


This book develops the foundations of an ethics of mind by investigating 
the responsibility that is presupposed by the requirements of rationality 
that govern our attitudes. It thereby connects the most recent research on 
responsibility and rationality in a unifying dialectic.

How can we be responsible for our attitudes if we cannot normally 
choose what we believe, desire, feel, and intend? This problem has received 
much attention during the last decades, both in epistemology and ethics. 
Yet, its connections to discussions about reasons and rationality have been 
largely overlooked. The book has five main goals. First, it reinterprets the 
problem of responsibility for attitudes as a problem about the normativity 
of rationality. Second, it connects substantive and structural rationality 
by drawing on debates about responsibility. Third, it supports recent 
accounts of the normativity of rationality by explicitly defending the view 
that epistemic reasons and other ‘right‑kind’ reasons are genuine normative 
reasons, and it does so by drawing on recent discussions about epistemic 
blame. Fourth, it breaks the stalemate between rationalist and voluntarist 
accounts of mental responsibility by proposing a hybrid view. Finally, it 
argues that being irrational can warrant moral blame, thus revealing an 
unnoticed normative force of rational requirements.

Responsibility for Rationality is an original and essential resource 
for scholars and advanced students interested in connecting strands of 
normative theory within epistemology, metaethics, and moral psychology.
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1	 Introduction

We ought not only to try to have good motives and other good states of mind 
rather than bad ones; we ought to have good ones and not bad ones.

—Robert Marrihew Adams, “Involuntary Sins” (1985: 12)

1.1	 The Project

We hold each other responsible for attitudes in a similar way as we hold 
each other responsible for actions. We think that we ought to believe in 
human‑induced climate change, and we even consider it to be appropriate 
to criticize others if they fail to believe in it. A malicious desire, like the 
desire for another’s suffering, can rightly provoke not only disapproval, 
but also resentment or indignation. An emotion like anger might turn out 
to be unjustified, and we might owe an apology to the person who was the 
target of our hostile emotion. And merely intending to become a better 
person can already be worthy of praise or credit.

These are commonplaces which indicate that we are responsible not only 
for what we do but also for the attitudinal mental states we are in. Under-
standing our responsibility for our attitudes (if there is such a responsibil-
ity), and the norms governing our attitudes (if there are such norms), are 
the tasks of an ethics of mind.

Our practice of holding each other responsible for our attitudes can be-
come puzzling upon reflection. Attitudes are not themselves exercises of 
voluntary control  –  mental states are nothing we, strictly speaking, do. 
They are not actions, but states. It seems that we cannot choose what we 
believe or feel. Yet, according to a widespread assumption, we are only re-
sponsible for what is within the scope of our voluntary control. According 
to Descartes, for example,

only one thing in us […] could give us good reason for esteeming our-
selves, namely the exercise of our free will and the control we have over 

This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY-NC-ND license.

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003382973-2


4  The Problem of Mental Responsibility

our volitions. For we can reasonably be praised or blamed only for ac‑
tions that depend upon this free will.

(1649, art. 152)

If Descartes is right, then how can we be responsible for our attitudes?
Here is a common response. Intuitively, we are not responsible for just 

being in a state – at most, we are responsible for causing a state or for fail‑
ing to avoid it. For instance, we are not responsible for just having a head‑
ache. Nevertheless, we can control our headaches by taking painkillers, 
and this ability to indirectly control our headaches can explain why we are 
sometimes responsible for them. Similarly, we can often control our beliefs 
indirectly by engaging in inquiry, our emotions by going for a walk, and 
our desires and intentions by actively deliberating about what is good and 
right. Since this ability to indirectly control our mind (sometimes) makes 
us at least as responsible for our states of mind as we are responsible for 
our headaches, an answer to the question of how we can be responsible for 
our attitudes seems within reach:

Indirect Voluntarism: We are responsible for our attitudes only in vir‑
tue of the fact that we are responsible for our actions by which we can 
sometimes foreseeably influence our attitudes.

According to this view, responsibility for attitudes can always be derived 
from responsibility for actions (or omissions) which had some foreseeable 
influence on our attitudes: since attitudes are states, we can only be respon‑
sible for them indirectly – that is, we can only be responsible for them in 
virtue of being responsible for actions and omissions. For only the latter 
are things over which we exercise direct voluntary control.1

Recently, this common response to the problem has fallen into disre‑
pute. For it presents our attitudes as something external to us – that is, as 
something for which we are only responsible in the way we are responsible 
for the state of our apartment, for the behavior of our dog, or for suffer‑
ing pain. We seem to be, however, directly subject to certain evaluations in 
virtue of our attitudes to which we could never be subject in virtue of the 
state of our apartment, our dog’s behavior, or our pain. For instance, it is 
common ground in contemporary epistemology that we judge each other 
to be epistemically justified or epistemically rational2 in holding a certain 
belief depending on whether the belief fits our evidence, which seems inde‑
pendent of whether we conducted a preceding investigation in a practically 
responsible manner. Since we criticize each other when our beliefs lack evi‑
dential support, such evaluations seem to imply that we are more directly 
responsible for our beliefs than Indirect Voluntarism can allow for.3

Indirect Voluntarism feeds on the intuition that we are responsible for 
states only insofar as we can control them by what we do. According to 
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this idea, a mental state can only be required of a person indirectly – that 
is, by requiring them to do something in order to bring about the required 
state. Importantly for the motivation of the present investigation, this idea 
is at odds with a widespread assumption in contemporary philosophy: that 
attitudes like belief and intention can be required without requiring us to 
bring about the attitude by means of an action. According to this idea, it 
can be required of a person to just believe or to just intend something. This 
idea is widespread in contemporary metaethics as well as in epistemology.

In metaethics (broadly construed), an extensive and specialized discus‑
sion about the requirements of rationality arose within the last decades. 
John Broome (2013, 2020) has argued that being rational consists in hav‑
ing coherent attitudes, rather than in responding correctly to (apparent) 
reasons.4 According to Broome, we are rationally required to intend those 
means that we believe are necessary to achieve our ends.5 This is a require‑
ment to adjust our intentions and beliefs to each other. It is not presented 
as a requirement to perform certain actions in order to intentionally ensure 
by indirect means that we are coherent – as one can do, for example, by 
engaging in meditation. Rather, rational requirements are meant to govern 
our attitudes directly. This also holds for accounts that conceive of ration‑
ality as the capacity to respond correctly to one’s reasons. For insofar as 
these accounts are concerned with responding to reasons for attitudes, they 
do not take themselves to be concerned with prudential or moral reasons 
for managing our attitudes. Rather, rationality often requires that we be‑
lieve in accord with our epistemic reasons and intend in accord with our 
reasons for action.6

This point is essential both for the dialectical setup of the following 
inquiry as well as for the main argument of this book. So let me empha‑
size it. The current debate takes attitudinal rationality to require of us to 
be rational, rather than to ensure one’s rationality, or to manage one’s 
mind. Rational requirements are not reducible to requirements to perform 
certain actions –  like inquiry, meditation, or controlling one’s attention. 
Indeed, it might be a sign of irrationality if one must first perform such 
actions to make oneself rational.

For instance, if one is explicitly aware of the fact that one holds con‑
tradictory beliefs, the rational response is to drop at least one belief. It is 
not rational to maintain the contradiction while attempting to get rid of 
it. Suppose that you get convinced by your philosophy professor that facts 
aren’t relative to the person who interprets them. However, you then re‑
member that your history professor had convinced you earlier that histori‑
cal facts are relative. The rational response is to drop at least one belief.7 
Here you would be irrational if you retain the contradiction, even while 
you attempt to get rid of it. Suppose that your beliefs are recalcitrant: they 
change only if you go for a walk after the seminar to give your brain a 
breather. In that case, you would remain irrational throughout your walk 
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as long as you hold two contradictory beliefs while being aware of their 
inconsistency. Rationality doesn’t require you to go for a walk. Rather, it 
requires you to drop your inconsistent beliefs.

In the face of contradictory beliefs, it is rationally required to resolve 
the contradiction in a non‑voluntary, non‑effortful manner. If one does not 
revise one’s irrational beliefs, but instead engages in an activity that later 
results in their revision, then the beliefs remain irrational until they are re‑
vised by one’s action. One does not escape rational criticism by engaging in 
deliberation, or by going for a walk; rather, one escapes rational criticism 
only by revising one’s attitudes in the way rationality requires. Thus, if we 
are directly responsible for complying with the requirements of rationality, 
then Indirect Voluntarism cannot be the correct account for all cases of 
responsibility for attitudes.

Some have argued that we must allow for rational delay: it must be 
rationally permissible to hold inconsistent attitudes for some time, given 
that normal agents cannot revise them without going through some rea‑
soning process that takes time (Kiesewetter 2017: 62–70; Podgorski 2017). 
Note that the argument I make here is compatible with rational delay. 
My point is that one doesn’t escape rational criticism by engaging in vol‑
untary actions that aim at resolving one’s irrationality. This point merely 
implies that we cannot argue for rational delay by appealing to the fact 
that sometimes agents need to perform actions in order to resolve contra‑
dictions, or to acknowledge their evidence. Nevertheless, it’s still plausible 
that agents must go through some non‑voluntary process of reasoning to 
resolve contradictions, which arguably takes time as well. So I can agree 
that they aren’t criticizable as irrational immediately after they notice that 
they hold contradictory beliefs. This simple observation already implies 
rational delay.8

The idea of direct responsibility for attitudes is also central to contempo‑
rary debates in epistemology beyond the rationality debate (which I have 
located primarily in metaethics). William P. Alston (1988) famously at‑
tacked the ‘deontological conceptions of epistemic justification’, according 
to which deontic concepts like ‘ought’, ‘reason’, and ‘justified’ apply to 
beliefs in a similar way as they apply to actions. This has provoked elabo‑
rated defenses of the idea that we are directly responsible for our beliefs 
in a similar way as we are responsible for our actions, thus providing a 
basis for deontic language applying to belief.9 Furthermore, discussions in 
the ethics of belief, and especially about epistemic reasons and practical 
reasons for belief, are concerned with what we ought to believe, rather 
than with how to manage our doxastic life.10 If belief is directly subject to 
epistemic norms and reasons, and if we’re responsible for complying with 
these norms and reasons, then Indirect Voluntarism cannot be the whole 
story.
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The main worry for Indirect Voluntarism, arising from these debates in 
contemporary metaethics and epistemology, is that we hold our attitudes 
for reasons. Compare the responsibility that we have for our attitudes with 
the responsibility that we have for our headaches, the behavior of our dog, 
or the state of our apartment. I might have reason to take a pain killer, to 
treat my dog well, or to clean up the place. Yet these are just reasons for 
actions that result in me not having a headache, my dog behaving well, or 
my apartment being clean. There aren’t any reasons, strictly speaking, for 
not having a headache, for my dog behaving well, or for my apartment 
being clean. Plausibly, this is why we’re not directly responsible for these 
things, but only indirectly, that is, in virtue of our actions. But there clearly 
are reasons for believing in climate change, desiring good food, feeling an‑
gry at a reckless driver, and intending to visit a friend. These reasons – say, 
scientific evidence for climate change, a pleasurable eating experience, the 
driver’s disregard for others, and the friendship itself – aren’t reasons for 
bringing about these attitudes by means of certain actions. First and fore‑
most, these are reasons that directly favor these attitudes, that justify them, 
or that make it rational for us to hold them. We might be rightly criticized 
or blamed when we hold attitudes that aren’t supported by sufficient rea‑
sons, or when we fail to hold attitudes that would be well‑supported by 
our reasons.

Yet, if this is right, then how could our responsibility for our reasons‑
responsive attitudes be merely indirect? Instead, if there are genuine nor‑
mative reasons for attitudes and corresponding requirements to believe, 
desire, feel and intend, then we must be evaluable in terms of whether 
we comply with these reasons and these requirements, and so we would 
expect our responsibility for attitudes to be just as direct as the respon‑
sibility that we have for our actions. This idea  –  that we are directly 
responsible for our attitudes – has been vividly expressed by Robert M. 
Adams:

We ought not only to try to have good motives and other good states 
of mind rather than bad ones; we ought to have good ones and not bad 
ones. On my view the ethics of motives, and more generally of states of 
mind, has a certain independence, and is not merely a department of the 
ethics of actions. The subject of ethics is how we ought to live; and that 
is not reducible to what we ought to do or try to do, and what we ought 
to cause or produce. It includes just as fundamentally what we should 
be for and against in our hearts, what and how we ought to love and 
hate. It matters morally what we are for and what we are against, even 
if we do not have the power to do much for it or against it, and even if 
it was not by trying that we came to be for it or against it.

(Adams 1985: 12)
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In contrast to the present investigation, Adams didn’t draw any tight con‑
nection between direct responsibility for attitudes and their rational evalu‑
ability. Rather, he appeals to the moral significance of our attitudes. As we 
will see throughout this book, and in particular in Part 3, rational mistakes 
can give rise to moral blameworthiness. In this sense, I agree with Adams 
that our attitudes matter for our interpersonal affairs. Nevertheless, I disa‑
gree with him insofar as I am skeptical about whether attitudes are them‑
selves subject to robust moral requirements.

It seems that we face a classical philosophical puzzle. Intuitively, it is 
indeed puzzling how we can be held responsible for just being in a state, 
and how being in a state can be directly required of a person. However, 
if we are not directly responsible for our mental states, as Indirect Volun‑
tarism claims, then it seems that we must treat our attitudes as on a par 
with brute sensations (like headaches) and other mere consequences of 
our actions (like the behavior of our dogs, or the state of our apartment). 
We might even have to deny that attitudes are held for reasons or can be 
evaluated as rational or irrational. For aren’t we responsible for every‑
thing that is within the ‘space of reasons’, i.e., that is rationally evaluable? 
Our intuitive commitment to Indirect Voluntarism seems to lead us into a 
position that is unacceptable. But denying Indirect Voluntarism requires 
us to abandon this intuitive commitment. Which way should we go? It 
seems that we cannot have it both: either we are responsible for every‑
thing that can be held for reasons, or we are only responsible for what 
we control by our actions. For not everything that is held for reasons is 
controlled through our actions: our attitudes are not actions, and our 
attitudes often arise spontaneously without a chance for our actions to 
influence them.

To solve this philosophical puzzle, the present investigation pursues the 
topics of responsibility and blame as deeply intertwined with issues sur‑
rounding reasons and rationality. My strategy is to consider the normative 
status of reasons for attitudes: how, if at all, are we held responsible for 
(non-)compliance with our reasons for attitudes? In other words, how, if 
at all, are we held responsible for (ir)rationality, that is, for (not) comply‑
ing with rational requirements? (I will defend a close connection between 
rationality and reason in Chapter 3.) I choose this strategy because what 
makes us pause when considering the plausibility of Indirect Voluntarism 
is the fact that our attitudes can be held for reasons. If we were not di‑
rectly responsible for (not) complying with our reasons for attitudes, then 
the main worry with Indirect Voluntarism would be off the table. We are 
thus confronted with the challenge of making our direct responsibility for 
(non‑)compliance with reasons for attitudes intelligible. Chapters 2–4 are 
mainly devoted to setting up this challenge. The remainder of the book 
then offers a reply. I summarize all chapters in Chapter 1.3 below.
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To understand the responsibility that we have for our attitudes, I main‑
tain, we must consider the normativity of reasons for attitudes. Properly 
understanding this normativity will reveal the responsibility that we have 
for our rationality. It will reveal that the normativity of rationality is, in a 
sense to be spelled out, an evaluative kind of normativity, which presup‑
poses reasons‑responsiveness but not control. I argue that our rational‑
ity matters for relationships between responsible beings – like friendships, 
romantic relationships, or any other relationship that requires attitudes 
like mutual trust, proper regard, and goodwill.11 Someone’s irrationality 
can impair these relationships in virtue of providing us with reasons to re‑
evaluate the irrational person’s character, and to then modify our relation‑
ship toward them. It can give rise to forms of blame that mark relationship 
impairments (Hieronymi 2004). Such blame does not require that the per‑
son who is blamed for their attitude was in control of their attitude. Still, 
the resulting evaluative normativity implies genuine responsibility, despite 
being ‘merely’ evaluative. For, as I will argue against current orthodoxy, 
violating rational requirements can give rise to various forms of blame, 
and not the least among them being genuine moral blame. The dichotomy 
between ‘mere evaluative criticism’ and ‘genuine blame’ is a false one. My 
view thus implies a link between violating norms of rationality and genu‑
inely moral blaming responses.12

I will also argue that the impression that we must decide between volun‑
tarist and rationalist accounts of responsibility – that is, between accounts 
that ground our attitudinal responsibility in indirect control and those 
that ground it in reasons‑responsiveness  –  is deceptive. We can instead 
acknowledge two different faces of responsibility for attitudes. Our philo‑
sophical puzzlement arises only because we assume that we deal with just 
one face of responsibility. But there are two. We are directly answerable 
to rational requirements that govern our attitudes, and we are indirectly 
accountable to prudential norms and moral duties that govern our actions 
of managing our attitudes. Both kinds of responsibility are central to an 
ethics of mind, and both can be understood from a broadly rationalist 
perspective, while still respecting the central intuitions that drive Indirect 
Voluntarism. However, both kinds of responsibility are not as distinct as 
they might seem – rather, rational answerability can partly ground moral 
blame. This is my hybrid account of responsibility for attitudes that this 
book defends.

1.2	 The Ethics of Mind

This book is an exercise in the ethics of mind. Adams (1985: 12) already 
spoke of an “ethics of motives, and more generally of states of mind”. 
Yet the field is only developing in the recent years from various debates 
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in (meta)ethics and epistemology. It will therefore be helpful to character‑
ize this field in order to situate the account I just sketched within current 
debates. The ethics of mind is concerned, on its most abstract level, with 
two questions:

1	 How can we be responsible for our attitudes?
2	 What attitudes should we have?

The first question is concerned with explaining how there can be such a 
thing as an ethics of mind – how our practice of holding each other respon‑
sible for our beliefs, emotions, desires, intentions, and other attitudes can be 
appropriate. Proponents in this debate either argue that attitudes are, con‑
trary to first impression, directly controlled in the same way as actions are 
directly controlled (‘voluntarily’)13; or they argue that we can exercise a form 
of direct, but non‑voluntary control over our attitudes, that is, a form of di‑
rect control that is different from the control that we exercise when we act14; 
or they deny that attitudes are directly controlled in any way, and thus either 
deny some sense of ‘Ought implies Can’,15 or they say that we are never di‑
rectly responsible for our attitudes, but only indirectly responsible insofar as 
we control our attitudes through our actions (see references in endnote 2). 
By providing an explanation of our mental responsibility in this way, such 
accounts aim at providing a foundation for understanding the norms that 
underly our practice of holding one another responsible for our attitudes.16

The second question is central to debates about reasons for belief and 
about attitudinal rationality. It is concerned with the precise nature of the 
norms that govern our attitudes. If we can make sense of mental responsi‑
bility, then what are the requirements that govern our attitudes, and what 
are the kinds of reasons for which we can hold attitudes, and how do we 
distinguish them? Are all reasons for attitudes object‑given, or are there 
also state‑given reasons for attitudes?17 How do these kinds of reasons 
determine what we ought to believe, desire, feel, intend, etc.?18 And what 
is the normative force of these mental ‘oughts’, which include the require‑
ments of epistemic rationality? Do rational requirements only govern our 
attitudes, or do they also govern our actions? If rational requirements have 
normative authority, where does it come from? What is the relationship 
between rationality and morality when it comes to the norms that govern 
our mind? How do reasons to manage our attitudes relate to reasons for 
having attitudes – for instance, how do reasons to manage belief relate to 
reasons for believing?

This – incomplete – list of questions illustrates how rich our investiga‑
tion into an ethics of mind can be, but also how difficult it has become to 
navigate through this much‑discussed dialectical terrain, in which contem‑
porary discussions have achieved a high degree of sophistication (I have 
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barely referenced all the relevant literature in the endnotes). The ambition 
of the present inquiry into the ethics of mind is to provide an original an‑
swer to the first question on responsibility, and thereby to cast light on 
some issues arising from the second question that is concerned with mental 
norms, and thus with reasons and rationality (on the relationship between 
norms and reasons, see Chapter 2.3). In this way, the present investigation 
aims at motivating new research within the ethics of mind by providing the 
foundations for pursuing these further issues in normative theory (arising 
from question (2)) from a fresh perspective – a perspective informed by 
reflections about the responsibility that we have for being (ir)rational.

Importantly, the ethics of mind also addresses applied questions: How 
should we shape our own mind and the minds of others, and when should 
we refrain from such shaping? Questions about the relationship between 
autonomy and morality loom large here (see Meylan and Schmidt 2023). 
How should we relate to each other in light of the attitudes we hold, espe‑
cially in concrete contexts that threaten to undermine responsibility, since 
they threaten one’s ability to know and one’s agency more generally, such 
as an epistemically polluted or epistemically hostile environment (Levy 
2022; Nguyen 2023), epistemic oppression (Dotson 2014; Toole 2019), 
or ideological indoctrination (Tobi 2022)? Approaching such questions 
will benefit from the rich theoretical background that the present book 
provides. The presented account will thus also be of interest to scholars 
working in areas like vice epistemology, epistemic injustice, epistemic de‑
colonization, the epistemology of the internet, and other issues in applied 
epistemology that raise the question of responsibility for our own mind. 
Yet the concrete applications in these areas remain to be explored.

Throughout the book, and especially in Part 3, I will clarify the relation‑
ship between the norms that guide our minds and norms that are relevant 
for evaluating each other in light of our attitudes. There, I will also ar‑
gue that in potentially responsibility‑undermining contexts, genuine moral 
blame can still be appropriate toward those who cause moral harm if they 
hold attitudes that are unjustified in light of their reasons. This shows how 
we can explain responsibility in contexts of oppression without going too 
externalist about blameworthiness: we can acknowledge that agents who 
lacked a significant amount of voluntary control over their mind are often 
blameworthy in an intuitive internalist sense of ‘blameworthy’: the agents 
were still in possession of the reasons that rationally required them to re‑
vise the attitudes. This part should thus be of interest to the discussions 
about vice epistemology’s ‘responsibility problem’ (Battaly 2019).

However, the purpose of the book is to set out the foundations – as well 
as some future directions – for an ethics of mind, rather than answering 
all the specific yet intriguing and currently pressing questions that can be 
raised within this exciting field of philosophical research. Nevertheless, 
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the concluding Chapter 8 points to further directions for research in the 
ethics of mind, including issues in the recently thriving field of applied 
epistemology.

1.3	 Overview

Chapter 2 argues in some more detail for the claim that in order to under‑
stand responsibility for attitudes, we must think about reasons and ration‑
ality. Traditional statements of the problem of mental responsibility see it 
as a conflict between responsibility for attitudes and a lack of voluntary 
control over attitudes: if we lack voluntary control over our attitudes, then 
we cannot be responsible for them. I argue that this doesn’t get at the core 
of the philosophical puzzle. Instead, the puzzle arises from the fact that at‑
titudes are held for reasons, or are rationally evaluable: even if most of our 
attitudes are acquired automatically, they’re nevertheless often acquired 
and held for reasons in these cases, and so they’re evaluable in terms of 
whether they’re based on sufficient reasons, i.e., whether they’re (substan‑
tively) rational. If there are normative requirements that we be rational, 
then we are directly responsible for complying with these requirements; 
but it seems that neither voluntary nor non‑voluntary forms of control 
could explain our direct responsibility for rationality. The task of this 
book is to make sense of this responsibility for rationality, in particular by 
appealing to our accountability practices.

Chapter 3 then focuses on the relationship between reasons and ration‑
ality. I situate the project within the recent debate about the normativity of 
rationality. In particular, I show how the overall argument of this book al‑
lows us to defend a close connection between rationality and reasons. The 
chapter argues that, if we focus on cases in which we are responsible for 
being (ir)rational, then being irrationally incoherent implies that one didn’t 
respond correctly to one’s reasons. This is an important link between struc‑
tural rationality and substantive rationality: being substantively rational 
implies that one is structurally rational (in an important sense of ‘structur‑
ally rational’). The argument I develop presupposes that our capacity to 
respond to so‑called ‘right‑kind’ reasons grounds a kind of direct respon‑
sibility for attitudes. The remainder of the book defends this premise by 
showing that we can be blameworthy for not responding correctly to our 
right‑kind reasons, even when our responses to these reasons aren’t under 
our direct or indirect voluntary control. Thus, the main argument in Chap‑
ter 3, together with the main argument of the book, is a contribution to the 
recent debate on the relationship between rationality and reasons. Overall, 
the book thereby illustrates how theories of rationality can benefit from 
thinking more about responsibility.19

Part 2 of the book – containing Chapters 4 and 5 – engages in discus‑
sions about the normativity of epistemic reasons, that is, the kinds of reasons 
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that are central to evaluations of epistemic rationality. The part defends a 
view according to which the normativity of epistemic reasons is revealed in 
our practice of blaming each other for our distinctively epistemic failures. 
Within epistemology, this constitutes an argument against radical pragmatist 
and against a kind of instrumentalist account of epistemic norms and rea‑
sons. The focus in Part 2 is on responsibility for being epistemically rational, 
while Part 3 will generalize this conclusion to other kinds of rationality.

In contemporary epistemology, the normativity of epistemic rationality 
can seem puzzling. How can evidence provide us, all by itself, with norma‑
tive reasons for or against belief? Chapter 4 is devoted to clarifying this 
challenge for the normativity of epistemic rationality, which comes in two 
shapes.

The first shape arises from the problem of clutter avoidance: it seems 
that, if epistemic rationality is normative, then we have reason to clutter 
our minds with uninteresting implications of our beliefs. Replying to this 
problem requires the normativist (about evidence and epistemic rational‑
ity) to specify the conditions under which evidence provides us with genu‑
ine normative reasons for belief. However, this leads them into a dilemma: 
either the condition fails to explain the normativity of epistemic rational‑
ity, or it eliminates epistemic rationality by rendering it practical.

The second shape of the challenge is revealed in cases in which our prac‑
tical reasons require us to violate norms of epistemic rationality. Episte‑
mologists have recently argued that such epistemic‑practical conflicts show 
that there is no interesting sense in which we always ought to be epistemi‑
cally rational, or that epistemic rationality is only part of an overall evalu‑
ation of what one ought to believe simpliciter, or all reasons considered. 
The chapter works out this challenge for the normativist from the recent 
literature on pragmatism and instrumentalism about reasons for belief, 
and it reconstructs the underlying argument.

Finally, the chapter ends with a diagnosis: both shapes of the challenge for 
normativism share a plausible assumption – namely, that there is a concep‑
tual connection between genuine normative reasons and blameworthiness. 
This is why they are two shapes of the same challenge. Furthermore, the 
challenge prima facie presents strong arguments against the normativity of 
epistemic rationality. The challenge consists in making the normativity of 
right‑kind reasons intelligible: it is not obvious that we always ought to re‑
spond correctly to our right‑kind reasons. This is the more generalized ver‑
sion of the challenge, that is, a challenge that is applicable to all right‑kind 
reasons for attitudes, instead of being restricted to epistemic reasons for be‑
lief. I return to this generalization of the challenge only in Chapter 6.

Chapter 5 defends the normativity of epistemic rationality against the 
challenge from the last chapter by appealing to our epistemic blaming prac‑
tices. It first defends the connection between reasons and blameworthiness 
that the challenge in Chapter 4 rests on. Here I argue that the challenge 
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is right in assuming that there must be such a thing as epistemic blame if 
epistemic reasons are normative. Replying to the challenge thus requires me 
to defend the possibility of epistemic blame, especially in the context of the 
cases that give rise to the challenge, that is, cases of trivial belief (to reply to 
the clutter avoidance problem) and cases of epistemic‑practical conflict. The 
chapter then develops such a reply by building on the recent literature on 
epistemic blame and on rationalist accounts of responsibility for attitudes.

In reply to the first shape of the challenge – the dilemma for the norma‑
tivist arising from the problem of clutter avoidance – it is argued that a 
subject can be epistemically blameworthy for being epistemically irrational 
even in cases where no practical stakes are involved. That is, there are 
plausible conditions on the normativity of evidence that do not render the  
requirements of epistemic rationality practical, but that still preserve the 
normativity of purely evidential considerations. This allows us to meet  
the clutter avoidance problem by adding non‑pragmatic conditions for 
evidence to be normative, such as the condition that one must possess 
sufficient evidence or attend to the question on which the evidence bears: 
as soon as these conditions are fulfilled, the subject is epistemically blame‑
worthy (absent excuse) for not responding correctly to their epistemic 
reasons.

In reply to the second challenge – the one arising from epistemic‑practical 
conflicts – it is argued that a subject can be epistemically blameworthy for 
violating a norm of epistemic rationality even when the subject ought to 
violate the norm of epistemic rationality on the basis of practical reasons. 
That is, a person can be epistemically blameworthy even when they were 
practically required to fail epistemically. This is revealed especially in cases 
where one had decisive practical reasons to cultivate an epistemic vice, 
which makes one blameless for cultivating the vice but doesn’t excuse one 
from manifesting vice in irrational beliefs.

Taken together, both arguments that reply to our challenge from Chap‑
ter 4 reveal that epistemic rationality has normative significance inde‑
pendently of practical reasons to make oneself epistemically rational. 
Chapter 5 thereby shows that we are directly responsible for complying 
with the requirements of epistemic rationality.

Finally, by building on my previous arguments, Chapter 5 presents a 
conception of epistemic rationality as an evaluative kind of normativ‑
ity that matters for how we ought to relate to one another within our 
epistemic community. The view implies that epistemic reasons cannot be 
weighed against practical reasons to derive what one just plain ought to 
believe or ought simpliciter to believe in cases of epistemic‑practical con‑
flicts; instead, there are genuine dilemmas between epistemic and practical 
reasons. Furthermore, epistemic normativity has pragmatic foundations 
but epistemic norms are not conditional on practical reasons to comply 
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with epistemic norms. The resulting view is incompatible with Indirect 
Voluntarism and certain versions of instrumentalism and pragmatism 
about reasons for belief, and so my defense provides a novel argument 
against these views.

At the end of this second part, some might still worry whether epistemic 
responsibility is ‘genuine responsibility’. I leave room for these doubts and 
address them in the next part, especially in Chapter 7, where I argue that 
rational failure can even give rise to moral blameworthiness. This will give 
the idea of responsibility for rationality an even more solid basis.

Part 3 of the book clarifies the nature of the direct responsibility that we 
have for our attitudes. In Chapter 6, the argument from the second part is 
generalized: our evaluations of attitudes as (ir)rational imply that we are 
directly responsible for our attitudes, rather than merely for prior actions 
and omissions. It is argued that this gives rise to a plausible hybrid account 
of responsibility for attitudes that is rationalist in spirit, yet includes indi‑
rect voluntarist elements. In Chapter 7, the main worry with the overall 
approach that responsibility for rationality is not ‘genuine’ responsibility 
is addressed. It is argued that there is a continuity between rational criti‑
cism and moral blame: violating norms of rationality can sometimes cause 
moral harm, and if it does cause moral harm, our practice of apology and 
forgiveness can be fully intelligible, thereby revealing how moral blame‑
worthiness can arise from epistemic irrationality.

Chapter 6 develops my hybrid account of mental responsibility from 
the previous discussion. I first generalize the challenge from Chapter 4 by 
applying it to right‑kind reasons for desire, intention, and emotion: since 
there are plausible cases of trivial irrational attitudes and counterproduc‑
tive rational attitudes, I argue that the doubts about the normativity of 
epistemic rationality can be generalized to the rationality of other atti‑
tudes. I then defend the normativity of right‑kind reasons for attitudes by 
defending the view that we are directly blameworthy for irrationality more 
generally: holding irrational attitudes can impair our relationships in vari‑
ous ways and warrant distinctive yet genuine blaming responses. Building 
on this generalized version of my main argument, the chapter then argues 
that there is a twofold foundation of the ethics of mind. That is, it argues 
that we should allow for two faces of mental responsibility: direct respon‑
sibility for responding to right‑kind reasons by directly forming or main‑
taining attitudes, and indirect responsibility for responding to wrong‑kind 
reasons for attitudes by managing our attitudes. Both kinds of responsibil‑
ity are essential to our blaming practices: any view that attempts to ground 
blameworthiness for attitudes either merely in reasons‑responsiveness or 
merely in indirect control faces counterexamples. The chapter also defends 
a kind of internalism or perspectivism about blameworthiness by discuss‑
ing the infamous case of the “rational racist” (Basu 2019).
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The task of Chapter 7 is to reinforce the idea that being irrational can 
warrant genuine blaming responses – indeed, that it can sometimes legiti‑
mately give rise to moral blame. It starts out with the observation that 
many of our attitudes are non‑culpable: there was nothing that we should 
have done to avoid holding them. It argues that we can still be blamewor‑
thy for non‑culpable attitudes: they can impair our relationships in ways 
that make our full practice of apology and forgiveness intelligible. The 
argument has two steps. First, it is argued that we sometimes legitimately 
blame agents who behave in non‑culpable ways, as when someone gets 
unreasonably angry at us but couldn’t avoid their non‑intentional, spon‑
taneous behavior. I describe five different cases involving beliefs, desires, 
emotions, and intentions as causes of the relevant behavior and argue that 
our practice of apology and forgiveness is fully intelligible in each case, and 
that the full intelligibility of this practice implies that the agent is blame‑
worthy. In a second step, I argue that the agent’s blameworthiness cannot 
be located merely in the behavior itself, but must instead also be located 
in the non‑culpable attitudes that cause the behavior. I do so by excluding 
alternative explanations of the agent’s blameworthiness. This argument by 
appeal to our practice of apology and forgiveness poses a new distinctive 
challenge for Indirect Voluntarism which attempts to reduce all responsi‑
bility for attitudes to responsibility for prior actions and omissions. Ra‑
tionalists (and hybrid views), who instead explain attitudinal responsibility 
(also) by appeal to reasons‑responsiveness, can make sense of blamewor‑
thiness for non‑culpable attitudes.

The purpose of this final chapter is to break the stalemate between ra‑
tionalist and voluntarist views of attitudinal responsibility by watering 
down the contrast between ‘mere rational criticism’ and ‘genuine moral 
blame’, thus revealing a hitherto unnoticed normative force of rational‑
ity: evaluations as irrational can have a force just like moral blame. In the 
overall dialectic of the book, the chapter bolsters my case of blameworthi‑
ness for irrationality by showing how rational criticism or blame, includ‑
ing epistemic blame, need not be ‘cool’, but can plausibly be emotionally 
laden.

The concluding Chapter 8 summarizes the overall dialectic, points out 
the implications of the defended view, in particular also for the current 
debate on the normativity of rationality, and presents some further inter‑
esting avenues of research within the ethics of mind.

Notes

	 1	 For defenses, see Meylan (2013, 2017) and Peels (2017) as well as Price (1954) 
on doxastic responsibility, Oakley (1992) on emotional responsibility, and 
Jacobs (2001) on responsibility for character. For more general views about 
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responsibility with this implication, see Rosen (2004), Levy (2007), and Fischer 
and Tognazzini (2009). See also Clarke (2023) for a recent article that locates 
direct accountability only in actions and claims that accountability must al‑
ways be indirect when it comes to attitudes. I have defended a similar view in 
Schmidt (2020a) but revised it (see Part 3).

	 2	 It is often common in epistemology to treat ‘rational’ and ‘justified’ as equiva‑
lent (see Wedgwood 2017: 8). As I explain in Chapter 3.1, I follow suit with 
this usage, at least for the present purposes. I agree, however, that there are the‑
oretical purposes for the sake of which we must distinguish both concepts. In 
particular, many epistemologists regard epistemic justification as an externalist 
concept, while epistemic rationality is widely acknowledged to be an internalist 
concept. See my brief discussion of excuses in epistemology in Chapter 3.5.

	 3	 See Owens (2000, 2017a: intro.), Smith (2005), Graham (2014), Hieronymi 
(2006, 2008, 2014, ms), McHugh (2013aa, 2014; 2017), McCormick (2015), 
Roberts (2015), Portmore (2019), White (2019), Schmidt (2020a, 2022), Ayars 
(2021), and Osborne (2021). Adams (1985) and Montmarquet (1993) are ear‑
lier opponents of Indirect Voluntarism. These accounts have their predecessors 
in accounts of responsibility which argue that our responsibility originates in 
our character – our ‘quality of will’ or our ‘real self’ (Wolf 1994). Arguably, our 
responsibility can originate in our character only if we were non‑derivatively 
responsible for our attitudes, which (partly) constitute our character. See Lu‑
visotto (2022) for a recent contribution that defends responsibility for belief 
as arising out of a person’s character, or their ‘evaluative orientation’, but that 
explicitly disconnects this responsibility from reasons‑responsiveness and from 
norms more generally (in contrast with the authors quoted above in this end‑
note and in contrast with the present investigation).

	 4	 The account of rationality as responding correctly to one’s apparent reasons – 
that is, the reasons one would have if one’s beliefs were true – is associated with 
Parfit (2001, 2011), and it was further spelled out by Schroeder (2009) (for 
instrumental rationality) and Way (2009, 2010).

	 5	 “Rationality requires of us that, if we intend an end and believe some means is 
necessary to that end, then we intend the means. This has to be a requirement 
of rationality. A person is necessarily irrational if she does not intend whatever 
she believes is a necessary means to an end she intends” (Broome 2005: 2).

	 6	 See Kiesewetter (2017) and Lord (2018), who argue that no formulation of 
the coherentist requirements of rationality can make it intelligible why we 
ought to be rational or why we have reason to be rational. See also Kolodny 
(2005), who motivated these views. These authors instead argue that rational‑
ity consists in responding correctly to the reasons ‘within our ken’, that is, the 
reason‑providing facts that are epistemically available to us or possessed by 
us. Note that these accounts are different from the accounts of rationality as 
responding correctly to apparent reasons mentioned in endnote 5. See Worsnip 
(2021) for a recent reply to the challenges for coherentism about rationality 
that were raised by these authors.

	 7	 I take this case from Eva Schmidt (2023), who argues that the inconsistency 
here is itself a reason to suspend judgment about both propositions. I object 
in Schmidt (2023) that merely the balance of evidential reasons determines the 
rationality of suspension: the fact that your evidence is tied provides you with 
a decisive reason to suspend. See Eva Schmidt (2024) for a reply.

	 8	 Rational delay must be distinguished from the view that rational requirements 
govern mental processes of reasoning rather than mental states (see Kiesewetter 
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2017: 70–79). Following Kiesewetter, I take it that states rather than processes 
are directly governed by norms of rationality. Indirect Voluntarists would have 
trouble also with responsibility for complying with such process requirements, 
since the relevant processes (forming, maintaining, and revising attitudes) 
aren’t always voluntary either. So my argument against Indirect Voluntarism 
doesn’t depend on whether rationality governs states or processes. What mat‑
ters is that it governs non‑voluntary responses.

	 9	 See Boyle (2011), McCormick (2015), and Hieronymi (2008) for some defenses.
	10	 At least this is how many proponents of the debate wish to understand their 

own views, e.g., Adler (2002), Kelly (2002), Owens (2000), Wedgwood (2002). 
The discussion partly originates in the papers of William K. Clifford (1877) 
and William James (1896), who did not explicitly distinguish between reasons 
for belief and reasons for belief‑management (see Lindner 2020 for a helpful 
discussion). However, especially in recent years, pragmatists like Leary (2017), 
McCormick (2015), Reisner (2009), and Rinard (2015, 2017) have questioned 
the strict distinction between norms of belief and norms of belief‑management. 
However, see Chapter 3.2, Chapter 5, as well as Schmidt (2022) and Schmidt 
(forthcoming c) where I provide some motivation to maintain this distinction.

	11	 These are the attitudes Strawson (1962) viewed as essential for the kinds of 
relationships we can enter with other responsible beings.

	12	 As far as I’m aware, the only explicit defense of the view that not respond‑
ing correctly to epistemic reasons or other right‑kind reasons for attitudes can 
give rise to genuine moral blameworthiness in the recent literature is Ayars 
(2021) – of course next to Schmidt (2024b) and chapter 7 in this book. How‑
ever, the issue creeps up regularly in debates on tracing and culpable ignorance. 
The view is normally dismissed – too quickly, as I claim.

	13	 See Ginet (2001) for the classical defense of doxastic voluntarism. However, 
the position I appeal to here need not rely on an ability to explicitly decide 
to believe. McCormick (2015) argues that both belief and action are subject 
to ‘guidance control’ (see Fischer and Ravizza 1998), which she distinguishes 
from control by decision, and she argues that guidance control can ground 
doxastic responsibility.

	14	 See Boyle (2011), Hieronymi (2006, 2008, 2009a; 2009b, 2014, ms), Mont‑
marquet (1993), Raz (2011), Smith (2005).

	15	 See especially Adams (1985) and Owens (2000, 2017a: intro.). Owens only 
denies “Ought implies Can” for beliefs and emotions, but not for intentions. 
According to Owens, we are responsible for our intentions in virtue of having 
reflective control over them – a control we also exercise over actions, but which 
is not voluntary control.

	16	 This is the idea of Meylan (2013), titled Foundations of an Ethics of Belief. 
There are positions that do not neatly fit into one of the categories I present 
here. First, Graham (2014) thinks that we are never directly responsible for our 
actions, but only for our attitudes. He does not explicitly ground this direct 
responsibility in control, and thus most likely belongs to the same category as 
Adams and Owens (see endnote 16). Second, Gaultier (2020) argues that exer‑
cising what he calls ‘doxastic strength’ – resisting one’s conative attitudes that 
pull one to believe against the evidence – is a form of indirect control that is not 
voluntary control. However, doxastic strength seems effortful, and so I count 
his view among the indirect voluntarist views mentioned in endnote 2.

	17	 Traditionally, the distinction between object‑given and state‑given reasons is 
seen as matching the distinction between reasons ‘of the right kind’ and reasons 



Introduction  19

‘of the wrong kind’ (see Gertken and Kiesewetter 2017 for more on this distinc‑
tion). It has been argued that some state‑given reasons are right‑kind reasons 
because they bear on the rationality of the attitude at issue (Schroeder 2012, 
2021; Lord 2020). I return to this issue in Section 3.2.

	18	 For proposals of how to weigh or compare practical reasons for belief 
(state‑given or wrong‑kind) with epistemic reasons for belief (object‑given 
or right‑kind), see Reisner (2008, forthcoming), Steglich‑Petersen and Skip‑
per (2019), Howard (2020), and Meylan (2020). McCormick (2017) proposes 
how to weigh different kinds of reasons for hope with one another. For doubts 
about such weighing, see Berker (2018), Kauppinen (2023), Schmidt (forth‑
coming c) as well as Chapter 5 of this book.

	19	 I have urged theorists of rationality to think more about responsibility in 
Schmidt (2020b). There I could only do so on very limited space. I thus take 
Chapter 3 as an opportunity to spell out these ideas.
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2	 Mental Responsibility

Attributions of responsibility and other deontological judgments in the doxastic 
realm are puzzling. For much of what we believe is beyond our control; we can-
not decide to believe the way we can decide to act. It seems that such lack of 
control should excuse us from responsibility and judgment.

Miriam Schleifer McCormick, Believing Against the Evidence (2015: 77)

According to McCormick’s characterization, the problem of mental re-
sponsibility is not restricted to responsibility for beliefs. It also seems that 
deontic judgments about beliefs are puzzling in the face of our lack of 
doxastic control. After all, in some sense, ‘Ought’ implies ‘Can’. But how 
can sentences like ‘You should not believe this nonsense’ or ‘There is no 
reason at all to believe this’ be true if there is no doxastic control, that is, 
no ‘Can’? The very possibility of an ethics of belief, as well as the project of 
normative epistemology, seems to become questionable (see Alston 1988).

Are we dealing with one problem here, or with two? Is there a problem 
about responsibility and a problem about deontic attribution? I argue that 
the problem of mental responsibility is best understood as the problem 
about reasons and rationality. This will dissolve the impression that there 
might be two different problems: there’s only one. It will also allow us to 
spell out the problem with Indirect Voluntarism: attitudes can be held for 
reasons, which implies direct responsibility. Furthermore, candidate solu-
tions will become visible. Overall, this chapter will give us a clearer grasp 
of the central theme of this book: the problem of mental responsibility as a 
problem about rationality and reasons. The next chapter then dives deeper 
into the relationship between reasons and rationality. Together, both chap-
ters provide the framework for our inquiry.

Chapters 2.1 and 2.2 develop a natural line of thought that leads us to the 
core of our philosophical problem. Chapters 2.3 and 2.4 then provide some 
clarifications around the concepts of norms, requirements, responsibility, 
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and blame. Chapters 2.5 and 2.6 round up the dialectic by applying this 
conceptual framework to our main problem.

2.1	 Control and Direct Responsibility

Let us consider, first, why it seems that we cannot control our beliefs. Most 
of our beliefs seem to be passively caused by our environment. We expe‑
rience the acquisition of a perceptual belief – like the belief that you are 
reading this text right now – as something that happens to us, rather than 
something we decide for. You do not stop and reflect upon whether you 
should acquire this belief after the text is in front of your eyes. Rather, 
belief comes immediately with perception. The same holds in cases where 
our perception provides us with ambiguous evidence. In these cases, we 
refrain from judgment quite automatically. To take a classical example 
(cf. Sextus Empiricus, Outlines of Pyrrhonism, I.32): If a tower seems to 
be round from a distance and I know that I am not close enough to judge 
the tower’s shape, I cannot just decide to believe that the tower is round. 
Rather, I refrain from judging quite automatically. If, however, I am close 
enough to the tower, I will come to believe what shape it really is without 
having to perform any special action (except for walking toward it).

Even when we actively reflect about what to believe, there seems to be 
no place for genuinely doxastic freedom. Imagine a scientist who wants to 
find out whether a certain substance is water. She conducts some experi‑
ments, reflects about them, and comes to believe that it is water. The only 
actions the scientist performed were the experiments and her intentional 
deliberating or reasoning about what is true. She did not perform a further 
action when she was done with her active thinking: she did not actively 
form a belief. Rather, her thinking concluded in the formation of a belief, 
but this conclusion is not an additional action that she performed.

To illustrate this intuitive lack of doxastic freedom or control, imagine 
a manual telling the reader what to do in order to acquire justified, true 
beliefs about a certain topic. Let us assume that just reading this manual is 
not enough to justify certain beliefs. For instance, suppose that the author 
of the manual does not provide the information necessary to justify these 
beliefs because it is important for her that her readers come to hold these 
beliefs due to their own efforts, rather than just because she tells them that 
this is so and so. These manuals would mention various activities the read‑
ers should perform, like reading certain books, investigating certain top‑
ics, conducting experiments, or thinking about certain issues. The manuals 
would not tell the reader what to do after they are done with all those 
activities. They would not tell them how to form a belief after they are 
finished with their inquiry, consisting of careful reasoning, experimenting, 
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observing, etc. This is because there is nothing left for the reader to do 
after they tried to find out the truth by inquiry. Any further advice beyond 
how to conduct the relevant inquiry will not make any sense. The reader 
would just not know what to do with this advice. Suppose the manual 
says: ‘First, read a book about birds of the kind xy. Then watch bird x and 
think about whether this bird has property E. Finally, form a belief about 
whether bird x has property E.’ If the last piece of advice is not meant as 
urging us to inquire even more into the issue, it just would not make any 
sense as an advice.

Such observations about the automaticity of belief formation are the 
flipside of the reasons for which we form beliefs. Return to our scientist 
from above, who could engage in the experiments she conducts and in her 
activity of thinking for practical reasons: she could decide to engage in 
them or refrain from doing them depending on whether it was important 
or of interest to know the nature of the substance. By contrast, she could 
not decide to conclude her investigation for such reasons: considerations 
about whether it would be good, valuable, important, interesting, or useful 
to believe that the substance in question is water could not guide the for‑
mation of her belief after she is done with her previous activities. Rather, 
she will form the belief based on her evidence that was uncovered by the 
preceding investigation. This confirms that forming beliefs as immediate 
responses to evidence or epistemic reasons isn’t under our control in the 
way performing actions as immediate responses to practical reasons is un‑
der our control.1

Thus, there is a dilemma for the proponent of doxastic control: Either 
we form our beliefs spontaneously, or we form them reflectively. Sponta‑
neous belief formation seems to happen quite automatically on the basis 
of evidence, and thus, there seems to be no room for genuine freedom. 
However, even when we form our beliefs reflectively, only our reflection, 
that is, our intentional thinking, is active and done for practical reasons, 
but not the formation of our belief that results from it. As Richard Moran 
(2001: 119) points out, “there is no further thing the person does in order 
to acquire the relevant belief once his reasoning has led him to it”. Our 
rational capacities just work the way they do – we do not exercise direct 
control over the results of their proper functioning, even if we can influ‑
ence their proper functioning through various activities (such as getting 
enough sleep). It seems that it is not us, but rather our evidential situation, 
together with the functioning of our rational capacities, that determines 
what we believe in each situation – in which we might happen to be either 
with or without our contribution (Strawson 2003).

This is a dilemma not only for the proponent of direct doxastic control 
but for the proponent of direct control over attitudes in general. Most of 
our attitude‑forming takes place without us being reflectively aware of it. 
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We spontaneously form not only numerous beliefs about our environment 
but also other attitudes. We form desires and intentions to make it in time 
to the meeting, hopes that we will still make it, fears that we won’t, regrets 
that we did not get up earlier to make it in time, and feelings of anger and 
resentment directed at the slow driver in front of us. Even if we could de‑
cide on our attitudes, we would not have time do so. And even if we have 
time to form our desires, intentions, and emotions reflectively, then we can 
at best inquire into what is good, right, fearsome, regrettable, or deserving 
of our anger and blame. Yet the attitudes that arise from such inquiry are 
nothing we choose. Even if we actively think about how to decide between 
actions, it seems that our resulting decision or intention is itself nothing 
that we could ever directly decide on (see Kavka 1983).2

The proponent of direct control might object that, until now, I have only 
considered cases of rational belief formation. Sometimes, our desires, pas‑
sions, emotions, and moods influence what we believe in a situation. In the 
words of William James (1896: 9), our ‘willing nature’, that is, “all such 
factors of belief as fear and hope, prejudice and passion, imitation and 
partisanship, the circumpressure of our caste and set”, influence, and often 
determine, what we in fact believe. Will this not make room for genuinely 
doxastic freedom?

It does not seem so. For, as James himself notes, even in these cases “we 
find ourselves believing, we hardly know how or why” (1896: 9). Here, 
James means to strengthen his point about the influence of our ‘willing 
nature’ on belief. Interestingly, his discussion of how the will influences 
our beliefs here isn’t meant to support the idea that we have voluntary 
control over our beliefs but rather to further undermine this idea. Again, 
we might take certain measures in order to ensure that our passions have 
this or that influence on what we believe. But this is indirect control over 
belief, not direct control. Manuals which would tell us how to deceive our‑
selves into believing that p by instrumentalizing our ‘willing nature’ might, 
for example, advise us to deceive ourselves by attending to this and that, 
and by avoiding attending to other things. Remember Pascal’s advice to 
surround yourself with religious people and engage in the religious live in 
order to cultivate belief in God. But there cannot be any meaningful advice 
that we should, after we are finished with these activities, form the belief 
that p. Intuitively, this response is just settled automatically, whether by 
evidence or by non‑evidential reasons and other factors that influence our 
states of belief.

The direct control we normally have over our actions is commonly 
called ‘voluntary control’, that is, control by the will, or by our inten‑
tions or decisions. To be more precise, we should say that our actions are 
themselves exercises of voluntary control. Some authors prefer to say that 
our actions are under our voluntary control, or that we exercise voluntary 
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control over our actions. This is misleading, however. It suggests that there 
are separate ‘exercises of voluntary control’ which are different from our 
actions (maybe some mental activity), and that we control our actions 
by means of these further exercises of voluntary control. This misleading 
picture suggests that we are homunculi who control our own body from 
within our own head, and so gives us a weirdly estranged picture of our 
agency. While I will grant that there might be a sense in which we exercise 
control when we intend or decide to act, intention or decision are not 
themselves exercises of voluntary control. The whole point of the concept 
‘voluntary control’ is to highlight a kind of freedom which we enjoy when 
we act for reasons.3

The prima facie lack of direct voluntary control over attitudes can be 
further illustrated by what Matthew Chrisman (2008: 346) has called the 
‘no rewards principle’: In a situation where you are offered a reward for 
believing something for which you have no, or contrary, evidence, you 
cannot believe it ‘just like that’. Suppose someone offers you a reward for 
believing that the number of stars in the galaxy is even. Arguably, nothing 
hinges on whether you believe something about this, except that you will 
get a lot of money if you acquire the belief. So why not just believe it to get 
the money? It seems to be in some sense impossible for you to acquire the 
belief just like that. You might deceive yourself into believing that you have 
evidence for the desired belief, or you might swallow a futuristic pill that 
induces beliefs, or you might try to convince the people offering you the 
money that you have the relevant belief, and act as if you believe it (e.g., 
you might reply with ‘yes’ when you are asked whether the number of stars 
is even, even though you do not believe it). However, in the latter case, 
you do not really believe it, and in the former cases, you bring yourself to 
believe it by more indirect strategies. It is difficult to see how we could just 
directly form the belief that the number of stars is even. So it seems that 
beliefs are not exercises of direct voluntary control.

We might conclude that we never have direct voluntary control over our 
beliefs, that we can never ‘believe at will’. For having such control over 
belief would require that we can believe for reasons of the kind provided 
by the reward in situations like these.4 However, if we do not have such 
voluntary control over belief, how can beliefs be subject to norms? After 
all, we (often) can perform an action just because we see that the action 
would be good to perform. When someone offers me a reward for lifting 
my arm, it is quite easy for me to do so and collect the reward. Arguably, 
the fact that we can control actions in this way (‘voluntarily’) is what ex‑
plains (at least partly) why we sometimes ought to do one thing rather than 
another, why there are reasons for actions, and why we can be blamed and 
praised for what we do.
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Forming an emotion or an intention just because it would be good to 
have the emotion or intention seems at least as problematic as forming a 
belief for such reasons.5 This prima facie problem can be experienced by 
each of us if we imagine situations analogous to the one described above: if 
someone offers you a reward for desiring something completely undesirable 
(either something completely neutral or something very bad), or for merely 
intending an action which you have no reason to perform,6 or for being 
angry about someone who did not do anything bad to anyone, or for fear‑
ing something which you do not consider dangerous or fearsome, then you 
cannot desire, intend, or feel ‘just like that’.

I will not go into detailed descriptions of examples for every attitude, for 
the examples are easy to imagine, and they have been described in detail by 
others (see endnote 5 above). Note only that, prima facie, it does not seem 
to be the case that we have direct voluntary control over mental states. 
Thus, given that this kind of control seems to explain why we can be nor‑
matively required to act, the question arises of how mental states can ever 
be subject to normative requirements.

