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1 The twin questions

The Belief Question What should you believe? And why?
The Desire Question What should you desire? And why?

Today, I will defend an answer to these twin questions:

Counterfactualism You should believe what it would be best to be-
lieve, and desire what it would be best to desire.1

‘Should’ must be interpreted as coordinated with ‘best’ and ‘would’.

This answer sounds intuitive, and not particular to belief and desire.

A: Should I buy apples or pears?
B: It would be best to buy apples.
A: So I should buy apples?
B: #I didn’t say that. You should buy pears.

A: Should I believe that she broke my vase?
B: For now, it would be best to suspend judgement.
A: So I shouldn’t believe it?
B: #I didn’t say that. You should believe that she broke the vase.

Still, Counterfactualism conflicts with popular “actualist” norms:

You should believe what’s in fact true.
You should desire what’s in fact good.
You should believe what’s in fact likely, given your evidence.
You should desire what’s in fact expectedly good, given your
evidence.

Many philosophers prefer such “actualist” norms. They worry that
norms like Counterfactualism license “epistemic bribes”, i.e. believ-
ing obvious falsehoods when this would cause enough true beliefs.2

Plan: 1 Give two arguments for Counterfactualism, 2 respond to the
“bribes” objection, and 3 draw out two consequences.

1Counterfactualism is closely related to epistemic consequentialism (next fn.),
Bykvist and Hattiangadi (2013)’s Doxastic Value Maximisation, and Barnett (2023)’s
idea that you may assert what would be sufficiently likely to be true if asserted.

2See Greaves (2013), Caie (2013, 2018), Berker (2013a,b), Joyce (2018), Carr (2017),
Pettigrew (2018) and the collection Ahlstrom-Vij and Dunn (2018).

2 The argument from self-undermining

William James (1897, 23f.) observed that beliefs can be self-undermining.

Something can be true and likely given your evidence, and yet if you
believed it, it would be false and unlikely given your evidence.

Time Trouble I’m giving a job talk. Past experience suggests that

• if I believe that I’ll finish on time, I won’t,
• if I don’t believe I’ll finish on time, I will.

My present evidence suggests that I’m in the second case.

To screen off irrelevant complications, I’ll focus on a Moorean variant:

Artie Choke You’re investigating a murder. All the evidence points
to your friend Artie Choke, who really is the murderer. Never-
theless, you don’t believe it was him, and you can introspect this
fact about yourself. So you have excellent evidence for the true
conjunction Artie is the murderer, and I don’t believe it (A ∧ ¬BA).

Desires can be self-undermining in a parallel way.

Something can be good and expectedly good, and yet if you desired
it, it would be bad and expectedly bad.

The Last Supper You’re a Buddhist monk, well on your way to Nir-
vana. You have one desire left, to eat. You evidence suggests

• if you got rid of the desire to eat, you’d make it to Nirvana,
• but if you desired to get rid of the desire to eat, and then

stopped desiring to eat, you’d starve and re-start your jour-
ney anew, with lots and lots of desires.

“Actualist” norms make counter-intuitive predictions about self-under-
mining attitudes (Bykvist and Hattiangadi, 2007, 2013; Barnett, 2023).

• Intuitively, you shouldn’t believe the conjunction A ∧ ¬BA.
But “actualist” norms predict that you should (becauseA∧¬BA
is true, and likely given your evidence).

• Intuitively, the monk shouldn’t desire to stop desiring food.
But “actualist” norms predict the opposite (because stopping to
desire food would be both good and expectedly good).
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Counterfactualism makes intuitive predictions about self-undermining:

• You shouldn’t believeA∧¬BA because believing that would be
bad, if you believed it. (The belief would be bad in many ways:
false, unlikely given your evidence, ...)

• The monk shouldn’t desire to stop desiring food because de-
siring that would be bad, if he desired it. (The desire would be
bad in many ways: a desire for something that’s both bad and
expectedly bad given his evidence, ...)

2.1 Intermezzo: Wide-scope norms

There are two ways to interpret norms like these:

You should believe what’s true.
You should desire what’s good.
You should believe what’s likely true.
You should desire what’s expectedly good.

‘Should’ could take narrow or wide scope here (Broome, 1999):

Narrow-scope: (You should believe that p) iff (p is ).
Wide-scope: You should (believe that p iff p is ).

We’ve rejected narrow-scope (a.k.a. “actualist”) interpretations.

How about wide-scope interpretations?

