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ABSTRACT
Scanlon’s Being Realistic about Reasons is a beautiful book – sleek, sophisticated, 
and programmatic. One of its key aims is to demystify knowledge of normative 
and mathematical truths, realistically construed – i.e. construed, roughly, as being 
true relevantly independent of minds and languages, when interpreted at face-
value. In this article, I develop an epistemological problem that Scanlon fails to 
explicitly address. I argue that his ‘metaphysical pluralism’ can be understood as 
a response to that problem. However, it resolves the problem only if it undercuts 
the objectivity of normative and mathematical inquiry.
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1. The Benacerraf-Mackie challenge

Lecture 4 of Being Realistic about Reasons (BRR) begins with a discussion of 
Mackie’s epistemological ‘Argument from Queerness’. In his (1977), Mackie 
argues that normative properties would be ‘qualities or relations of a very 
strange sort, utterly different from anything else in the universe’, and that knowl-
edge of them would require ‘some special faculty of [normative] perception or 
intuition, utterly different from our ordinary ways of knowing everything else’ 
(1977, 38).1 The argument is akin to Benacerraf’s that ‘the connection between 
the truth conditions for the statements of [mathematics] and any … events 
connected with … people … cannot be made out’ (1973, 673).

The challenge to explain our knowledge of truths of a kind, F, actually has two 
components – components which Scanlon does not distinguish.2 First, there is 
what I will call the justificatory challenge, or the challenge to explain the (defea-
sible) justification of our F-beliefs. Second, there is what I will call the reliability 
challenge, or the challenge to explain their reliability.3 To see the difference, 
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consider Godel’s analogy between mathematical intuition and sense perception. 
Godel claims that we ‘have a perception …of the objects of [mathematics], as 
is seen from the fact that the axioms force themselves upon us as being true’ 
(1947, 483–484). As an answer to the justificatory challenge for mathematical 
realism, Godel’s remark seems apt. What explains the justification of our math-
ematical beliefs, Godel seems to suggest, is that they are ‘intuitively evident’ or 
are implied by the best systemization of what is. But Benacerraf was not satisfied 
with Godel’s remark, evidently because it did nothing to answer the reliability 
challenge for mathematical realism. He writes,

What troubles me is that without an account of how the axioms “force themselves 
upon us as being true,” the analogy with sense perception and physical science 
is without much content. For what is missing is precisely … an account of the 
link between our cognitive faculties and the objects known. In physical science 
we have at least a start on such an account, and it is causal … To be sure, there 
is a superficial analogy … [W]e “verify” axioms by deducing consequences from 
them concerning areas in which we seem to have more direct “perception” (clearer 
intuitions). But we are never told how we know even these, clearer, propositions. 
(1973, 674, italics in original)

What is missing from Godel’s discussion, Benacerraf seems to suggest, is an 
account of why the ‘intuitive evidentness’ of mathematical propositions would 
be a reliable symptom of their truth.4

2. Scanlon on the reliability challenge

Scanlon’s response to the ‘Benacerraf-Mackie Challenge’ is two-pronged. The 
first prong says that reasons and mathematical entities would not be a ‘special 
kind of entity which we could “get in touch with” only through a faculty analo-
gous to sensory perception’ (BRR, 70). Why? Because ‘[n]othing in the content 
of normative or mathematical judgments suggests that they are about objects 
with any particular spatio-temporal location … hence … not one “outside of 
us”’ (BRR, 70). The second prong articulates an ‘account of the kind of thinking 
through which we can come to know [such] truths’ BRR, (70). In the normative 
and mathematical cases, Scanlon argues that the ultimate such account appeals 
to the method of reflective equilibrium.

It might be thought that the two prongs of Scanlon’s response correspond 
exactly to the reliability and justificatory challenges. The second does seem to 
be responsive to the justificatory challenge. What explains the justification of 
our normative and mathematical beliefs, Scanlon suggests, is that they have 
been arrived at via (a proper application of ) the method of reflective equi-
librium (BRR, 84). But how might Scanlon’s suggestion that ‘[n]othing in the 
content of normative or mathematical judgments suggests that they are about 
objects …“outside of us”’ be responsive to the reliability challenge? Scanlon 
appears to hold that if truths of a kind, F, do not involve commitment to ‘a 
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special kind of entity’, then an answer to the justificatory challenge for F-realism 
suffices as an answer to the reliability challenge. For example, he writes ‘there is 
the question of how we could come to know [normative truths]. The method 
of reflective equilibrium is an adequate answer to this question unless the best 
understanding of the domain holds that facts about it are … inaccessible to 
us’ (BRR, 122).5