Why, one may wonder here, is this all about direct voluntary control? 
Why is the fact that we have indirect control over our beliefs and other 
mental states through actions not sufficient to explain mental responsi‑
bility? We must answer this question in order to get to the core of the 
problem at hand, and to see which kind of responsibility we are seeking 
to understand by invoking control. For the problem is not that we do not 
control our attitudes at all: we are sometimes responsible for them in the 
way we are responsible for other consequences of our actions. After all, 
nobody denies that we can sometimes control our mind indirectly.7

The main reason why indirect control cannot fully explain why we are 
responsible for our attitudes is that attitudes are held for reasons. This dis‑
tinguishes them from non‑intentional mental phenomena, like sensations. 
The question ‘Why do you feel pain?’ can only be answered by giving a 
causal explanation (‘I fell from the roof’). It cannot be answered by giving 
justifying reasons why it would be appropriate or rational or make sense 
to feel pain now. For pain, understood as a mere sensation which can occur 
in various bodily parts, cannot be rational or irrational. By contrast, ‘Why 
are you angry?’ cannot only be answered by a mere causal explanation (‘I 
talked to my neighbor, and this talk brought about certain brain states of 
mine which caused me to be angry’), but also by giving justifying reasons 
(‘My neighbor said a lot of offensive stuff’). It can be rational or irrational 
to be angry in a situation, and one’s anger can be more or less intelligible. 
By contrast, ‘I understand your pain’ will only make sense if ‘pain’ re‑
fers to a complex emotion, rather than to a mere sensation: besides physi‑
ological processes, there is nothing more to understand about a hurt foot. 
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In contrast to beliefs and other attitudes, sensations are brute: they do not 
belong to the space of reasons.

The crucial point is that we have indirect control over our sensations and 
yet our sensations are not rationally evaluable. We can influence whether 
we have pain or how much pain we will have by seeking or avoiding dan‑
gerous situations, or by going or not going to the doctor. We can cause 
ourselves to feel pain by tweaking ourselves. This kind of control makes us 
indirectly responsible for our sensations. But this is obviously not sufficient 
for pain to be subject to rational evaluation. The rational evaluability of 
attitudes indicates that our agentive relation to our own attitudes is much 
more direct than our relation to our sensations: we can be irrational merely 
by believing, feeling, desiring, and intending something (see Chapter 1.1). 
As Angela Smith (2005: 251) puts it: “we are not merely producers of our 
attitudes, or even guardians over them; we are, first and foremost, inhabit‑
ers of them”. That is, our agentive relation toward our intentional mental 
states, and consequently our responsibility for them, seems to be much 
more direct than mere indirect control could explain.

This might lead us to think that we must appeal to some kind of direct 
control to explain our direct responsibility for attitudes. However, it is not 
obvious what direct control over attitudes is supposed to be. Prima facie, 
attitudes are not actions, and actions seem to be our only paradigm of 
what we control directly. If the voluntary control that we exercise in acting 
is the only control that can legitimately be called direct, then there seems to 
be no direct control over attitudes. But then it seems that neither appeal‑
ing to indirect voluntary control nor appealing to direct voluntary control 
could explain why we are directly responsible for (ir)rational attitudes.

2.2	 Reinterpreting Our Problem

How could a lack of control over attitudes pose a problem for our practice 
of holding each other responsible for our attitudes? It is helpful to state the 
problem as a conflict of three claims which, when all true, would result in a 
contradiction. Thus, to resolve the conflict, we have to reject at least one of 
the three claims.8 A first attempt would be to state the problem as follows:

1*	We are responsible for our attitudes.
2*	We are responsible for our attitudes only if we can control them.
3*	We cannot control our attitudes.

The problem with this way of formulating the puzzle is that (3*) would 
be obviously false. As mentioned earlier, we have at least indirect control 
over our mental states: we can meditate, investigate, and actively engage 
in thought and reasoning. We can also control our mind indirectly by 
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engaging in projects with the aim of acquiring, for example, true beliefs 
about, say, the city of Bucharest by going there and walking through the 
city. So, this attempt at formulating the problem does not get at its core.

Given that it is not any control that seems lacking, but the kind of direct 
control we have over our actions, we could put (3*) not in terms of con‑
trol, but rather in terms of direct voluntary control. Still, this would not get 
to the core of the problem. There are two reasons for this.

First, it would ignore the possibility that we could be criticizable or even 
blameworthy for failures of our rationality. To see this, note first that if we 
had direct voluntary control over beliefs, we could choose our beliefs based 
on whether they are beneficial to ourselves or to others. We would be criti‑
cizable or blameworthy based on whether we violate the norms of prudence 
or morality in choosing our beliefs. It might then happen that a particu‑
lar belief – say, an overoptimistic belief that you are the best pianist of all 
times – is all things considered best to hold. Suppose, for instance, that this 
belief would boost your confidence for the next pianist competition. This be‑
lief would be epistemically irrational, given your evidence about your pianist 
abilities. Assume that you have voluntarily chosen this irrational belief due 
to its practical benefits. In this case, we could not regard you as criticizable 
for your epistemic irrationality in virtue of your exercising direct voluntary 
control in choosing this belief. For you have exercised direct voluntary con‑
trol in the way you ought to have exercised it: you brought about the belief 
that is all things considered best to hold. Yet you might still be blameworthy 
in a distinctively epistemic way by virtue of your epistemic irrationality.

So, even if we had direct voluntary control over attitudes, it seems that 
blameworthiness for rational failures cannot be explained by it. We should 
thus not formulate the problem in terms of voluntary control, if we do not 
want to just assume from the start that we aren’t epistemically responsible 
for our beliefs. One might deny that we are responsible for our beliefs in 
a distinctively epistemic way. But this is a position that has to be argued 
for. Furthermore, it is a position that fails, as I will argue in Chapters 5–7.

Second, even if there were some cases in which we could exercise direct 
voluntary control over an attitude, we surely cannot always exercise direct 
voluntary control over our attitudes. Spontaneously arising attitudes seem 
to be outside the reach of any kind of voluntary control whatsoever. Yet 
such attitudes are often rationally evaluable. If this rational evaluability 
implies that we are in some sense responsible for holding attitudes, then 
the responsibility for such attitudes cannot be explained by reference to 
voluntary control. So, even if we had direct voluntary control over at‑
titudes in some cases, other cases in which we lack such control, but in 
which we still seem to be responsible (due to the possibility of rational 
evaluation), remain puzzling. The problem can thus not be a problem 
about voluntary control.
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Again, one reply is to just deny that there is such a thing as blamewor‑
thiness for purely rational failures: we never blame people merely for be‑
ing epistemically irrational; rather, we blame them for irrationality only 
if their irrationality was under their direct or indirect voluntary control. 
I will discuss this view at length throughout the book. However, we should 
not assume this position right away when formulating the problem. 
Rather, we should formulate the problem in such a way that all candi‑
date solutions  –  including those that allow for direct responsibility for 
rationality – can be put on the table. Formulating the problem in a way 
that presupposes that all responsibility must be explained by voluntary 
control just frames the discussion in a way that makes us oblivious to 
other interesting candidate solutions, and it makes us overlook important 
connections between responsibility and rationality.

Since the problem of mental responsibility also calls for an explanation 
of the kind of responsibility we have for rational failures, and since it seems 
that this responsibility can be made intelligible neither by direct nor by 
indirect voluntary control, we should now try the following formulation:

1**	 We are responsible for being (ir)rational.
2**	 We can only be responsible for being (ir)rational if we have direct 

non‑voluntary control over our attitudes.
3**	 We do not have such direct non‑voluntary control.

I think this is a better way to state the problem. Yet we might wonder 
why (2**) is true as stated. For what is non‑voluntary control supposed 
to be? Intuitively, the control we exercise when we act – direct voluntary 
control –  is our only paradigm of direct control, and this is the kind of 
control that explains why we are responsible for our actions and their 
consequences. So how could non‑voluntary control explain our responsi‑
bility for being (ir)rational? Since we do not know much about the nature 
of this control, we also do not see, prima facie, how it could do this trick. 
It thus seems that, intuitively, there is no form of control – neither direct 
nor indirect, neither voluntary nor non‑voluntary – that could explain how 
we are responsible for being (ir)rational. I therefore propose the following 
formulation of the problem of mental responsibility:

The Problem of Mental Responsibility, First Formulation

1	 We are responsible for being (ir)rational.
2	 We can only be responsible for being (ir)rational if there is some 

form of control that could explain why we are responsible for being  
(ir)rational.

3	 There is no form of control that could explain why we are responsible 
for being (ir)rational.
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The plausibility of (1) derives from the intuition that being irrational is 
blameworthy or criticizable in some sense. This assumption is widespread 
in the literature on rationality. It is often a starting point for motivating the 
idea that rationality is normative – that is, the idea that rationality provides 
us with normative reasons or places genuinely normative requirements on 
us to be rational. Derek Parfit, for instance, points out that he uses ‘irra‑
tional’ “in its ordinary sense, to mean, roughly, ‘deserves strong criticism 
of the kind that we also express with words like ‘foolish’, ‘stupid’, and 
‘crazy’’” (Parfit 2011: 123), and Kiesewetter (2017: chapter 2) points out 
that we use ‘irrational’ as personal criticism (see also Way 2009: 1; Lord 
2018: 4). That is, we use this word (sometimes) in order to criticize an‑
other person for a response. Such personal criticism contrasts with merely 
evaluating a response as bad and with merely criticizing the person’s ra‑
tional subsystem for malfunctioning (say, in cases of severe pathology).9

Thus, proponents in the current debate on rationality take irrationality 
to be criticizable. They thereby commit to the view that we are responsible 
for being (ir)rational. For otherwise being criticizable for violating norms 
of rationality wouldn’t be intelligible. This also supports the view that ra‑
tional requirements have a certain authority that other norms – say, those 
of etiquette – lack. I will return to the idea that this authority can be cap‑
tured in terms of responsibility and blame or criticism – a central theme of 
this book – in Chapters 2.4 and 2.5 below.

The plausibility of (2) derives from the intuition that responsibility re‑
quires control, or ‘Ought implies Can’ – a claim that is also, in one version 
or another, accepted by philosophers concerned with the requirements of 
rationality (cf. Kiesewetter 2017: 28; Wedgwood 2017: chapter 3). Here 
the relevant ‘can’ is not understood as a kind of voluntary control, but as 
exercising a specific capacity to directly form attitudes in response to rea‑
sons for those attitudes.

I have also motivated the idea that there seems to be no such thing as 
direct control over our attitudes (in Chapter 2.1), and that our familiar 
paradigm of control – voluntary control (direct or indirect) – cannot do the 
job of explaining why there is such a thing as responsibility for complying 
with rational requirements (in Chapter 2.2). This, in turn, motivates (3).

Thus, all the premises are intuitively plausible. In order to resolve our 
philosophical perturbation caused by the three claims, we need to find rea‑
sons for rejecting at least one of them. There are two further advantages 
of understanding the problem of mental responsibility in the way I have 
proposed here.

First, we now know better what it is that requires an explanation. 
Merely saying that we need to explain how we can be responsible for 
our attitudes leaves the explanandum unclear. For it is obvious that we 
can be said to be sometimes responsible for our attitudes in the same way 
as we can be said to be sometimes responsible for the consequences of 
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our actions (Meylan 2017). We are indirectly responsible for our attitudes 
insofar as we have indirect control over our attitudes: we can actively 
reason to beliefs or inquire, manage our emotions by meditation, and 
determine our intentions and decisions by actively thinking about what 
to do. If we understand the problem as requiring an explanation of our 
responsibility for attitudes without specifying what kind of responsibility 
we have in mind, then it is unclear why indirect voluntary control does 
not provide a satisfying explanation. Yet, as I have argued above, our 
capacity to indirectly control our mind doesn’t seem suited to explain 
why we are responsible for being (ir)rational. Indirect responsibility for 
attitudes thus seems not to exhaust our responsibility for them. Since we 
do not see what kind of control could explain the direct responsibility 
for complying with the requirements of rationality, we are faced with a 
philosophical problem.

Second, stating the problem in this way has a metaphilosophical ad‑
vantage. It shows us how different debates are relevant for solving the 
problem. For one, we need to think about the nature of responsibility and 
control. However, we also need to think about the nature and the status 
of requirements to be rational. Thinking about their status means thinking 
about how we are responsible, and how we are sometimes blameworthy, 
for forming, maintaining, and revising our attitudes in response to rea‑
sons for and against these attitudes. Getting clear about responsibility for 
rationality might also give us a clue as to what kind of control we are 
searching for, or show us that this search is futile, because the relevant 
responsibility might not require control at all. Thus, theorists of responsi‑
bility need to think about rationality and reasons.

On the other side, theorists of rationality (and reasons) also need to 
think about responsibility and blame (Schmidt 2020b). For as long as we 
do not understand in what sense we are responsible for complying with ra‑
tional requirements and thus in what sense we can be legitimately blamed 
or criticized for irrationality, we do not fully understand the normative 
status of these requirements. To better understand this status, we need to 
think more about norms, rationality, and their connections to responsibil‑
ity and blame.

I will begin to discuss some basic connections between these concepts 
throughout the rest of this chapter as well as in Chapter 3. I start with 
norms and reasons (Chapter 2.3) and continue with their relationship to 
responsibility and blame (Chapter 2.4). This will allow us to set the stage 
for the remaining inquiry, and to relate our discussion to other debates 
within the field of the ethics of mind (see Chapter 1.2). I will again return 
to our main philosophical problem that I have just outlined after these 
conceptual clarifications (that is, in Chapter 2.5).
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2.3	 Norms and Reasons

There are descriptive uses of the term ‘norm’ that are not of primary inter‑
est for our investigation. Sometimes we say things like ‘It is the norm to 
be married by the age of 30’, thereby referring to some regularity within 
a society. Any such purely descriptive use of the term does not imply any‑
thing about what one normatively ought to do. Such a sentence might also 
express the beliefs of people within the society about when one ought to be 
married. But the beliefs of these people will not have any straightforward 
implications for what individuals normatively ought to do. Such norms 
are just conventional, similar to the A4‑norm for paper sizes, as well as for 
sizes of other artifacts, like cars, bottles, chairs, windows, etc. Yet there are 
also non‑conventional norms. John Broome, while distinguishing types of 
‘ought’s or ‘should’s,10 mentions the natural norm that ‘an oak should have 
deep, sturdy roots’, and writes:

An oak’s having deep, sturdy roots could fairly be called ‘a norm’, and 
that is enough to justify the term ‘normativity’. However, in the context 
of an oak, natural normativity is not what I call true normativity. To 
say an oak should, in the sense of natural normativity, have deep, sturdy 
roots is only to say it needs deep, sturdy roots to complete its life cycle. 
This is not a truly normative statement.

(Broome 2013: 12)

This norm is a standard of normal development of an oak. It is how we 
expect oaks to develop if they grow in the right environment. The norm is 
non‑conventional because it is set by the natural development of an organ‑
ism, rather than human conventions. But it’s not normative.

We get closer to ‘genuinely normative’ norms –  i.e., requirements –  if 
we consider the relationship between norms and reasons. Norms can be 
expressed with ‘ought’s or ‘should’s as in ‘one ought not to steal’ (which 
is equivalent to ‘one is not allowed to steal’) or ‘an oak should have deep, 
sturdy roots’. As we just saw, not all norms provide us with reasons (see 
also Kiesewetter 2017: 3–4).11 Just because it is true, in some sense, that 
oaks should have deep, sturdy roots, the truth of this statement doesn’t im‑
ply that anyone has a reason to, say, plant well‑developing oaks or main‑
tain the roots of oaks. Similarly, just because the rules of a game require 
one to make a certain move does not imply that one has a reason to make 
the move (maybe there is no reason to play the game). Or, to give one last 
example, just because the rules of etiquette require one to use a certain 
fork for a specific meal does not imply that one always has a reason to 
use that fork for that meal (sometimes we do not care about etiquette, 
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and sometimes nobody will be offended by our non‑compliance with eti‑
quette).12 Those norms that provide us with reasons – requirements of mo‑
rality and prudence, and (as I will argue) of rationality – are often called 
normative requirements. We can, in line with the metaethical literature 
on reasons (see, for instance, Kiesewetter 2017: 8–9), define the following 
conceptual relations between normative requirements and reasons:

Decisive reasons. S has decisive reason to φ iff S (normatively) ought to φ.
Sufficient‑allowed‑link. If S has sufficient reason to φ, then S is (norma‑

tively) allowed to φ.
Sufficient reasons. S has sufficient reason to φ iff S (normatively) ought to 

[φ or give any other response that is allowed].

Decisive reasons are not only to be contrasted with sufficient reasons but 
also with pro tanto reasons. A pro tanto reason to φ neither needs to be 
sufficient nor decisive. Rather, it can sometimes be easily outweighed by 
other reasons even though it favors φing.13 For example, the fact that 
jumping on the neighbor’s flowers would be lots of fun is a reason to jump 
on the neighbor’s flowers. Yet this reason is neither decisive for jumping on 
the flowers – I am not required to jump on them. Nor do I have sufficient 
reason to do so: it would not be allowed. Other reasons, like the fact that 
it would upset our neighbor, that the flowers are beautiful, and that I might 
get sued, count against jumping on the flowers. And yet the fact that jump‑
ing on the flowers is fun favors jumping on the flowers and is thus a pro 
tanto reason to jump on them.

The distinction between decisive or sufficient reasons and pro tanto rea‑
sons holds for reasons for attitudes as well. That there is a car driving 
toward my house can be – given my overall background information – a 
reason to believe that my expected guest is arriving. However, if it is pos‑
sible that another person is driving toward my house, then this reason does 
not make it the case that I ought to believe that my guest is arriving. Nor 
would it provide me with sufficient epistemic reasons for believing that my 
guest is arriving. I might be epistemically at fault if I gave in to wishful 
thinking and believed that my guest was arriving just because there was 
a car driving toward my house. The car might just turn around and drive 
back, so that it turns out that it was not my expected guest who was driv‑
ing it, but just someone who made a wrong turn. The fact that the car is 
driving toward my house is, under these circumstances, merely a pro tanto 
reason to believe that my guest is arriving: it doesn’t meet the threshold of 
permissible belief. By contrast, if the car does not turn around and I instead 
see someone waving to me from the car, then I would have, ceteris paribus, 
sufficient or even decisive reasons to believe that my guest is arriving. Simi‑
lar examples can be construed with respect to reasons for other attitudes.14
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Having decisive reasons to φ means that one ought to φ all‑things‑
considered. That is, given all the reasons that are relevant for whether to 
φ, φing is the thing to do (or the attitude to have). Some authors call this 
the ‘deliberative ought’ (Williams 1965: 184; Kiesewetter 2017: 9) or the 
‘central ought’ (Broome 2013: 22–25).15 This ‘ought’ of decisive reasons 
is to be distinguished not only from ‘oughts’ that do not provide us with 
reasons. For instance, standards of normal development (‘an oak should 
have deep, sturdy roots’), mere epistemic predictions (‘the train ought to 
arrive in a minute’), or merely evaluative ‘oughts’ (‘the world ought to be 
a better place’). Evaluative ‘oughts’ provide us with reasons only if we can, 
in some relevant sense of ‘can’, make true what they say ought to be the 
case. The central or deliberative ought must also be distinguished from the 
domain‑relative ‘oughts’ of prudence or morality: If one prudentially ought 
to take a bath, it is not thereby something one has decisive reasons to do 
(there might be strong moral reasons against taking a bath due to the wa‑
ter and energy wasted); and it is a question open to philosophical dispute 
whether one always ought to do what one morally ought to do. However, 
the ‘ought’s of prudence and morality differ from other domain‑relative 
‘ought’s that don’t provide us with normative reasons at all, such as eti‑
quette or game rules: at least when it comes to practical normativity, they 
figure in the deliberative ‘ought’.

A question that will be of high relevance for our discussion is whether 
what we epistemically ought to believe expresses a domain‑relative ought, 
or whether we always have decisive reasons to believe what we epistemi‑
cally ought to believe. I will argue in Chapter 5 that epistemic rationality 
should not be understood as one domain among others that are relevant 
to the overall deontic status of belief. Rather, even if there are distinctively 
practical reasons for belief that do not bear on belief’s epistemic rational‑
ity (say, reasons provided by the pleasure of believing something), which 
I won’t rule out in the present investigation (but see Chapter 3.2 for some 
discussion), these reasons do not interact with epistemic reasons in a way 
that would allow us to say what we should believe ‘all epistemic and prac‑
tical reasons considered’. Rather, I argue in this book that there is a point 
in retaining a distinctively epistemic normativity of belief that cannot be 
weighed or compared with practical normativity.

There are extensive discussions about what kinds of things reasons are,16 
how they are related to an agent’s responses to reasons,17 and what types 
of reasons there are.18 Some of these questions will become relevant for our 
discussion, and I will note them when appropriate, but many can be put 
aside. Here I just mention one of my commitments: reasons – at least nor‑
mative reasons – are facts. Here is a quick and dirty argument. When we φ 
for a reason, then our φing can be made intelligible in light of that reason: 
we can explain why we φ by reference to the reason for which we φed. 
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Yet in order to explain something one needs to cite a fact: something that 
is not the case cannot explain anything. I thus take reasons neither, pace 
Mitova (2017), to be beliefs or other mental states (though some reasons 
are facts about one’s mind), nor, pace Schroeder (2021), to be sometimes 
false states of affairs or considerations. If a state of affairs or a considera‑
tion turns out to be false, then it thereby turns out not to be a reason. Yet 
false states of affairs or considerations can be apparent reasons. This is 
important because there are cases in which the same (or at least, a similar) 
relation holds between a false consideration and a subject’s response as it 
holds between a reason and a response given for this reason. In such cases, 
the subject responds merely to an apparent reason (Alvarez 2010).

2.4	 Responsibility and Blame

As I will put it, there are norms to which we are responsible, and norms to 
which we are not responsible. To be responsible to a norm means that one 
can, at least in the absence of excuse or exemption, be legitimately blamed 
or personally criticized for violating the norm. Again, the requirements of 
morality and prudence are norms to which we are responsible. Stealing 
someone’s purse is something you can be resented for by the victim, and 
others can legitimately feel indignant about your thievery. You can regret 
that you did not start out to do earlier what you really want to do in life, 
and in this sense blame yourself for prudential failure.

By contrast, we are not responsible to the rules of etiquette, or to the 
rules of spelling. Although it seems that we sometimes can be legitimately 
blamed for failing to use the correct fork for the meal, or for misspelling 
another person’s name, such blame is ultimately moral – or maybe, in some 
cases, prudential. What we are blamed for is not showing proper regard to 
people attending the dinner, or to the person whose name we misspelled. 
There is nothing wrong per se with using the other fork or writing down 
letters in another order than one is supposed to do by the rules of spelling. 
The blame at issue is not ‘etiquette blame’ or ‘spelling blame’. Rather, it 
is moral blame. Because of this, we can say that we are not responsible to 
etiquette or spelling rules.

The distinction between norms to which we are responsible and norms 
to which we are not responsible displays a striking parallel to the distinc‑
tion between norms that provide us with reasons and those that do not 
provide us with reasons, which I discussed above. I think this is not a 
coincidence. Rather, a norm that provides us with reasons – like a rational 
or moral requirement – is a norm “that someone, the subject of the norm, 
is accountable for conforming to (in suitable conditions)” (Kauppinen 
2018: 3). I will elaborate on this idea throughout Parts 2 and 3 of this 
book. A close connection between responsibility and reasons is central to 
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motivating my investigation, and it will also be central to my solution of 
our problem.

The idea that responsibility is a matter of potentially being an appro‑
priate object of blame (as well as positive attitudes, such as praise or 
gratitude) for one’s actions, attitudes, or character can be traced back to 
Peter Strawson’s (1962) influential idea that we can understand our re‑
sponsibility practices by understanding the reactive attitudes involved in 
the kinds of relationships that only responsible beings can engage in with 
one another. Paradigm examples of blame are resentment and indignation 
as other‑directed blame and guilt as self‑directed blame. These emotions 
are only appropriate reactions toward actions and attitudes for which we 
are responsible. The other‑directed versions of blame often have a certain 
significance for our relationships with other people in that they communi‑
cate that we take the other’s action or attitude to impair our relationship 
with them. Considering the nature of blame – and the metaphilosophical 
question of what this dispute amounts to – will become essential for un‑
derstanding our responsibility for attitudes throughout Parts 2 and 3 of the 
present book.19

For starters, we can work with a provisional understanding of blame, 
following Thomas Scanlon (2008: 122), who notes that blame is neither 
mere evaluation of a person nor a kind of punishment. I take this to be 
a consensus about the nature of blame. If I note that someone is lacking 
good eyesight, I evaluate the person, but I do not blame them. And if I 
blame them, I do not normally punish them: blame is an involuntary reac‑
tion to perceived wrong or norm‑violation, and is thus not normally a kind 
of punishment, which is voluntarily imposing a burden on another person 
(cf. Hieronymi 2004). For sure, blame might be instrumentalized as pun‑
ishment: I might cultivate my blaming emotions toward another person in 
such a way that I see them as punishments and ways of controlling another 
person. However, such instrumentalizing of one’s own emotional life to 
manipulate others is toxic.

Understanding responsibility in terms of the openness to reactive atti‑
tudes, and openness to blame in particular, is non‑committal about other 
conditions that must be satisfied for someone to be blameworthy besides 
that person being responsible. We are responsible for many of our actions 
and attitudes without being blameworthy for them. I am responsible for 
typing these words, but I am not blameworthy for doing this (I hope). One 
condition that needs to be fulfilled for me to be blameworthy is that by 
performing an action, I violate a norm to which I am responsible, like an 
(all‑things‑considered) requirement of morality. However, I am not always 
blameworthy for violating a norm to which I am responsible. For there are 
excuses. If you forget your best friend’s birthday, but only because some 
horrible event distracted you from remembering it, then your friend should 
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excuse you from this interpersonal expectation to remember each other’s 
birthdays. A promising definition of blameworthiness thus seems to be:

S is blameworthy for φing iff
a	 S is responsible for φing, and
b	 by φing, S violates a norm with which S (normatively) ought to com‑

ply, and
c	 S is not excused for violating the norm by φing.

The definition implies the absence of exemptions because I take it that, if 
one is not responsible for φing, one is exempted. According to this defini‑
tion of blameworthiness, responsibility is the most essential precondition 
for blameworthiness in the sense that the person must be both responsible 
for what they are blameworthy for (the action or attitude) and responsible 
to the norm they violate (the moral or prudential requirement, or the ra‑
tional requirement). Responsibility, one might say, is the basis for all our 
practices involving the reactive attitudes – it is what makes these practices 
legitimate or appropriate (in some sense).20

It is common to distinguish moral responsibility from causal, legal, and 
role responsibility. A stone can be causally responsible for smashing a 
window, but the stone is neither legally nor morally accountable for the 
broken window because the stone is not an agent. In certain contexts, we 
are legally responsible without being morally responsible. We might be 
required by law to pay the bill for some damage we caused, although there 
is nothing that we could have done to avoid the damage we have to pay 
for.21 We might also be responsible for something in virtue of our social 
role without being morally responsible. If we are the head of a company, 
we will have certain ‘responsibilities’ in the sense of obligations in virtue 
of that role. If we turn out to be incapable of fulfilling these responsibili‑
ties, and we are thus not morally responsible for fulfilling them (due to 
our incapability), then we might still have to suffer the consequences (like 
losing our position).

Yet it would be misleading to call the property I am focusing on moral 
responsibility. As I have mentioned above, we might also be prudentially 
responsible, and even prudentially blame ourselves, as when we feel regret 
about not having done something earlier. Furthermore, a central question I 
will pose is whether and how we are responsible to requirements of ration‑
ality. If we are responsible to these requirements, then the responsibility 
in question might not be the same as moral responsibility. In fact, even 
though I argue that sometimes rational failure can warrant moral blame, 
I will also argue that many responses, such as forms of epistemic blame, 
are quite distinct from moral blame, and thus do not presuppose moral 
responsibility. I thus use the term ‘responsibility’ as encompassing what 
philosophers usually understand as moral responsibility but also includ‑
ing prudential responsibility, and potentially responsibility to other norms 
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that provide us with reasons, like the requirements of epistemic rationality. 
Distinguishing our responsibility to different kinds of norms is a task for 
Part 3.

2.5	 Back to Our Problem

We are now in a position to formulate our philosophical problem more 
precisely. In Chapter 2.2, I stated claim (1) of the trilemma as saying that 
we are directly responsible for being (ir)rational. This claim is puzzling. 
How can you be directly responsible just for being in a state, rather than 
for causing the state or maintaining it in some way? Intuitively, we might 
just solve the problem by rejecting this claim. However, I have already 
noted that it gains its support from the idea that irrationality is criticiz‑
able or blameworthy – an idea which presupposes responsibility for being  
(ir)rational. Moreover, I have pointed out that this responsibility seems to 
be more direct than indirect control over attitudes could explain: we are 
responsible for directly revising or even just for holding our attitudes in 
response to our reasons for those attitudes, rather than only for managing 
our mind with indirect methods, such as going for a walk or meditating. 
According to the terminology introduced above, this is just another way of 
saying that rationality places genuine requirements on us to revise or hold 
attitudes by directly responding to reasons. We can now grasp our problem 
better by specifying it as follows.

The Problem of Mental Responsibility, Final Formulation

1	 We are directly responsible to the requirements of rationality.
2	 We can only be directly responsible to the requirements of ration‑

ality if there is some form of control that could explain this direct 
responsibility.

3	 There is no form of control that could explain why we are directly 
responsible to the requirements of rationality.

There are still questions about the content and normativity of rational 
requirements, which I will address in Chapter 3. In Chapter 4, we will see 
how responsibility to the requirements of epistemic rationality can become 
questionable. If epistemic reasons were not genuinely normative reasons, 
either because they are non‑normative reasons (epistemic anti‑normativism) 
or because they are not reasons at all (epistemic nihilism)22  –  then the 
intuition that we are directly responsible for complying with the require‑
ments of epistemic rationality fades. For remember that this intuition was 
driven by the idea that beliefs are, in contrast to mere sensations or brute 
physical states, directly reasons‑responsive. If beliefs are not responsive to 
genuinely normative reasons but are instead just caused by our evidence 
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(and by non‑evidential factors), then maybe we are after all not directly 
responsible for complying with the ‘requirements’ of epistemic rationality: 
we would never be blameworthy merely in virtue of being irrational. In‑
deed, we might prefer not to talk about rational ‘requirements’ any longer 
because epistemic rationality wouldn’t substantively require anything of us. 
It would just be a standard for evaluating how well our beliefs fit our evi‑
dence, but facts about whether our beliefs fit our evidence would, by them‑
selves, have no further implications for our praise‑ or blameworthiness.

Thus, these solutions – epistemic anti‑normativism or epistemic nihilism – 
would deny claim (1) of the problem of mental responsibility, at least when 
it comes to responsibility for belief: we aren’t responsible to the requirements 
of epistemic rationality. This, in turn, would prepare the stage for Indirect 
Voluntarism (see Chapter 1). For remember that the main problem for Indi‑
rect Voluntarism is that beliefs and other attitudes are responsive to reasons, 
or evaluable as rational and irrational, which seems to imply direct respon‑
sibility for holding (ir)rational attitudes. This direct responsibility does not 
seem to be explainable by reference to indirect voluntary control. However, 
if reasons‑responsiveness or rational evaluability does not imply responsi‑
bility for complying with the norms of rationality, then the path is free for 
Indirect Voluntarism: we wouldn’t be directly responsible for beliefs since 
we wouldn’t be responsible to rational requirements, and so any remaining 
indirect responsibility could be explained by reference to indirect control. 
Interestingly, Indirect Voluntarism about belief fits well with positions that 
deny the normativity of epistemic reasons, and it gets into trouble as soon as 
we allow that epistemic reasons are genuinely normative reasons.23

Part 2 will instead defend normativism about epistemic reasons: epistemic 
reasons exist, and they are genuinely normative reasons (just like moral and 
prudential reasons).24 This will imply, I argue, that we are directly respon‑
sible to the requirements of epistemic rationality. The argument will also 
demonstrate, as I show in Chapter 6 by generalizing this conclusion, that 
we are directly responsible to other rational requirements  –  like rational 
requirements to desire, intend, and feel certain things. This refutes Indirect 
Voluntarism.

Importantly, the kind of responsibility I spell out won’t require us to 
specify what kind of control is implied by it. For the normativity of reasons 
for attitudes must indeed be understood, in a sense, as an evaluative kind 
of normativity: it serves us for evaluating each other’s character, which 
matters for how we should relate to each other. So, the solution to the 
problem that I will defend denies (2), i.e., the link between responsibility 
for rationality and control, while still maintaining a strong link between 
rationality and responsibility.

However, I won’t argue in this book that responsibility to rational re‑
quirements does not presuppose any kind of control. Some authors claim 
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that responsibility for attitudes can only be explained by reference to a 
form of direct, non‑voluntary control that we exercise in believing, desir‑
ing, feeling, or intending – that is, they argue that we exercise our agency 
just by having these attitudes or by just being in a mental state.25 I will 
not argue against this. I grant that attitudes are responsive to reasons. Ac‑
cording to these authors, this is often taken to imply that we exercise our 
non‑voluntary agency in believing, desiring, feeling, or intending. Here, I 
will remain neutral about whether attitudes are exercises of control in some 
substantial sense. Rather, my claim is merely that we need not assume that 
they are exercises of control in order to make it intelligible how we can be 
directly responsible for our attitudes. That is, in order to understand how 
there can be such a thing as direct responsibility to rational requirements, 
we merely need to understand the kind of normativity attached to rational 
requirements. We might have to consider concepts of non‑voluntary con‑
trol in order to solve other problems. But we need not do so in the context 
of understanding mental responsibility.26

2.6	 Summary

What gets our problem going is the assumption that we are directly 
responsible for our seemingly automatic responses to reasons for atti‑
tudes. This assumption gains its plausibility from the intuition that we are 
criticizable or blameworthy as irrational for failing to respond correctly 
to these reasons. If we were to ignore this intuition, then all attitudinal 
responsibility might well derive from responsibility for prior actions and 
omissions, which are clearly subject to normative requirements (namely, 
the requirements of prudence and morality). However, given this intui‑
tion, it is an open question whether we should maintain the claim that we 
are directly responsible to the requirements of rationality, or whether we 
should instead reduce all responsibility for attitudes to responsibility for 
managing our attitudes through actions. I will argue throughout this book 
that we should acknowledge genuine responsibility for rationality.

I have not yet talked much about the connection between rationality 
and reasons, but rather assumed that there is a tight connection between 
both concepts. This chapter showed us that thinking about how we can 
be responsible for responding to our reasons for attitudes, which often 
goes hand in hand with being criticizable or blameworthy as irrational, is 
central to solving our philosophical puzzle. So, to fully understand how 
the problem of mental responsibility comes down to a problem about the 
normativity of rationality, I need to explain how reasons for attitudes con‑
nect to rationality. This is one task of the next chapter. Its other task is to 
show how the following investigation contributes to the debate about the 
conceptual relationship between rationality and reasons.
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Notes

	 1	 In line with this, Owens (2003) argues that our aims in forming beliefs cannot 
interact with our other aims we have as agents. Importantly, the influential 
critique by Steglich‑Petersen (2009) of Owens’ argument is not in conflict with 
what I say here, for Steglich‑Petersen claims that certain activities, which con‑
ceptually aim at forming a true belief (like inquiry or reasoning), can inter‑
act with our wider aims. A belief‑formation in the non‑intentional sense (see 
Schmidt 2016 and Arpaly 2023 on the ambiguity in ‘belief formation’) can‑
not interact with our wider aims as practical agents. To accept that a belief‑
formation (in the non‑intentional sense of the term) can interact with our wider 
aims is to commit to pragmatism about reasons for belief (see Chapter 3.2).

	 2	 See Soteriou (2020) on a sense in which we exercise control over our decisions 
by realizing them in future action.

	 3	 Hyman (2015) argues that even inanimate things, like the sun, can act (it is 
shining). By contrast, I reserve ‘action’ or ‘to act’ for full‑blooded agency that 
is intentional under a description. This is not to say that intentions and deci‑
sions are on a par with things that merely happen to us. It is merely to say that 
they are not actions: we do not exercise our agency when we act in the same 
way as we exercise our agency when we believe, desire, feel, intend, or even 
decide something. Attitudes or mental states could at most be exercises of what 
Hieronymi (2006, 2014, ms) calls ‘evaluative control’, but it’s not plausible 
that they’re exercises of voluntary control (Schmidt 2016).

	 4	 I will refer to the relevant reasons as practical reasons, which are a subtype of 
state‑given reasons (those provided by practical value). For this terminology, 
see Chapter 3.2. Note that, as Schroeder (2021) argues, some practical reasons 
might be reasons of the right kind. But they are not practical reasons of the 
reward‑type of practical reasons.

	 5	 For the problem with respect to emotions, see Oakley (1992: chapter 4). For 
the problem with respect to intentions, cf. Hieronymi (2006), Kavka (1983), 
Owens (2000: 81–82), and Pink (2009: section 6).

	 6	 Assume that you know that you will not get the reward if you will actually 
perform the action: you receive the reward only if you merely intend the action 
without actually doing it. Without some roundabout routes (like ensuring that 
you will not perform the action in the future and making yourself forget about 
this fact), you will not be able to intend the action insofar as you are rational. 
Cf. Kavka (1983).

	 7	 Levy (2007) is sometimes mentioned as an exception (cf. McCormick 2015: 
84–86). However, even Levy grants that we can sometimes influence our mind 
indirectly in a controlled manner, which presupposes merely that we can rea‑
sonably foresee some of the consequences (under some description) that our 
actions have on our mind.

	 8	 On stating philosophical problems as trilemmas, see Ernst (2008: 65–71).
	 9	 For some recent opposition to the idea that irrationality implies personal crit‑

cizability, see Worsnip (2021: 27–32). I’ll discuss this issue in more detail in 
Chapter 3.

	10	 Throughout this book, I will not make a difference between ‘ought’ and 
‘should’.

	11	 For a related understanding of normativity in terms of reasons, see Raz (2011: 
85). I will follow Kiesewetter and Raz in this understanding for now. A main 
theme of this book will be a close connection between normativity and blame‑
worthiness. I later propose that normative requirements – those that provide 
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us with reasons – are those that make us blameworthy if we violate them in the 
absence of excuse or exemption.

	12	 Brössel et al. (2013) argue that every domain provides us with domain‑specific 
reasons. For example, there are ‘financial reasons’ that we have whenever a 
decision is financially beneficial (cf. Brössel et al. 2013: 285). Thus, even if we 
do not need any money at all (say, because we live self‑sustainably somewhere 
far out in the forests), we would still have a financial reason to enrich our 
finances. Similarly, we would always have an ‘etiquette reason’ even though 
there is no independent reason to comply with the norms of etiquette in a given 
situation. Kiesewetter (2021) convincingly criticizes this view as merely stipu‑
lating a notion of domain relative reasons. It is much more natural to say that, 
if we do not need any money at all, then we also have no reason to enrich our 
finances. Thus, the norms of financial maximization or the norms of etiquette 
are paradigms of norms that do not provide us with reasons. It is this genuinely 
normative sense of ‘reason’ in which I will focus on as well.

	13	 However, it is not essential for a pro tanto reason that it can easily be out‑
weighed. Some pro tanto reasons are very weighty reasons for an action or 
attitude. In cases where an action is strongly supported by a pro tanto reason, 
and yet we are not allowed to do the action because there is a better course of 
action available (i.e., one supported by weightier reasons), we might feel some 
kind of regret for not being able to both do what we ought to do and comply 
with all our pro tanto reasons.

	14	 I will throughout this book assume that we sometimes ought to believe certain 
things, that is, I assume that there are positive epistemic obligations (for a de‑
fense, see Simion 2024). The same applies to other attitudes: sometimes, there 
are decisive reasons for desiring, intending, and feeling certain things. This 
is evident because we would sometimes be criticizable or blameworthy if we 
didn’t hold a certain attitude. The notion of blameworthiness that I develop 
in Part 3 of this book allows us to make intuitive sense of obligations to hold 
attitudes.

	15	 Broome (2013: 22–25) characterizes this ‘ought’ as the ‘ought’ that figures in 
the idea that it is irrational not to intend what one believes one ought to do. 
This gives rise to the enkratic requirement of practical rationality.

	16	 For a recent helpful discussion, see Alvarez (2018), who defends factualism 
about reasons, and Mitova (2017) for the view that epistemic reasons are true 
beliefs, as well as the contributions in Mitova (2019) for the contemporary dis‑
pute across epistemology and ethics. For the classical version of psychologism 
about reasons (reasons are mental states), see Davidson (1963). As I explain 
below, I follow Alvarez in her factualism.

	17	 Here debates about the ‘basing‑relation’ between a reason and a response for 
this reason are relevant. On acting for a reason, again see Davidson (1963) as 
the locus classicus of the debate. Davidson defends the idea that the reason for 
which we act is the primary cause of that action. Anscombe (1957) provoked 
positions that deny that explaining actions by citing the agent’s reasons are 
causal explanations. For some overview of the debate, see the volume of D’Oro 
and Sandis (2013). On the basing‑relation in epistemology, see Korcz (2019).

	18	 The probably most salient distinctions are between normative, motivating, 
and explanatory reasons. These distinctions are not necessarily ontological, 
but functional: what justifies my action or attitude (normative) might be what 
motivates me to do it (motivating), and thus explains why I do it (explanatory). 
Yet these reasons can come apart in various ways. For a good overview, see 
Alvarez (2017).
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	19	 There is a significant discussion about what other reactive attitudes are in‑
stances of blame (see Coates and Tognazzini 2013). Does blame necessarily 
have an emotional or even passionate component (like the reactive attitudes 
just mentioned) (Wallace  1994, 2011)? Or can we also blame someone by 
merely distrusting the person, or even by merely judging (dispassionately) that 
our relationship towards this person is impaired due to their action or attitude 
(Hieronymi 2004, ms; Scanlon 2008; Smith 2013)? Can blame be analyzed 
in terms of behavioral dispositions that are organized around a characteristic 
belief‑desire pair (Sher 2006, 2009)?

	20	 Recently, Lasonen‑Aarnio (forthcoming: chapter 6) has argued that we should 
radically detach blameworthiness from the violation of norms, and rather link 
it to a failure of manifesting success‑conducive dispositions. However, main‑
taining (b) in my definition of blameworthiness is compatible with her argu‑
ment. This is because I focus on norms that require one to respond correctly 
to reasons, which involves manifesting success‑conducive dispositions insofar 
as it requires one to properly base one’s beliefs on one’s possessed or available 
reasons (see also Chapter 3.1 and endnote 3 in that chapter).

	21	 Following Frankfurt (1969), some authors deny that alternative possibilities 
are necessary for moral responsibility. This does not matter for my argument 
here. Whatever the conditions are on moral responsibility that one accepts, 
they might not be fulfilled, and one would still have to pay the bill because one 
is legally responsible.

	22	 I take the labels from Kiesewetter (2021).
	23	 The reader might wonder why I assume such a close connection between nor‑

mative reasons and responsibility. I motivate my view about this connection in 
more detail in Chapters 4–5. On my view about the connection between epis‑
temic reasons as well as other ‘right‑kind’ reasons and rationality, see Chapter 3.

	24	 To my knowledge, the only explicit defenses of this view in the present lit‑
erature are Kiesewetter (2021), Kauppinen (2023), Paakkunainen (2018), and 
Schmidt (2024a, forthcoming c).

	25	 See esp. Boyle (2011), Hieronymi (2006, 2008, 2014, ms), and Smith (2005). 
For some objections against these views, see Chrisman (2020).

	26	 One such context in which we need to consider concepts of direct, non‑
voluntary control might be the problem of understanding how there can be 
agency in a world that is dominated by natural law – that is, the traditional 
problem of free will (see Hieronymi ms; Wagner 2015).
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3	 Rationality and Reasons

The notion of irrationality we are interested in when asking for the normativ‑
ity of rationality – the one that is associated with legitimate criticism – does, I 
think, require the capacity to modify one’s attitudes in the light of reflection, 
and thus the absence of compulsion.

Benjamin Kiesewetter, The Normativity of Rationality (2017: 100)

To introduce the topic of rationality and why I use the term ‘rational’ as 
intimately connected with reasons, I will first rehearse the recent debate in‑
sofar as it is relevant for the present investigation (Chapter 3.1). I will then 
explain the distinctions between the right kind of reasons and the wrong 
kind of reasons, as well as between object‑given and state‑given reasons 
(Chapter 3.2). These distinctions are relevant to our overall investigation, 
and they will help us to specify a central use of ‘rational’. To be rational, 
according to this use, implies that one responds correctly to one’s reasons 
of the right kind. In the remainder of the chapter (Chapters 3.3–3.7), I 
argue why we should make room for such a concept of rationality, at 
least for philosophical purposes of theorizing about genuinely normative 
questions in the ethics of mind, and how this concept implies a kind of 
normative structural rationality. The impatient reader who is familiar with 
debates on reasons and rationality might skip Chapters 3.1 and 3.2 and 
proceed to the main argument of this chapter that I begin developing in 
Chapter 3.3.

My ambition in the remainder of this book is not to put forward yet 
another theory of rationality. Instead, I defend the view that we are di-
rectly responsible for (ir)rational attitudes. The present chapter further sets 
up my defense. While the last chapter has focused on connecting mental 
responsibility with attitudinal norms and reasons, this chapter connects 
norms and reasons with rationality. It will finish our dialectical setup 
by showing in more detail how the problem of mental responsibility is a 
problem about the normativity of rationality. Moreover, the chapter shows 
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how thinking about responsibility can help us to clarify the relationship 
between rationality and reasons.

3.1	 The Requirements of Rationality

As explained in Chapter 2.3, not all norms provide us with reasons. The 
fact that certain sheets of paper ‘ought’ to be A4‑sized or that oaks ‘should’ 
have deep sturdy roots does not imply that one always has a reason to 
ensure that sheets of paper are A4‑sized or to ensure that oaks have deep 
sturdy roots. Sometimes, it might be true that we should mess with the size 
of a sheet of paper or that we should dig out the roots of an oak – and in 
these cases, we might rationally do so without regret or feelings of guilt, 
and there’s no need to excuse our actions. It is different when it comes to 
the requirements of morality. When something is morally required, we at 
least have a strong pro tanto reason to do it, or maybe even a pro toto or 
decisive reason to do it, and we are blameworthy for violating the moral 
requirement absent excuse or exemption.

What about the requirements of rationality? Does the fact that we 
rationally ought to have a belief, desire, emotion, or intention imply 
that we have a reason or that we all‑things‑considered ought to be ra‑
tional? Answering this question with ‘yes’ is to defend the normativity 
of rationality (see Kiesewetter 2017, 2020; Lord 2018; Worsnip 2021). 
Many worries with the idea that rationality is normative arose from a 
conception of rationality as mental coherence. To be rational, according 
to this conception, is that one’s attitudes are coherent with one another 
in specific ways. Requirements of so‑called structural rationality might 
thus take forms like: ‘If you believe that you have sufficient evidence for 
p, then you ought to believe that p’ or ‘If you believe that you ought to 
φ, then you ought to intend to φ’ or ‘If you believe that you ought to φ, 
and you believe that ψing is a necessary means to φing, then you ought 
to intend to ψ’.

A main worry with the normativity of these requirements is that they 
would, if they were normative, give rise to unacceptable bootstrapping 
(Kolodny 2005: 514–542; Kiesewetter 2017: chapter 4): we could make it 
the case that we ought to believe or intend something just by adopting the 
antecedent attitudes without any reason for them. According to the second 
standard of rationality, for example, it would be true that I ought to in‑
tend to scream at you if I now just arbitrarily adopt the belief that I ought 
to scream at you. This seems implausible. In reply, it has been suggested 
that the standards of rationality take wide‑scope rather than narrow‑scope 
form.1 However, it has been argued convincingly that the wide‑scope 
versions of the standards also give rise to unacceptable bootstrapping 
(Kiesewetter 2017: chapters 4.4–4.7). Furthermore, wide‑scope standards 
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of rationality seem to implausibly imply that each way of satisfying the 
standard is rationally on a par (Kiesewetter 2017: chapters 6.4–6.5).

Such problems2 for a normative conception of structural rationality have 
provoked defenses of the idea that rationality is not just a kind of mental 
coherence. Rather, to be rational is to respond correctly to one’s possessed 
or available reasons (Kiesewetter 2017; Lord 2018). These accounts avoid 
the bootstrapping problem because we don’t respond correctly to our rea‑
sons when we adopt an antecedent attitude of a coherence requirement 
without any reason for this attitude. For example, if I now believe that I 
ought to scream at you without any reason, then it does not implausibly 
follow, according to this conception of rationality, that I ought to adopt 
the intention to scream at you. This is because neither my belief nor my 
intention is a correct response to my reasons: the fact that I believe that I 
ought to scream at you is not a reason to intend to scream at you, nor is 
my belief or my intention self‑justifying.

Indeed, rationality as reasons‑responsiveness seems to imply immedi‑
ately that we always ought to be rational. For it seems trivially true that we 
always ought to respond correctly to our reasons. Proponents of rational‑
ity as reasons‑responsiveness took this assumption for granted. However, 
as we will see in Chapter 4, this claim is not as trivial as it seems. There I 
will spell out a neglected challenge for the normativity of rationality aris‑
ing from recent doubts about whether reasons for attitudes are ‘genuinely 
normative reasons’. The remainder of the book will offer a reply to this 
challenge in Chapters 5–7.

The notion of ‘responding correctly’ to reasons means both to give the 
response that is favored by the reasons (for example, if one has decisive 
epistemic reasons to believe that p, then the correct response to these rea‑
sons is to believe that p) and to give the response for those reasons (that is, 
to believe p on the basis of the relevant evidence). That is, I might believe 
what my reasons support but my belief need not be related to my reasons 
in the right way so as to count as a correct response. For instance, if you 
tell me that you are in town right now, this might give me decisive reasons 
to believe that you are in town. But if I then believe that you are in town 
because I flipped a coin and it showed heads, then I did not respond cor‑
rectly to my reasons and I am not rational. I will not be concerned in this 
book with spelling out what it is to believe something for a reason (for an 
account, see Lord 2018: chapters 5 and 6). If I believe that you’re in town, 
and this belief is supported by my evidence, the belief is propositionally 
rational, yet it’s not thereby doxastically rational for me to hold this be‑
lief: after all, I might believe that you’re in town on the basis of my coin‑
flipping rather than on the basis of my evidence. My focus is on norms 
that require responding correctly to reasons, and so on doxastic rationality 
when it comes to the rationality of belief.3
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Accounts of rationality as responding correctly to one’s reasons are 
not just concerned with the reasons there are, but with reasons which 
are available to or possessed by the subject. This is because the accounts 
must capture the intuition that rationality supervenes on the mental: 
mental duplicates that live in radically different environments will both 
be rational, even if one duplicate’s attitudes are inaccurate about their 
environment. One duplicate is misled (say, by an evil demon), but it is 
still rational. This is the plausible internalist conception of rationality 
(Wedgwood 2017, 2023): whether one is rational cannot be a matter of 
facts that are inaccessible to us. Even if there is a reason to leave my of‑
fice now because it will all blow up in five minutes, this reason does not 
make it rational for me to leave my office if I have no clue at all about 
the fact that it will all blow up (Parfit 2001). Proponents of reasons‑based 
accounts of rationality thus spell out theories according to which it is the 
agent’s available or possessed reasons that determine what responses the 
agent ought to give.4

Reasons‑responsivist accounts of rationality thereby position themselves 
against objectivism about ‘ought’ and reasons. Objectivism states that ‘S 
ought to φ’ means that φing is the best option, no matter whether S is in a 
position to know or has some kind of cognitive access to whether φing is 
the best option. For example, the objectivist would claim that I ought to 
leave my office in the example above, even if I have no clue that it will blow 
up soon. By contrast, the subjectivist would deny this and say that I only 
ought to leave the office if I – in some way or other – have cognitive access 
to the fact that it will blow up, i.e., if the reasons for leaving the office are 
possessed by me. If I possess the reasons because I know that the office will 
blow up, but I do not leave the office, then I am blameworthy. According 
to the objectivist, I might not be blameworthy for staying in my office, and 
yet I ought to leave the office – namely, when am not in a position to know 
that it will blow up, but it will blow up.

In the present investigation, I will mostly set aside the debate between 
objectivism and subjectivism by restricting my discussions to cases in which 
the relevant reasons are available to or possessed by the subject. If it turns 
out that Broome (2020) was right that normativity is about objective rea‑
sons, while rationality is about the reasons that you have or that are avail‑
able to you from your perspective, then my view is that rationality is only 
normative when the objective reasons are possessed by you or are available 
to you. However, if they are possessed or available, then rationality is nor‑
mative at least in these cases, according to my account. I won’t bother to 
discuss the relevant notions of availability or possession.

When I use the term ‘rational’ in the following investigation, I will use 
it in line with the reasons‑based conception of rationality à la Kiesewetter 
(2017) and Lord (2018), rather than a conception of rationality as mental 
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coherence à la Broome (2013). However, this is not a mere stipulation. 
For, as I will argue throughout Chapters 3.3–3.7, if accounts of rational‑
ity as mental coherence are interested in a property that is closely linked 
to personal criticizability (and so to responsibility), then being irrational 
in the coherence‑sense implies that one fails to respond correctly to one’s 
reasons, at least when the relevant reasons are possessed the subject. In 
other words: if one responds correctly to one’s (possessed) reasons, then 
one is also rational in the coherence sense, insofar as “coherence” is meant 
to pick out a property linked to criticizability. This argument is a novel 
contribution to the debate on the normativity of rationality.5

I will nevertheless remain neutral about whether all kinds of rationality 
are substantive in the sense that they consist in responding correctly to rea‑
sons. As Worsnip (2021) has recently argued, the view that there is a sub‑
stantive kind of rationality could be compatible with the view that there is 
also a structural kind of rationality that consists in a kind of coherence. To 
illustrate the difference between both kinds of rationality, Worsnip (2021: 
5–6) contrasts a case in which a person, Tom, believes against his evidence 
that he is superman, that superman can fly, but that he (Tom) cannot fly, 
with another case in which another person, Tim, believes against his evi‑
dence that he is superman, that superman can fly, and that he (Tim) can fly. 
According to Worsnip, Tim is structurally more rational yet substantively 
more irrational than Tom. For Tim seems consistent in his beliefs while 
harboring two beliefs against his evidence, whereas Tom is inconsistent in 
his beliefs albeit merely harboring one belief against his evidence.

As we will see later (Chapter 3.7), the distinction between structural 
and substantive rationality might collapse if we think that only evidence 
that is believed can justify one’s beliefs. Tom’s failure to respond correctly 
to his epistemic reasons would then just consists in an inconsistency of his 
beliefs about evidence with his belief that he is superman. However, I do 
not commit to substantial claims about how best to distinguish substan‑
tive from structural rationality here, or about whether they can be distin‑
guished at all. For, as I explain in Chapter 3.7, discussing this would bring 
up deeper philosophical disputes that I cannot settle or even address in 
detail. I am thus open to Worsnip’s account that there might be a dualism 
of rationality.

What I will argue for now is that structural irrationality, by itself, cannot 
amount to a very serious failure if one doesn’t always have decisive reasons 
to be structurally rational. The present investigation therefore focuses on 
substantive (ir)rationality. This is the rationality that seems to place genu‑
ine normative requirements on us – requirements we are responsible for 
complying with, and which give rise to blameworthiness when we fail to 
comply without excuse. In cases where structural rationality does not im‑
ply decisive reasons to be structurally rational, we won’t be blameworthy 
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or criticizable for failing to comply with its demands. That is, the charge of 
irrationality would be inappropriate in such cases.

