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Abstract

Pessimists about trust in the normative domain believe that (i) forming nor-
mative beliefs on the basis of trusting others is problematic, (ii) forming norma-
tive beliefs in other ways is not so problematic and (iii) forming non-normative
beliefs on the basis of trust is not so problematic. Whilst there is substantial
disagreement over the best way of accounting for pessimist ideas about trust, it
is widely accepted that the intuitively problematic character of forming norma-
tive beliefs on the basis of trust cannot be explained in terms of the idea that
trust cannot be a source of normative knowledge. This paper argues that the
dismissal of scepticism about trust as a source of normative knowledge is un-
warranted. It does so by developing a sceptical explanation of pessimist ideas,
arguing that the obvious arguments against the sceptical explanation fail and
arguing that the sceptical explanation has the resources to resolve the consider-
ations that present problems for existing explanations.

1.

There is nothing wrong with forming beliefs by trusting other people on various
matters. If you have a good enough advisor, then there is nothing less than ideal
about forming beliefs about the football scores, the date of the Battle of Trafalgar,
or the atomic number of silicon on the basis of trust. By contrast, however, many
think that there is something the matter with forming beliefs on normative matters
on the basis of trust. Whilst believing that the Rams lost to the Cardinals, that the
Battle of Trafalgar took place in 1805, and that silicon has the atomic number 14 is
entirely unproblematic, coming to believe that slavery is morally impermissible, that

*Thanks to Alison Hills, John Hyman, Andreas Mogensen and Rowland Stout.
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Tokyo Story is a better film than Late Spring, or that the difference between doing
and allowing harm is morally significant on the basis of trust is less than ideal.

This is the central idea behind pessimism about trust in the normative domain.
Pessimists believe that there is something distinctively the matter with forming nor-
mative beliefs on the basis of trust. Whilst they accept that there is nothing the
matter with forming normative beliefs in other ways and also that there is nothing
the matter with forming non-normative beliefs on the basis of trust, they insist that
there is something less than ideal about forming normative beliefs on the basis of
trust. There may, according to pessimists, even be cases in which forming a norma-
tive belief on the basis of trust is the right thing to do because there are no better
ways of forming the belief available. But they maintain that, in such situations, there
is still something less than ideal about doing so.

It is widely thought that pessimism about trust in the normative domain is a
highly intuitive view. Even among those who ultimately find pessimist intuitions
unconvincing maintain that pessimist views are intuitively plausible and worthy of
significant philosophical attention.1 There is, however, substantial disagreement
over what the strongest explanation of pessimist ideas is. One idea is that forming
normative beliefs on the basis of trust is problematic because working out who to
trust on normative matters is distinctively difficult.2 Another is that, whilst trust
can be a source of knowledge, it cannot be a source of understanding, which is par-
ticularly important in the normative domain.3 And a third focuses on the idea that
normative beliefs formed on the basis of trust are typically not accompanied by the
sentiments that usually correspond to such beliefs.4

One way of explaining pessimist ideas is through the claim that trust is simply not
a source of normative knowledge. Our sense that there is something less than ideal
about forming beliefs about normative matters on the basis of trust is, according to
this explanation, to be explained in terms of the fact that the beliefs formed in this
way cannot constitute knowledge. Call this the sceptical explanation. It is widely
thought that the sceptical explanation is refuted by an obvious argument. If there
are normative truths to be known, then they can be known on the basis of trust, for
trust can be a source of knowledge of non-normative facts.5 I believe, however, that

1This is Andreas Mogensen’s [201x] view.
2This is Sarah McGrath’s [2009, 2011] view.
3Alison Hills [2009], Rob Hopkins [2007, 2011] and Roger Crisp [2014] endorse this view.
4See Robert J. Howell [2014] and Guy Fletcher [2016].
5For example, according to Howell:

In the current literature, there don’t seem to be many defenders of [the view] that one
cannot come to know moral truths by deference. If moral truths are objective and
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the rejection of the sceptical argument on these grounds is premature.
Whether or not the sceptical explanation ultimately gives rise to a viable pes-

simist view, I believe that it merits much more careful attention than it has received.
With this in mind, in §2, I set out what I take to be the most plausible version of the
sceptical explanation. In §3, I argue that the argument that is commonly taken to
undermine the sceptical explanation fails to do so, meaning that the sceptical expla-
nation ought not to be dismissed out of hand. Having done this, I turn to compare
the sceptical explanation with other candidate explanations of pessimist ideas. In
§4, I consider the explanation in terms of distinctive difficulties with working out
who to trust in the normative domain, in §5, I consider the explanation in terms of
understanding and in §6 I consider explanations based on the idea that trust does
not give rise to the sentiments associated with normative beliefs.

2.