Such a suggestion would not be unprecedented.6 Mackie strains to ‘reify’ 
objective values, comparing them to Plato’s Forms (1977, 24), and an influential 
line of response to Benacerraf says that, while mathematical truths are relevantly 
independent of minds and languages, they are not really about special entities, 
like numbers, sets, and tensors.7 But note, first, that it would be very surprising if 
one could dismiss the reliability challenge in this way. That challenge is widely 
supposed to appear pressing for varieties of realism which do not involve com-
mitment ‘to a special kind of entity’. For example, logical (as opposed to metalog-
ical) realism is typically supposed not to involve such commitment. ‘If there are 
dogs, then there are dogs’ seems to be true, and true relevantly independent of 
minds and languages (even of necessity). But few would add that this is thanks 
to the existence of ‘a special kind of entity’, The Conditional. Similarly, in the con-
text of nominalism about universals, traditional formulations of moral realism 
involve commitment to no new ontology. While the realist holds that, e.g. ‘Hitler 
is wicked’ is true relevantly independent of human minds and languages, and 
while she accepts that this is thanks in part to the existence of Hitler, she does 
not accept that its truth owes anything to the existence of yet another entity, 
The Good. (What about sentences like ‘Generosity is a virtue’? The question of 
whether any sentence of the form ‘F-ness is G’ is true on a face-value construal 
is just the problem of universals.8) Finally, one who takes modal operators as 
primitive merely admits new ‘ideology’, whose meaning may be given by intro-
duction and elimination rules, on analogy with negation.9 Nevertheless, there 
is widely supposed to be a pressing reliability challenge for realism about logic, 
morality, and modality.10

Of course, this supposition could be mistaken. What, Scanlon might ask, could 
the reliability challenge for F-realism amount to if there are no special F-entities 
with which to ‘get in touch’? The answer is that it could amount to the challenge 
to explain the correlation between our F-beliefs and the F-truths. This challenge 
appears pressing whenever the F-truths are relevantly independent of human 
minds and languages, whether or not they are about ‘a special kind of entity’. But 
would not F-truths themselves be ‘a special kind of entity’? Even if they would, 
the challenge can be stated so as not to presuppose them. As Field (1989, 25–30) 
notes, it can be stated as the challenge to explain a significant array of instances 
of the following schema:

[Correlation] We accept that p and p (for normative or mathematical p).
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Instances of Correlation use instances of p. They do not mention them.
Nevertheless, Scanlon might protest that, absent an account of what it takes 

to explain a significant array of instances of Correlation, the challenge is still 
without force. Benacerraf notoriously demanded the specification of a causal 
connection between our beliefs and the truths (1973, 671–673). But not even the 
author of the theory to which Benacerraf appealed regarded that as legitimate.11 
Another suggestion is that it takes specifying an explanatory – even if not causal 
– connection between our beliefs and the truths.12 But this seems both too easy 
and too hard. It seems too hard because sufficiently ‘pluralist’ accounts of the 
truths (to be discussed) seem to ‘solve the problem by articulating views on 
which though [the truths] are mind independent, any view we had had of them 
would have been correct …’ (Field 2005, 78). Such views do not, in general, imply 
that there is an explanatory connection between our beliefs and the truths. It 
seems too easy because the contents of our true logical beliefs are implied by 
the best explanation of everything. In particular, they are implied by the best 
explanation of our having the true logical beliefs that we have (Clarke-Doane 
(2017, Sec. 5)). But surely this truism does not suffice to explain the correlation 
between our logical beliefs and the truths.13

A better suggestion is that the reliability challenge requires the specification 
of a counterfactual (even if not causal) dependence between our beliefs and the 
truths.14 Such a challenge seems prima facie legitimate but also impossible to 
meet in the normative and mathematical cases. As Bedke writes, ‘[w]hatever 
form the [normative] facts or properties take, one would have the very same 
[normative] seemings and beliefs because such things are causally determined, 
and the causal order has not changed’ (2009, 196). Bedke’s point is naturally 
taken to be that had the ‘explanatorily basic’ normative or – we may add – math-
ematical truths been different, our corresponding beliefs would have been the 
same.15 The causal forces that shaped our normative and mathematical beliefs 
would still have led us to have the same such beliefs (2009, Sec. 1.2).