3.2	 Rationality and Kinds of Reasons

To be rational implies, according to my use, to respond correctly to one’s 
reasons of the right kind for the attitude (or right‑kind reasons).6 They can 
be distinguished from reasons of the wrong kind (or wrong‑kind reasons) 
by two features.

First, right‑kind reasons are those reasons that bear on the distinctive 
rationality of an attitude. Beliefs, for instance, are subject to epistemic 
rationality. Epistemic reasons are those reasons that bear on this kind  
of rationality. Beliefs might also be subject to practical rationality: it 
might be practically, but not epistemically, rational to believe that your 
friend will get the job, if this belief allows you to boost your friend’s self‑
confidence by being more supportive, while you lack sufficient evidence 
that they will get it (say, you don’t know who else has applied). However, 
practical rationality is not distinctive for belief, because actions and maybe 
other attitudes are also subject to practical rationality. Reasons bearing 
only on the practical rationality of belief, but not on its epistemic rational‑
ity, are thus ‘of the wrong kind’ in this specific sense: they don’t bear on 
belief’s distinctive rationality, which is epistemic.7

Second, epistemic reasons and other reasons of the right kind (for other 
attitudes) are characterized by the fact that they are reasons for which you 
can clearly adopt an attitude: they are those normative reasons that can 
also clearly be your motivating reasons. For instance, it is clearly possible 
to believe that your friend will get the job for the reason that your friend is 
the best candidate (and the application system is fair); but it is not clearly 
possible to believe that your friend will get the job for the reason that 
this belief would make you more supportive. It seems somehow difficult 
to adopt your belief for such practical reasons. This is why they seem to 
be, intuitively, ‘of the wrong kind’ and not bearing on belief’s epistemic 
rationality.8

Traditionally, right‑kind reasons are therefore conceived of as being 
co‑extensive with object‑given reasons for an attitude (see Parfit 2001: 
21–22). Object‑given reasons for an attitude are reasons that indicate (or 
constitute) facts about the attitude’s object rather than about the attitude 
itself: object‑given reasons are facts that support the attitude, or make it 
rational to have the attitude, by indicating that or making it likely that the 
attitude fulfills its constitutive aim. For example, object‑given reasons for 
beliefs are (or are provided by) evidence, because evidence indicates the 
truth of the object of the belief, i.e., the truth of the belief’s propositional 
content. Scientific reports on climate change are thus object‑given reasons 
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for belief: they indicate that human‑induced climate change takes place. 
By contrast, that I feel less existential angst if I do not believe in climate 
change is a state‑given reason not to believe in climate change. It is not 
an object‑given reason against climate change, because this fact does not 
indicate that the belief fulfills its constitutive aim of truth.9

Analogously, an object‑given reason for a desire shows the object of the 
desire to be desirable in some respect; object‑given reasons for fear indicate 
the danger of what you fear and thus make it rational to experience fear; 
object‑given reasons for intention are reasons for the intended action: that 
I will get poisoned if I drink a toxin is an object‑given reason not to intend 
to drink it in virtue of being a reason not to drink it; and that I get a lot of 
money for intending to drink a toxin is a state‑given reason to intend to 
drink the toxin.10

In contrast to object‑given reasons, state‑given reasons indicate (or 
constitute) facts about the state of the attitude itself. The most impor‑
tant category of state‑given reasons under discussion is practical reasons 
for attitudes, i.e., reasons that support the attitude by indicating the atti‑
tude’s value. According to those who believe that there are such practical 
reasons – i.e., pragmatists – the fact that it would be beneficial to believe in 
a guardian angel (e.g., because one would sleep better at night) could be a 
practical reason to believe in a guardian angel (even in the absence of suf‑
ficient evidence).11 Analogously, facts about the value of any other attitude 
are considered to be reasons for this attitude by pragmatists.

It is often argued that practical reasons are not even reasons for atti‑
tudes, but at best considerations indicating the attitude’s value.12 It is some‑
times argued that they are not reasons because if they were, then we could 
sometimes form attitudes for practical reasons: we could believe, desire, 
feel, or intend at will. We could just decide not to fear a dangerous tiger 
or just decide to intend to drink a poisonous substance just because we 
regard fearing or intending to be beneficial. It thus seems that, intuitively, 
since practical reasons for belief cannot properly motivate belief, practical 
reasons for belief are not really reasons for belief, but merely reasons for 
bringing beliefs about or for causing beliefs.

However, the issue is more complicated. For we might be able to be‑
lieve for practical reasons although we cannot believe at will. Pragmatists 
now employ various strategies to support this view. According to the first 
strategy, which I have elsewhere dubbed the new pragmatists’ strategy 
(Schmidt 2022), our ability to control our beliefs indirectly is sufficient for 
believing for practical reasons: that we can cause or bring about our beliefs 
for practical reasons is sufficient for the possibility of basing our beliefs 
on practical reasons.13 Opponents of this form of pragmatism (myself in‑
cluded) argue that indirect doxastic control does not amount to believing 
for practical reasons but merely to acting for practical reasons. Indeed, 
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these forms of pragmatism face the serious challenge of finding a theoreti‑
cal purpose for assuming that there are practical reasons for belief in ad‑
dition to practical reasons for causing belief (Schmidt 2022: 1815–1816): 
what is the point of saying that if believing in God is pleasurable for you, 
this fact does not merely provide you a reason for causing the belief (by 
going to church, engaging only with believers, etc.), but also a reason for 
believing in God? The practical reason to believe seems superfluous to the 
practical reason to cause the belief. Pragmatists have not yet answered this 
challenge, which was already noted by Parfit (2011: 432).

This gives rise to the current dialectic: while pragmatists argue that their 
opponents are overly restrictive in allowing for practical reasons to cause 
beliefs but not for practical reasons to believe, their opponents ask why 
one should allow for the latter. If we can say all that we might wish to say 
about the practical side of belief normativity by talking about reasons for 
managing our beliefs indirectly (that is, by talking about causings or bring‑
ings about), on the one hand, and about epistemic reasons for belief, on 
the other, then it is unclear why we should allow for practical normativity 
attaching to belief itself.14

However, there are other strategies forward for pragmatism that I 
won’t consider within the present investigation. The second strategy is 
to appeal to a form of direct control over beliefs that does not amount to 
believing at will, but that still enables us to believe for practical reasons 
(McCormick 2015: chapter 6). The third strategy is to argue that some‑
times there are normative reasons for an action or attitude even though 
we cannot believe for such reasons (Schroeder 2007). The fourth strategy 
is to restrict the relevant kinds of practical reasons to some state‑given 
reasons that can plausibly motivate not having a belief and that bear on 
beliefs epistemic rationality rather than on a separate kind of practical 
rationality: the practical stakes of holding a false belief or the fact that 
further evidence will become available (Schroeder 2021). Such reasons 
might also be interpreted as epistemic reasons for suspending judgment 
(Lord 2020). If the fourth strategy is successful, then some state‑given 
reasons for belief would bear on belief’s epistemic rationality and so be 
reasons ‘of the right kind’.15

The present investigation will largely remain non‑committal on these is‑
sues. What I defend is the view that there is a distinctively epistemic ration‑
ality of belief that has normative force, and that other kinds of attitudes 
display their own distinctive kinds of rationality that have their distinctive 
normative force. Reasons of the right kind for an attitude are those reasons 
that bear on these kinds of rationality that are distinctive for each mental 
state. These right‑kind reasons might include state‑given reasons. Further‑
more, reasons ‘of the wrong kind’ might still be relevant to the distinc‑
tively practical rationality of holding an attitude, if there is such a thing. 
At the very least, wrong‑kind reasons are relevant for practical norms of 



Rationality and Reasons  51

managing our attitudes. What I will defend is that object‑given reasons, 
which are clear‑cut cases of reasons of the right kind, have normative force 
on their own: for instance, evidence provides us with genuinely normative 
epistemic reasons for belief, and it does so all by itself (Chapter 5).

With this overview over the relevant dialectics in recent debates, we can 
now turn to my argument that we should focus on rationality as reasons‑
responsiveness, insofar as we are interested in a serious failure of irration‑
ality that implies criticizability absent excuse.

3.3	 The Object of Theories of Rationality

John Broome claims that “[m]ost philosophers who write about rational‑
ity intend to write about it as it is commonly understood” (Broome 2020: 
300). That is, he claims that not only the object of his own theory of ra‑
tionality is determined by the ordinary use of ‘rational’ but also the object 
of the theories he disagrees with is determined by ordinary use. Broome’s 
claim is:

(I) � The object of theories of rationality is determined by our ordinary con‑
cept of rationality.

As Broome specifies, rationality is commonly understood as a mental prop‑
erty of a person; furthermore, rationality can be ‘reified’ in the same way 
as morality can be reified: it can be conceived of as an entity that places 
requirements on us. If we fulfill all those requirements, then we possess the 
property of rationality to the highest possible degree.

Another claim that is suggested by Broome’s brief remarks on the meta
philosophy of rationality should be distinguished from (I):

(II)  The method of theories of rationality is to analyze ‘rational’.

I am not sure whether Broome analyses ‘rational’. Conceptual analysis – 
spelling out necessary and jointly sufficient conditions for the correct ap‑
plication of a word  –  contrasts with conceptual explication. The latter 
seems closer to what other theorists of rationality do. Lord (2018: 6) says 
that he provides a “real definition” of the property of rationality, which 
he contrasts with conceptual analysis. The idea must be, roughly, that our 
ordinary concept might fail to track the property that philosophers are, or 
should be, interested in. Wedgwood (2017: 23) points out that he engages 
in “constructive theory‑building”  –  a kind of theorizing that contrasts 
with philosophy that is “closer to everyday thought”. Both remarks sug‑
gest that what these philosophers do is to explicate a concept of rational‑
ity, maybe in order to carve normativity at its joints (Lord), or maybe to 
show that we can conceive of a property that supervenes on the mind, has 



52  The Problem of Mental Responsibility

normative authority, and is a good means to achieve an external aim, like 
truth (Wedgwood). Theorists of rationality might thus start out by making 
claims about our ordinary use of ‘rational’, but they then deviate from this 
use for specific theoretical purposes.

It can lead to significant misunderstandings in a debate if there are disa‑
greements about its object or its method: we might end up talking about 
different things or engage in different kinds of projects. In what follows, 
I focus on the object of current theories of rationality. I will argue that 
theorists of rationality are not just concerned with the ordinary use of ‘ra‑
tional’. Rather, due to their philosophical interests they pick out a specific 
use that is intimately connected to blame and praise. I call the property 
this use refers to ‘rationalityRESP’, because it presupposes the subject’s direct 
responsibility for their attitudes. I then present an argument why rationali‑
tyRESP plausibly implies responding correctly to reasons.

Philosophers often pick out specific uses of a term in order to determine 
the object of their theory. For instance, Broome thinks that

[f]or the sake of philosophical analysis, we must expect to have to give 
‘ought’ a more precise meaning than it has in common English. At the 
very least, we may exclude some ordinary uses of ‘ought’ in order to 
avoid ambiguity.

(Broome 2016: 6)

The uses of a word on which a philosophical theory focuses are ideally 
determined by the philosopher’s interests. One of the central philosophical 
interests in thinking about rationality is to understand the normative sig‑
nificance of rational requirements – as a central interest in thinking about 
morality is to understand the normative significance of moral require‑
ments. I argue in this subchapter that this specific theoretical interest justi‑
fies a restriction to uses of ‘rational’ that refer to instances of rationality 
for which we are held responsible.

To see what I mean by rationalityRESP, remember how irrationality is 
used as implying criticizability in the debate (see Chapter 2.2). When Parfit 
uses ‘irrational’, he uses the term “in its ordinary sense, to mean, roughly, 
‘deserves strong criticism of the kind that we also express with words like 
‘foolish’, ‘stupid’, and ‘crazy’’” (Parfit 2011: 123). Kiesewetter (2017: 
chapter 2) points out that we use ‘irrational’ in order to criticize another 
person for a response (see also Kauppinen 2023: 540–542), rather than 
merely for evaluating a response as bad or the person’s rational subsystem 
as malfunctioning. Proponents of the current debate take the criticizability 
of irrationality to support the thought that rational requirements have a 
certain authority that other norms – say, those of etiquette –  lack (Way 
2009: 1; Lord 2018: 4).
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Insofar as theorists of rationality are interested in a property closely 
connected to criticism and praise, they restrict their argument to the uses 
of ‘(ir)rational’ that interest them, and exclude uses of ‘irrational’ that, for 
example, refer to pathology. In this vein, Kiesewetter writes that

[t]he notion of irrationality we are interested in when asking for the 
normativity of rationality –  the one that is associated with legitimate 
criticism – does, I think, require the capacity to modify one’s attitudes 
in the light of reflection, and thus the absence of compulsion.

(Kiesewetter 2017: 100)

Being irrationalRESP presupposes that the person is directly responsible for 
the attitudes that are evaluated as irrational, and that she is consequently 
a potential target of legitimate criticism for holding these attitudes. To see 
this, compare it with uses of ‘irrational’ that do not imply direct criticiz‑
ability. Arachnophobia is, in a sense, irrational – a person suffering from 
it often fears a spider knowing that it is not dangerous. And yet we do 
not criticize arachnophobes directly for their fears. Rather, we hold them 
at most indirectly responsible (for not doing therapy, for example). Such 
uses of ‘irrational’ do not raise any question for the normative authority 
of a requirement to be rational. There just is no requirement in place not 
to fear spiders if the fear is something for which the person isn’t directly 
responsible. Any question for the normative authority of rational require‑
ments arises only if we are responsible for whether we comply with these 
requirements. Thus, current theories of rationality (should) focus on ra‑
tionalityRESP. For it would be pointless to require someone to be rational 
in cases of irrationality for which one is not directly responsible. To refer 
to severely pathological forms of irrationality, that is, to those that aren’t 
sufficiently responsive to reasons anymore, I will use the term ‘arational’.

3.4	 The Argument from Responsibility

A straightforward way of defending the normativity of rational require‑
ments is to argue that their normativity is implied by the fact that violat‑
ing rational requirements makes us criticizable. I will now proceed by, 
first, pointing out a prima facie problem for any such argument from 
criticizability. I then modify this argument in a way that avoids this prob‑
lem. The modified version of the argument builds on the idea that the 
criticism in question presupposes responsibility  –  that is, amounts to a 
form of blame.

The prima facie problem for any argument from criticizability is that not 
all forms of criticizing a person imply that they have violated a normative 
requirement. Take the forms of criticism Parfit mentions (‘foolish’, ‘stupid’, 
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‘crazy’). Such expressions might be applied to a person because of some 
cognitive malfunctioning for which they are not responsible. Calling them 
stupid might be unfair or unjust, but it isn’t clearly false. Yet if the person 
isn’t even responsible for the stupidity, then it’s not the case that they ought 
not to be stupid. The criticizability‑intuition thus can support the norma‑
tivity of rational requirements only if we take the criticism in question to 
presuppose direct responsibility for the irrational attitudes – that is, if we 
take the criticism to be a form of blame for the person’s attitude.

I thus suggest a modification of the argument from criticizability, which 
I call the argument from responsibility. It starts by pointing out that merely 
being incoherent is not a good ground for blame. For incoherence might be 
pathological: if you believe that p and believe that not‑p, then you need not 
be blameworthy for holding your incoherent set of beliefs. In such cases, 
you might be stuck with your incoherence: your beliefs might not be suf‑
ficiently responsive to reasons for you to be responsible for them.

The argument proceeds by noting that reasons‑responsiveness is a plau‑
sible ground for responsibility: in order for you to be directly responsible 
for your attitudes, they must be sufficiently responsive to reasons. Fail‑
ing to correctly exercise your capacity of reasons‑responsiveness can then 
make you blameworthy. You are responsible for holding (in)coherent at‑
titudes only if your incoherent attitudes are sufficiently reasons‑responsive 
(i.e., you would revise them under certain circumstances). Therefore, it 
seems that rationalityRESP is plausibly a kind of reasons‑responsiveness 
rather than a kind of coherence.

A worry is that this argument confuses reasons‑responsiveness – a ca‑
pacity that grounds responsibility for attitudes – with responding correctly 
to reasons – which is a specific way of exercising reasons‑responsiveness. It 
might be true that any attitude that is evaluated as (ir)rationalRESP needs to 
be sufficiently responsive to reasons. But that does not imply that whenever 
we are (ir)rationalRESP, we (fail) to respond correctly to our reasons.

In reply to this objection, let me spell out the argument in some more 
detail. The objection assumes the falsity of the following principle that 
allows us to connect the capacity of reasons‑responsiveness to individual 
exercises of that capacity:

Norms and Capacities (NC). If you are responsible for whether you 
comply with norm N in virtue of a capacity C, then your praise‑ or 
blameworthiness for complying or, respectively, violating N is grounded 
in a correct exercise or, respectively, failure to correctly exercise C.16

If NC is true, and if our responsibility for whether we are (ir)rational is 
grounded in reasons‑responsiveness, then our praise‑ or blameworthiness 
for being (ir)rational is grounded in a correct exercise or, respectively, 
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failure of reasons‑responsiveness. On the further assumption that (ir)ra‑
tionalityRESP is always praise‑ or, respectively, blameworthy, it follows that, 
whenever we are responsible for our (ir)rationality, we respond correctly 
or, respectively, fail to respond correctly to our reasons. Thus, rationali‑
tyRESP implies the correct exercise of reasons‑responsiveness, and irration‑
alityRESP implies failing to correctly exercise reasons‑responsiveness.

NC has initial plausibility when we think about moral requirements: It 
seems that, if our responsibility for complying with moral requirements 
is grounded in our ability to voluntarily control our conduct, then we are 
praise‑ or blameworthy in virtue of our correct exercise or failure of vol‑
untary control. For instance, if I should raise my hand to re‑elect the presi‑
dent, but I fail to raise my hand, then I am blameworthy in virtue of the 
fact that I didn’t raise my hand – which is a failure of correctly exercising 
my capacity of voluntary control. Or consider my responsibility for riding 
my bike, which is grounded in my capacity to ride my bike; if I run into 
someone due to my own fault, then I failed to exercise my capacity to ride 
my bike correctly – which is just an instance of exercising my capacity of 
voluntary control. My failure to exercise this capacity correctly explains 
why I am blameworthy.

This is the argument from responsibility. To see its structure more 
clearly, consider the following version of it, which employs a version of 
NC that focuses on irrationality and blame, rather than on rationality and 
praise (premise (1)):

1	 If you are responsible for whether you comply with norm N in virtue of 
a capacity C, then your blameworthiness for violating N is grounded in 
a failure to correctly exercise C.

2	 We are responsible for complying with the norms of rationality in virtue 
of our capacity to respond to reasons (for attitudes).

3	 Thus, our blameworthiness for violating the norms of rationality is 
grounded in a failure to correctly exercise our capacity to respond to 
reasons (for attitudes).

4	 We are blameworthy for violating the norms of rationalityRESP (absent 
excuse).

5	 Therefore, if we violate the norms of rationalityRESP – that is, if we are 
irrationalRESP – then we fail to correctly exercise our capacity to respond 
to reasons (for attitudes).

As we will see, there is an important objection to premise (4) that we need 
to consider. Premise (2) will be defended throughout the book: I show that 
various blaming responses are appropriate when someone fails to respond 
correctly to right‑kind reasons. It also gains support from recent accounts 
of direct responsibility for belief and other attitudes (see Chapter 1.1).



56  The Problem of Mental Responsibility

Consider briefly the reverse claim of conclusion (5), namely that, if 
you’re rational, then you respond correctly to your reasons. I take it that 
this claim is true in a trivial sense: failing to respond correctly to your rea‑
sons makes you substantively irrational. This leaves it open whether you 
might still be structurally rational when you fail to respond correctly to 
reasons: say, your beliefs might still cohere with each other, even though 
you didn’t take up certain perceptual or testimonial evidence. Such cases 
could well be possible, and I therefore don’t think that the reverse claim of 
(5) can easily be defended.17

So, the best chance for me to defend a non‑trivial connection between 
rationality and reasons, I take it, is claim (5), which says that irrationality – 
whether structural or substantive – implies a failure to respond correctly 
to reasons. That is, responding correctly to reasons does not just trivially 
imply that one is substantively rational, but it also implies a kind of struc‑
tural rationality. The remainder of this chapter defends my argument for 
this claim in some detail.18

3.5	 Blameless IrrationalityRESP?

Note that (3) says that, if you are blameworthy for irrationalityRESP, then 
you failed to respond correctly to your reasons. However, there might be 
some instances of irrationality for which we are responsible yet blameless. 
In such cases, you might respond correctly to your reasons, although you 
are irrational, as far as the argument goes. The blameless irrationality at 
issue might be an irreducible kind of incoherence‑irrationality. So we need 
a defense of premise (4): if you are irrationalRESP, then you are blamewor‑
thy. It will be helpful to return to our definition of blameworthiness from 
Chapter 2.4:

S is blameworthy for φing iff
	 a  S is responsible for φing, and
	 b � by φing, S violates a norm with which S (normatively) ought to com‑

ply, and
	 c  S is not excused for violating the norm by φing.

Accordingly, there can be three reasons why one is blameless for irrational‑
ity. First, (a) might not hold: we might not be responsible for the attitudes 
that constitute our irrationality. However, our focus on irrationalityRESP 
rules out such cases as mere cases of arationality. Second, according to 
condition (c), one might be blameless for one’s irrationality because one is 
excused. However, if there are such cases, then they do not pose a problem 
for the argument from responsibility. This is because if the only reason 
why one is blameless for one’s irrationality is that one is excused, then (a) 
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and (b) are still fulfilled: one still failed to respond correctly to decisive nor‑
mative reasons. So, irrationality that is blameless merely due to an excuse 
is not a counterexample to the view that irrationalityRESP implies failing to 
respond correctly to reasons.

The most challenging type of case for (4) would be one in which only (b) 
does not hold, but (a) and (c) are fulfilled: a case in which one is blameless 
for one’s irrationality, even though one is neither exempted nor excused. 
Rather, one would be blameless because one responded correctly to one’s 
reasons. If there are such cases, then irrationalityRESP wouldn’t always im‑
ply a failure of not responding correctly to reasons.

The literature on rationality contains a range of cases in which we might 
be irrational while responding correctly to our reasons. In such cases, we 
are merely irrationally incoherent while responding correctly to our rea‑
sons. Proponents of reasons‑responsiveness views of rationality argue that 
in all such cases, either the incoherence after all implies a failure to respond 
correctly to reasons, or else the incoherence is rational.19 In the present 
context, the objector would have to argue that these are blameless cases of 
irrationalityRESP. This seems plausible if we indeed respond correctly to our 
reasons in these cases of incoherence.

Before turning to some potential examples, I wish to mention a general 
worry with blameless irrationalityRESP. According to the current objection 
to the argument from responsibility, we are sometimes blameless for irra‑
tionalityRESP because we didn’t violate decisive normative reasons: it’s not 
the case that one ought to be rational. However, the following statement is 
puzzling: ‘You are irrational, but this is totally fine. It is fine not because you 
are excused or exempted for your irrationality, but because you should not 
even be rational in this case.’ Here the charge of irrationality is supposed 
to lack its characteristic sting. But it is puzzling how it can lack that sting 
given that you are neither excused nor exempted from your irrationality. 
The incoherence at issue would be completely innocuous. I do not think 
that these cases are very interesting if we wish to think about normative 
questions. I thus think that, whenever you are blameless for your irration‑
ality, where irrationality is understood as a serious failure that can make 
you criticizable or blameworthy, then you are either exempted or excused. 
The only reason why one could be blameless for one’s irrationalityRESP is 
an excuse. In cases of excuse, one still fails to respond correctly to reasons. 
I thus endorse the picture presented in Figure 3.1 below.

Note that the picture captures the idea that blamelessness for irrational‑
ity is either due to an excuse or an exemption. In cases of exemption, the 
irrationality falls outside the scope of direct reasons‑responsiveness, and 
thus, no normative requirement to be rational makes sense. In cases of ex‑
cuse, the person violates a rational requirement, and is thus irrational, but 
the person is blameless due to an excuse. Finally, if the person is responsible 



58  The Problem of Mental Responsibility

for being irrational and is not excused, then the person is blameworthy. 
This picture allows us to capture the characteristic sting of irrationality 
ascriptions while still allowing for two ways in which we can be blameless 
for being irrational: exemptions and excuses. I’ll briefly elaborate on both 
notions.

If a person is exempted, then they’re not responsible for their norm vio‑
lation. In the doxastic realm, the most obvious exemption is severe pathol‑
ogy, where a belief lacks any responsivity to counterevidence. For instance, 
I might believe that everybody is constantly watching me. Although I might 
then, under certain conditions, be blameworthy for not getting therapy, 
the belief itself is not rationally evaluable due to its complete unresponsive‑
ness to counterevidence. In this case, I am an unreliable informant about 
the activities of people around me. But treating me as unreliable will not 
amount to epistemic blame due to my exemption.20

Excuses, on the other hand, make room for cases in which a person vio‑
lates an epistemic norm, is responsible for violating it, and is yet blameless 
(due to an excuse). In epistemology, externalists about epistemic justifica‑
tion can most obviously make room for epistemic excuses (see Littlejohn 
forthcoming). For externalists, epistemic excuses are cases in which your 
evidence is misleading (say, because you are deceived by an evil demon), 
but where you are epistemically rational. According to externalists, you 
are not epistemically justified in holding the belief if, say, it was unbe‑
knownst to you formed by an unreliable process. However, you are still 
epistemically blameless because you’re ignorant of your unfortunate epis‑
temic situation. Moreover, by being epistemically rational you still mani‑
fest a kind of virtue (Wedgwood 2017, 2023), or a knowledge‑conducive 
disposition (Lasonen‑Aarnio forthcoming).21 Yet some recent suggestions 
of what counts as an epistemic excuse are compatible with internalism 
about epistemic justification. For instance, Alex Worsnip (2021: 162–164) 
suggests that epistemic irrationality (which is essentially a perspectivist 
notion) is excusable in cases of cognitive overload (when the amount of 
evidence cannot be processed) and when one has practical justification not 
to revise one’s credences (say, because the house is burning right now).22

The objection I consider here argues that there is a mistake in the pic‑
ture just sketched (and illustrated in Figure 3.1): sometimes, we are blame‑
less for irrationality even though we are responsible for it, and the reason 
for this is not an excuse. By contrast, according to my view, all blameless 
irrationality for which we are responsible can be explained by excuses. 
I have already pointed out that the opponent has trouble capturing the 
characteristic sting of irrationality – any case of blameless irrationalityRESP 
without excuse would be harmless. However, let’s now try to get some po‑
tential cases of blameless irrationalityRESP into view. This will allow me to 
illustrate how our intuition that the person is irrational fades in such cases. 
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I focus on the most challenging examples for reasons‑responsivist accounts 
of rationality: cases of higher‑order defeat (see Lord 2018: 55–61).

For starters, consider the ‘preface paradox’. If I was asked for each of 
my beliefs whether I think it is true, I might consider the evidence I have 
for each belief and rationally conclude that each belief is true; but if I was 
asked about whether I think that all of my beliefs are true, the only rational 
answer seems to be ‘no’. I believe p, believe q, believe r, … believe n, but I 
do not believe that (p, q, r, … n). This is incoherent, and thus could seem 
irrational. Yet I also seem to be blameless.

However, I am not irrational. Rather, the knowledge of my own fal‑
libility defeats my first‑order evidential reason for believing (p, q, r, … n). 
That is, I lack sufficient reason to believe this conjunction. My fallibility 
gives me a reason for doubting the conjunction, but it does not give me 
decisive reason against believing each individual conjunct when consid‑
ering my reasons for believing each one separately. Therefore, there are 
rational cases of doxastic incoherence. This is because I am rational in 
holding incoherent doxastic attitudes in some cases of higher‑order defeat. 
So although I am blameless in such cases for my incoherence, these are not 
cases of blameless irrationality.

Other cases of higher‑order defeat are more challenging. Consider cases in 
which you have (misleading) evidence about what your first‑order evidence 
justifies. For example, suppose your scientific supervisor is a renowned 
expert about p‑related issues. You and your supervisor together inquire 
into whether p, but you fail to gather evidence that would be sufficient for 
justifying the belief that p. However, your epistemically superior supervisor 
then tells you – to your surprise and mistakenly – that you did uncover suf‑
ficient evidence for p. It seems that, given your supervisor’s testimony and 
their epistemic authority, you should believe that your evidence sufficiently 
supports p. Yet at the same time, given only your first‑order evidence, you 

Is S responsible for their attitude a?

yes no

Is S rational or irrational in holding a? S is exempted

S is irrational S is rational

Is S excused for holding a? S is blameless for a S is blameless for a

no yes

S is blameworthy for a S is blameless for a

Figure 3.1  Rationality and blame
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should not believe p. It seems that, given your overall epistemic reasons, 
you should not believe p (you lack sufficient evidence) and believe that 
your epistemic reasons are sufficient for believing p (this is what your su‑
pervisor’s testimony supports). If you believe this, then you seem incoher‑
ent, and irrational. Yet you seem to respond correctly to your reasons, and 
thus you’re blameless. There is no reason to suppose that this is a case of 
pathology, and so you are still responsible for your irrationality. Thus, this 
seems to be a case of blameless irrationalityRESP that does not consist in a 
failure to respond correctly to reasons, but merely in being incoherent.

Such cases are controversial. In the present case, it is unclear whether 
believing your supervisor is the correct response to your reasons. Maybe 
you should instead suspend judgment until you understand your supervi‑
sor’s reasons for telling you that the evidence sufficiently supports p. If the 
supervisor cannot provide you with reasons for believing this about your 
evidence, then you might be rational in not believing what they tell you, 
despite their general epistemic authority. However, if the reason why you 
lack sufficient first‑order evidence for believing p is merely that it is dif‑
ficult for you to evaluate your first‑order evidence due to your own lack 
of expertise, then the testimony of your epistemic superior might support 
believing that you have sufficient evidence for p and believing p. In any 
case, your reasons do not require you to have an incoherent set of beliefs 
(see Lord 2018: 59–60).

This brief discussion provides us with a recipe against counterexamples 
to the argument from responsibility. In any case in which you seem to be 
responsible for irrationality while being blameless (although you’re not 
excused), you either fail to respond correctly to your reasons after all, and 
so you’re after all blameworthy for your incoherent attitudes, or else you 
are in fact rational, because there are some rational incoherences, as in the 
preface paradox.23

While I cannot argue that all counterexamples end up in one of these 
two horns, I have outlined a general dilemma for objections to (4). The 
objection was that there are some cases of blameless irrationalityRESP which 
aren’t failures of reasons‑responsiveness. I have suggested that such cases 
either count as failures of reasons‑responsiveness or else that they are not 
plausibly cases of irrationalityRESP. As long as we hold fixed the intuition 
that irrationality is a serious failing that deserves criticism absent excuse 
or exemption, then there are no cases of blameless irrationalityRESP that 
cannot be explained by excuses. Instead, all inexcusable irrationalityRESP 
implies blameworthiness.

3.6	 The Coherentist’s Replies

Defenders of rationality as coherence à la Broome could react to the argu‑
ment from responsibility in two ways. First, they could argue that their 
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theory does not focus on rationalityRESP, but rather includes cases of ir‑
rationality for which we are not responsible, like severely pathological 
phobias or severely delusional beliefs that are incoherent, as well as more 
mundane cases of incoherence that aren’t very serious failures deserving of 
blame or personal criticism. However, then their dispute with theories of 
rationality as reasons‑responsiveness would turn out to be only apparent. 
This would reveal that the two kinds of theories just focus on properties 
that are not co‑extensive, thus talking past each other.

In a sense, reasons‑responsivists can of course allow for severely patho‑
logical cases of irrationality: if you’re stuck with a belief even though your 
evidence speaks clearly against it, there is an obvious sense in which you 
don’t respond correctly to your evidential reasons, and we might call this 
irrational. My point here is that it wouldn’t be your failure that you don’t 
respond to your reasons – you wouldn’t be responsible for being stuck with 
this belief that isn’t supported by your evidence. Importantly for the pre‑
sent context, your irrationality wouldn’t be blameworthy, since you aren’t 
even responsible for this irrationality: there is no normative requirement 
here to be rational. This is why I prefer the term ‘arational’ for such cases. 
Since reasons‑responsivists defend the categorical normativity of rational‑
ity, they must exclude severe pathologies (see Chapter 3.3, and Kiesewetter 
2017: 100): it doesn’t make sense to normatively expect the believer who is 
unresponsive to evidence to revise their unsupported belief, and to blame 
them if they don’t live up to such an unwarranted expectation.

Alternatively, coherentists à la Broome could restrict their theory to (in)
coherences for which we are responsible, and which deserve blame absent 
excuse—that is, to rationalityRESP. However, given the argument from re‑
sponsibility, this would commit them to the view that whenever we are in‑
coherent (in the relevant sense), we fail to respond correctly to our reasons. 
Of course, they could still deny the other conditional: we might sometimes 
be coherent but fail to respond correctly to our reasons (as when we fail to 
take up easily available perceptual evidence but nevertheless hold a coher‑
ent set of beliefs). I’ll return to this view briefly in the next subchapter, and 
point out that it rests on some idea of ‘the Given’.

Finally, coherentists could deny that we ought to respond only to the rea‑
sons that we possess or that are available to us. They would then commit to 
objectivism about reasons (see Chapter 3.1), thereby implying that norma‑
tivity and substantive rationality come apart, since the latter supervenes on 
the mental while the former doesn’t (Broome 2020). However, if this was 
the only significant difference between rationality as responding correctly to 
reasons and rationality as mental coherence, then we can, at least for pre‑
sent purposes, bypass the dispute by focusing on cases in which the reasons 
that are relevant for what we ought to do are possessed or available. And of 
course, theorists of substantive rationality could also deny the normativity 
of substantive rationality by opting for objectivism about reasons.
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In sum, if the argument from responsibility is sound, then theories of ra‑
tionality as coherence and theories of rationality as reasons‑responsiveness 
either (a) do not talk about the same property (since the latter mean to fo‑
cus on rationalityRESP) or (b) their dispute comes down to a dispute between 
subjectivism or objectivism about reasons. As I have argued, we should 
focus on rationalityRESP when we are interested in rational requirements: 
rationality does not require anything if we are not directly responsible for 
complying with rational requirements. I thereby rule out the kind of prop‑
erty that some coherentists might be interested in, who can, given their fo‑
cus, plausibly deny that we are responsible for (ir)rationality in their sense. 
This sense might include severely pathological cases and cases of harmless 
incoherence. Furthermore, we can, for present purposes, bypass the dis‑
pute between objectivism and subjectivism about reasons by focusing on 
cases where the relevant reasons are possessed by the subjects.24

3.7	 The Disputes about Rationality

Up to now, I have considered three possible ways of contrasting theo‑
ries of rationality as coherence with theories of rationality as reasons‑
responsiveness: first, coherentists can be concerned with all kinds of (ir)
rationality, including severely pathological forms of (ir)rationality and 
cases of harmless incoherence, while reasons‑responsivists must restrict 
themselves to instances of serious (ir)rationality for which we are directly 
responsible (to make sense of normative requirements to be rational); sec‑
ond, coherentists could be objectivists about reasons (and subjectivists 
about rationality), while reasons‑responsivists must be subjectivists about 
reasons if they wish to capture the ideas that rationality supervenes on the 
mental and that it has normative authority (see Chapter 3.1); third, coher‑
entists must argue that some irrational incoherences are not just reducible 
to failures to respond correctly to reasons, while reasons‑responsivists 
must reduce all irrationalRESP incoherences to failures to respond to rea‑
sons. Is there another way of contrasting these two positions in the cur‑
rent debate?

We might understand these positions as having different views about 
the ‘Myth of the Given’ (Sellars 1956). Reasons‑responsivist accounts tend 
to understand reasons as facts in the external world that are accessible to 
the subject, and which are thus, as Kiesewetter (2017: 173) puts it, part 
of the subject’s “total phenomenal state”: the facts must be perceived, in‑
trospected, remembered by the subject, or be the content of a subject’s 
seeming or the subject’s intuition in order to be relevant for the subject’s 
rationality. However, one might worry that, if these facts are perceived or 
remembered but not believed, then it is unclear how they can justify belief. 
It might seem that facts can serve as reasons for belief only if one believes 
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these facts. What renders our beliefs rational are then just our other be‑
liefs about facts, even according to the reasons‑responsivist account of 
rationality. But this would make reasons‑responsivism collapse into co‑
herentism.25 To avoid this collapse, reasons‑responsivists must maintain 
that facts accessible in perception are already conceptually structured, and 
that this enables them to justify and rationalize beliefs (McDowell 1994; 
Siegel 2017). That is, reasons‑responsivists must accept some version of 
‘the Given’ as normative foundation for our beliefs. So the debate about 
rationality might remind us of the classical epistemological dispute be‑
tween foundationalism and coherentism about the structure of epistemic 
justification (Bonjour 1999).26

This brief discussion provides us with a pluralist diagnosis of the dispute 
between reasons‑responsivism and coherentism about rationality. It shows 
us that the contrast between reasons‑responsivist and coherentist accounts 
of rationality is far from straightforward, and that we can attempt to draw 
it by appealing to very different kinds of philosophical questions that hide 
in the background:

a	 Should we count pathological attitudes and harmless cases of inco‑
herence as irrational (or rather as arational or, respectively, merely 
incoherent)?

b	 Are only available or possessed reasons relevant for what we ought to 
believe, desire, feel, and intend (subjectivism versus objectivism)?

c	 Are there cases of irrationalRESP incoherence that are not reducible to 
failures to respond correctly to one’s available or possessed reasons 
(coherentism or dualism versus reasons‑responsivism)?

d	 Can only facts that are believed be relevant for an attitude’s rationality 
(traditional coherentism versus traditional foundationalism)?

Concerning (a), the coherentist can answer ‘yes’ if they do not want to 
focus only on rationalityRESP. However, it follows trivially from this posi‑
tion that one ought not always be rational, because severely pathologi‑
cal attitudes are not subject to any normative requirements, and cases of 
harmless incoherence aren’t in any way criticizable or blameworthy. This 
would simply avoid any substantial debate with the reasons‑responsivist. 
Concerning (b), reasons‑responsivists must say ‘yes’ insofar as they want 
to preserve both the intuition that rationality supervenes on the mental and 
that rationality is normative. They must commit to subjectivism about rea‑
sons. Here the dispute with the coherentist comes down to a debate about 
whether reasons are objective or subjective, in the relevant sense. Concern‑
ing (c), the reasons‑responsivist must argue that any irrationalRESP inco‑
herence implies either a failure to respond to reasons, or is not a case of 
irrationalityRESP, so that some incoherences are rationalRESP. Alternatively, 
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if one endorses that there is a structural kind of rationality, then one has 
to at least argue that this structural kind of rationality matters in its own 
way and isn’t reducible to responding correctly to reasons (Worsnip 2021). 
Concerning (d), the reasons‑responsivist seems to be committed to answer‑
ing ‘no’, and thus to a version of foundationalism. For otherwise the posi‑
tion would just collapse into coherentism. Here the dispute comes down to 
the old debate about ‘the Given’.

This reveals that many philosophical issues are lurking in the background 
of the current discussions about rationality – issues which should be kept 
apart in order to clarify the nature of the dispute between coherentism and 
reasons‑responsivism. This dispute can have its sources in quite different 
philosophical disagreements, and so it’s questionable whether there is just 
one philosophical debate about rationality. Rather, there are several de‑
bates about different issues, which we would do well to keep apart.

For the present purposes, it is enough that I have justified the restriction 
of my use of ‘(ir)rational’ to cases in which we are responsible for (ir)ra‑
tionality. This restriction implies that any irrationality worthy of the name 
implies a failure to respond correctly to reasons.

Crucially, the argument from responsibility assumes that our respon‑
sibility for complying with rational requirements is grounded in reasons‑
responsiveness – which was premise (2) of the argument from responsibility. 
The remainder of the book supplements this argument by defending the 
view that the relevant capacity C in principle NC when the relevant norms 
N are rational requirements is indeed our capacity to respond to reasons 
of the right kind. Trivially, what grounds our direct responsibility for ra‑
tionality is not our ability to control our mind indirectly by means of our 
actions. For this capacity merely explains why we are sometimes respon‑
sible for managing our mental life by responding to wrong‑kind reasons. 
It does not explain our direct responsibility to rational requirements, and 
thus does not ground our direct responsibility for rationality. The main 
question I pose is therefore whether we are ever directly responsible for 
responding to our right‑kind reasons for attitudes. I defend the view that 
we are.

I will remain neutral about questions (b) and (d). If the answer to (b) was 
‘no’ – if objectivism about normative reasons and ‘ought’ was true – then 
rationality would be normative only if the relevant reasons are available or 
possessed by the subject (see Chapter 3.1). I am fine with this. If the answer 
to (d) was ‘yes’ – if ‘the Given’ is indeed a myth – then there is no substan‑
tial difference between my version of reasons‑responsivism and coherent‑
ism. For then a subject’s reasons would render a belief rational only if these 
reasons are believed by the subject. Yet both views on rationality would 
imply that rationality is normative, at least when the relevant reasons are 
believed. I can thus remain non‑committal about (b) and (d).



Rationality and Reasons  65

However, I commit to a view about (c), since I claim that all incoher‑
ences that are irrationalRESP imply a failure to respond to reasons. I have 
discussed how we can defend this view by appealing to the idea that any 
blameless irrationalityRESP lacks the characteristic sting of our irrationality 
ascriptions. If the reader isn’t fully convinced by my argument, then the 
rest of the book can be read as defending the normativity of substantive 
rationality against a new challenge, thereby further developing reasons‑
responsivist accounts in the light of recent debates.

Furthermore, insofar as we are interested in the normativity of coher‑
ence, we should also be interested in the normativity of right‑kind reasons. 
This is because if coherence is to be normative, it must sometimes provide 
us with right‑kind reasons for certain responses. For instance, Worsnip 
(2021) argues that coherence provides is with right‑kind reasons for struc‑
turing our deliberations, and according to Eva Schmidt (2023), incoherence 
provides us with right‑kind reasons for suspending judgment. If right‑kind 
reasons weren’t genuinely normative reasons, then their arguments won’t 
do to defend the normativity of (in)coherence. Any theorist of rational‑
ity will thus have an interest in the normativity of right‑kind reasons, for 
any defense of the normativity of rationality must appeal to the idea that 
rationality provides us with right‑kind reasons. Since the remainder of this 
book will be about the normativity of right‑kind reasons, it will also be of 
interest to anyone interested in the normativity of coherence.27

3.8	 Summary and Outlook

This chapter has presented an argument that irrationality, at least in the 
cases where we are responsible for being (ir)rational, implies a failure to re‑
spond correctly to one’s available or possessed right‑kind reasons for atti‑
tudes. It follows that if you respond correctly to these reasons, then you’re 
rational. This was the argument from responsibility. One premise is that 
we are responsible for (ir)rationality in virtue of our capacity to respond 
to reasons. The remainder of the book will defend this premise: reasons‑
responsiveness can ground a direct responsibility to rational requirements. 
I argue for this premise by showing that various blaming responses can be 
appropriate when someone fails to respond correctly to right‑kind reasons. 
The appropriateness of blaming responses implies that one is responsible 
for one’s failure of not responding correctly to one’s right‑kind reasons. 
Therefore, our ability of reasons‑responsiveness is a plausible ground for 
direct responsibility for attitudes. This justifies premise (2) of the argument 
from responsibility. The argument therefore allows us to conclude that 
irrationalityRESP is a serious failure: it implies the violation of a genuinely 
normative requirement to be rational; for failing to respond correctly to 
right‑kind reasons makes one blameworthy absent excuse.
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In the next chapter, we will dive into epistemology and consider recent 
doubts about the normativity of epistemic rationality  –  doubts coming 
from views that argue that epistemic reasons are ‘not genuinely norma‑
tive’. Such doubts turn out to be the main motivation for Indirect Volun‑
tarism: if rationality is not normative, because right‑kind reasons aren’t 
normative, then we lack our initial motivation for assuming direct respon‑
sibility for attitudes; all the remaining indirect attitudinal responsibility 
could plausibly be derived from responsibility for actions and omissions, 
which are clearly subject to normative requirements (i.e., they are subject 
at least to those of prudence and morality).

We can now see how the problem of mental responsibility breaks 
down to the debate about whether rationality is normative. If rationality 
weren’t normative because right‑kind reasons weren’t normative, then 
Indirect Voluntarism would be plausible. Our intuition that we are re‑
sponsible to rational requirements could no longer be motivated by the 
thought that we’re blameworthy merely for being irrational, since then 
failing to respond correctly to right‑kind reasons wouldn’t be a mistake 
worthy of blame or serious criticism. By contrast, if rationality is norma‑
tive because right‑kind reasons are normative, then Indirect Voluntarism 
must be false: we could be legitimately blamed for irrationality insofar 
as irrationality implies a failure to respond correctly to right‑kind rea‑
sons. We could leave it open whether this blameworthiness presupposes 
a genuine kind of direct non‑voluntary control over attitudes, since ex‑
ercising reasons‑responsiveness might not be exercising a genuine kind 
of control.

I conclude the first part of this book with the claim that it is the nor‑
mativity of rational requirements, and so the normativity of right‑kind 
reasons, that creates the problem of mental responsibility. To develop an 
answer to this problem, we must first understand why the normativity 
right‑kind reasons could become questionable. The next chapter works out 
this new challenge for the normativity of rationality, focusing on epistemic 
rationality. The task of this book is to understand this specific kind of re‑
sponsibility to rationality, which will require us to better understand the 
normativity of right‑kind reasons for attitudes.

Notes

	 1	 The wide‑scope versions of the standards mentioned above would be ‘you 
ought to [not believe that you have sufficient evidence for p or believe that p]’, 
‘you ought to [not believe that you ought to φ or intend to φ]’, and ‘you ought 
to [not believe that you ought to φ or not believe that ψing is a necessary means 
to φing or intend to ψ]’ (cf. Kiesewetter 2017: 88). What is peculiar about these 
standards is that they can be satisfied in more than one way – i.e., by giving up 
or adopting one of the attitudes mentioned in the standard.
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	 2	 Another problem for the normativity of coherence is what the reason is that 
such structural requirements provide us with (Kolodny 2005: 547–551; 
Kiesewetter 2017: chapter 5): is coherence non‑derivatively normative, or does 
it derive its normativity from being conducive to some other value?

	 3	 The distinction between propositional and doxastic rationality shows that I 
can believe what my evidence supports while being blameworthy because of 
the way I formed the belief: that is, it seems to open the space for cases of 
blameworthy norm compliance. Such cases might give rise to the worry that 
blameworthiness and norm‑compliance must be detached radically from one 
another (see Lasonen‑Aarnio forthcoming: chapter 6; cf. also Luvisotto 2022). 
My definition of “blameworthiness” in Chapter 2.4, which states that norm 
violation is a necessary condition on blameworthiness, would be in trouble. 
However, we can maintain the connection between blameworthiness and norm 
violations by focusing on doxastic rationality, and more generally by consid‑
ering responding correctly to reasons for actions and attitudes as the central 
deliberative norm: if we focus on norms of rationality in this sense, then there 
are no cases of blameworthy norm compliance. To take up Lasonen‑Aarnio’s 
terminology, we can say that a person who responds correctly to their reasons 
thereby manifests success‑conducive dispositions.

	 4	 See Kiesewetter (2017: chapter 8) and Lord (2018: chapter 8). See Broome 
(2020) for an argument that normativity is not about available or possessed 
reasons, while rationality is. See Kiesewetter (2020) for a reply that normativity 
is also concerned with possessed or available reasons, just as rationality.

	 5	 Cf. “substantive rationality requires structural rationality” (Wedgwood 2023: 
76, italics in original). For Wedgwood, this is because rationality is a matter of 
holistic coherence with “the Given”: if you hold incoherent attitudes, then your 
overall mental state (including also your non‑attitudinal perceptions, memo‑
ries, certain beliefs you held in the past, etc.) won’t be perfectly coherent, and 
so you won’t be ideally substantively rational. The argument I develop reveals 
another sense in which substantive rationality requires structural rationality: 
insofar as structural irrationality is taken to imply serious criticizability (absent 
excuse), it must also involves a failure of reasons‑responsiveness.

	 6	 The label has its origin in a specific debate about fitting‑attitude accounts 
of value (cf. Rabinowicz and Rønnow‑Rasmussen 2004). See Gertken and 
Kiesewetter (2017) for a detailed discussion of the distinction.

	 7	 Recent discussions question whether epistemic rationality is distinctive of be‑
lief by arguing that also actions are evaluable in terms of epistemic rationality 
(see Flores and Woodard 2023; but see Arpaly 2023 for pushback). I do not 
deny this. Importantly, however, evaluating attitudes such as desire or intention 
and most actions doesn’t primarily happen in terms of epistemic rationality. 
At the very least, epistemic rationality is distinctive of belief and maybe some 
distinctively intellectual actions, such as assertion and inquiry. What I think 
we should avoid is that all kinds of actions become subject to epistemic ration‑
ality just because they can downstream impair one’s epistemic performance. 
Boozing or not getting enough sleep can be practically, but not epistemically, 
irrational.

	 8	 Schroeder (2021) calls these two features ‘earmarks’ of right‑kind reasons, 
thereby avoiding a commitment to necessary conditions. This is partly because 
one might worry that one cannot respond to all right‑kind reasons, such as 
in the famous surprise‑party cases (Schroeder 2007). However, as I suggest in 
Schmidt (2022), we should accept that something is a normative reason for a 
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person only if this person can, in one way or another, respond to that reason 
(I call this ‘the weakest possible version of the motivational constraint on rea‑
sons’). For otherwise we blur the line between the evaluative (what is good) and 
the normative (what we have reason to do, believe, etc.).

	 9	 See Wedgwood (2002) on belief ‘aiming at truth’.
	10	 The reason to drink the toxin in Kavka’s toxin puzzle (1983) is state‑given in 

this sense.
	11	 Pragmatists will disagree about when the value of a belief provides a practical 

reason for this belief. Moderate pragmatist views, as presented by McCormick 
(2015), would argue that it is not a reason for this belief if all your evidence 
speaks against the existence of guardian angels. More radical pragmatists, like 
Rinard (2015, 2017, 2022), argue that every consideration indicating the value 
of an attitude is a practical reason for this attitude. Reisner (2008) and Howard 
(2020) think that evidence becomes irrelevant when the belief is sufficiently 
important.

	12	 Cf. esp. Shah (2006) and Hieronymi (2006). According to these positions, 
state‑given considerations could still be evidence for evaluative claims about 
mental states and thus provide us with epistemic reasons, for instance, to be‑
lieve that a certain mental state M is valuable. But they are not thereby reasons 
for M, but rather to believe that M is valuable, or to desire M, or to bring about 
M, etc.

	13	 Cf. Leary (2017: 537–540), McCormick (2018: 641), Reisner (2009: 269–270, 
2018: 722), and Rinard (2015, 2019a: 1939–1944, 2019b: 775). Vahid (2022) 
has recently objected to a related strategy by the new pragmatists which claims 
that beliefs are merely caused by evidence but not based on evidence, so that 
the only proper bases for belief turn out to be practical reasons. I discuss this 
strategy in Schmidt (2022: 1799–1801), where I point out that it presupposes 
the indirect control strategy mentioned above: if the latter strategy fails, then 
the former fails as well.

	14	 For related recent diagnoses of the dialectic between evidentialism and prag‑
matism about reasons for belief, see Arpaly (2023) as well as Kelly and Cohen 
(2024).

	15	 Kolodny (2005: 551) pointed out that facts about an attitude’s coherence 
would be state‑given reasons and thus wrong‑kind reason for the attitude. He 
took this to be an argument against the existence of (normative) coherence 
requirements. Contrast Eva Schmidt’s (2023) proposal that incoherence is a 
state‑given yet right‑kind reason for suspension, and Worsnip’s (2021) pro‑
posal that coherence is a right‑kind reason for structuring one’s deliberations 
in certain ways.

	16	 My initial formulation of this principle in Schmidt (2020b) mentioned a 
‘successful’ exercise of C instead of a correct exercise. This formulation was 
misleading. You might exercise a capacity successfully but in a way that is in‑
correct, which could make you blameworthy. For instance, you might be said 
to exercise your capacity for moral agency successfully by intending to break 
a promise and then successfully breaking the promise, which would make you 
blameworthy. Although successful, this is not a correct exercise of your capac‑
ity for moral agency, since the correctness of exercising moral agency is deter‑
mined by moral requirements.

	17	 However, see Chapter 3.7, where I point out that the position that “the Given” 
is a myth – i.e., the view that non‑attitudinal states like perceptions cannot pro‑
vide reasons if you don’t believe their contents – would collapse the distinction 
between structural and substantive rationality.
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	18	 Ernst (2020) argues that one is irrational if one doesn’t respond correctly to be‑
liefs about normative facts, e.g., when one fails to believe that there’s a reason 
against performing an action while also believing that this action causes pain. 
This is not a common use of the term ‘irrational’ in the current debate. For the 
subject might not be in a position to know about the connection between the 
pain and the normative fact that this pain is a reason not to perform an ac‑
tion. For instance, they might have been indoctrinated so that they believe that 
the pain of certain individuals doesn’t normatively matter. The subject could 
then be rational both in the sense of coherence and in the sense of respond‑
ing correctly to all their available or possessed reasons: due to indoctrination, 
they might not have easy epistemic access to the connection between the pain 
and the normative fact. If they’re nevertheless blameworthy for their failure 
to believe that there’s a reason against the action that causes pain, then Ernst 
might have to commit to a kind of externalism about blameworthiness: even 
if a person wasn’t in a position to know that their action is wrong, they could 
still be blameworthy for not responding correctly to their beliefs about norma‑
tive facts. I object against this view in Chapter 6.5. Alternatively, Ernst could 
hold that human beings are always in a position to know that pain is a reason 
against performing actions that cause it. If that was empirically plausible, then 
the irrationality Ernst identifies would, as an empirical matter of fact, always 
be substantively irrational in the sense common to the debate. However, this 
claim could be subject to empirical refutation. A similar claim has been upheld 
by Arpaly and Schroeder (2014: 183), who note that a historical slave master 
always can come up with the right conclusion that what he’s doing to his slave 
is wrong. This claim seems empirical to me.

	19	 See Kiesewetter (2017: chapters 9–10) and Lord (2018: chapter 2) for extensive 
attempts to reduce coherence requirements of rationality to requirements to 
respond correctly to reasons. See Worsnip (2021) for an extensive reply.

	20	 However, I don’t wish to deny that pathologies are sometimes reasons‑
responsive (see Hubacher Haerle 2023), which is why I talk, a bit artificially, 
about ‘severe’ pathologies to refer to those who aren’t sufficiently reasons‑
responsive to be properly rationally evaluable.

