhaps even no 
intentional content at all. They cannot say this because, if they did, they would 
block any plausible explanation as to how this feeling could directly lead to the 
adoption of the right belief—the belief that P—among an infinity of alternative 
beliefs. For instance, they would leave no space to explain why Michael adopts 
the belief that V is safe following the production of the feeling of error in the sce-
nario described above as opposed to, say, the belief that	the	twelfth	president	of	the	
United	States	once	sported	a	mustache.

On the other hand, suppose that epistemic expressivists maintain that the 
feeling has intentional content that includes information specific to the targeted 
belief (something like An	error	was	made	in	reasoning	about the safety of vaccine V 
in the previous scenario). Then, they will commit themselves to the view that 
what we’ve been calling the feeling of error is in fact a belief or includes a belief as 
a subpart. After all, the feeling of error is now hypothesized to have conceptual 
content (e.g., An	error	was	made	in	reasoning	about	the	safety	of	vaccine	V) as well as 
the typical dispositional profile of a belief. It has the typical dispositional profile 
of a belief in that (a) it is formed directly following the reception of evidence that 
its content is true (e.g., Michael’s feeling of error is directly formed following the 
reception of evidence that he has made an error in reasoning about the safety of 
vaccine V); (b) it directly guides the formation of other beliefs whose content is 
systematically related to its own content (e.g., it directly guides Michael to form 
the belief that V is safe). Moreover, by committing themselves to the view that 
what we have been calling the feeling of error is itself a belief or includes a belief as 
a subpart, epistemic expressivists would thereby endorse a variation of the claim 
that epistemic judgments motivate dispositions	to	form	beliefs	in	certain	ways, a claim 
which we have argued in Section 3.3 that epistemic expressivists ought to avoid.15

15. There is another reason for epistemic expressivists to be wary of committing themselves 
to the view that the feeling of error is itself a belief or includes a belief as a subpart. It is that it 
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An upshot of the previous paragraph is that epistemic expressivists should 
deny that it is part of the dispositional profile of the feeling of error to get the 
agent to directly adopt the belief that P. It is worth noting that this is something 
which Gibbard (2012) himself seems to deny. For him, it is the first-personal 
epistemic judgment itself that plays the role of getting the agent to directly adopt 
the belief that P following the production of the feeling of error. After all, in line 
with his previous work, he holds that an epistemic judgment is a specific type of 
contingency plan about how to revise one’s own beliefs (Gibbard 2012: 169ff.). 
Here is the kind of model that he has in mind about the role of the feeling of error 
in someone’s mental economy. At time t1, A makes the judgment J of the form 
For	any	proposition	P,	I	ought	to	believe	P	if	conditions	C	are	met. This immediately 
motivates the formation of the disposition to produce the feeling of error in condi-
tions (i)–(iii). Then, at a later time t2, the sudden satisfaction of conditions (i)–(iii) 
triggers the production of the feeling of error. The feeling of error then alerts 
the agent that something has gone wrong in one of their spontaneous inferences 
and that they need to engage in a different kind of reasoning procedure. A few 
moments after t2, the original judgment J is re-activated and thereby motivates A 
to directly adopt the belief that P.

This is an elegant account. But, if we are right that he subscribes to this model, 
it commits Gibbard to the claim that first-personal epistemic judgments motivate 
both the formation of a disposition to produce the feeling of error in conditions 
similar to (i)–(iii) and	belief revision. And, in terms of the current discussion, 
the issue with this claim is simple: it assumes that epistemic judgments have a 
doxastic motivational role, so it faces the same objections we raised against that 
option in Section 3.1.

What other type of account of the downstream effects of the feeling of error 
could epistemic expressivists adopt? Here is another tempting idea: the feeling 
simply brings attention to the fact that a reasoning mistake has been made in 
the	last	few	seconds so that the agent can start recalling the last few steps in their 
theoretical reasoning and make the relevant correction. However, to stay clear of 
the issues just raised, it is stipulated that neither does the feeling of error or the 
first-personal epistemic judgment directly influence belief revision. It is left to 
A’s other mental states to initiate the relevant belief change.