According to the sceptical explanation, forming normative beliefs on the basis of
trust is problematic because trust cannot be a source of normative knowledge. It is
widely thought that the sceptical explanation must be grounded in either the claim
that there is no source of knowledge of normative facts, or the claim that no facts can
be known on the basis of trust. But, as critics of the sceptical explanation correctly
point out, neither of these provides a vindication of pessimist ideas. The claim that
there is no source of knowledge of normative facts is incompatible with the pessimist
idea that one ought to form normative beliefs by thinking for oneself, rather than
on the basis of trust. The claim that trust is not a source of knowledge simpliciter
is incompatible with the pessimist idea that forming beliefs about non-normative
matters on the basis of trust is unproblematic. If the sceptical explanation must be
grounded in one of these two more general claims, then the sceptical explanation
cannot vindicate pessimist ideas about trust in the normative domain.

The idea that the sceptical explanation must be grounded in either a more general
scepticism about normative knowledge or a more general scepticism about trust,
however, is mistaken. First, the claim that if trust is not a source of normative facts,
then there is no source of normative facts is false. Just as the fact that introspection
is not a source of knowledge that Vienna is the capital of Austria does not entail
that there is no source of knowledge of geographical facts, the fact that trust is not a
source of knowledge of the fact that La Bohème is an excellent opera does not entail

knowable, it is difficult to see why one couldn’t come to be in a secure epistemic status
with respect to those truths using the testimony of other agents [Howell 2014, p. 393].
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that there is no source of knowledge of normative facts.
Second, the claim that if one cannot know normative facts on the basis of trust,

then trust is not a source of knowledge simpliciter is also false. Just as the claim that
one cannot come to know that the ambient temperature is 21°C on the basis of a
priori reasoning does not entail that other facts cannot be known on the basis of a
priori reasoning, the fact that one cannot come to know that promising to donate
75% of one’s income to charity is morally praiseworthy on the basis of trust does
not entail that other facts cannot be known on the basis of trust.

Rather than being grounded in either of these claims, the sceptical explanation
should be grounded in a more general observation about knowledge. Fundamentally,
knowledge is a matter of being related to a fact in a particular way. Depending on
what the relevant type of fact is, one might come to be related to the fact in question
in different ways. If the fact in question is the truth of Fermat’s Last Theorem, then
one might come to be related to the fact in the way constitutive of knowing through
a priori reasoning, but a priori reasoning cannot bring someone to be in the related
to the fact in the way associated with knowing if the fact in question is the fact
that water boils at 100°C. The reason that a priori reasoning can put someone in a
position to know one fact but not the other is, intuitively, because they are different
types of facts.

It is this basic idea – that how one can come to know a fact depends on what type
of fact it is – that an advocate of the sceptical explanation should appeal to. Norma-
tive facts are, by definition, unlike non-normative facts in at least one sense. And in
virtue of this fact, they cannot be known on the basis of trust. Where trust can be a
source of non-normative knowledge, it cannot be a source of normative knowledge.
Asking why this should be the case is, according to this approach, equivalent to ask-
ing why a priori reasoning can be a source of knowledge of mathematical truths, but
not a source of knowledge of the truths of chemistry. In both cases, the answer is
that the facts are simply the wrong type of facts to be known in this way.

Obviously, there is a natural affinity between this way of grounding the scep-
tical explanation and non-naturalist approaches to normative facts and properties.
According to non-naturalist approaches, normative facts and properties are fun-
damentally different to their non-normative counterparts. Like non-naturalist ap-
proaches, grounding the sceptical explanation in the way described above empha-
sises the difference between normative facts and non-normative ones. Moreover, a
non-naturalist approach to normative facts might seem to have an additional expla-
nation of why normative facts cannot be known on the basis of trust, where non-
normative facts can. But whilst both of these points are perfectly true, grounding
the sceptical explanation in the way described above does not entail or presuppose
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a non-naturalist approach to normative facts.
The central ideas behind non-naturalist approaches to normative facts are that

normative facts are facts of their own kind and that believing in such facts is incom-
patible cannot be reduced to non-normative facts and that believing in the existence
of normative facts is incompatible with a purely scientific worldview.6 Grounding
the sceptical explanation in the way described above, however, makes use of an
ordinary epistemological observation that should be uncontroversial – the observa-
tion that different sources of knowledge yield knowledge of different types of fact.
Whilst non-naturalist approaches might seem to have an account of why trust cannot
be a source of knowledge normative facts, it does not seem that one needs to think
that normative facts are incompatible with a purely scientific worldview in order to
maintain this, any more than one needs to think that the fact that different sources
of knowledge account for knowledge of historical and biological facts entails that
either is incompatible with a scientific worldview.

Grounding the sceptical explanation in the observation that different types of
facts are known in different ways thus does not seem to be obviously incompati-
ble with a naturalist approach to normative facts. Insofar as those who endorse
a naturalist approach to other types of fact can make sense of the idea that they
can be known in different ways whilst nonetheless being compatible with a scien-
tific worldview, there is reason to think that they can make sense of the idea that
normative facts can be known in different ways without them being incompatible
with a scientific worldview. The sceptical explanation grounded in the observation
that different types of fact can be known in different ways thus neither entails nor
presupposes a non-naturalist approach to normativity.