	21	 There is a recent debate about whether the category of epistemic blameless‑
ness or epistemic excusability can really help externalists against the ‘New Evil 
Demon Problem’, which consists in explaining from an externalist perspec‑
tive why a subject A who is systematically deceived seems, from an epistemic 
point of view, to be doing as well as another subject B who isn’t deceived 
but is otherwise identical to A, without saying that A and B are equally epis‑
temically justified. For recent externalist replies, see Littlejohn (forthcoming) 
and Williamson (forthcoming). For more critical voices and further discus‑
sions, see Ballarini (2022), Boult (2017), Gerken (2011), Greco (2019), and  
Madison (2018).

	22	 See Flores and Woodard (2023: 2558, 2561) for similar and further proposals 
of epistemic excuses. I deny that a practical justification is an epistemic excuse: 
one can still be blameworthy when epistemic and practical reasons conflict (see 
Chapter 5 and Schmidt forthcoming c).

	23	 For more on rational incoherence, see Field (forthcoming).
	24	 I suggest in Schmidt (2020b) that issues of responsibility are also central to 

the dispute about subjectivism and objectivism about reasons, as well as about 
whether rationality supervenes on the mental. I leave out my argument for 
this further claim here, which is of no direct relevance to my argument in this 
chapter.
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	25	 Wedgwood (2017: 12) argues that the distinction between rationality as men‑
tal coherence and rationality as responding correctly to reasons is “illusory”. 
However, coherence amongst your attitudes could plausibly differ from coher‑
ence amongst your attitudes and your possessed reasons (to which you need 
not take any attitude). See also Worsnip (2021: 11–17) on why Wedgwood’s 
point relies on a notion of coherence that is too broad to capture the idea of 
structural rationality which is concerned with the former, narrower kind of 
coherence. In his recent work, Wedgwood (2023) clearly commits to the view 
that non‑doxastic mental states affect the rationality of belief, and so explic‑
itly rejects pure coherentism. His broader conception of ‘coherence’ is roughly 
equal with the notion of responding correctly to reasons (which go beyond the 
reasons that are believed). He has by now revised his view that the distinction 
is “illusory” (see Wedgwood 2023: 75–76). Yet Wedgwood still emphasizes 
that the distinction is misleading since substantive rationality also concerns the 
coherence of one’s overall mental states, including non‑doxastic ones, and so is 
a kind of coherence in a broader sense. I agree.

	26	 For some explicit connection with this debate see Daoust (forthcoming).
	27	 It could in principle be argued that there is always a wrong‑kind reason to be 

coherent. But this is implausible because wrong‑kind reasons paradigmatically 
indicate the practical value of an attitude—and holding coherent attitudes isn’t 
always practically valuable.
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4	 A Neglected Challenge for 
the Normativity of Epistemic 
Rationality

Faced with a choice between epistemic indiscretion and personal or public disas‑
ter, […] we find it natural to side with prudence. The intellectual saint blind to 
the consequences of an intemperate regard for epistemic virtue is a comic figure.

John Heil, “Believing Reasonably” (1992: 48)

The first part of this book has argued that the problem of mental responsi‑
bility comes down to a problem about the normativity of rationality. The 
problem is not how we can be responsible for our attitudes given that we 
cannot choose our attitudes. For this problem can easily be solved by ap‑
pealing to indirect control over attitudes. Instead, the problem is how we 
can be directly responsible for our attitudes, given that we are sometimes 
irrational merely in virtue of holding certain attitudes. As we saw in the 
last chapters, the charge of irrationality intuitively implies a serious form 
of personal criticism or blame. And yet irrationality ascriptions are often 
independent of how a person has managed her mental life. Instead, they 
imply that she did not respond correctly to her reasons for attitudes. It 
seems that this already implies the normativity of rationality. For surely 
responding correctly to reasons is what we ought to do.

However, the normativity of rationality does not immediately follow 
from a conception of rationality as reasons‑responsiveness. Recently, there 
have been doubts about whether reasons of the right kind are genuinely 
normative reasons.1 If right‑kind reasons are not genuinely normative rea‑
sons insofar as they lack the characteristic normative authority associated 
with such reasons, then rationality, understood as correctly responding to 
right‑kind reasons, cannot get any normative authority from right‑kind 
reasons. Therefore, a neglected challenge for the normativity of rationality 
arises from recent skepticism about the normativity of right‑kind reasons.

In this chapter, I will focus on skepticism about the normativity of epis-
temic reasons, which comes from pragmatist and instrumentalist accounts 
of reasons for belief. Susanna Rinard (2015: 219), for instance, argues 
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“that only pragmatic considerations are genuine reasons for belief. That 
is, purely evidential considerations – evidential considerations that are not 
also pragmatic reasons  –  do not constitute reasons for belief”. Asbjørn 
Steglich‑Petersen and Mattias Skipper argue “that evidence for p speaks 
in favor of believing p only in contexts where there is a practical reason 
to pursue the aim of coming to a true belief as to whether p” (2019: 9), 
and that therefore “it is strictly speaking false to say that evidence by itself 
constitutes a normative reason for belief” (2020: 114). Similarly, Barry 
Maguire and Jack Woods (2020) have compared epistemic requirements 
with rules of games: we only have a reason to comply with each if we have 
a practical (prudential or moral) reason to engage in the relevant practice. 
That is, I have a reason to move a chess piece according to the rules only if 
I have a practical reason to play chess; analogously, they argue that I have 
a reason to believe that p only if I have a practical reason to play what 
Maguire and Woods call “the game of belief”.2

I assume here that purely evidential considerations – that is, considera‑
tions indicating the truth of a proposition – provide us with epistemic rea‑
sons. I thus focus on object‑given reasons for belief, that is, those reasons 
bearing on the truth of a proposition, which are clear‑cut reasons of the 
right kind for belief. One might think that epistemic reasons are not just 
object‑given, but that state‑given reasons concerning the value of holding 
or not holding a belief are also relevant to epistemic rationality (see Chap‑
ter 3.2). However, I will not rely on the possibility of state‑given reasons 
of the right kind. Instead, I will argue (in Chapter 5) that purely evidential 
considerations have normative significance by themselves, even in cases 
where there is no state‑given reason for holding a belief, and even in cases 
where reasons of the wrong kind seem to pull in another direction. This 
strategy allows me to defend the normativity of rationality without in‑
volving controversial claims about state‑given reasons being relevant to 
epistemic rationality. My hope is that this will be more convincing dia‑
lectically, that is, within the context of the recent debates on reasons and 
rationality.

First, however, the task is to understand the challenge that is posed to 
the normativity of rationality, and thereby to the idea of direct respon‑
sibility for holding (ir)rational attitudes, by the epistemologists quoted 
above, who doubt the normativity of epistemic reasons. The problem 
cases for the normativity of epistemic rationality, understood as imply‑
ing responding correctly to epistemic reasons, are twofold: cases of trivial 
belief and cases of epistemic‑practical conflict. These cases give rise to a 
neglected problem for the normativity of epistemic rationality: that epis‑
temic reasons might fail to be genuinely normative reasons. This challenge 
has been largely ignored in the literature on rationality. Furthermore, it 
has been overlooked that this challenge bears on the discussion about 
responsibility for belief.
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I begin by introducing the challenge arising from trivial belief by means 
of the familiar clutter avoidance problem (Chapters 4.1 and 4.2), before 
turning to the challenge arising from normative conflict cases (Chapters 4.3 
and 4.4). I will then carve out a common denominator of both challenges: 
the possibility of epistemic blame (Chapter 4.5). I then contextualize the 
neglected challenge within the current debate on the normativity of ration‑
ality (Chapter 4.6). Finally, I summarize (Chapter 4.7). Chapter 5 then 
replies to the challenge by defending the possibility of epistemic blame. 
This will also allow us to refute Indirect Voluntarism by establishing that 
we are directly responsible for holding (ir)rational beliefs.

4.1	 Clutter Avoidance

Epistemic rationality requires of us, very roughly, that we believe what 
we have sufficient evidence for, and that we refrain from believing what 
we lack sufficient evidence for. This initial formulation leads to a familiar 
problem. Consider, first, the following requirement:

(EN) One ought to believe everything that is sufficiently supported by 
one’s evidence.

Gilbert Harman (1986: 12) points out that (EN) implies that we should 
clutter our minds with uninteresting implications of our beliefs. My cur‑
rent belief‑stock implies the proposition that [I am sitting in my office 
or the moon is made of cheese or there is no coronavirus or there is no 
human‑induced climate change or …]. This disjunctive proposition is true 
right now while I am sitting in my office. It is true because the first claim, 
that I am sitting in my office, is true. At the same time, it seems that I do 
not always believe this disjunctive proposition while I am sitting in my 
office. Most importantly, it seems that I would not be blameworthy or 
criticizable in any sense for not believing such disjunctive propositions. It 
follows, so it seems, that there is no unconditional norm to believe every‑
thing that is sufficiently supported by my evidence.

One might doubt that I do not believe the disjunctive proposition. For 
if I am asked whether I believe it, and I understand the content of the 
proposition, I will reply that I do believe it. However, even if one thinks 
that we believe all those disjunctive propositions, one will agree that we 
do not believe all the implications of our current belief‑stock, like certain 
mathematical or logical implications that are just too hard to figure out. 
That we do not believe those implications does not make us blameworthy 
or criticizable in any sense. Furthermore, we can imagine a case where I 
fail to believe such weird disjunctive propositions. Why on earth, we might 
ask, should any reasonable person care about this so much as to regard me 
as blameworthy for not believing them?
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In reaction to this, we might modify the epistemic requirement so that 
its violation more plausibly gives rise to serious criticism. We might pro‑
pose background conditions for when we are required to believe what our 
evidence sufficiently supports. These background conditions should fulfill 
two criteria:

a	 They must make it plausible that the subject is, at least normally or 
in paradigm cases of an epistemic norm violation, blameworthy or 
criticizable for not complying with the epistemic norm when the back‑
ground conditions are fulfilled.

b	 They should not render the norm practical rather than epistemic.

Call (a) the criterion of significance, and (b) the criterion of content. (b) 
makes sense as a criterion on epistemic requirements for our purposes be‑
cause the normativist wants to defend the normativity of a distinctively 
epistemic kind of rationality. But why (a)?

The guiding idea behind (a) is that the significance of a norm expresses 
itself in the reactive attitudes that we show toward violations of the norm. 
For instance, the significance of a moral requirement will make it often – in 
the absence of an excuse or exemption – appropriate to show resentment 
or indignation. These emotions are expressions of the normative signifi‑
cance we attach to the moral requirement because they are appropriate 
in the face of its violation. Similarly, if there are distinctively epistemic 
requirements that provide us with reasons for compliance, then we should 
expect there to be distinctively epistemic reactive attitudes that we show 
toward the violation of those epistemic requirements. In this vein, Antti 
Kauppinen (2018: 3) understands genuine norms (as contrasted with mere 
evaluative standards) as “rules that someone is accountable for conform‑
ing to in suitable circumstances”.

Here is an argument for (a). Why is it false that we should clutter our 
minds with all the implications of our beliefs? If we would accept that 
epistemic rationality requires us to clutter our minds, then we would con‑
stantly violate an epistemic requirement by not drawing all the implica‑
tions from our beliefs. However, this constant violation would have no 
further significance: we would not normally be blameworthy or criticizable 
for failing to believe what we epistemically ought to believe. The prob‑
lem with this is that the normative force of this ‘ought’ would then be 
mysterious: why comply with this norm if we cannot be held legitimately 
responsible for non‑compliance? The epistemic requirement would at best 
have the force of the norms of etiquette or the rules of a game: we can in‑
telligibly ask why we have a reason to comply with the norms of etiquette 
or rules of a game in a given situation. Such norms do not, by themselves, 
provide us with reasons. Thus, the best explanation of the intuitive appeal 
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of Harman’s clutter‑objection when it comes to trivial implications of our 
beliefs is that we assume that epistemic norms with normative significance 
would fulfill (a).3

I will return to the connection between epistemic reasons and epistemic 
blameworthiness in Chapter 5. For now, consider another strategy for find‑
ing a plausible requirement of epistemic rationality. Instead of proposing 
background conditions to (EN), we might rather argue that (EN) is not 
a central epistemic requirement at all. In response to Harman’s clutter‑
objection, we might argue that, although we are never blameworthy 
merely for failing to believe what our evidence sufficiently supports, there 
are other epistemic requirements that are purely evidential. Specifically, we 
might defend the following requirement of epistemic rationality:

(EN*) One ought not to believe what is not sufficiently supported by 
one’s evidence.

(EN*) is not confronted with Harman’s clutter‑objection: rather than re‑
quiring us to believe plenty of propositions we intuitively have no reason 
to believe, (EN*) merely prohibits us from having certain beliefs. Steglich‑
Petersen (2018) accepts (EN*) but denies (EN): he thinks that evidence 
alone determines the permissibility of belief (which beliefs I am epistemi‑
cally allowed to have), but he argues that evidence alone never gives us, 
as he puts it, “positive reason” to believe a certain proposition. Epistemic 
rationality, on this picture, determines the space of epistemic permissibil‑
ity, but it never requires a specific belief – rather, it merely prohibits certain 
beliefs (see also Whiting 2010, 2013).

However, appealing to a norm of permissibility like (EN*) instead of 
(EN) won’t help to defend the normativity of epistemic rationality against 
the challenge I spell out here. First, it seems that (EN*) should not be any 
more plausible to skeptics about the normativity of epistemic rationality 
than (EN). The norm that we ought to believe everything that is supported 
by our evidence faces the problem that it requires us to needlessly clutter 
our minds. The norm that we ought not to believe anything that is not suf‑
ficiently supported by our evidence faces the reverse problem: it would re‑
quire us not to have a lot of beliefs we, it seems, have no reason to give up.

For example, why should I give up evidentially unsupported but benefi‑
cial beliefs? We often overestimate our own abilities or the virtues of our 
significant others. Arguably, this can promote our self‑esteem (see Kelly 
2003) or benefit our relationships (see Stroud 2006). It seems that such 
beliefs are blameless as well. A general requirement not to believe what is 
insufficiently supported by one’s evidence seems too exclusive. And a re‑
quirement to believe anything that is sufficiently supported by our evidence 
seems too inclusive.
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Furthermore, cases of trivial belief pose the same problem for (EN*) 
as they pose for (EN). What if you believe, in the absence of sufficient 
evidence, that the celebrity gossip in this unreliable magazine is true? Why 
should it make sense for anyone to blame or criticize you for having this 
trivial belief, if we stipulate that your trivial belief will have no bad con‑
sequences? Such trivial propositions seem to pose a challenge to (EN*) as 
they do to (EN) – as I will illustrate in some more detail in Chapter 4.2.

One final clarificatory remark: I will call any form of blame that arises 
from the violation of a distinctively epistemic requirement –  i.e., an evi‑
dential requirement that does not mention any practical considerations – 
epistemic blame. That is, epistemic blame, if there is such a thing, is a 
kind of negative reaction that is appropriate in virtue of violations of re‑
quirements of a distinctively epistemic kind of rationality, given suitable 
non‑pragmatic background conditions (and, as we will see later, in the 
absence of an excuse or an exemption).

I now turn to the idea of background conditions on epistemic require‑
ments in some more detail to spell out a dilemma for the normativity of 
epistemic rationality.

4.2	 A Dilemma

One way of developing a background condition on (EN) that might pre‑
serve the normativity of epistemic rationality is presented by Benjamin 
Kiesewetter (2017: 184–185). He responds to Harman’s clutter‑objection 
by proposing that epistemic rationality requires us to believe p if p is suf‑
ficiently supported by one’s evidence and if one attends to p. According to 
this proposal, if I attend to a specific disjunctive proposition for which I 
have sufficient evidence, then I would be criticizable (because irrational) if 
I do not come to believe it. Thus, Kiesewetter concludes, there is a sense 
in which I ought to believe it as soon as I attend to it. Analogously, we 
could propose a background condition on (EN*) by saying that if we lack 
sufficient evidence for p and we attend to p, we ought not to believe p: we 
would be criticizable if we were to believe p; but we wouldn’t be criticiz‑
able for believing p if we never consciously considered p – we wouldn’t 
count as irrational for still believing p.4

It seems that Kiesewetter’s background condition, while doing a good 
job in fulfilling criterion (b), does not fulfill (a). There are cases where we 
attend to a proposition that is sufficiently supported by our evidence but 
where it would not, it seems, make much sense to regard us as blamewor‑
thy or criticizable if we, for whatever reason, do not believe it. Take a case 
in which I come across the latest celebrity gossip in a magazine that I know 
to be reliable, but I fail to believe the gossip. Assume again that having a 
belief about the matter is of no importance and that I do not care about 
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whether the gossip is true. Again, it seems that there is no obvious sense 
in which I am blameworthy, and that it is false that I ought to believe the 
gossip.5

It thus seems that if it does not matter whether we believe an evidentially 
well‑supported proposition, it is false that we ought to believe it. However, 
if we instead propose a background condition on sufficient evidence that 
implies that it always matters whether we comply with the epistemic re‑
quirement, we seem to end up violating criterion (b): if the requirement is 
only in place when it matters whether we comply with it, then, so it seems, 
the requirement is no longer distinctively epistemic. It thus seems that there 
is no background condition on requirements of epistemic rationality like 
(EN) and (EN*) that fulfills both (a) and (b). The normativist about epis‑
temic rationality is in a dilemma.

Let us provide this dilemma with additional support by considering a 
background condition that does not fulfill criterion (b). Steglich‑Petersen 
(2011), after discussing a case of a trivial belief that the subject is not re‑
quired to have although it is well‑supported by the subject’s evidence (23), 
presents the following partial analysis of reasons for belief:

Necessarily, if S has all‑things‑considered reason to form a belief about 
p, then [if S has epistemic reason to believe that p, S ought to believe 
that p] (24).

Here “epistemic reason” can be read as “sufficient evidence for p”. The 
conditional then states that

if one has an all‑things‑considered reason to form a belief about p, then 
one ought to believe what one’s evidence sufficiently supports.

The italicized if‑clause is Steglich‑Petersen’s background condition for the 
epistemic standard (EN). Steglich‑Petersen could analogously propose a 
background condition on (EN*):

if one has an all‑things‑considered reason to form a belief about p, then 
if p is not sufficiently supported by one’s evidence, one ought not to 
believe p.6

Steglich‑Petersen’s “all‑things‑considered reason to form a belief about p” 
can, for instance, be a reason for an action prior to the belief.7 “Forming 
a belief about p” might refer to the action of thinking about whether p: I 
may have more or less reason to think about whether something is true. I 
have some reason to think about whether there will be nice weather dur‑
ing the coming days, but I have no reason at all to think about the latest 
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celebrity gossip (I might even have reason to avoid such thinking). Thus, 
according to one plausible reading, the truth of “S ought to believe that 
p” in Steglich‑Petersen’s analysis is conditional on a practical reason for an 
action – for instance, the action of actively thinking about whether p. It 
says that if we have a reason to bring it about or to maintain that we have 
a (true)8 belief about p, and there is sufficient evidence for p, then we ought 
to believe that p.

Since we only have a reason to bring a belief about when it matters 
whether we have this belief, Steglich‑Petersen’s proposal does a good job 
fulfilling our criterion of significance. Yet his proposed background con‑
dition, and thus the proposed epistemic requirement, is no longer purely 
epistemic, because it includes a practical reason (for an action). His pro‑
posal thus fails to fulfill our criterion of content.9

Thus, while proposing non‑pragmatic background conditions on epis‑
temic requirements (à la Kiesewetter) apparently does not result in re‑
quirements that fulfill the criterion of significance, proposing a pragmatic 
background condition (à la Steglich‑Petersen) results in requirements that do 
not fulfill the criterion of content. If the normativist about epistemic ration‑
ality accepts the criterion of significance for epistemic requirements, then 
they have to defend the claim that compliance with epistemic requirements 
matters (in a sense) even if we do not equip these norms with a pragmatic 
background condition. Prima facie, it is difficult to see how distinctively 
epistemic requirements could matter by themselves. Therefore, any norma‑
tivist will, it seems, end up facing either of two horns of the dilemma:

 i	 Epistemic requirements are purely epistemic, but they fail to be 
significant.

ii	 Epistemic requirements are significant, but they fail to be purely 
epistemic.

We might be tempted to conclude from the dilemma that we should just 
reject the idea that we are ever epistemically blameworthy and that there 
is any such thing as a distinctively epistemic kind of rationality that has 
normative significance. Since we understood epistemic requirements as 
substantial requirements to respond correctly to one’s epistemic reasons, 
this dilemma suggests that we should reject the normativity of epistemic 
reasons.

I think this dilemma points to a serious challenge for the normativity 
of epistemic rationality. However, I will ultimately propose that epistemic 
rationality has normative significance: (non‑)compliance with distinc‑
tively epistemic requirements matters, in a sense. This will require me to 
make sense of a notion of epistemic blame. For the significance of a norm 
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expresses itself in our reactive attitudes toward violations of the norm (see 
Chapter 4.1).

Thus, giving a satisfying reply to this first challenge for the normativ‑
ity of epistemic rationality requires us, in line with our overall investiga‑
tion, to consider the concept of blameworthiness and responsibility for 
beliefs. For now, however, we should accept that there is a good case to 
be made against the normativity of epistemic rationality, even if epistemic 
rationality is understood as responding correctly to right‑kind reasons for 
belief. For, as we just saw, these reasons might turn out to lack normative 
significance – and thus fail to be normative reasons.

I will now, throughout the next two subchapters, turn to a second argu‑
ment that is implicit in many recent epistemological discussions, and that 
seems to pull us into the same direction of denying the normativity of a 
distinctively epistemic kind of rationality. As we will see later in Chapter 
4.5, both arguments are an instance of a more general challenge for the 
normativity of epistemic rationality. In Chapter 4.6, I will show how this 
neglected challenge connects to the current debate about the normativity 
of rationality.

4.3	 Skepticism about the ‘Ought’ of Epistemic Rationality

Sometimes, there is practical value in adopting a belief that lacks sufficient 
support by your epistemic reasons. Suppose, for instance, that your friend 
would be more confident in a job interview if you were to believe that they 
are the best candidate, even though you have no clue who the other candi‑
dates are.10 You then have a practical reason to cause yourself to believe that  
your friend is the best candidate, at least if you can. Some would argue 
that you do not merely have a practical reason to cause yourself to be‑
lieve that p, but also a practical reason to believe that p. This arguably 
assumes that beliefs can be based on practical reasons.11 Here is a pressing  
issue that arises independently of this assumption. Let’s stipulate that 
believing p is indeed better than not believing p. Your practical reasons 
could then require you to believe that p, or at least to cause yourself to 
believe that p, if you can. However, is there then still a normative sense of 
‘ought’—the epistemic sense—in which you ought not to believe that p? 
This question is my focus. My ultimate aim (in Chapter 5) will be to defend

The traditional verdict about epistemic‑practical conflicts (TV). Even 
when, practically, you ought to (cause yourself to) believe that p, it 
might still be that, epistemically, you ought not to believe that p. 
In these cases, there is no answer to what you ought simpliciter to 
believe.
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TV has been the standard position within epistemological theorizing: many 
authors deemed it essential to retain an epistemic dimension of normativity 
that is distinct from and largely independent of practical normativity.12 Re‑
cent discussions, however, have questioned this verdict. Effectively, TV tells 
us that there are cases in which we ought, in a sense, to (cause ourselves 
to) believe that p and that we ought, in another sense, not to believe that 
p. However, we might want to have an answer about what we ought to be‑
lieve simpliciter. For it seems unhelpful to say that we ought, in a sense, to 
respond to our reasons in such a way that we end up believing that p, and 
that we ought, in another sense, to respond to our reasons in such a way 
that we end up not believing that p. This intuition against TV has recently 
been illustrated vividly by Lindsay Crawford in the following passage:

Suppose that after having been riveted by your recent lecture on Pascal’s 
wager in your Introduction to Philosophy class, your student seeks your 
professional advice about what she ought to believe. She makes a com‑
pelling case that there is good evidence that her roommate dislikes her, 
but she also makes a compelling case to you that she would be quite a 
bit better off if she refrained from believing that her roommate dislikes 
her. So, she asks: “Should I believe my roommate dislikes me, because 
that’s what the evidence suggests? Or should I not believe that she dis‑
likes me, because that would make me feel better?” Having just made 
the distinction in class between theoretical deliberation about what to 
believe, and practical deliberation about whether to get yourself to have 
a belief, you might advise her in the following way: “Well, if you’re ask‑
ing whether you should believe that your roommate dislikes you, then 
yes. That said, you absolutely should do what it takes to get yourself not 
to believe that your roommate dislikes you.”

(Crawford 2020: 91)

Crawford goes on to point out that your advice would be impossible to fol‑
low, and that the student might well wonder whether it is more important 
for her to believe that p or rather to cause herself not to believe that p.13 
We might then think that the student should somehow weigh or compare 
her epistemic reasons with her practical reasons in order to determine how 
she ought to proceed simpliciter. After all, having an adequate conception 
of her roommate’s attitude toward her also seems to be important – maybe 
it motivates the student to address the issue or to look for another place 
to live. As the case is described, the student ‘would be quite a bit bet‑
ter off if she refrained from believing that her roommate dislikes her’. It 
therefore seems that the student should follow her practical reasons and 
ignore her epistemic reasons, because the latter seem to be outweighed by 
the former (Reisner 2008, forthcoming; Howard 2020), or less important 
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in comparison to the former (Meylan 2021). John Heil formulates this 
pragmatist intuition vividly as follows:

From one natural perspective it seems patent that nonepistemic con‑
siderations have priority in such cases. Faced with a choice between 
epistemic indiscretion and personal or public disaster, for instance, we 
find it natural to side with prudence. The intellectual saint blind to the 
consequences of an intemperate regard for epistemic virtue is a comic 
figure. When that blindness affects the well‑being of others, he appears 
callous or worse […].

(Heil 1992: 48)

Whether epistemic reasons can be weighed against practical reasons is 
controversial (see Berker 2018; Kauppinen 2023). Surely, comparing the 
practical value in the two relevant scenarios is an intelligible and reason‑
able thing to do for the student in Crawford’s case: she could compare the 
(expected) practical value that would be realized by complying with one’s 
epistemic reasons with the (expected) practical value that would be real‑
ized by not complying with them, and then deciding how to proceed on 
the basis of whichever option realizes more (expected) practical value. Im‑
portantly, however, this would not amount to weighing epistemic reasons 
against practical reasons. Rather, this is straightforward practical delibera‑
tion. It just leaves the epistemic side of things out of the picture. At the very 
least, those who argue that we can weigh epistemic reasons against practi‑
cal reasons owe us an account of why their proposed procedure amounts 
to more than just comparing practical values. I’ll argue against the view 
that there is an ‘ought’ simpliciter that we can reach by weighing epistemic 
and practical reasons in Chapter 5.5.

However, there is yet another way for questioning TV. Even if TV was 
right that there is no answer to what one ought to believe simpliciter, op‑
ponents of TV could question the other claim that TV makes: that there is 
a normatively significant epistemic ‘ought’. Maybe epistemic reasons lack 
any normative significance when the overall balance of practical reasons 
requires one to act or believe against them, and thus epistemic reasons do 
not deliver a normative sense of ‘ought’ at all. This would also explain why 
practical reasons seem more relevant: it is because epistemic reasons aren’t 
normatively significant by themselves.

4.4	 Epistemic‑Practical Conflicts

To get to the bottom of this version of skepticism about the epistemic 
‘ought’, it will be helpful to consider the general structure of the cases at 
issue. First, the cases are such that one must choose between compliance 
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with one’s epistemic reasons and compliance with one’s practical reasons – 
i.e., one will either end up believing that p by complying with the overall 
balance of one’s epistemic reasons (having the evidentially supported be‑
lief) or end up not believing that p by complying with the overall balance 
of one’s practical reasons (having the beneficial belief). Furthermore, one 
has reasonable means available to choose either option (say, swallowing a 
belief‑inducing pill). Finally, complying with the practical reasons is obvi‑
ously more important. Let’s call cases sharing this structure ‘epistemic‑
practical conflicts.’14

Like Crawford above, skeptics about the epistemic ‘ought’ claim that 
one ought to comply with the overall balance of one’s practical reasons 
in epistemic‑practical conflicts. They think that the epistemic ‘ought’ is 
either outweighed or even rendered normatively irrelevant by the practi‑
cal reasons for violating it. Examples abound in the literature. Mantel 
(2019) describes a case where one has to choose between having a trivial 
belief about phone book entries that is well‑supported by one’s evidence 
but unimportant, on the one hand, and saving the life of a climber, on 
the other, and she argues that ‘it seems clear that in the example I ought 
simpliciter to save the climber rather than believing that there are exactly 
298,304 entries in the outdated phone book’ (2019: 222). Reisner (2008) 
has argued that the epistemic reasons are just normatively irrelevant when 
the practical reasons to go against them are sufficiently strong. Meylan 
(2021) argues that we can compare both sets of reasons, and that practical 
reasons win out when complying with them matters more. Rinard (2017) 
even argues that having a belief that is well‑supported by one’s practical 
reasons is all‑things‑considered rational even when there are no epistemic 
reasons for this belief, and she now explicitly endorses the view that there 
is no such thing as a distinctively epistemic kind rationality, so that all 
normativity is just practical (Rinard 2022). This list of recent epistemolo‑
gists siding with the practical reasons in epistemic‑practical conflicts could 
go on.15

Importantly, all these philosophers appeal to cases in which you cannot 
comply both with your epistemic reasons and with your practical reasons. 
Given the structure of epistemic‑practical conflicts explained above, the 
following argument against TV then suggests itself

1	 In epistemic‑practical conflicts, you cannot comply with both your epis‑
temic reasons and your practical reasons.

2	 Thus, it is not the case that you ought to comply with both sets of 
reasons.

3	 But you ought to comply with your practical reasons.
4	 So, it is not the case that you ought to comply with your epistemic 

reasons.
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Note that (4) doesn’t straightforwardly imply that we must weigh epistemic 
and practical reasons against each other to reach an ‘ought’ simpliciter, or 
that epistemic reasons aren’t normative reasons at all. To derive one of these 
views, we need an inference to the best explanation (see also the similar ar‑
gument presented by Mantel 2019: 216). We might discuss which view is the 
better explanation of (4). Is the epistemic ‘ought’ insignificant because the 
epistemic reasons are outweighed by practical reasons? Or because epistemic 
reasons aren’t normative in the first place? Rather than deciding what’s the 
better explanation (which would be a task for my opponents), I’ll instead 
show (in Chapter 5) that the argument already fails at an earlier stage.

Let’s first clarify the implicit assumptions of the argument. First, the 
step from (1) to (2) involves a version of ‘ought implies can’. I won’t take 
issue with this step here. For I want to argue that there’s a distinctively 
epistemic kind of normativity even if we hold on to the relevant version 
‘ought implies can’. So it’s more advisable for me to take issue with the 
second step of the argument, which I think involves a more questionable 
implicit commitment.

In this second step, the argument emphasizes that there is clearly a norma‑
tively significant sense of ‘ought’ in which one ought to comply with one’s 
practical reasons in epistemic‑practical conflicts. After all, (a) the student 
in Crawford’s case would be ‘quite a bit better off’ if she didn’t believe that 
her roommate dislikes her, and we can assume (b) that there are reasonable 
means available to her to bring about that she doesn’t hold that belief—say, 
by swallowing pill that induces disbelief, or by engaging in reliable strategies 
of self‑deception that don’t take up much of her time and energy. This, in 
turn, makes it difficult to see how there could still be a normatively signifi‑
cant sense in which the student ought to comply with her epistemic reasons. 
For what’s the point of telling her that, although she should practically do 
whatever she can to get herself not to believe that p, she still ought epis‑
temically to believe that p? Intuitively, if you ought to get a specific haircut, 
you’re also permitted to have that haircut. Similarly, if you ought to cause 
yourself not to hold a belief, then you’re permitted to not hold that belief. It 
cannot be impermissible to be in a state that you should have caused your‑
self to be in: belief‑states are not an exception (Rinard 2017).16

Note first that this argument is convincing if we throughout employ the 
practical sense of ‘ought’: given all the prudential and moral reasons at 
play in epistemic‑practical conflicts, it’s practically better to comply with 
your practical reasons rather than to comply with your epistemic reasons. 
However, on this reading of the argument, the conclusion will then merely 
state that

(4p) In epistemic‑practical conflicts, it’s not the case that you ought 
practically to comply with your epistemic reasons.
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Now, (4p) is clearly not in conflict with TV. The proponent of TV can 
just insist that you still ought epistemically to comply with your epistemic 
reasons in epistemic‑practical conflicts. Indeed, this might allow the pro‑
ponent of TV to explain the intuitive plausibility of the argument while 
rejecting its conclusion: the argument is sound if we consistently read the 
‘ought’ as the practical ‘ought’, but otherwise it’s not even valid because it 
switches between different senses of ‘ought’ in its premises.

However, I don’t think that this is the defeat of the argument. Instead, the 
most charitable reading needn’t make use of different senses of ‘ought’. In‑
stead, the argument can be understood as drawing on our intuitions about 
normative ‘ought’s: if there is no genuinely normative sense of ‘ought’ in 
which you both ought to comply with your epistemic reasons and your 
practical reasons, but there is some genuinely normative sense of ‘ought’ 
in which you ought to comply with your practical reasons, then it’s not the 
case that you ought (again, in any genuinely normative sense of ‘ought’) 
to comply with you epistemic reasons. To spell out this argument, we can 
define this sense of ‘ought’ the argument employs as the disjunction of all 
genuinely normative senses of ‘ought’:

ought = ought or ought or ought or ought or …N def Practically Morally Prudentially Simpliciter

ought = ought or ought or ought or ought or …N def Practically Morally Prudentially Simpliciter

It doesn’t matter for the argument what the correct disjunction of genuinely 
normative ‘ought’s turns out to be – whether it includes an ‘ought’ simplic‑
iter that we gain by weighing or comparing epistemic and practical reasons, 
or whether it includes the moral and prudential ‘ought’s.17 Instead, ‘oughtN’ 
functions as a placeholder for any ‘ought’s with genuine normativity.

So rather than questioning the validity of the argument – which won’t 
be a convincing move in the eyes of opponents of TV anyways – we should 
instead read the argument along such more charitable lines, namely as em‑
ploying the notion of ‘oughtN’. We then have to ask whether its premises 
are true. Note that there’s an implicit premise in the last step, namely:

Agglomeration. If you oughtN to φ and you oughtN to ψ, then you oughtN 
to [φ and ψ].

It’s this principle that gets us from (2) and (3) to (4). For Agglomeration al‑
lows us to derive from the claims (2’) that it’s not the case that one ought to 
[φ and ψ], and (3’) that one ought to φ, that (4’) it’s not the case that one ought  
to ψ. Or, to plug in our argument: since it’s (2) not the case that one ought 
to comply with one’s epistemic and practical reasons, but (3) one ought to 
comply with one’s practical reasons, (4) it’s not the case that one ought to  
comply with one’s epistemic reasons. We need Agglomeration to derive 
(4) from (2) and (3) (cf. Rinard 2019a: 1932–1934).
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I will argue in Chapter 5 that epistemic‑practical conflicts are cases in 
which Agglomeration fails. This is a challenge for anyone who wants to 
defend TV while maintaining ‘ought implies can’: in epistemic‑practical 
conflicts, even though it’s not the case that you ought to [comply with your 
epistemic reasons and comply with your practical reasons] (due to ‘ought 
implies can’), it’s still the case that you ought to comply with each set of 
reasons separately.

Of course, one could instead stick with Agglomeration and TV by deny‑
ing ‘ought implies can’, thereby blocking the step from (1) to (2). Interest‑
ingly, anyone who wants to preserve a distinctive and genuine kind of 
epistemic normativity must either deny the relevant version(s) of ‘ought 
implies can’ that the argument employs, or else Agglomeration. I’ll explore 
the latter option in Chapter 5. There I will argue that genuine normative 
‘ought’s from the practical domain and the epistemic domain don’t ag‑
glomerate, thereby defending TV.

I think that the epistemic ‘ought’ has normative significance, and, what 
is more, I think that dissolving the epistemic ‘ought’ into an ‘ought’ sim‑
pliciter obscures the normativity of our cognitive lives: it leaves out a cen‑
tral aspect of our social practice of relating to each other as epistemic 
agents. I return to the latter issue in Chapter 5.5.

However, before turning to my defense of TV in Chapter 5, let us con‑
sider the general structure of the challenge for the normativity of epis‑
temic rationality that is arising from the two arguments I have spelled out 
throughout the last subchapters. This will then allow us to see also how we 
can generalize the challenge to a problem about the normativity of other 
kinds of rationality than epistemic rationality.

4.5	 The Possibility of Epistemic Blame

We have considered two arguments against the normativity of epistemic 
rationality. First, in cases of trivial belief, it seems that there is no require‑
ment to be epistemically rational, even if your epistemic reasons are deci‑
sive. Second, in cases of epistemic‑practical conflicts, it seems that there 
is no requirement to be epistemically rational, because the practical rea‑
sons for violating the epistemic ‘ought’ – for making yourself epistemically 
irrational – seem normatively more significant than the epistemic reasons. 
At the very least, both arguments show us that the normative import of the 
epistemic reasons in the relevant cases remains unclear.

I suggest that both arguments arise from a common worry. Here is an 
initial formulation of this worry:

1	 Normative reasons for belief matter for what we ought to believe.
2	 Epistemic reasons do not matter for what we ought to believe.
3	 Thus, epistemic reasons are not normative reasons.
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Both of our challenges lend support to premise (2).
The first challenge appeals to cases of trivial belief. It maintains that al‑

though one has excellent epistemic reasons to believe that p in such cases, 
one is not normatively required to believe that p. Instead, it seems that 
one is normatively required to believe that p only if there is some practi‑
cal reason for pursuing the aim of truth. Epistemic reasons do not seem 
to matter by themselves: they only matter insofar as they are conducive to 
our practical aims.

The second challenge appeals to cases of epistemic‑practical conflicts, 
maintaining that there is no normative sense in which one ought to believe 
what one’s epistemic reasons seem to decisively support in these cases: 
there is no normative sense in which we ought to be epistemically rational. 
Epistemic rationality seems to lack normative authority when there are 
practical reasons against being epistemically rational. Again, the authority 
of epistemic rationality seems to depend on practical reasons to be epis‑
temically rational.

Overall, it seems that epistemic reasons are not normatively relevant 
in the right way to count as normative reasons. Maybe epistemic reasons 
are therefore not normative (epistemic anti‑normativism) or they are not 
genuine reasons after all (epistemic nihilism).18

Importantly, both arguments against the normativity of epistemic rea‑
sons rely on the idea that what it means for reasons to ‘matter’ is tightly 
connected to blameworthiness or criticizability. Both arguments maintain 
that in cases of trivial belief or in cases of epistemic‑practical conflicts, 
we are not criticizable or blameworthy in any substantial sense if we fail 
to comply with decisive epistemic reasons. From this they derive the con‑
clusion that epistemic reasons are not genuinely normative. What is the 
connection between blameworthiness and normative reasons that these 
arguments assume? I suggest that it is the following claim:

Epistemic Rationality and Blameworthiness (EB). Epistemic ration‑
ality provides us with normative reasons for belief only if we can 
be blameworthy merely for violating the requirements of epistemic 
rationality.

EB states a very minimal conceptual connection between normative rea‑
sons for belief and blameworthiness. It states that it must be possible to 
be blameworthy merely for non‑compliance with epistemic requirements. 
If this is not possible, epistemic rationality does not, independently from 
a practical reason to be epistemically rational, provide us with normative 
reasons for belief. That is, EB states that epistemic blame, as defined at the 
end of Chapter 4.1, must be conceptually possible if epistemic rationality 
is to provide us with reasons for belief.
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Remember that, as I have argued in Chapter 4.1, Harman’s clutter‑
objection gets its grip on us only because we implicitly assume such a con‑
nection between normative reasons and blameworthiness. Epistemologists 
propose background conditions on requirements of epistemic rationality, 
like Kiesewetter’s attending‑condition or Steglich‑Petersen’s practical rea‑
son for forming belief about whether p, precisely because they want to 
make sense of the normative significance of these requirements: they want 
to explain why it matters to us whether we are epistemically rational – why 
we can be blamed or criticized if we fail to comply with them. The point 
of spelling out a notion of epistemic blame is to understand the normative 
force of epistemic rationality: why it matters to be epistemically rational.19

Yet most importantly, even if we were to reject that we need to be always 
blameworthy or criticizable for being irrational if epistemic rationality is 
to be normative, this would not refute EB. For according to EB, in order 
for epistemic rationality to be normative, it must merely be possible to be 
blameworthy for such non‑compliance: there must be some possible cases 
in which we are blameworthy merely in virtue of the fact that we violate an 
epistemic requirement. Therefore, a convincing reply to the neglected chal‑
lenge for the normativity of epistemic rationality should make it intelligible 
how we could be blameworthy in the problem cases at issue: how we can 
be blameworthy in cases of trivial belief and in epistemic‑practical con‑
flicts. For in these cases, the blameworthiness at issue cannot be reduced 
to blameworthiness for violating practical norms: in trivial cases, there are 
no practical reasons to be epistemically rational; and in conflict cases, there 
are decisive practical reasons against being epistemically rational. If there 
is still a sense in which we are epistemically blameworthy in these cases 
when we comply with our practical reasons but not with our epistemic 
reasons, then this shows that epistemic reasons are normative even when 
it’s not the case that we practically should comply with them.

I will address potential objections against EB in the next chapter. There 
I will defend the view that skeptics about the normativity of epistemic ra‑
tionality are right in assuming EB, but that they are wrong in their claim 
that there is no distinctively epistemic kind of blame: even in trivial cases, 
as well as in epistemic‑practical conflicts, we can be blameworthy. This 
reveals the normative significance of epistemic reasons and rationality. For 
now, I will contextualize the challenge for the normativity of epistemic ra‑
tionality within the more general debate on the normativity of rationality.

4.6	 Are Right‑Kind Reasons Normative?

Rationality has been prominently understood as mental coherence (see esp. 
Broome 2007, 2013). Kiesewetter (2017) calls the norms that correspond 
to this kind of rationality ‘requirements of structural rationality’, because 
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they are concerned with the relation among, or structure of, our mental 
states. Structural rationality is supposed to require, for example, to intend 
what one believes one ought to do; or not to believe what one believes 
one lacks sufficient evidence for. These are norms to avoid certain com‑
binations of attitudes. It has been pointed out at length that, if we want 
to save the idea that these structural requirements are normative require‑
ments (that is, if we want to say that we always have a normative reason or 
ought to comply with these requirements), then we face several problems 
which seem to be unsolvable (see Chapter 3.1).

The argument I spelled out in the present chapter poses a challenge for 
the normativity of rationality that has been neglected in this literature. The 
challenge arises even if we adopt an account of rationality that is more 
promising for preserving the normativity of rationality than rationality as 
coherence, such as rationality as responding correctly to reasons. The chal‑
lenge is to defend the normativity of so‑called ‘right‑kind’ reasons. The 
challenge is just as pressing for any defense of the normativity of rational‑
ity as other challenges are – such as showing that irrational incoherences 
guarantee a failure to respond to reasons or defending subjectivism about 
normative reasons.20 I will now explain this challenge in some more detail.

Kiesewetter (2017, 2020) defends a view according to which rationality 
consists in responding correctly to one’s (possessed, accessible, or avail‑
able)21 reasons. The argument for the normativity of rationality seems 
straightforward once such a view is established:

If rationality consists in responding correctly to reasons, then rational 
requirements could be understood as inheriting both their content and 
their authority from the content and authority of the relevant reasons.

(Kiesewetter 2017: 160)

That is, according to this conception of (attitudinal) rationality, what ra‑
tionality requires of us is just what we ought to believe, desire, feel, or 
intend:

(RO) Rationality requires of us to φ if and only if we ought to φ.

One objection to this conception of rationality comes from objectivism 
about ‘ought’: sometimes we cannot know whether we ought to φ, but we 
are still rational if we respond correctly to our possessed or accessible rea‑
sons while ignoring reasons that are unavailable to us (Broome 2007: 253). 
Defenders of rationality as reasons‑responsiveness argue that we should 
reject the first assumption of this “quick objection”, as Broome calls it: 
we can always know what we ought to do, because what we ought to do 
is determined by the reasons that are possessed by us or available to us 
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(Kiesewetter 2017: chapter 8; Lord 2018: chapter 8). This is subjectivism 
about ‘ought’ and reasons. It is in line with the idea that not doing what we 
ought to do normally implies personal criticizability. For if one could have 
known that φing was impermissible, then one is, at least when one lacks an 
excuse, criticizable for φing.22

I stay neutral here about whether we could plausibly defend (RO) against 
the quick objection by rejecting objectivism about reasons, as Kiesewet‑
ter and Lord do. However, even by endorsing subjectivism instead, one 
does not escape the challenge I set out for the conception of rationality as 
correctly responding to reasons. This is because the challenge arises from 
a more fundamental assumption in the debate about the normativity of 
rationality

(RC) We always ought to respond correctly to our reasons.

How can anyone reasonably call (RC) into question? It might be argued 
that (RC) is an obvious analytical truth. Doing what you ought to do just 
means that you give the response (or one of the responses) that your rea‑
sons favor most, and to give this response for those reasons that favor it. 
To give this response for these reasons is to respond ‘correctly’ to them. 
Thus, to do what you ought to do just means that you respond correctly 
to your reasons.

However, note that, if we spell out how the claim is understood by its 
main proponents, then it is not trivial anymore:

(RC*) We always ought to respond correctly to our right‑kind reasons.

The argument I have spelled out throughout this chapter calls (RC*) 
into doubt. For it questions the normativity of epistemic reasons  –  i.e., 
right‑kind reasons for belief. As we will see later (in Chapter 6.1), the chal‑
lenge can be generalized to all right‑kind reasons.

To see how we might doubt (RC*), note that it is denied by pragmatists 
about what we ought to believe. For pragmatists, there will be cases where 
our right‑kind reasons all favor a specific response but in which it is not 
true that we ought to give the response. For example, our epistemic reasons 
might all favor the belief that God does not exist, but since – as we can 
stipulate – it would be better for us to believe in God than not to believe in 
God (no matter whether God actually exists), our practical or wrong‑kind 
reasons for belief favor believing in God (see Pascal 1670: §233; James 
1896). It might be true, according to pragmatists, that we ought to believe 
in God, even though the correct response to our right‑kind reasons (here: 
the epistemic reasons) would be not to believe in God. Currently, there is 
a debate about whether we can weigh or compare right‑ and wrong‑kind 



92  The Normativity of Epistemic Rationality

reasons to determine what one ought to believe, all‑things‑considered, in 
such cases (for proposals, see Reisner 2008, forthcoming; Howard 2020; 
Meylan 2021). If we sometimes ought all‑things‑considered to believe 
what is favored by our practical or wrong‑kind reasons, rather than by 
our epistemic or right‑kind reasons, then there is a sense in which (RC*) is 
false. So, pragmatists will deny (RC*) in this sense.

Importantly, we need not be pragmatists to call (RC*) into doubt. More 
generally, we might doubt (RC*) because we doubt the normative force of 
epistemic reasons and other reasons of the right kind. However, this is also 
a main motivation for pragmatism. For if epistemic reasons aren’t norma‑
tive, then wrong‑kind reasons remain as the only candidates for normative 
reasons for belief. If wrong‑kind reasons weren’t reasons for belief – but 
were rather, say, only reasons for actions of bringing about or maintaining 
states of belief – and if epistemic reasons weren’t normative reasons at all, 
then there wouldn’t be any normative reasons for belief whatsoever. To 
avoid this implausible conclusion, we could just endorse pragmatism and 
accept wrong‑kind reasons as genuine normative reasons for belief.

(RC) is trivial if we read ‘reasons’ as ‘normative reasons’. But (RC*) 
isn’t trivial. For we can doubt the normative force of right‑kind reasons. 
That is, we can think that sometimes, we should simpliciter not respond 
correctly to our right‑kind reasons, because we ought to comply instead 
with the verdict of our wrong kind reasons.23 Alternatively, we might think 
that right‑kind reasons aren’t even normative reasons. Instead, they derive 
their normativity from wrong‑kind reasons that favor complying with our 
right‑kind reasons. According to such a view, if there is no practical value 
in holding a true belief about p, then epistemic reasons – which merely 
indicate truth – have no normative force.24 While the first kind of view 
could still allow for a pro tanto normativity of rationality, the second view 
would deny that rationality is normative in any way—at best, it can be 
said to be derivatively normative whenever there are wrong‑kind reasons 
to be rational.25

If the overall verdict of one’s right‑kind reasons lacks normative force, 
then the norms of rationality could not, as Kiesewetter puts it, ‘inherit’ 
such normative force from right‑kind reasons. It would then become mys‑
terious how rationality, understood as responding correctly to right‑kind 
reasons, can be normative. Therefore, we need to make the normative 
force of right‑kind reasons intelligible rather than taking it for granted, if 
we want to defend the normativity of rationality.

One could object that there is an uncontroversial sense in which (RC*) 
is true, whether or not epistemic reasons are ‘normative’: one ought epis‑
temically not to believe in God if one’s epistemic reasons for belief in God 
are insufficient. So, epistemic reasons are normative for epistemic rational‑
ity (Paakkunainen 2018). I don’t think this response is very convincing. I 
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agree that, if this is all that defenses of the normativity of rationality wish 
to defend, then (RC*) cannot be doubted. However, they in fact wish to de‑
fend more, and moreover I think that they should aim to defend more. For 
defenses of the normativity of rationality endorse the idea that irrationality 
is personally criticizable (see Chapter 3). Importantly, the criticism that is 
appropriate when someone is irrational is supposed to be different from 
merely criticizing a system for malfunctioning and from criticizing a bad 
move in a game. The idea is that one doesn’t merely fail relative to the 
game of rationality when one violates rational requirements. Rather, one 
fails independently of whether one cares about being rational and inde‑
pendently of whether one has practical reason to be rational. Regarding 
epistemic rationality, what the debate asks is whether epistemic rationality 
is an independent source of normative reasons, such as prudence or moral‑
ity, rather than merely a standard according to which we can rank beliefs. 
For such standards might lack significance independently of our prudential 
or moral reasons for scoring high in the relevant ranking. Asking for the 
normativity of epistemic rationality is to ask whether criticizing a belief 
as ‘irrational’ has more significance than criticizing a move in chess as 
bad, relative to the standards of good chess. This is why arguing that one 
always ought epistemically to respond correctly to epistemic reasons isn’t 
yet sufficient for defending the normativity of rationality.26

Next, one might object that the challenge I have spelled out here has 
already been met. For instance, Kiesewetter (2021) defends the normativ‑
ity of epistemic reasons. However, the features of normative reasons he 
identifies – providing partial justification, being premises in good reason‑
ing, and being good bases for responses – won’t convince someone with 
pragmatist inclinations. Pragmatists would just deny that epistemic rea‑
sons provide partial justification in the absence of a wrong‑kind reason to 
comply with your right‑kind reasons. And they would argue that the fact 
that right‑kind reasons are good for reasoning or basing doesn’t imply that 
we ought always to conform with the verdict of right‑kind reasons. It isn’t 
obvious how to meet such pragmatist replies, without ending up throwing 
intuitions at each other. I therefore think that addressing this neglected 
challenge for the normativity of rationality requires us to more directly 
engage with the arguments that motivate the views that are incompatible 
with the normativity of rationality, understood as responding correctly 
to right‑kind reasons. It requires us to defeat the pragmatist at their own 
game, as it were.

Thus, if right‑kind reasons weren’t normative reasons, then neither 
of the two dominant approaches to rationality  –  as a kind of reasons‑
responsiveness and as a kind of coherence – would vindicate the normativ‑
ity of rationality.27 Moreover, if right‑kind reasons were normative, but 
can still conflict with wrong‑kind reasons in some cases, and if there was a 
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meaningful question of whether to φ all reasons considered in such conflict 
cases, then rationality as responsiveness to right‑kind reasons could at best 
be pro tanto normative.

In their extensive defenses of the normativity of rationality, Kiesewetter 
and Lord spend much space engaging with two kinds of challenges for the 
normativity of rationality:

a	 Reducing any intuitively irrational incoherences among one’s attitudes 
to failures to respond to reasons (Kiesewetter 2017: chapters 9 and 10; 
Lord 2018: chapter 2) and

b	 Arguing that the notions of ‘ought’ and ‘reason’ are subjective or 
perspective‑dependent (Kiesewetter 2017: chapter 8; Lord 2018:  
chapter 8).

Neither author considers the normativity of right‑kind reasons within 
these books, however. Yet if the doubts about their normativity are well‑
motivated, then the current literature on the normativity of rationality 
neglects an important challenge. Indeed, the challenge seems at least as 
important for defending the normativity of rationality as are (a) and (b).

Indeed, the whole modern debate, beginning with works from Parfit, 
Scanlon, and Kolodny, takes for granted the normativity of epistemic rea‑
sons for belief and right‑kind reasons for intention and desire. Yet prag‑
matist accounts of epistemic evaluation are older than the recent debate 
on rationality (see Meiland 1980; Stich 1990). Nevertheless, such views 
never informed this debate. As Laura Callahan (2023: 6) observes, the 
literature on rationality assumed that the normativity of epistemic reasons 
just doesn’t fall within the scope of their discussions. However, asking the 
normative question about rationality (‘why be rational?’) is to ask about 
the broader significance of epistemic and other kinds of rational evaluation 
to our lives – just as asking the normative question about morality (‘why 
be moral?’, see Korsgaard 1996) is to ask about the broader significance 
of morality to our lives. The challenge coming from pragmatist and instru‑
mentalist accounts of epistemic evaluation should therefore fall within the 
scope of the debate on the normativity of rationality.28

Although I have focused on epistemic reasons in this chapter, I will later 
generalize the challenge by considering how it bears on right‑kind reasons 
for attitudes other than belief (see Chapter 6.1). For now, we remain in 
epistemology.

4.7	 Summary

According to reasons‑responsivist views of rationality, rationality consists 
in responding correctly to the (possessed or available) right‑kind reasons. 
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Recent defenses of the normativity of rationality tend to assume that this 
immediately implies that we always ought to be rational, because we always 
ought to respond correctly to our right‑kind reasons. However, this follows 
only if right‑kind reasons are normative reasons. Recent epistemological 
discussions have questioned this assumption by appealing to cases of trivial 
beliefs that are decisively supported by epistemic reasons, and by appealing 
to epistemic‑practical conflicts, in which decisive epistemic reasons seem to 
be normatively irrelevant, and where only wrong‑kind reasons for belief 
seem to be relevant for what we (normatively) ought to (cause ourselves 
to) believe. It seems that epistemic rationality does not provide us with 
normative reasons independently of wrong‑kind reasons to be epistemically 
rational. If this is right, then rationality isn’t normative. Even if rationality 
always provides us with right‑kind reasons for being rational, rationality 
might not be normative because right‑kind reasons might not be normative.

In the next chapter, I argue that this challenge only arises because we 
misinterpret the normative significance of epistemic reasons. Properly un‑
derstanding the normativity of epistemic reasons as being relevant for our 
evaluations of epistemic character allows us to preserve the normativity 
of epistemic rationality. This, in turn, will underwrite the idea that we are 
directly responsible to epistemic rationality, because it implies that we can 
be blameworthy for mere epistemic irrationality. Indirect Voluntarism (see 
Chapters 1–2) cannot explain this direct blameworthiness for epistemic ir‑
rationality. By defending blameworthiness for epistemic irrationality, the 
next chapter defends the normativity of epistemic rationality against the re‑
cent challenge spelled out in this chapter and it refutes Indirect Voluntarism.