• They are consistent with Counterfactualism.

• But they do not answer our twin questions, and seem undesir-
ably weak. Where belief comes apart from the truth, wide-scope
norms remain silent as to which is to be adjusted. But many
have felt that there is an asymmetry here (Anscombe, 1957, 56,
cf. Schroeder, 2004; Kolodny, 2005).

Counterfactualism avoids this criticism.

• When the truth-value of p doesn’t depend on what you believe,
and you falsely believe that p, Counterfactualism predicts (given
natural assumptions about value), that your belief in particular
should be adjusted.

• And when the truth-value of p does depend on whether you
believe p, there often isn’t any way to adjust one in particular.

3 The argument from Normative Invariance

At the heart of our intuitions about self-undermining beliefs and de-
sires, I want to suggest, is a sort of normative invariance.

Prichard (1932, 26) gives voice to the idea in ethics as follows:

“the existence of an obligation to do some action cannot possibly de-
pend on actual performance of the action”

One way to state the idea more precisely:

(Weak) Normative Invariance Ifφ is an option, then you should (may)
φ iff if you did φ, you still should (may) φ.

A real permission wouldn’t vanish as soon as it was exercised! A real
prohibition wouldn’t vanish as soon as it was violated!

Proposal: Normative Invariance applies to belief (and desire), too.

(Weak) Normative Invariance for Belief If it’s an option to believe
something, then you should believe it iff if you did believe it,
you still should believe it.

3.1 “Actualist” norms violate Normative Invariance

“Actualist” norms fail because they predict failures of Normative In-
variance for belief and desire. They have to say something absurd:

“You should believe A ∧ ¬BA. But if you believed this, you
shouldn’t believe it. The monk should desire to stop desiring food.
But if he desired this, he shouldn’t desire it.”

3.2 Counterfactualism entails Normative Invariance

Counterfactualism entails Normative Invariance. Or so I claim.

A number of Swedish philosophers deny the parallel entailment for
consequentialism (Carlson, 1995, 101; Bykvist, 2007; Gustafsson, 2019).

They worry that both your options and the counterfactual consequences
of those options may depend on what you do.

I’ll focus on a case that illustrates the second worry:

Coin Flip I can bet on a fair coin landing heads. The coin will only
be flipped if I accept the bet. I accept and lose.
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Swedish Objection: There is a clearly true “hindsight” reading of

(1) I should have rejected the bet.

Normative Invariance then predicts that the following is true, too:

(2) If I had rejected the bet, I should have rejected the bet.

But that has probability .5 only, as it is contextually equivalent to

(3) If I had rejected the bet, then if I had accepted the bet, I would
have lost.

Reply: I claim that (3) has probability 1, not .5.

• It’s hard to have direct intuitions about (3)’s probability.

• But my probability assignment fits intuitions about other coun-
terfactual concepts, such as prevention:

Coin Flip Veto I can bet on a fair coin landing heads. You can veto
my decision. The coin will only be flipped if I accept and you
don’t veto. I accept, you don’t veto, and I lose.

There is a clearly true reading of

(1*) You could have prevented me from losing.

But this has probability 1 only if the following has probability 1, too:

(2*) If you had vetoed, you would have prevented me from losing.

And (2*) is contextually equivalent to

(3*) If you had vetoed, then if you had not vetoed, I would have lost.

And if (3*) has probability 1, then surely (3) does, too.

I think examples like this point to a gap in our theories of conditionals.
Pairs like this are equivalent:

(I) If I had accepted the bet, I would have won. (A > W )

(II) If I had rejected the bet, then if I had accepted the bet, I would
have won. (¬A > (A > W )))

Existing theories of conditionals don’t predict such equivalences.3 But
that’s unsurprising, since conditionals like (II) are hard to interpret.

3Theories validating Import-Export ((A > (B > C)) ≡ ((A ∧ B) > C)) trivialize
(II). Others, e.g. Stalnaker (1968) and Lewis (1973), don’t trivialize (II) but don’t make
it equivalent to (I). Yablo (1992) and Hare (2011) reject equivalences like (I) ≡ (II).

In other work, I use similar data to argue for4

Conditional Invariance For all options φ,ψ and conditional-free χ,
(φ > χ) ≡ (ψ > (φ > χ))

Option Invariance For all options φ, your options are the same as
they would be if you φ-ed.

Counterfactualism entails Normative Invariance given this pair.