As appealing as it may seem, epistemic expressivists can’t resort to this pro-
posal either. Here is why. Even if a feeling of error brings A’s attention to the fact 
that they’ve just made mistake, this proposal doesn’t leave any space to explain 
how the error will be corrected. Presumably, if A made a mistake in the first place, 
it is because they had beliefs, perceptions or intuitive reactions that led them to 

entails the controversial thesis in philosophy of emotions that some affective states are or include 
beliefs. See, e.g., Scarantino (2010) for a critical discussion of this thesis.
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forgo adopting the belief that P when the issue of whether P is true came up to 
their consciousness. How is A’s knowledge they’ve just made a mistake going to 
help them adopt the belief that P if none of A’s mental states is poised to trigger 
the adoption of the belief that P and A possesses some mental states which dis-
pose them to remain neutral toward P (or, worse, to adopt the belief that not-P)?16

This ends the list of accounts of the downstream effects of the feeling of error 
that we wanted to examine. These accounts are arguably the most promising, 
and we have found them all wanting for the purpose of showing that AMF-Feel-
ing-of-error constitutes the basis of a reasonable explanation of the motivational 
force of epistemic judgments. This strongly suggests that AMF-Feeling-of-error 
isn’t a plausible contender in that regard.

What does that mean for the more general proposal that epistemic judgments 
have affective motivational force? There remains one important possibility that 
we haven’t mentioned yet—namely, that epistemic judgments motivate reactive 
attitudes (i.e., emotions such as resentment, indignation, and gratitude) toward 
other people due to their stated views, arguments and beliefs. However, we will 
bracket this idea here due to its close affinity to the response to the epistemic 
motivation problem that we develop in Section 4. According to that response, 
epistemic judgments have practical motivational force in virtue of directly moti-
vating verbal	actions	of	criticism	and	praise. Moreover, we think that what makes 
reactive attitudes seem plausible as motivational targets for epistemic judgments 
is precisely the emotions’ connection to verbal actions of criticism and praise. 
The rest of the reactive attitudes’ characteristics, such as their specific phenome-
nal character or their role in producing other types of actions (e.g., the particular 
body movements associated with moral indignation), seem less relevant in that 
context. If we are right about this, then whatever considerations militate in favor 
of claiming reactive attitudes as motivational targets may provide even stronger 
support for the view that we advance in Section 4.17

Besides reactive attitudes and the hypothesized feeling of error described 
above, it is unclear to us what other affective states could be targeted by epis-

16. Some may be tempted to answer this question by saying that, for as long as A upholds a 
first-personal judgment of the form For	any	proposition	P,	I	ought	to	believe	P	if	conditions	C	are	met, 
they will possess a corresponding belief with the content For	any	proposition	P	such	that	conditions	
C are met, it is (probably) the case that P. But this move is a non-starter. It raises a number of deeply 
problematic issues about the relationship between the first-personal epistemic judgment and the 
corresponding belief. Just to give one example: If the latter state is acquired and abandoned exactly 
at the same time as the former state, it means that they have an extremely similar dispositional 
profile. How can it be that one is a straightforward belief and the other is conative state?

17. Could epistemic expressivists repurpose the view that we put forward in Section 4 by 
conceiving of reactive attitudes as variables that mediate the connection between the attitude of 
epistemic endorsement and the relevant types of verbal actions that we describe there? Absolutely. 
And we don’t have any problems with that strategy—that is, other than the fact that it faces a simi-
lar challenge to the one that we raise in Section 5.
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temic judgments and what role these affective states could play in our mental 
economy. So, barring responses along the lines of the one we propose in Section 
4, the foregoing suggests that epistemic expressivists can’t hold that epistemic 
judgments have affective motivational force.

3.5. Epistemic Judgments and Conative States

Turn to the view that epistemic judgments motivate conative states. We want to 
highlight here that there is a straightforward reason why epistemic expressivists 
can’t appeal to it in order to address the challenge of characterizing the motiva-
tional force of epistemic judgments. The reason is that adopting this view just 
pushes the challenge one level up without providing a new angle on the under-
lying issues. As we noted at the beginning of Section 3, motivational force is an 
essential characteristic of conative states. So, the suggestion that epistemic judg-
ments motivate a subsequent conative state raises the question of what the moti-
vational force of that state is. Here, we have similar options as those described 
above: The subsequent conative state could motivate doxastic states, actions, 
habits and related entities, affective states, conative states, or a combination of 
the previous options. And similar issues to the ones discussed in the previous 
sections, as well as in Section 3.6, will arise for each of these options.