Notes

	 1	 See Paakkunainen (2018), Kiesewetter (2021), and Schmidt (2024a, forthcom‑
ing c) for critical diagnoses of these doubts.

	 2	 For recent accounts with similar implications, see Bondy (2018), Cowie (2014), 
Mantel (2019), McCormick (2015, 2020), Papineau (2013). Of these, only 
McCormick identifies explicitly as a pragmatist about reasons for belief (like 
Rinard). Instrumentalists, like Steglich‑Petersen and Skipper, argue that they 
can avoid a commitment to pragmatism – i.e., to the existence of practical rea‑
sons for belief per se – by saying that it is always evidence that motivates our 
beliefs (rather than practical reasons). Instrumentalists merely claim that evi‑
dence gains its normative authority from practical considerations (see Steglich‑
Petersen and Skipper 2019: 11; also Cowie 2014: 4004–4005). I am not here 
interested in subtle differences between the versions of pragmatism and instru‑
mentalism I consider. I am only interested in their implication that epistemic 
reasons are not ‘genuinely normative’.

	 3	 For the sake of brevity, I use the notion ‘blameworthiness’ in what follows 
to cover both the notion of blame and other forms of personal criticism. See 
Kiesewetter (2017: chapter 2) on the notion of personal criticism as con‑
trasted with, say, criticism of a knife for not being sharp. One might think that 



96  The Normativity of Epistemic Rationality

‘blameworthiness’ is essentially a moral notion. As I will argue in Chapter 5, 
epistemic blame is often a sui generis kind of blame. This might warrant the 
label ‘criticism’ instead of ‘blame’ for the sui generis forms of epistemic blame. 
However, I take this to be a mere terminological issue. Importantly, Chapter 7 
argues that epistemic blame can take the same forms as moral blame.

	 4	 Kiesewetter is not concerned with background conditions on (EN*). But his 
view might naturally be extended to (EN*) in the way described. As argued 
at the end of the last subchapter, a background condition on (EN*) is as im‑
portant as a background condition on (EN) to make it intelligible that these 
norms have reason‑providing force. Suppose, for instance, that the belief that 
p is a practically beneficial belief that you have held for as long as you can 
think, but you lack evidence for p. Why give up this belief if it benefits you? 
With Kiesewetter’s background condition, we could say that you should give 
up this belief from an epistemic point of view as soon as you consciously con‑
sider whether p. This is more promising than saying that you should give up 
the belief even if you have never consciously considered whether p, and instead 
simply because you lack evidence for p.

	 5	 See Rinard (2015: 220) and Steglich‑Petersen (2011: 23) for this verdict about 
structurally analogous cases.

	 6	 It is important to note that Steglich‑Petersen does not think that this background 
condition is necessary for (EN*) to express an epistemic requirement. However, 
as I have argued in Chapter 4.1, he thereby ignores that (EN*) is faced with 
very similar challenges as (EN): Why give up a lot of beneficial beliefs that are 
insufficiently supported by one’s evidence? And why blame or criticize anyone 
for believing something that is insufficiently supported by their evidence if it 
doesn’t matter at all whether they believe it? It seems that Steglich‑Petersen’s in‑
strumentalist framework commits him to a background condition not only for 
(EN), but also for (EN*): without assuming pragmatic background conditions, 
both norms seem questionable as genuine normative requirements.

	 7	 Note that the reason for forming a belief about p cannot itself be an epistemic 
reason for belief, because epistemic reasons for belief favor believing a spe‑
cific proposition – they favor believing that p or believing that not‑p. Steglich‑
Petersen’s reason to form a (true) belief about p, by contrast, does not favor 
believing a specific proposition. It merely favors having a true belief about a 
matter, whatever this belief turns out to be.

	 8	 In later works, Steglich‑Petersen accepts that the reason to form a belief about 
p must in fact be a reason to form a true belief about p (see esp. the formula‑
tions of the norms of belief in Steglich‑Petersen and Skipper 2019, 2020).

	 9	 One might wish to interpret Steglich‑Petersen’s view without committing to 
the idea that the practical reason is always a reason for an action of managing 
one’s beliefs (causing, maintaining, etc.). However, as pointed out in endnote 7 
above, the “reason to form a belief about whether p” cannot be an epistemic 
reason for belief. It must thus be practical. If the practical reason does not fa‑
vor an action, it must favor the state of believing itself. This would, however, 
commit Steglich‑Petersen to pragmatism about reasons for belief. Whether this 
reason favors actions of managing beliefs or rather beliefs themselves, the con‑
dition renders the requirement practical rather than purely epistemic.

	10	 See Stroud (2006) on a plea for doxastic partiality. Other cases of this structure 
include overestimating one’s abilities, thereby increasing one’s performance 
(Hazzlet 2013: 44–52), discarding statistics about divorce rates (Marušić 
2015), and religious and other meaning‑making beliefs (McCormick 2015: 
52–65).
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	11	 For the traditional arguments against this assumption, and thus against practi‑
cal reasons for belief, see Shah (2006) and Hieronymi (2006), as well as Chap‑
ter 3.2 on the dispute between pragmatism and evidentialism about reasons 
for belief. For recent defenses of practical reasons for belief, see McCormick 
(2015, 2020), Rinard (2015, 2019a; 2019b). For replies, see Arpaly (2023), 
Kelly and Cohen (2024), Schmidt (2022), and Vahid (2022).

	12	 Cf. Heil (1992), Feldman (2000: 680–681), Kelly (2003: 619), Pojman (1993). 
Evidentialists about reasons for belief commit to TV, arguing that practical rea‑
sons are reasons to cause belief (or to desire a belief, etc.), while the only rea‑
sons to believe are provided by evidence; see Hieronymi (2006), Kelly (2002), 
Shah (2006), Skorupski (2010), Way (2016). Recent proponents of TV are 
Berker (2018), Christensen (2021: 514), and Wedgwood (2017: 41–46).

	13	 We must interpret ‘to cause a belief’ broadly so as to encompass all kinds of 
activities and omissions that we can engage in for practical reasons and that 
have some kind of foreseeable effect on our doxastic attitudes, like diverting 
our attention, avoiding evidence or avoiding active reflection, and engaging in 
long‑term projects of self‑deception.

	14	 In Schmidt (forthcoming c), I dubbed them “doxastic dilemmas” to emphasize 
the impossibility of complying with both one’s practical reasons and one’s epis‑
temic reasons. This is just a matter of terminology.

	15	 Cf. Cowie (2019), Howard (2020), Leary (2017), Maguire and Woods (2020), 
McCormick (2015, 2020), Steglich‑Petersen and Skipper (2019), and others.

	16	 Cf. Parfit (2011: 432), who claims that ‘ought’s to be in states are nothing but 
‘ought’s to bring yourself into the state, or to desire to be in the state. I discuss 
this reductive view of ‘ought’s to be in states in Schmidt (2022: 1810–1816). 
Importantly, Parfit rejects the view that ‘ought to believe’ just functions like 
‘ought to be in a state’, and so rejects Rinard’s view that beliefs are not an 
exception. I ultimately agree: intentional mental states are an exception, since 
they’re responsive to reasons. Evaluating them like a non‑mental state obscures 
an important facet of their normativity.

	17	 It’s widely held that you can be all‑things‑considered or practically justified not 
to do what you morally or prudentially ought to do, and so you might not be 
blameworthy for not doing it. However, even if we tie genuine normativity to 
blameworthiness, as I propose that we should, we can still say that moral and 
prudential reasons and ‘ought’s are normative: by weighing them, we gain the 
practical ‘ought’, and we’re clearly blameworthy if we violate this ‘ought’ (at 
least absent excuse or exemption). See Kauppinen (2023: 138–142) for discus‑
sion. See also Chapters 2.3–2.4. I assume that practical reasons include norma‑
tive prudential and moral reasons, and that they can be weighed to derive the 
overall practical ‘ought’.

	18	 Both positions are distinguished by Kiesewetter (2021). I will deal with them 
as a package by arguing that epistemic reasons are normative reasons, and 
thus won’t discuss which one would be the more plausible conclusion to draw. 
As Kiesewetter points out, nihilism faces the worry of being very revisionist, 
while anti‑normativism faces the serious challenge of explaining what kinds 
of reasons epistemic reasons are if they are not normative. I won’t repeat his 
well‑argued worries. Instead, I will offer a novel positive alternative to anti‑
normativism and nihilism throughout Chapters 5–7.

	19	 A recent account of epistemic criticizability which is motivated in this way is 
Kauppinen (2018). On the side of the skeptics about the epistemic ‘ought’, 
McCormick (2020) argues that all blame for belief is ultimately prudential 
or moral. She concludes from this that there is no distinctively epistemic 
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normativity. Thus, she explicitly reaches her view by accepting EB (see Mc‑
Cormick 2020: 30). The problem with McCormick’s argument is that she does 
not consider the epistemic forms of blame that have been spelled out by Boult 
(2021, 2024c), Brown (2020), Kauppinen (2018), and Piovarchy (2021) to 
which I return in Chapter 5. She thinks of blame mainly in moral terms.

	20	 Remember that, even if we wish to retain the normativity of coherence require‑
ments (like Worsnip 2021), we must argue that coherence requirements pro‑
vide us with right‑kind reasons (see Chapter 3.7). Therefore, also coherentists 
who wish to preserve the normativity of rationality must rely on the normativ‑
ity of right‑kind reasons.

	21	 Kiesewetter employs the notion of availability, while Lord (2018) favors the 
notion of possession to characterize these reasons, which in turn presupposes 
access to reasons. As explained in Chapter 3.1, I ignore these subtle differences. 
What matters is that rationality supervenes on the mental (see Wedgwood 
2017: chapter 7): two subjects with identical (non‑factive) mental states cannot 
differ in their rationality (say, because one subject is systematically deceived). 
Rationality, maybe in contrast to justification, is an essentially internalist con‑
cept. Reasons that a subject cannot be aware of cannot make a difference to 
their rationality.

	22	 More precisely, one will either be criticizable for not doing what one thinks 
one ought to have done (that is, for akrasia), or for not having known what 
one ought to have done (that is, for culpable ignorance). It is important to note 
that the ‘ability to know’ that is necessary for blameworthiness needs to be 
adequately specified. The fact that we can in principle know something that is 
important to know does not always make us criticizable for failing to know it, 
for there may still be no reasonable way to come to know it.

	23	 For defenses of this view with regard to epistemic reasons, see Howard (2020), 
Meylan (2021), Reisner (2008, forthcoming).

	24	 See Côté‑Bouchard and Littlejohn (2018), Cowie (2014, 2019), Grimm (2009), 
Mantel (2019), Maguire and Woods (2020), McCormick (2020), Papineau 
(2013), Steglich‑Petersen and Skipper (2019, 2020) and Rinard (2015, 2017, 
2019a, 2019b; 2022).

	25	 Kiesewetter (2021) distinguishes two readings of the second view: epistemic 
anti‑normativism, according to which epistemic reasons are reasons, but not 
normative reasons (which gives rise to the challenge of explaining what kind of 
reasons epistemic reasons are), and epistemic nihilism, according to which epis‑
temic reasons aren’t reasons at all (which Kiesewetter takes to be too revision‑
ist). I won’t be concerned here which of the views would be more plausible. The 
distinction is also explicit in the work of Jonas Olson, who has earlier defended 
nihilism (Olson 2011, 2014) but later anti‑normativism (Olson 2018).

	26	 Cf. Côté‑Bouchard (2017: 412–413), who argues on similar grounds that 
appeals to epistemic value don’t suffice to defend the authority of epistemic 
norms. The same goes for reasons‑based conceptions of epistemic norms.

	27	 Remember that also coherentists that wish to vindicate the normativity of ra‑
tionality must claim that we always have right‑kind reasons for being coherent 
in the relevant sense. See Chapter 3.7.

	28	 Wedgwood (2017, 2023) defends the view that rationality is a virtue—a claim 
which could explain why we should care about rationality (Kiesewetter 2024), 
and why irrationality is criticizable, given that it is a central vice. Yet Wedg‑
wood also doesn’t address the recent doubts about the normativity of epistemic 
reasons and other right‑kind reasons coming from pragmatism.
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5	 Blameworthiness for Epistemic 
Irrationality

[O]ur control over […] actions yields only an indirect control over belief and 
[…] such indirect control cannot underwrite the direct responsibility of belief 
to epistemic norms.

David Owens, Reason without Freedom (2000: 87)

The challenge from the last chapter can be summarized in the following 
argument:

1	 Epistemic rationality provides us with normative reasons for belief only 
if we can be blameworthy merely for violating requirements of epis‑
temic rationality (EB).

2	 We cannot be blameworthy merely for violating requirements of epis‑
temic rationality.

3	 Thus, epistemic rationality does not provide us with normative reasons 
for belief.

Premise (1) assumes a weak connection between normative reasons and 
blameworthiness. I will discuss the premise in some more detail in this 
chapter by addressing common objections. Premise (2) was supported by 
cases of trivial belief and by cases of conflict between epistemic reasons 
and practical reasons (of the wrong kind),1 where the latter favor having 
a beneficial belief that is ill‑supported by epistemic reasons, or the practi‑
cal reasons disfavor a harmful belief that is well‑supported by epistemic 
reasons. In each case, it seemed that practical reasons do the normative 
work: if there are no practical reasons to comply with the epistemic rea‑
sons (trivial attitude cases), then it seems that there is no normative sense 
in which we ought to have the belief that is decisively supported by epis‑
temic reasons; and in cases where there were decisive practical reasons 
not to follow the epistemic reasons (conflict cases), it seems that there 
is no normative sense of ‘ought’ in which one ought to comply with the 
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epistemic reasons. This is not what to expect if epistemic reasons were 
normative reasons.

According to the view expressed in (3), we have normative reasons to 
be epistemically rational only if there is some practical reason to be epis‑
temically rational – that is, some reason indicating the practical value of 
having a rational belief. This view argues that even if epistemic rationality 
does not by itself provide us with normative reasons for belief, it often 
appears as if it provides us with normative reasons because we normally 
have a practical reason to be – or at least to try to ensure that we are – 
rational: rationality normally helps us to attain the truth, which is practi‑
cally valuable most of the time. (3) expresses this pragmatist‑instrumentalist 
view about the normativity of epistemic rationality that claims that we 
only ought to be epistemically rational if there are practical reasons to be 
rational – epistemic reasons are normatively impotent by themselves.2

I have already pointed out in the last chapter that (1) has a high prima 
facie plausibility because it assumes a very minimal connection between 
normative reasons and blameworthiness: if we are never blameworthy 
merely for failing to comply with norm N, then it seems that N at best 
has the conditional normativity of game rules or etiquette; that is, we then 
should comply with N only if there is some independent practical reason 
to comply with N. However, some doubts might arise about whether there 
is any such tight connection between normative reasons and blamewor‑
thiness. I will first defend (1) against these main worries (Chapter 5.1). 
In order to reply to the new challenge for the normativity of epistemic 
rationality, I then have to argue against (2). This will require me to defend 
the possibility of blameworthiness for mere epistemic irrationality. I first 
defend the possibility of blameworthiness for epistemic irrationality, and 
especially how we can be epistemically blameworthy in cases of trivial 
belief and in epistemic‑practical conflicts (Chapters 5.2–5.4). I then argue 
that this epistemic blameworthiness reveals the normativity of epistemic 
rationality, although a kind of normativity that is, in a sense, evaluative 
(Chapters 5.5). Finally, I argue that this refutes Indirect Voluntarism about 
doxastic responsibility (Chapter 5.6). In the next chapter, I then turn to the 
rationality of attitudes other than belief, generalizing the challenge as well 
as my reply.

5.1	 Normative Reasons and Blameworthiness

The first objection to premise (1) points out that children or some non‑
human animals can act for reasons but cannot be blameworthy if they 
fail to do what is decisively supported by their reasons, because they are 
not responsible agents. Analogously, some children and animals might be 
considered as having normative reasons for belief even though they cannot 
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be blameworthy merely for violating epistemic norms. Thus, (1) does not 
seem to hold.

The objection can easily be met by pointing out that (1) does not imply 
that everyone can be blameworthy merely for violating epistemic norms. 
As I have explained in the previous chapter, (1) only states that it must be 
possible to be blameworthy in a distinctively epistemic sense if epistemic 
rationality is to provide us with normative reasons for belief. If there are 
subjects who are not fully responsible agents or have not yet developed 
into fully responsible agents, then they might also be exempted from epis‑
temic blame, even if there is a sense in which they can believe on the basis 
of epistemic reasons. But that does not count against the idea that those 
who are fully responsible for their actions and beliefs must sometimes be 
subject to epistemic blame if epistemic rationality is to provide us with 
normative reasons.

Secondly, and more seriously, one might wish to deny (1) if one is an 
objectivist about the meaning of ‘ought’ and ‘reasons’. Objectivists deny 
a close connection between failing to do what one ought to and being 
blameworthy – a connection usually utilized or argued for by subjectiv‑
ists.3 Objectivism about practical reasons states that ‘S ought to φ’ means 
that φing is the best option, no matter whether S is in a position to know or 
has cognitive access to whether φing is the best option (see Chapter 3.1 on 
subjectivism and objectivism). Yet, surely, we are not always blameworthy 
for failing to do what is objectively best, especially in cases where we are 
non‑culpably ignorant about what is best. It seems that, for objectivists, 
there is no tight connection between blameworthiness and violating nor‑
mative reasons.

However, (1) is uncontroversial for objectivists. This is so again because 
(1) states a very loose connection between reasons and blameworthiness. 
Even if we grant the objectivist that we can be completely ignorant of 
our reasons, there will be at least some possible cases in which we are 
blameworthy for failing to give the response that is best. When we focus 
on actions, such cases will be cases where we either act against our bet‑
ter knowledge of what is best or where we culpably fail to know what is 
best and do the wrong thing as a result of our ignorance. Analogously, if 
we are objectivists about reasons for belief – for instance, if we think that 
we ought to believe what is true rather than what is supported by our 
evidence – then we can still argue that we are at least sometimes blamewor‑
thy merely because we fail to have a true or correct belief: namely, in some 
of the cases where the evidence was accessible to us, and yet we did not 
believe what it supported. So even if we spell out epistemic norms in objec‑
tivist terms (for instance, ‘one ought to believe only what is true’), this does 
not yet give us an argument against the idea that such norms provide us 
with epistemic reasons only if we can be blameworthy merely for violating 
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them. The accessibility of the evidence does not render the epistemic norm 
practical, and thus does not compromise the idea that we are sometimes 
blameworthy merely for violating epistemic norms.

Finally, one might want to object to (1) by adopting a permissivist epis‑
temology. Permissivism states, roughly, that our total set of evidence per‑
mits more than one set of doxastic attitudes to take toward each (or at 
least some) proposition(s).4 According to a permissivist, it could be true 
that when we have sufficient evidence for a proposition, it is both epis‑
temically permissible to believe it as well as epistemically permissible not 
to believe it (and suspend judgment instead). Such an account might seem 
to be exactly the conclusion to draw from Harman’s clutter‑objection (see 
Chapter 4.1): we are not rationally obligated to believe everything that 
our evidence sufficiently supports, and thus we are not blameworthy for 
not believing implications that are trivial or very complicated. But we are 
permitted to believe propositions with sufficient evidential support.

However, it is not straightforward how permissivism could pose a prob‑
lem for (1). The premise states that epistemic rationality provides us with 
normative reasons for belief only if we can be blameworthy merely for 
violating an epistemic norm. To deny this, the permissivist would have to 
argue that the possibility of epistemic blame is not a necessary condition 
for the normativity of epistemic rationality. They might do so by claiming 
that we are not blameworthy for violating norms of permissibility, and yet 
these norms provide us with normative reasons.

But it is difficult to see why we shouldn’t be blameworthy for violating 
norms of permissibility. If something is permitted only under a certain 
condition, then it is not permitted – and thus prohibited –  if this condi‑
tion is not fulfilled. That is, that I am only permitted to believe that p 
if p is sufficiently supported by my evidence implies that I ought not to 
believe that p whenever p is not sufficiently supported by my evidence (see 
claim (EN*) in Chapter 4.1). Thus, even if we understand the epistemic 
norms only as permissions, this will still require us to make sense of the 
idea that we sometimes ought to be in certain doxastic states under cer‑
tain conditions. Epistemic norms would then require us to withhold belief 
in propositions that are not sufficiently supported by our evidence (given 
suitable non‑pragmatic background conditions). Such a normative require‑
ment would still be puzzling if we could not be blameworthy merely for 
violating it. Thus, if one formulates epistemic norms in terms of permission 
rather than obligation, one does not thereby formulate a problem for (1).

This confirms that (1) is uncontroversial, mainly because it rests on a 
very loose connection between normative reasons and blameworthiness. 
The premise can be accepted both by proponents and opponents of the 
normativity of epistemic rationality, by objectivists, and by permissivists 
alike, and it is thus a hinge around which the debate can progress. If the 
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premise is plausible when it comes to epistemic rationality, then we should 
also accept it when it comes to the distinctive rationality of other kinds 
of attitudes. For remember that epistemic reasons are right‑kind reasons 
for belief, and that other attitudes have their own distinctive rationality 
determined by right‑kind reasons for these attitudes. There is no reason to 
assume that the normativity of other right‑kind reasons doesn’t have such 
a minimal connection to blameworthiness. I return to the generalized ver‑
sion of our challenge in Chapter 6.

It is important to see, however, that (1) might be false if we assume that 
the relevant sense of ‘blameworthy’ must be a paradigm form of moral 
blame. A person’s epistemic failure does not obviously give rise to emo‑
tions like resentment, indignation, or guilt. If someone believes that candi‑
date X will win the next election because the flight of the birds gave them 
a sign, then our reactive attitudes are not, or not necessarily, of that moral 
kind. But this does not yet rule out that there could sometimes be a distinct 
kind of epistemic blame appropriate in such cases even when the moral 
reactions aren’t. This is also why (2) is not trivial: it claims that there is no 
such thing a distinctively epistemic kind of blame.5

I will now turn to the form of epistemic blame that can legitimately 
arise due to our epistemic answerability, and to my proposal of how this 
concept of epistemic blame might help us to understand the normativity 
of epistemic rationality. It will allow us to make sense of epistemic blame‑
worthiness both for trivial belief and for epistemically irrational belief that 
one ought practically to (have caused oneself to) have.

5.2	 Epistemic Reactive Attitudes and Epistemic Normativity

Pamela Hieronymi’s and Angela Smith’s approaches to the nature of blame 
(Hieronymi 2004, 2019; Smith 2013) are in line with Thomas Scanlon’s 
(1998, 2008) account. According to this family of views about the na‑
ture of blame, blaming someone need not mean that one feels emotions 
like resentment or indignation toward the person. Rather, we might blame 
someone merely by modifying our relationship with them in a certain way. 
We might blame a person without feeling any hostility toward them, for 
instance, by just ceasing to be friends, or by no longer providing special 
support to the blamee, or by not taking pleasure in their successes, or by 
not valuing their opinions in the way we did before, or by developing a 
general sense of distrust toward them. Recently, Cameron Boult (2021, 
2023, 2024c) in particular has applied these accounts to the epistemic do‑
main. For my purposes, the main claim that I adopt from accounts of 
epistemic blame is that there are distinctively epistemic responses to norm 
violations which need not amount to moral blaming responses, and which 
in turn can help us to identify when we react to violations of distinctively 
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epistemic norms. So my overall argument need not rely on Boult’s specific 
view, even though I prefer his account to others.6

Importantly, not all relationship modifications count as instances of 
blame. First, one might modify a relationship in a positive way, say, when 
one is so fond of someone that one wants to be closer friends with them; 
or when a parent finds out that their child committed a crime and, in re‑
sponse to this, the parent cares even more about their child (Smith 2013: 
137). Secondly, even negative relationship modifications can happen with‑
out blame – as when people who live in different places just drift apart. 
Scanlonian approaches to blame thus owe us an account of what makes a 
negative relationship modification an instance of blame.7

I propose that relationship modifications count as instances of blame if 
and only if they are responses to blamee’s moral or epistemic vice. I do not 
count as blaming my friend by judging and treating them as unreliable, 
and by modifying my expectations accordingly, if I am aware that their 
unreliability is due to factors that do not stem from their faulty character. 
Such factors might include their newborn child that forces them to sponta‑
neously cancel on me, or their depression that is the cause for their unreli‑
ability. Such factors do not give me a reason not to trust them but merely 
a reason not to rely on them.8 By contrast, it might be legitimate to blame 
my friend if their unreliability indicates that they do not care about the 
friendship as much as I can reasonably expect of them as their friend. In 
this case, they are not fully honest about their attitude toward our friend‑
ship. Reducing my trust in them, and thus modifying my relationship with 
them negatively in response to their vice of dishonesty, can be legitimate.

To illustrate this notion of blame, consider Smith’s (2005) discussion of 
a case from George Eliot’s Scenes of Clerical Life, where Captain Wybrow 
fails to notice that Miss  Assher never takes jelly, which, according to 
Smith (2005: 243), “suggests to Miss Assher that she does not yet occupy 
a distinctive place in his overall emotional and evaluative outlook”. As‑
sher might legitimately modify her expectations toward Wybrow, and thus 
modify the relationship negatively, in response to Wybrow’s not caring 
about the relationship as much as she can reasonably expect of him. Ac‑
cording to the proposed account, this can count as blame even if it does not 
involve emotions of resentment or indignation.

Negative relationship modifications in response to vices can plausibly 
count as blaming responses because they are legitimate only when directed 
toward responsible beings. This is because we can only have the specific 
relationships that are presupposed by these reactions with fully responsible 
beings. Computers, children, and animals cannot display full‑blown vices 
that give rise to blaming reactions. Their misbehavior can only give rise to 
impoverished analogs of these reactions. For instance, I might ‘not trust’ a 
dog in the sense that I do not know whether they could bite me. The dog’s 
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behavior might be unreliable, but it won’t give me a reason to blame the 
dog, since the dog’s behavior is not grounded in a vice (on the assump‑
tion that dogs cannot have full‑blown vices like fully responsible beings). 
This indicates that negative relationship modifications in response to vices 
presuppose a subject’s responsibility for their character and attitudes. At 
the same time, the appropriateness of these reactions does not presuppose 
that the subject could have managed their character or attitudes: these 
reactions merely presuppose that they are indicative of an underlying vice, 
independently of whether it originated in the subject’s voluntary conduct. 
The potential ‘coolness’ of these reactions does not, pace Wallace (2011), 
count against them as genuine blaming‑reactions (see Boult 2021).

One could object that negative relationship modifications merely count 
as ways of holding responsible, but not as ways of blaming, since they are 
too ‘soft’ or ‘cool’ to count as genuine blame (Wallace 1994, 2011; Wolf 
2011; Menges 2017). This raises the question of how full‑blown moral 
blaming responses like resentment and indignation relate to Scanlonian 
relationship‑modifications. For present purposes, it is sufficient to simply 
note that if we hold a person responsible in the Scanlonian sense, this can 
provide the basis for a positive or a negative relationship modification in 
response to virtue or vice. For instance, we might want to be closer friends 
because of the person’s virtues, or we might reduce our involvement with 
the person due to their vices. I take it to be of secondary interest whether 
we call these reactions ‘praise’ and ‘blame’. At the very least, they seem to 
be positive and negative ways of holding a person responsible. This is suf‑
ficient for these reactions to reveal the normative significance of a require‑
ment that we mark as violated by modifying our relationships. However, 
my overall argument won’t rest content with such ‘soft’ or ‘cool’ reactions 
(see esp. Chapter 7).9

As David Owens (2000: 124) puts it, after discussing the epistemic vice 
of gullibility: when I display a vice indicating a flaw in my character, then 
“I cannot be trusted to think and feel as I ought”. The normativity of 
these ‘ought’s is revealed, according to the view I propose, by the fact that 
violating them impairs our relationship to others in specific ways so that it 
becomes appropriate to negatively modify one’s relationship – for instance, 
by reducing one’s presumption of trust. This impairment exists even if the 
person had no reasonable opportunity to manage their vice: as long as 
the epistemic vices are still genuine vices (rather than severe pathologies), 
non‑culpable violations of epistemic norms that reveal a person’s epistemic 
vice can impair our epistemic relationships, and thus give rise to legitimate 
suspension of epistemic trust and other ways of modifying one’s epistemic 
relationship that count as blame.

Thus, if we allow for a concept of blame in terms of impaired relation‑
ships, then we might be able to make room for something like a distinctively 
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epistemic kind of blame. In an initial attempt, we might state that if we are 
blameworthy morally as soon as our relationship to our moral community 
is impaired, then we are blameworthy epistemically as soon as our rela‑
tionship to our epistemic community is impaired. This impairment might 
matter in specific ways for how we should relate to one another: whether 
we believe the other person, whether we provide them with information, 
and whether we engage with them in rational discourse.

One problem with this initial formulation is that one’s moral or epis‑
temic community can be epistemically or morally flawed, and thus one 
might end up impairing one’s relationship with them by being morally or 
epistemically virtuous. I think this problem can be remedied by appeal to 
Boult’s formulation of the position: one is blameworthy epistemically only 
if one falls short of the normative ideal of an epistemic relationship – or, 
in my preferred terminology, only if one displays an epistemic vice. The 
epistemically virtuous person won’t fall short of this ideal even if they live 
in an epistemically flawed community. Thus, members of the community 
won’t have a reason to reduce their epistemic trust in the virtuous person. 
By appealing to the normative ideal of an epistemic relationship, we can 
explain why being dogmatic or gullible, engaging in wishful thinking, or 
being biased can make one epistemically blameworthy even in epistemic 
communities that reward such vices. These vices are all, as Boult puts it, 
problematic ways of exercising one’s epistemic agency that makes one fall 
short of the normative ideal and thus warrant suspension of one’s pre‑
sumption of epistemic trust.10

5.3	 Blameworthiness for Trivial Irrationality

What is the verdict, according to this account of epistemic blame, about 
our blameworthiness for trivial belief that is insufficiently supported by 
one’s epistemic reasons? The normativist about evidence has two strategies 
available. I suggest that both of them should be combined.

First, they can argue that even violations of epistemic norms in trivial 
matters sometimes indicate a general flaw in the epistemic character of a 
person. As Boult (2021: 526) puts it, “[s]o long as I modify my intentions 
and expectations towards them, in a way made fitting by the judgment 
(however implicit) that they’ve impaired the general epistemic relationship, 
then I count as epistemically blaming them.” That is, if your friend tends to 
believe some celebrity gossip that they have read in a magazine they know 
to be unreliable, then this might give you a (pro tanto or prima facie) rea‑
son to suspend epistemic trust in them. Presumably, this could mean that 
you should suspend your trust in some situations when it comes to matters 
of importance because you now have some evidence that their epistemic 
character is flawed.
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Secondly, the normativist can just grant that violations of epistemic 
requirements do not always make it appropriate to suspend trust. For 
they need not argue that such violations always make one epistemically 
blameworthy. In order to disprove premise (2), it is enough to show that 
we are sometimes blameworthy merely in virtue of the fact that we fail 
to properly base our beliefs on our evidence. More generally, violat‑
ing a reason‑providing norm need not amount to displaying a criticiz‑
able vice. Compare the idea that someone’s morally wrong action is not 
necessarily blameworthy. We all act wrongly from time to time, and 
we all violate epistemic norms from time to time. We can usually ex‑
cuse each other for occasional lapses and do not regard these lapses as 
having any significant consequences for our interpersonal relationships. 
Yet moral wrongs and violations of epistemic requirements are lapses 
nevertheless – that is, they are violations of norms that provide us with 
reasons for compliance.

Seeing that reducing epistemic trust is an appropriate negative response 
to an epistemic vice and that it marks the impairment of an epistemic rela‑
tionship provides us with a plausible starting point for understanding the 
significance of epistemic normativity. It allows us to meet the challenge for 
the normativity of evidence presented in the last chapter. This challenge 
claims that the absence of a distinctively epistemic kind of blame rules out 
the normativity of evidence. I have proposed that we can meet this chal‑
lenge by appealing to recent accounts of epistemic blame. They provide 
us with ideas about what this blameworthiness could consist in, without 
having to interpret it as always taking the same form as moral blame. By 
building on Boult’s account, I have suggested that epistemic blame consists 
in marking impaired epistemic relationships by reducing epistemic trust in 
response to a person’s epistemic vice.11

5.4	 Blameworthiness in Epistemic‑Practical Conflicts

Let us now turn to the second shape of our challenge: the argument that 
epistemic rationality loses its significance when it clashes with practical 
norms, as when you practically ought to cause yourself to have an epis‑
temically ill‑supported belief about your friend (see Chapter 4.4). I’ll ar‑
gue that you can still be epistemically blameworthy when you violate the 
‘ought’ of epistemic rationality in such cases. This will allow me to defend 
what I have called

The traditional verdict about epistemic‑practical conflicts (TV). Even 
when, practically, you ought to (cause yourself to) believe that p, it 
might still be that, epistemically, you ought not to believe that p. In 
these cases, there is no answer to what you ought simpliciter to believe.
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How do we make sure that the possibility of epistemic blame reveals the 
normativity of the ‘ought’ of epistemic rationality? According to Antti 
Kauppinen, normatively significant norms are “rules that someone is 
accountable for conforming to” (Kauppinen 2018: 3). To argue against 
premise (2) of the challenge I meet in this chapter, it’s sufficient to show 
that some forms of blame are appropriate merely for violating a require‑
ment of epistemic rationality. We sometimes do blame others for, say, vio‑
lating non‑normative rules of etiquette or norms of good chess playing. But 
remember that, if we do so, then we do so because we think that the person 
normatively ought to comply with etiquette or chess norms in this context: 
there might be moral reasons, for instance, to comply with etiquette or 
chess norms in the specific situation. A genuinely normative ‘ought’, by 
contrast, need not be backed up by reasons from another domain to give 
rise to legitimate personal criticism or blame when it’s violated. This is 
what John Broome (2013: 27) means when he says that non‑normative 
‘ought’s are at best derivatively normative (see Chapter 2.3).

Note that, since our focus is on instances of epistemic‑practical conflicts 
in which the person successfully complies with their practical reasons but 
not with their epistemic reasons, any sense in which the person is blame‑
worthy could only be epistemic: their blameworthiness must arise due to 
their failure to respond correctly to her epistemic reasons, thus revealing 
the normative significance of the corresponding norm of epistemic ration‑
ality. Again, focusing on epistemic blameworthiness is helpful dialectically: 
since both opponents and proponents of TV accept some connection be‑
tween normativity and blameworthiness (or criticizability), the question 
of whether a subject in epistemic‑practical conflicts can be blameworthy 
(or criticizable) for violating the epistemic norm while complying with the 
practical norm is a central hinge of the debate around which the debate 
can progress.12

With these clarifications in mind, let’s turn to my main argument for 
the normativity of epistemic reasons in epistemic‑practical conflicts. Sup‑
pose that you comply with your practical reasons in an epistemic‑practical 
conflict, and you consequently violate a norm of epistemic rationality. If 
there’s still a sense in which you’re blameworthy, then this must be due to 
your violation of this epistemic norm – it’s the only norm you’ve violated. 
Let’s start with what I take to be the clearest case of epistemic blamewor‑
thiness in an epistemic‑practical conflict:

Dogmatic Dan

Dan gets accepted in his community only if he disregards scientific evi‑
dence about p. Given the high social costs, it is practically reasonable 
for Dan to comply with the pressure within his community and to adopt 
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their belief‑forming practices. As a result, he ends up having epistemi‑
cally unjustified beliefs that manifest dogmatism.

I claim that epistemic blame toward Dan can be appropriate, although 
he ought to have caused himself to be blameworthy: he had decisive 
practical reasons to allow himself to become a person who holds beliefs 
that manifest dogmatism. Clearly, dogmatism is the kind of disposition 
that makes it appropriate to modify one’s epistemic relationship with 
Dan: to reduce one’s trust in him, to be reluctant to engage in rational 
discourse or share information with him, and to desire that he hadn’t 
believed badly. Therefore, the fact that one ought to have caused one‑
self to violate an epistemic norm isn’t always a justification or excuse 
for violating it. Some epistemic‑practical conflicts are cases where the 
subject causes their own epistemic vice for excellent practical reasons. 
In these cases, the person is practically required to violate a requirement 
of epistemic rationality, but they aren’t completely justified nor fully ex‑
cused: they’re still blameworthy in an important sense. Thus, cases of 
practically required epistemic vice show that the epistemic ‘ought’ has 
normative significance.

A worry with this argument is that Dan is blameworthy for his vice but 
not for his unjustified beliefs. This objection assumes that Dan is blame‑
worthy only for being dogmatic, and not also for his unjustified belief. 
However, we can be blameworthy for the manifestations of our vices in 
our actions and attitudes. Dan can become less blameworthy if he, despite 
his dogmatism, still revises one of his unjustified beliefs in response to epis‑
temic reasons against it.

As an analogy, consider a coward who on occasion doesn’t act cow‑
ardly although he is confronted with danger. In such a case, the coward 
makes some extra effort not to let his actions be influenced by his vice of 
cowardice—say, he resists his impulse to run away. So, even if we grant 
that he is blameworthy for his cowardice, he seems to be less blameworthy 
if he sometimes manages not to act cowardly. We aren’t at the mercy of our 
vices: it is often up to us whether we allow them to manifest. This implies 
that we are often blameworthy not only for our vices themselves, but at 
least also for their manifestations in our actions and attitudes.

How could this thought carry over to epistemic vices? Clearly, beliefs 
aren’t just passive states, like headaches or tickles. Rather, they are often 
exercises of our epistemic agency insofar as they are our responses to our 
epistemic reasons.13 Suppose that Dan, despite his dogmatism, still revises 
one of his unjustified beliefs in response to counterevidence. In this case, 
Dan is keeping his epistemic vice in shackles. He is less blameworthy than 
if he didn’t revise the belief. Thus, Dan’s degree of epistemic blamewor‑
thiness isn’t just a function of his epistemic viciousness. It also depends 
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on whether he revises his epistemically unjustified beliefs in response to 
epistemic reasons.14

We might even wish to say that someone who less frequently acts or 
believes badly is thereby also less vicious: a coward who often controls 
his cowardice is less of a coward than someone who doesn’t; a dogmatic 
person who often actively revises unjustified beliefs is less dogmatic than 
someone who doesn’t. That is, the fact that they less often act or believe 
badly (due to their own agency) implies that they are less vicious.15 When 
Dan revises an unjustified belief on the basis of counterevidence, he therein 
becomes less dogmatic. In any case, Dan’s blameworthiness partly depends 
on how often (and how severely) he violates epistemic norms of belief—at 
least insofar as it is up to Dan to revise his beliefs.

Suppose that we ask Dan why he has one of his dogmatic beliefs. If his 
belief isn’t severely pathological but rather responsive to evidence to a suf‑
ficient degree, then he is answerable for his belief (Smith 2005; Hieronymi 
2006, 2008). Suppose that he tells you that he was brought up with this 
belief and always had more important things to do than to reconsider it. 
If this was the explanation of why he holds his belief, then his practical 
reasons for remaining in this belief‑state were decisive: he ought to have 
behaved in a way so that he remains in the belief‑state; for he had no 
reasonable opportunity to get rid of this belief. In a sense, his belief is non‑
culpable (see Chapter 7 and Schmidt 2024b). While such non‑culpability 
is a practical justification for remaining in the belief‑state, it doesn’t render 
him epistemically blameless. Rather, Dan’s upbringing ingrained a dispo‑
sition toward holding epistemically unjustified beliefs. We rightly expect 
him to drop these beliefs, and we’ll reduce our epistemic trust if he doesn’t. 
That he had decisive practical reasons to stick with the belief neither im‑
plies an epistemic justification nor a full excuse for the belief.

What about cases in which a person holds an epistemically unjustified 
belief without thereby manifesting an epistemic vice? It doesn’t matter for 
my argument whether such a person is blameworthy: what matters is that 
it’s possible that (a) the person does the right thing, practically, (b) fails to 
believe the right thing, epistemically, and (c) is still blameworthy for not 
believing the right thing. Dogmatic Dan shows that there are such cases.

We might endorse a strong connection between character and blame. 
According to George Sher, for instance, “the force of many excuses is pre‑
cisely to imply that the agent did not manifest the relevant character flaw” 
(Sher 2002: 383). While this doesn’t imply that one is always excused, and 
thus never blameworthy, when acting out of character,16 it at least suggests 
that appealing to virtue or to a lack of a vice often amounts to a good ex‑
cuse. However, being excused means that one isn’t blameworthy but would 
be blameworthy absent excuse. So even if one would often be excused in 
epistemic‑practical conflicts because one’s epistemic failure doesn’t always 
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indicate a bad epistemic character in these cases, the epistemic norm vio‑
lation would still be normatively significant: one would be blameworthy 
absent excuse.17

Alternatively, one could hold that epistemic mistakes in epistemic‑
practical conflicts are never excusable. Instead, they always increase the 
person’s overall degree of epistemic blameworthiness, at least slightly. 
Whether we should say this will depend on what we should count as an 
epistemic excuse, and on our specific account of epistemic blame. Yet no 
matter what we say about these issues, Dogmatic Dan already shows that 
we must reject Agglomeration (see Chapter 4.4): although it’s not the case 
that Dan ought to comply with both the epistemic ‘ought’ and the practi‑
cal ‘ought’, he is still blameworthy for not complying with the epistemic 
‘ought’. I conclude from this that both the epistemic ‘ought’ and the practi‑
cal ‘ought’ retain their normative significance even if it’s not the case that 
we ought to comply with both of them in conflict cases. We therefore must 
hold that the epistemic reasons that give rise to the epistemic ‘ought’ in 
epistemic‑practical conflicts are genuinely normative reasons.

5.5	 Epistemic Rationality as Evaluative Normativity

Here is a puzzling aspect of my proposed analysis of epistemic‑practical con‑
flicts. This aspect can be expressed by the following question: What is the 
point of blaming people epistemically when they are faced with epistemic‑
practical conflicts? I will now suggest that in doing so, we mainly express 
a normative standard of epistemic evaluation. Holding each other respon‑
sible to this epistemic standard enables forms of epistemic‑social relating 
in response to an agent’s cognitive behavior. This reveals the distinctive 
normative significance of the epistemic ‘ought’. After explaining this main 
idea (Chapter 5.5.1), I will develop it into a sketch of a theory of epistemic 
normativity by addressing three objections: First, is the epistemic ‘ought’ 
genuinely normative, according to my proposal? I argue that it is, despite 
being ‘merely evaluative’ (Chapter 5.5.2). Second, can’t we still ask what we 
ought to believe simpliciter, or all epistemic reasons and practical reasons 
considered? I argue that we can’t, on pain of otherwise obscuring the norma‑
tive situation (Chapter 5.5.3). Third, doesn’t my view imply that epistemic 
normativity is ultimately grounded in practical normativity? I argue that it 
does have such an implication, and yet epistemic norms are normative inde‑
pendently of practical reasons to comply with them (Chapter 5.5.4).

5.5.1	 Guiding Actions and Evaluating Doxastic States

The purpose of practical norms is not merely evaluation – figuring out whom 
to trust morally, so to speak. Their function is also, and maybe primarily, 
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guiding our conduct. A moral demand not to lie to others has significance 
for how we should conduct our lives. Yet, violating such a demand will also 
bear on how we should morally evaluate the person who did so. By con‑
trast, the epistemic norm not to believe what is insufficiently supported by 
our evidence won’t have this function of guiding our conduct. Since most 
of our beliefs are formed as automatic responses to our perceived evidence 
(see Strawson 2003, and Chapter 2 of this book), there is no point in epis‑
temic norms guiding our doxastic conduct. Our doxastic conduct – when 
and how we should actively inquire into a matter, for instance – seems in‑
stead to be governed primarily by practical norms: some issues are worth 
inquiring into, others aren’t, and some deserve more diligence than others.18 
By contrast, the primary purpose of the epistemic norms that govern our 
states of belief is evaluation. While epistemic evaluations will often have 
consequences for how we should relate to one another in our attitudes and 
actions (whom to trust, whom to engage with in discussion), they do not 
primarily tell us what we ought to do – for they are (at least also) concerned 
with the evaluation of a mostly involuntary state of belief.

By regarding a subject who violates an epistemic norm as epistemically 
blameworthy, we make a judgment about how we should relate to them 
epistemically in our attitudes and actions in future interactions. Having 
a practice of a distinctively epistemic evaluation of beliefs and believers 
allows us to keep track of how to engage with whom for our collective 
epistemic enterprises. These evaluations will provide us with reasons for 
adopting certain kinds of attitudes and stances toward our fellow epis‑
temic citizens. Constant violations of epistemic ‘oughts’ by the same agent 
provide us with reasons to reduce epistemic trust.

To illustrate the position I articulate here, consider how the present ac‑
count applies to the case described by Crawford (see Chapter 4.3). I agree 
with Crawford that your advice to the student – that she ought epistemi‑
cally to believe that her roommate dislikes her but that she ought practi‑
cally to cause herself not to believe it – seems unhelpful. But this is only 
because you fail to clarify the significance of the epistemic ‘ought’. Its nor‑
mativity manifests in the epistemic evaluation of agents rather than the 
guidance of their doxastic conduct. When it comes to guidance, there is 
only one thing to say to the student: “If it is really better to feel good than 
to have an adequate conception of your roommate’s attitude to you (some‑
thing you might wish to doubt), then you should (make yourself) believe 
that she does not dislike you.” However, this answer does not exhaust 
everything that can be said about the student’s normative situation. You 
should additionally make the student aware of the epistemic norms she 
would violate and clarify the point of these norms: “But note that if this is 
how you proceed with your doxastic life, you might end up being a wishful 
thinker, and thus others might have a reason to reduce their epistemic trust 
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in you: you will regularly violate epistemic norms, thereby affecting your 
standing within your epistemic community.”

The distinction between norms for guidance and norms for evalua‑
tion helps the proponent of TV to explain why we tend to think that 
epistemic reasons are irrelevant in epistemic‑practical conflicts: we un‑
wittingly switch from the question of what we ought epistemically to 
believe to the question of how we ought practically to conduct our cogni‑
tive life. This is understandable because the focus of epistemic‑practical 
conflicts is intuitively on the conduct‑question rather than the question 
of epistemic evaluation. When asking ‘What ought we to believe?’, our 
question is ambiguous between ‘How ought we to proceed with our 
cognitive conduct?’ and ‘How are we to be evaluated epistemically if we 
proceed in one way rather than another?’. Both questions are interesting 
in their own right, and their answers will sometimes point in opposite 
directions.

I will now flesh out this conception by addressing three pressing issues: 
whether evaluative normativity can be ‘genuine’ normativity, whether 
epistemic and practical reasons can be weighed to derive what one ‘ought’ 
simpliciter to believe, and whether the foundations of epistemic normativ‑
ity are ultimately practical.

5.5.2	 Evaluative Normativity as Genuine Normativity

One might worry that, according to the proposed view, the epistemic 
‘ought’ is at best evaluative rather than genuinely normative (Rinard 2022: 
4, 10). According to this objection, our practice of evaluating epistemic 
agents in terms of their epistemic blameworthiness is just concerned with 
descriptive facts about how an agent’s belief relates to their evidence, and 
thus only with evaluating how well they respond to evidence in automati‑
cally forming beliefs. One might instead wish to reserve the term ‘genuine 
normativity’ for norms with the primary function of guiding our voluntar‑
ily controlled actions.

I agree that the epistemic domain might not be ‘genuinely normative’ 
in this specific sense: epistemic norms might indeed not guide our actions 
by which we can influence our beliefs. Yet some now argue that epistemic 
norms govern our distinctively intellectual actions, such as inquiry, rea‑
soning, or assertion.19 In any case, the sense of ‘genuinely normative’ I 
am interested in here applies to domains that give rise to interpersonal 
criticism or blame when its norms are violated, and thus to domains that 
matter for how we should relate to one another.20 In evaluating someone as 
epistemically (un)trustworthy, for instance, we don’t merely evaluate the 
person as an unreliable indicator of truth. Rather, we judge their epistemic 
character as displaying an epistemic vice, thereby epistemically blaming 
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the person. Furthermore, epistemic norms can guide our beliefs, even if it 
turns out that they don’t guide our actions: epistemic reasons can directly 
motivate our beliefs, in the sense that we can base our beliefs on epis‑
temic reasons by taking them to normatively favor a belief we hold (cf. 
Kiesewetter 2021). These two criteria—liability to personal criticism and 
direct motivation—characterize normative reasons. So it wouldn’t be an 
obstacle to genuine epistemic normativity if the epistemic ‘ought’ was ulti‑
mately ‘merely’ evaluative and not action‑guiding, but only belief‑guiding. 
Rather, evaluating each other’s doxastic states in epistemic terms is essen‑
tial for figuring out whom to trust and whom to epistemically engage with 
and how. This is arguably also the central and maybe primary function for 
epistemically evaluating intellectual actions, such as inquiry or assertion 
(rather than guiding them).

5.5.3	 Against Weighing Epistemic and Practical Reasons

The second worry is that the opponent of TV (see Chapter 5.4) can agree 
that the epistemic ‘ought’ has its distinctive normative significance. After all, 
there are two possible claims involved in TV that they could reject: either 
that there is a normatively significant epistemic ‘ought’ that pulls in another 
direction than the practical ‘ought’; or else that there is no answer to what 
one ought to believe simpliciter. Thus, the opponent of TV might just accept 
the first claim, which I defended here, but then deny the second. That is, they 
might just grant that there is a normatively significant epistemic ‘ought’, but 
then argue that there is also an ‘ought’ simpliciter in epistemic‑practical 
conflicts that we gain by giving the epistemic and the practical ‘ought’ their 
proper normative weights, thereby determining what we ought to believe, 
all reasons considered. Let’s call the resulting view in this objection the

Tripartite Analysis (TA). In epistemic‑practical conflicts, there is some‑
thing one ought epistemically to believe, something one ought practi‑
cally to (cause oneself to) believe, and something one ought simpliciter 
to believe. Each ‘ought’ has its own distinctive normative significance.

TA is a version of the weighing view because it claims that the ‘ought’ sim‑
pliciter can be derived by weighing or comparing epistemic and practical 
reasons. For the sake of argument, I grant the proponent of TA that there 
might be some plausible mechanism of weighing or comparing epistemic 
and practical reasons to arrive at an ‘ought’ simpliciter. My argument will 
be that, even if there was such a mechanism, we should still be hesitant to 
introduce a third ‘ought’ simpliciter alongside the epistemic and the practi‑
cal ‘ought’: an ‘ought’ simpliciter is either superfluous or it even obscures 
the normative situation.
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I will now present this dilemma for TA. The dilemma has the following 
two horns:

a	 Either the practical ‘ought’ and the ‘ought’ simpliciter always require 
the same response; then the ‘ought’ simpliciter is superfluous,

b	 or the practical ‘ought’ and the ‘ought’ simpliciter sometimes require 
different responses; then introducing an ‘ought’ simpliciter obscures 
the normative situation.

Consider (a) first. It is unclear what we gain by adding an ‘ought’ simplic‑
iter that always algins with the practical ‘ought’. We’ve established that 
the epistemic ‘ought’ and the practical ‘ought’ have normative significance 
on their own. Given this, an ‘ought’ simpliciter that never conflicts with 
the practical ‘ought’ seems rather superfluous. The view might attempt to 
express that the practical ‘ought’ has some kind of priority in doxastic di‑
lemmas. I agree that it has priority in the sense that it would be practically 
better to comply with the practical ‘ought’. Yet this trivial observation 
hardly justifies introducing a third normative domain.

If (b) was true, then the ‘ought’ simpliciter would sometimes go against 
the practical ‘ought’. Christopher Howard (2020: 2234), for instance, ar‑
gues that we sometimes ought simpliciter believe what is best supported by 
epistemic reasons even though it would be practically better not to believe 
it. In his case, borrowed from Kelly (2002), one gains decisive testimo‑
nial evidence about the ending of a movie that will ruin one’s cinematic 
experience. Howard claims that one ought simpliciter to believe what the 
testimonial evidence supports, because the practical costs of belief are not 
yet above a certain threshold below which only the epistemic reasons are 
relevant (see also Reisner 2008). Above this threshold, only the practical 
reasons matter.

This proposal renders the normative significance of the ‘ought’ simplic‑
iter dubious. For on Howard’s view, one’s practical reasons can require 
one to violate the ‘ought’ simpliciter. Suppose that you have easy means to 
cause yourself not to believe the truth about the movie ending (say, swal‑
lowing a belief‑preventing pill). Given that it is practically better for you 
not to have a belief about the ending of the movie, you ought practically to 
cause yourself not to hold this belief. Now, what is the point of saying that 
you still ought simpliciter to hold the belief although you ought practically 
to cause yourself not to hold it? At best, this emphasizes that you will fail 
as an epistemic agent if you follow your practical reasons instead of your 
epistemic reasons. But this verdict can be captured just by appealing to the 
epistemic ‘ought’. On the other hand, if you decide not to cause yourself 
not to have the belief about the movie ending, although you could easily 
do so, then you are plausibly prudentially criticizable for failing to do so 
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(you might regret not having taken the pill). Again, no matter how the 
case turns out, you violate an ‘ought’ that has normative significance. This 
normative situation is captured by TV. There is no need for an ‘ought’ 
simpliciter.

In reply to this second horn, adherents of TA might argue that there 
are still cases other than epistemic‑practical conflicts in which we need 
an ‘ought’ simpliciter to explain the normative situation. Selim Berker 
(2018: 443–445) mentions cases in which it is practically equally good 
to disbelieve p or to suspend judgment about p, while one is epistemi‑
cally required to disbelieve p (since one’s evidence against p is excellent). 
According to Howard (2020), one ought simpliciter to disbelieve p in 
these cases, even though one’s practical reasons leave it open whether to 
disbelieve or to suspend judgment: now the epistemic reasons can tip the 
balance toward disbelief. Contrast this verdict with the view I propose. 
According to my proposal, all we can say in this case is that practically, 
it doesn’t matter whether you suspend judgment or disbelieve, while epis‑
temically, you should disbelieve. But isn’t there a need for an ‘ought’ sim‑
pliciter here?

I do not see why. First, these cases are very specific: the practical reasons 
for two doxastic options are equally balanced while the epistemic reasons 
only favor one of these options. Introducing a third normative domain 
next to the practical and the epistemic just because of such rare cases seems 
exaggerated. Second, the proposed view can capture these cases: you fail 
epistemically if you suspend judgment about p or believe p, and you fail 
practically if you believe p. Each failure could make you blameworthy ab‑
sent excuse or exemption. However, you can just easily comply with both 
the practical and the epistemic ‘ought’ by disbelieving p. So of course, if 
you want to avoid being blameworthy either practically or epistemically, 
then you should ensure, just from a plain practical perspective, that you 
disbelieve. Maybe you do not care about your epistemic norm violation. 
If so, then either you are epistemically excused, or your not‑caring might 
reveal a flaw in your epistemic character, thus rendering you epistemically 
blameworthy. Again, there is no need to introduce a domain ‘simpliciter’ 
next to the epistemic and the practical domain. For we can give a satisfac‑
tory description of the normative situation without it.

