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Mechanising Moral Decision-Making 
– the Challenge of Moral Intuition 
 

Teo Tian Leng, Marcus 

 

The advent of Artificial Intelligence (AI) has taken the 21st century by storm, mechanising 

many different processes that were once considered accessible only to human capabilities. 

Recent progress in AI see advents such as self-driving cars, representing AI’s involvement in 

the realm of moral decision-making. For instance, self-driving cars must deliberate between 

the lives of the passengers and pedestrians should such a dilemma arise, often applying 

principles of utilitarianism in these value judgements (see Bonnefon et al.; Brant). Given the 

exponential rate at which AI is growing (e.g., see Jayakumar), it seems reasonable to consider 

future instances of automating moral decision-making. For such developments to be 

satisfactory, however, it seems like there is a criterion that the moral decision-making machine 

must meet: it must possess the capability to engage in moral decision-making at a level of 

robustness that meets ours. In the present work, I intend to argue that moral intuition, as 

highlighted by Jonathan Haidt’s Social Intuitionist Approach (SIA 1 ), suggests an 

immediateness in moral decision-making that seems exclusive to humanity. Because of the role 

of moral intuition in our moral cognition, I postulate that it is implausible, at least for the 

foreseeable future, to automate moral decision-making. 

 

 

                                                
1 Here, it is important to note that my reference to the SIA refers to the SIA as a tool to highlight 
the phenomenology of moral intuition. It is not within the scope of the present work to argue 
its truth value or the lack thereof. 
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The Psychological Robustness Criterion 

At this juncture, I must first justify that there is a criterion of robustness that AI must 

meet if we are to say that it has the capacity to engage in moral decision-making. To do so, I 

propose that we contemplate our considered judgments of what qualifies a moral agent to be a 

moral agent. Here, it takes little effort to imagine that among the relevant desiderata for what 

constitutes a moral agent, there exists a criterion that a trustworthy moral agent must be capable 

of generating moral statements that correspond to 1) rational reasoning, and 2) our intuition. 

Furthermore, it seems that a moral agent who fails on either of these fronts are not seen as 

particularly reliable – a moral agent incapable of rationality is clearly one with whom we do 

not bother, and a moral agent who is incapable of capturing our moral intuitions seems too far 

detached from common-sense morality for his statements to hold any moral significance. While 

there is no room for doubt that AI is capable of rational reasoning, it seems that the intuition 

criterion is one which AI’s claim to remains largely debatable. That is, if we are to speculate 

the capability of AI to generate satisfactory moral judgments, AI ought to, at least, exhibit the 

capability to satisfactorily emulate our moral intuition. I think it fair that I do not presume that, 

as moral agents ourselves, we would be content with a “moral machine” that fails to exhibit 

the ability to intuit like us, especially if, or perhaps when, we (human persons) become the 

moral patients considered in these moral judgments. 

Moral Intuition 

 

To the purpose of the present work, ‘moral intuition’ shall refer to a judgment that 

appears in consciousness without any prior processing by the moral agent, contrasted against 

deliberate reasoning (Haidt 818). The importance of intuition in affecting moral decision-

making is widely recognised (e.g., Schmidt 442), and has subsequently been picked up on by 

important figures in the study of moral psychology. Psychologist and philosopher Joshua 
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Greene (2013) pioneered a dual-process theory of moral psychology, arguing that our moral 

psychology comprises in 1) automatic, largely emotive, knee-jerk intuitions that endeavour 

towards behavioural efficiency, and 2) manual, rational, calculating cognitions. The dichotomy 

between intuition and rational thought, then, lies within the amount of processing that is 

consciously available to the agent at the time of the judgment. An intuition could be said to be 

a judgment that is spontaneous; a result of nonconscious (i.e., not-consciously-available) 

processing that is available to the agent before he is aware of the processes leading up to the 

judgment. Rational judgments, on the other hand, comprises judgments that are a product of 

conscious reasoning, involving calculated steps to derive a judgment. 

 

 One flagship work that highlights the importance of moral intuition is Jonathan Haidt’s 

proposal of his Social Intuitionist Approach (see Haidt 1024 – 1052). Specifically, the said 

work brings to attention the fact that – contrary to our preference for calculated rational2 

judgments – human moral cognition is heavily dependent on our intuitions. Haidt does this by 

presenting the following vignette: 

Julie and Mark are brother and sister. They are traveling together in France on summer 

vacation from college. One night they are staying alone in a cabin near the beach. They 

decide that it would be interesting and fun if they tried making love. At the very least 

it would be a new experience for each of them. Julie was already taking birth control 

pills, but Mark uses a condom too, just to be safe. They both enjoy making love, but 

they decide not to do it again. They keep that night as a special secret, which makes 

                                                
2 Appealing to conscious reasoning was a dominant position in moral psychology pioneered by 

the likes of Lawrence Kohlberg (Stages of Moral Development; see Marie) and Jean Piaget 

(Stages of Cognitive Development; see Marie and Howson) 
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them feel even closer to each other. What do you think about that? Was it OK for them 

to make love? (Haidt 1024) 

 Here, Haidt argues that we have no reason to think that this instance of incest was 

impermissible – all rational worries such as inbreeding, damaging social relations, and legal 

concerns were accounted for within the parameters of the story (Haidt 1024). However, it 

seems that there remains a gut instinct that the siblings should not have had sex. Haidt reported 

that the bottom-line response was almost always “I don’t know, I can’t explain it, I just know 

it’s wrong” (1024), arguing that these individuals have been “morally dumbfounded” (Haidt et 

al.). Considering the amount of factors controlled by the vignette, it thus seems that with 

rationalisation alone, a moral agent is likely to arrive at the answer that it is permissible for the 

siblings to make love – much to his discomfort from a nagging intuition that there is something 

simply “icky” about the idea of incest. 

 

Herein lies the importance of moral intuition. It seems that moral decision-making is a 

process beyond only “cold” rationalisation. Here, Haidt’s proposal of the SIA postulates 

intuition to be necessary to moral decision-making. While Haidt’s vignette was made by 

appealing only to moments of incidental disgust, it sheds much-needed light on the role of 

moral intuition in our moral psychology as a whole. As hinted at above, Greene’s dual-process 

theory confirms, with neurobiological data (see Greene 136 – 139), that moral intuitions are 

psychologically relevant in our pursuit of a holistic conception of moral psychology. This is 

further supported in literature on the neurobiological bases of morality, wherein Suhler and 

Churchland highlight that morality is, psychologically, a product of affect, reward, and 

neuroendocrine processes that do not require necessary mediation by rationality (53). Here, we 

find ourselves conceding that intuition plays a significant role in all that is left of morality, 

controlling for rational reasoning. It follows, then, that to reproduce our moral psychology, or 
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to produce a satisfactorily robust artificial moral psychology, we ought also to reproduce our 

moral intuition. 

 

Moral Intuition and AI 

To our understanding of moral intuition, then, I imagine that it is beyond our ability to 

code moral intuition into AI. This requires, first and foremost, an ability to replicate the human 

capacity of nonconscious thought crucial to moral intuition. As highlighted earlier, moral 

intuition involves a judgment that is arrived at by nonconscious thought. Here, it seems that 

‘nonconscious’ is incompatible with AI – what is nonconscious for a machine when it refers to 

a knee-jerk reaction prior to rationalisation? In automating moral decision-making, it is 

unintuitive to imagine a “moral machine” with a moral intuition that is anything like ours.  

To demonstrate, let us consider what a machine’s justification would look like with 

regards to the siblings in Haidt’s vignette. It is likely to take the following form: 

1. If an instance of sex violates rule1… rulen, then it is impermissible; 

2. The siblings do not violate any of the rules; 

3. Conclusion: it is permissible for the siblings to have sex. 

Alternatively, should incest be added to the list of rules in premise 1, then what the siblings did 

would be impermissible. 

In the context of the siblings, it seems that a machine made for moral decision-making 

would then conclude that it is permissible for them to make love – there simply is no reason 

for the machine to think otherwise. This directly contradicts our moral intuition against incest. 

Even if one imagines such a machine that argues for impermissibility in this context, it seems 

like the only justification for this computer to cry impermissibility is a pre-loaded conception 

of the absolute impermissibility of incest, which then begs the question. In all possible 

outcomes, then, we find ourselves at a dilemma: we cannot trust the computer’s conclusions 
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due either to 1) the lack of moral intuition, or 2) question-begging. By accepting either horn of 

the dilemma, it seems that we presume to be happy with unsatisfactory reasoning. As much as 

it is absurd to presume acceptability when a mother says “because I said so” to her child, so 

too is it absurd to presume acceptability when a machine generates judgments on no more 

adequate a reason than this. 

 

The question, here, remains: what, then, sets humans aside from AI? After all, it seems 

that human agents face a similar dilemma in the face of the vignette. Even worse, human agents 

might do no better in justifying their moral intuitions than a machine with pre-loaded 

conceptions of absolute (im)permissibility.  

 

The answer, here, is simple: humans possess the ability to emote. As mentioned earlier, 

moral intuition largely involves emotive reactions to moral situations. While it remains largely 

arguable that emotive reactions to moral situations are normatively undesirable, it is 

uncontentious that they descriptively affect our moral decision-making to a significant extent. 

Here, the emotive processes involved in moral decision-making seem common to most moral 

agents – it is for this reason that Haidt’s work holds such importance. We feel, intuitively, that 

incest is, more often than not, impermissible. This relies on a common, emotive, disgust 

reaction. Our shared emotive reactions to moral situations that lead to moral intuition, then, 

seem to serve as a “common currency” of morality within moral communities. While I do not 

postulate any universal moral truths as a result of this “common currency”, I imagine that our 

moral intuition, largely affected by emotion, serves as a justification for many accepted moral 

verdicts around the globe. 
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It seems, however, that it is beyond our ability to code emotion into AI. Here, I do not 

suppose that the utterance “I am disgusted” by a machine is sufficient for our conceding that 

the machine possesses the ability to emote. Instead, there is a phenomenological character of 

emotion that we cannot seem to project into AI. Although our “common currency” of emotion 

seems conveyed only in ways that are external to one another (i.e., I know that Smith is sad 

because of behavioural cues, utterances expressing his sadness, etc.), I find myself hesitant in 

presuming that an AI that possesses the similar ability to externalise emotive cues does, truly, 

possess emotion. While it is not within the scope of the present work to discuss the plausibility 

of AI possessing the ability to emote, I imagine the fact that AI does not, in status quo, 

possesses the ability to emote is uncontentious. 

 

Prima facie, then, it seems like we are more willing to assign greater moral credibility 

to a human agent to AI. In justifying the preference for human morality to that of AI’s, then, I 

imagine that a judgment generated, at least in part, by the “common currency” of moral 

intuition is preferable to a judgment generated by a rule-following machine. 

 

It seems to me, then, that the “moral machine” is likely to only meet a sub-human level 

of moral decision-making at best. We must, at this juncture, keep in mind that moral decision-

making frequently reaps significant outcomes. That is, it is commonly within the realm of 

moral decision-making that we generate a verdict of moral blame-or-trustworthiness of an 

agent. A moral intuition inferior to that of a human agent’s is, then, one that we ought not to 

accept. Put simply: would any rational moral agent allow himself to be at the mercy of an 

artificial judge incapable of empathising with our (emotive) intuitions? Here, I do not suppose 

that it is within our intuitions, in line with our best interests, to accept an artificial moral agent 

which possesses a moral intuition inferior to ours. This, therefore, reminds us that we ought 
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not to accept labelling the “moral machine” a moral agent by accepting a lower standard of 

moral intuition. 

 

Counterargument 

 A plausible counterargument to the above is a functionalist account of mental 

capacities. Here, the functionalist account postulates that the essential feature of mental states 

is a set of causal relations that mediate sensory inputs and behavioural outputs (Churchland 

63). In this context, the functionalist would agree that the phenomenology of moral intuition 

cannot be captured by AI. However, viewing moral cognition as a web of input-to-output causal 

relations, we can replace moral intuition with something that fulfils the same functional role. 

If this is satisfied, it seems that phenomenology would be functionally irrelevant – moral 

decision-making, when functionally complete, is still moral decision-making. A good 

candidate from the AI standpoint, then, would be to revisit heuristics – fallible ‘rules of thumb’ 

employed by AI that distinguish promising moves among other possible moves (Churchland 

175). Here, it is arguable that heuristics can be employed as the functionalist alternative to an 

immediate process that aids the machine in forming its output. The advent of such heuristics 

may be closer to us than we think.  