3.6. A Combination of the Above

The last possibility that we will discuss is that epistemic judgments motivate a 
combination of the elements mentioned above. There are two different ways of 
developing this option. On the one hand, epistemic expressivists could claim 
that different types of epistemic judgments have distinct motivational targets. 
They could say, for instance, that first-personal epistemic judgments motivate 
doxastic states, whereas third-personal epistemic judgments motivate actions. On 
the other hand, epistemic expressivists could maintain that epistemic judgments 
of the very same type (e.g., first-personal epistemic judgments) motivate at once 
a number of the elements surveyed in the previous sections. In this section, we 
will argue that neither version of this option provides additional purchase to 
adequately explain the motivational force of epistemic judgments.

Consider the first approach. Take two types of epistemic judgments that have 
different motivational targets. Call the two types of judgments T1 and T2 respec-
tively. Now focus on T1. Proponents of this approach must say what is T1’s moti-
vational target as well as what type of motivational relation T1 has with the tar-
get (i.e., strict motivation or loose motivation). But then the issues we raised for 
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the five types of targets discussed in previous sections (doxastic states, actions, 
habits and related entities, affective states, and conative states) will also arise 
in the case of T1. After all, assuming that T2 has a different motivational target 
doesn’t resolve any of these issues for T1. Hence, appealing to the first approach 
doesn’t bring any new tools to explain the motivational force of T1. Ditto for T2. 
And so, it follows that this approach doesn’t provide a new angle on the chal-
lenge that occupies us.

Let us turn to the second approach. It is committed to the idea that epistemic 
judgments of at least one type—call it type T—motivate two motivational targets 
at once. Call these targets MT1 and MT2 respectively. To satisfactorily describe 
the motivational force of T, proponents of this approach must provide an account 
of the motivational force of T with regard to MT1 as well as an account of the 
motivational force of T with regard to MT2. This means that they must explain, 
among other things, what type of motivational target MT1 is and what type of 
motivational relation judgments of type T have with MT1. But, again, the issues 
we raised for the five previous options will arise in this context too. The assump-
tion that T also motivates another type of target, namely MT2, won’t mitigate 
them in any way. Therefore, it follows that this second approach also fails to 
offer the required purchase.

It is worth considering an example. Ridge (2018) develops a theory of the 
motivational force of a specific subset of epistemic judgements that happens 
to embody this second approach. The theory presupposes the following claim 
associated with the idea of pragmatic encroachment in epistemology:

[W]hen the costs of having a false belief are very high and the costs of 
suspending judgment until more evidence is gathered are very low, the 
level of epistemic justification one must have to count as ‘sufficient’ [to 
be warranted in believing that P] is plausibly higher than when the costs 
of having a false belief are lower or the costs of gathering more evidence 
are very high. (Ridge 2018: 145)

From this, Ridge argues that at least one kind of epistemic judgment has moti-
vational force, namely judgments about what someone has sufficient	 epistemic	
reason to believe. This is because the above claim strongly indicates that “these 
epistemic judgments have as part of their content that there is sufficient practical 
reason for someone to form a belief rather than gather more evidence or what-
ever” (Ridge 2018: 147, his emphasis). To judge that there is sufficient epistemic 
reason to believe that P, in other words, is in part to judge that there is sufficient 
practical reason to form a view about whether P rather than continuing to inquire. 
Since, by hypothesis, practical normative judgments like the latter are motivat-
ing, judgments about sufficient epistemic reasons are also motivating.
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We are happy to grant that pragmatic factors may make a difference as to 
whether a subject is aptly (or normally) described as having sufficient epistemic 
reason to believe P. However, we don’t think that Ridge’s proposal can be of 
use in arguing that epistemic judgments have motivational force in a way that 
avoids the issues raised above. And that’s because it implements the second 
approach just discussed. On Ridge’s theory, judgments about what there is suf-
ficient reason to believe motivate us to form a belief one way or the other as well as 
to stop inquiring. In other words, Ridge’s proposal amounts to a form of the dox-
astic motivation view assessed in Section 3.1 in combination with a new version 
of PMF-Inquiry-termination applied to sufficient-epistemic-reason judgments. 
Now, Ridge pleads, on behalf of his theory, that this version of PMF-Inquiry-
termination avoids the objection that we outlined in Section 3.2 against the origi-
nal version of PMF-Inquiry-termination applied to knowledge attributions, and 
we are tempted to agree. But the problem is that his proposal still faces the same 
issues that we outlined in Section 3.1 about the doxastic motivation view.