Reverse cases are discussed by Jaakko Hirvelä (2023: 1809–1810), who 
argues that sometimes believing and suspending are epistemically permis‑
sible but one practically ought to believe. He claims that there’s a further 
sense in which one ought to believe what one practically ought to believe, 
rather than suspend judgment. Again, I think we can fully capture these 
cases (if they’re possible) by saying that one practically ought (to cause 
oneself) to believe but one would be epistemically permitted to either belief 
or suspend. Our blaming‑responses will vindicate this result.
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We might wonder why a third domain ‘simpliciter’ should be more nor‑
matively significant than either the epistemic or the practical domain, given 
that each of these domains is already significant in its own right: each do‑
main can give rise to blameworthiness when its verdicts are violated, even 
without normative backup from other domains. The theoretical purpose of 
introducing a third normatively significant domain that houses the ‘ought’ 
simpliciter next to the practical and the epistemic domains is dubious.

I conclude that introducing an ‘ought’ simpliciter that results from 
weighing epistemic reasons against practical reasons is either superficial 
because its verdict is always identical to the practical ‘ought’ (the first horn 
of the dilemma), or it introduces a dubious third kind of normativity that is 
distinct from practical and epistemic normativity (the second horn). Again, 
the problem with this third kind of normativity is that its purpose is un‑
clear, given that we have already established that both the epistemic and 
the practical ‘ought’ each have their own normative significance, which 
allows us to explain the normative situation in epistemic‑practical conflicts 
and other cases. In epistemic‑practical conflicts, no matter what we do, we 
fail to live up either to epistemic norms or to practical norms, and we can 
still end up blameworthy for violating each of them (cf. Kauppinen 2023; 
Schmidt forthcoming c).

5.5.4	 The Practical Foundations of Epistemic Normativity

The final worry is that if epistemic normativity is indeed relevant for 
the evaluation of believers, then how can it not depend on practical or 
wrong‑kind reasons? Ultimately, we seem to care about our practice of 
evaluating believers in epistemic terms because this practice has some prac‑
tical utility (roughly, enabling us to collectively gain important knowledge, 
or to collectively understand the world better). So shouldn’t we just refrain 
from epistemically blaming people for epistemic norm violations whenever 
doing so lacks utility, and therefore doesn’t the normativity of epistemic 
reasons again depend on wrong‑kind reasons to be epistemically rational?

In response to this, I grant that epistemic normativity must ultimately 
have a pragmatic foundation. Consider, for instance, David Owens’ 
(2017b) account. He argues that we are justified to engage in our epistemic 
practices because it is practically valuable to be subject to epistemic norms. 
Owens distinguishes this value from the value of conforming to epistemic 
norms: while it is not always practically valuable to conform to epistemic 
norms, it is always of practical value to be subject to epistemic norms. 
For Owens, this value consists in enabling a kind of valuable emotional 
engagement with the world. What matters for our purposes here is his 
idea that there is practical value in being subject to distinctively epistemic 
norms.
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Importantly, a pragmatic justification of our epistemic practices along 
Owens’ lines is compatible with the view that epistemic norms have norma‑
tive significance even in the absence of wrong‑kind reasons to comply with 
them. To see this, compare Owens’ view with Dennett’s position concern‑
ing the justification of punishment (Dennett and Caruso 2021: 119–127). 
Dennett argues that a practice of punishment can be externally justified 
only by consequential considerations, such as deterrence, or resocializa‑
tion. However, at the same time, he argues that our particular judgments 
within this practice – about who is to be punished and how – are justified 
by desert‑based considerations, such as who deserves to be punished, or 
whom it is unfair to punish. Desert‑based considerations are internal to 
this practice in the sense that they are used to justify instances of punish‑
ing, but consequential considerations are the external justifiers for having 
this purely desert‑based practice. That is, even if in a particular case there 
are no good consequences for punishing an individual, the punishment 
might still be justified by desert‑based considerations.

While I do not claim here that Dennett is right about reasons for punish‑
ment, his position will help us to understand how we can accept a prag‑
matic foundation of epistemic normativity while still acknowledging that 
epistemic reasons have their distinctive normativity. For Owens’ position 
must analogously be read as proposing an external justification of our in‑
ternal epistemic practice. It pragmatically makes sense for us to adhere to 
a practice where we evaluate our beliefs in distinctively epistemic terms. 
Combined with my sketch of an account of epistemic blame in the previous 
subchapters, we can say that there is value in showing reactive attitudes 
of suspending or increasing epistemic trust in response to violation of or 
compliance with epistemic norms. The value might lie, roughly, in keeping 
track of who is a reliable source of information, whom we can share our 
knowledge with, and whom we can engage in fruitful discussion with, so 
as to get more reliably to the truth collectively (Williams 2002; Dogramaci 
2012). Even if our beliefs are epistemically justifiable only by distinctively 
epistemic reasons, our overall practice of epistemic evaluation must be jus‑
tified on pragmatic grounds. For it is hard to see how an external justifica‑
tion of a whole practice could be anything other than pragmatic in nature 
(in the broadest possible sense of ‘pragmatic’).21

I have argued that epistemic norms are evaluatively normative in the 
following sense: their purpose is to figure out how to relate to other epis‑
temic agents, depending on how well they fare in complying with epis‑
temic norms. I have furthermore addressed three objections to clarify this 
picture. First, I have argued that ‘genuine’ normativity is plausibly the 
kind of normativity that is tied to personal criticism or blame, and I have 
granted that epistemic normativity is not directly relevant for our doxas‑
tic conduct  –  here instrumentalists and pragmatists are right insofar as 
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practical reasons determine how we ought to manage our beliefs. What 
they overlook is the important dimension of normative epistemic evalua‑
tion. Second, I have argued that if one accepts the normative significance 
of the epistemic ‘ought’, then one should accept TV. For if we instead add 
a distinctive ‘ought’ simpliciter to the epistemic ‘ought’ and the practical 
‘ought’, then we will obscure the normative situation by artificially intro‑
ducing a third normative domain. Finally, I have argued that my account 
is compatible with pragmatic foundations of epistemic normativity with‑
out committing to the view that the normativity of epistemic reasons de‑
pends on practical reasons to be epistemically rational in particular cases. 
Since my focus was on epistemic reasons that are provided by evidence, my 
defense of TV shows how evidential considerations can provide us with 
genuinely normative reasons.

5.6	 The Refutation of Indirect Voluntarism

Indirect Voluntarists argue that we are blameworthy for belief only if we 
violate requirements to cause beliefs: they argue that responsibility for be‑
lief can be made intelligible by the fact that we have indirect control over 
belief by means of various ordinary activities that have some foreseeable 
effect on our beliefs (Meylan 2013; Peels 2017). According to these epis‑
temologists, we never blame people merely for having a belief that is not 
properly based on epistemic reasons. Rather, we blame them for their be‑
lief only if their belief is culpable, that is, if they failed to manage and influ‑
ence their doxastic life in the way they should have done: we blame them 
for their beliefs because, for example, they did not attend earlier to certain 
evidence or did not investigate properly. Responsibility for belief turns out 
to be completely analogous to the responsibility we have for other conse‑
quences of our actions (Meylan 2017). We can fail in our doxastic lives 
only if we have these lives as a result of not acting the way we ought to.

We can now see that these accounts cannot explain epistemic respon‑
sibility. The requirements of epistemic rationality directly govern belief, 
not (only) action.22 They require us to properly base our beliefs on our 
evidence. This can be illustrated by epistemic‑practical conflicts. If I can 
avoid disaster by being epistemically irrational, then I should ensure that 
I violate an epistemic requirement. For failing to be epistemically rational 
is not a huge cost here – or even not a cost at all. Yet a failure of epistemic 
rationality is still a failure. It is not a failure to act the way I ought to have 
acted. For if I’m epistemically irrational in this case, then I still did what 
I ought to have done. That is, I caused myself to commit a purely doxas‑
tic failure: a failure in believing, not acting. I complied with a practical 
norm to act but violated an epistemic norm to believe. Given that we are 
responsible for complying with epistemic norms, as I have argued here by 
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showing that we can be epistemically blameworthy in conflict cases, these 
cases show that we cannot explain our responsibility for epistemic ration‑
ality by pointing to actions prior to belief. As Owens (2000: 87) has argued 
earlier, “our control over […] actions yields only an indirect control over 
belief and […] such indirect control cannot underwrite the direct responsi‑
bility of belief to epistemic norms.” This chapter confirms his point.

Indirect Voluntarists must therefore deny that there is such a thing as 
epistemic blame: we are never blameworthy merely for epistemic irration‑
ality. The most straightforward way to do so is to argue that blame is 
always a moral notion: only reactions like resentment, indignation, or guilt 
can count as blame. According to this move, the relationship modifications 
that I discussed above do not amount to genuine blame.

However, given (1)  –  the connection between normative reasons and 
blameworthiness – this leaves us puzzled as to why epistemic reasons are 
normative. Indirect Voluntarism cannot explain epistemic normativity: the 
view must deny that there is a distinctively epistemic blaming practice in 
which the normativity of epistemic reasons is revealed. For this practice 
implies that we are sometimes blameworthy for epistemic norm violations 
even if we had no practical reason to perform actions that make us com‑
ply with the epistemic norm (trivial cases), and even if we had decisive 
practical reasons against making ourselves comply with epistemic norms 
(epistemic‑practical conflicts). In these cases, we are not blameworthy in 
virtue of acting wrongly, but in virtue of believing irrationally. Indirect 
Voluntarism therefore cannot capture the distinctively epistemic side of 
our normative lives.

Furthermore, as I will argue in Chapter 7, purely rational failure can 
even warrant moral blame. This is plausible especially in cases where ir‑
rationality causes moral harm. This argument will strengthen my case 
against Indirect Voluntarism, and it will favor an alternative picture of 
responsibility for attitudes that is broadly rationalist. However, as I argue 
in the next part, we should also accept a voluntarist face of responsibility 
for attitudes.

5.7	 Conclusion

This chapter has replied to the neglected challenge for the normativity 
of epistemic rationality. I have argued that a person can be epistemically 
blameworthy for being epistemically irrational both in trivial cases as 
well as in cases of epistemic‑practical conflicts. In both kinds of cases, the 
blameworthiness results from a failure to respond correctly to epistemic 
reasons. This reveals the evaluative normativity of epistemic rationality: 
epistemic reasons matter to us because the way we respond to them re‑
veals our epistemic character, which in turn provides others with reasons 
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to epistemically relate to us in certain ways (for instance, by modifying 
epistemic trust). If we allow for concepts of blame in terms of relationship 
impairments instead of restricting blame to passionate reactive attitudes, 
we open the space for a face of responsibility for belief that does not pre‑
suppose indirect control over beliefs. Indirect Voluntarists cannot account 
for this epistemic face of doxastic responsibility. For here we can be blame‑
worthy for a belief even though we responded correctly to our reasons for 
managing this belief.

This concludes the (narrowly) epistemological part of our investigation. 
However, Part 3 will still be relevant for epistemology. Chapter 6 applies 
the discussions from the last two chapters to the rationality of attitudes 
more generally, and then it carves out the two faces of responsibility for 
attitudes that also apply to belief. That is, Chapter 6 takes us from epis‑
temology to an ethics of mind. Chapter 7 then argues that rational failure 
can warrant moral blame. This will also apply to epistemic failures, and 
thus bring into view a hitherto unnoticed normative force of the require‑
ments of epistemic rationality and other kinds of rationality.

Notes

	 1	 I will just stipulate for my purposes here that all practical reasons are reasons of 
the wrong kind. There might be state‑given reasons of the right kind, and some 
of them might even be provided by practical value (as defended by Schroeder 
2021), but I do not call these ‘practical reasons’ here. See Chapter 3.2 for more 
on these issues.

	 2	 See, for instance, Rinard (2015: 219) as well as the references in introduction 
to Chapter 4 for these views.

	 3	 For some discussion and an argument for subjectivism that builds on the notion 
of praiseworthiness, cf. Lord (2018: chapter 8). See Kiesewetter (2017: chapter 
8) for a good overview of the debate and another case for subjectivism.

	 4	 The denial of permissivism is often discussed as the Uniqueness Thesis, as in‑
troduced by Feldman (2007). On epistemic permissivism and some of its prob‑
lems, see White (2005).

	 5	 However, I will revisit the possibility of moral blame for epistemic failure in 
Chapter 7. I argue there that, at least sometimes, we are morally blamewor‑
thy for mere epistemic failures and other kinds of rational failure. Here my 
point is merely that the argument in this chapter does not rely on this stronger 
claim.

	 6	 Similar accounts have been worked out by Kauppinen (2018, 2023), who 
also presents an account of epistemic criticism as a form of distrust, and by 
Brown (2020) and Piovarchy (2021), who both share the spirit of Boult and 
Kauppinen in that they regard epistemic blame as being neither a mere nega‑
tive evaluation nor a kind of strong reactive emotion (like resentment). Brown 
mainly builds on Sher’s (2006, 2009) account of blame as a disposition or‑
ganized around a belief‑desire pair in order to spell out an epistemic kind of 
blame, and she accepts that epistemic blame can manifest in rebuking someone 
for their epistemic failure. Piovarchy utilizes Vargas (2013) view of blame as 
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having the purpose of agency‑cultivation. Among these theorists, only Boult 
puts relationship modifications at center stage. See Boult (2023) for a detailed 
discussion and critique of Brown’s account.

	 7	 In response to Smith’s parent‑case, Boult (2023) argues that only reactions that 
are grounded in the judgment that the person is blameworthy count as blame. 
However, a problem with this proposal is that it does not tell us what grounds 
our judgments about blameworthiness. My proposal (that I explain in the next 
paragraph above) avoids this problem: blame is simply an immediate and ap‑
propriate response to the blamee’s vice. Furthermore, it seems that the parent in 
Smith’s case regards their child as blameworthy without blaming them. I think 
Smith’s case can be met simply by restricting blaming responses to negative re‑
lationship modifications. I take it that Smith’s (2013) proposal that blaming re‑
sponses are essentially expressions of one’s moral protest (or, for my purposes, 
one’s epistemic protest) is compatible with my proposal that they are responses 
to vice.

	 8	 See Hieronymi (2004) for more on the difference between mere reliance and 
genuine trust.

	 9	 Recently, Magalotti (forthcoming) has argued that the coolness of epistemic 
blame would make it impossible for us to phenomenologically grasp epis‑
temic blameworthiness. I agree with her argument, and my reaction is to say 
that epistemic blame and blame for rational failure isn’t always cool (see also 
Schmidt 2024b). This also implies that epistemic criticism at least sometimes 
amounts to genuine blame (namely, when it isn’t cool). For defenses of cool 
blaming reactions as genuine blaming responses, see the recent works that ar‑
gue that these reactions count as blame because they go hand in hand with, or 
consist in, a kind of motivation – a desire that the blamee had not ‘believed 
badly’ (Brown 2020), a protest against the blamee’s action or attitude (Smith 
2013), or just generally the motivation to change one’s relationship with them 
by modifying one’s expectations and intentions (Boult 2023). On recent skepti‑
cism about epistemic blame, see Smartt (2023). See Boult (2024a) for a con‑
vincing reply.

	10	 I take it that Boult does not use ‘epistemic agency’ as referring to indirect vol‑
untary control over beliefs. Plausibly, one can be dogmatic, gullible, a wish‑
ful thinker, or biased even if this vice was not under one’s indirect voluntary 
control. Rather, beliefs – including irrational ones – are often involuntary re‑
sponses to one’s environment (see Chapter 2, and Strawson 2003). Boult’s no‑
tion of epistemic agency is more plausibly understood in terms of Hieronymi’s 
(2009b) notion of evaluative control, to which I return in Chapter 6.

	11	 At this point, the close connection between blameworthiness and vice, or re‑
sponsibility and character, that I am defending, might seem dubious to some 
readers. However, I here ask them to be patient until Part 3 of the book, where 
I return more explicitly to issues of responsibility. The connection will become 
more plausible there.

	12	 For statements by proponents of TV concerning a connection between criti‑
cizability and the normativity of (epistemic) reasons, see, e.g., Boult (2024c: 
chapter 1.4), Kauppinen (2018, 2023), Kelly (2003: 628), Kiesewetter (2017: 
chapter 2), Paakkunainen (2018: 135), and, for statements by opponents con‑
cerning such a connection, see Grimm (2009: 253–255), Mantel (2019: 223), 
McCormick (2020), Rinard (2022: 7), as well as Maguire and Woods (2020)’s 
distinction between mere ‘operative criticizability’ and ‘robust criticizability’ 
(the latter is at issue here).
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	13	 I here mean a very minimal notion of epistemic agency according to which be‑
liefs are often an agent’s responses to epistemic reasons while brute states like 
headaches aren’t. This makes beliefs candidates for things for which we could 
be directly responsible—rather than merely indirectly by managing our beliefs 
through actions and omissions. See Boyle (2011) and Hieronymi (2006, 2008, 
2009a, 2009b) for more substantive accounts of epistemic agency.

	14	 Cf. Boult (2024), who analyses degrees of epistemic criticizability as a function 
of epistemic justification and agent culpability. Boult acknowledges that epis‑
temic viciousness factors into how epistemically criticizable a person is, insofar 
as reduced culpability for a belief—say, when a person’s resistance to evidence 
is partly explained by trauma—also implies reduced epistemic criticizability. 
Yet epistemic criticizability is also influenced, on Boult’s view, by how epistemi‑
cally unjustified the belief itself is.

	15	 Plausibly, we can conceive of two equally vicious people where one of them 
manifests their vice less frequently in their actions or beliefs because of en‑
vironmental luck—just think of the coward who is rarely in danger, or the 
dogmatic person who is rarely confronted with counterevidence to their beliefs. 
By adding “due to their own agency” in brackets, I put these cases aside. It’s 
controversial whether environmental luck can make one less blameworthy.

	16	 See Kauppinen (2016) and Sher (2002) on this Humean claim. The absence 
of vice doesn’t always seem to amount to an excuse: especially a wise person 
might be blameworthy for an unjustified belief because she had more control 
over it than an epistemically vicious person (see McCormick 2015: 93–94; 
103–104; cf. also Sher 2002: 385). However, here we might say that the wise 
person in one instance still manifests an epistemic vice.

	17	 The notion of epistemic excuses has mainly played a role in externalist ac‑
counts of epistemic justification (see Littlejohn forthcoming; Williamson forth‑
coming). However, some recent suggestions are compatible with internalism: 
Worsnip (2021: 162–164) suggests that epistemic irrationality is excusable in 
cases of cognitive overload (when the amount of evidence cannot be processed) 
and when one has practical justification not to revise one’s credences (say, be‑
cause the house is burning right now). For reasons given above, I deny that 
the latter is always an excuse. See Flores and Woodard (2023: 2558, 2561) for 
similar and further proposals of epistemic excuses.

	18	 This is not to deny that epistemic norms play a guiding function within inquiry 
or reasoning. However, even within inquiry, practical reasons can influence 
to which evidence we should attend, how we should weigh this evidence, and 
even whether we should inquire diligently or carelessly. Cf. Friedman (2020) 
for discussion.

	19	 For an insightful defense of epistemic norms for actions, see Flores and Wood‑
ard (2023), who also appeal epistemic criticism. See also Boult (2024c: chapter 
5) on how epistemic blame might imply that some actions, such as assertions, 
are subject to epistemic norms. For some recent pushback, see Arpaly (2023).

	20	 See also Kauppinen (2018, 2023). I am here motivated primarily by a use of 
‘normative’ that is central to the debate on the normativity of rationality (see 
Chapter 3).

	21	 Interestingly, Piovarchy (2021) provides a pragmatic justification of our prac‑
tice of epistemic blame. Given that, as I have argued, this practice reveals the 
normative significance of epistemic norms and reasons, the present proposal is 
nicely complemented by his view about epistemic blame. Various recent social 
accounts of the sources of epistemic normativity have developed similar ideas, 
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see Chrisman’s (2020, 2022) Hobbes‑inspired proposal, Goldberg’s (2019) ap‑
peal to the legitimacy of social expectations that others comply with certain 
epistemic norms, as well as Boult (2024b), Dyke (2021), Fleisher (forthcom‑
ing), Hannon and Woodard (forthcoming), and Wei (2022).

	22	 Again, there might be epistemic requirements on, say, actions of inquiry and 
assertion. I do not wish to deny this. The important issue is that epistemic ra‑
tionality also or even primarily governs our states of belief.
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6	 A Hybrid Account of Mental 
Responsibility

[W]e are not merely producers of our attitudes, or even guardians over them; we 
are, first and foremost, inhabiters of them.

Angela M. Smith, “Responsibility for Attitudes: Activity and Passivity in 
Mental Life” (2005: 251)

Let us channel our discussions about epistemic rationality back into the de‑
bates on the normativity of attitudes more generally. We saw, in Part 1, that 
the problem of responsibility for attitudes arises only because our attitudes 
are responsive to reasons. If attitudes weren’t responsive to reasons, then 
responsibility for attitudes would be on par with responsibility for brute 
sensations, like pain. That is, our responsibility for attitudes could always 
be derived from our responsibility for actions and omissions that influence 
our attitudes. Indirect Voluntarism would be true. However, attitudes seem 
to be responsive to right‑kind reasons, among which are epistemic reasons. 
Responding correctly to right‑kind reasons is not always under our vol‑
untary control, whether direct or indirect. Indirect Voluntarism could not 
explain our responsibility for responding to right‑kind reasons – that is, it 
could not explain our responsibility for rationality.

Chapter 4 then showed us how we might deny that we are ever responsi‑
ble merely for being epistemically (ir)rational. A recent movement in epis‑
temology doubts the normativity of epistemic reasons. In this chapter, I will 
first argue that the cases that motivate this movement can be generalized 
(Chapter 6.1). This leads to doubts about the normativity of all right‑kind 
reasons for attitudes. If right‑kind reasons weren’t normative, then we 
wouldn’t be accountable for complying with right‑kind reasons. What we 
are responsible for, ultimately, is only to manage our attitudes properly by 
responding correctly to wrong‑kind reasons.1 This argument generalizes 
our problem for the normativity of rationality spelled out in Chapter 4.6. 
For even if rationality is understood as responding correctly to right‑kind 
reasons, rationality would not be normative if right‑kind reasons were not 
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normative. This constitutes a prima facie strong case both in favor of Indi‑
rect Voluntarism and against the normativity of rationality.

However, Chapter 5 already turned the tables. It presented a strategy 
for defending the normativity of right‑kind reasons, while focusing on 
epistemic reasons. The main idea is that we are sometimes blameworthy 
merely for failing to respond correctly to epistemic reasons – that is, we 
are sometimes blameworthy merely for being epistemically irrational. The 
recent literature on epistemic blame helped us to spell this out: we some‑
times modify our epistemic relationships in response to epistemic vices. 
While the ways we modify our relationships need not amount to moral 
blame, they can often amount to epistemic blame. In this chapter, I argue 
that this account can be generalized to an account of blameworthiness 
for rational failure: if we regularly fail to have attitudes that are rational, 
then we often display blameworthy vices in virtue of this irrationality, 
and relationship modifications are appropriate in response to these vices 
(Chapter 6.2). This blameworthiness for rational failure reveals that ra‑
tionality has normative significance. For it shows us that blame is some‑
times appropriate even in cases where wrong‑kind reasons – those reasons 
that do not bear on the rationality of an attitude – would require us to be 
irrational. Therefore, the blameworthiness in these cases must result from 
failing to respond correctly to right‑kind reasons. This in turn reveals that 
there is a genuine normative requirement to comply with our right‑kind 
reasons.

Finally, this chapter spells out my solution to the problem of mental re‑
sponsibility by drawing a picture of responsibility for attitudes that arises 
from this defense of the normativity of rationality (Chapters 6.3–6.6). The 
picture is in line with recent rationalist accounts that ground our direct 
responsibility for attitudes in reasons‑responsiveness. Yet it allows for 
a distinct indirect responsibility that is grounded in indirect control. By 
connecting these two faces of responsibility to the corresponding forms 
of normativity (right‑kind reasons and wrong‑kind reasons), the present 
hybrid account also explains the indirect voluntarist’s driving intuitions. 
Chapter 7 then argues that irrationality can warrant moral blame, thus 
supporting my view that reasons‑responsiveness grounds a genuine kind 
of responsibility.

6.1	 Generalizing the Challenge

Let us return to our challenge for the normativity of epistemic reasons in 
Chapter 4. Cases of trivial belief and cases of epistemic‑practical conflicts 
seemed to show that epistemic reasons do not matter in the right way to 
be genuinely normative reasons. Since epistemic reasons are just one kind 
of right‑kind reasons, we would expect this challenge to generalize to all 



A Hybrid Account of Mental Responsibility  129

kinds of attitudinal rationality. Let us, again, start with an initial formula‑
tion of our worry:

1	 Normative reasons for attitudes matter for what we ought to believe, 
desire, feel, intend, etc.

2	 Right‑kind reasons do not matter for what we ought to believe, desire, 
feel, intend, etc.

3	 Thus, right‑kind reasons are not normative reasons.

Since reasons of the right kind are the ones relevant to the rationality of an 
attitude, (3) implies that rational requirements to believe, desire, feel, in‑
tend, etc., are not normative. The important premise for this generalization 
is premise (2). We can see its initial plausibility if we consider cases analo‑
gous to cases of trivial belief and epistemic‑practical conflicts  –  that is, 
cases of trivial attitudes and conflicts between right‑kind and wrong‑kind 
reasons for attitudes.

Consider, first, desires. There is some initial difficulty in finding cases of 
wholly trivial desires. My desire to scratch my neck because it is itching is 
not clearly a desire that does not matter. The fact that my neck is itching 
can be an excellent reason both of the right kind and of the wrong kind 
to desire to scratch my neck. This is because the desire to scratch is both 
directed at a desirable action and might itself have the good consequence 
that I scratch my neck, thereby getting rid of an unpleasant sensation of 
itching. One might think that it always matters whether I have desires that 
are supported by right‑kind reasons because desires with desirable content 
help us to achieve what is desirable. It would follow that we cannot con‑
struct a case of a trivial desire as we have constructed cases of trivial belief, 
and thus right‑kind reasons for desire might more plausibly be genuinely 
normative reasons. For it seems that we cannot formulate the same chal‑
lenge for the rationality of desire as we can formulate for the rationality 
of belief.

However, note first there are clearly counterproductive desires. Suppose 
that your itching neck provides you with a reason to desire to scratch 
your neck (it would be pleasant for the moment), but that you should 
resist acting on this desire, because scratching would just make the itch‑
ing worse in the long run. Although your desire to scratch is rational 
(after all, the momentary pleasure is a good consequence of scratching 
your neck), it might be rational for you to desire not to desire to scratch 
your neck. It could even be rational to get rid of this desire by telling 
yourself (falsely) that momentary pleasure is completely worthless. Would 
you be blameworthy if you were successful in getting rid of the desire? 
Intuitively, it does not seem so. And yet your right‑kind reasons to de‑
sire to scratch your neck were decisive: the desire is a fitting response to 
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the momentary pleasure of scratching. Therefore, it seems that right‑kind 
reasons for desire are normatively irrelevant when there are wrong‑kind 
reasons not to have the desire. Thus, even if there were no truly trivial 
desires, we can doubt the normativity of right‑kind reasons for desire by 
constructing conflict cases.

Furthermore, there are truly trivial desires – desires that do not matter 
at all – which are supported by right‑kind reasons for desire. Suppose that 
X is desirable but that what you desire is impossible. In such a case, your 
right‑kind reasons are still decisive for desiring X. Suppose, for example, 
that you know that it is desirable to walk on Pluto: you could enjoy an 
awesome otherworldly landscape when walking there. Yet, for some rea‑
son, you do not desire to walk on Pluto. Are you blameworthy for lacking 
this desire? After all, you cannot walk on Pluto. What, then, is the point 
of desiring it? Not desiring it might rob you of the pleasure of imagining 
how nice it is to walk there. But we might well stipulate that you have 
better things to do than engaging in such imaginative projects, or that 
they just aren’t fun for you. In cases where your desire does not have any 
benefit, it is unclear why anyone should regard you as criticizable for 
lacking the desire. Thus, intuitively, right‑kind reasons for desire don’t 
seem to matter independently of a practical reason to pursue desiring 
what is supported by right‑kind reasons (that is, desiring what you know 
to be desirable). This is analogous to the challenge for the normativity of 
epistemic reasons from Chapter 4, where it seemed that epistemic reasons 
do not matter independently of a practical reason to comply with one’s 
epistemic reasons.

Next, consider intentions. Initially, we face a similar difficulty as we did 
with desires. The intention to brush your teeth this morning is not wholly 
trivial: without it, you would not have brushed your teeth. Similarly, my 
intention to scratch my neck because it is itching matters to some degree 
(assuming in this case that scratching isn’t bad in the long run, but it is 
rather what I should do, all things considered). I might plausibly be pru‑
dentially criticizable for not having such intentions. It thus might seem that 
right‑kind reasons for intention always matter, and so there are no trivial 
cases when it comes to intention because right‑kind reasons for intention 
always indicate that having the intention contributes to performing a good 
action.

To get a truly trivial intention into focus, consider an action which you 
ought to perform in the future. Suppose that attending a conference in a 
year would be the right action for you. The reasons for attending might 
include, for example, the opportunity for rich academic exchange, for 
presenting your ideas, and for making important contacts. It is rational 
for you to intend now to attend the conference in a year. Yet there is 
nothing lost if you do not yet intend to go to the conference. You might 
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be akratic right now: you know you should attend the conference, but 
you do not intend to attend. However, it is still a year until the conference 
takes place, and thus another year until it matters whether you intend to 
attend the conference. You have plenty of time to overcome this akrasia. 
Since it does not yet matter whether you intend to attend the conference, 
it seems that you are not blameworthy for being akratic. That is, you are 
not blameworthy for not intending what you ought to do – that is, for not 
having an intention that seems to be decisively supported by right‑kind 
reasons. Again, it seems, intuitively, that the right‑kind reasons for inten‑
tion only matter if there is some wrong‑kind reason to comply with the 
right‑kind reasons – which is often absent in the case of future‑directed 
intentions.

Is it plausible that you have decisive right‑kind reasons for intending to 
attend the conference that only takes place in a year? Kiesewetter (2017: 
190–192) argues that your right‑kind reasons are not decisive in this case. 
He argues that you do not yet have decisive right‑kind reasons to intend 
to attend the conference. Rather, intending to attend becomes decisively 
supported by right‑kind reasons as soon as you must intend to attend to 
ensure that you will attend – say, because now is the time to prepare your 
travel. At some point, you must form an intention, or else you won’t attend 
the conference.

The main problem with Kiesewetter’s view is that it doesn’t explain why 
the intention suddenly becomes decisively supported by right‑kind reasons 
when you must intend in order to perform the right action. Let us assume 
that, as the conference draws nearer, and you need to take steps in order 
to ensure that you attend, nothing relevant to the deontic status of your 
attending has changed. No further reasons to attend have appeared on 
the horizon. Nevertheless, you now have, according to Kiesewetter, de‑
cisive right‑kind reasons to intend to attend the conference. You would 
be blameworthy if you fail to intend this, now that you must. But how 
can right‑kind reasons become decisive while remaining the same set of 
reasons? Kiesewetter’s view implicitly assumes that right‑kind reasons for 
intention gain their normative force only when there is some wrong‑kind 
reason to comply with them—here, the wrong‑kind reason that you must 
form an intention to ensure that you attend. This amounts to granting that 
right‑kind reasons for intention have no such force on their own. I thus 
conclude, pace Kiesewetter, that the future‑intention case is analogous to 
the trivial belief case in relevant ways.

Furthermore, there are conflicts between right‑kind and wrong‑kind rea‑
sons for intention. Kavka’s (1983) toxin puzzle is such a case that involves 
a beneficial intention that lacks support by right‑kind reasons. Conversely, 
there are also cases in which it would be bad to intend to do something but 
where doing it is decisively supported by right‑kind reasons. For instance, 
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you might have a decisive reason to go to the beach tomorrow. But suppose 
that, if today you intend to go to the beach tomorrow, then you will suffer 
immensely. This doesn’t affect your reasons to go to the beach tomorrow, 
since you won’t suffer in virtue of going there, but rather in virtue of your 
intention today. You can safely adopt the intention only tomorrow (if you 
can) and thereby avoid the harm today. Plausibly, you should actively ig‑
nore your right‑kind reasons for intention when you ask what you ought 
to intend today.

Here the normative import of the right‑kind reasons for intention seems 
unclear. If there are no wrong‑kind reasons to comply with right‑kind rea‑
sons, then, intuitively, right‑kind reasons seem to be normatively insig‑
nificant. In some cases, there might still be some wrong‑kind reasons to 
comply with your right‑kind reasons, but these will often be outweighed 
by the wrong‑kind reasons against compliance. Again, the right‑kind rea‑
sons don’t seem to have any normative significance independently of the 
wrong‑kind reasons to comply with the right‑kind reasons. The challenge 
for the normativity of epistemic rationality seems to carry over to the nor‑
mativity of the rationality of desire and intention.

Finally, consider cases of various emotions. There can be conflicts be‑
tween right‑kind and wrong‑kind reasons for emotion. Sometimes, fearing 
a danger can be rational but counterproductive. In these cases, it seems that 
rationality is normatively relevant only insofar as there is something good 
about being rational. If there is nothing good about being rational – say, 
one’s fear does not help one to avoid danger, and it is rather just disturbing 
and distracting – then it seems that the mere fact that your fear is rational 
does not have any normative significance in the situation at hand. Again, it 
seems that the rationality of fear is only normative if there is a wrong‑kind 
reason to fear rationally.

Things are a bit trickier with emotions that imply pleasure, like happi‑
ness. Although here conflict cases can arise (when rationally feeling happy 
has bad consequences), it is hard to see how feeling happy can lack any 
support by wrong‑kind reasons, thus being truly trivial happiness. It seems 
that one always has a wrong‑kind reason to (cause oneself to) feel happy 
because feeling happy is pleasurable. However, we might imagine a per‑
son who is in a depressed mood. For this person, it is impossible to make 
themselves feel happy. If you only have a normative reason to do some‑
thing if you can do it, then this person has no normative reason to make 
themselves feel happy – that is, they don’t have any wrong‑kind reason to 
(cause themselves to) be happy. Now, suppose that they experience a joy‑
ful event that rationally requires them to feel happy. In this case, it seems 
the person has decisive reasons of the right kind to be happy without hav‑
ing any wrong kind of reason to (cause themselves to) be happy. Again, it 
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seems that the person is blameless.2 Again, the right‑kind reasons seem to 
be normatively irrelevant by themselves, in the absence of a wrong‑kind 
reason to comply with them.

In the next subchapter, I will argue that some emotions, such as ad‑
miration and love, cause trouble for the intuition that right‑kind reasons 
for emotion are normatively irrelevant. However, the purpose of the pre‑
sent subchapter is merely to generalize the challenge for the normativity 
of rationality. For now, I rest content with having argued that there are 
cases of desires, intentions, and emotions that are structurally analogous 
to cases of trivial belief and other cases that are structurally analogous to 
epistemic‑practical conflicts: there can be decisive right‑kind reasons for 
attitudes that are not favored by any wrong‑kind reasons (trivial attitude 
cases), and there can be cases in which the right‑kind reasons for an at‑
titude seem to be rendered normatively irrelevant by decisive wrong‑kind 
reasons not to comply with them (conflict cases between right‑kind and 
wrong‑kind reasons for attitudes). Thus, the cases can be generalized to all 
attitudes, and every time, it seems that only the wrong‑kind reasons do the 
normative work, while the right‑kind reasons are normatively irrelevant 
by themselves.

Genuinely normative reasons would sometimes make a person blame‑
worthy if these reasons are decisive and one fails to comply with them 
(at least in the absence of excuse or exemption). Since a mere failure to 
comply with right‑kind reasons for attitudes doesn’t seem to make a per‑
son blameworthy, they don’t seem to be normative reasons. That is, if 
rationality was normative, then subjects would sometimes be blameworthy 
when they lack trivial attitudes that are supported by decisive right‑kind 
reasons, and when these subjects comply with their wrong‑kind reasons 
but not with their right‑kind reasons in conflict cases. Again, the following 
connection between normative reasons and blameworthiness is assumed in 
the challenge:

Normativity and Blameworthiness (NB). Reasons of kind K are norma‑
tive reasons only if we can be blameworthy or personally criticizable 
merely in virtue of failing to respond correctly to decisive reasons of 
kind K (which we possess, or which are available, or accessible).

That is, right‑kind reasons are normative reasons only if we can be blame‑
worthy merely for failing to respond correctly to decisive right‑kind rea‑
sons (see Chapter 5.1 for a defense). (NB) is compatible with the view 
that right‑kind reasons aren’t normative although we are often blame‑
worthy when we don’t respond correctly to them. This blameworthiness 
would then just derive from not complying with wrong‑kind reasons 
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that decisively favor compliance with right‑kind reasons in these cases 
(cf. Kauppinen 2023: 141). In such cases, one wouldn’t be blameworthy 
merely for not responding correctly to right‑kind reasons. Trivial atti‑
tude cases and epistemic‑practical conflicts seem to show that we cannot 
be blameworthy merely for violating the requirements of rationality. It 
seems false that we should comply with rational requirements for their 
own sake. Rather, it seems that we should only comply with them if 
there is some wrong‑kind (or practical) reason to (ensure that we) com‑
ply with them.

This is the generalized challenge for the normativity of rationality (see 
also Chapter 4.6). It arises from cases that are structurally analogous to 
the ones that question the normativity of epistemic reasons within recent 
epistemological discussions.

Thus, the challenge for the normativity of rationality is a challenge not 
only for the epistemic rationality of belief but for the rationality of atti‑
tudes in general. I now argue that we can defend the normativity of ration‑
ality by appealing to the possibility of blameworthiness for mere rational 
failure, which I will understand in analogy to epistemic blame. This will 
require me to explain how we can be blameworthy in the cases of mere 
rational failure that I have just described. Blameworthiness for rational 
failure reveals the normativity of rationality.

6.2	 Meeting the Generalized Challenge

This time, I will start out by considering blameworthiness for irrational 
emotions because there are certain types of emotions where it is very intui‑
tive that we can be blameworthy merely for failing to comply with the re‑
quirements of emotional rationality – that is, merely for failing to respond 
correctly to our right‑kind reasons for these emotions. This blameworthi‑
ness reveals the genuine normativity of the right‑kind of reasons for emo‑
tion, and thus of emotional rationality, which is, like epistemic rationality, 
relevant for interpersonal evaluations.

Take admiration and love. You can be blameworthy merely because 
you do not admire features of the world that are admirable, or merely 
because you do not love someone who is worthy of your love. I here un‑
derstand admiration and love as stable dispositions rather than as occur‑
rent feelings. In a case where I am confronted with something admirable 
(say, I am standing in front of the ancient pyramids) but where I do not 
feel admiration (say, due to my being stressed out from traveling), I am 
not necessarily blameworthy (I might be excused due to stress). Yet I am 
blameworthy if I do not have a disposition to feel admiration for what 
is admirable under usual circumstances, one that I fail to manifest in ap‑
propriate circumstances, and where I lack this disposition not just due to 
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pathology, stress, or other excusing or exempting conditions. Similarly, if 
I do not feel love for my partner in a specific moment (say, because I am 
stressed), this does not always make me blameworthy. Yet if I do not have 
any disposition to feel love for them, and so I fail to manifest my love for 
them regularly, then I am blameworthy for this lack of love for someone 
who deserves my love.

Again, skeptics about the normativity of right‑kind reasons might object 
that we are not blameworthy merely because we fail to respond correctly 
to right‑kind reasons for these emotions. Rather, when something is ad‑
mirable, or someone is worthy of love, this implies that it is practically 
valuable to feel admiration or to love the person. According to this view, 
the emotionally irrational are blameworthy only when they have failed to 
respond to wrong‑kind reasons for feeling (or for causing themselves to 
feel) the relevant emotion. Plausibly, in the cases of admiration and love 
just described, there are wrong‑kind reasons for admiration and love that 
derive from the practical value of feeling admiration and love. Therefore, 
the skeptic about the normativity of right‑kind reasons for emotions can 
attempt to trace blameworthiness for emotions back to a failure to respond 
to the wrong‑kind reasons in these cases.

To reply to this legitimate objection, we can describe versions of the 
cases in which my wrong‑kind reasons end up favoring, on balance, not 
admiring or not loving the person, and yet I can be blameworthy for 
lack of admiration or lack of love. These are cases of conflict between 
right‑kind and wrong‑kind reasons for these emotions. Suppose that you 
could bring about an immense amount of good if you successfully cul‑
tivate a disposition not to admire the ancient pyramids when you are 
in front of them, or a disposition not to love a person who is worthy of 
your love. Suppose, furthermore that you have a reliable method avail‑
able for cultivating such a disposition. Clearly, your wrong‑kind reasons 
now require you to cause yourself not to admire and not to love. Still, you 
will be blameworthy. The inability to acknowledge the admirable and 
lovable is a defect in character that has specific normative consequences 
for your relationship with others and thus provides others with reasons 
to modify their relationship toward you because you fail to acknowledge 
the admirable and lovable. Why explore the world with someone who 
cannot admire its admirable features? Why be in a romantic relationship 
with someone who cannot appreciate a person as being worthy of their 
love? Even though these defects in character might not warrant responses 
like resentment, indignation, and guilt, especially when one had excellent 
wrong‑kind reasons for developing them, they still warrant blame insofar 
as it can be rational not to get involved in specific ways with the people 
who suffer these defects: certain types of relationships with them are nec‑
essarily impaired.
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It is important to note that I do not argue for some kind of elitism of 
those who are rational. Saying that relationships with the (regularly) ir‑
rational are impaired does not imply that we are never allowed to enter 
such relationships or that we should not enter other types of relationships 
with people who are (regularly) irrational. Arguably, we are all (regularly) 
irrational in certain ways. Rather, my claim is much weaker: that someone 
is (regularly) irrational is a pro tanto reason not to enter certain types of 
relationship with the person. The types of relationship will depend on the 
kind of irrationality at issue.

Here is a sketch of the general account of blame for rational failure 
I propose. Seeing a person’s disposition to be irrational with respect to 
a certain topic is to discover their vice. As a result of this discovery, we 
might legitimately reconsider our relationship with them. We might no 
longer want to be friends with the person. We might cease to promote 
their personal projects or not take pleasure in their successes. For we see 
that they adopt their aims and choose their means or form their beliefs 
only because they are greedy, weak‑willed, cowardly, intemperate, ungen‑
erous, unjust, gullible, or dogmatic. We might also no longer care as much 
about the opinion of the person whose viciousness we have discovered. 
We might doubt their judgments because of a general sense of distrust we 
develop toward them. These are all reactions we can only show to fully 
responsible beings. This is because we can only have the relationships that 
are presupposed by these reactions with fully responsible beings. Neither 
computers nor children can display such defects in character that give rise 
to the reactions described above. I take this form of blame, insofar as it is 
legitimate, to be grounded in the person’s irrationality. For a fully rational 
person cannot be blameworthy: they could not do any better while remain‑
ing rational. It would be irrational to expect them to do any better, given 
their epistemic situation.

Let us also apply this account to other kinds of attitudes to illustrate 
its fruitfulness and broader applicability. In Chapter 6.1, I also discussed 
fear and happiness. If fear is itself unhelpful or counterproductive, can 
there still be a sense in which one is blameworthy for not feeling fear? Yes, 
if one has a disposition not to fear what is fearful, that is, if one is reck‑
less. If fear is a manifestation of this vice, then the fact that one regularly 
fails to respond correctly to right‑kind reasons for fear will provide other 
people with a reason to modify their relationship. Better not to go on ad‑
venture with the reckless person. Similarly, someone who regularly fails to 
be happy about joyful events might be considered a grouch. The grouch is 
different from the depressive person, who is, due to pathology, exempted 
from any rational requirement to be happy. Both depressive people as 
well as grouches might not always amount to good company. Yet only the 
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grouches fail to live up to our legitimate expectation that one be rational in 
one’s emotions and thus are blameworthy for their unhappiness.

Concerning desires, I have discussed in Chapter 6.1 a trivial desire to 
walk on Pluto. Is a person blameworthy for not desiring to walk on Pluto? 
Again, we can grant that they’re not blameworthy if this lack of desire 
does not indicate a general character flaw. However, if one regularly fails 
to desire things that are good, one is irrational in one’s conative attitude. 
One’s desires are not adjusted to the valuable features of the world. This, 
in turn, will give other people reasons to distrust one’s evaluative capaci‑
ties. Someone who regularly fails to have rational desires or has irrational 
desires will not give proper weight to what is important, and thus certain 
engagements with the person will not be appropriate due to this evaluative 
deficiency. Again, relationship modifications in response to this vice are 
appropriate.

Finally, I have discussed cases of future intention and conflicting rea‑
sons for intention. In cases of future intention, my intention to attend an 
important conference in a year seemed trivial: having this intention right 
now seemed valueless; it only seemed to matter that I have this intention as 
soon as I must take the first steps to make sure that I will attend the confer‑
ence. Yet, as I have argued in Chapter 6.1, this intention is still supported 
decisively by right‑kind reasons even before I should take these steps. Yet I 
seemed blameless for not intending it at this point. This seemed to support 
the view that reasons for intention are not normative.

Again, I can grant that I am not always blameworthy for failing to in‑
tend what I ought to do. However, I would be blameworthy if I had a dis‑
position never to intend what I ought to do, and if I regularly manifested 
this disposition. It would be difficult to make any plans with me, to say the 
least. Intentions manifest in behavior, and if I do not intend to, say, meet 
up with you tomorrow night although I promised you to meet up with 
you, then you should not trust me to keep my promise. This is so even if I 
ultimately were to decide to meet up with you.

One might object that a person who never intends to do what they ought 
to do until the time of action has come, but then always forms the inten‑
tion just before they should perform the action, is a completely reliable 
person and not blameworthy in any way.

In reply, I maintain that we cannot even coherently conceive of a per‑
son who never intends what she does until the time of action has come. 
If someone always does what they think they ought to do, then we must 
ascribe to them the intention to do what they think they ought to do for a 
significant period of time before the action. Thus, this objection fails be‑
cause it assumes an unintelligible scenario. A person who fails to have ra‑
tional intentions is a paradigm case of someone you should not trust. The 
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person is blameworthy in virtue of regularly failing to be rational in their 
intentions. This blameworthiness reveals the normativity of the rationality 
of intention, or of right‑kind reasons for intention.

Finally, consider a case of conflicting reasons for intention that is struc‑
turally analogous to the toxin puzzle (Kavka 1983): your partner would be 
happy if you would intend to marry them, even though they do not actu‑
ally want to marry you, and you have reasons not to marry them. If you 
manage to hold an irrational intention to marry them, you would not be 
blameworthy – or so it can seem. However, suppose that your intention is 
stable over time, so that it becomes an entrenched irrationality that leads 
you to action, like trying to convince your partner to marry you, or even 
making wedding plans. Surely, such a dispositional intention is blamewor‑
thy. Again, you are blameworthy because your intention is irrational. For 
everything you do on the basis of your intention seems to be legitimate in 
light of your intention: if your intention was rational, your actions would 
be rational as well. It is your intention that you should revise in light of 
your right‑kind reasons. Your failure to respond to these reasons makes 
you blameworthy: it gives your partner reasons to adjust their relationship 
toward you.

My arguments here take the same structure as my argument in favor of 
the normativity of epistemic rationality (see Chapter 5.4). I grant that one 
instance of irrationality can be excused. However, if irrationality becomes 
dispositional, and thus develops into a character flaw, it gives other people 
reasons to modify their relationship in response to your vice. This is so 
independently of the wrong‑kind reasons for you not to have this vicious 
disposition. Even if you have decisive wrong‑kind reasons to cultivate a 
vice, you will still end up having a vice if you are successful in cultivating it, 
which in turn makes you blameworthy for having this vice, at least if you 
regularly manifest it in actions or attitudes. While you might not deserve 
strong reactions of resentment, indignation, or guilt, certain relationship 
modifications that still count as blame are appropriate.

I thus conclude that we sometimes are blameworthy merely in virtue of 
violating rational requirements. This blameworthiness in turn reveals that 
there is a normative requirement that is violated when we fail to respond 
correctly to our right‑kind reasons: there is a sense in which we always 
ought to be rational – and in exceptional cases we’re blameless due to be‑
ing excused. The relevant sense of ‘ought’ is an evaluative sense: we have 
reasons to modify our relationships toward the person who violates the 
rational ‘ought’, which is a way of evaluating them negatively. Since we 
cannot always decide, directly or indirectly, whether we have rational at‑
titudes, rational requirements do not presuppose that we have voluntary 
control over our attitudes. They merely presuppose that we are responsive 
to right‑kind reasons to such a degree that our attitudes do not count as 
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cases of severe pathology. As we will see in Chapter 6.3, this amounts to 
being answerable for our attitudes.

This concludes the main part of my defense of the normativity of ration‑
ality by appealing to blameworthiness for mere rational failure. At this 
point, some might still worry whether the kinds of relationship modifica‑
tions I appeal to are genuine forms of blame. In reply to this worry, I argue 
in Chapter 7 that mere rational failure can give rise to moral blame in cases 
where violating a rational requirement leads to moral harm.

6.3	 Two Faces of Mental Responsibility

For now, let us consider what the defense of the normativity of rationality 
implies for our problem of mental responsibility. I will begin by first get‑
ting our motivating problem into view before spelling out how the present 
account of blameworthiness for rational failure helps us to solve it. As we 
will see, we are responsible for rationality in two distinct ways.

Philosophical thought about responsibility is traditionally structured by 
taking actions and their consequences to be the kinds of things for which 
we are responsible.3 This way of thinking about responsibility highlights 
a difference between two modes of being responsible: direct and indirect 
responsibility. On the one hand, our actions are exercises of voluntary con‑
trol, and we perform our actions for reasons. Their causal consequences, 
on the other hand, are not exercises of control, and they are not performed 
for reasons.4 Our responsibility for consequences originates in our respon‑
sibility for actions which cause them.5 This allows us to say that we are 
directly responsible for our actions, but only indirectly responsible for 
their consequences. Whenever we are responsible for a consequence, our 
responsibility can be traced back to our responsibility for prior actions (see 
Fischer and Tognazzini 2009).

If we try to put attitudes within this traditional framework, we are faced 
with the puzzle that motivated the present inquiry. On the one hand, it 
seems that we lack direct control over our attitudes. In this respect, at‑
titudes behave similarly to mere consequences of our actions. Indeed, it 
seems undeniable that attitudes can be consequences of our actions, and 
that we thus have, to a certain extent, indirect control over them: we can 
manage our emotions through, say, meditation, and we can form justified 
beliefs by, for example, proper investigation. Yet it is hard to see what a 
more direct control over attitudes is supposed to look like. If we lack direct 
control over our attitudes, we might think that we can be only indirectly 
responsible for our attitudes – in the same way as we are only indirectly 
responsible for consequences.

On the other hand, our attitudes are within the ‘space of reasons’: they 
are subject to evaluations to which brute consequences of actions could 
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X=actions X=attitudes X=consequences
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Directly responsible ? Merely indirectly 

responsible

Figure 6.1  The peculiar status of attitudes between actions and mere consequences

never be subject. Attitudes cannot only be evaluated as better or worse 
to have (as consequences can be evaluated as better or worse). Rather, we 
think of our attitudes as rational or irrational. In this respect, it seems that 
our attitudes do not behave like mere consequences of our actions: if I fall 
from the roof due to my carelessness, my broken leg will be my fault, but 
my broken leg is not irrational. Given our attitudes’ presence in the space 
of reasons, they seem to be much more like actions themselves rather than 
their consequences. We are tempted to conclude from this second line of 
thought that we must also be directly responsible for our attitudes (in ad‑
dition to sometimes being indirectly responsible for them). This peculiar 
status of attitudes is represented in Figure 6.1.

Figure 6.1 illustrates how attitudes are both dissimilar and similar to 
actions. They are dissimilar insofar as they are not themselves exercises 
of control – or, as it is sometimes put, we seem to lack direct control over 
our attitudes. However, attitudes are also similar to actions insofar as both 
are responsive to reasons. In this respect, attitudes are quite unlike mere 
consequences of our actions, which are not responsive to reasons. This 
peculiar status of attitudes creates the question mark in the last row of 
Figure  6.1: are we directly responsible for them, as we are directly re‑
sponsible for reasons‑responsive entities like actions, or are we merely in‑
directly responsible for them, as we are merely indirectly responsible for 
mere consequences? The problem of mental responsibility arose due to 
this peculiar status of attitudes as reasons‑responsive entities – subject to 
rational requirements – that are not under direct control (see Chapter 2).

We can dissolve this ambiguity by acknowledging two distinct agentive 
capacities that ground our responsibility for attitudes: indirect voluntary 
control and responsiveness to right‑kind reasons. To illustrate the distinc‑
tion between the two capacities and corresponding faces of responsibility, 
let us contrast two cases. In the first case, a person complies with all his 
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duties regarding the indirect management of his attitudes, but then fails to 
respond correctly to his right‑kind reasons. In the second case, a person 
fails in his duties to manage his attitudes, but still responds correctly to his 
right‑kind reasons. Here are the two cases:

Caring Todd

Todd was mildly offended, and he reacts with an inappropriate degree 
of anger. His reaction is irrational and harmful to another person. We 
learn that Todd has been taking anger‑management classes for years, 
and that he does various exercises in his daily life that were recom‑
mended to him by specialists to help him control his anger. Whenever 
he misses out on a class, and does not do his exercises, he will occa‑
sionally show an irrational degree of anger. He knows about this ten‑
dency. However, there is no further way for him to control these angry 
impulses. This week, Todd had to take care of his sick mother. Let us 
assume that this took up almost his whole time and energy, but it was 
nevertheless his moral duty. As a result, he could not do his exercises 
or attend his class without neglecting his moral duty. As a result, he 
becomes angry.

Devastation

Tony offends Tom. It would be rational for Tom to become angry in 
response to this offense. However, if Tom gets angry, then Tony would 
notice Tom’s anger and Tony would feel terribly devastated. Tom knows 
this and he can manage his anger by taking a deep breath. However, 
Tom does not take a deep breath and instead gets angry. Tony ends up 
being terribly devastated. Let us assume that it would have been better, 
all things considered, if Tony didn’t feel terribly devastated, and Tom 
knows this normative fact about the situation.

The difference between Todd and Tom is that they can justify their at‑
titudes in different ways. While Todd can offer reasons for neglecting his 
anger‑management, and thus can historically justify himself for being an‑
gry, Tom cannot do so. This is because Tom could have easily managed his 
anger but failed in making an effort of will (that is, taking a deep breath 
instead of allowing himself to become angry). Thus, Tom is not historically 
justified, but Todd is historically justified. Yet Tom might justify his anger 
in another sense. For Tom’s anger is a rational reaction to the situation. 
Tom seems thus to be justified in the answerability‑sense of responsibility. 
That is, Tom can justify his anger by giving sufficient right‑kind reasons 
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for his anger: he was offended by Tony. Todd, by contrast, cannot do so, 
because his anger is disproportional to the situation, and he is thus not 
justified in his anger in the answerability‑sense.