One way that Scanlon might respond to this objection is by complaining 
that it makes no sense to say what would have happened had the explanatorily 
basic normative or mathematical truths been different. Such truths are widely 
supposed to be ‘metaphysically’ necessary, and counterfactuals conditionalizing 
on metaphysically necessary truths are vacuous on a standard semantics.16 But 
as Bedke notes, ‘it is at least conceptually possible’ to vary ‘the [normative] facts 
and properties … however one wishes’ (2009, 196). Moreover, it surely appears 
false that had the explanatorily basic normative or mathematical truths been 
different, our explanatorily basic normative and mathematical beliefs would 
have been correspondingly different.

In my view, whether the explanatorily basic normative and mathemati-
cal truths count as ‘metaphysically’ necessary is of little metaphysical conse-
quence.17 The important point is that there is no principled reason to regard a 
counterfactual conditionalizing on alternative normative or mathematical ‘laws’ 
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as vacuous which is not equally a reason to regard counterfactuals condition-
alizing on the likes of alternative physical or biological laws as vacuous too.18

The real problem with the present objection is not that it involves a ‘coun-
terpossible’. The problem is that it threatens to overgeneralize. For virtually any 
alleged ‘metaphysically’ necessary truth, p, it seems had it been the case that ~p, 
we still would have believed that p. In particular, it seems that had the bridge 
principles which link subvenient to supervenient properties – such as atoms 
arranged chairwise compose a chair – been different, our beliefs would have been 
the same. Of course, such truths are intuitively ‘theoretical’, unlike the truth that 
I am sitting in a chair. But, as Sturgeon (1985) pointed out, even the normative 
realist can establish the counterfactual dependence of our atomic normative 
beliefs, such as that ‘Hitler is wicked’ – assuming, what we must assume in the 
ordinary object case too, that the closest worlds in which Hitler is not wicked 
are worlds in which the bridge principles are the same.19

3. Safety and pluralism

If the reliability challenge cannot be understood as the challenge to establish a 
causal, explanatory, or even non-causal counterfactual dependence, between 
our beliefs and the truths, then one might be tempted to conclude, with Scanlon, 
that there really is no distinctive reliability challenge for normative and mathe-
matical realism. But this would be too quick. For any area, F, there are two ways 
of having false F-beliefs. First, it could happen that the F-truths are different 
while our F-beliefs fail to be correspondingly different. Second, it could happen 
that our F-beliefs are different while the F-truths fail to be correspondingly dif-
ferent. Even if the first possibility is inapt when the F-truths are metaphysically 
necessary, the second possibility remains. Moreover, while the second possi-
bility per se just says that the F-truths do not counterfactually depend on our 
beliefs (which any ‘non-pluralist’ F-realist should concede), there is a possibility 
in the neighborhood which is genuinely worrisome. This is that our F-beliefs 
are not safe – that we could have easily had false F-beliefs (using the method 
that we actually used to form them), because we could have easily had differ-
ent F-beliefs.20 The reliability challenge for F-realism can be understood as the 
challenge to show that our F-beliefs are safe.21

This interpretation finally allows us to understand why Scanlon might claim 
that ‘there is the question of how we could come to know [normative truths] 
… [but t]he method of reflective equilibrium is an adequate answer to this 
question…’ (BRR, 122). In Lecture 3, Scanlon introduces a kind of ‘metaphysical 
pluralism’ according to which all truths about the world can be non-arbitrarily 
segregated into kinds, which he calls ‘domains’, and ‘as long as some way of 
talking [is] well defined, internally coherent, and [does] not have any presup-
positions or implications that might conflict with those of other domains, such 
as science’, such talk is true (2014, 27, emphasis in original).22 Such a pluralism 
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arguably affords a reduction of the reliability challenge to the justificatory chal-
lenge – understood as the challenge to show that our beliefs are safe – because 
it bridges the gap between ‘coherence’ and truth. It shows that, as long as we 
could not have easily had ‘incoherent’ beliefs of a kind, F, we could not have 
easily had false F-beliefs – assuming that our F-beliefs do not conflict with truths 
about other domains, and that the F-truths could not have easily been different. 
The last claim is trivial when the F-truths are metaphysically necessary, as the 
(explanatorily basic) normative and mathematical truths are widely supposed 
to be, and Scanlon claims – and I will not dispute – that neither normative nor 
mathematical truths conflict with truths from other domains. Modulo an argu-
ment that we could not have easily had ‘incoherent’ normative and mathematical 
beliefs (using the method that we actually used to form ours – i.e. according to 
Scanlon, the method of reflective equilibrium), it follows that that our normative 
and mathematical beliefs are safe.