As a final point in the exposition of the sceptical explanation, note that the scep-
tical explanation is compatible with the pessimist idea that, in certain situations,
forming a normative belief on the basis of trust can be the right thing to do. Fur-
thermore, the conditions under which the sceptical explanation suggests that this
might be so closely match the conditions under which other explanations of pes-
simist ideas suggest this.7 Suppose that you are unable to come to a belief about
what you ought to do in your current situation in any way other than on the basis
of trust. If you form a belief on the basis of trust, then you might form a true belief
and do the right thing. Since knowledge is not available to you and a true belief will
lead you to doing the right thing, it might be that forming a normative belief of the

6Exactly what the difference between naturalist and non-naturalist approaches to normativity
amounts to is not always clear. But this way of characterising the difference is proposed by Stephanie
Leary [2017] and strikes me as a good one.

7Compare Hills 2009 and McGrath 2011.
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basis of trust is the right thing for you to do. This is the sceptical explanation in
outline. I believe that it offers a vindication of pessimist ideas that has been prema-
turely neglected. With this in mind, let us turn to consider the line of thinking that
accounts for why the sceptical explanation has been so widely dismissed.

3.

The outline of the sceptical explanation in the previous section notwithstanding,
it is commonly thought that the sceptical explanation cannot be maintained with-
out some commitment to some or other more general scepticism. The more general
scepticism that comes with the sceptical explanation is both implausible and incom-
patible with pessimist ideas about the distinctiveness of the problems with trust in
the normative domain. This objection is often made through the example of forming
beliefs on the basis of testimony. Rob Hopkins points out that one way of knowing
something on the basis of a speaker’s testimony is by inferring the truth of what the
speaker says from the fact that she says it and one’s reasons for thinking that state-
ments of the relevant type are generally true.8 But this kind of inference can be made
in a case where the speaker’s testimony concerns some normative matter just as well
as it can be made when the content of the speaker’s testimony is non-normative. Both
are inferences of inductive reasoning. Thus, Hopkins argues, unless one is to main-
tain scepticism about inductive reasoning, one must allow that trust that is backed
by inductive evidence can be a source of normative knowledge [Hopkins 2011, p.
141].

On the face of it, there are two objections here. One is that the sceptical expla-
nation of the problems with trust in the normative domain yields scepticism about
inductive reasoning simpliciter. Another is that the sceptical explanation of the prob-
lems with normative trust yields scepticism about inductive reasoning in response to
testimony. We have already seen, however, that the inference from the fact that a
particular source of knowledge fails to yield knowledge of facts in a particular do-
main – in the way that inductive reasoning about testimony fails to yield knowledge
of normative facts (according to the sceptical explanation) – to the conclusion that
such a source of knowledge fails to yield knowledge simpliciter is invalid. So the
sceptical argument is not so easily dismissed. A more substantial response to the
objection, however, can also be developed.

First, the objection to the sceptical explanation can be made more subtle. In-
ductive reasoning can be a source of normative knowledge. If Holmes reasons that

8For a statement of this approach to the epistemology of testimony more generally, see Richard
Fumerton [2006].
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Moriarty is doing something wrong this very moment on the basis of his observa-
tions about Moriarty’s past criminal behaviour, one might think that Holmes can
come to know that Moriarty is doing something wrong this very moment.9 Advo-
cates of the sceptical explanation should allow this. But the question is what the
difference is between this case and the case in which someone infers the truth of
what the speaker says on the basis of inductive evidence that she generally says true
things.

The difference, according to the sceptical explanation is that, in paradigmatic
cases of a listener inferring the truth of what the speaker says, the listener trusts the
speaker, whereas in the case of Holmes inferring that Moriarty is doing something
wrong this very moment, Holmes does not trust Moriarty. Indeed, it is plausible that
Holmes reasons in this way exactly because he distrusts Moriarty. Since the core idea
behind the sceptical explanation is that trust cannot be a source of knowledge, the
sceptical explanation can maintain that this is why one knows but the other does not.
There are two things to note about this idea. The first is that it is compatible with
most (possibly all) of the most prominent theories of what trust is.10 The second is
that there are reasons for thinking that it is compatible with any viable account of
trust.

According to Annette Baier’s [1986] classic discussion, to trust someone is to
depend on her goodwill towards you, as opposed to merely her dependable habits.
Plausibly, this is exactly the difference between the way that Holmes reasons about
Moriarty and the way in which listeners paradigmatically reason when they believe
what speakers say. In reasoning that Moriarty is doing something wrong, Holmes
relies on Moriarty’s dependable habits, rather than Moriarty’s goodwill towards
Holmes. In responding to a speaker’s testimony, however, listeners might well rely
on the speaker’s goodwill, manifested in her sincerity and competence, in believing
that her statement is true.