This allows us to distinguish between two faces of blameworthiness: the 
direct blameworthinessA for attitudes (answerability‑blame) and the indi‑
rect blameworthinessH for attitudes (the blame of historical responsibility) 
which can be distinguished from each other by the following conditions 
which are necessary for one kind of blameworthiness, but not for the other

BlameworthinessA. S is blameworthyA for their anger only if S’s anger 
is irrational given the offense – that is, only if the anger is insufficiently 
supported by right‑kind reasons for the anger.

BlameworthinessH. S is blameworthyH for their anger only if S did 
not perform or omit an action S ought to perform or omit, and only if 
performing or omitting this action could have avoided or changed the 
anger – that is, only if S’s performing or omitting the relevant action is 
insufficiently supported by wrong‑kind reasons for the anger.

Given these definitions, Todd is blameworthyA, but not blameworthyH, 
whereas Tom is blameworthyH, but not blameworthyA. Thus, the cases 
help us to tease apart two faces of responsibility or blameworthiness. This 
implies that there is indirect responsibility for attitudes (due to our direct 
responsibility for actions by means of which we sometimes control our 
attitudes) and direct responsibility for attitudes (due to our answerabil‑
ity for reasons‑responsive attitudes): If you are blameworthyA, then this 
means that certain forms of blame are appropriate in virtue of your an‑
swerability for attitudes (that is, direct responsibility for attitudes). If you 
are blameworthyH, then this means that certain forms of blame are appro‑
priate in virtue of your historical responsibility for attitudes (that is, indi‑
rect responsibility for attitudes). In the current literature on responsibility 
for attitudes, especially Pamela Hieronymi and Angela Smith, who have 
recently elaborated on rationalist views that explain direct responsibility 
for attitudes, seem to be committed to these two different faces of being 
blameworthy for attitudes.

According to Smith, both kinds of responsibility are, fundamentally, 
matters of being answerable. If you are responsible for something, then 
you are in a position to respond to requests for justification (Smith 2005, 
2015a). The requests for justification are then appropriate, intelligible, or 
correct. We can ask people for their reasons for believing that there will be 
nice weather tomorrow, for their reasons for intending to go to the concert, 
or for their reasons for being angry about this silly remark. When doing 
so, we do not merely request a causal explanation of how those mental 
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states came into existence. Nor do we ask for the reasons the people might 
have had to bring themselves into the relevant states by previous actions. 
Rather, we are asking for reasons which justify the mental states in ques‑
tion. These requests are appropriate because the mental states reflect – or 
are supposed to reflect – our rational judgment about what is true, worth‑
while, right, and so on (Smith 2005: 250–264, 2015b: 103–104).

Hieronymi similarly argues that in holding an attitude (as well as in 
acting), we ordinarily reveal our answer to a certain question (Hieronymi 
2006: 53–54, 56, 2014: 12–17): in believing that p we reveal our answer 
to the question of whether p is true; in intending to do A we reveal our 
answer to the question of whether to do A;6 in desiring x we reveal our 
answer to the question of whether x is good (in at least one respect); in 
fearing x we reveal our answer to the question of whether x is dangerous. 
We reveal, as Hieronymi claims, an important piece of our mind, or the 
quality of our will (Hieronymi 2014: 15). Thus, those attitudes by their 
very nature imply that we are answerable for having them, that a request 
for justification is appropriate, intelligible, or correct. Indeed, these atti‑
tudes just are our answers to the relevant questions. In contrast to mere 
headaches, or in contrast to attitudes that were implanted by an evil sci‑
entist, they tell us something important about ourselves, about our overall 
outlook on the world and our place within it. This is similar to Smith’s 
condition of judgment‑reflection.

Both Smith and Hieronymi thus claim that there is no need to suppose 
that we have voluntary control over attitudes, direct or indirect, in order 
to explain why we are responsible for them. Rather, for them it is rational 
control by judgment (Smith) or evaluative control by ‘answering a ques‑
tion’ (Hieronymi) that grounds our direct mental responsibility.

Importantly, I think that their accounts should allow for two faces of 
responsibility. Consider again the case of responsibility for having a head‑
ache. We could be responsible for our headache insofar as we caused it 
by previous actions or omissions and could, at the time of the actions 
or omissions, be expected to foresee that the headache would occur as a 
consequence of our actions or omissions. Thus, I might have omitted to 
take a pill which would have prevented the headache. We can say that 
I had managerial control – that is, indirect voluntary control – over my 
headache, because I had the ability to manage whether I would have it 
by attending to the regularities of the physical world and using them for 
my aims:

We exercise this sort of control when we manipulate some ordinary 
object to accord with our thoughts about it. We typically control ordi‑
nary objects by performing intentional actions which affect that object 
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in the way we intend. Of course, our control over such objects is never 
unlimited. We are subject to physical and temporal limitations, to limi‑
tations of skill, and to luck. Importantly, the degree to which we exer‑
cise control over some object is measured not by the absence of such 
limitations – as though we would exercise greater control over our cof‑
fee cups if they did not obey the laws of physics – but rather by our 
ability to navigate, manage, and make use of those limitations in order 
to accomplish our purposes. In fact, in many cases, exactly those fea‑
tures that seem to limit our control also make such control possible. We 
can control ordinary objects at all only because we know they observe 
certain regularities.

(Hieronymi 2006: 53)

We have the same kind of control over our mental states. We can learn the 
regularities by which we come to have, for example, anger, and then set 
out to manage this anger by, for example, avoiding certain situations, or 
engaging in meditation. The fact that we can manage our anger through 
actions makes us indirectly responsible for our anger. Or, to put it in Hi‑
eronymi’s terminology, the anger falls in our jurisdiction.

It is important to see, however, that this is not the only sense in which we 
can be responsible for our anger if we adopt Hieronymi’s (or, for that mat‑
ter, Smith’s) conception of responsibility. We are also directly responsible 
for our anger insofar as it embodies, or reveals, our answer to the question 
of whether there are good reasons to be angry (for example, that some‑
body offended us). The fact that our anger falls into our jurisdiction makes 
us responsible for our anger in one sense; the fact that it embodies our 
answer to the relevant question, or reveals our judgment about right‑kind 
reasons, makes us responsible in another sense:

Our responsibility for and agency with respect to the relevant actions 
and attitudes thus have two distinguishable aspects: we are answerable 
for them, insofar as they embody our answer to certain questions, and 
they fall into our jurisdiction, insofar as we are expected to manage and 
control them through our actions.

(Hieronymi 2014: 24)

The most common worry with a view that allows for these two faces of 
responsibility is that answerability is not a genuine kind of responsibil‑
ity. However, note that I argue here that right‑kind reasons are genuine 
normative reasons: not responding correctly to right‑kind reasons can give 
rise to genuine blaming responses. If this is right, then answerability is a 
kind of responsibility. To see this clearer, let us consider the two kinds of 
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attitudinal normativity. This will give more substance to my hybrid solu‑
tion to the problem of mental responsibility.

6.4	 Two Concepts of Mental Normativity

Introducing two faces of responsibility will lead to cases in which it seems 
intuitively unclear how we are supposed to evaluate the overall blame‑ or 
praiseworthiness of a person. We seem to end up with scenarios where a 
person is blameworthy in one sense, but not in another. I gave examples of 
such cases in Chapter 6.3 (Caring Todd and Devastation). This might be 
a puzzling implication of accounts that allow for both direct and indirect 
responsibility for attitudes. Is there no answer to whether the persons in 
the relevant cases are blameworthy, all things considered? And is there no 
answer to what attitude they ought to have, all things considered?

The account of blameworthiness for rational failure I wish to defend can 
answer these questions, thereby capturing both rationalist and indirect vol‑
untarist intuitions. We lose sight of the distinctive normativity of rational‑
ity if we deny that the protagonists in Caring Todd and Devastation each 
violate a normative requirement while still complying with another. Al‑
though Todd complies with his practical requirements of attitudinal man‑
agement, and thus with his wrong‑kind reasons for emotion, he fails to 
comply with a rational requirement to respond correctly to his right‑kind 
reasons for emotion. Todd is displaying an emotionally vicious character 
that makes him blameworthy to some degree. And although Tom displays 
emotional virtue by being appropriately angry about an offense – that is, 
by responding correctly to his right‑kind reasons for emotion – he is still 
violating a practical requirement by failing to manage his anger, which af‑
fects his blameworthiness.

Note that our two faces of responsibility  –  historical responsibility 
grounded in indirect control and answerability grounded in direct reasons‑
responsiveness – are connected to right‑kind and wrong‑kind reasons for 
attitudes. Our answers to requests for justifying our attitudes will, de‑
pending on the kind of request, mention different kinds of reasons: when 
asked why I failed to manage my anger, I can only justify myself by citing 
wrong‑kind reasons for managing my anger; when asked why I am angry, 
I will ordinarily justify myself by citing right‑kind reasons for being angry. 
The first kind of answer could contain my reasons for my omission of 
anger‑management. I might, for example, say that I had better things to 
do than to avoid the relevant situation where I knew I would feel angry 
(my mother was sick, I had to take care of her, and thus I had no time to 
attend to avoiding those situations), or I might say that I was justified in 
getting myself into a situation where I would become angry (say, taking 
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part in a protest against forms of injustice that make me angry). By citing 
wrong‑kind reasons, I could justify being angry in this historical sense. 
The second kind of answer, however, might include mentioning that I was 
badly offended by someone, or that injustice is happening that rationally 
should make us angry, and such an answer might thus rationalize my anger 
by giving right‑kind reasons. This kind of answer can justify me in feeling 
angry in the answerability‑sense.

According to the view I propose, there is no univocal answer to 
whether one is justified in feeling angry, all things considered, in our 
cases. Our subjects are justified only in one sense, but not in the other. 
In Devastation, Tom failed to manage his anger, and he might be mor‑
ally blameworthy for this failure, given that he knows that Tony would 
feel terribly devastated as a consequence of being a target of his anger. 
Others might feel indignant about Tom and tell him that he should have 
just taken a deep breath to manage his anger. This could be true al‑
though Tom’s anger is justified by right‑kind reasons: Tom’s failure to 
respond correctly to his wrong‑kind reasons for anger by managing his 
anger properly grounds his moral blameworthiness. Similarly, Caring 
Todd might still be blameworthy for feeling irrational anger, although he 
managed his anger to the best of his abilities: he responded correctly to 
wrong‑kind reasons but not to right‑kind reasons and is thus blameless 
in the answerability‑sense.

However, the fact that there are two kinds of justification for an at‑
titude doesn’t imply that the two faces of blameworthiness at issue are 
fundamentally different. Indeed, it is plausible that blameworthinessH and 
blameworthinessA both affect the emotional intensity of appropriate reac‑
tive attitudes. This observation leads me to endorse a hybrid view.

Intuitively, we seem justified in feeling a bit indignant about Tom, who 
could have just managed his anger instead of making another person feel 
terribly devastated. Todd, by contrast, made an effort to manage his anger 
to the best of his abilities, but he still ended up being emotionally irra‑
tional. According to the account of blameworthiness for irrationality that I 
have proposed, it is appropriate to modify one’s relationship toward Todd 
in certain ways. These relationship modifications need not amount to pas‑
sionate blaming emotions, like indignation, and so there is a sense in which 
Todd might be less blameworthy than Tom. The fact that Todd did his best 
to manage his mind should, at the very least, have some mitigating effect 
on our blaming responses. I will return to this issue in Chapter 7.2, where 
I argue that a person like Todd could still be morally blameworthy despite 
this mitigating effect of his efforts in attitudinal management on our blam‑
ing responses. However, this won’t change the fact that both right‑kind as 
well as wrong‑kind reasons bear on the same concepts of responsibility 
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and blameworthiness. Although answerability and historical responsibility 
are grounded in different agential capacities, they do not always warrant 
fundamentally distinct reactive attitudes.7

So I maintain two claims. First, there is an ambiguity in our concept of 
attitudinal justification – attitudes can be justified indirectly or directly, by 
wrong‑kind reasons or by right‑kind reasons, and no justification is reduc‑
ible to the other. Instead, each kind of justification has its own normative 
significance: wrong‑kind reasons serve to guide our mental conduct, while 
right‑kind reasons serve for character evaluation. This is an implication of 
my argument that right‑kind reasons have their distinctive normative force. 
Second, however, this does not imply that blameworthinessH and blame‑
worthinessA are incommensurable forms of blameworthiness. Instead, our 
reactive attitudes seem to be appropriately affected by both kinds of jus‑
tification, and our overall blameworthiness for an attitude seems to be a 
function of how well we do in responding to our right‑kind reasons and in 
responding to our wrong‑kind reasons.

Thus, we can make sense of the two faces of responsibility by acknowl‑
edging two distinct concepts of normativity. While there is only one con‑
cept of responsibility, its two faces give rise to two corresponding concepts 
of normativity: there are reasons that guide our conduct and reasons that 
are relevant to character evaluation, and thus to how we ought to relate to 
one another in our attitudes and actions.

I will now address two worries that one might have with the view I 
presented here. First, aren’t we sometimes blameworthy due to objective 
wrongs, rather than in virtue of failures of our reasons‑responsiveness? 
That is, maybe our capacity for reasons‑responsiveness is too narrow to 
fully explain mental responsibility. Second, is our capacity for indirect 
control at all relevant to explaining mental responsibility? That is, can’t 
we explain all our intuitions merely by reference to the degree of reasons‑
responsiveness of an attitude? I start with the first worry before turning to 
the second. My reply to the second worry will further support my claim 
that we should endorse a hybrid view of mental responsibility, rather than 
grounding all mental responsibility merely in reasons‑responsiveness.

6.5	 Objective Reasons and Blameworthiness

One might argue that not all blame is grounded in a failure to respond to 
reasons. For sometimes reasons are inaccessible to a subject, and yet they 
might fail to provide a satisfying answer to our request for reasons, given 
that relevant reasons are available to us, but not to them. In these cases, 
one might think that a person can be blameworthyA without failing to 
respond correctly to their reasons, since these reasons were inaccessible to 
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them. Consider again a case of someone who could not have reasonably 
avoided ending up with a problematic attitude:

Ronja the Racist

Ronja was raised in a racist community. The people she lived with 
regularly made racist remarks and did not allow opposing opinions to 
co‑exist within their community. Furthermore, Ronja never had any 
contact with people outside her community and barely had access to 
general education. As a result of her unfortunate history, Ronja holds 
racist attitudes.

How would the answerability‑theorist describe this case? First, they would 
point out that since Ronja holds a full‑blooded racist attitude, she is an‑
swerable for it: we can request her reasons. If she cannot give an ade‑
quate justification, she seems blameworthyA. Yet Ronja could not have 
reasonably managed her racist attitude. She is not blameworthy for any 
actions that led her to this attitude. It seems that answerability‑theorists 
must admit that she is blamelessH for her racism. We can imagine Ronja as 
being rational: her racist attitudes would be justifiable by her (apparent) 
right‑kind reasons, at least from her own distorted perspective.8 We might 
think that she is then still blameworthyA because she is unable to provide 
a justification that is acceptable from our perspective. This would imply 
that someone who is rational can still be blameworthy. It would imply 
externalism about mental blameworthiness.

However, it is hard to see how someone could be blameworthy if they 
responded correctly to the reasons that were accessible to or possessed 
by them. Being blameworthy or criticizable in the sense at issue seems 
to presuppose that we failed in our own lights – that is, that we failed to 
comply with the reasons accessible to or possessed by us. We can see this 
by considering how the reactions we show toward rational Ronja aren’t 
the same as the ones we show toward irrational Ronja. If there is indeed a 
rational racist in our world, then this person will have a radically different 
set of beliefs (or Weltbild) from ours. For given the facts that we know, 
holding racist beliefs is irrational. Thus, due to the radically different set of 
beliefs of the rational racist, it would be appropriate to adopt Strawson’s 
(1962) objective stance toward them: they become a problem to be dealt 
with rather than someone who is blameworthy. If our reasons for reject‑
ing their view do not move them to reconsider their racist attitude, then 
we should deal with them in non‑rational ways – not by reasoning, but by 
ensuring in some way that they do not harm others or spread their attitude, 
and by changing the societal conditions in which rational racism came 
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about. The latter would amount to engaging in epistemic environmental‑
ism (Ryan 2018).9

Thus, being blameworthy presupposes that one fails in one’s own 
lights – it requires that one fails to respond correctly to one’s own reasons. 
Even if Ronja was raised within a racist community, which partly explains 
why she holds the racist attitudes she holds, she might still have sufficient 
right‑kind reasons available to her that render her attitudes irrational. We 
might then conceive of her case as a case of ‘social implantation’ of an 
irrational attitude – that is, as analogous in certain respects to the implan‑
tation of an attitude by science‑fiction surgery. An important difference, 
however, is that Ronja’s irrationality is part of her overall character that 
developed over the course of her lifetime, while a literally implanted atti‑
tude is like an alien intruder in one’s mind that occupies it suddenly.10 Al‑
though Ronja is blamelessH, she could still be blameworthyA. Thus, since a 
person is blameworthyA only if they are irrational, and not if their attitude 
lacks sufficient support by objective reasons that are inaccessible to them, 
blameworthinessA is grounded in a failure to respond to accessible reasons. 
This is a commitment to internalism about rationality and blameworthi‑
ness. If we would go externalist about rationality and blame, then we run 
danger of changing our topic.

This also helps us to capture another case discussed by Smith – the case of 
the abused criminal. She argues that a criminal who was abused as a child

is fully answerable for, and accountable to us for, his crimes, but the fact 
that we as a moral community allowed him to suffer such terrible abuse 
as a child is part of the ‘answer’ he is likely to give when we demand 
that he justify his conduct; while such an excuse does not get him fully 
off the moral hook, it should make a difference to how we respond to 
him morally.

(Smith 2015b: 114–115)

The case of the abused criminal is similar to Ronja’s (and Todd’s) case: we 
can conceive of the case in such a way that the criminal had no reasonable 
opportunity to avoid his crime, as Ronja (or Todd) had no reasonable op‑
portunity to avoid her (or his) irrational attitude. Yet it seems that we do 
not want to let him ‘fully off the moral hook’, and this is not merely for 
pragmatic reasons (say, in order to deter others). Suppose his crime was a 
cruel murder. His actions, even though they might have seemed justified to 
the criminal himself at the time he committed the murder (‘I have a right 
to pay back society for what they have done to me’), were still genuine ac‑
tivities located within the space of reasons, which he conducted intention‑
ally, and which might in fact have lacked support from his accessible or 
possessed reasons. Given these assumptions about the case, we still want 
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to regard the criminal as blameworthy for his attitudes even if he lacked 
any reasonable opportunity not to commit his crime: his intention was ir‑
rational, and this irrationality can make it legitimate to react with moral 
blame, as I will argue in Chapter 7.

6.6	 The Relevance of Indirect Control

Here is a worry about the significance of indirect voluntary control for 
our responsibility practices. Maybe indirect voluntary control is not at all 
relevant for our blaming responses. Instead of granting two different agen‑
tial capacities that ground two faces of responsibility, as I have argued 
we should, Owens (2000, 2017a: intro.) argues that our responsibility for 
beliefs, desires, and emotions is wholly a matter of our responsiveness to 
(right‑kind) reasons.11 He argues that in cases where a person lacks indirect 
control over their attitude, it is usually also the case that their attitude is 
not fully responsive to reasons. In such cases, the blameworthiness of a 
person for their attitude is indeed diminished in some way, but this is due 
to the lack of reasons‑responsiveness, rather than due to the lack of indi‑
rect control. Thus, Owens argues that

[t]he rage of someone terribly abused as a child is less resented than that 
of a person with a normal upbringing, and temperance in such a person 
is the more admired. But this should not be taken to indicate that his 
culpability somehow depends on the degree of control, direct or indi‑
rect, which he is thought to exercise over his anger. Rather, what gives 
us pause are doubts about whether this person’s emotions are respon‑
sive to reasons at all, given his unusual upbringing.

(Owens 2000: 120)

The problem with Owens’ proposal is that we can imagine cases where a 
person’s attitude was non‑culpable – where the person lacked opportuni‑
ties to engage in reasonable exercises of attitudinal management – and yet 
the attitude is fully responsive to reasons. If reasons‑responsiveness was 
all that is relevant here, then the blameworthiness of this person would 
not be diminished by their lack of indirect control. But this is implausible. 
Instead, if someone lacks any reasonable opportunity to manage their irra‑
tional attitude, or if they have tried to avoid their irrational attitude by any 
means possible but failed, then our blaming responses toward this person 
should be moderated.

Take someone who tries to improve on their irrational angry outbursts. 
They try very hard, and they spend a lot of their free time in therapy, 
group sessions, meditation, and so on. Yet they end up having one of their 
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irrational outbursts again. As Owens (2000: 118) himself notes about 
a similar case, “one’s reproaches would be tempered by a knowledge of 
[their] efforts at self‑improvement”. Yet this can hardly be explained by 
the fact that the attitude becomes less responsive to reasons in the process 
of self‑improvement. If anything, the attitude becomes more responsive to 
reasons: if the efforts of the person were successful, then there will be more 
counter‑factual scenarios in which the person would not have had one 
of their angry outbursts: they are responsive to a wider range of reasons 
against anger.

Thus, both reasons‑responsiveness and indirect voluntary control are 
relevant for the blameworthiness of a person for their attitudes. Although 
we can distinguish between two faces of blameworthiness by pointing 
out that two distinct agential capacities ground blameworthiness, there 
is still just one concept of blameworthiness or responsibility involved. 
This is because the blaming‑reactions involved in blameworthinessA are 
not categorically distinct from the blaming‑reactions involved in blame‑
worthinessH: as I will argue in Chapter 7, both kinds of blameworthiness 
can give rise to forms of genuine moral blame, as well as to relation‑
ship modifications. BlameworthinessA can also give rise to sui generis 
blame, such as reducing epistemic trust (see Chapter 5). However, since 
epistemic failure can also warrant moral blame (as I argue in Chapter 
7), epistemic blame and other forms of rational blame are located on a 
continuum, rather than being categorically distinct. This preserves the 
unity of our concept of responsibility while allowing for two concepts of 
normativity.12

6.7	 Conclusion

This chapter has brought us from epistemology to a broader ethics of mind. 
We saw that the challenge for the normativity of epistemic rationality ap‑
plies to all kinds of attitudes that allow for a distinction between right‑kind 
and wrong‑kind reasons, including also desires, intentions, and various 
emotions. However, we then saw that the strategy with which I defended 
the normativity of epistemic rationality in Chapter 5 also applies to the 
rationality of attitudes other than belief. If we allow for a broad concept 
of blameworthiness in terms of relationship impairments, irrationality can 
be blameworthy even in trivial cases as well as in cases of conflict between 
right‑kind reasons and wrong‑kind reasons. More precisely, holding irra‑
tional attitudes is blameworthy insofar as it is a manifestation of a general 
disposition to be irrational – that is, a vice.

Responsiveness to right‑kind reasons is sufficient to ground a kind of 
mental responsibility. For there is a sense in which we can legitimately 
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blame each other for not responding correctly to right‑kind reasons. 
However, mental responsibility also has another face: our historical 
responsibility that derives from our ability to indirectly manage our 
attitudes. Both abilities are distinct, insofar as they presuppose dif‑
ferent capacities of responding to quite different kinds of reasons: re‑
sponding to right‑kind reasons by exercising reasons‑responsiveness, 
and responding to wrong‑kind reasons by exercising indirect voluntary 
control over our mind. Yet both abilities are relevant for evaluating 
the overall blame‑ or praiseworthiness of a person for holding an at‑
titude. We are thus confronted with two faces of responsibility for at‑
titudes and two concepts of mental normativity. Our initial problem 
dissolves as soon as we notice that only historical responsibility to the 
norms of prudence and morality requires indirect voluntary control, 
while direct answerability to rational requirements merely presupposes 
reasons‑responsiveness.

At this point, we might still be skeptical about whether the kinds of 
relationship modifications that I have appealed to in order to make di‑
rect responsibility for rationality intelligible amount to genuine blaming 
responses  –  maybe epistemic blame and other forms of blame for irra‑
tional attitudes are not genuine blame. This could lead us to doubts about 
whether direct answerability for attitudes amounts to a genuine kind of 
responsibility. The next chapter will address this worry by arguing that 
irrationality can often give rise to genuine moral blame.

Notes

	 1	 Note that, if certain forms of pragmatism were true, namely those that claim 
that practical reasons directly bear on what we ought to believe, desire, feel, 
or intend (what I labelled ‘traditional pragmatism’, see Schmidt 2022), then 
Indirect Voluntarism would run into trouble. For then we might be directly re‑
sponsible for complying with our wrong‑kind reasons: they would not merely 
imply indirect responsibility for managing our attitudes, but direct responsibil‑
ity for holding attitudes. This is why it is essential for Indirect Voluntarism to 
argue that we lack direct voluntary control over our attitudes, thus blocking 
direct responsibility for responding to wrong‑kind reasons for attitudes. See 
for instance the arguments against direct voluntary control over belief in Mey‑
lan (2013).

	 2	 Note that this is not because the person is exempted. A depressed mood does 
not exempt you from rational requirements to be happy in the face of happy 
events (as depression would). Rather, the person seems blameless because they 
have no wrong‑kind reason to make themselves happy.

	 3	 Take one of the central questions of normative ethics: what are the right‑
making features of an action (e.g., its consequences, motives, or properties of 
the action itself)? Furthermore, in the debate about free will and determinism, 
we ask whether we are free with respect to and thus responsible for our actions 
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and their consequences in a way that is compatible with the causal structure of 
the universe. Thinking about our responsibility for and control over attitudes 
(instead of actions and their consequences) might well give us a clue as to how 
to solve this traditional problem (cf. Hieronymi ms; Wagner 2015). However, I 
am not here concerned with this issue.

	 4	 I here exclude other actions from the consequences of an action. Consequences 
in my sense are mere consequences which are caused by previous actions, but 
which are not themselves voluntarily controlled. It is important that I include 
attitudes in the class of potential consequences of actions. I do this by saying 
that attitudes are not performed for reasons (although one might say that they 
are held or formed for reasons).

	 5	 The claim is that if we are responsible for a consequence of our actions, 
then we are so in virtue of the fact that we are responsible for actions which  
caused it.

	 6	 The same holds for intentionally doing A (Hieronymi 2014: 15), which implies 
having the relevant intention.

	 7	 I here deviate from Randolph Clarke (2023), who restricts direct accountability 
to actions and so only allows for indirect accountability for attitudes (i.e., he 
argues for a version of Indirect Voluntarism, see Chapters 1 and 2). Yet Clarke 
allows that there is direct answerability for attitudes which, according to him, 
doesn’t amount to accountability. I have also earlier committed to such a view 
in Schmidt (2020a). For reasons I give above and especially in Chapter 7, I 
now hold that there’s no strict distinction between rational answerability and 
moral accountability (although there is a strict distinction between norms of ra‑
tionality and moral normativity). Rather, we’re rightly held to account for our 
answers to questions (i.e., for our reasons‑responsive attitudes). I here avoid 
drawing the distinction between accountability and mere attributability  – 
which are Gary Watson’s (1996) ‘two faces of responsibility’ – precisely be‑
cause it tempts us to draw strict distinctions where there are none. However, 
see Luvisotto (2022) for a recent defense of attributability as a kind of respon‑
sibility that’s not accountability.

	 8	 On the ‘rational racist’, see Basu (2019).
	 9	 Meylan (2018) describes a similar case that is supposed to create a problem for 

reasons‑responsivist views of doxastic responsibility, in which an indoctrinated 
person seems to be responsive to reasons but not responsible. My reply is that 
for us, the objective stance is indeed appropriate towards this person. However, 
this is not because she isn’t responsible for her views, but because her views 
are so radically different from ours that we have trouble making sense of her 
apparent reasons and ways of justifying her beliefs. People within the commu‑
nity that indoctrinated her might still appropriately blame her for irrationality, 
given their shared system of beliefs.

	10	 Yet I think that also in the latter case, we would hold the person responsible for 
their attitude insofar as it is responsive to reasons after the implantation: we 
can be answerable for implanted attitudes.

	11	 To be responsible for our intentions, Owens argues, we need to have ‘reflective 
control’ over them, which he distinguishes from mere reasons‑responsiveness. 
The view presented here, by contrast, takes it that reasons‑responsiveness is 
sufficient for being directly answerable for all kinds of attitudes: as soon as one 
can intelligibly request a person’s reasons, their attitude might turn out to be 
irrational, and thus potentially subject to blame.



154  Foundations of an Ethics of Mind

	12	 I here deviate from my earlier view in Schmidt (2020a), where I have argued 
that we can solve the problem of mental responsibility by distinguishing two 
concepts of responsibility (see also Clarke 2023, and my brief discussion of his 
view in endnote 7). The reason for this deviation is the argument in Chapter 
7 that I have developed afterwards, which shows us that the different blaming 
responses that earlier allowed me to distinguish two concepts of responsibility 
turn out to be on a continuum (see also Schmidt 2024b).
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7	 Moralizing Rationality

It matters morally what we are for and what we are against, even if we do not 
have the power to do much for it or against it, and even if it was not by trying 
that we came to be for it or against it.

Robert Marrihew Adams, “Involuntary Sins” (1985: 12)

Our investigation began with the question of how we can be responsible 
for our attitudes. It seemed intuitively puzzling how responsibility for at‑
titudes can be anything but indirect. After all, attitudes are mental states, 
and the way we control being in states is by exercising indirect voluntary 
control over them. However, we saw that Indirect Voluntarism faces a se‑
rious problem: attitudes can be held (directly) for reasons. If the reasons 
for which we hold attitudes are normative reasons, then we are sometimes 
blameworthy merely for failing to comply with decisive normative reasons 
for attitudes. Indirect Voluntarists must therefore deny that we can hold 
attitudes for normative reasons, since allowing for normative reasons for 
attitudes would commit to direct blameworthiness for attitudes. A prom‑
ising route for Indirect Voluntarists was to draw on recent doubts about 
the normativity of epistemic reasons, and to generalize these doubts to all 
right‑kind reasons for attitudes. If right‑kind reasons would turn out not 
to be normative reasons at all, then the fact that we can hold attitudes for 
right‑kind reasons would no longer be an obstacle to Indirect Voluntarists: 
rationality could not possibly place any normative requirements on us to 
be rational; rather, we would only be required to ensure our rationality by 
indirect means whenever we are practically required to do so.

However, I have defended the normativity of right‑kind reasons 
throughout the last two chapters. Failing to respond correctly to right‑kind 
reasons – being irrational – can, all by itself, give rise to legitimate forms 
of blame. Drawing on the recent debate on epistemic blame, I have first 
argued that some forms of blame are sui generis: we can rightly modify 
our relationships with people who display vices due to their irrationality. 

This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY-NC-ND license.

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003382973-10


156  Foundations of an Ethics of Mind

In this chapter, I will take a more radical step, arguing that irrationality 
can be a proper basis for genuine moral blame. I argue that this is revealed 
within our practice of apology and forgiveness, where we sometimes au‑
thentically apologize for moral harm even though the only norm which 
was violated was a rational requirement. Taken together, these forms of 
blaming each other for irrationality reveal the genuine normative signifi‑
cance of rational requirements. By regarding each other as rational or as 
irrational, we evaluate each other’s character, thereby determining how we 
ought to relate to one another in our attitudes and actions.

I have mentioned that one might doubt whether the relationship modi‑
fications that I appealed to throughout the last two chapters amount to 
genuine blame. According to the views that doubt this, blame is essentially 
a moral notion, and we are never morally blameworthy merely for being 
in an irrational state of mind. We can at best be morally blameworthy for 
not managing our mental lives better. I will now argue against these views 
by arguing that irrationality can warrant moral blame. This will reinforce 
my case against Indirect Voluntarism. Even if one denies that there are 
non‑moral kinds of blame, there is still a good argument to be made for 
the view that rational failure can give rise to genuine moral blame. This 
also reveals a hitherto unnoticed normative force of the requirements of 
rationality.

I will begin by recapping the main dialectic within the current discussion 
about responsibility for attitudes, before moving on to the main argument.

7.1	 The Dialectic and the Strategy

We show reactive sentiments in response to our own and other people’s 
attitudes. We sometimes feel guilty about not intending what we believe 
we ought to do. We might resent someone for wishing us harm. And we 
can feel hurt by what others think and feel about us. According to Peter 
Strawson (1962), such reactive sentiments reveal that we hold each other 
responsible. Since we show them in response to attitudes, it seems that we 
don’t merely regard each other as responsible for actions and omissions, 
but also for attitudes.

However, philosophers have argued that we don’t control our attitudes 
as we control our actions: we cannot choose what we believe, feel, de‑
sire, or intend.1 Indirect Voluntarists therefore argue that responsibility 
for attitudes can at most be indirect. We can control beliefs by inquiry, 
emotions by going for a walk, and desires and intentions by deliberating 
about what is good and right. For the Indirect Voluntarist, the observation 
that we show reactive sentiments toward attitudes merely reveals that we 
regard each other as blameworthy for not properly managing our mental 
life. It allows us to conclude only that we can be indirectly responsible for 
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attitudes in virtue of being directly responsible for actions and omissions 
that caused the attitude.2

There has recently been opposition to voluntarist accounts, coming from 
epistemology and moral psychology. The common theme is that volunta‑
rists misconceive of attitudes as if they were nothing but brute states that 
can be managed indirectly – like headaches that we can manage by taking 
a painkiller. Yet our attitudes, like our actions, are often direct responses 
to reasons, and we are evaluated as rational, or as irrational, in light of 
them. It therefore seems that responsibility for attitudes is as direct as re‑
sponsibility for actions. Rationalist accounts, which explain responsibil‑
ity for attitudes by appealing to their reasons‑responsiveness, develop this 
idea.3 However, voluntarists insist that genuine responsibility presupposes 
voluntary control, and that anything rationalists talk about is therefore 
not direct responsibility for an attitude: it is either merely rational evalua‑
tion of an attitude, and thus doesn’t even amount to responsibility, or it is 
derived from responsibility for prior attitudinal self‑management, and thus 
doesn’t amount to direct responsibility for an attitude.4

This chapter proposes a way out of this stalemate by considering our 
practice of apology and forgiveness. I argue that this practice is some‑
times fully intelligible when a person holds a ‘non‑culpable’ attitude 
(NCA) – that is, an attitude that the person had no duty to avoid by prior 
actions or omissions. This reveals that we sometimes regard each other as 
morally blameworthy for NCAs. Voluntarists cannot reduce this blame‑
worthiness to mere negative evaluation or to indirect blameworthiness: the 
latter strategy fails because the person had no duty to avoid the attitude; 
and the former strategy fails because our practice of apology and forgive‑
ness makes sense only under the presumption of genuine moral blamewor‑
thiness. It follows that voluntarism is a false theory of how we regard each 
other as responsible. Voluntarists therefore shouldn’t understand them‑
selves as proposing an analysis of our practices of holding responsible, 
but a revision of these practices. This places the argumentative burden on 
voluntarists, and it changes the nature of the debate.

I first characterize NCAs and frame my discussion (Chapter 7.2). I then 
present my argument against Indirect Voluntarism (Chapter 7.3). Next, I 
argue that a rationalist account can make sense of blameworthiness for 
NCAs (Chapter 7.4). Finally, I conclude while relating the discussion back 
to the debate about the normativity of rationality (Chapter 7.5).

7.2	 Non‑culpable Attitudes and Reactive Sentiments

I here introduce NCAs and discuss what blaming responses can be ap‑
propriate toward NCAs. I frame my discussion by arguing that although 
non‑culpability should affect the intensity of reactive sentiments, it remains 
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open whether NCAs can impair relationships in such a way as to war‑
rant blaming responses. The next subchapter then argues that NCAs are 
relationship impairing in the relevant way. I will work with the following 
definition:

NCA: An attitude A of a person S is non‑culpable iff S did not possess 
decisive practical (that is, prudential or moral) reasons to engage in 
practices of attitudinal self‑management (that is, actions and omissions 
with foreseeable effects on attitudes) that probably would have led S to 
not holding A.

There are also non‑culpable absences of attitudes. For instance, S’s not 
believing that p is non‑culpable when S lacks a true belief about p be‑
cause S didn’t inquire into p, but had sufficient reasons not to inquire 
into p, because S had more important things to do. Furthermore, aspects 
of an attitude can be non‑culpable, even if the attitude is culpable. For 
instance, S might culpably fail to manage their anger, but then experience 
an uncontrollable increase in the anger’s intensity due to further provo‑
cations. For simplicity, I focus on cases where people hold an attitude 
that is fully non‑culpable, and that still has problematic consequences 
for themselves or others. In these cases, the attitude could probably not 
have been avoided by engaging in reasonable practices of attitudinal self‑
management. That is, there was no course of action S ought to have per‑
formed that would probably have led S to avoid the attitude. That makes 
the attitude non‑culpable.

I employ the notion of ‘ought’, ‘reason’, and ‘duty’ (also ‘justification’, 
‘permission’, and ‘allowed’) in their subjective or perspectivist sense. For 
I am interested in possessed reasons: violating objective ‘oughts’, as when 
you fail to leave a burning house because you have no clue about the fire, 
doesn’t give rise to blameworthiness. By contrast, it is at least closer to a 
sufficient condition on blameworthiness that the reasons that explain why 
it was true that you ought to have done something that you failed to do 
were, in a sense, possessed by you when you violated the duty. This is the 
use of ‘ought’ that is central to discussions about responsibility and blame. 
Using the term in this perspectivist sense doesn’t commit me to any view 
about which use of ‘ought’ is the ‘central deliberative ought’.5

Note that most of your attitudes are non‑culpable. It is seldom true 
that you had decisive reasons to avoid an attitude by engaging in self‑
management practices. Such practices are normally just not worth the ef‑
fort. Most obviously, you had no duty to avoid most rational attitudes and 
attitudes with good consequences. Furthermore, beliefs that you formed 
reflectively by means of careful inquiry into an issue, but also beliefs that 
you just acquired spontaneously by moving around in the world, are 
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mostly non‑culpable: you had decisive reasons to acquire reflective beliefs, 
and spontaneous beliefs were mostly unforeseeable because you normally 
don’t know what you will encounter.6 By contrast, suppose that you de‑
cide to call your ex, who recently broke up with you because you want to 
know whether they have a new romantic partner. It is reasonable for you 
to avoid the relevant belief and to avoid feeling the associated emotions 
(like sadness and anger) by not talking to your ex. In such cases, acquiring 
the attitudes is culpable, and you will be (at least prudentially) blame‑
worthy. Similar considerations hold for emotions, desires, and intentions: 
while many are reflectively and responsibly acquired or come about un‑
foreseeably and spontaneously in our everyday life and were thus acquired 
non‑culpably, other attitudes should have been avoided by various strate‑
gies of self‑management and are thus culpable.

Among NCAs are deeply ingrained implicit biases and problematic emo‑
tional patterns that we display due to our education and socialization. For 
instance, if an adolescent is amused by a sexist joke, this amusement might 
stem from an implicit bias, and the emotion and the laughing might well 
have come about so spontaneously that both were non‑culpable, while 
the implicit bias was so ingrained that the young man had not yet had op‑
portunities to reasonably get rid of it by exercising control over his own 
mind. The argument I develop here will allow us to say that he could be 
blameworthy for his bias and his amusement (given certain conditions) 
even though he had no duty to get rid of his bias up to now.

More generally, we can harm each other with behavioral responses that 
stem from our attitudinal dispositions that are deeply ingrained, and which 
are thus often non‑culpable. Getting clear about which (if any) blaming‑
responses to adopt when we harm each other in these non‑culpable ways 
will help us to see how we should relate to one another.

To see what it could mean to be blameworthy for a NCA, consider a 
case from Angela Smith (2005: 267–268). While Abigail adopted a racist 
ideology through growing up in a racist environment, Bert grew up in a 
tolerant family but then later reflectively endorsed racist attitudes. Accord‑
ing to Smith,

understanding of the circumstances in which a person’s evaluative ten‑
dencies were formed may […] have a very important influence on the 
kind or degree of moral criticism we think it appropriate to make. We 
can appreciate how difficult it might be for Abigail to come to recog‑
nize the viciousness of her own evaluative judgments, given their early 
entrenchment in her psyche, and also how difficult it might be for her 
to modify these judgments once their viciousness is recognized. For this 
reason, we are likely to be less critical of Abigail than we are of Bert, 
who adopted his racist‑intolerant commitments in a fully reflective way 
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(after being exposed to the morally appropriate values of tolerance and 
inclusiveness).

(268)

According to Smith’s rationalist account, Abigail is blameworthy for 
holding racist attitudes because they reflect vicious evaluative judgments. 
Voluntarists baulk at the idea that a person who lacked reasonable oppor‑
tunities to get rid of an attitude can be blameworthy for it. Even though 
Abigail’s attitudes are morally bad, voluntarists regard it as unfair or in‑
appropriate to blame her for attitudes that she acquired merely by being 
raised in a certain way. Smith’s case can elicit the intuition that we can‑
not be responsible, and thus that we cannot be blameworthy, for NCAs. 
Note that to ‘appreciate how difficult it might be for Abigail’ to recognize 
that her attitudes are morally problematic is to acknowledge that Abi‑
gail, due to her distorted perspective, had no duty to engage in attitudinal 
self‑management that would have led her to non‑racist attitudes. Her rac‑
ism is, up to a point in her life, non‑culpable. Voluntarists will argue that 
although Abigail might become blameworthy for these attitudes when she 
gains access to information that casts doubt on her racist outlook, which 
will provide her with reasons that will then create an obligation for her to 
actively reconsider her view (by inquiry and deliberation), she is blameless 
right now.

Smith’s case suggests that the degree to which a person had opportuni‑
ties to engage in reasonable attitudinal self‑management, that is, the degree 
of culpability of an attitude, is proportional to the degree to which it is 
appropriate to blame them. Even Smith acknowledges that we respond to 
Abigail and Bert differently. But if the emotional intensity of, say, our in‑
dignation diminishes with less reasonable opportunities to change, then it’s 
natural to suppose that our indignation won’t be appropriate when there 
were no reasonable opportunities for the person to change. Intuitively, it 
therefore seems that we are blameless for NCAs.

However, this becomes less convincing if we see that blame need not in‑
volve strong feelings of resentment, indignation, or guilt. As Smith (2013: 
32) points out, some reactions deserve the label ‘blame’ without involv‑
ing passionate components. In particular, blaming loved ones for moral 
failures commonly happens without indignation. Furthermore, we can 
modify a relationship by “dispassionately ‘unfriending’ someone on one’s 
Facebook page, for example, or by simply refusing to trust anymore, and 
these too should qualify as blame” (2013: 32). Proponents of such an ac‑
count of blame argue that blame’s primary function is to mark impaired 
relationships (Scanlon 2008). Regarding one’s relationship to someone as 
impaired because the person failed to show proper regard, just is the blame 
(Hieronymi 2004).
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Employing this notion of blame, we could reply to the voluntarist that 
it is appropriate to treat one’s relationship with Abigail as impaired due 
to her racist attitudes, and that she is therefore blameworthy, even if in‑
dignation might not be appropriate. Alternatively, one could agree that 
indignation appropriately diminishes when we realize that an attitude is 
less culpable than we thought. However, this observation doesn’t imply 
that indignation becomes fully inappropriate in response to NCAs. Milder 
forms of resentment or indignation might still be appropriate.7

Could voluntarists explain the verdict that Abigail is blameworthy? 
It doesn’t seem so. For if someone’s reasons against an action are not 
decisive – if the action isn’t forbidden –  then the action is allowed. But 
it is incoherent to blame someone for doing something permissible (cf. 
Kiesewetter 2017: 29). Since Abigail lacked decisive reasons to avoid her 
racist attitudes, she was permitted to let them develop and is thus blame‑
less for not managing her mental life better. Furthermore, even if we ac‑
cept that one can be blameworthy for doing something that was allowed, 
note that Abigail was unaware that she was becoming racist, and avoiding 
becoming racist in her social environment is difficult. She therefore didn’t 
even have very strong reasons to avoid her NCA. I will argue that she can 
still be blameworthy in such cases. Voluntarists cannot explain this, even if 
there were some blameworthy permissible acts.

Voluntarists must then argue that Abigail isn’t blameworthy: the rela‑
tionship modification that is appropriate due to Abigail’s racist attitudes 
is not a kind of blame. I agree that we can modify relationships without 
blame, as for instance, when people drift apart when they live in differ‑
ent places. So the fact that we can appropriately modify our relationship 
toward Abigail does nothing, by itself, to show that she is blameworthy.

In reply, I argue that NCAs sometimes make a specific kind of relation‑
ship modification appropriate that counts as genuine blame. The literature 
on blame contains proposals about what turns a relationship modification 
into blame.8 I will employ a sufficient condition that is compatible with 
most proposals: if a relationship modification makes the full practice of 
apology and forgiveness intelligible, then it’s blame. I’ll argue that, since a 
person’s NCAs can make this practice intelligible, we can be blameworthy 
for NCAs. This poses a new problem for voluntarists.

7.3	 A New Argument against Indirect Voluntarism

I will now argue that NCAs give rise to our full practice of apology and 
forgiveness and that they therefore can impair our relationships in the way 
required for moral blameworthiness. I first introduce the cases that will be 
counterexamples to voluntarism (Chapter 7.3.1). I then defend my argu‑
ment in three steps (Chapters 7.3.2–7.3.4): first, it is appropriate for the 
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protagonists to apologize for a harm they have caused; second, the specific 
kind of apology makes the full practice of forgiveness intelligible, thereby 
revealing that we regard the protagonists as blameworthy; third, this 
blameworthiness is best understood as blameworthiness for their NCA.

7.3.1	 Blameworthy Non‑culpable Attitudes

This subchapter presents cases in which an NCA manifests in non‑culpable 
behavior that causes harm to others. I will make the following assumptions 
in each case:

a	 The person (S) holds an attitude (A) that they acquired through a pro‑
cess in which there was nothing they should have done to avoid hold‑
ing it, that is, A is non‑culpable.

b	 S displays a behavior (B) that was (partially) caused by A, and there 
was nothing S should have done to avoid B, that is, B is also non‑ 
culpable.

c	 A is not pathological, but rather responsive to reasons to some  
degree.

d	 A is unjustified, that is, it is insufficiently supported by S’s possessed 
reasons for A.

As I will argue, each of the following cases is a counterexample to the vol‑
untarist’s view that we are blameless for NCAs if we assume (a)–(d):

1	 John (S) was raised with the sexist belief that men are supposed to lead 
(A). As a result, he often treats women unfairly in job interviews (B).

2	 Sonja (S) is under stress this morning. She couldn’t reasonably avoid the 
stressful situation. As a result, she has no time to think clearly about 
the hair she discovers in the sink. She forms the unjustified belief that 
they are from her roommate Sarah (A). She feels angry at Sarah, but 
she manages her behavior toward Sarah to the best of her abilities. Yet 
Sonja cannot manage to avoid behaving in an unfriendly way to Sarah 
and leaves the house with a suspicious look at Sarah that displays an 
element of contempt (B).

3	 Tim (S) intends to become a successful entrepreneur in the oil and gas 
industry (A). He idolizes his father, who leads such a company. In his 
20s, Tim becomes head of the company and leads it on with success (B). 
However, he gains evidence that his company is destroying our planet. 
Since his intention is constitutive of his social identity, it is very difficult 
for him to appreciate that evidence, and to revise his intention.

4	 Carla and Jack (S) are visiting their daughter. Upon noticing the state 
of her garden, Carla and Jack desire to give her a lesson about proper 
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gardening (A). While they can reflectively avoid giving such a lesson, 
this desire poisons their social interaction (B). Their daughter notices 
the desire.9

5	 Ramona (S) is a successful leader in higher management. Due to her 
stressful job, she has become irascible. On one particularly stressful day, 
she becomes angry at a subordinate (A) without any offense, and she 
behaves in a very unfriendly way (B).

The cases cover non‑culpable beliefs, intentions, desires, and emotions. 
Notably, it is impossible to describe cases that involve merely one kind 
of attitude. For if an attitude is responsive to reasons (condition (c)), it 
enters into rational relations with other attitudes the person holds. Tim’s 
intention will come with a belief that he ought to become a successful 
entrepreneur, and Carla’s and Jack’s desires will lead to certain emotions 
that influence their behavior. There is room in each case to argue that 
blameworthiness for one kind of attitude is more basic than blameworthi‑
ness for another. For instance, maybe blameworthiness for a particular 
emotion traces back to blameworthiness for a belief – which is plausible 
in (2). However, the position I sketch in Chapter 7.4 will imply that we 
can be directly responsible for any attitude that is sufficiently responsive to 
reasons.10 This is compatible with there being hierarchies of responsibility 
for attitudes.

Direct responsibility and blameworthiness presuppose some degree of 
reasons‑responsiveness. A pathological phobia of spiders doesn’t indicate 
that the phobic is a coward, and therefore doesn’t, by itself, make the 
phobic criticizable in any substantial sense (though they might be criticiz‑
able for not going to therapy). The protagonists (S) in (1)–(5) would be 
perceived differently if we learned that their attitudes aren’t responsive to 
reasons at all: they would become more like obstacles to deal with than 
persons to relate to. But can NCAs be reasons‑responsive?

Remember that evaluating an attitude as non‑culpable is to look at the 
practical reasons the person had to manage this attitude, and then to judge 
that the person responded correctly to their reasons: their actions and 
omissions were permissible. That is, someone with a NCA complied with 
their duties of attitudinal self‑management, at least with respect to that 
attitude. By contrast, when evaluating an attitude as reasons‑responsive 
(that is, as non‑pathological), we consider whether the attitude could now 
change in response to reasons. If rational discourse can have an influence 
on John’s non‑culpable sexist views in an appropriate subset of close pos‑
sible worlds, then his non‑culpably acquired attitudes are responsive to 
reasons to a sufficient degree to be rationally evaluable. As I will argue, his 
attitudes can then give rise to our full practice of apology and forgiveness, 
and thus to genuine blameworthiness.
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I turn to condition (d) in Chapter 7.4, which I think follows as a pre‑
condition on direct blameworthiness from a broadly rationalist account of 
responsibility. For now, I elaborate on (a) and (b).

By assuming (a), we conceive of our cases in such a way that S lacked 
decisive reasons to engage in attitudinal self‑management that could have 
avoided A. For instance, in (1) and (3), we assume that the sexist belief 
and the capitalistic intention were so deeply ingrained that the young pro‑
tagonists could not be reasonably expected to get rid of them by long and 
careful reflection. In cases (2), (4), and (5), we assume that the attitudes 
that were the immediate cause of unfriendly behavior were either not fore‑
seeable for S (say, Carla and Jack didn’t know their daughter had a garden) 
or were tough to avoid for S (say, Sonja is sensitive about cleanliness, and 
Ramona needs things to be done her way). Here, we additionally suppose 
that S didn’t yet have reasonable opportunities to get rid of the underlying 
disposition that caused them to form A. That is, we assume that A is truly 
non‑culpable.

Concerning (b) – the non‑culpability of behavior B – we need to assume 
either that B would be justified if A was justified, or else that B was too 
difficult to control by S, given A.

To illustrate the first assumption, we might suppose that if John’s sexist 
belief in (1) was justified, then it would also be justified to treat women in 
the way he does in job interviews. Here the original moral fault seems to 
lie in his holding a sexist belief rather than in his behavior. This also holds 
for Tim’s capitalistic intention in (3): leading his company to success would 
be justified if his intention was justified. Therefore, his behavior itself is 
non‑culpable: any blameworthiness for it must originate in some attitude 
or deed before the behavior at issue occurred.

To illustrate the second assumption, we might suppose that in (4) Carla 
and Jack cannot reasonably avoid being distracted from the conversation 
by the neglected flowers outside the window, thereby revealing their judg‑
mental desire, or we might conceive of (2) and (5) in such a way that Sonja 
or, respectively, Ramona cannot reasonably control the involuntary and 
automatic expressions of her anger, given the other duties she has right 
now, like getting ready for work, or, respectively, distributing tasks among 
her subordinates. Generally, the fact that it is difficult for a person to con‑
trol a specific behavior can make it the case that they lack decisive reasons 
to avoid this behavior, thereby rendering it non‑culpable.

7.3.2	 Apologies and Excuses

My argument starts by noting that S owes an apology to the harmed party 
for B. Assume that Carla and Jack realize that their desire poisoned the 
social interaction or that Ramona realizes how her irascibility together 



Moralizing Rationality  165

with the stressful situation, led her to be unfriendly to her subordinates. 
They then should apologize. Providing merely an excuse would be inap‑
propriate: explaining to the harmed party why they couldn’t do otherwise 
would not repair the impaired relationship (cf. Hieronymi 2019). Only an 
apology can do this work. That is, an apology, rather than an excuse, is 
appropriate although A and B were non‑culpable. This is so even if we as‑
sume that the harmed party knows about the non‑culpability: they know 
how hard it is for S to change their views on a matter (in (1) and (3)), or to 
control their behavior (in the other cases).

So far, this is merely an observation about how we expect each other to 
interact: we want apologies for harms people caused, not just excuses. This 
holds even in cases where the person is blameless for the harm caused (cf. 
Sussman 2018: 788). The second, more controversial, step of my argument 
is that the specific kind of apology S owes to the harmed party implies that 
S is blameworthy. I now turn to this claim.

7.3.3	 Apologies, Blameworthiness, and Forgiveness

We often apologize conventionally for behavior for which we aren’t blame‑
worthy. Conventional apologies range from harmless cases to severe ones. 
Among the harmless cases are apologizing for accidentally touching a 
stranger while sitting down on public transport and apologizing for hitting 
someone with a door after opening it with the normally expected amount 
of attentiveness and care. Here we are causally responsible for harm. But 
we didn’t violate any norms that we were (normatively) expected to com‑
ply with. There are severe cases with the same structure. You might hit 
someone by opening the door with normal care, and yet the person might 
get hurt so badly that they end up in hospital. An honest apology is ap‑
propriate. Providing an excuse wouldn’t satisfy our moral expectations: we 
demand that you apologize, rather than explain yourself, but we do not 
demand that you acknowledge any blameworthiness. Of course, you might 
become blameworthy for failing to apologize conventionally.

Thus, not all appropriate apologies imply blameworthiness. These con‑
ventional apologies differ from what I call, somewhat technically, authentic 
apologies: by apologizing authentically, one acknowledges blameworthi‑
ness for violation of a norm that one was rightly expected to comply with. 
In (1)–(5), S should apologize authentically for the harm they have caused, 
thereby acknowledging their blameworthiness. For now, I leave the nature 
of this norm violation aside – I return to it in Chapter 7.4. Instead, I argue 
that S indeed owes an authentic apology to the harmed party.

How can we determine whether the apology S owes is authentic? The in‑
itial problem is that one can apologize authentically in the same manner as 
one apologizes conventionally: both can be done very seriously, honestly, 
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etc. It is therefore often impossible to distinguish the apologies by looking 
at how they are physically conducted (which is why my label ‘authentic’ is 
somewhat technical). Instead, we need to look at the wider context of the 
practice in which authentic apologies are embedded. For only authentic 
apologies – that is, those that imply blameworthiness – open the space for 
the full practice of forgiveness.