 

Here, we may look to Horgan and Timmons’ theory of morphological rationalism (MR; 

2007, 279 – 295), a recent conciliatory effort to bridge the rationalist – intuitionist divide in 

moral psychology. The theory accepts the inalienable influence of rationalism on moral 

judgment, but embraces the spontaneity of morality as highlighted in intuitionist views. The 

key theoretical point, here, is that moral decision making may well be conscious or 

nonconscious – it is, all the same, compatible with being rational. That is, MR rejects the 

underlying SIA assumption that moral intuitions are free from rational influences.  
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In the present context, then, if MR is true, it seems that we are in a better position to 

code moral cognition into AI as “moral heuristics” than we initially thought. If it is the case 

that even our intuitions are rational, the promissory note that we may, sooner rather than later, 

code moral intuition into AI is not far from reach. 

 

Rejoinder 

It seems here that even though heuristics may be purported as a functionally identical 

to moral intuition, it lacks the distinctively-human phenomenology involved in such decision-

making processes. Most importantly, it fails to convince us that rational heuristics are 

sufficient in serving the purposes of emotive intuitions. Clearly, heuristics fail to capture the 

“icky” character found in Haidt’s study that highlights the importance of our intuitions. With 

a justification like that above, both permissible and impermissible outputs do not sit well with 

us (as mentioned above), highlighting the phenomenological difference that functionalism 

(characteristically) fails to capture. Even if MR were true, the best that an MR theorist can offer 

in this context is that our emotive intuitions are compatible with having rational underpinnings. 

It does little, if not nothing, to successfully contend against the fact that our emotions remain a 

large component of our shared morality. Further, even in assuming that our intuitions are 

descriptively rational, MR fails to provide us with a satisfactory account of intuition that will 

aid our case in coding moral decision-making into AI. That is, if we accept MR, and therefore 

hold that our intuitive disgust in reaction to the vignette is a result of inherently rational moral 

principles, this does nothing to shed light on what the AI ought to do in the face of a situation 

like this. Suppose that we have agreed on the moral judgment that we think is right for the 

siblings in the vignette to make love, and subsequently code this judgment into the AI. The AI 

would be well-equipped to deal with cases like those of the siblings. In this victory, however, 
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lies the certainty that such a machine is likely to encounter other situations that pander to our 

intuitions in the future. Is the AI, then, to seek advice from its human counterparts? This does 

little more than to bring us back to square one – the AI is incapable of navigating moral 

situations due to its inability to intuit like us. The functionalist possibility of employing 

heuristics as a functional parallel to intuition, thus, fails in justifying AI’s abilities in moral 

decision-making. 

 

Conclusion 

 The present work set out to explore the descriptive plausibility of mechanising moral 

decision-making. Using work done in the SIA, the importance of intuition in navigating moral 

situations has been elucidated. Insofar as AI is concerned, it seems implausible to programme 

these necessarily-human traits into a machine. This stems from the fact that humans have an 

ability to emote that still seems beyond the grasp of AI. Even as we may appeal to functionally 

replace intuition with heuristics, this is demonstrably problematic. For the foreseeable future, 

therefore, it seems that AI cannot have moral cognition.  
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Protagoras as a second 
Thrasymachus 

 
Sherice Ngaserin 

 
 

 
(Abstract) 

Whatever we might think about his actual position or lack thereof, there is almost universal 

agreement that Thrasymachus is character with extreme, immoralist views. The Theaetetus’ 

Protagoras, on the other hand, is not judged in such harsh terms. Though Protagoras the 

relativist runs into some difficulties in accounting for error and expertise, he is a well-

intentioned person who never went to Thrasymachus’ extremes. I argue that the latter 

characterisation gives Protagoras too much credit. By resolving a problem most commonly 

related to the famous Digression, I show that Protagoras’ appeals to conventionalism and 

‘better-for’ judgments lead him straight into Thrasymachus’ opening lines of the Republic. 

That he, unlike Thrasymachus, refuses to back down and reject conventionalism might actually 

suggest that Thrasymachus is the better person. 
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What does it mean to have an 
empty mind? 

 
Larissa Lee 

 
 

 
Much like other Chinese philosophers, one of Zhuangzi’s focuses in his philosophy 

regards developing oneself so that one can perfect one’s Virtue, a term which typically 

encompasses all traits that constitute correct behaviour and morals. Nevertheless, Zhuangzi had 

a very different conception of Virtue, which he construed as being able to live peacefully 

without conflict, as opposed to Kongzi’s emphasis on partiality towards family or Mozi’s 

impartiality. In his text, Zhuangzi asserts that one simply needs to “be empty” (243) in order 

to obtain “perfection of Virtue” (230) such that one achieves what one desires, while avoiding 

all conflict. Nonetheless, Zhuangzi’s Virtue only prescribes how one should act, not what is 

right and wrong, and may not be feasible given his prescription of emptiness. Therefore, my 

essay will consist of four parts: firstly, I will explore and uncover what Zhuangzi means by 

being ‘empty’; secondly, I will analyse how Zhuangzi’s description of perfected people’s 

minds is similar to that of empty minds; thirdly, I will illustrate what Zhuangzi perceives as 

being the perfect way to live and how it is linked with Virtue; and lastly, I will outline the 

implications and feasibility of Zhuangzi’s notion of emptiness giving rise to Virtue. Ultimately, 

I will show that Zhuangzi’s concept of morality, which is perfect Virtue that is achieved 

through emptiness, is a way of behaving that can be adjusted to any understanding of right and 

wrong, and that it is not feasible as emptiness does not lead to the perfection of Virtue. 

 

Zhuangzi hints at what ‘emptiness’ means towards the end of the conversation between 

Yan Hui and Kongzi: Yan Hui is planning to meet the lord of another state after hearing about 
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his tyrannical behaviour, so he asks Kongzi how he should act so that he will be able to rectify 

this lord’s behaviour. Kongzi tells Yan Hui to “listen with [his] qi” and not his ears or mind 

because “qi is empty and waits on external things” (Zhuangzi 228), where qi refers to the 

natural essence or energy that can be found in all things. Yan Hui tests his understanding of 

Kongzi’s instruction and clears his mind of all thoughts of himself, which Kongzi approves of 

(Zhuangzi 228). In other words, Kongzi is implying that Yan Hui will fail in his mission to 

change the lord if he chooses to act based on his own experience and ideas, so Yan Hui needs 

to act without relying on them. Hence, ‘emptiness’ here points to clearing one’s mind so that 

one no longer relies on one’s sense perception or cognition to inform one’s actions. Instead, 

one depends on one’s qi to make sense of any external situation and to guide one in responding 

to that situation in the most appropriate way such that one is not disadvantaged.  

 

Zhuangzi further elaborates on his understanding of emptiness later on in Kongzi and 

Yan Hui’s conversation, where Kongzi instructs Yan Hui to “dwell in unity and lodge in what 

cannot be helped” (Zhuangzi 229). Zhuangzi’s point is that besides clearing one’s mind of 

one’s thoughts and self, one also has to practise emptiness by accepting what cannot be changed 

so as to uncover the best way achieve what one desires without disturbing the qi, the natural 

order of things. In other words, the most appropriate way to respond to a situation, according 

to ‘emptiness’, is to discard reliance on one’s wilful opinions and preconceptions, recognise 

what is unchangeable in the situation, and follow the course of action that is most natural 

according to the qi, given what cannot be changed. 

 

Having established what Zhuangzi means by ‘emptiness’, I will analyse how Zhuangzi 

uses his description of “perfected people” (243) to suggest that being empty is sufficient for 

becoming perfect. Zhuangzi argues that “perfected people use their minds like mirrors, not 
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welcoming things as they come or escorting them as they go” (243), which is an implicit 

argument by analogy. The analogy first compares the minds of perfected people to mirrors, 

referring to their shared property of reflecting their surroundings – mirrors literally reflect their 

surroundings, while perfected people’s minds similarly reflect the most appropriate course of 

action depending on their circumstances. The analogy then implies that since mirrors also have 

the property of remaining unchanged by external influences no matter what the mirror might 

be reflecting, then the minds of perfected people must also remain unaffected by their 

surroundings in such a way that their original intention is unchanged. Hence, the mind of a 

perfected person is an empty mind, as an empty mind merely decides how to act based on what 

the external situation is, resembling how perfected peoples’ minds reflect the best course of 

action based on the external situation. Accordingly, it can be inferred from Zhuangzi’s analogy 

that perfected peoples’ minds are minds which are constantly empty, which suggests that 

emptiness is necessary to cultivate a perfect mind to be a perfected person, and to achieve 

perfection.  

 

Zhuangzi considers perfected people as being able to “respond without keeping so they 

can conquer without harm” (243). It can be inferred that perfected people, by following the 

most natural course of action, are able to react to situations and achieve what they want in a 

way that avoids conflict and difficulty. This interpretation is reinforced by his story of the 

monkey trainer passing out nuts to the monkeys, who succeeded in changing the monkey’s 

anger to joy by giving into their desire for more nuts without changing how many nuts they get 

in a day (Zhuangzi, p. 218). Thus, it can be said that perfection ultimately means being able to 

respond to any situation spontaneously in the best way possible, without conflict and without 

changing one’s intended course of action, through understanding all aspects of the situation 

and acceptance of what cannot be changed about it. 
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Zhuangzi considers perfection to be inherently linked to Virtue. Zhuangzi writes, “To 

serve your own mind, so that sorrow or joy aren’t constantly revolving in front of you, knowing 

what you can’t do anything about and accepting it as if it were destiny is the perfection of 

Virtue” (230). What Zhuangzi means is that by cultivating emptiness through the elimination 

of one’s sense of self and the practice of accepting what cannot be changed as it is, one is able 

to remain unaffected by external situations. Being unaffected by external situations allows one 

to “serve [one’s] own mind” (Zhuangzi 230), meaning that one is able to retain full control of 

one’s thoughts and actions, without being influenced by strong emotion, and act in the most 

natural way for a situation to achieve one’s original goal. Zhuangzi characterises the ability to 

accept what is unchangeable and act in harmony with them as the “perfection of Virtue” (230). 

In other words, perfected people who can maintain the emptiness of their minds, who are 

unaffected by their sense of self and are able to accept and adapt to any external situation, can 

be considered to embody Virtue. Zhuangzi’s concept of Virtue, then, is the ability to be 

spontaneous and respond to any situation in a way that is harmonious with what cannot be 

changed. 

 

Zhuangzi’s idea of virtue implicates a relative morality, where one’s concept of what 

is considered the right or appropriate action depends on one’s immediate social context and 

norms.  Hence, Zhuangzi’s concept of Virtue is not sufficient as a moral philosophy in itself, 

where a moral philosophy is one that defines right and wrong action. Instead, it functions more 

as a way of approaching situations without being disadvantaged, to which any moral 

philosophy can be attached. This is understandable given Zhuangzi’s comment on the products 

of people’s knowledge:  “A way is made by walking. A thing is so by calling it. […] You can 

insist it is a twig or a pillar, a freak or the beautiful Xi Shi” (218). Zhuangzi is asserting that it 



 19 

is impossible to determine an objective right and wrong, as what is right or wrong is ultimately 

determined differently by different individuals with limited amounts of knowledge and varied 

perspectives. Based on this premise, he argues that one cannot know what is objectively right, 

in the same way one cannot know whether one’s understanding of morality is objectively 

wrong. This is why Zhuangzi advocates emptiness, which allows one to recognise the most 

appropriate course of action and to act on it, as opposed to advocating whatever he may 

personally believe is right or wrong.  

 

However, it is debatable whether it is possible to act with absolute spontaneity after 

emptying one’s mind. As mentioned previously, emptiness, as Zhuangzi understands it, 

involves clearing one’s mind of all thoughts of oneself and one’s preconceptions, so that one 

is able to spontaneously react to any external situation appropriately. This would imply that 

behaving in a way that is both spontaneous and appropriate is a natural outcome of abandoning 

one’s prior knowledge, which is not necessarily true. For instance, to respond appropriately to 

situations where one does not understand the social context, one has to use one’s knowledge 

of facial expressions to assess whether one is acting in accordance with the social context. 

Thus, even when one is acting spontaneously, one still has to rely on one’s prior knowledge to 

some extent. In fact, to respond spontaneously, one typically needs to have a lot of experience 

regarding a situation. This can be seen in Zhuangzi’s example of the butcher, who describes 

himself cutting up oxen as a time when “Sensible knowledge stops and spiritual desires 

proceed” (225). Though Zhuangzi understands his “spiritual desires” (225) to be something 

innate that can be brought out through practice, it can be argued that the knowledge the butcher 

gained from his many years of experience has become natural and intuitive to him, such that 

his movements feel guided by “spiritual desires” (225). In other words, acting spontaneously 

and appropriately relies on one’s prior knowledge and experience. Zhuangzi’s advocacy of 
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emptiness as the way to develop Virtue is flawed as practicing emptiness to rid oneself of one’s 

knowledge and thoughts does not enable one to cultivate Virtue as he imagines it. 