• Say that the value of φ-ing is how good it would be if you φ-
ed. Conditional Invariance ensures for all options φ and ψ, the
value of φ-ing is the same in actuality as it would be, if you φ-ed.

• And Option Invariance ensures for all options φ that your op-
tions in actuality are the same as they would be if you φ-ed.

• So which options have the greatest value is the same in actuality
as it would be if you φ-ed, and so you should do the same.

A virtue of Counterfactualism is that it ensures Normative Invariance.

4 Doxastic and Orexic Bribes

Many philosophers have worried that principles similar to Counter-
factualism commit us to accepting “doxastic bribes”.5

The problem of doxastic bribes Intuitively, you should not adopt be-
liefs that would obviously be bad even when they would result
in many other good beliefs.

They worry that if beliefs were evaluated in terms of their conse-
quences, we should accept “doxastic bribes” like the following:

Mystery Belief I’m putting mystery presents in numbered boxes. The
first present is badly packaged: it a pile of mud, plainly visible
through transparent wrapping.

• If you believe that the first box contains a good present, I will
package the good presents in the even-numbered boxes. You
will then be able to form true beliefs about all other boxes.

4Given certain counterfactual theories of ability, Option Invariance turns out to
follow from Conditional Invariance.

5See Greaves (2013), Caie (2013, 2018), Berker (2013a,b), Joyce (2018), Carr (2017),
Pettigrew (2018) and the collection Ahlstrom-Vij and Dunn (2018).
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• If you don’t believe that the first box contains a good present,
I will allocate the presents randomly to boxes.

What you “should believe” here depends on what we mean by ‘should’:

• Practically speaking, you should believe that the first box con-
tains a good present. It’ll allow you to get the good presents.

• But in another epistemic or rational sense, you shouldn’t believe
it. It would be completely irrational.

To be maximally friendly to the objection, I will from now on assume
that we’re targeting the second sort of interpretation of ‘should’.

The same problem arises for desire:

The problem of orexic bribes Intuitively, you should not desire some-
thing that would obviously be bad, even when doing so would
cause many (other) good desires.

Mystery Desire I’m putting mystery presents in numbered boxes.
The first present is badly packaged: it a pile of mud, plainly vis-
ible through transparent wrapping.

• If you desire to get the first present, I will package the good
presents in the even-numbered boxes. You will then be able
to form apt desires about all other boxes.

• If you don’t desire to get the first present, I will allocate the
presents randomly to boxes.

I will discuss three prominent reactions to doxastic bribes.

4.1 Ultra-Anti-Consequentialists

Ultra-Anti-Consequentialists maintain that in considering what to be-
lieve, you should ignore the consequences of believing it.

Consequentialism in epistemology is also forward-looking (if not tem-
porally, then at least in the order of explanation): it ties a belief’s, or
process’, or character trait’s epistemic merit to the value of the states
of affairs it helps bring about (whether causally or constitutively or
otherwise). But this, I think, gets things exactly backwards. Consider
the following slogans: “Epistemic justification is a matter of respond-
ing to how things appear to you,” “Epistemic rationality is a matter
of respecting one’s evidence,” “Epistemic virtue is a matter of fitting

together one’s cognitive states into a coherent whole.” Each of these
is, of course, highly metaphorical, and filling in the details of what
these metaphors come to requires positive theorizing. But note that,
in each case, epistemic normativity is characterized as fundamentally
backward-, or at least sideways-, looking. (Berker, 2013b)

Objection: Self-undermining and self-reinforcing beliefs and desires
suggest that what you should believe and desire does depend on some
(causal and constitutive) consequences of believing and desiring it.
Namely, those which would affect the goodness of the belief/desire!

• Caveat: The normative jungle is full of concepts like justified,
rational, or virtuous belief that may be back-ward or side-ways
“looking”. My claim is just what you should believe is not like that.

4.2 Error theorists

Error theorists say that, contrary to intuition, you should sometimes
adopt beliefs that would obviously be false when they would cause
enough (other) good beliefs. To make this seem less bad, they offer an
error theory of our intuitions about doxastic bribes.

• Pettigrew (2018)’s error-theory: We judge beliefs to be permis-
sible when they are supported by our evidence. This is a good
heuristic, but it goes wrong for doxastic bribes.

Objection: If our intuitions followed that heuristic, it should intu-
itively seem permissible to believe Artie is the murderer, and I don’t
believe that. But intuitively, it seems terrible to believe that!