According to a prominent understanding, to forgive is to let go of re‑
sentment while still acknowledging that the offender committed a genuine 
wrong for which they are blameworthy (cf. Hieronymi 2001). Forgiving is 
possible, normally, only if the offender realizes the wrong they have com‑
mitted as a wrong, apologizes, and feels remorse about what they have 
done. The offender changes the reflective stance on their behavior. If the 
wrong is then indeed no longer a threat to your standing within the moral 
community, a continuation of resentment wouldn’t be appropriate. Since 
this account explains paradigm cases of forgiveness, it will serve for my 
purposes.11

The claim is that the full practice of forgiveness is pointless when the 
subject is blameless. If all involved parties know that your touching was 
unintentional, or that you opened the door with normal care, then there 
is nothing to forgive, because you are not to blame. It then doesn’t make 
sense for the harmed party to say ‘I forgive you’ and to really mean it. In 
the harmless cases, this sentence could be at best a joke. And in the more 
serious cases, it would indicate that the situation was misunderstood. There 
is something to forgive only if there is someone to blame. Furthermore, it 
doesn’t make sense to not forgive you, or to postpone forgiveness. If no 
one was wronged, then there is no point in denying forgiveness because 
there is nothing to forgive in the first place. By saying that the full practice 
of forgiveness is intelligible, I mean that each of these moves – forgiving, 
denying, or postponing forgiveness – makes sense. Importantly, each move 
isn’t always justified: sometimes you ought to forgive, but then denying 
forgiveness is still intelligible.

I proceed as follows. First, I show that the full practice of forgiveness is 
intelligible in (1)–(5). Second, I argue that this implies blameworthiness by 
replying to counterexamples. This will also clarify the distinction between 
authentic apologies and conventional apologies.

An important feature of my cases is that behavior B reveals a problem‑
atic aspect of the person’s character or self. In (1) and (5), a person (the job 
applicant, the subordinate) was directly disrespected by S’s participation in 
sexist or elitist structures. Insofar as S’s attitudes aren’t just cases of pathol‑
ogy, they reveal a feature of S’s self on which the disrespected must take a 
stance. They could, for pragmatic reasons, view S as a victim of their so‑
cial environment, thereby avoiding the “strains of involvement” (Strawson 
1962). But this would only be a strategic move to psychologically deal with 
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the wrong. Alternatively, they could hold S accountable for their behav‑
ior, deny them forgiveness, and thereby continue to view the relationship 
as impaired. Doing so would amount to moral protest (cf. Smith 2013), 
and to emphasizing one’s dignity and worth (cf. Hieronymi 2001), and 
therefore to blame. Similar responses can be appropriate to Tim in (3) if 
we imagine that he apologizes to the public after realizing how he deceived 
himself into thinking that business as usual wouldn’t contribute to plan‑
etary destruction. The public, and especially those most affected by climate 
change, can intelligibly deny forgiveness.

In (2) and (4), we can imagine that the protagonists decide to reduce 
their involvement with S even though S apologized. The daughter in (4) 
might not invite her parents over to her place for a while. By doing so, 
she could intelligibly hold that her parents aren’t just blameless victims of 
the conservatism of their generation. Instead, she might judge that their 
parents’ desire to lecture her about the garden reflects a character trait that 
negatively affects the relationship: the parents do not treat their daughter 
as a peer who is in charge of her own life. Plausibly, the parents display 
the vice of judgmentalism. Gary Watson (2013) points out that this en‑
tails non‑acceptance, rejection, and the distance of superiority.12 Plausibly, 
Sonja’s quick judgment in (2) manifests similar flaws in character. Sonja 
isn’t merely a victim of her stress, as the voluntarist makes the case ap‑
pear. Rather, her behavior reveals an aspect of her self. She thus needs to 
apologize, thereby acknowledging her blameworthiness. She then makes 
herself vulnerable by opening the room for Sarah to decide whether she 
will forgive her. Sarah’s continuation of blame might manifest in her deci‑
sion to move out (suppose Sonja is often non‑culpably unfriendly). This 
decision could be a response to Sonja’s self, rather than a mere strategic 
way of dealing with her.

In all these cases, the full practice of forgiveness is intelligible. The sec‑
ond step of my argument is that the intelligibility of this practice implies 
that the person is blameworthy. The recent literature suggests two coun‑
terexamples to this second step in my argument. First, one might appeal 
to cases in which a person is merely causally responsible for a harm, but 
in which making amends still makes sense. Take Williams’ (1981) famous 
case of the lorry driver who non‑culpably kills a child. The driver should 
feel ‘agent‑regret’ and it seems intelligible that he apologizes to the child’s 
parents, even in full knowledge of his blamelessness. This apology doesn’t 
seem to be ‘merely conventional’, and the practice of forgiveness seems 
intelligible.

However, such cases don’t make the full practice of forgiveness intel‑
ligible. As David Sussman (2018: 806–807) argues, only ‘quasi‑apology’ 
and ‘quasi‑forgiveness’ are appropriate. Such quasi‑apologies “need not 
express any sort of change of heart, any resolution to act differently in 
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the future”, and “although the driver should ask for forgiveness […], the 
parents should respond by telling him that none is needed” (2018: 806). 
The parents might feel overwhelmed after the accident, making it difficult 
to respond appropriately to the driver; doubts about whether the driver 
is blameless might plague the minds of all parties involved; and the driver 
should take up the parents’ blame although he is blameless: it isn’t the right 
moment to insist on excuses (2018: 800–801). However, if the situation 
was transparent, and if the parents are no longer overwhelmed, then they 
should (quasi‑)forgive the driver: his apology does not make him vulner‑
able to the parents’ judgment because he is blameless. It therefore wouldn’t 
even be intelligible to deny him forgiveness. This is a crucial difference to 
the authentic apology that is appropriate in (1)–(5).13

Second, Julia Driver (2017) argues that we sometimes morally ought to 
violate relationship‑based duties. In her example, Agamemnon has a moral 
duty (we assume) to sacrifice his daughter Iphigenia for the greater good: 
the survival of his whole army. He ought to violate a pro tanto relationship‑
based obligation toward his daughter. For Driver, this is a resolvable tragic 
dilemma of blameless wronging. Yet, Agamemnon should ask Iphigenia 
for forgiveness after attempting to sacrifice her. According to Driver, his 
obligation to his daughter is not eliminated by the moral duty to save the 
lives of his army – it is merely outweighed. She thinks that Agamemnon is 
blameless because he (a) does what he morally ought to do, and (b) is not 
of bad character, but acts on a reflective decision (or so we assume).

However, Driver’s analysis of this case is problematic. Note first that, if 
Iphigenia agrees that Agamemnon is blameless, then how could she intel‑
ligibly deny him forgiveness? Their relationship might then be impaired 
just because it is difficult to get along with someone who attempted to kill 
you, even though his reasons were decisive. Again, only quasi‑forgiveness 
would be intelligible. Driver would object that Agamemnon’s violation of 
his pro tanto relationship‑based obligation not to sacrifice Iphigenia makes 
the full practice of forgiveness intelligible. But it is puzzling why his pro 
tanto obligation has any such significance when it is outweighed.

The account I develop here offers a better explanation of why genuine 
forgiveness could still be intelligible even though Agamemnon does what 
he ought to: a good father doesn’t even think about sacrificing his daughter 
for the greater good. The fact that he attempts to sacrifice her reveals that 
his attitudes fall short of the ideal of the parent–child relationship. While 
Agamemnon indeed performs all the actions he ought to perform, he vio‑
lates norms that govern his attitudes: as a father, he should think and feel 
in a way that prevents him from sacrificing his daughter. That his attitudes 
fall short of this ideal makes him blameworthy, and at least his daughter 
is justified to blame him. That is, he holds blameworthy non‑culpable at‑
titudes that impair his relationship.
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One might object that if Agamemnon ought to sacrifice Iphigenia, then 
he must also be permitted to have attitudes that allow him to go through 
with it. However, note that this would be the wrong kind of reason for atti‑
tudes (cf. Hieronymi 2006): the fact that he can only sacrifice his daughter 
if he doesn’t love her is not a reason against loving her. It is at best a reason 
to get rid of his love. If he gets rid of it, he still fails to live up to the ideals 
of the parent–child relationship. Tragically, Agamemnon violates either a 
duty to act or a duty to think and feel. Both duties are all‑things‑considered 
duties in the sense that neither is outweighed by the other.

One might generally doubt that parents have an attitudinal obligation to 
love their children so much that they cannot sacrifice them for the greater 
good. If so, then Agamemnon is indeed blameless. But then only quasi‑
forgiveness is intelligible: Iphigenia couldn’t intelligibly deny him forgive‑
ness. The intuition that she can intelligibly deny him forgiveness, and that 
she furthermore has a right to do so, just indicates that parents do have 
such an attitudinal obligation: parents should love their children to such a 
degree that sacrificing them is not an option.

Thus, Driver’s counterexample ends up in the following dilemma: either 
Agamemnon wrongs Iphigenia or he doesn’t. If he doesn’t, then he is in‑
deed blameless; but then only quasi‑forgiveness is intelligible. If he does, 
then the full practice of forgiveness is intelligible; but then he is blame‑
worthy because his wronging Iphigenia consists in violating an all‑things‑
considered attitudinal duty  –  rather than a mere pro tanto duty not to 
sacrifice her. More generally, whenever forgiveness seems to be intelligible 
even though the person seems to be blameless, it either turns out that only 
quasi‑forgiveness is intelligible, or else an attitudinal relationship‑based 
duty was violated, and therefore the person is in fact blameworthy.

I have argued that, in (1)–(5), S owes an authentic apology to the 
wronged party – that is, an apology that makes the full practice of forgive‑
ness intelligible and thus implies blameworthiness. I have also defended 
the claim that the intelligibility of this practice implies blameworthiness: in 
any potential counterexample, either mere quasi‑forgiveness is intelligible, 
or the person is, after all, blameworthy for violating an attitudinal norm. I 
thus conclude that S is blameworthy.

7.3.4	 From Behavior to Attitudes

I now argue that if S is blameworthy, then S cannot merely be blamewor‑
thy for their non‑culpable behavior B, but must also be blameworthy for 
their attitude A that caused B. The best explanation for S’s blameworthi‑
ness for B is that S is originally or directly blameworthy for A. Remember 
that we have stipulated that there was nothing S should have done to avoid 
A, and that S already managed B as well as we can reasonably expect of S. 
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I have argued that this does nothing to annul S’s blameworthiness: B still 
reveals an impaired relationship that calls for the full practice of apology 
and forgiveness. But does that show that S is blameworthy for A?

First, a clarifying remark: when S apologizes, they don’t normally apol‑
ogize for the attitude. Rather, they apologize for their behavior and the 
resulting harm.14 This doesn’t imply that S is only blameworthy for B but 
not for A. If S indeed managed B to the best of their abilities, then S is 
praiseworthy in one respect: S cares about not letting their mental state go 
on a rampage in the external world. But if S is praiseworthy for managing 
B, then S’s blameworthiness cannot be explained merely by appealing to 
B. Furthermore, much of B concerns involuntary expressions which can, 
by themselves, no more provide a basis for blame than automatic reflexes 
(esp. in (2), (4), and (5)). Finally, the proposal that S is only blameworthy 
for B but not for A won’t help the voluntarist. For they are committed to 
the view that S is blameless for anything non‑culpable – whether attitude 
or behavior. So it isn’t promising, and especially not for voluntarists, to 
locate the original or direct blameworthiness in the non‑culpable behavior.

We are left with the task of looking for another original locus of S’s 
blameworthiness. There are two reasons why S’s attitudes are a plausi‑
ble candidate. Firstly, attitudes are, like actions, governed by norms and 
reasons. If blameworthiness presupposes the violation of a norm or a fail‑
ure to respond correctly to possessed reasons, then attitudes are, like vol‑
untary actions, promising for locating direct blameworthiness. Secondly, 
vices manifest not only in actions and overt behavior, but also in attitudes. 
The irascible person tends to form unfavorable beliefs about others on the 
basis of which they become disproportionally angry. Such vices impair re‑
lationships, and we can therefore be blameworthy for displaying them. If 
attitudes can manifest vices, then our attitudes are plausible loci of original 
blameworthiness.

I have no conclusive argument that there is no other good explanation 
for S’s blameworthiness. However, I have argued that S cannot be blame‑
worthy only for B. At the very least, voluntarists cannot retreat to this 
claim. Attitudes, which are part of the space of reasons and which can be 
manifestations of vicious character, seem the most plausible original locus 
of S’s blameworthiness. I conclude that we can be blameworthy for NCAs, 
and that therefore voluntarism is false.

7.4	 A Rationalist Alternative

When considering blameworthiness for NCAs, we experience an ambigu‑
ity. On the one hand, the person holding a NCA had no duty to avoid it, 
and thus, they seem to be blameless. On the other hand, the NCA might 
still be responsive to reasons, and it might cause harm to others. As I have 



Moralizing Rationality  171

argued, this can give rise to our full practice of apology and forgiveness, 
which in turn implies that we regard each other as blameworthy for NCAs. 
This subchapter proposes that we can capture this ambiguity by adopting 
a rationalist account that acknowledges that both reasons for actions as 
well as reasons for attitudes shape our responses toward people who hold 
unjustified NCAs. Given my previous argument, this allows us to see that 
answerability, or, more precisely, failures of reasons‑responsiveness, can 
appropriately give rise to moral blame. Voluntarists therefore cannot reply 
that rational evaluation doesn’t give rise to ‘genuine’ responsibility and 
blame (see Chapter 7.1).

Return to Smith’s case (Chapter 7.2). Abigail’s racist attitudes are, ear‑
lier in her life, non‑culpable, and later, when she has more access to rel‑
evant information that casts doubt on her racist outlook, still less culpable 
than those held by Bert, who adopted them reflectively after growing up in 
a tolerant family. As granted earlier to the voluntarist, the non‑culpability, 
and thus the lack of voluntary control Abigail had over her mind, affects 
the emotional intensity of our blaming responses. I suggested that this is 
because the difficulty of exercising control over her mind (due to lack of 
information, but also because her attitudes are recalcitrant) makes it the 
case that she lacks decisive reasons to engage in attempts at attitudinal 
self‑management.

We can see now how a rationalist account can make sense of the intui‑
tive ambiguity we experience when it comes to NCAs. First, a rationalist 
can argue that our reactive sentiments are rightly affected by Abigail’s lack 
of opportunities to exercise voluntary control: they are affected by whether 
she responded correctly to her practical reasons for attitudinal self‑
management. Since we assume that Abigail’s attitudes are non‑culpable, 
we assume that she didn’t commit any such fault in self‑management when 
she responded to her practical reasons with her actions and omissions. 
We are less critical of her than of Bert because, insofar as it comes to how 
Abigail conducted her actions and omissions in shaping her mental life, 
she is faultless.

Furthermore, a rationalist will argue that Abigail is still answerable for 
her racist attitudes: it is intelligible to request her reasons for them, rather 
than just her reasons for self‑management. When asking ‘why do you be‑
lieve that p?’ or ‘why are you angry about p?’ we often do not merely ask 
for explanation, but for justification: we ask for the reasons the person 
took to support believing p, or the reasons the person took to support 
being angry about p. A good reason for belief is evidence for p, and a 
good reason for being angry is an offense. If the person is unable to pro‑
vide a good answer to our request for justification, this can give rise to 
blame. Therefore, if we suppose that Abigail’s reasons do not support a 
racist attitude, a rationalist can locate a genuine shortcoming in Abigail’s 
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reasons‑responsiveness: she fails to acknowledge reasons against holding 
racist attitudes. This failure, however, isn’t a failure in exercising voluntary 
control.15

The rationalist assumes that, if Abigail is indeed blameworthy, then 
her reasons favor not holding racist attitudes: her attitudes are unjusti‑
fied. This seems plausible. For suppose that Abigail’s perspective was so 
distorted by her community that all her possessed reasons favor racist be‑
liefs. Abigail was in this situation until a certain age. It was only when she 
gained more information in light of which we would rightly expect her 
to revise her beliefs that she becomes blameworthy. For up to this point, 
Abigail might have responded correctly to all her reasons and yet, due to 
her unfortunate circumstances, ended up with racist attitudes. However, if 
a person responds correctly to all their reasons for attitudes and actions, 
then they are blameless.

Remember that the voluntarist made a similar claim: that Abigail be‑
comes blameworthy once she has relevant information accessible that 
would then make it the case that she ought to engage with this information 
actively and to consider it until her beliefs are revised in light of it (see 
Chapter 7.2). The difference to the rationalist’s proposal is that only the 
voluntarist requires that Abigail has reasonable opportunities to revise her 
attitude. To see this difference, suppose that, after Abigail reads informa‑
tion that should rationally dislodge her racist stance, she irrationally fails 
to revise her beliefs. She would have to invest more time in engaging with 
the information. However, suppose that she has no such duty to engage 
further with the information – say, because the library is on fire and she 
should leave. The voluntarist would claim that she is blameless, for she 
fulfilled all her duties to manage her attitudes. The rationalist, by contrast, 
can argue that she is blameworthy because her racist attitudes are now 
unjustified in light of her new information.16

My argument against Indirect Voluntarism from Chapter 7.3 concluded 
that Abigail’s NCAs might still warrant moral blame. When she gains 
awareness of her failure to acknowledge her reasons against her racist atti‑
tudes, she owes the people she harmed an authentic apology, thereby mak‑
ing herself vulnerable to their decisions about whether they forgive her. 
Again, this practice wouldn’t make any sense while knowing that Abigail’s 
attitudes were a result of her responding correctly to all her reasons – for 
both her actions and her attitudes. However, if the NCAs themselves are 
unjustified by her possessed reasons, then by denying forgiveness and 
continuing resentment, victims of her racism might appropriately blame 
her, thereby expressing moral protest and emphasizing their own dignity. 
Abigail’s racist attitudes can then reflect various vices, thereby revealing 
features of her character or self, thereby warranting relationship modifica‑
tions that count as moral blame.17
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If this is correct, then Indirect Voluntarists can no longer insist that ra‑
tionally evaluating an attitude by noting that it is insufficiently supported 
by reasons cannot give rise to ‘genuine’ blame. Rather, my argument re‑
veals that failing to respond correctly to one’s reasons for attitudes can 
give rise to reactive responses that are very similar to the responses that 
are appropriate when people fail to respond correctly to their reasons for 
actions. For these reactive responses to be appropriate, it is often sufficient 
that an attitude is non‑pathological, is unjustified by the subject’s reasons, 
and causes harm to another person. It isn’t necessary that one violated any 
duty of attitudinal self‑management. The voluntarist therefore cannot ac‑
count for our blameworthiness for NCAs.

In reply, the voluntarist might propose that our practice of apology and 
forgiveness needs a fundamental revision (see Nussbaum 2016). Nothing I 
have said excludes this possibility. However, if I am right, then our actual 
practice commits us to the view that we are sometimes blameworthy for 
NCAs, and thus to the falsity of Indirect Voluntarism. The argumenta‑
tive burden is on the voluntarist to argue that we should revise our actual 
practice.

7.5	 Conclusion: Moral Blameworthiness for Irrationality

The present investigation is not concerned with potential reasons to re‑
vise our overall practice of holding each other responsible. Rather, I am 
concerned with understanding our current practice and spelling out our 
implicit commitments that we share by being involved in this practice. If 
the argument of this chapter is sound, then responsibility for rationality is 
not a sui generis form of responsibility that differs fundamentally from our 
moral responsibility. Rather, failures of reasons‑responsiveness – that is, of 
rationality – can give rise to moral blame.

Importantly, the failures at issue need not involve commitment to moral 
reasons for or against attitudes. For instance, in case (2) where Ramona forms 
an irrational belief about the hair in the sink, and as a result of this cannot 
reasonably manage her behavior toward her roommate, the belief is irra‑
tional in an epistemic sense. The epistemically irrational belief is the source 
of Ramona’s moral blameworthiness: the fact that it is irrational explains 
why the practice of apology and forgiveness is intelligible. It follows that 
mere epistemic irrationality can give rise to moral blame.18 This shouldn’t 
surprise us. We often become angry or feel indignant about people holding 
epistemically irrational beliefs – namely, when they hold morally harmful 
beliefs, like climate change denial. We do not then stop and ask whether 
these people had reasonable opportunities to avoid being epistemically ir‑
rational. Even if they didn’t have such opportunities to manage their beliefs 
better, certain blaming responses can still be appropriate. For  sure,  if we 
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realize  that they lacked such opportunities, then this should temper our 
blaming attitudes, and sometimes even affect the kind of blame that is ap‑
propriate. But that doesn’t imply that the blame at issue is not a form of 
moral blame.

What we could conclude from this is that kinds of blame must be indi‑
viduated by the kind of harm they cause (moral or epistemic harm), and 
not merely by the kind of mistake in which they are grounded.19 In Chap‑
ters 4 and 5, I understood epistemic blame as the form of blame that is 
appropriate in response to mere epistemic norm violations. No wonder 
then that some forms of epistemic blame also amount to moral blame: 
epistemic failure can cause moral harm. Such harms warrant different re‑
actions than more harmless cases of epistemic norm violations. We might 
therefore want to resist calling moral blaming reactions involving anger or 
indignation ‘epistemic’. However, this is merely a terminological issue. For 
these moral blaming reactions are appropriate in response to violations of 
epistemic norms. It is up to us to determine how best to carve up the con‑
ceptual landscape of kinds of blame.

Importantly, epistemic norms are the norms of epistemic rationality. So 
what my argument shows is that being epistemically irrational, as well as 
displaying other forms of attitudinal irrationality, can give rise to moral 
blame, rather than to ‘mere rational criticizability’. Indeed, it shows that 
the dichotomy between ‘mere rational criticism’ and ‘genuine blame’ is a 
false one. For rational failures seem to have a greater normative signifi‑
cance than even the most recent proponents of the normativity of ration‑
ality assume. Being irrational is not just a pure cognitive flaw that can 
give rise to soft forms of ‘personal criticizability’, where it remains open 
whether this deserves the label ‘blame’ (see Kiesewetter 2017: chapter 2). 
Instead, being irrational can be a severe character flaw that can even de‑
serve moral blame.

I will stay largely neutral with regard to the forms moral blame for ir‑
rationality can take – ranging from weaker to stronger forms of passionate 
emotions, maybe even resentment and indignation, but at least forms of 
rebuke and anger, as well as feelings of disappointment, and including also 
moral forms of relationship modification (rather than just epistemic ones). 
No matter what stance we take here, we should allow that this blame is as 
moral as blame could be. For otherwise, apology and forgiveness would 
not be intelligible.

Thus, even if we were to deny that there is a distinctively epistemic kind 
of responsibility and blame, or corresponding other distinctive forms of 
responsibility and blame for (ir)rationality, we should allow that we are 
directly responsible for our attitudes because we are sometimes directly 
morally blameworthy for holding them. This is implied by our actual prac‑
tice. Of course, one could argue that this practice needs a fundamental 
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revision. Yet again, the burden of argument here rests with the opponent 
of mental morality.20

Note, however, that my view isn’t affected by the common objection to 
mental morality that moral norms don’t govern our attitudes. To defend 
moral blameworthiness for attitudes, it’s sufficient to argue that they’re 
governed by the norms of rationality, and that these norms can down‑
stream cause moral harm. I am skeptical about whether wrong‑kind or 
practical reasons (including moral ones) are genuine reasons for attitudes, 
rather than just reasons for causing or bringing about attitudes.21 So, in a 
sense, my view provides an error‑theory about mental morality: that we’re 
morally blameworthy for our attitudes can be explained by the norms of 
rationality; it need not commit us to moral norms for attitudes.

Notes

	 1	 See Hieronymi (2006, 2009a). See Kavka (1983) and Owens (2000: 81–82) on 
why we cannot choose intentions. I put this issue aside. If we can choose some 
attitudes, then some reactive sentiments are appropriate for this reason.

	 2	 See Meylan (2013, 2017) and Peels (2017) as well as Price (1954) on doxastic 
responsibility, Oakley (1992) on emotional responsibility, and Jacobs (2001) 
on responsibility for character. See also Rosen’s (2004) view that blameworthi‑
ness always originates in akratic action and Fischer and Tognazzini’s (2009) 
view on tracing back all responsibility to voluntary action.

	 3	 Cf. Hieronymi (2006, 2008, 2014), McCormick (2015), McHugh (2013a, 
2013b; 2017), Osborne (2021), Owens (2000, 2017a: intro.), Portmore 
(2019), Roberts (2015), Smith (2005), and White (2019). Adams (1985) is the 
locus classicus of the opposition to Indirect Voluntarism. He did not appeal to 
the idea of reasons‑responsiveness at the time.

	 4	 For both responses, see Peels (2017: 46–48, 159–160). For the latter response, 
see Fischer and Tognazzini (2009).

	 5	 Cf. Kiesewetter (2017: chapter 8) for a perspectivist account.
	 6	 Some aspects of spontaneous beliefs are reasonably foreseeable: it is foresee‑

able that you will acquire beliefs about the environment that you are plan‑
ning to walk through, but you don’t know which concrete beliefs you will  
acquire.

	 7	 Wallace argues that “it would indeed be strange to suppose that one might 
blame another person without feeling an attitude of indignation or resentment 
toward the person, or that one might blame oneself without feeling guilt” 
(1994: 75). The second reply to the voluntarist in this paragraph does jus‑
tice to this point. That is, I am not committed to the view that we can blame 
without feeling reactive sentiments, though I sympathize with this idea due 
to the arguments brought forward by Smith, Scanlon, and others. Hieronymi 
(2014, 2019) claims that there is a reactive attitude, ‘resentment+’, that is only 
appropriate towards someone for holding an attitude M if this person had a 
reasonable opportunity to avoid M, but she denies that ordinary resentment 
presupposes reasonable opportunity.

	 8	 For instance, that one’s attitudes fall short of the normative ideal of the rela‑
tionship (Scanlon 2008), or that it is an expression of moral protest (Smith 
2013).
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	 9	 This case is motivated by a case in Tognazzini’s (2020) discussion of blamewor‑
thiness for judgmental thoughts.

	10	 Plausibly, one might argue that in (4), there would be nothing problematic 
if the parents merely believed that the garden isn’t properly tended – that is, 
without desiring to lecture. This indicates that the desire is the problem, rather 
than the belief. Furthermore, Ramona’s anger in (5) need not be based on any 
full‑fledged belief.

	11	 Fricker’s (2019) gifted forgiveness isn’t captured by the account.
	12	 Cf. Tognazzini (2020) for a more detailed discussion of Watson’s take on 

judgmentalism.
	13	 One might take issue with calling the driver’s apology ‘conventional’. I sympa‑

thize with this. Calling all non‑authentic apologies ‘conventional’ is technical. 
There are important differences within the camp of non‑authentic apologies.

	14	 However, maybe we sometimes do apologize for ‘believing badly’ about some‑
one (cf. Basu 2019), and plausibly we apologize for having been angry, where 
we need not be precise about the object of the apology.

	15	 Especially Hieronymi (2006, 2014: 22–24) and Roberts (2015) have worked 
out these two dimensions of holding each other responsible for our attitudes 
by distinguishing between reasons for attitudinal self‑management and genuine 
reasons for the attitudes themselves, and by connecting them to different exer‑
cises of agency (see Hieronymi 2009b). See Chapters 6.3, 6.4 and 6.6 for more 
on the two agential capacities that are relevant here.

	16	 I say ‘has the resources’ because the rationalist might formulate further neces‑
sary conditions on blameworthiness.

	17	 Am I denying that blaming racists who, due to their distorted perspective, re‑
sponded correctly to all their reasons is legitimate? Not necessarily, for the 
sense of ‘appropriateness’ here is narrower than ‘all things considered’ legiti‑
macy (Calhoun 1989; Coates 2020). Furthermore, one can protest systemic 
oppression without blaming individuals.

	18	 See also Ayars (2021). I am here not ruling out that moral blameworthiness 
for epistemic failure requires moral encroachment on epistemic rationality 
(see Dandelet 2023 for a recent discussion). However, if so, then the moral 
considerations raise the evidential threshold for epistemic rationality or count 
themselves as epistemic reasons against belief (see Schroeder 2021 for the lat‑
ter view). Importantly, they need not be moral reasons bearing on a distinc‑
tive moral normativity of belief, as pragmatists about reasons for belief would 
claim (see Chapter 1.3 for discussion).

	19	 Thanks to Cameron Boult for pointing out this implication of my view to me.
	20	 See Sher (2021) for such an opponent’s account, to which I cannot do full jus‑

tice here.
	21	 I didn’t defend my skepticism here. But see Schmidt (2022) for relevant argu‑

ments and considerations. See also Chapter 3.2 of this book for a summary of 
the dialectic about the debate on practical reasons for belief.
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8	 Conclusion

This chapter first summarizes the results of the present investigation. I be‑
gin with my results on the problem of mental responsibility (Chapter 8.1) 
and then turn to the results on the normativity of rationality (Chapter 
8.2). I then present research avenues for further exploration of the ethics 
of mind (Chapter 8.3).

8.1	 Solving the Problem of Mental Responsibility

Responsibility for attitudes seemed initially puzzling because attitudes are 
not actions but states. How can we be responsible for just being in a state? 
Intuitively, we are at most responsible for causing a state or for failing to 
avoid it. However, we also saw that attitudes are responsive to reasons. In 
this respect, they are quite unlike brute states, such as headaches. For sure, 
we can also be responsible for having a headache – say, if we forgot to 
bring our painkillers and now cannot take one to get rid of our headache. 
However, our responsibility for reasons‑responsive states, such as beliefs, 
desires, emotions, and intentions, seemed to be more direct than that. For 
we often respond to our right‑kind reasons for attitudes directly, that is, by 
forming or maintaining the attitude on the basis of these reasons without 
performing any actions of bringing the attitude about or of maintaining 
it. Furthermore, others can demand a justification for why we hold an 
attitude, thereby asking for right‑kind reasons for this attitude, and we 
seem to be criticizable as irrational if it turns out that our attitudes are 
not properly based on right‑kind reasons, or if the right‑kind reasons we 
base our attitudes on are insufficient to justify the attitude. It thus seems 
that we hold each other directly accountable merely for being in certain 
reasons‑responsive states.

One reaction is to deny that we are ever directly responsible for our atti‑
tudes. This is the claim of Indirect Voluntarism, which attempts to reduce all 
responsibility for attitudes to responsibility for prior actions and omissions. 
Indirect Voluntarists are committed to the view that rational criticizability 
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does not amount to genuine blame: we are never blameworthy for mere 
rational failure. We saw that recent epistemological discussions about the 
normativity of epistemic reasons provide food for this idea. When we hold 
trivial attitudes that are insufficiently based on right‑kind reasons, or when 
our right‑kind reasons conflict with our wrong‑kind reasons, then it seems 
that the right‑kind reasons do not provide genuine normative support. In‑
stead, it seems that they derive their normativity entirely from wrong‑kind 
reasons. This brought out a neglected challenge for the normativity of ra‑
tionality. For we saw that the challenge could be generalized from epis‑
temic reasons to all other kinds of right‑kind reasons. Therefore, it can 
seem that we have good arguments to explain away the intuition that we 
are ever directly blameworthy merely for holding irrational attitudes, and 
Indirect Voluntarism can again seem like a plausible view.

However, we also saw that there is a plausible reply to this challenge 
for the normativity of rationality. First, we considered the possibility of 
a distinctively epistemic kind of blame – that is, a blame for mere failures 
of epistemic rationality that does not amount to genuine moral blame. We 
saw that the recent epistemological literature presents us with some con‑
vincing accounts according to which epistemic blame need not amount to 
strong passionate emotions, like resentment or indignation, but can rather 
come in the form of, for instance, modifying one’s epistemic relationship 
by reducing one’s epistemic trust. Such relationship modifications too 
can amount to blame. For they are appropriate in response to epistemic 
vices, and thus do not reduce to merely treating someone as an unreliable 
truth‑tracker. If someone’s beliefs are responsive to epistemic reasons to 
a sufficient degree, then it is appropriate to engage with and relate to the 
other person as a responsible epistemic agent, rather than as someone who 
is exempted from epistemic responsibility.

Our practice of holding each other epistemically responsible, and specifi‑
cally our practice of blaming each other for mere epistemic failures, both in 
trivial cases and in cases of epistemic‑practical conflicts, reveals that epis‑
temic reasons have genuine normative significance: we are answerable for 
how we respond to our epistemic reasons. Furthermore, we saw that this 
can be generalized to other forms of rationality: we are also responsible 
for the way we respond to our right‑kind reasons for desires, intentions, 
and emotions. Failing to respond correctly to these reasons manifests a 
vice, a defect in character, for which we are blameworthy. Irrationality, 
that is, not being attuned to features of our environment that make certain 
attitudes fitting, gives others, as well as ourselves, reasons to relate to us 
differently than if we were rational within our mental architecture. The 
normativity of rationality and of right‑kind reasons is revealed in our prac‑
tice of evaluating each other for our character.
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This is the first part of my response to Indirect Voluntarism. The second 
part is an argument to the effect that rational failure can make genuine 
moral blaming responses appropriate. This argument is meant to address 
the understandable worry that the distinctively epistemic kind of blame 
and other forms of non‑passionate blame that I appealed to do not count 
as genuine blaming responses. Anyone who presents this worry has two 
tasks.

First, they must engage with recent views of epistemic blame and argue 
that the object of these views does not deserve the label ‘blame’. They must 
even argue that it does not deserve the label ‘personal criticism’ either. For 
according to the anti‑normativist or nihilist about epistemic reasons, epis‑
temic criticism could at best be directed at a subpersonal system for mal‑
functioning, but not at the person, who isn’t directly responsible for such 
malfunctioning. If we are criticizable for rational failures at a personal 
level, then this would already establish the normativity of epistemic and 
other right‑kind reasons. Second, they must object to my argument from 
apology and forgiveness, according to which our practice of apology and 
forgiveness is sometimes fully intelligible when mere rational failure causes 
moral harm. For, as I have argued, this practice presupposes direct moral 
blameworthiness for irrationality.

I thus conclude that we are directly responsible for having rational or 
irrational attitudes, and that, since Indirect Voluntarism is committed to a 
denial of any direct responsibility for attitudes, Indirect Voluntarism fails. 
What solves our initial philosophical puzzle is close attention to our actual 
practices of holding each other responsible. As it turns out, these practices 
imply genuine responsibility for manifesting our character, our virtues and 
vices, in our attitudes. We are responsible not only for what we do but 
also for the way we are (Adams 1985). More precisely, we’re responsi‑
ble for the way our character manifests in our reasons‑responsive actions 
and attitudes. Our responsibility for being in mental states is the proper 
foundation for an evaluative kind of normativity that gives other people 
reasons for relating to us in ways that involve holding us directly respon‑
sible for our attitudes. This is how responsibility for rationality becomes 
intelligible.

8.2	 Defending the Normativity of Rationality

Next, let me return to my argument for the normativity of rationality 
that I presented in Chapter 3 and summarize the new motivation for the 
normativity of rationality provided by our overall discussion. Central to 
this argument is the restriction of uses of ‘rational’ and ‘irrational’ to 
cases that are candidates for being directly responsible for rationality or 
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irrationality. This excludes cases of incoherence that are severely patho‑
logical, like severe delusions or phobias. I thus restricted myself to those 
cases of (ir)rationality in which the attitudes in virtue of which we are 
called ‘rational’ or ‘irrational’ are still responsive to reasons to some de‑
gree. There were two reasons for this restriction. First, the intuition that 
we can be criticizable for irrationality – an intuition that motivates much 
of the debate about the normativity of rationality – only gets its grip on 
us if we focus on reasons‑responsive attitudes. Second, a requirement to 
be rational can only be intelligible when our attitudes are responsive to 
reasons, or else we are exempted. Severely pathological attitudes aren’t 
subject to genuine requirements: we cannot coherently expect the path‑
ologically irrational person to be rational. Someone who suffers severe 
pathology must be dealt with rather than blamed or criticized for their 
pathological irrationality.1

Employing this use of ‘(ir)rational’, I have argued that we fail to respond 
correctly to right‑kind reasons whenever we are irrational: irrationality is 
a serious failure that merits personal criticism or blame absent excuse. 
The presented argument works with a plausible connection between the 
capacity that grounds our direct answerability for attitudes—reasons‑
responsiveness—and blameworthiness for violating rational requirements. 
Roughly, your blameworthiness for violating rational requirements is 
grounded in your failures to respond correctly to right‑kind reasons. Since 
any case in which you seem to be blameless for irrationality is either a 
case where you have an excuse or turns out to be a case of harmless in‑
coherence rather than irrationality, being irrational guarantees that you 
fail to respond correctly to right‑kind reasons. This is the argument from 
responsibility.

Finally, my defense of the normativity of right‑kind reasons for attitudes 
amounts to an extensive reply to the worry that rationality as reasons‑
responsiveness might not be normative because right‑kind reasons lack 
normativity. Against this, I have argued throughout Chapters 5–7 that 
right‑kind reasons are genuinely normative reasons because various kinds 
of blaming responses are appropriate if we fail to respond correctly to 
these reasons without excuse. These blaming responses reveal the norma‑
tivity we attach to right‑kind reasons, and thus they reveal the significance 
that these considerations have for our lives. In particular, being irrational 
can have implications for our interpersonal relationships: our failures to 
respond correctly to epistemic reasons provide others with reasons to, say, 
reduce their epistemic trust, or change the way they treat us as fellow in‑
quirers. Other failures of rationality can have similar implications for what 
attitudes it is appropriate to have toward us, and thus for how we should 
relate to one another. Such failures can even give rise to moral blame. This 
reveals the genuine normative force of rational requirements.
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8.3	 Research in the Ethics of Mind

This concludes our investigation into responsibility for attitudes and the 
rationality of attitudes. We saw that we are sometimes directly responsi‑
ble for being rational or irrational and that this responsibility can some‑
times even give rise to appropriate moral blame. The present investigation 
thus provides a foundation for an ethics of mind  –  including ethics of 
belief – that is concerned with (evaluative) normative requirements to be 
in certain mental states (and to believe certain things) rather than merely 
with prudential and moral requirements to manage one’s mental states 
(including requirements to manage one’s beliefs). Additionally, the inves‑
tigation provides new motivation for the normativity of rationality in the 
responsibility‑implying sense of rationality (putting aside the dispute be‑
tween subjectivists and objectivists about reasons). It also provides a plu‑
ralist diagnosis of the nature of the disagreement between coherentism and 
reasons‑responsivism about the nature of rationality: various philosophi‑
cal disagreements can motivate this dispute, and we would do well to keep 
them apart (see Chapter 3.7).

However, many questions remain unanswered. They will motivate fur‑
ther inquiry into the ethics of mind. I wish to close this book by giving 
some idea of what some of these inquiries could be, without any claim to 
providing a complete list in this rich and open‑ended field. Rather, my aim 
is to give an idea of how the present inquiry could help us discussing these 
further topics. I start with the more theoretical issues and then turn to the 
more applied discussions.

8.3.1	 Non‑evidential Reasons in Epistemology

This book has attempted to stay neutral about the exact content of epis‑
temic norms. Although Chapter 5 has argued that epistemic norms do not 
require any backup by pragmatic reasons to be genuinely significant and 
that we should retain a distinctively epistemic kind of normativity that 
cannot be weighed or compared with a distinct practical normativity of 
belief, there is plenty of room for pragmatic or non‑evidential reasons to 
become relevant in epistemology. First, pragmatic reasons are relevant for 
whether and how to perform epistemic actions, like inquiry or delibera‑
tion, that is, the norms of the ‘zetetic’ (Friedman 2020). Furthermore, they 
might bear indirectly on the epistemic rationality of belief by being rel‑
evant to the rationality of inquiry if the zetetic norms influence the epis‑
temic rationality of belief. They also might bear directly on the epistemic 
rationality of not believing something (Schroeder 2021), or the rationality 
of suspending judgment (Lord 2020), thereby determining the evidential 
threshold for epistemically rational belief. Finally, even if we wish to resist 
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categorizing pragmatic influences on belief as genuine normative reasons 
for belief, we might still want to accept a version of pragmatic or moral 
encroachment that grants that these considerations can raise the evidential 
threshold for epistemic rationality without being themselves reasons for or 
against belief (or even for suspension of judgment). Which of these views 
about epistemic normativity is more plausible has been left open by the 
present inquiry, and further research is required to clarify these issues. 
However, pragmatic reasons against belief or for suspension will meet the 
worry that these reasons cannot properly motivate beliefs or function as a 
basis for deliberating about what to believe (Shah 2006; Hieronymi 2006). 
This issue should continue to be taken seriously (see also Schmidt 2022).

8.3.2	 Practical Reasons for Belief

Next, there could be distinctively practical reasons for belief – that is, prag‑
matic reasons for belief that do not bear on epistemic rationality but that 
still determine what we ought practically to believe (Feldman 2000). If 
this view was right, then practical reasons could not just directly motivate 
actions of bringing about or maintaining beliefs, but they could also di‑
rectly motivate beliefs. Some pragmatists argue that indirect motivation 
is sufficient for genuine practical reasons for belief (Rinard 2019a). I have 
argued against this view elsewhere (Schmidt 2022). What I have not dis‑
cussed here is whether we can believe directly for practical reasons, say, by 
believing at will, or by exercising other forms of direct control over belief, 
such as ‘guidance control’ (McCormick 2015). However, any view that 
defends the possibility of a practical rationality of belief must explain the 
significance of this rationality over and above the practical rationality of 
belief management. Why is it not sufficient for our theoretical purposes to 
grant that practical reasons are relevant to how we deal with our beliefs? 
Why do we need a practical reason to apply directly to belief? This is a new 
problem in addition to the question of motivation or guidance mentioned 
before.2

8.3.3	 Implications of the Present View on These Issues

Thus, the question of how pragmatic considerations are relevant both 
to epistemic rationality and (potentially) practical rationality of belief is 
still an open debate on which I remained largely neutral here. Neverthe‑
less, my argument has some implications for this debate. First, practical 
rationality cannot be all there is to belief or belief‑management. Rather, 
there is a distinctively epistemic kind of rationality – one that can some‑
times have a similar normative significance as moral duties in cases where 
epistemic irrationality causes moral harm. To explain this conclusion, we 
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might need some version of pragmatic or moral encroachment on epistemic 
rationality – an issue I did not discuss. Or we might not: after all, even if 
moral considerations affect the evidential threshold for epistemically ra‑
tional belief, we’re still in the sphere of epistemic evaluation. So it is diffi‑
cult to see how moral encroachment on epistemic rationality could explain 
the apparent moral or interpersonal significance of epistemic norm viola‑
tions, at least by itself. For that task, we might rather need a metaepiste‑
mological account of the significance of epistemic normativity for our lives 
(see Chapter 8.3.4). In any case, we should acknowledge that beliefs are 
governed by a distinctive and interpersonally significant kind of epistemic 
normativity – one that in turn might not be restricted just to belief, but also 
govern other states, like suspension of judgment, or activities, like inquiry. 
There is plenty of epistemological theorizing to be done on these issues.

Next, I have provided motivation for the idea that these debates gen‑
eralize to other attitudes. If I am right in this, then there is a distinctive 
rationality of desires, intentions, the different kinds of emotions, as well 
as other mental states. In all these cases, rationality has genuine norma‑
tive significance. Here we can ask questions like: Are all right‑kind rea‑
sons object‑given, or are there state‑given reasons of the right‑kind – i.e., 
state‑given reasons that bear on the distinctive rationality of the relevant 
attitude? Can wrong‑kind reasons for an attitude bear on the practical 
rationality of an attitude, or only on the rationality of bringing about 
this attitude? Is there pragmatic encroachment on the rationality of de‑
sires, emotions, or intentions? These questions have not been explored in 
as much detail as the corresponding questions on epistemic rationality, 
although the parallel epistemological discussions should help us to get a 
better grip on them. A further task would also be to see whether there are 
important differences between the rationality of belief and other attitudes. 
I have focused on the analogies here rather than on potential differences. 
So, there is still much work to do for extending normative epistemological 
theory to the ethics of mind.

8.3.4	 The External Authority of Rationality

These are questions internal to the different kinds of attitudinal rationality – 
questions about which reasons determine what attitudes we should have 
and how they do so. Next to these questions, there are also external ques‑
tions about the overall justification or the authority of a specific kind of 
rationality. In epistemology, there is a long debate about what justifies our 
adherence to epistemic norms. Traditionally, epistemologists have appealed 
to our desire for truth (Kornblith 1993; Papineau 2013), or to the value of 
epistemic goods, like true belief (McHugh 2013b), knowledge (Williamson 
2000), or understanding (Kvanvig 2003). However, sometimes we do not 
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desire truth – as when we do not wish to know the latest celebrity gossip; 
and sometimes it is advisable to avoid epistemic goods – as when ignoring 
uncomfortable truths gives us peace of mind. Therefore, traditional ac‑
counts have difficulty explaining why epistemic norms always apply to us. 
This worry is avoided by constitutivist accounts, which claim that we can 
only be believers or knowers if we accept truth as the categorical aim of 
our epistemic endeavors (cf. Wedgwood 2002; Shah and Velleman 2005; 
Littlejohn 2012; Whiting 2012; Nolfi 2015). However, these accounts in‑
vite us to ask why we should care about being believers and knowers in 
the first place.

Due to these problems, many epistemologists have raised doubts about 
the authority of epistemic norms, some of which have been addressed in 
the present inquiry. A certain kind of instrumentalists and radical prag‑
matists argue that epistemic norms are best understood on the model of 
instrumental practical norms, like game rules, that become normatively 
relevant only when we have reason to ‘play the game of belief’ (see Chap‑
ter 4, and my arguments against these views in Chapters 5–7). By contrast, 
others have recently attempted to preserve a distinctively epistemic dimen‑
sion of normativity by grounding it in our epistemic sociality (Goldberg 
2019; Chrisman 2020, 2022; Dyke 2021; Wei 2022; Boult 2024b; Fleisher 
forthcoming; Hannon and Woodard forthcoming) or in the practical value 
of being subject to epistemic norms (Owens 2017b), or in human well‑
being (Reisner forthcoming).

The present inquiry was in line with these latter approaches that aim 
at understanding epistemic normativity, instead of explaining it away by 
reducing it to instrumental practical normativity. I have argued that epis‑
temic normativity is revealed in our practice of epistemic blame. I have 
suggested in Chapter 5.5 that the authority of epistemic rationality might 
ultimately rest in the practical justification of our practice of epistemic 
blame: it is useful – in the broadest sense of the term – to blame each other 
for distinctively epistemic failures and hold one epistemically accountable 
in various ways. If this is on the right track, then we should stick with our 
practices of epistemic accountability and maintain epistemically healthy 
relationships instead of attempting to revise our practice. Again, the pre‑
sent inquiry did not discuss the issue of revising our practices. Rather, it 
was concerned with working out our implicit commitments within the 
epistemic practice and the practice of rational evaluation more generally. 
However, if the question of the authority of epistemic norms ultimately de‑
pends somehow on the utility of our distinctively epistemic practice, then 
pragmatism could be right at least about this external question.

Again, this epistemological debate must be generalized to the external 
question about the authority of all rational requirements (see Schmidt 
forthcoming b). Even if I was right that our actual practices of holding each 
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other responsible for (ir)rationality commit us to the normativity of ration‑
ality, our actual practices are not self‑justifying. Is it all‑things‑considered 
better to have a practice in which we hold each other responsible for ra‑
tional failure than not to have such a practice? This question might deserve 
different answers, depending on whether we talk about, say, the practice of 
blaming each other for emotions and the practice of blaming each other for 
beliefs, or intentions. As I see it, there is at least final value in this practice 
insofar as it helps us to relate to each other properly as responsible agents 
(see also Boult 2024b). This value of our epistemic relationships is, I think, 
a value that we should care about, even in societies that pervert this value 
by punishing rationality, or by making it costly to be rational.3 However, 
there might be ways of revising our practices that help us to relate better 
to each other. If my view is correct, then the external question about the 
ultimate grounds for the authority of rational requirements seems to come 
down to a question about the justification of our responsibility practices. 
This connects the debate on rationality with discussions about the value of 
blame (e.g., Nussbaum 2016). Again, the ethics of mind here opens inter‑
esting new avenues for philosophical research.

8.3.5	 The Ethics of Mind and Relationship‑Based Duties

In Chapter 7.3, I have suggested that some duties we have in virtue of 
standing in relationships with people close to us come down to require‑
ments to have certain attitudes – like a requirement to love your child or 
to be sad at a friend’s misfortune. Here, the ethics of mind might open an 
interesting new perspective on relationship‑based duties. First, we might 
solve some puzzles about such duties. For instance, how can it be that we 
wrong someone by doing what we morally ought to do? This could be 
explained by conflicts between rational requirements and moral duties: 
we might be rationally required to love a person close to us even though 
we morally ought to, say, sacrifice them (as in Driver’s case of Agamem‑
non and Iphigenia discussed in Chapter 6.3). Second, we might explore 
whether this idea can be extended: maybe all rational requirements derive 
from our relationships in a broad sense of the term ‘relationship’? For 
instance, epistemic requirements might derive from the value of epistemic 
relations, which are constituted by the attitudes in virtue of which we hold 
each other epistemically responsible (Boult 2024b). It seems worthwhile to 
explore this idea and to connect it with recent insights from social episte‑
mology (see Chapter 8.3.4). And it might extend to other kinds of ration‑
ality as well – maybe all rationality derives its authority from the value 
of relationships, so that all rational requirements would turn out to be 
relational duties. I explore the prospects of such a view in a more recent 
project.
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8.3.6	 Responsibility to Ourselves

Another issue that I have merely touched upon is how we hold ourselves 
responsible for rational failure. We sometimes feel guilty for holding cer‑
tain attitudes. Does that mean that we stand in some relationship with 
ourselves? If so, do we have special duties toward ourselves that involve 
certain attitudes? These questions point to more general debates on how 
we are related to ourselves, and how this relationship mirrors the relation‑
ship we have toward others. This connects the ethics of mind with debates 
about self‑knowledge and debates in the philosophy of mind or philosophy 
of action about our relationship to ourselves, like self‑control. It also con‑
nects the ethics of mind with debates about duties to ourselves: is there 
some sense in which we owe it to ourselves to be rational, in a similar way 
as we might owe it to ourselves to look out for our own well‑being, at least 
in certain cases?

8.3.7	� Applied Epistemology: Vices, Oppression, and 
Epistemic Pollution

Many questions arise in applied epistemology and applied ethics for which 
the ethics of mind is relevant. While I cannot comment on these issues here 
in too much detail, I wish to at least point out some fruitful directions for 
connecting these issues to the present inquiry.

First, the present inquiry has provided some foundation for holding us 
responsible for our vices, thus giving us some idea of how to solve the 
‘responsibility problem’ for vice epistemology (Battaly 2019): manifesting 
vices implies being irrational, and rational failure is a basis for various 
kinds of blaming responses, even if our irrational attitudes were not under 
our direct or indirect voluntary control. However, the present account of 
responsibility for rationality also implies that fully rational attitudes are 
blameless and thus do not manifest genuine vices.

There is thus a limit to responsibility and blame for oppressive ideolo‑
gies in cases where people in oppressive systems – whether oppressors or 
oppressed – are rational in holding these attitudes. As a result, many cases 
of indoctrination (as discussed by Tobi 2022) might turn out to involve 
largely rational beliefs and other rational attitudes (though they’re objec‑
tively false or unfitting) and so imply the blamelessness of some perpetra‑
tors of injustice. This might hold especially for members of marginalized 
groups, who often have strong practical reasons to take up the ideology 
of the oppressors in order to thrive in a world dominated by them, thus 
ending up with many rational but false beliefs that are spread in an epis‑
temically hostile environment (Meylan and Schmidt 2023). This should 
encourage us to look more on the systemic dynamics of oppression, in 
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particular when the perpetrators were indoctrinated by a hegemonic sys‑
tem and are themselves members of marginalized groups.

Finally, new technology offers plenty of ways of influencing our 
minds – both our own minds as well as the minds of others. On a daily 
basis, our attitudes are influenced by algorithms that are epistemically 
opaque – that is, where the workings of the algorithms could not even be 
in principle transparent to experts. Furthermore, companies, political par‑
ties, fake experts and their organizations, as well as other interest groups 
manipulate our minds, by making certain information unavailable to us, 
discrediting the reliability of expert testimony, mimicking expertise, and 
more generally creating a polluted epistemic environment (Levy 2022). 
Such developments might ultimately undermine our doxastic autonomy by 
creating conditions of epistemic domination or epistemic anarchy (Chris‑
man 2022: 139–143, ms).

Here the ethics of mind finds its most urgent application in the mod‑
ern world: by helping us to see through epistemic pollution and enabling 
healthy epistemic relationships, which in turn is a precondition for tack‑
ling global problems, like climate change (Schmidt forthcoming a). My 
suggestion is not that we can solve these issues simply by trying to make 
each other more rational. Quite the opposite. If we take seriously the pos‑
sibility that most agents are already sufficiently rational but simply misled 
in epistemically hostile environments (Nguyen 2023), then the proposed 
account implies that our epistemic relationships toward agents with false 
and morally repugnant beliefs might after all not be impaired. This should 
give us some hope that rational discourse is still possible despite political 
polarization, and shift the discussions from a focus on individual believers 
to the trustworthiness of groups and institutions.

Questions for the ethics of mind here include whom we should trust and 
why and how one can permissibly manage the minds of rational agents 
and groups without infringing their autonomy. Distinguishing between 
direct answerability – what attitudes we should hold toward whom and 
why – and indirect accountability – how we should manage our own minds 
and the minds of others – is a helpful starting point for framing these is‑
sues properly. However, this application is beyond the scope of the pre‑
sent book. Thus, while the present inquiry has not addressed these applied 
questions, it has provided the foundations for a systematic treatment of 
applied questions in the ethics of mind.

Maybe most importantly, this book has emphasized the relevance of 
reasons and rationality for interpersonal questions regarding our mind: 
since we are directly responsible for our attitudes, and since failing to be 
rational in our attitudes can cause severe moral harm and warrant moral 
blaming responses, we may hold agents morally accountable who base 
their attitudes on insufficient reasons. Irrationality is not just some private 
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mistake in our own mind that doesn’t concern others. Instead, rationality 
has its own distinctive significance for our lives with each other by foster‑
ing valuable kinds of interpersonal relationships.

Notes

	 1	 Importantly, a person suffering severe pathology might be responsible for man‑
aging their mental life (see Chapter 6 for discussion of the two faces of mental 
responsibility). However, the kind of indirect responsibility that is grounded 
in this ability to exercise indirect voluntary control over one’s mind is not the 
answerability that grounds our responsibility for being rational or irrational. 
This is direct responsibility.

	 2	 See Chapter 3.2 on the dialectical situation as I see it. See also my argument 
that there is no point in weighing epistemic and practical reasons in Chapter 
5.5, as well as Schmidt (forthcoming c).

	 3	 Social epistemic instrumentalist accounts of epistemic normativity imply that 
epistemic norms lose their authority when compliance with them is overall 
harmful to a community (see Scott 2023 for this worry). Appealing to a special 
kind of value of certain kinds of epistemic relationships might allow us to avoid 
this worry.
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