 

In conclusion, Zhuangzi sees emptiness or emptiness of the mind as the method to 

achieving “perfection of Virtue” (230), a state of detachment from oneself and of acceptance 

of what cannot be changed that facilitates spontaneous and appropriate action in any 

circumstance. Although Zhuangzi presents an interesting take on morality based on relativism, 

it is merely a way of acting that can be adjusted to fit any understanding of right and wrong, 

and is not feasible because emptiness does not actually lead to the perfection of Virtue. 
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Blame, Stakes and the Denial of 
Knowledge 

 
Brandon Yip 

 

§1 Introduction 

Defenders of pragmatic encroachment on knowledge often cite the knowledge norm of 

assertion as part of the argument for their thesis. DeRose3, for example, notes that since we are 

inclined to think that the warranted assertability of assertions vary across contexts, this data in 

conjunction with the fact that knowledge is the norm of assertion implies that truth conditions 

for ‘know’ vary across contexts. A crucial data point DeRose highlights is our willingness to 

assert denials of knowledge in contexts he characterises as involving high stakes. This paper 

examines this data point and attempts to defend insensitive invariantism. My suggestion is that 

what our intuitions are tracking in the cases put up by defenders of pragmatic encroachment 

are neither the shifting truth conditions of knowledge nor the warranted assertability of 

assertions. Instead, we are sensitive to the tendency of speakers to assert in response to the 

expected blame they would receive if they did make an unwarranted assertion. I will begin by 

examining pragmatic encroachment and DeRose’s contextualism. (§2) I then develop a more 

plausible account of how to understand the stakes attached to each assertion as well as its 

relationship to expected blame. (§3) Finally, I apply this to DeRose’s crucial data point, our 

apparent lack of inhibition in denying knowledge in supposed high stakes contexts, and show 

how my account provides a more satisfying explanation of the data. (§4) 

 

 

                                                
3 DeRose, Keith. 2002. "Assertion, Knowledge, And Context". The Philosophical Review 111 (2). 
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§2 Contextualism and the Principle of Charity 

2.1 The Contextualist Thesis 

Pragmatic encroachment is the thesis that practical factors affect what counts as knowledge. 

Following Kim4, we can separate factors that are truth-relevant from practical factors which 

are not truth relevant. A factor is truth-relevant with respect to a proposition p just in case it 

affects the evidential probability that p is either true or false. Let’s say that two agents are 

epistemically positioned in the same way to a proposition p just in case their evidence includes 

the same truth-relevant factors, even if there may be different practical factors bearing on the 

respective agents. According to the thesis of pragmatic encroachment, whether an agent knows 

the relevant proposition depends not only on their relative epistemic positions but also on the 

practical factors such that two agents might have the same epistemic position relative to a 

proposition and yet one may know and the other fail to know. According to subject-sensitive 

invariantism (SSI), the practical factors that bear on the putative knower affect what is the 

required epistemic position for the knower to count as knowing. According to contextualism, 

it is the practical factors bearing on the context of utterance that determine whether the uttered 

token of ‘knows’ applies to the putative knower, i.e. the truth conditions of ‘know’ depend on 

the context of utterance. The denial of both theses is what Williamson calls insensitive 

invariantism:5 what counts as knowing is entirely independent of practical factors. 

 

This paper focuses on DeRose’s contextualism while leaving it open whether the argument can 

apply to SSI as well. DeRose musters a powerful argument for contextualism by noting that 

(1) what warrants our assertions varies according to the practical stakes of the situation and 

                                                
4 Kim, Brian. 2017. "Pragmatic Encroachment In Epistemology". Philosophy Compass 12 (5). 
5 Williamson, Timothy. 2005. "Contextualism, Subject-Sensitive Invariantism And Knowledge Of 
Knowledge". The Philosophical Quarterly 55 (219). 
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conjoins it with (2) the knowledge norm of assertion. Let me first state the knowledge norm in 

its biconditional form: 

 

(KA): One is in a good enough epistemic position to assert p iff one knows that p.6 

 

In low stakes contexts (LO), it seems that agents are inclined to assert propositions that they 

may not in high stakes contexts (HI). For example in DeRose’s famous bank cases, in LO, 

where missing a bank appointment has no lasting consequences, a Husband would be willing 

to assert to his Wife that ‘the bank will be open on Saturdays’ based on his experience of going 

to the bank a month ago on a Saturday. But in HI, where the coming Saturday is the last possible 

day they need to go to file a form that would prevent their house from being possessed by the 

bank, it seems that the Husband would not be willing to assert that ‘the bank will be open on 

Saturdays’ although his epistemic position in this case is identical to that in LO. DeRose takes 

this as evidence that the Husband’s assertion is warranted in LO but not warranted in HI. Why 

might the Husband be warranted to assert in LO but not in HI since he is in the same epistemic 

position in both cases? Given KA, the answer seems to be that practical factors play a role in 

determining whether a certain epistemic position counts as knowing. The Husband knows ‘the 

bank will be open on Saturdays’ in LO but not in HI; this is why he is warranted in asserting 

in LO but not in HI.  

 

Another crucial piece of data that DeRose draws on is that while agents tend to be reticent in 

asserting propositions in HI, they seem willing to assert denials of knowledge. Although the 

Husband seems unwilling to assert ‘the bank will be open on Saturdays’ in HI, it would be 

                                                
6 It is an interpretive question whether DeRose or Williamson themselves accept the norm in its 
biconditional form, but my defence will assume that the biconditional form is true. See Brown, Jessica. 
2010. "Knowledge And Assertion". Philosophy And Phenomenological Research 81 (3). 
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equally puzzling for him to assert its denial, ‘it’s not the case that the bank will be open on 

Saturdays’. And yet it is quite plausible that the Husband would happily assert, ‘I don’t know 

whether the bank will be open on Saturdays’. According to KA, the conditions required to 

assert the denial of knowledge is that the Husband must know that he does not know whether 

the bank will be open. Assuming his denial is warranted, what might explain the Husband’s 

knowledge of his lack of knowledge? The contextualist answer is that as knowledge requires a 

much stronger epistemic position in HI, it becomes obvious to the speaker that the Husband 

does not possess the requisite epistemic position and so does not know the relevant proposition. 

If knowledge becomes hard to obtain, it is easier to deny the knowledge proposition. 

 

The second data point is paramount. According to DeRose, an insensitive invariantist might 

happily accept that the warranted assertability conditions of assertions vary across contexts 

while insisting that the truth conditions of knowledge are fixed and independent of practical 

factors. Of course, to do this, one has to deny KA.7  However, such a strategy would be hard-

pressed to explain agents are prone to assert denials of knowledge in HI. If warranted assertion 

varied independently of the truth conditions of knowledge, it seems that his denial of 

knowledge would be unwarranted in HI and he would be hesitant to utter it.  

 

2.2 What Methodological Charity Doesn’t Entail 

In fact, I want to suggest that on my account of stakes, a high stakes utterance of a denial of 

knowledge would indeed be unwarranted and also that one should be hesitant to utter it. Before 

we proceed, however, we have to examine an assumption of those who claim that standards of 

warranted assertion vary across contexts. As Williamson notes, underlying this claim is 

                                                
7 See Brown “Knowledge and Assertion” for such an attempt. 
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apparently a “methodological principle of charity”8. The idea is that given that such is the 

manner in which typical speakers make assertions, we want our account of assertion not to 

involve attribution of too many systematic errors. Speakers tend to make assertions more easily 

in LO and are more hesitant in HI, while being willing to deny knowledge in HI. A charitable 

appraisal would involve us considering these typical patterns as reflecting warranted assertions. 

Adopting Insensitive Invariantism seems to imply attributing to speakers the systematic error 

of making unwarranted denials of knowledge in HI.9 Williamson notes, however, that whatever 

position one adopts, one will have to attribute to speakers some systematic error. Specifically, 

pragmatic encroachers would have to insist that speakers make systematic errors in their meta-

linguistic utterances involving knowledge. Consider the following dialogue:10 

 

Husband: I know the bank is open on Saturdays, I was there a month ago. Let’s relax 

on this Friday night, we can go there tomorrow.  

 

Wife: I forgot to tell you this, but if we don’t submit this form by this week the bank 

will possess our house. Do you really know that the bank is open on Saturdays? 

 

Husband: Hmm, for all I know they did change their hours since the last month. So I 

was wrong. I don’t know the bank is open on Saturdays after all.   

 

SSI and contextualism cannot, “[make] sense of [the Husband’s] admission ‘So I was wrong’, 

for both involve explaining how [he] was not wrong in his first speech.”11 If the Husband says 

                                                
8 From Williamson "Contextualism, Subject-Sensitive Invariantism And Knowledge Of Knowledge" p. 
220. 
9 Assuming one is a non-skeptical insensitive invariantist of course. 
10 Ibid.  
11 Ibid.  
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that his earlier knowledge claim is mistaken, then not all of his statements can be true. 

Pragmatic Encroachers will therefore have to attribute systematic error to typical speakers.12  

 

The point is that one cannot be fully charitable to speakers: any account of knowledge would 

be corrective on the manner in which speakers typically use the word ‘knows’. A charitable 

interpretation of the warrant conditions of assertions does not give a free pass to contextualism; 

what is crucial is to explain why speakers might tend to make these systematic errors. 

Insensitive invariantists can more charitably explain why the Husband takes his former claim 

as false — the truth condition of ‘know’ is constant across contexts where the truth-relevant 

factors do not change. If he now believes that he does not know the bank is open, given that he 

has gained no new evidence, he should now believe that he never did know the proposition 

where he was in the same epistemic position. However the non-skeptical insensitive 

invariantist would suggest that his denial of knowledge itself is mistaken and so the task is to 

explain away why speakers seem prone to (unwarrantedly) deny knowledge in such contexts. 

I will now develop a conception of stakes and blame that will account for this. 

 

  

                                                
12 DeRose himself of course embraces this outcome because he intends to attribute systematic error 
to skeptics who apply the supposedly perversely high standards in their own contexts illegitimately to 
ascriptions of knowledge in ordinary situations. See DeRose, Keith. 1995. "Solving The Skeptical 
Problem". The Philosophical Review 104 (1). 



 27 

§3 Blame and Stakes 

When speakers make unwarranted assertions, they are sometimes blamed for it. How much 

they are blamed for it seems to depend on (1) their epistemic position with respect to the 

relevant proposition and (2) the stakes that are involved. There is an epistemic factor and a 

stakes-relevant factor to the overall blame we receive for flouting the norm of assertion. 

Speakers try to avoid getting blamed too much for the utterances they make. My suggestion is 

that the tendency of speakers to make assertions in various contexts depends on the expected 

amount of blame they may be subject to — this even if they were entitled to make the relevant 

assertions. Let me sketch out a framework that will account for this. 

 

3.1 The Epistemic Factor 

If knowledge is the norm of assertion, flouting the norm is a bad thing. But as Williamson 

notes, one can blamelessly flout some norm or one can be blamed for flouting some norm.13 If 

one has good reason for believing that one is adhering to a norm, it seems that even if one flouts 

the norm, one has a good excuse and so does it blamelessly. On the other hand, if one is unsure 

whether or not one is adhering to that norm and one does flout it, one is blamed to the degree 

that one had good evidence that one would be flouting the norm in performing some action. 

Without good reason, one has no good excuse and so is blamed.  

 

Let’s apply this to KA. If one makes an assertion without knowing that asserted proposition, 

one has flouted a norm. If one has good reason for believing that one did know, that one has a 

good excuse for flouting KA and so is not blamed. A good example would be someone who is 

in your typical skeptical scenario — she believes she has hands although she is just a brain in 

                                                
13 See Williamson, Timothy. 2002. Knowledge And Its Limits. Oxford: Oxford University Press. p. 263-
266. See also Williamson, Timothy. 2017. "Justification, Excuses And Skeptical Scenarios” [Draft]. 
In The New Evil Demon. Oxford: Oxford University Press. for a related approach to formalising the 
concept of blamelessness.  
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a vat.14 She has good reason to believe that she does know that she has hands, and so if she 

asserts ‘I have hands!’ she does so blamelessly despite violating KA. Often, however, it might 

not be obvious whether or not we have the requisite knowledge to satisfy KA. If we are unsure 

of whether we have the relevant knowledge and we unwarrantedly assert the proposition, we 

are liable to blame. We will be liable to blame proportional to the degree that we had evidence 

that we were in fact flouting the norm. Should one be blamed if they make an assertion, 

knowing the asserted proposition, if they had some evidence that they might not actually know 

the asserted proposition? This question is complex and is related to discussions regarding the 

sufficiency condition of KA.15 Let me simply assume that the biconditional form of KA is right 

and that speakers should ultimately not be blamed for making an assertion as long as they have 

knowledge of the asserted proposition. 