What does Scanlon mean by ‘coherent’? There are two possibilities. According 
to the first, coherence just requires (first-order) consistency. According to the 
second, coherence requires consistency with some privileged set of claims (and 
perhaps more).23 Scanlon seems to take coherence to require the latter (BRR, 
79). While both PA + Con(PA) and PA + ~Con(PA) are consistent if PA is, Scanlon 
suggests that only one gives a coherent account of the natural numbers (BRR, 
72). The truth of Con(PA) is ‘settled by the standards of the domain it is about’, 
even if not implied by its axioms (BRR, 19).24 In the case of set theory, Scanlon 
even suggests that such recondite postulates as the Axiom of Replacement 
are settled in this way (BRR, 73). Apparently, Scanlon takes PA + ~Con(PA) and 
ZF – Replacement + ~Replacement to be ‘incoherent’, and takes typical axioms 
of arithmetic and set theory, plus consistency statements, to be ‘privileged’.25

Let us call the pluralism resulting from the stipulation that consistency with 
some privileged set of (non-logical) statements is necessary for coherence, mod-
erate pluralism.26 This form of pluralism is moderate in the sense that it is not 
obviously too anti-objectivist. In the case of set theory, the view allows that there 
is a serious question as to whether typical axioms are true (not just a serious 
question as to what follows from them). Consider the Axiom of Replacement 
again. The moderate pluralist says that one can be competent, consistent, atten-
tive, and wrong about this. Indeed, a logician no less eminent than Boolos (1999, 
121) doubted that there was an ordinal greater than all f(x), where f(0) = Aleph_0 
and f(x + 1) = Aleph_f(x) for all natural numbers, x, and, thus, had ‘incoherent’, 
and so false, set-theoretic beliefs according to the moderate pluralist (since 
Replacement implies the existence of such an ordinal in the context of the other 
axioms).27

On the other hand, moderate pluralism is still pluralist because if T is the 
set of privileged statements, and A and ~A are both consistent with T, then, 
according to the moderate pluralist, T + A and T + ~A may both be true. For 
instance, in the case of set theory, the Continuum Hypothesis (CH) might be 
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such an A (BRR, 76). Of course, CH and ~CH cannot be true of the same domain. 
But the moderate pluralist can hold that claims which are independent of the 
privileged ones lead to ‘bifurcations’ in our relevant concepts, so CH and ~CH 
do not really conflict (BRR, 80).

However, while moderate pluralism affords a level of objectivity, it threatens 
to preclude answering the reliability challenge. If it is this difficult to have ‘coher-
ent’ beliefs, then it is hard to see why we could not have easily had incoherent 
ones. For instance, it is hard to see why we could not have easily doubted, with 
Boolos, the existence of the aforementioned ordinal – especially given that such 
enormous (albeit tiny for set theory!) sets seem superfluous to ‘ordinary’ math-
ematics and empirical science. It is not as if Boolos’s skepticism turned on a 
inconsistency in his beliefs, for instance. If Scanlon takes beliefs to be coherent 
only if they are consistent with, e.g. the standard axioms of set theory, then it is 
doubtful that his pluralism does afford a reduction of the reliability challenge 
to the justificatory challenge.

It might be thought that this worry is less pressing in the case of norma-
tive beliefs.28 If banalities like that we have reason to avoid pain and pursue 
pleasure exhaust the (non-logical) constraints on normative coherence, then 
prima facie we could not have easily had incoherent normative beliefs. However, 
these cannot exhaust the constraints on coherence if normative inquiry is to be 
remotely objective. Such truisms are analogous to the set-theoretic axioms of 
Extensionality or Pairing, and do not begin to ‘decide’ most questions character-
istic of the domain in question. In particular, they leave open how much reason 
we have to avoid pain and pursue pleasure, and so how these considerations 
are to be weighed against one another.