Richard Holton’s (1994) account of trust replaces the idea of depending on some-
one’s goodwill with the idea of adopting the participant stance towards her. Adopt-
ing the participant stance involves preparing to feel gratified or betrayed depending

9This example is from Mogensen [201x].
10In the epistemology of testimony, the idea that the listener forms her belief on the basis of induc-

tive reasoning is often contrasted with the idea that the listener forms her belief on the basis of trust.
Edward Hinchman [2005], Paul Faulkner [2011] and Benjamin McMyler [2011] do this. I agree that
the difference between a listener forming her belief on the basis of inductive reasoning is importantly
different to a listener forming her belief in other ways. But since a listener forming her belief on the
basis of inductive reasoning is compatible with her trusting the speaker, according to most theories
of trust, I do not believe that trust is the right concept to use in describing the alternative.
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on how the trusted person acts.11 Again, this conception of trust is compatible with
the idea that listeners paradigmatically trust speakers in believing what they say,
but Holmes does not trust Moriarty in reasoning that Moriarty is doing something
wrong. When listeners believe what speakers say, they might prepare to feel grati-
fied or betrayed depending on whether or not the speaker has been trustworthy in
producing her statement. But it seems extremely odd to think that Holmes might in
reasoning about Moriarty, prepare to feel that Moriarty has betrayed him if Mori-
arty is, in fact, not doing something wrong at that moment.

Furthermore, the account of trust Karen Jones [1996] advocates also bears out
the crucial idea. Jones argues that trusting someone involves being optimistic that
her competence and goodwill will lead her to do that which she is being trusted to
do. Once again, this is plausibly the attitude of a listener who forms a belief on the
basis of a speaker’s testimony in the paradigmatic way, but it is not plausibly the
case that Holmes feels this way about Moriarty – Holmes is surely not optimistic
that Moriarty will be doing something wrong at the moment because of Moriarty’s
goodwill towards him.12

There is also a more general reason to think that the idea here will be compat-
ible with any viable account of trust. One of the central data points in theorising
about trust is that trusting is an attitude that we take towards people, but not to-
wards machines or instruments. In believing what a speaker says inductively, a lis-
tener paradigmatically reasons in a way that recognises the speaker’s testimony as
testimony, rather than the deliverance of an instrument. The listener reasons that
the speaker is sincere and competent in ways that a machine simply cannot be.13

Holmes, by contrast, treats Moriarty entirely as one might treat a reliable instru-
ment. His reasoning is simply the product of thinking that Moriarty behaves in
broadly predictable ways. As such, any viable account of trust must allow that a
listener believing a speaker’s testimony through a paradigmatic inference involves
her trusting the speaker in a way that Holmes inferring about Moriarty does not.

Of course, not all instances of inferring the truth of a speaker’s testimony are
paradigmatic. A listener might think that a speaker is both untrustworthy and in-
competent and these characteristics combine to mean that she says true things.14

11For an alternative view of trust as adopting the participant stance that is equally compatible with
the point being made here, see Stephen Wright [2010].

12Furthermore, in terms of the way that Howell and McGrath characterise the more general issue,
there is a sense in which a listener, in believing a speaker’s testimony in this way defers to the speaker
as an authority, where Holmes does not defer to Moriarty as an authority in any substantial sense.

13One of the most sophisticated discussions of the idea that knowledge from testimony might be
both inferential and also distinctive is given by Elizabeth Fricker [2006, 2015].

14Jennifer Lackey [2008] discusses a case in which a speaker produces reliable testimony in virtue
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Insofar as this is correct, the sceptical explanation raises no objection to the idea
that the listener can gain normative knowledge in such a case. But this need not
be an implausible view. Inferring in this way is not unlike inferring in the way that
Holmes does about Moriarty. Reasoning in this way does not involve the listener
trusting the speaker. Her inference thus more closely resembles the intuitively un-
problematic case than the intuitively problematic one.

The obvious argument against the sceptical explanation is unsound. The sceptical
explanation entails neither that inductive reasoning cannot be a source of normative
knowledge, nor that inductive reasoning about a speaker’s testimony cannot be a
source of knowledge in general. With this in view, we can turn to consider alternative
explanations of pessimist ideas to the sceptical explanation.

4.

One plausible explanation is the Socratic explanation.15 The key idea behind the
Socratic explanation is that there are obstacles to identifying trustworthy sources in
the normative domain that are not obstacles to identifying trustworthy sources on
non-normative matters. Where one can acquire evidence that someone is a trust-
worthy source of information about the weather, one cannot acquire such evidence
that someone is a trustworthy source of normative information. As such forming
normative beliefs on the basis of trust is problematic.

Why is there a distinctive problem with identifying trustworthy sources in the
normative domain? One answer is that we do not have direct access to normative
facts in the way that we have direct access to facts about the weather. When someone
tells me that it will rain today and I subsequently see it rain at the time that they said,
I acquire evidence that they are a trustworthy source of information with respect to
the weather. This, however, does not happen with normative statements. The idea
is that we do not directly perceive normative properties and, as such, we do not
acquire evidence of trustworthiness in this way. We might discover that someone’s
normative judgements agree with our own, but we do not acquire evidence that they
are thereby trustworthy in terms of being likely to report true normative statements.