 

We can formalise the epistemic factor to blame (EB) in terms of evidential probability. Let 

E(Kp) be the probability given our evidence that we know some proposition p. The epistemic 

probability that we do not in fact know the relevant proposition would then be (1 - E(Kp)), let’s 

call this E(~Kp). If we do flout KN, how much we are to be blamed would then be proportional 

to how much evidence we had that we actually failed to adhere to the norm, i.e. it would be 

proportional to E(~Kp). So my suggestion is that: 

 

EB = E(~Kp) 

 

Now, notice that EB on an insensitive invariantist scheme is the same for the speaker in both 

HI and LO. Assuming that the husband has the same epistemic position in both cases, the 

                                                
14 See Williamson “Justification, Excuses and Skeptical Scenarios” [Draft]. 
15 See Brown “Knowledge and Assertion” again.  
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evidence he has as to whether he knows ‘the bank is not open on Saturdays’ is exactly the same. 

Nonetheless, it seems obvious that the Husband would be blamed more in HI than in LO. To 

explain this we need to come up with an account of how to understand practical stakes and 

their role in the overall blame a speaker will receive for making an unwarranted assertion.  

 

3.2 Practical Stakes and Willingness to Assert 

When one makes an assertion, one attempts to add a certain proposition to the conversational 

presuppositions shared by the speaker and his audience. Adding a proposition to the 

conversational context has implications not only for the rest of the conversation, but in a 

situation such as the bank cases where the conversation is a deliberation over what actions 

should be undertaken, the assertion implicates the actions that might subsequently be taken. 

This suggests that while we have been going on about general conversational contexts, we 

should really be interested in the stakes involved in making some particular utterance. In the 

very same context, one particular utterance might involve high stakes because the implications 

of adding it to the conversational presuppositions might be high, while another utterance in the 

same context might involve low stakes because the implications of adding it to conversational 

presuppositions might be low.  

 

To take a suggestion from Kim, the stakes involved in making a certain utterance “correlates 

with the largest [relevant] difference in possible outcomes at any given state of the world”16 if 

the uttered proposition were added to presuppositions of the conversations and become bases 

for conversational partners’ actions. Assuming we can quantify the magnitude of difference in 

relevant possible outcomes, the practical stakes involved (let’s call this PS) would then be 

                                                
16 Kim “Pragmatic Encroachment in Epistemology” p. 6. Kim draws this construal from Charity 
Anderson and John Hawthorne. 
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proportional to the possible difference if a certain proposition was added to the conversation 

and agents started to act on it. The overall blame (Let’s call this B) that a speaker would have 

to bear for flouting KN would then be the product of the epistemic factor to blame and the 

practical stakes involved. We thus have: 

 

B = EB x PS 

 

This explains why the Husband would be blamed more in HI than in LO. If he happens to be 

flouting KN and adds ‘the bank is open on Saturdays’ to the conversation, how much he will 

be blamed depends on how probable it is that he knows the bank is open on his evidence 

multiplied by the implications of adding that knowledge to the conversation. Although E(~Kp) 

and so EB is exactly the same in both cases, PS is different, because adding a false assertion to 

the conversation might lead to them acting on that assertion and staying home instead of going 

to the bank and so losing their house in HI, whereas no similarly serious outcome would result 

from being mistaken in LO. 

 

Now, whether a speaker is willing to assert depends not only on the magnitude of blame he 

might receive if he flouts the norm, but, assuming he is rational, on how risky it is that he is 

flouting the norm as well. Well what is the risk that the speaker is flouting the norm? It is the 

probability that he doesn’t know the asserted proposition, i.e. E(~Kp). We can then calculate 

the rational expected blame that a typical speaker would be sensitive to. This would simply be 

the product of B and E(~Kp). We thus have: 

 

Rational Expected Blame = B x E(~Kp) = E(~Kp) x E(~Kp) x PS 
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Of course whether a speaker makes an assertion is not only dependent on the rational expected 

blame but also the possible benefits of making the assertion. To include that would make our 

model even more complicated so we will bracket this. Nonetheless, a good rule of thumb would 

be that when Rational Expected Blame is fairly low, speakers will be fairly willing to assert 

the relevant proposition. To flesh out how this works, consider four scenarios where I will put 

in dummy numbers for E(~Kp) and PS and see what it predicts for how willing speakers will 

be to assert the proposition ‘The door is locked’. Let’s assume that [1] successfully asserting 

the proposition would lead the relevant parties to leave the house without checking the lock 

whereas [2] not asserting the proposition would lead to parties going back to double-check 

whether or not the door is locked. 

 

Situation E(~K

p) 

PS Rational Expected Blame 

(1) Nick is in a relatively safe neighbourhood 
and has just seen himself lock the door. 

0.05 10 0.05 x 0.05 x 10 = 0.025 

(2) Nick is in a relatively safe neighbourhood 
and has just asked his reliable but sometimes 
forgetful grandma to lock the door. 

0.35 10 0.35 x 0.35 x 10 = 1.225 

(3) Nick is in a dangerous neighbourhood 
plagued with a spate of burglaries and has just 
seen himself lock the door. 

0.05 1000 0.05 x 0.05 x 1000 = 2.5 

(4) Nick is in a dangerous neighbourhood 
plagued with a spate of burglaries and has just 
asked his reliable but sometimes forgetful 
grandma to lock the door. 

0.35 1000 0.35 x 0.35 x 1000 = 122.5 

 

 

This model roughly predicts that Nick should be very willing to assert ‘The door is locked’ in 

(1), fairly willing to assert it in (2) and (3) and fairly unwilling to assert in (4). Notice that 
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because the factor E(~Kp) appears twice when calculating Rational Expected Blame, having a 

very strong indication that one knows the relevant position (i.e. when E(~Kp) is very low) 

makes one fairly willing to assert even when the stakes are raised as in (3). This is to be 

expected, after all if one is conscious of seeing oneself actually lock the door, the stakes have 

to be raised fairly high before one is unwilling to assert that the door is locked. 

 

Now it is crucial to note that this model tracks the willingness of speakers to make assertions, 

but as already mentioned, I do not think that charity requires that we understand willingness to 

assert as an indication of warranted assertion or that unwillingness to assert as an indication of 

a lack of warrant. If in (4), Nick decides to take the risk and assert that ‘the door is locked’ and 

if it happens to be the case that he knows the relevant proposition he does make a warranted 

assertion. Having warrant to assert is a matter of having the relevant epistemic authority; one 

may be unsure if one has that authority, but having warrant is not about being sure that you 

possess authority but the actual possession of authority itself. 

 

That the standards for warranted assertion are independent of practical factors follows from 

insensitive invariantism and KA. Nevertheless, it is not within the scope of this paper to provide 

a full defence of insensitive invariantism and KA; I merely wish to show that there are 

resources to draw on that can provide an alternative explanation for conversational patterns. 

What I will be doing, however, is to apply this model to cases of knowledge denials and show 

how it provides a better explanation of the data than contextualism. 
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§4 Denials of Knowledge 

4.1 Applying the Model 

Recall that DeRose claims that a powerful piece of evidence for contextualism is the fact that 

in high stakes contexts, although speakers are reluctant to assert a certain proposition, they 

become more willing to deny knowledge of that proposition as compared to the low stakes 

context. On my model, however, stakes are construed as relative to each utterance instead of 

the general context of utterance. I will apply this to DeRose’s bank case to show how in fact 

denial of knowledge has low stakes while asserting knowledge has high stakes. I then propose 

a situation where there actually are high stakes for both assertion and denial of knowledge and 

then note that speakers are in fact unwilling to deny knowledge in that case. 

 

In general, denials of knowledge involve lower stakes than assertions of knowledge. Recall 

that stakes track the implications of adding a certain proposition to conversational 

presuppositions. Since knowledge is factive, adding knowledge of a certain proposition to the 

set of conversational presuppositions implies adding that proposition to the mix as well. That 

proposition might be acted on by partners in the conversation to significant effect. Adding a 

denial of knowledge to a conversation, on the other hand, involves far less. It might decrease 

the evidential probability of the proposition that one denies knowledge of or it might make no 

difference to it at all. This means that the stakes relevant to adding a denial of knowledge to a 

conversation is generally small. If we think about the bank case this is obvious. If the Husband 

asserts and successfully adds the proposition ‘I know that the bank will be open on Saturday’ 

and thus that ‘the bank will be open on Saturday’, the couple might act on it and if the bank 

happens not to be open, they might lose their house. On the other hand if the Husband asserts 

and successfully adds the proposition ‘I don’t know whether the bank will be open on 

Saturday’, it seems like acting on this proposition might only involve them sacrificing a 
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relaxing Friday evening. Let’s assume that the Husband has fairly good evidence that he knows 

the proposition, and that the difference in stakes between asserting knowledge and denying it 

are fairly significant. Putting in some dummy numbers we get: 

 

Asserted Proposition E(~K

p) 

PS Rational Expected 
Blame 

“I know that the bank is open on Saturdays.” 0.3 1000 0.3 x 0.3 x 1000 = 90 

“I don’t know whether the bank is open on 
Saturdays.” 

0.7 10 0.7 x 0.7 x 10 = 4.9 

 

 

This therefore explains why the Husband is unwilling to assert knowledge while being fairly 

willing to deny knowledge. The expected blame attached to his denial is insignificant. Now, 

what we need to look at is a case whereby both assertion of knowledge and denial of knowledge 

carries with them high stakes. Consider the following example: 

 

(JUDGE): Antonio is implicated in the murder of his colleague Ali although he is in fact 

innocent. He now stands before the judge who asks him whether he knows where his colleague 

was that night. During that fateful night he heard from his friends that Ali was in the office 

working overtime and although he can’t be sure, he saw someone wearing Ali’s characteristic 

jacket rush by his cubicle — and he took himself to be seeing Ali in the office then. If he says 

that he knows where Ali was that night, that would severely implicate him. At the same time, 

if he denies that he knows where Ali is, there is the risk of the prosecution finding out that he 

did receive testimony from his friends about Ali’s location. A possibly false denial of 

knowledge would even further incriminate Antonio in the trial.  
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This is a case where high stakes are attached to both assertion and denial of knowledge. If 

DeRose is right, then in this case Antonio should be hesitant to assert that he knows but fairly 

happy to deny knowledge. My model predicts otherwise, putting in dummy numbers again: 

 

Asserted Proposition E(~K

p) 

PS Rational Expected 
Blame 

“I know where Ali was that night.” 0.3 1000 0.3 x 0.3 x 1000 = 90 

“I don’t know where Ali was that night.” 0.7 1500 0.7 x 0.7 x 1500 = 735 

 

 

Notice that E(~Kp) in this case refers to the evidential probability that one does not in fact 

know whether one knew or did not know where Ali was. The model predicts that Antonio 

should be even less willing to deny knowledge than he is to assert knowledge. This seems right. 

Antonio might make hedged statements such as “I think I know where he was but I’m not so 

sure” or he might even assert “I know where Ali was” just to be on the safe side. But it seems 

not just unwarranted but fairly unlikely that Ali would be willing to assert “I didn’t know where 

Ali was that night”.  

 

DeRose is therefore mistaken that in high stakes contexts, speakers become willing to deny 

knowledge. This piece of data now challenges DeRose’s position. Given that high stakes are 

supposed to make it such that one requires higher epistemic standards for one to count as 

knowing something, DeRose now needs to explain why Antonio is unwilling to deny 
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knowledge of Ali’s locations given that Antonio he has likely lost that piece of knowledge in 

this high stakes context.  

 

4.2 Modifying Contextualism? 

Perhaps DeRose can simply latch on to the framework that I have been sketching out to explain 

how the truth conditions of knowledge vary. While DeRose’s original suggestion has been to 

index the relevant epistemic strength required for knowledge to the general context of 

utterance, what we should be doing is to index the relevant epistemic strength required for 

knowledge to the practical stakes involved in making that specific utterance, as I have been 

doing. I have been applying this model to the speaker’s willingness to make assertions; can’t 

we apply the model to the truth conditions of the speaker’s use of the word ‘know’? 

 

Unfortunately, this would not work. Let me sketch out how it would look like for the assertions 

and denials of knowledge in the bank case as well as JUDGE. Let’s say that know(high) refers 

to the more stringent truth condition of ‘know’ in a context where the utterance has high stakes 

and that know(low) refers to the lax truth condition of ‘know’ in a context where the utterance 

has low stakes. I will now sketch out the truth conditions of the following sentences: 

 

 PS Truth Conditions of Assertion 

“I don’t know where Ali was that night” 1500 

(High) 

Antonio doesn’t know(high) where 
Ali was that night. 

“I know where Ali was that night” 1000 

(High) 

Antonio knows(high) that Ali was in 
the office that night. 
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 PS Truth Conditions of Assertion 

“I know that the bank is open on Saturdays” 1000 

(High) 

Husband knows(high) that the bank is 
open on Saturdays. 

