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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT

Truth-Aimed Epistemology

It has long been thought that there must be some strong connection between epistemic rationality
(justification) and truth or accuracy. Recently, a research program has developed around using formal
techniques to understand this Truth Connection, and then apply it in supporting attractive epistemic
norms, such as Probabilism and Conditionalization. Appealing to plausible measures of accuracy, formal
epistemologists have produced accuracy theorems showing, roughly, that things will go poorly for you
accuracy-wise if you violate these norms. For these accuracy results to have upshots for epistemic
rationality, these epistemologists appeal to teleological theories of justification, where epistemic norms are
instrumental norms centered on the aim of acquiring epistemic goodness: what's definitive of epistemic
norms is that you can expect to best attain epistemic rationality’s aim (i.e. acquiring epistemic goodness) if
you follow these norms. Identifying epistemic goodness with accuracy yields accuracy-centered
teleological theories (hereafter ‘teleological theories’) with accompanying theories of the Truth
Connection. This has given rise to a flourishing research program in epistemic utility theory.

But despite the many merits of teleological theories like epistemic utility theory and the
accompanying theories of the Truth Connection, they are still a matter of much debate. This dissertation—
which is at the intersection of traditional and formal epistemology —consists of three papers (all currently
under review) which push this debate forward in two central ways. First, using a variety of different sorts
of counterexamples, they argue that teleological theories like epistemic utility theory are not in the end
correct. Second, they develop a diagnosis of where these theories go wrong. The diagnosis rests on
distinguishing two ways of understanding the Truth Connection which are superficially similar, but come
sharply apart in certain cases: in particular, cases where a certain proposition is (a) unlikely to be true (on
the agent’s evidence), but (b) likely to be true (on the agent’s evidence) if the agent believes it. The
dissertation argues that we should understand the Truth Connection as the claim that epistemic rationality
fundamentally guides us toward the propositions that are likely to be true (independent of whether we
believe them) and not toward the propositions that are likely to be true if we believe them. More concisely,
epistemic rationality is a guide to true propositions rather than true beliefs.

While some have worried about the verdicts of teleological theories in so called trade-off cases,
promising responses to this sort of problem have been given by defenders of epistemic utility theory. So
instead of focusing on tradeoff cases, I focus on cases involving potential beliefs about the future. In these
cases, teleological theories say that even though certain propositions are not likely to be true (on your
evidence), they’re epistemically rational to believe because they’re likely to be true (on your evidence) if
you believe them. Let us call these “self-fulfilling” cases. I argue that if we zero in on real-life examples of
self-fulfilling cases, teleological theories give extremely counterintuitive verdicts in a plentitude of
different situations. Take, for example, a case where the proposition that today will be terrible is unlikely
to be true. Nonetheless, this proposition is likely to be true if Friedrich believes it. After all, he knows that
believing that today will be terrible will make him depressed. In a self-fulfilling case like this, teleological
theories say that even though this proposition is unlikely to be true, it’s epistemically rational to believe
because it’s likely to be true if he believes it. Additionally, I argue that well-motivated teleological theories
have incorrect verdicts in many cases where you're aware that believing certain propositions (that are
likely to be true) will lead to a worse epistemic future than if you disbelieve these propositions. To
illustrate, consider a case where a pesticide researcher’s research for the government has come to a halt the
past few years because he’s come to doubt the proposition that the government is only using his research
for benign purposes. He knows that if he only believed this evidentially-unsupported proposition, his
recovered motivation would lead him to an epistemically-valuable future as he would discover the
answers to a multitude of his research questions. Given that well-motivated teleological theories are



sensitive to facts about the epistemic goodness of future beliefs, they deliver implausible verdicts in this
case and many others.

Not only are teleological theories extensionally inadequate, but they also clash with epistemic
rationality’s essential roles. I argue that one of epistemic rationality’s essential roles is that it is actionable:
when p is epistemically rational for a person to believe, then it’s practically rational for that person to act
as if p is likely to be true. I then argue that if epistemic rationality has this role of being actionable, then
teleological theories are not true. This can be seen, for example, by reflecting on the aforementioned case
involving Friedrich where the proposition that today will be terrible is unlikely to be true, but is likely to
be true if Friedrich believes it. Since it's unlikely to be true, it's not practically rational to act if it’s likely to
be true. But since it’s likely to be true if Friedrich believes it, teleological theories say that it’s epistemically
rational to believe. Assuming epistemic rationality is actionable, there are two other significant epistemic
upshots: epistemic rationality is a guide to true propositions rather than true beliefs, and a popular
argument for permissivism about epistemic rationality fails.

Epistemic rationality has another essential role, which is that it is sensitive to logic. For example,
epistemic rationality is closed under disjunction. Thus if p is epistemically rational for someone to believe,
then (p or q) is epistemically rational for the person to believe too. Appealing to this extremely plausible
closure principle, I argue that teleological theories are not true. This can be seen by considering versions of
the previous case involving Friedrich. If the proposition that today will be terrible is epistemically rational
to believe, then the disjunction consisting of this proposition and any other proposition would also be
epistemically rational to believe. But for many of these disjunctions, the disjunction is not likely to be true
even if Friedrich believes it. Accordingly, the disjunction is not epistemically rational to believe. Since
teleological theories say that the proposition that today will be terrible is epistemically rational to believe,
they clash with the fact that epistemic rationality is sensitive to logic.

I argue that we can diagnose each of our problems for teleological theories as stemming from a
central feature. Teleological theories assume what can be called true-belief-aimed epistemology, on which
epistemic rationality is a guide to true beliefs, and the fundamental explanatory property for epistemic
rationality is being (likely to be) true if believed. Standing in contrast to true-belief-aimed epistemology is a
conception of the connection between epistemic rationality and truth, which we might call truth-aimed
epistemology. On this conception of the Truth Connection, epistemic rationality is a guide to true
propositions, and being (likely to be) true is the fundamental explanatory notion. There’s a powerful case
for truth-aimed epistemology. This can be appreciated by focusing on the important truths about
epistemic rationality that are present in each of our problems for teleological theories. After all, truth-
aimed epistemology says that what's epistemically rational to believe must be likely to be true, and this
idea fits nicely with: our intuitive verdicts about epistemic rationality in self-fulfilling or trade-off cases;
the fact that epistemic rationality is actionable; and the fact that epistemic rationality is sensitive to logic.
Moreover, truth-aimed epistemology meshes well with the plausible idea that while the norms of practical
rationality direct us to conform the world to our mind (desires), the norms of epistemic rationality direct
us to conform our mind (beliefs) to the world.