The Socratic explanation promises to accommodate all of the major pessimist
ideas. Forming normative beliefs on the basis of trust is problematic, according to
the Socratic explanation, because identifying trustworthy sources in the normative
domain is difficult. This is compatible with the pessimist idea that forming norma-
tive beliefs in other ways is unproblematic, for doing so does not require the iden-

of being both insincere and incompetent.
15This is McGrath’s [2009, 2011] preferred explanation.
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tification of trustworthy normative sources. Equally, it is compatible with the idea
that forming non-normative beliefs on the basis of trust is unproblematic, because
identifying trustworthy sources in the non-normative domain is not problematic in
this way.

Nonetheless, there are two problems with the Socratic explanation. The first is
that, if the claim that finding independent evidence to corroborate normative judge-
ments is difficult, then presumably this applies to one’s own normative judgements
just as well as anybody else’s. Unless one has reason for thinking that one’s own
judgements are somehow better than anyone else’s, it is hard to see why one ought
to form normative judgements by thinking for oneself, as the pessimist maintains,
rather than by trusting others. The Socratic explanation thus does not so much
vindicate pessimism as scepticism about normative knowledge.16

The second problem is that the claim that identifying trustworthy sources in the
normative domain is too difficult seems to be false. Even if one allows that one lacks
direct access to normative facts, one might still maintain that identifying trustworthy
sources in the normative domain is not so difficult as to render forming normative
beliefs on the basis of trust problematic. One might have other sources of evidence
that indicate trustworthy sources of normative beliefs, even without direct access to
normative facts.

Suppose that you have two friends. One is verifiably incorrect about a range of
matters. She tells you that the chemical symbol for iron is Ir, but you subsequently
discover that this is incorrect. She tells you that the Rams will beat the Cardinals
and they lose. And she tells you that the Great Reform Act was passed in 1867,
though you find out that she is mistaken. By contrast, another friend is verifiably
correct about such matters. She tells you that the chemical symbol for iron is Fe and
you find out that this is so. She tells you that the Rams will lose to the Cardinals
and this transpires to be correct. And she tells you that the Great Reform Act was
passed in 1832, before you subsequently discover that this is true.

One day, one of your friends tells you that DNA manipulation is morally permis-
sible, where the other one tells you that it is not. You yourself are unable to make
up your mind on the subject. Who should you believe? It may be that you should
believe neither, since forming normative beliefs on the basis of trust is problematic,
but it seems clear that, provided that there is a fact about the moral permissibility of
DNA manipulation to be known, that you have more reason to believe the person
who generally gets things right, rather than the person who generally gets things
wrong.

The idea that the fact that you have no direct access to normative facts means that

16This argument is made by Hopkins [2007].
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you must have no reason for believing the person who gets things right, rather than
the person who generally gets things wrong seems implausible. One might think
that your evidence is less compelling than it might be if you had direct access to
normative facts. Equally, one might think that it would be better for you to refrain
from forming the belief altogether. But the idea that your evidence cannot be good
enough to give you a reason to trust one person rather than the other does not seem
plausible.

Now, this observation is problematic for the Socratic explanation, but an obvi-
ous response is available. In the same way that I suggested that an advocate of the
sceptical explanation might argue that the fact that something is a source of knowl-
edge in the non-normative domain does not give us reason to think that it is a source
of knowledge in the normative domain, an advocate of the Socratic explanation
might argue that the fact that someone is a trustworthy source of information in the
non-normative domain does not give us a reason to think that she is a trustworthy
source of information in the normative domain. Plausibly, one might suggest, this
argument against the Socratic explanation rests on just the same line of reasoning
that the exposition of the sceptical explanation indicated to be fallacious.

Unfortunately, however, responding in this way on behalf of the Socratic expla-
nation is problematic. If one responds to the objection by arguing that evidence
of trustworthiness in the non-normative domain is not evidence of trustworthiness,
then it is better to do this within the framework of the sceptical explanation than
the Socratic explanation. For, even if this yields a viable response to the problem,
the Socratic explanation still has to contend with the objection based on the idea
that the Socratic explanation undermines the pessimist claim that one ought to form
normative beliefs on the basis of one’s own deliberations, rather than on the basis
of trust. The sceptical explanation, by contrast, has no such problem.

According to the sceptical explanation, forming normative beliefs on the basis
of trust is problematic because trust cannot be a source of knowledge. This does
not depend on the claim that there are distinctive problems with identifying trust-
worthy sources of normative belief. It might, for all the sceptical explanation says,
be the case that we can identify who to trust, but that trusting cannot give rise to
knowledge. The sceptical explanation is thus not undermined by the observation
that if one cannot identify trustworthy sources, then one cannot justify preferring
one’s own normative views to those of others.

The sceptical explanation is thus not undermined in the way that the Socratic
explanation can be. In order to maintain the claim that identifying trustworthy
sources in the normative domain is distinctively difficult, an advocate of the So-
cratic explanation needs to maintain that evidence of trustworthiness in the non-
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normative domain is not evidence of trustworthiness in the normative domain. In
other words, one must insist that there is an important difference between the nor-
mative domain and the non-normative domain, just as the advocate of the sceptical
explanation does. Once one does this, however, the preferable explanation is the
sceptical explanation, for once the significance of the distinction between normative
and non-normative facts is established, the sceptical explanation is not undermined
by the observation that an inability to assess the trustworthiness of sources of nor-
mative belief means we have no reason to form beliefs by thinking for ourselves,
rather than on the basis of trust.