“I don’t know whether the bank is open on 
Saturdays” 

10 

(low) 

Husband doesn’t know(low) whether 
the bank is open on Saturdays. 

 

 

As per above, the meaning of ‘I know where Ali was that night’ and ‘I don’t know where Ali 

was that night’, given that they are both high stakes utterances would be ‘I know(high) where 

Ali was that night’ and ‘I don’t know(high) where Ali was that night’. However, if the standards 

of ‘know’ are raised, the standards required to utter its negation should be decreased. Where 

E(Kp) is low, E(~Kp) should be correspondingly decreased. But Antonio is reluctant to utter 

the denial of knowledge, contrary to what we should expect if the standards for knowledge are 

raised. Similarly for the Husband in his denial of knowledge, as the standards for knowledge 

decrease, the corresponding standards required in the utterance of its negation should be 

increased. But the Husband is fairly happy to assert the denial contrary to the data we are trying 

to explain!  

 

This problem arises because my model is supposed to explain the willingness of speakers to 

speak whole sentences and so there would be difficulties if the contextualist used it to modify 

the meaning of single words in the uttered sentence. “Check the Negations!” is DeRose’s 

advice to us17 and taking it seriously should lead us to conclude that a more sensitive model of 

                                                
17 DeRose “Assertion, Knowledge and Context” p. 191. 



 38 

stakes should not be used to modify the meanings of specific words in a sentence but merely 

the willingness of speakers to utter the whole sentence. 

 

§5 Conclusion 

This paper has suggested a more plausible account of how to understand the stakes involved in 

making assertions. I have suggested that while practical stakes affect the expected blame one 

would receive if the norm of assertion is flouted it affects neither the standards required for 

knowledge nor the standards of warranted assertability. Instead it merely tracks the tendency 

of speakers to make various assertions. I have then applied this model to the cases of denials 

of knowledge and have shown how it explains the data better than DeRose’s contextualism. 

Attempting to modify contextualism along the account of stakes that I have suggested would 

also be ill-conceived. The way stakes are involved in utterance making, if applied to the 

meaning of ‘know’ would also probably make truth conditions far more unstable than they 

already are on the regular contextualist scheme. This gives us good reason to resist 

contextualism.  
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Self-Image, Self-Policing, and 
Psychotherapy: A Foucaldian 

Feminist Interpretation 
 

Capucine Barcellona 

 
 
Women’s identity has largely been examined in relation to others: men, children, other women. 

This reflects both Beauvoir’s interpretation of Woman as an Other and the social emphasis on 

feminine care-taking and self-sacrifice. Oppression, however, is not merely an external force 

shaping women’s social relationships. Traditionally defined femininity also operates on an 

insidious, intra-personal level moulding women’s sense of identity and construction of the Self. 

A point of convergence between Foucauldian social theory and feminist thought is the 

politicisation of everyday life — the belief that the personal is the political, that power operates 

in complex systems rather than a top-down unidirectional fashion. Through a framework of 

Foucauldian power relations, with particular emphasis on his notion of Panopticonism, I seek 

to explore the dynamics between female oppression and female policing of the self. 

Psychotherapy stands as a central social space for this self-exploration, presenting an 

interesting case in how power, knowledge, and rationality shape one’s identity. I will therefore 

examine gender through the lens of psychotherapeutic relations, and a Foucauldian 

understanding of such relations. I posit that psychotherapy — though a prime force of biopower 

pathologising the individual — can act as an important tool for self-authorship and internal 

dialogue, encouraging women to analyse the role of oppressive power structures in their 

conceptions of themselves. I argue that therapy that considers the self within oppressive 

structural systems can engender positive identity construction that is inherently political, 

transforming radical self-love into the fundamental basis for relationships both with the self 



 41 

and with others.  

We must first expound the connection between oppression and one’s conception of the Self, 

and consequent gender differences in mental health. Historically, women have been socialised 

to construct their identities around others. They are mothers, wives, daughters; traditional 

Western notions of femininity have bestowed upon them care-taking responsibilities, often at 

their own expense. Historical notions of womanhood, however, run deeper than stereotypical 

domestic roles. Beauvoir argues Woman “was concretely established as the Other” by the 

patriarchy, allowing Man to define himself in opposition to her. Beauvoir considers gender 

relations through the master-slave dialectic, whereby the master tries to “accomplish itself by 

reducing the other to slavery”. As such, man has historically been the subject — existing in 

and of himself — and woman the object whose existence is defined by and hence dependent 

on not being man. This has effectively established woman as “the second sex”, with a legacy 

of subordination affecting her both institutionally and psychologically. Internalised 

conceptions of oneself as subordinate can give rise to self-doubt, feelings of inadequacy, and 

diminished self-worth as truly separate from others; woman’s relationship with herself 

therefore cannot be isolated from her social relations. Indeed, beyond individual differences in 

how women perceive themselves, their particular levels of social privilege (race, sexuality, 

class, etc.) too affect their sense of identity. A white middle-class heterosexual woman may, 

for instance, not face the same external pressures on her self-worth as would a black, working-

class lesbian. Further, lack of social privilege is often associated with personal harm — 

subjecting women to gendered violence (rape, micro-aggressions, or other forms of abuse) 

further diminishing their self-worth.  

Women’s conflicted relationship with themselves can be understood through Foucault’s notion 

of Panopticonism. Beyond perpetuating social relations of subject-object, the male “subject” 
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acts as an internalised force: a constant presence holding woman to standards of femininity, in 

return fed by her as she lives out such standards. This self-policing represents Foucault’s 

Panopticonism — modelled on Jeremy Bentham’s conceptual prison in which all cells are 

visible to a central supervisor, yet prisoners never know when they are observed and therefore 

police and discipline themselves by internalising the supervisor’s gaze. This gaze is “an 

omnipresent and omniscient power that subdivides itself in a regular, uninterrupted way even 

to the ultimate determination of the individual”.2 The prisoner ultimately has agency in her 

own policing, as she perpetuates the same social control initially set upon her by the supervisor. 

Such panopticonism embodies, on a micro level, Foucault’s notion of power as “the 

multiplicity of force relations immanent in the sphere in which they operate and which 

constitute their own organisation”.3 He argues power does not merely operate on a top-down 

“juridico-discusive” level but in constantly shifting relations; we are not only subjects to a 

repressive power, but also agents of it. This constant shift between subjugation and power 

exertion takes place in the mind of Bentham’s Panopticonic prisoner, as well as in the internal 

dialogue of woman with herself — measuring herself against an ideal male gaze and 

internalising feelings of inadequacy. These feelings may vary across women, both on an 

individual scale (personal background) and social scale (class, sexuality, race).  

We must, however, acknowledge that some self-policing represents self-care: ensuring one has 

enough food, taking required medication, engaging in daily chores. As such, the internal 

dialogue of woman — and indeed, any individual — is not merely a repressive force which she 

is complicit it. Power, to Foucault, is also creative; self-policing allows woman to 

independently take care of herself, decide which social norms to conform to, and even gain a 

sense of empowerment when successfully achieving standards of femininity. Yet, the internal 

conflict women engage is inextricable from their place in society. Much like Foucault’s 

complex networks of power, it neither works in opposition nor conjunction to the individual 
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woman’s sense of identity; woman’s self- identity is simultaneously shaped by, resistant to, 

and agent in traditional oppressive notions of femininity. However, as “self-policing tends to 

be experienced as an automatic part of thinking and thus as reality”, it is a less visible force to 

fight against than overt sexism perpetrated by others. This may lead women to interpret their 

diminished self-worth as an individual pathology, reinforcing feelings of inadequacy — the 

mentally healthy, rational individual also being an internalised ideal standard.  

Oppressed individuals are thus encouraged, by a Western framework of rationality, to take 

individual responsibility for mental illness. This engenders psychotherapy as conceived by 

Foucault, existing as a means through which to pathologise difference and categorise the 

individual through all-encompassing knowledge. Foucault talks of “the medicalisation of the 

effects of confession”, whereby therapeutic relationships serve to categorise between “the 

normal and the pathological”. Abnormal diagnoses, attained through all-encompassing 

knowledge of an individual and her body, were primarily used to pathologise desire and effect 

social control by justifying rational medical intervention. Even beyond the realm of sexuality, 

such use of knowledge as power to categorise — and hence control —reflects Weber’s Western 

rationalisation. Weber posits that scientific advances and a spirit of Enlightenment has led the 

world to become “disenchanted”, with the belief that “one can, in principle, master all things 

by calculation”. Such rationalisation encourages “the methodical attainment of a definitely 

given and practical end by means of an increasingly precise calculation of adequate means”. 

Through the medicalisation of therapy, the human being is reduced to a knowable physical 

body; it is codified as either “normal” or “abnormal” to ultimately serve a system of rational 

capitalism. This is particularly relevant within bureaucratic environments, such as hospitals 

and college campuses, where the medical therapist operates as an extension of an increasingly 

centralised rational system.  



 44 

  

Therapy’s rationalisation and medicalisation makes it the prime example of bio-power through 

self-improvement, as the therapeutic dialogue seeks to uncover a “true, untainted self” that is 

normal and functional according to rational capitalism.8 The assumption there is indeed a “true” 

self reflects the individualism of Western culture, attributing both failure and success to the 

individual — as opposed to the collective group, or wider social forces — and potentially 

engendering feelings of inadequacy when one cannot change her own situation. Those in a 

position of privilege (typically white, heterosexual men) may not recognise the social forces at 

play in their own failures; due to diminished oppression, their personal experience is indeed 

largely personal. As discussed previously, social relationships and gendered norms have a 

significant impact on oppressed people’s conceptions of themselves. Here Marx’s notion of 

bourgeois ideology comes into play — the idea that society’s base economic relations 

determine its superstructural values, and therefore that “the ideas of the ruling class are in every 

epoch the ruling ideas”. Powerful white men have dominated intellectual discourse and 

structural medical systems; the rationalism central to the ideal capitalist man has therefore 

come to determined the course of psychotherapy as a body to codify the human being. 

Psychotherapy, as a result, largely emphasises self-improvement and responsibility as isolated 

from oppressive society, overlooking the impact of Foucault’s self- policing “Other” 

representing a desire to conform to norms.  

Thus far we have acknowledged societal relations as pivotal to women’s conceptions of 

themselves, and the existence of an ever-present male “Other” in women shaping and shaped 

by their internal conflict. At the micro level women therefore engage in continuous dialogue 

with themselves — highlighting power’s creative role — regarding how to interact with gender 

norms and how to conceive of their own Self. Therapy acts as the external expression of such 

a dialogue. However, when operating as the epitome of Foucault’s bio-power it perpetuates a 
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hierarchy of historically male-imposed rationality. The therapeutic assumption that there is one 

essential self, and this self is responsible for its situations, inherently contradicts the lived 

experiences of women and silences the role of oppression in one’s mental health. It ultimately 

reinforces the same self- policing therapy seeks to defeat, propagating the message that failure 

to conform to norms — even norms of mental health — arises from personal deficiency. A 

therapeutic approach considering the reciprocal, discursive relationship between individual 

pain and legacies of oppression is therefore necessary to truly understand the roots of one’s 

suffering. It allows a woman to re-contextualise her identity and internal dialogue — thus far 

interpreted as inherently lacking if it involves feelings which do not align with a 

psychologically healthy, rational ideal.  

Foucault posits freedom is not a final state devoid of juridico-discursive oppression but a 

constant negotiation of power relations. Therapy can embody this free negotiation of identity 

through discourse with oneself, whereby the patient is encouraged to both understand her 

personal experiences and distance herself from them — contextualising them within oppressive 

power structures, and acknowledging her interaction with these as an agent. New forms of 

therapy such as narrative therapy — charting one’s personal history of oppression and abuse 

and explicitly renegotiating one’s relationship with oneself — are emerging in accordance with 

these aims.Other forms such as schema therapy less explicitly undermine traditional 

therapeutic relationships, “welcoming and encouraging” a dependency on the therapist and 

involving a degree of mutual self-disclosure. Foucault’s description of the therapist as an 

external body with objective truth is thus subverted and stretched; modern therapy’s functions 

as a knowledge network for control, and as an imposition of a normative essential identity, are 

undermined. The act of self-care encourages women to reclaim agency and reconsider their 

interactions with gendered society. Helen O’Grady highlights “the political nature of work on 

the self which seeks to transform oppressive identity practices”; therapy that actively considers 
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Foucault’s complex power systems and Panopticonism truly exemplifies how the personal is 

the political. Arguably self-love attained through such therapeutic practices is a necessary pre-

requisite for external social movements. Woman’s relationship with herself becomes the basis 

for woman’s relationship with others, indicating a self- prioritisation which subverts 

Beauvoir’s notion of woman as the perpetual subject. Feminist author bell hooks emphasises 

the role of self-love in liberation, recognising the political nature of loving that which is 

rejected by white patriarchy. She argues, “the moment we choose to love we begin to move 

against domination, against oppression. The moment we choose to love we begin to move 

towards freedom, to [...] liberate ourselves and others”.12 Her notion of love can be applied 

within the therapeutic context, in reclaiming rather than disregarding the role of social forces 

on our own mental health.  