4. Pluralism and objectivity

Perhaps, then, Scanlon takes (or ought to take) coherence to just require con-
sistency. Again, the view cannot be that set theory with, e.g. Replacement and 
set theory with its negation are both true of the same domain on pain of incon-
sistency. However, Scanlon could claim that apparently contradictory axioms 
are actually about different domains, on analogy with CH and ~CH.29 Indeed, 
Scanlon makes just this move in connection to the Axiom of Foundation (BRR, 
76, fn. 9 and 88). Set theories with Foundation and with its negation are in the 
same language (syntactically individuated), but Scanlon suggests that they do 
not contradict one another.30 Since it is arguable (though certainly not trivial) 
that we could not have easily had (first-order) inconsistent normative or math-
ematical beliefs, this understanding of ‘coherence’ arguably affords an answer 
the reliability challenge.

Let us call the pluralism resulting from the stipulation that consistency suf-
fices for coherence, radical pluralism.31 Then, while radical pluralism appears 
to afford an answer to the reliability challenge,32 it is too anti-objectivist. To 
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see what I mean by ‘objective’, consider the question of whether the Parallel 
Postulate is true – not as a hypothesis about physical spacetime, but as a pure 
mathematical conjecture. As is well known, the Parallel Postulate is true of 
Euclidean space, false of, e.g. hyperbolic space, and that is all there is to it. To 
be sure, an eccentric metaphysician could declare that some one geometry is 
somehow ‘metaphysically privileged’.33 However, such a view is entirely unprinci-
pled (and, as far as I know, unprecedented – even in philosophy!). In an obvious 
sense, the Parallel Postulate question has no objective answer.

Note that the problem is not that it lacks a mind-and-language independent 
answer. Given a determinate use of ‘point’, ‘line’, and so on, the Parallel Postulate 
question has an answer, and for all that has been said, it depends entirely on 
the way the mind and language-independent geometrical facts are. Nor is the 
problem that the question lacks a unique answer, given such a use of primitive 
terms. (One need not be a paraconsistent logician in order to accept the truth 
of different geometries!) The problem is that all we would learn in answering 
that question (as a pure mathematical question) is something about us. We 
would just learn what geometrical structures we were talking about, rather than 
learning what geometrical structures there were.

On the present interpretation of Scanlon’s pluralism, he is suggesting that set 
theoretic, and presumably normative, inquiry is a lot like geometrical inquiry. 
The question of whether, e.g. Foundation is true is like the question of whether 
the Parallel Postulate is true. If logic is objective, then the question of what fol-
lows from set theory with and without Foundation remains genuine. So does 
the question of whether Foundation is ‘packed into’ our concept of set. But the 
peculiarly mathematical question of what the set-like universe (better: pluriv-
erse) contains is trivialized. Assuming that we already know that set theory 
with Foundation and set theory with its negation are each consistent, then we 
already know that each is true. The more Scanlon views different set-theoretic 
and normative theories as being like different geometries, the more like the 
Parallel Postulate question fundamental questions of normativity and set theory 
become.

Note that the worry that normative and mathematical inquiry is not objec-
tive is distinct from the worry which preoccupies Scanlon throughout much 
of BRR, that ‘statements within these domains [lack] determinate truth values’ 
(BRR, 122). It is commonly conceded that if our concept of set is (appropriately) 
indeterminate, then the ‘search for new axioms’ to settle undecidables like the 
Continuum Hypothesis (CH), as traditionally conceived, is misguided (Martin 
1976, 90–91). However, if radical pluralism is true, then that search appears to 
be misguided even assuming that our concept of set is determinate. It is like the 
‘search for the truth-value of the Parallel Postulate’, given a determinate use of 
‘point’, ‘line’, and so on (although the answer is presumably less transparent). 
Again, such a search may tell us what is ‘packed into’ our concept of set.34 But 
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it will not tell us anything that we did not know about which such concept is 
satisfied – i.e. about what the universe of set-like things contains.35

5. Objections and replies

I have argued that Scanlon’s metaphysical pluralism, according to which any 
‘coherent’ set of beliefs meeting certain conditions is true, can be understood 
as a response to the reliability challenge, qua the challenge to show that our 
normative and mathematical beliefs are safe. But his pluralism admits of a radical 
and a moderate interpretation. Under the radical interpretation, it apparently 
answers the reliability challenge, but undercuts the objectivity of mathematical 
and normative inquiry. Under the moderate interpretation, it seems to afford 
a degree of objectivity in these areas, but no longer affords an answer to the 
reliability challenge. The twin desiderata of answering the reliability challenge 
and vindicating the objectivity of the areas may be mutually exclusive.36

How might Scanlon respond to this dilemma? I can think of three ways. First, 
grasping the second horn – and defending moderate pluralism – Scanlon could 
deny that it matters whether we could have easily had ‘incoherent’, and so false, 
normative and mathematical beliefs. Epistemic luck is pervasive. Why think that 
this particular kind is malignant? But while the issue certainly deserves discus-
sion, the answer is straightforward. Evidence that we could have easily had a 
false belief as to whether p (using the method that we actually used to form it) 
is a paradigm undermining (as opposed to rebutting) defeater of our belief that 
p. It gives us reason to give up our belief, but not by giving us ‘direct’ reason to 
believe that its content is false.37 If Scanlon’s epistemology required that such 
undermining evidence was impossible, then its plausibility would be greatly 
diminished.