5.

Rather than attempting to explain pessimist ideas in terms of the difficulties asso-
ciated with identifying trustworthy sources in the normative domain, one might try
to explain them in terms of understanding.17 The idea that the best way to explain
the pessimist’s claims is in terms of the idea that, whilst trust can be a source of
knowledge, it cannot be a source of understanding. Understanding is particularly
important in the normative domain – it is important to acting on the basis of the
right reasons and developing a virtuous character. Like the Socratic explanation
and the sceptical explanation, the understanding explanation purports to explain all
of the main pessimist ideas.

Forming normative beliefs on the basis of trust is distinctively problematic, ac-
cording to the advocate of the understanding explanation, because trust cannot be a
source of understanding and understanding is distinctively important in normative
matters. This promises to explain the pessimist’s idea that other sources of normative
belief are unproblematic, because other sources of normative beliefs can be sources
of understanding. It also promises to explain the pessimist’s idea that trust can be
an unproblematic source of other beliefs in the non-normative domain, because un-
derstanding is not so important in this domain.

Despite this, there is a problem with the understanding explanation. The expla-
nation makes a number of plausible claims, but it falters in the case where Holmes
reasons about Moriarty’s criminality. Holmes does not understand the wrongness of
Moriarty’s current activities, but it nonetheless seems unproblematic for him to form
the belief on the basis of his reasoning. Contrary to initial appearances, then, the
understanding explanation does not adequately vindicate the pessimist’s idea that
forming normative beliefs in other ways is unproblematic.

17This type of explanation is advocated by Hills [2009], Hopkins [2007, 2011], Crisp [2014] and
others.
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Furthermore, Andreas Mogensen [201x] points out, the point generalises beyond
inductive reasoning in this way. Other intuitively unproblematic sources of norma-
tive beliefs are not sources of understanding. This is true of intuition – many people
seem to have intuitions about trolley cases that they are unable to explain – and of
inference-to-best-explanation – philosophers might believe in the Doctrine of Dou-
ble Effect because it best explains their intuitions about trolley cases, but have no
independent idea about why the Doctrine of Double Effect is true [Mogensen 201x,
p. 11].

One might respond here that these are cases in which understanding is not avail-
able. Holmes does not know enough about Moriarty to be in a position to under-
stand the wrongness of his current activities, understanding why various acts are or
are not permissible in trolley cases is complicated and understanding why the Doc-
trine of Double Effect is true is difficult. As such, one might point out that these
are cases in which forming a normative belief on the basis of a source that does not
yield understanding is the right thing to do because there is no better source avail-
able. Since pessimists allow that, in such cases, the right thing to do can be do form
a normative belief on the basis of a source that does not yield understanding, these
cases do not undermine the understanding explanation.

The objection, however, is not so easily countered. Mogensen’s point is not so
much that forming beliefs on the basis of sources that do not yield understanding is
problematic in these cases specifically. Rather, one might think that the objection can
be made more general. On the subject of inference-to-best-explanation, Mogensen
states that:

Even supposing she could offer some explanation, she couldn’t go on
ad infinitum. At some point, explanation must give out. There will be
certain bedrock moral facts that simply have no deeper ground. A plau-
sible candidate might be the fact that suffering is bad. Supposing this is a
brute fact, it will be in principle impossible to understand why suffering
is bad. It just is. Still, this doesn’t seem to pose any especial problem for
drawing conclusions about the badness of suffering [Mogensen 201x, p.
11].

The problem is not so much that understanding why the Doctrine of Double Effect
is true on the basis of inference-to-best-explanation. The problem is that inference-
to-best explanation fails to provide understanding in any normative cases. So the
idea that forming normative beliefs on the basis of trust is problematic because trust
is not a source of understanding is incompatible with the idea that other sources of
normative belief – such as inference-to-best-explanation – are not problematic in the
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same way.
Explaining pessimist ideas in terms of understanding is thus problematic. The

sceptical explanation, however, is not undermined in this way. In the cases that
Mogensen describes, it is intuitive that the subject can come to know by forming be-
liefs in the way that they do. Moral intuition might plausibly be a source of knowl-
edge that turning the trolley is permissible but pushing the man off the bridge is not.
Inference-to-best-explanation is plausibly a source of knowledge that the Doctrine
of Double Effect is true. And Holmes can plausibly come to know that Moriarty is
up to no good on the basis of inductive reasoning. Whilst these sources do not yield
understanding, they do yield knowledge.