Albert Camus argued in his seminal essay on metaphysical revolt, “rebellion cannot exist 

without a strange form of love”. I posit this love must primarily exist as self-love, and 

necessitates a detachment from self-blame — a recognition that one’s internalised negativity 

inevitably interacts with one’s place in society and therefore not stems from personal 

inadequacy. In examining women’s self-policing and internal discourse through a Foucauldian 

lens, the complexities of power dynamics are exposed and we come to understand women as 

subjects and agents in gendered norms. An exploration of woman’s place in society as central 

to her conception of self is therefore inherently political. The therapeutic relationship can be a 

powerful tool for such exploration and guide woman’s relationship with herself. Through 

therapy focused on self-love and social awareness, rather than a search for a normative essential 

self, the bio-power of categorisation Foucault associates with it is subverted. Assumptions that 

mental disorders arise from something internal, which can be fixed, are questioned — hence 

allowing for more self-aware forms of resistance and an explicit link between the personal and 

the political, actualised through radical self- love and continuous negotiation of one’s self-
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identity.  
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Must God the Dreamer be “Divine”? 
 

Diyanah Kamarudin 

 
 
Introduction  

In his 2015 article, “God and his imaginary friends: a Hassidic metaphysics”, Samuel Lebens 

proposes a daring thesis: there are certain philosophical merits to the position that we take the 

metaphor that the world is God’s lucid dream, seriously (pg. 1). An intriguing thought that 

arises from Lebens’s article is the question of what a belief in this thesis has to say about some 

of God’s divine properties, like omnipotence, omniscience and perfection. In Jeremiah 32:27, 

God challenges: “Is there anything too hard for me?” Most theists will interpret this rhetorical 

question as a literal statement about God’s unbounded power, for to affirm otherwise would be 

to also seemingly question the notion that God created the heavens and the earth. Belief that 

there is an All-Powerful God is perhaps also a straightforward (though somewhat nebulous) 

answer to some of the greatest mysteries of life.  

If God is simply dreaming this universe, however, then ambiguity arises about whether God is 

imbued with divine properties simply because he is the dreamer that is able to manipulate the 

laws of his imagined universe as he pleases. After all, we might be able to resist gravity or 

crush mountains in our dreams, but these powers do not say anything about our actual abilities 

in reality.  

One way to explore possible answers is to begin from an extremely minimal conception of God 

as simply “the dreamer of our universe”, before examining in what ways God could be 

dreaming. From what kind of perspective does he dream, and how much knowledge or control 

does he have over the dream’s storyline? If what is assumed to be an actual divine property of 
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God can in fact be explained by the metaphysical assumption that God is dreaming, then 

perhaps there might be room to question what God’s ontological status is in his tier of reality.  

In this paper, I thus want to explore the idea that while God may appear to us in his dream as 

imbued with divine properties, there is no good reason to suppose that he does not dream the 

way we dream. If God dreams almost similarly to the way we dream, then perhaps there is no 

good reason to suppose that we must attribute actual divine properties to God in his tier of 

reality. I make two assumptions from the beginning: (i) that the world is God’s lucid dream,i 

and (ii) that God’s lucid dreaming is like our lucid dreaming. I then explore a few problems 

that may arise with the latter assumption. Next, I examine the merits and limitations of two 

different kinds of perspectives that God might take when dreaming in supporting the theory of 

omnisubjectivity. Finally, I tackle the last problem of the epistemic limitations of lucid 

dreaming.  

1 The Lucid Dream Argument  

Lebens’s formulation of the “lucid dream” assumption proposes that God sustains the world 

continuously, “like a person conjuring up a mental image of a flower.” (ibid., p. 184) This 

formulation has a strong implication. It asserts that we will cease to exist if God stops paying 

attention to us. Like the flower that will disappear from our minds once we move on to another 

thought, so too will we vanish once God stops thinking about our universe.  

One good reason, however, to resist the above simile of God dreaming like a person is to simply 

contemplate on the grasp of knowledge that we can have in each mental picture. Pause for a 

moment and conjure up a flower in your mind. Your flower might be a blooming red rose, with 

a few tiny thorns poking out at the bottom. If a friend were to ask you to describe the flower 

that you have imagined to him or her, you would be able to provide an accurate and precise 
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description. Now, imagine a tiny village by the sea, a place where roughly fifty families of the 

same tribe live. You would admit to your friend that it is impossible to concentrate on 

everything about this village at the same time. To do so, you would have to actively pay 

attention to what each member of the tribe is doing at any point in time, what each of their 

homes look like, even the exact shade of green of the grass!  

If God’s lucid dreaming is quite similar to our lucid dreaming, then, it does not immediately 

follow that God has knowledge of all the relations in the universe that he has dreamt up. Like 

us, he might be able to see the overall picture of the universe the way we can imagine a village 

from a bird’s eye point of view, but he will not be able to focus on a multitude of events at the 

same time. This brings us to a philosophical conundrum: God must continuously sustain each 

and every tiny detail of his universe by paying attention to it, and yet according to Lebens’ 

formulation we should suppose that God dreams like the way we dream.  

Lebens’ formulation, therefore, already gives us good reason to question my thesis that God 

dreams like a person and only appears divine to us due to the mechanics ofdreaming. One can, 

of course, simply dismiss the argument by stating that God’s mind does not work like ours. 

Perhaps God, being All-Powerful, is able to concentrate on an infinite number of things at the 

same time. A more modest response would be to simply take lucid dreaming to its extremes: 

God is dreaming so lucidly that he is able to concentrate on every detail of his universe.  

There is no sufficient reason for me to object to either response, but one should carefully note 

that both possibilities are ungrounded except in scripture and make a claim about God’s actual 

omnipotence. In this paper, however, I want to continue embarking on the route that I have 

proposed and one that I will argue for shortly: that in order to explain God’s presence to us as 

a divine entity, one does not have to appeal to such highly controversial claims about his actual 

nature. The strategy, first, is to assume that God dreams exactly like the way we dream, what 
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I shall term a “minimal” conception of God.  

2 God’s Perspective and Omniscience  

If we want to grant a “minimal” God, then we have already run into at least one problem when 

this picture is framed within Lebens’s formulation. The epistemic problem explained above 

has to do with concentration – how can a human being lucidly dream an entire universe? I shall 

return to this problem shortly. First, however, I want to explore another epistemic problem 

related to dreaming, and that is of perspective.  

Examining God’s perspective, I argue, is crucial in providing us further clarity as to whether 

we can grant that God can appear omniscient in his dream world while retaining that he is 

dreaming like a human. If God is a lucid dreamer, he should be able to know everything and 

have the ability to control what occurs in his dream.ii The problem, however, is that it should 

not be possible for a “minimal” God to be omniscient about an entire universe due to the 

limitations of the human perspective.  

Let me first explain what I mean by perspective. There are two kinds of perspectives from 

which a human dreamer can dream, the observational perspective and the first-personal 

perspective. L.A. Paul (2015) brings out a helpful distinction between the two using an example 

of a computer game. Imagine that you are in a “first-person-shooter” game with some task to 

perform. Your visual line of sight is from the viewpoint of your character; that is to say, you 

are able to see yourself holding a weapon and what is going on around you peripherally, but 

you are unable to know what is occurring beyond what you can see. In this way, you are 

occupying the “boots” of the character that you are playing in the game and experiencing reality 

from the first-personal perspective, the perspective of an experiencer. (ibid., pg. 2)  

There is another perspective from which to view your character, and this is by seeing yourself 
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“from above”. In this case, you are watching your character from an inset in the frame, which 

in turn simulates a third-person visual perspective that is more detached and observational. 

(ibid., pg. 3) Paul notes that it is akin to the perspective one takes when “looking at the centered 

map of reality from above.” (ibid., pg. 3-4)  

It would perhaps be much more probable for an omniscient God to be taking an observational 

perspective; to use the shooting game analogy, you must take this perspective to see and know 

all of reality in the game.iii This view is also supported by scripture. Psalm 53:2 writes, “God 

looks down from heaven on the children of man to see if there are any who understand, who 

seek after God” (italics mine). 2 Chronicles 16:9 gives further strength to this argument, stating: 

“For the eyes of the Lord run to and fro throughout the whole earth, to give strong support to 

those whose heart is blameless toward him.” These two verses make sense if we accept the 

traditional image of God as peering into His universe from a third- person point of view.  

What is puzzling, however, is that there are instances where God appears as a character in his 

own fictional dream. Exodus 3 is a good example. In this passage, Moses meets God, who 

“appeared to him in flames of fire from within a bush.” God then calls out to him and warns 

him not to come any closer. Another example is in Exodus 19, when God descends upon Mount 

Sinai. In both scenarios, God can be spatiotemporally located within the universe that he has 

dreamt. If so, then it would appear to be that he is dreaming this world from the first-personal 

perspective.  

What these passages reveal to us prima facie, thus, is that God is sometimes within (as a 

participating character) and other times without (as an observer) in his dream world. How can 

this be the case? If we assume that God takes the first-personal perspective, this would imply 

that he is only spatially aware ofwhat is going around him peripherally, and creatures not in his 

vision will cease to exist. This view, ofcourse, seems doubtful. Would it make sense for Moses 
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to observe that his people vanished when God whispered out to him from within a bush? Surely 

not. This problem of God appearing within and without I will attend to at the end of this paper, 

but it would seem thus far that we can only grant a “minimal” God who appears omniscient to 

us only if we assume that he is taking an observational perspective in his dream world. There 

is, however, a formidable objection to the observational perspective, as I shall explain below.  

3 Omnisubjectivity  

Linda Zagzebski (2013) brings up an issue worth pondering upon with regards to God’s 

knowledge and perspective of his universe. An omniscient being, she writes, should be able to 

grasp everything there is to know, including the conscious mental states ofeach ofhis creatures 

(pg. 1). In order to do so, it seems to be that God should be occupying the “boots” of each of 

his creatures as an experiencer and taking the first-personal perspective instead.  

To use the analogy of the computer game again, God must have the ability to ‘toggle’ between 

the different characters to experience for himself what his fictional creatures are experiencing. 

This argument, however, raises a problem for us. On one hand, God must take the first-personal 

perspective if he is to truly know what it is like for someone to be upset, for me to feel famished, 

etc. On the other hand, taking the first-personal perspective implies that he loses focus on his 

other creatures (thus causing them to vanish). Lucid dreaming thus appears to require an 

impersonal, observational perspective instead.  

Note that this paradoxical puzzle that I have raised rests on the assumption that God must take 

the first-personal perspective in order to understand the differences in any two qualia. I do not 

think that this is a trivial assumption. Let me use Frank Jackson’s famous 1980s experiment to 

explain why. Picture a Mary who has lived in a black-and-white room all her life. Now, imagine 

that you are Mary’s friend and watching her as she steps out of her room to see colour for the 

first time. She might have a look of wonder and amazement on her face, and she might come 
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up to you and recount how the experience for her was like. There is a deep and profound 

difference, however, between how you thought Mary’s experience was like and what it was 

like for her to live that very experience. The latter would involve “occupying” Mary’s mental 

state and experience seeing colour from her perspective. This would involve also knowing what 

it is like to be her: her preferences, beliefs, emotions, desires, and so on.  

Zagzebski provides us a way out of this conundrum. She first points out that on the classical 

view of God, God does not need to acquire knowledge by representing himself outside his 

intellect (ibid., pg. 8). In other words, God does not need to “occupy” our shoes and take the 

first-personal perspective to know what it is like to be us in the first place; he would not need 

to, for example, be Mary to truly understand what her experience was like in seeing colour for 

the first time. On this view, God can already know what it is like to be all the beings that he is 

dreaming of, because being a perfect being, he should have perfect total empathy (ibid., pg. 

14). This is a property of God that Zagzebski terms omnisubjectivity. For God to be 

omnisubjective, he must be able to understand the differences between two mental states from 

the first-personal perspective and the third-personal perspective. If I, Diyanah Kamarudin, 

made a mess, then the omnisubjective God should be able to represent the conscious states 

expressed by both propositions below, as well as tell the difference between them:  

(1) I made a mess;�(2) My friend saying, “Diyanah made a mess.”iv  

Omnisubjectivity, thus, solves how God can remove himself from the first-personal perspective 

and observe the universe from the third-person, observational perspective while being able to 

be truly omniscient.v To use the analogy of baseball, he can remain in the box seat and does 

not need to go out into the field to know what it feels like to pitch a complete inning.  