This concludes our presentation of the epistemic motivation problem. Recall 
that it is based on two claims: that epistemic expressivists face an explanatory 
challenge to provide an account of the motivational force of epistemic judgments, 
and that they cannot adequately tackle that challenge. Though the case for the 
first claim was straightforward, the argument for the second claim required a 
longer discussion. The argument involved a detailed analysis in favor of reject-
ing the six most promising options for the motivational targets of epistemic judg-
ments. Taken together, the considerations reviewed in Section 3 thus threaten to 
show that epistemic expressivism is untenable.

4. A Verbal-Action Account

We will now provide what we think is the best response to the epistemic motiva-
tion problem. It seeks to undermine the second claim on which the problem is 
based by putting forward a novel account of the motivational force of the state 
of epistemic endorsement. More specifically, the response involves arguing that 
epistemic endorsement motivates certain types of actions. We’ve already seen 
one proposal along those lines in Section 3.2: Kappel and Moeller (2014) argue 
that judging that S knows that P motivates the attributor to terminate inquiry with 
respect	to	P.	We also saw there that there are good reasons to reject their proposal. 
The problems faced by Kappel and Moeller’s proposal have even led Boult and 
Köhler (2020) to conclude that it is unlikely that epistemic judgment could moti-
vate any type of action.

But we suspect that this is too hasty. We believe that there is a rather 
natural suggestion for the practical motivational force of epistemic endorse-



	 The	Motivation	Problem	of	Epistemic	Expressivists • 749

Ergo • vol. 10, no. 26 • 2023

ment if we look at seminal work on moral expressivism. Many expressiv-
ist theories of epistemic discourse (e.g., Chrisman 2007; Field 2009) take the 
state of  epistemic endorsement to have as its object a set of epistemic norms, 
that is, norms that guide belief revision. With this in mind, perhaps epistemic 
 endorsement strictly motivates specific kinds of verbal actions, such as verbally 
naming the epistemic norms that the agent endorses as well as publicly criticiz-
ing (or praising) other people’s arguments based on whether these arguments 
clash (or conform) with the agent’s norms. This proposal mirrors some of the 
main suggestions of Gibbard (1990) about the role of verbal actions in account-
ing for the  motivational force of moral judgment. Here is a representative  
passage:

The state of accepting a norm, in short, is identified by its place in a syn-
drome of tendencies toward action and avowal—a syndrome produced 
by the language-infused system of coordination peculiar to human beings. 
The system works through discussion of absent situations, and it allows 
for the delicate adjustments of coordination that human social life re-
quires. The syndrome that manifests accepting a norm takes in normative 
discussion and normative governance. In this normative discussion, in 
unrestrained contexts,	one	tends	to	avow	the	norm. One tends to be influ-
enced by the avowals of others, and to be responsive to their demands 
for consistency. Normative governance by the norm is a tendency to con-
form to it. Accepting a norm is whatever psychic state, if any, gives rise 
to	this	syndrome	of	avowal	of	the	norm	and governance by it. (Gibbard 1990: 
75, our emphasis)

Our main interest here concerns the references to avowal and normative	dis-
cussion. By ‘discussion of absent situations’, Gibbard means discussions that 
pertain to past or hypothetical scenarios and that aim to elicit people’s judg-
ment about the actions performed in these scenarios. He clarifies his notion of 
avowal as follows:

By “avowal” here, I mean to include a wide range of expressions we 
might count as taking a position in normative discussion—in the discus-
sion of absent states of affairs. The simplest kind might be evincing an 
emotion toward the absent situation. Other kinds of avowal are more 
explicit: we may express a hypothetical decision in words, or label an 
action in words that are emotively charged. To understand acceptance of 
norms, we need to look to such avowal—the kind of avowal from which 
consensus can emerge, and which may persist even when there is no ap-
proach to consensus. (Gibbard 1990: 73)
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Both quotes highlight that, on Gibbard’s (1990) account, accepting a moral 
norm has motivational force related to a variety of verbal actions—actions such 
as stating the norm itself as well as publicly criticizing (or praising) people’s 
actions in various past or hypothetical scenarios based on whether those actions 
clash (or conform) with the norm.