The fact that intuition, inductive reasoning and inference-to-best-explanation are
sources of normative knowledge explains why forming normative beliefs in these
ways is not problematic in the way that forming normative beliefs on the basis of
trust is, according to the sceptical explanation. Furthermore, the idea that these
sources yield knowledge is one that advocates of competing explanations ought to
allow. Those who oppose the sceptical explanation typically do so on the grounds
that the claim that trust cannot be a source of normative knowledge is false. Main-
taining this claim along with the claim that one ought to form normative beliefs
by thinking for oneself, rather than on the basis of trust, creates pressure to allow
that thinking for oneself in the ways described above can be a source of normative
knowledge.

Ultimately, the sceptical explanation is not undermined by the considerations
that challenge the understanding explanation. The sceptical explanation can account
for the idea that other sources of normative beliefs are unproblematic in ways that
the understanding explanation cannot. Where intuition, inductive reasoning and
inference-to-best-explanation do not provide understanding – and are thus prob-
lematic according to the understanding explanation – they do provide knowledge –
and are thus unproblematic according to the sceptical explanation. This provides a
reason for thinking that the sceptical explanation is preferable to the understanding
explanation.

6.

A third explanation of pessimist ideas about what is wrong with forming normative
beliefs on the basis of trust focuses on the relationship between normative senti-
ments and normative beliefs. The central idea behind this type of explanation is
that, whilst trusting can be a source of beliefs (and knowledge) it cannot be a source
of sentiments. That is to say, forming a normative belief on the basis of trust does
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not typically bring about the sentiment typically associated with it. Ordinarily, nor-
mative beliefs are accompanied by sentiments – belief in the moral wrongness of
the Holocaust is accompanied by a feeling of outrage; the belief that Inside Llewyn
Davis is an excellent film, by a sense of appreciation.

It is hard, however, to see how trust can bring about these kinds of sentiments.
The result is that forming normative beliefs on the basis of trust brings about a
disharmony between one’s normative beliefs and one’s normative sentiments. Form-
ing normative beliefs on the basis of trust can result in a disharmony between one’s
normative beliefs and one’s normative sentiments, in which one holds a normative
belief either without the accompanying sentiment, or with a conflicting sentiment.

Let us call the idea that trust in the normative domain is problematic because
it cannot be a source of sentiments the sentiment explanation. Howell [2014] and
Fletcher [2016] advocate the sentiment explanation. The details of their respective
approaches differ, but both are based on the idea that the problematic character of
forming normative beliefs on the basis of trust is to be explained in terms of the idea
that trust is not typically a source of sentiments in the way that it can be a source of
normative beliefs.

According to Fletcher, in a case where someone forms the belief that her friend
has done something morally wrong on the basis of trust, she might be in a position
to know that the act her friend has performed is worthy of outrage or resentment,
but she will not typically form the sentiments associated with the judgement that her
friend’s action is morally wrong [Fletcher 2016, p. 62]. Why is this problematic?
According to Fletcher, the problem is that, when someone forms a normative belief
without the associated sentiment, it seems that her belief is inauthentic in a particular
way. Exactly why this lack of authenticity is problematic depends on the precise
details of the metaethical background [Fletcher 2016, p. 71].

Howell, however, suggests that the problem is that someone who forms a nor-
mative belief without the associated sentiment might not be motivated in the right
way. As Howell points out, just as learning that Aida is an excellent opera on the
basis of trust might not motivate someone to listen to it, learning that making a large
donation to charity is morally good might not motivate someone to do so [Howell
2014, p. 405]. Howell sets this explanation against a virtue ethical background.
The idea is that forming one’s normative beliefs on the basis of trust is liable to leave
them inappropriately integrated into one’s character.

The trouble with this explanation is that, if it were true, then one would think
that trusting a guru capable of altering both someone’s normative beliefs and her
normative sentiments was unproblematic. But this is not so. As Mogensen notes,
forming normative beliefs in this way is, intuitively, even worse than forming them
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simply on the basis of trust [Mogensen 201x, p. 14]. In a sense, this is in keeping
with the idea that the sentiment explanation identifies – one might think that the
problem is that beliefs formed in this way are distinctively inauthentic in a way that
beliefs formed by thinking for oneself are not.

Furthermore, the same point can be made about a case in which someone trusts
a guru merely for her normative sentiments, but then forms normative beliefs on the
basis of these sentiments. The intuition that the beliefs are inauthentic in a particular
way persists and the reason that it persists is because the belief is still, in an important
sense, the product of trust. The explanation of why the subject forms her belief still
features the fact that her sentiments were acquired through trust, in an important
way. The result is that the idea behind the sentiment explanation is a good one, but
the pessimist ideas about trust in the normative domain cannot be explained simply
in terms of the relationship between sentiments and beliefs.

Unlike the sentiment explanation, the sceptical explanation can adequately ac-
count for these cases. According to the sceptical explanation, trust is not a source of
normative knowledge. The result is that, not only is the sceptical explanation able to
give the intuitively correct account of Mogensen’s case, in which someone acquires
both a belief and the associated sentiment from a guru, it is also able to give the
intuitively correct account of the case in which someone acquires a sentiment from
a guru and this gives rise to the associated belief. According to the sceptical expla-
nation, in Mogensen’s case, since the belief is formed on the basis of trust and trust
is not a source of normative knowledge, the belief cannot amount to knowledge.