A problem that I see in Zagzebski’s solution is that she has been examining omnisubjectivity 
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in an actual world; that is to say, a world that God has realized by willing to creation all the 

metaphysical elements in this universe to existence. In this assumption of an actual world, she 

wants to grant omnisubjectivity using the divine property of God’s perfection: since God is a 

perfect being, he should have perfect total empathy, and can therefore be omnisubjective. To 

accept this claim, we must concede that God cannot be “minimal” since he possesses the divine 

property of perfection in his tier of reality.  

I would like to propose a simpler solution. If God truly is dreaming this universe, there is no 

need to appeal to God’s perfection to grant omnisubjectivity. The possibilities of dreaming 

itself might be enough to grant this divine property. Allow me to use an example to illustrate 

this argument. Imagine that you are Shakespeare and currently dreaming lucidly about your 

fictional play Hamlet. Hamlet, the main character, goes through a variety of emotions; he first 

feels perturbed that he has seen what looks like his father’s ghost, then becomes angry at the 

murder ofhis father, before pretending to be mad to exact revenge. The range of conscious 

mental states that Hamlet is in as he moves from one event to the next is not determined by 

Hamlet the character; it is determined by you. When Hamlet declares, “to be or not to be,” it is 

ultimately you, Shakespeare, who decides what that proposition means as a true and precise 

description of Hamlet’s feelings. You, the lucid dreamer, are free to determine the exact nature 

of Hamlet’s conscious mental state in whatever context. Simply put, you know what Hamlet’s 

first-personal perspective is without having to “occupy” his shoes because you invented him!  

This picture allows us to retain our notion of a “minimal” God but may raise two worries. One, 

it suggests a heavy-handed determinism in the choices that we make and who we are or choose 

to be. If I decide how Hamlet feels and reacts, then Hamlet has no freedom. Likewise, since 

God does the same to me, I too have no free will. Lebens has already responded to this worry 

in his article, noting that determinism can be true in God’s reality and free will true in the 
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context of our world simultaneously (2015, pg. 186). If truth in the context of this universe is 

what is real and pragmatically relevant to us, then there should be no need to kick up a fuss 

about our ontological significance within God’s mind (ibid., pg. 190). After all, Hamlet clearly 

thinks that it was he who independently made the choice to set out to kill Claudius!  

We also might want to intuitively resist the notion that the analogy of Hamlet to us human 

beings is a completely fair one. There is a term for this worry in literary theory: mimesis, or 

the assessment of a fictional work’s relation to reality in terms of its verisimilitude 

(believability). The worry here is that when we dream, our imagined characters do not possess 

conscious mental states that are as complex as ours, since we are only imitating but not creating. 

Hamlet, when conjured up in Shakespeare’s imagination, must be in some ways a lesser human 

version of me, since he is only a copy or imitation of what it is like to truly be a human. To 

write this argument formally:  

P1. A character in a dream is an imitation of a human being.�P2. While an imitation of any 

existing thing might be mimetic (represent reality in some way), it cannot fully represent what 

it is imitating.�C: A character in a dream cannot fully represent what it is imitating.  

Since we want to stick with the assumption that God dreams like us, then if God truly is 

dreaming about Diyanah Kamarudin, he must be dreaming a watered-down, less complex 

version of someone like dream “me” in his tier of reality. If we accept this argument, then it 

seems like we must be an imitation of some more complex being – likely God himself, since 

He “created mankind in his own image” (Genesis 1:27). In this case, I propose that we should 

perhaps grant that God is indeed in some ways a more complex being than us. I am not very 

confident about going so far as to attribute perfection to God the dreamer, in part because I do 

not know what that word implies in the biblical context. However, we should be able to assert 

that while there is no good reason to suppose that God does not dream like us, and thus no good 
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reason to attribute divine properties to him, we can accept that God in certain ways is more 

complex than us.  

4 Lucid Dreaming to its Extremes  

I have so far attempted to argue for how it is possible for a “minimal” God to take the third-

person perspective, the way a human dreamer does, and still appear to us as omnisubjective 

(and thus also omniscient). In doing so, I have also granted that while God may not be “perfect” 

in an actual sense, he must be a more complex being in some respects.  

There, however, remain two last hurdles left to cross. One is the issue ofhow God can focus on 

every detail of his universe to such extremes, and the other asks how it is possible that God can 

be both within and without in his dream world. In other words: first, while it is true that lucid 

dreaming usually grants that we can remember our dreams in vivid detail, a dream that focuses 

on every little thing about this universe may seem like a stretch, given our own epistemic 

capabilities. Second, ifGod sometimes appears as a character in his own dream, then he loses 

the observational perspective and his knowledge of the universe will be limited to his peripheral 

vision.  

These two concerns, as I have mentioned earlier, can be easily assuaged by simply declaring 

God’s omnipotence in actual reality. But perhaps all we need to do is to not grant Lebens’s 

formulation to the extent that he would like to and suggest another theory in the way God 

dreams instead. Lebens’s ‘strong’ formulation is based on Psalm 104: “You hide your face, 

and they vanish...you renew the face of the earth.” Renewing, according to Lebens, implies 

that God is continuously focusing his attention on us (2015, pg. 184). As I am not a religious 

scholar, I cannot comment on biblical interpretation. However, while this passage does seem 

to imply that God cannot fleet in and out of his dream about this world as he so likes, to me it 

is not immediately clear that God must pay attention to every single detail of his universe, 
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especially if we want to grant that God dreams like us.  

An alternative theory I could propose is that God knowingly constructs his dream before falling 

asleep, allowing him to observe his universe without having to focus on every single detail. 

This would be akin to watching Shakespeare dream about Hamlet after having finished writing 

it. Since Shakespeare already knows exactly what is about to happen during his play, he has 

the luxury of focusing his attention on certain characters or certain scenes without worrying 

about other characters ‘vanishing’, so to speak. Likewise, since the narrative of everything that 

exists in God’s dream has already been written, there is no need for God to focus on how every 

single aspect of each narrative plays out. This is also perhaps how God is able to emerge as a 

character in the story of Mount Sinai, for example, while remaining omnisubjective (and 

omniscient).  

5 Conclusion  

In this paper, using a minimal description of God as akin to a human dreamer, I have attempted 

to argue for how it is possible for God to appear omniscient and omnisubjective in our universe, 

actual divine properties that are thought to be ungrounded except in scripture, simply due to 

the mechanics of dreaming. I also grant that while there is no good reason to suppose that we 

must attribute divine properties to God in his tier of reality, we can accept that God in some 

ways is a more complex being than us.  

This argument, if it can withstand strong objections, might be significant because God’s divine 

properties are replete with its own sets of moral and metaphysical problems. There remains 

one urgent question that I would like to leave to the reader to ponder on. If there is no good 

reason to believe that we can attribute any actual divine properties to God, other than that he is 

perhaps a more complex being, then the theist encounters a confusing philosophical puzzle. 

The theist has to grant that (i) God exists, and (ii) God is perhaps not divine in his true reality, 
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except in the sense that he has the ability to do whatever he pleases to, in a dream of his own! 

The problem then becomes this. Why should one worship a God that is not perfect in every 

sense of the word, other than the fact that he is sustaining the existence of one’s self through 

the act of dreaming, and with the likely consequence that a refusal to worship one’s dreamer 

would lead to an infinity of torture?  
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Transparency and Self-Knowledge: 
Phenomenology’s Role in Securing 

the Asymmetry Thesis 
 

Shalom Chalson 

 

1  Introduction 

 

What might you mean when you proclaim, “I believe it will rain later today”? You are 

probably trying to map the mental state you possess. And when you proclaim it in conversation, 

I have little reason to think that you are mistaken about your own belief since there is little 

doubt that you can identify your own beliefs.i What captures this thought is the asymmetry 

thesis: we have a special method by which we come to learn of our beliefs. In addition, what 

we learn more closely models knowledge than our beliefs about the beliefs of others. In this 

essay, I wish to explore the extent to which the transparency thesis can secure asymmetry. This 

would require that the transparency satisfy the privileged and peculiar access theses. My main 

claim is that for this to be the case, it must be supplemented with an account of phenomenology. 

If transparency can lead to an account of asymmetry, we are then able to establish infallibility. 

This is the claim that we are not mistaken about the beliefs we ascribe to ourselves. 

Accordingly, the claim that we can have knowledge of our own mental states, such as belief 

and sensations, is itself a claim about the extension of self-knowledge of beliefs.ii  

 

To argue on behalf of my view, I will first outline the infallibility thesis and identify its 

relationship with self-knowledge. I will then outline the asymmetry thesis as a feature of 

epistemic security. Epistemic security, in turn, guarantees infallibility. I will then introduce the 
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transparency thesis and illustrate how it may potentially grant both peculiar and privileged 

access. To do so, I will explicate Markos Valaris’s phenomenological “Stepping Back” account 

and Alex Byrne’s inferentialist method and the doxastic schema. I will then argue that as they 

are, these accounts fail to secure both the peculiar and privileged access theses. In response, I 

will suggest that Byrne’s account be supplemented with a phenomenology of beliefs. It is in 

doing so that I think the asymmetry thesis, epistemic security, and, accordingly, infallibility, 

can be achieved by the transparency thesis. 

 

2 Infallibility and Self-Knowledgeiii 

 

The infallibility thesis holds that one cannot be mistaken about the mental state one is 

believed to be in.ivv And this is significant to a study of self-knowledge, which is the study of 

how we come to learn of our own mental-states.vi Infallibility, itself, can be further broken 

down. When it comes to beliefs, epistemic security guarantees that we cannot be mistaken 

about the mental states we are in. It is the thesis that one’s beliefs about what one believes 

(BBp) are not prone to the errors other forms of knowledge are. vii  If our beliefs are 

epistemically secure, we might think that they would enable us to closely model some form of 

self knowledge. If we can guarantee strong epistemic security, we can infer that we are also 

infallible. But even so, we can only then claim that we are likely to be infallible. 

 

There are three features of mental states, and beliefs, in particular, which determine the 

degree to which we are epistemically secure: asymmetry, omniscience, and immediacy. 

Asymmetry refers to the specialness of both method and knowledge — Jordi Fernandez argues 

that there is asymmetry of access if one does not need empirical evidence to substantiate one’s 

beliefs about one’s own mental state, and one is then entitled to these beliefs. In contrast, one 
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requires empirical evidence to substantiate one’s beliefs about the beliefs of others, and one is 

less entitled to these beliefs.viii Omniscience, on the other hand, is the claim that being in a 

mental state suffices for knowing one is in that mental state.ix Finally, immediacy is the claim 

that one’s knowledge of one’s beliefs is not based on ‘observation, evidence, or inference’.x 

These three features entail epistemic security because they distinguish firmly between self-

knowledge and other-knowledge.  

 

For us to make significant headway, we must be able to engage with a more controversial 

set of mental states, for which we do not have extensive evidence of infallibility. Self-

ascriptions of occurrent beliefs (SA-OBs) may do so, since they are frequent and are not prima 

facie immediate. Self-ascriptions are pronouncements, reports, or expressions avowing our 

states of mind.xixii They perform two functions: they express the mental state a subject is in and 

“say something true” about that mental state. xiii  Such ascriptions are wider than cogito 

judgements since they point not to a reflexive mental action, but the contents of such actions. 

In a study of SA-OBs, we must look to secure the third feature of epistemic security — 

asymmetry.  

 

3  The Asymmetry Thesis and a Path to Infallibility 

 

Asymmetry consists of two theses: i) the privileged access thesis, and ii) the peculiar 

access thesis. One has privileged access to one’s mental states because one’s beliefs about 

one’s own mental states more closely model and are more likely to turn into knowledge.xiv This 

is captured by Fernandez’s strength of access thesis: For two subjects S and S*, if S believes 

that p (SBp), it is plausible that S is more entitled to the belief that SBp than S*. And one has 

peculiar access to one’s own mental states when one comes to learn of one’s own mental states 
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in a manner one cannot use to learn about the mental states of others. This is captured by 

Fernandez’s asymmetry of access thesis: for any subject S and some proposition p, if S believes 

that p (SBp), it may be possible for S to be entitled to the belief that SBp without empirical 

evidence or reasoning.xv  

 

4 The Transparency Account 

 

Gareth Evans makes the following claim: when one is asked to make a self-ascription 

of belief, “one’s eyes are, so to speak, or occasionally literally, directed outward — upon the 

world.”xvi This is to say that our experiences are transparent to the way in which they are 

presented to us. Our experience is merely that of perceiving blueness. And the same can be 

said of our ascriptions of mental sates. Evansxvii notes, if asked if one believes that p (Bp), 

one looks out into the world to assess if p is true. To ascribe the belief that p, you must 

believe that p. And to believe that p, you must take p to be true. 