At first sight, this seems to offer a promising model for understanding the 
practical motivational force of epistemic endorsement. Suppose that an agent 
possesses a state of epistemic endorsement whose object is a certain set N of 
epistemic norms. Suppose furthermore that the agent witnesses some speaker 
S making a public argument. The idea under consideration is that this state of 
epistemic endorsement strictly motivates, at least to some extent, the agent to 
act as follows: (i) to verbally state specific elements of N if the agent thinks it is 
relevant to the assessment of S’s argument; (ii) to verbally criticize S’s utterance 
if the argument violates N; (iii) to verbally praise S’s utterance if the argument 
conforms to N. Verbal criticism or praise could come in a variety of formula-
tions, but some obvious possibilities include mere rejections (e.g., “What you 
said is false”), mere acceptance (e.g., “I agree with everything she said”), critical 
analyses of various length (e.g., “So, your whole case rests on Jack’s testimony? 
But we all know that Jack is a pathological liar!”), claims to the effect that a given 
argument violates an element of N (e.g., “That can’t be right, you’re flouting the 
principle of noncontradiction!”).

There are two strong considerations in favor of adopting this account of the 
motivational force of epistemic endorsement. First, humans across a wide vari-
ety of cultures (if not all cultures) are disposed to engage in these sorts of verbal 
actions (Mercier 2011). So, we already need to posit motivational states to spe-
cifically explain where these actions come from. The account thereby also avoids 
a major drawback of Kappel and Moeller’s proposal: that of basing their entire 
explanation of the motivational force of epistemic judgments on actions of a kind 
whose existence is highly debatable.

Second, assuming that the type of expressivist account of moral discourse 
developed by Gibbard (1990) is on the right track, the account developed here 
suggests a substantial parallel between the conative attitudes expressed by 
moral claims and those expressed by epistemic claims. It suggests that both 
types of conative attitudes have strict motivational force tied to verbal actions. 
Epistemic expressivists could appeal to this parallel to maintain that the psy-
chological mechanisms driving epistemic discourse are of the same kind as the 
mechanisms driving moral discourse or that one general set of psychological 
mechanisms for normative discussion drives both types of discourses. It would 
thus allow epistemic expressivists who are sympathetic to moral expressivism 
(which is all of them, to our knowledge) to provide a unified picture of their 
commitments in philosophy of mind.
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Overall, these two considerations should make our response look like a 
promising solution to the epistemic motivation problem. However, it faces an 
important challenge, to which we turn now.

5. An Externalist Challenge to Our Verbal-Action Account

We developed in the previous section what we think is the most promising 
response to the epistemic motivation problem. In this section, we want to high-
light that the response raises an important challenge of its own, a challenge that 
pertains to the very psychology of epistemic criticism and praise.

The challenge that we have in mind comes into view when we start asking 
why we should posit a mental state whose function is to motivate verbal actions 
of the precise types identified in Section 4. We have already noted above that 
there is strong evidence (Mercier 2011) that we possess dispositions to perform 
the verbal actions of the relevant types. However, it is not clear that the exis-
tence of these dispositions is best explained by assuming the existence of a state 
whose	 role	 is	 to	motivate	 such	 specific	 types	 of	 actions. The dispositions in ques-
tion could very well arise due to other types of mental states, such as general 
desires to communicate what we think about other people’s utterances to them 
and others. For instance, suppose that we have a general desire to criticize (or 
praise) people depending on whether what they say clashes (or coheres) with 
what we are disposed to say about a certain event or scenario. Such a desire, 
when combined with a belief that someone has said something that clashes 
(or coheres) with what we would have said about a certain event or scenario, 
would lead to the formation of an intention to verbally criticize (or praise) the 
person’s utterances.

Why would anyone posit desires like that? Because they make sense of the 
general argumentative nature of human communication. Any human agent is 
disposed to verbally criticize or praise other people’s utterances based on their 
compatibility with the agent’s own beliefs, desires, tastes, values, etc.—and not 
just in virtue of violating high-level precepts discussed in philosophy under the 
rubric of ‘epistemic norms’ (high-level precepts like “Form beliefs in a way that 
satisfy modus ponens”).	For instance, Julie might criticize one of Michael’s argu-
ments if that argument is incompatible with her belief that it rained this morn-
ing or that Mary ate an apple two hours ago. It doesn’t matter that these beliefs 
are utterly peripheral to Julie’s worldview. If she thinks Michael’s argument is 
worth criticizing, she may well bring up the fact that it is incompatible with 
these otherwise inconsequential beliefs. More generally, various theoretical and 
empirical considerations suggest that humans have cognitive mechanisms that 
specifically monitor for accuracy in communication and that motivate people to 
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argue with someone with whom they disagree in a large variety of contexts (see, 
e.g., Mercier & Sperber 2011 for a thorough review).

It follows that anyone who chooses our response to the epistemic motivation 
problem faces an important challenge: to explain why the postulation of a state 
whose function is to motivate verbal actions of the types identified in Section 4 
provides a theoretical payoff over and above positing the type of general desires 
for accuracy in communication just described. We are not in a position to show 
that this project can’t be done, but it strikes us as difficult.