Second, grasping the first horn – and defending radical pluralism – Scanlon 
could argue that the existence of apparently conflicting normative or mathe-
matical truths does not really undercut the objectivity of the areas, because 
they are about different domains. Scanlon might be thought to make just this 
point when he considers the challenge from ‘counter-reasons’ – the correlates 
of another ‘coherent’ practice superficially similar to our practice with reasons, 
but intuitively flipped. We might, say, have a counter-reason to hurt people just 
for the fun of it, even if we do not have any reason to do so. Scanlon, apparently 
allowing that there are counter-reasons in addition to reasons, suggests that 
they generate no challenge to the objectivity of normative inquiry because  
‘[c]onclusions about “counter-reasons’ conflict with our conclusions about rea-
sons only insofar as they are interpreted as conclusions about reasons” (BRR, 29). 
However, as indicated above, it does not matter whether reasons ‘conflict’ with 
counter-reasons.38 The Parallel Postulate question has no objective answer in 
the relevant sense, despite the fact that, given a determinate use of ‘point’, ‘line’ 
and other primitive terms, it has exactly one answer.
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Finally, again grasping the first horn, Scanlon could argue that while his (rad-
ical) pluralism does come at the cost of the objectivity of normative and mathe-
matical inquiry, this is as it should be. In the mathematical case, this response has 
some plausibility. Mathematics (as opposed to the philosophy of mathematics) 
seems to be overwhelmingly concerned with what follows from such and such 
axioms, not with what axioms are true. But no self-respecting normative realist 
should be satisfied with an analogous view. Normative inquiry is concerned with 
categorical questions, rather than with merely logical questions about what 
follows from such and such normative principles. Practically, however, radical 
pluralism is indistinguishable from the most uncompromising ‘if-thenism’.39 The 
question of whether we have most reason to give to charity is like the question 
of whether the Parallel Postulate is true. We speak a language, and, in that lan-
guage, the question may have a mind-and-language independent answer. But 
this answer stands to the Parallel Postulate as the negation of that answer stands 
to the negation of that postulate. Euclidean and hyperbolic geometries are on a 
metaphysical par, and there is no useful sense in which the first gives the ‘right’ 
account of geometrical reality, even if we mean Eucidean line by ‘line’, Eucidean 
point by ‘point’, and so on. To give up on the objectivity of normative inquiry 
is to give up what ought to be the central commitment of normative realism.

6. Conclusion

As should be clear, Scanlon’s book wrestles with fundamental questions of sys-
tematic philosophy. It is probing and ambitious, and deserves careful study by 
philosophers from multiple subfields. I have argued that Scanlon’s metaphysical 
pluralism can be understood as a response to the reliability challenge. However, 
I have also argued that it affords an answer to that challenge only if it undercuts 
the objectivity of normative and mathematical inquiry.

Notes

1.  Mackie’s argument concerned moral properties, but Scanlon interprets it as an 
argument against realism about normative properties generally.

2.  Conceivability, it has even more components (see Clarke-Doane (2015); where 
I use ‘justificatory challenge’ to denote a different challenge), but this will not 
matter for my purposes. The two components distinguished here are like to 
those distinguished in Schechter (2010). Note that they may not be independent. 
The apparent impossibility of explaining the reliability of our F-beliefs arguably 
undermines them. See the final section of the present paper. (Thanks to Dan 
Baras for pressing me to make this explicit.)

3.  Note that one may assume the truth of one’s F-beliefs in explaining their reliability. 
The explanation of the reliability of our perceptual beliefs appeals to evolutionary 
theory and psycho-physics, and, of course, these theories assume the reliability 
of our perceptual beliefs. See Clarke-Doane (2017, Sec. 2) and Schechter (2010).  

https://doi.org/10.1080/00455091.2017.1315289 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1080/00455091.2017.1315289


CANADIAN JOURNAL OF PHILOSOPHY   851

(I borrow the term ‘reliability challenge’ from Schechter (2010); though I 
understand it in accord with Field (1989).)