 

Given the transparency thesis, we are left with the question as to whether asymmetry can 

be secured. There are multiple accounts of transparency, and for this section, I will briefly 

consider the two most prominent: Alex Byrne’s inferentialist method and the Richard Moran’s 

deliberative method. According to Byrne, one infers that one believes that p (Bp) from the 

premise that p through the use of a schema, much like one would reason a conclusion involving 

p from a premise that p. And one knows that one has the belief that one believes that p (BBp) 

in virtue of having made the inference from p to Bp. On Byrne’s account, one cannot reason 

directly from p to Bp about the beliefs of others. And this is because applying the doxastic 

schema in such a manner would “lead one astray”.xviii In contrast, according to Moran, one 

‘deliberates’ about p and authors one’s beliefs in accordance with one’s deliberation. 
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Neither account seems to secure peculiar access. Both views presuppose the peculiarity 

of one’s access to one’s own beliefs. Furthermore, both accounts rely on the presumption of 

sincerity, rather than an account of peculiar access. Without a definite account of warrant, 

however, we lack the explanation for how we come to learn of and ascribe our beliefs in a 

distinct way. Because transparency accounts thus far explored have focused on the transition 

from p to Bp, or from Bp to BBp by way of epistemic warrant, they have left the distinctiveness 

question unanswered. In response to this, Markos Valaris introduces his phenomenological 

account of transparent beliefs. 

 

 5  Valaris and the Phenomenological Transparency of Beliefs 

In Valaris’s view, beliefs are phenomenologically transparent.xix In having the belief that 

p, one is aware of something in the world in a subjective way. To know that this is the case, 

one does not have to be aware of the phenomenal character of one’s beliefs. That is, in believing 

that p, and doing so consciously, one is aware of the contents of that belief, even if one does 

not possess awareness of the character of that content.xx Given that he attempts to argue for a 

phenomenological account, Valaris’s view is placed to secure the peculiar access thesis. His 

“Knowledge of Belief” view, or KB, is outlined as follows:  

If a subject is rational and possess the concept of belief, she has a distinctive, 

first-personal way of knowing what she consciously believes.xxi  

He argues that his view secures KB since it is at least prima facie true that attending to a 

state of the world involves attending to “the content of one’s world-directed mental states.”xxii 

To have a thought that is conscious, and that is also focused outwardly, we have thoughts which 
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can be differentiated in their phenomenal content. And this does not have to mean that we are 

aware of this content. Valaris ultimately wishes to give an account both of “what it is like” to 

be in the mental state in question, and what makes it rational for the subject to ascribe beliefs 

about that mental state.xxiii He argues that being aware of the qualitative aspects of our beliefs 

does not require that we no longer look outward into the world.xxiv  

Judgement accounts try to forge a link between standing beliefs and occurrent beliefs. 

And what makes it rational for a subject to ascribe beliefs is a mediation between transparency 

and judgement. They argue that judgements suffice for providing warrant for self ascriptions 

of belief.xxv Unlike accounts like Moran’s, these judgements do not require one to look out into 

the world. Valaris argues that judgement theorists are right with respect to the content of a self-

ascription —  such content (Bp) cannot be the same as whatever is used to justify BBp.xxvi But 

according to Valaris, the problem with these views is that they fail to explain how the 

phenomenology of occurrent judgements bear on our account of self-knowledge.xxvii They fail 

to explain, therefore, why self-knowledge is peculiar. And this brings us back to the problem 

we discovered with transparency accounts.  

And so, Valaris formulates his own mechanism by which we can characterise the move 

from Bp to BBp: the stepping back account. A rational subject, S, possesses the concept of 

belief and can understand how her conception of ‘p’ differs from ‘p’ in the world. That is, what 

it is for her to hold that ‘p’ is different from what it is for ‘p’ to be the case. This knowledge 

enables S to assess her beliefs, giving her the ability to make an SA-OB.xxviii One does not have 

to admit to being mistaken about the way she takes the world to be. Instead, one merely has to 

note that there is a difference between how one takes the world to be, and what it is for the 

world to be a particular way.xxix And by engaging in this process, one is in a position to self-

ascribe beliefs. 
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One problem for this view is that unlike the transparency view, it does not characterise 

how we view the world. For this view to be correct, subjects who do not affirm the notion that 

how they take the world to be differs from how the world is cannot ascribe beliefs to themselves 

in the right way. But this seems implausible. Generally, one’s intuitive response to 

discrepancies between one’s taking the world to be a certain way and the way the world actually 

is, is not to doubt one’s perception of the world. Furthermore, Valaris attempts to sell the view 

as an improvement upon Byrne’s inferentialist method, but this is, in fact, a detriment.xxx 

Valaris only provides an account of the move from Bp to BBp, but not the move from p to Bp. 

While he has attempted to account for why it is rational for an individual to ascribe a belief, he 

does not address how that warrant bears on self-knowledge. If he provides a relation between 

quasi-phenomenological judgements and how we might come to have the belief, Bp, he might 

be able to secure both privileged and peculiar access.  

6  Byrne and the Doxastic Schema: A Path to Privileged Accessxxxi 

Perhaps a view of privileged access could be appended to Valaris’s view. Alex Byrne’s 

version of transparency includes an inference from p to Bp, and this could supplement the 

stepping back view. On Byrne’s account SA-OB is produced by reasoning in accordance with 

the doxastic schema. And the doxastic schema follows from Byrne’s BEL rule. Byrne uses the 

doxastic schema to argue that one must first believe the premise in order to reason from it. 

Byrne argues that the doxastic schema is “strongly self-verifying”xxxii. That is, if one reasons 

that one believes that p from the premise that p, ‘believing that p’ will turn out to be true. This 

is to say that one is warranted in reasoning as such because it merely is the case that affirming 

p requires that one also believe that p. Byrne’s BEL rule is as follows: if p, believe that you 

believe that p.xxxiii The doxastic schema is therefore an inferential method based on the neutral 
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schematic rule of having grounds for p. But there are a few reasons for which we might think 

that Valaris and Byrne’s views are not compatible. 

Markos Valaris argues that the doxastic schema does not conform to a necessary 

condition on rules of inference. Rules of inference should typically be both hypothetically and 

categorically applicable. The doxastic schema, however, cannot be used in instances in which 

one has to reason hypotheticallyxxxiv. Valaris argues that it then follows that because we cannot 

use the schema in hypothetical reasoning, transparent self-knowledge cannot be inferentialxxxv. 

We might think, therefore, that Byrne’s account of privileged access is lacking. Byrne does not 

provide a justification for this position, and so Valaris’s argument from hypothetical reasoning 

seems to go through.  

Valaris also notes a pronounced difference between his view and that of Byrne’s. There 

is a crucial distinction between stepping back from one’s beliefs and making the inference, that 

relies upon the antecedent. He argues, further, that it cannot be rational for a subject to self-

ascribe a belief that p on the grounds that p. And so from here, it is difficult to see how both 

Valaris’s phenomenological account and Byrne’s doxastic schema are compatible. If Valaris 

is right, and Byrne’s “good” rule conceptualisation of the doxastic schema is dubious (since 

the agent would have to presuppose her belief that p in order to know that the doxastic schema 

is rational), it would then have to be the case that any procedure by which one comes to know 

that one believes something would itself have to be prima facie rational.  

Under Valaris’s account, however, to ascribe a belief to oneself, one has to “step back” 

from one’s beliefs to note the difference between their taking the world to be a certain way and 

the way that the world happens to be. This is not transparency construed by Evans himself.xxxvi 

If we use the stepping back view, we are committed to saying that while our beliefs may be 

transparent-to-the-world, they are not paradigmatically transparent. Furthermore, “stepping 
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back” is not a robust account of what it is to self-ascribe. In addition, the stepping back account 

enforces that a subject rationally accept that her take on the world potentially differ from the 

way the world is. This seems intuitively implausible. 

7  The Phenomenology of the Transparency of Beliefs 

Given these counterarguments to Valaris, I believe we should proceed with Byrne’s view. 

First, I will describe what I mean when I refer to a phenomenology of beliefs. I will then 

describe how this is compatible with Byrne’s inferentialist model. And lastly, I will use Antonia 

Peacocke’s single extended mental action view to give an account of what the amended 

doxastic schema will look like for a subject. 

Consider the following example:  

 

Art Piece. Imagine that A and B are at an early viewing of an art exhibition. 

A and B, purveyors of art, stand in front of what they take to be a Modigliani. 

They discuss the likelihood that the painting in front of them is, indeed, a 

painting of his. They compare notes, and surprisingly, they both notice the 

same patterns in brush strokes and the artist’s use of colours. From a third-

person perspective, A and B seem to hold the same belief. 

We cannot say, definitively, that what A and B take to be the case is the same. They may 

seem to be able to answer the same questions in the same way, and point to the evidence which 

inform them of what they take to be true, but the taxonomy of the painting cannot be fully 

represented by their belief that the painting is indeed a Modigliani. We do not need to affirm 

that the phenomenology of perception bears on a phenomenology of beliefs in order to see 

what might be going on here: there is just no way for it to consistently be true that A and B 

form their beliefs in the same exact way. However they come to learn that “p”, it must situated 
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against their unique set of existing standing beliefs and perceptual content. What it is for “p” 

to be constitutive of some belief of theirs, is necessarily different for the individual holding 

that “p”.xxxvii A version of this view is explored by Horgan and Tienson; they argue that two 

subjects may hold the same beliefs in spite of their phenomenological variances.xxxviii Consider 

a further example. 

Art Piece Recast. Take that you have never before encountered a painting by 

Modigliani. Like A and B, you are well versed in your knowledge of art, and 

you can tell the difference between a cross-hatch and a dry brush. Imagine 

that you never have seen this painting before, but A is trying to convey to 

you what it looks like. Even if you have never seen any paintings of 

Modigliani's, you can make intelligent guesses. But until you see the real 

thing, you cannot have a “pure phenomenal concept” of it as a whole.xxxix  

“Your taking something to be” a painting of Modigliani’s and your concept that some 

painting is a Modigliani are phenomenologically different concepts; you learn something 

phenomenally new when you see it for the first time. Analogously, your taking something to 

be a Modigliani depends on the phenomenological concepts you have which are in the 

background of the belief you now adopt as you look out into the world. But when you see the 

painting for the first time, your warrant for this belief does not change. You hold that “p”, just 

as you did before. From being told that p, and holding that p is true, you infer that you have the 

belief that p. But since you have inferred this, you also have the belief that you believe that p. 

And your belief that your believe that p does not change, regardless of changes in 

phenomenological content.  

This is how I imagine the amended doxastic schema will work. Instead of 

phenomenology providing a warrant for the inference, it explains why that inference cannot be 
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made by anybody else. To suggest that anyone can have a pure phenomenal concept of 

something in the exact same way as you would be to challenge our fundamental beliefs about  

perception. The warrant therefore is for the notion that one is in a peculiar position to form and 

ascribe one’s beliefs — p can only be held, in some specific way, by a subject themselves. 

Unlike in Valaris’s view, a subject does not need to affirm the phenomenal content of her 

beliefs in order for that content to exist. Likewise, a phenomenology of one’s beliefs can 

provide justification for why the inference from p to Bp cannot be used by anyone else but the 

perceiver, but the subject need not tell the difference between believing that one believes a 

painting is a Modigliani prior to seeing it, and believing so after. Thus, we have the new 

inferentialist method: 

Doxastic Schema Reformulated (DSR): one takes “p” to be the case, and one 

then infers that because one holds “p” to be true, that one has the “belief that 

p”. Given Bp, one can safely assume BBp, since one has to believe that p. P 

can only be held by a subject in an exclusively first-personal way.  

One engages in a single mental action of making the inference from p to Bp in virtue of 

one’s subjective experience of p. The inference from p to Bp is self-verifying, in part, because 

no one else can have a subjective experience of p within the same mental action as the subject 

who is perceiving. The DSR now captures both the privileged and peculiar access theses. One’s 

subjective experience warrants the notion that affirming that p rationally entails believing that 

p, since one comes to learn of p in the exclusively first-personal way. And affirming as such 

requires that one have a subjective experience of it. Accordingly, the asymmetry thesis seems 

to be secured by this view since the two conditions are met. And given this, we have a working 

account of the distinctiveness and reliability of self-knowledge. 
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8  Conclusion 

I have attempted to show that a transparency view, Byrne’s inferentialist method, can 

secure the asymmetry thesis. In order to do so, I have suggested appending an account of the 

phenomenology of beliefs to the doxastic schema. Because asymmetry seems to be secured by 

this method, we have an account of the epistemic security of SA-OBs. Accordingly, this 

enables us to secure a reasonable claim to infallibility. I have therefore attempted to provide a 

working account of the distinctiveness and reliability of self-knowledge. 
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