Part of what makes the challenge pressing is that, of all the potential expres-
sivist and cognitivist theories of epistemic discourse, only expressivist theories 
committed to our response (or something much like it, see fn. 17) are liable to the 
challenge. That is so for two reasons. First, the class of claims whose utterances 
plausibly count as verbal actions of epistemic criticism or praise is much larger than 
the class of claims that are the focus of the debate between epistemic expressiv-
ists and epistemic cognitivists, the claims that we called ‘epistemic claims’ in 
Section 2. The former class includes claims like “What you said is false”, which 
do not count as epistemic claims for the purposes of that debate. So, our response 
notwithstanding, expressivists and cognitivists don’t need to take any stance 
on the type of mental state that motivates the utterances of claims of the former 
class. Of course, statements belonging to the latter class are sometimes used to 
criticize or praise others’ epistemic behavior (e.g., “You don’t know this”). But 
this is where the second reason becomes relevant.

Second, expressivists and cognitivists don’t have to say that the mental 
state(s) expressed by an epistemic claim are exactly the same as those that moti-
vate the claim. To take a relevant example: Epistemic cognitivists are committed 
to the view that epistemic claims express straightforward beliefs. Yet, just pos-
sessing a belief isn’t enough to lead someone to produce an utterance stating 
the content of that belief. Moreover, it is not the case that people have cognitive 
processes that lead them to immediately state the content of every belief that 
becomes occurrent or conscious (Carruthers 2018). So, there has to be a specific 
conative state that drives some agent A to say something about how bad (or 
good) they believe someone else’s epistemic behavior to be in a specific context, 
even if A already has beliefs about that behavior. Epistemic cognitivists should 
therefore be more than happy to fill out the motivational gap here by appealing 
to general desires for accuracy in communication.

It should be clear at this point that the challenge presented in this section 
mirrors some of the work of externalists about moral motivation (e.g., Railton 
1986; Brink 1989; Svavarsdottir 1999). Externalism about moral motivation is the 
view that the reliable connection between moral judgments and actions that 
conform to these judgments is due to contingent, conative mental states (like a 
desire to do the morally right action or a desire to be a moral person) which are 
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distinct from moral judgments themselves. Similarly, the challenge we develop 
here could be conceived as based on a form of externalism about motivation for 
epistemic	criticism	and	praise. On this view, the reliable connection between epis-
temic judgments and verbal utterances of epistemic criticism and praise is due 
to contingent, conative mental states (like a general desire to criticize people 
depending on whether what they say clashes with what we are disposed to say 
about a certain event or scenario) which are distinct from the epistemic judg-
ments themselves.

Where does this leave us? In Section 3, we argued against the possibility 
for epistemic expressivists of endorsing any of the extant accounts of the moti-
vational force of epistemic judgments from the metaepistemological literature. 
Therefore, insofar as the externalist challenge that we raise here to our verbal-
action account is unanswerable, this may suggest that there is no adequate solu-
tion to the problem. As we have said already, we are not sure whether the chal-
lenge can be met or not. But if it cannot be met, then our work would support 
rejecting epistemic expressivism altogether.

6. Conclusion

We started this paper by formulating a new problem for epistemic expressivism 
based on two claims. The first is that it is a constraint on any expressivist theory 
of epistemic discourse—be it pure or ecumenical—that it be able to provide an 
account of the motivational force of epistemic judgments. The second claim is 
that no such theory can satisfy the constraint. The combination of both claims 
gave rise to what we called the epistemic motivation problem. We then developed 
what we think is the best response to our problem, which involves claiming 
that the state of epistemic endorsement motivates certain kinds of verbal actions, 
namely acts of verbally criticizing and praising (through public uses of natural 
language) the arguments presented by other people. We finally argued that this 
response may not be a genuine solution unless a further externalist challenge 
about the nature of the motivation involved in producing these verbal actions 
is addressed.

Due to the inadequacies of previous proposals for the motivational force of 
epistemic judgment (see Section 3), a failure of our proposed response may sug-
gest that epistemic expressivism cannot escape the epistemic motivation prob-
lem. If so, it will turn out that one cannot give an expressivist account of epis-
temic discourse at all. If not, then our analysis will provide a promising way 
to develop and defend epistemic expressivism’s commitments in philosophy of 
mind and philosophy of action.
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