4.3 Splitters

Splitters draw a line between what you should choose (and in partic-
ular choose to believe) and what you should believe.6

Konek and Levinstein (2019) motivate this in terms of direction of fit:

Epistemic actions, like all actions, are properly assessed in terms of
their causal impact on the world. They are valuable to the extent that
they make the world fit our desires, to the extent that they cause the
world to be good (desirable). Epistemic states, on the other hand, are

6See also wrong kind of reason sceptics like Parfit (2001, 21ff.).
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assessed in terms of their fit to the world. They are valuable to the ex-
tent that they encode an accurate picture of the world, not to the extent
that they causally influence the world so as to make it fit that picture.
(Konek and Levinstein, 2019, 72; see Gallow (2021) for agreement)

Hypothesis: What you should believe comes apart from what you should
choose to believe because beliefs and choices differ in direction of fit.

Two general worries about Splitting:

• Is it really better to say that you should choose to believe an obvi-
ous falsehood than to say that you should believe it?7

• Splitters predict you should have self-undermining beliefs:

– According to splitters, you should believe (though not choose
to believe) Artie is the murderer, but I don’t believe that.

A particular worry for splitting a la K&L:

• Bribes arise in parallel for desire.8 While K&L can reject doxastic
bribes, they are forced to accept orexic bribes. That’s just as bad!
We should treat doxastic and orexic bribes the same.

4.4 Local Value

The key to avoiding bribes is to accept, in the special target sense of
‘better’,

Local Value Beliefs and desires are not made better by causing good
beliefs or desires, or preventing bad beliefs or desires.

And Local Value is compatible with Counterfactualism!

My take: Counterfactualism captures what was right about “epistemic
consequentialism”. Local Value captures what was right about the ob-
jections to “epistemic consequentialism”.

7Cf. Rabinowicz and Rønnow-Rasmussen (2004, 413): “To be sure, we also have
reasons to want to have such attitudes and to try to have them, but this is because
we have reasons to have them, in the first place.”

8K&L agree that beliefs and desires have opposite direction of fit.

5 Consequences

So far, I’ve given two arguments for Counterfactualism, and defended
it against the objection from epistemic bribes.

I want to end by showing that Counterfactualism has interesting con-
sequences for a other issues, too. I’ll mention two, the first being

Permissivism Sometimes you may believe something, but you also
may believe its negation.9

Consider the following case from James:

Leap You’re climbing a mountain but get stuck on a precipice. If you
believe that you can make the jump, you will succeed. If you
believe that you cannot, hesitation will ensure that you fail.

Here, it seems equally epistemically permissible to believe that you’ll
succeed and to believe that you’ll fail. As James (1897, 97) observes:

There are then cases where faith creates its own verification. Believe,
and you shall be right, for you shall save yourself; doubt, and you shall
again be right, for you shall perish.

A second consequence concerns

The Fittingness Theory of Value A possibility is good just in case it
is fitting to desire it.

The Last Supper spells trouble for this theory:

(i) Stopping to desire food is good for the monk,

(ii) But it isn’t fitting for the monk to desire this.

– (ii) follows from Counterfactualism if you should desire what’s
fitting to desire (though see Berker (2022)).

– Alternatively, Normative Invariance arguably applies to fitting-
ness, too: the monk’s desire can’t be fitting unless it would be
fitting if the monk had it! But that’s ruled out by the theory.10

Important differences from standard examples:

• Standard self-undermining desires, such as the desire to end all
desire (cf. SN 51.15 (Brahman. a Sutta)), prevent their own reali-

9See a. o. White (2005), Meacham (2013), Schoenfield (2014) for discussion.
10See Reisner (2015, 479ff.) and Rowland (2019, §7.4) for relevant discussion.
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sation. By contrast, the monk’s desire prevents its own aptness.

• Standard reasons not to desire something good are “wrong kind”
of reasons, e.g. a demon threatens to punish you if you desire a
cup of icecream.11 The monk has both a “wrong kind” of reason
(blocked access to Nirvana) and a “right kind” of reason (the
desire wouldn’t be apt, if the monk had it).

Fittingness theorists can respond in various ways.

One response: It is still fitting for an observer to desire that the monk
no longer desire to eat, and that’s what matters (cf. Way, 2013).

• But this threatens to lose a supposed advantage of fittingness
theories — their ability to explain why the good is motivating.

• And it incurs new difficulties regarding which observer is rele-
vant (or in Way (2013)’s words, “suitably related”).
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