In the case where the subject acquires the sentiment on trust and then the associ-
ated belief emerges, the intuitive problem comes from the idea that the belief is still,
in an important sense, based on trust. Since the sceptical explanation maintains that
trust cannot be a source of normative knowledge, it is able to account for why such
beliefs are intuitively problematic. Insofar as we are minded to think that trust is an
important part of the explanation of the subject’s belief, we are disposed towards
thinking that it is problematic. And this is entirely in keeping with the sceptical
explanation.

Of course, in response to this, one might argue that the sceptical explanation
is liable to prove too much here. Specifically, one might think that the sceptical
explanation is committed to mischaracterising cases in which beliefs formed on the
basis of trust give rise to normative beliefs as cases in which the subject fails to know.
It would seem that, in a case where someone is told that her friend has just given
a large sum to charity and the subject forms this belief on the basis of trust, she
can subsequently come to know, by thinking about what she has been told, that her
friend has done something morally praiseworthy. One might argue, however, that
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the sceptical explanation is unable to accommodate this idea.
As with the previous case, the listener’s belief that her friend has done something

morally praiseworthy is to be explained, at least partly in terms of trust. Her belief
that her friend has done something morally praiseworthy is based on her belief that
her friend has just given a large sum to charity and her belief that her friend has just
given a large sum to charity is based on trust. So one might think that the sceptical
explanation is liable to maintain that the subject’s belief that her friend has done
something morally praiseworthy does not amount to knowledge, which is highly
unintuitive.

It should, however, be clear by now what the correct response for the advocate
of the sceptical explanation to make is. The advocate of the sceptical explanation
should point out that fact that normative beliefs formed on the basis of sentiments
acquired through trust do not amount to knowledge does not entail that normative
beliefs formed on the basis of beliefs acquired on the basis of trust likewise do not
amount to knowledge. In order for the objection to undermine the sceptical ex-
planation, it must be that there is some reason for thinking that the two cases are
fundamentally similar.

It is not clear, however, where such a reason might come from. One might, of
course, simply insist that forming a normative belief on the basis of a belief formed
on the basis of trust is fundamentally similar to forming a normative belief on the
basis of a sentiment formed on the basis of trust. But this is to beg the question and
furthermore, one might think that it is intuitive that there is some difference between
forming a normative belief on the basis of a sentiment acquired on the basis of trust
and forming a normative belief on the basis of a belief acquired on the basis of
trust, insofar as one seems intuitively unproblematic and the other seems intuitively
problematic.

Less controversially, one case is an instance of trust in the normative domain and
the other is not. In the case where one acquires sentiments on the basis of trust,
the trust is clearly normative. In the case where one acquires the belief that one’s
friend has given a large sum to charity, the content of the trust plausibly lacks the
same normative character. The advocate of the sceptical explanation might thus
appeal to this difference to insist that there is nothing unprincipled in maintaining
that beliefs formed on the basis of trust can be a source of knowledge, whereas
sentiments formed on the basis of trust cannot.

The sceptical explanation thus succeeds where the sentiment explanation falters.
The sceptical explanation preserves what is intuitively correct about the sentiment
explanation. The sceptical explanation preserves the thought that there is something
problematic with normative beliefs formed on the basis of trust. The sentiment
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explanation expounds this idea in terms of authenticity and the sceptical explanation
argues that this means that such beliefs cannot amount to knowledge. Furthermore,
the sceptical explanation can accommodate the intuitive idea that forming normative
beliefs on the basis of sentiments acquired on the basis of trust is problematic in the
way that forming normative beliefs on the basis of trust is. The result is that the
sceptical explanation is altogether preferable to the sentiment explanation.

7.

The pessimist explananda consist in three observations. The first is the observation
that forming normative beliefs on the basis of trust is intuitively problematic. The
second is the observation that forming normative beliefs in other ways is not so
problematic and the third is the observation that forming non-normative beliefs on
the basis of trust is also not so problematic. The central idea behind the sceptical
explanation is that trust cannot be a source of normative knowledge.

Why can trust not be a source of normative knowledge? The idea I have suggested
here is that this is analogous to the question of why a priori reasoning cannot be a
source of historical knowledge. Not all sources of knowledge are sources of all
knowledge. Just as a priori reasoning cannot provide the kind of access to historical
facts required for knowledge, trust cannot provide the kind of access to normative
facts required for knowledge.

Existing discussions of pessimist approaches to normative testimony dismiss the
sceptical explanation out of hand. I have been arguing that this is premature. The
sceptical explanation is not undermined by the obvious argument against it and it
promises to account for the considerations that challenge existing approaches. On
these grounds, the sceptical explanation deserves closer attention than it has received
to date.

Whether or not it ultimately provides the best possible explanation of pessimist
ideas and whether or not it ultimately vindicates pessimism about trust in the nor-
mative domain are further questions. But the sceptical explanation fares at least as
well as the explanations that have been considered elsewhere.
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