4.  Similarly, Quine’s epistemology of mathematics is commonly supposed to show 
that truths about sets and truths about electrons are on the same ‘epistemological 
footing’ (Quine 1951, Sec. 6). However, even if Quine can explain the justification 
of our beliefs about sets as he explains the justification of our beliefs about 
electrons (they are both implied by the best explanation of our observations), it 
does not seem that he can explain the reliability of these beliefs in the same way.

5.  Scanlon could also be interpreted as claiming that that if F-truths do not involve 
commitment to a ‘special kind of entity’, then there is no intelligible reliability 
challenge for F-realism to begin with. For example, he writes, ‘insofar as there 
is a problem about how we can come to know truths about reasons, this is not 
a problem about how we could “be in touch with” facts of the relevant kind. 
Nothing in the nature of normative truths suggests that these would be facts “at 
some distance” from us’ (2014, 85).  The differences between this interpretation 
and the one above will not matter for what follows. Thanks to an anonymous 
referee for pointing out this alternative reading.

6.  In addition to Benacerraf (1973), Mackie (1977) and the references mentioned 
in the subsequent footnote, see Field (1989 and 2005) and Lowe (2012, 946).

7.  See, for instance, Chihara (1990) or Hellman (1989).
8.  A similar point applies to apparent talk of ‘reasons’ (though the issue is moot for 

Scanlon, since he is not a nominalist about abstract entities – more on this below).
9.  See, for instance, Field (1991).
10.  See Clarke-Doane (2017, Introduction) for a list of references.
11.  See Goldman (1967), which begins ‘My concern will be with knowledge of 

empirical propositions only, since I think that the traditional [justified true belief ] 
analysis is adequate for knowledge of non-empirical truths (357)’.

12.  See, e.g. Joyce (2008).
13.  Nor is there any obvious way to strengthen the requirement – e.g. requiring that 

the truths are implied by the best explanation of our belief ‘in an explanatory 
way’ – so as to regain sufficiency. See again Clarke-Doane (2017, Sec. 5).

14.  For apparent advocates of this suggestion besides Bedke, see Clarke-Doane 
(2012a, 319), Field (2005, 81), Joyce (2001, 163), Street (2008, 208), Ruse (1986, 
254) and Sinnott-Armstrong (2006, 46).

15.  ‘Explanatorily basic’ normative truths fix the conditions under which a person, 
action, or event satisfies a normative predicate (see Clarke-Doane (2016, Sec. 
2)). In the mathematical case, the distinction corresponds to the one between 
pure and impure truths. Had the non-explanatorily-basic normative truths been 
different, our beliefs may well have been correspondingly different for the reasons 
discussed in Sturgeon (1985) and (BRR, 121) – the closest worlds in which they 
are so different are presumably still worlds in which the explanatorily basic truths 
are the same. See the final paragraph of the present section. (Note that, in the 
mathematical case, one could conceivably argue that had the mathematical 
truths been different, the physical laws would have been correspondingly so, and 
our mathematical beliefs would have reflected the difference – since mathematics 
is indispensable to empirical science. But this argument is highly suspect. For 
critical discussion, see Field (1989, 18–20) and Clarke-Doane (2012b).)

16.  Scanlon says that the explanatorily basic normative truths are ‘normatively’ 
necessary (BRR, 41), but does not say whether being normatively necessary 
materially implies being metaphysically necessary.

17.  See my (forthcoming-a).
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18.  Note that, notwithstanding the title, Williamson (Forthcoming) at most shows 
that counter-logicals are vacuous. It does nothing to rebut the present claim that 
counter-normatives and counter-mathematicals are not.

19.  For an elaboration of this point, see Clarke-Doane (2016, 2.2). Bedke articulates 
modified version of the reliability challenge which might be thought to avoid such 
consequences in his (2014). However, I believe that even the new formulation has 
the consequence that we cannot explain the reliability of, e.g. our metalogical 
beliefs, such as that the Law of the Excluded Middle is valid. Perhaps Bedke would 
accept this consequence.

20.  See Clarke-Doane (2017, Sec. 3). The present notion of safety is essentially that 
of Pritchard (2008).

21.  One nice thing about this understanding of the reliability challenge is that it 
illuminates the relevance of disagreement to the realism-antirealism debate. It 
is commonly suggested that normative disagreement generates a problem for 
normative realism, but how exactly it is supposed to is rarely made clear. We can 
now see one way that it could. Normative disagreement may suggest – assuming 
a non-pluralist view that Scanlon appears to deny – that we could have easily 
had different, and so false, normative beliefs.

22.  Domains are not literally collections of entities (BRR, 19), even though Scanlon 
often speaks as if they were.

23.  Anything more that might be required would only add to the problem that I will 
raise below. (There is a problem for the case of logic itself, which Scanlon does not 
discuss. It is in the spirit of Scanlon’s pluralism to countenance different logical 
theories, just as he countenances different mathematical ones. How weak is the 
logic corresponding to his notion of coherence, and why draw the line there?).

24.  Scanlon refers to ‘Godel’s results’ (BRR, 72). I mention consistency, rather than 
Godel, sentences to bring out the complication discussed in fn. 31. (‘Con(PA)’ 
codes the claim that PA is consistent.)

25.  Replacement is a schema, not a single axiom, so its negation is really the negation 
of certain of its instances.

26.  I borrow the terms ‘moderate pluralism’ and ‘radical pluralism’ from Koellner 
(2013), though I understand them differently.

27.  Boolos writes, ‘Let me try to be as accurate, explicit, and forthright about my 
belief about the existence of k [= the least ordinal greater than all f(i), where 
f(0) = Aleph_0 and f(i + 1) = Aleph_f(i)] as I can … I … think it probably doesn’t 
exist … I am also doubtful that anything could be provided that should be called 
a reason and that would settle the question’ (1999, 121, italics in original). For 
another apparent skeptic about Replacement, see Potter (2004, Sec. 13).

28.  Thanks to an anonymous referee for raising this concern.
29.  The Completeness Theorem ensures that every consistent theory has a model. 

The interesting and controversial idea behind the present view is that every such 
theory has an intended model (Hamkins 2012).

30.  In fn. 6 Scanlon suggests that the question of what domains there are is ‘a 
substantive question, on which [he does] not here need to take a position’ (BRR, 
23). However, it is hard to see how this could be a substantive question when 
the relevant notion of domain is a technical term introduced, but only partially 
defined, by Scanlon, not to be confused with the familiar notion from model 
theory. (Note that the case of Foundation could conceivably be regarded as 
special on the grounds that theories with it and its negation are bi-interpretable. 
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However, the background semantic assumption is highly suspect, and Scanlon 
does not indicate any temptation to adopt it.)

31.  Radical pluralism is more radical than it might first appear. By Godel’s Second 
Incompleteness Theorem, if ZF is consistent, then ZF conjoined with (a coding 
of ) the claim that ZF is inconsistent, ZF + ~Con(ZF), is consistent, and so true 
according to the radical pluralist. Koellner (2013) takes an observation along 
these lines to constitute a reductio of radical pluralism. But this assessment can 
be challenged. See Field (1998).

32.  This is the standard view (see Balaguer (1995, 317), Beall (1999, 323), Field 
(2005, 78), Linsky and Zalta (1995, 25)), but the claim is complicated by the 
radical pluralist’s anti-objectivism about consistency mentioned in the previous 
footnote. It might be that, in order to make good on the claim, the radical 
pluralist’s pluralism must be made less radical (e.g. perhaps entailing that all 
Pi-1 sound theories are equally true). See Clarke-Doane (forthcoming-b). This 
complication will be irrelevant in what follows.

33.  See Sider (2011) for the idea that some distinctions ‘carve at the (metaphysical) 
joints’, even in apparently a priori domains.

34.  Thanks to an anonymous referee pressing me to make this explicit.
35.  Conversely, if such a pluralism is false, then I see no reason to assume that the 

search for new axioms to settle CH is misguided, even if our concept of set is 
indeterminate. We may precisify it, seeking the unique concept of set that is 
satisfied in the ‘one true V’. Of course, if our notion of set is indeterminable, as it is 
according to Feferman (2000), then there may be such a reason.

36.  Note that, even if one thought that some true theories were ‘metaphysically 
privileged’ over others, Scanlon could not satisfy the twin desiderata by adopting 
radical pluralism and stipulating that some one theory is metaphysically 
privileged. Even if having consistent beliefs suffices for having true beliefs, it 
would still not suffice for getting it right in the relevant sense.

37.  See Clarke-Doane (2017, Sec. 6). Relativization to methods is important because 
learning that we could have easily had a false belief as to whether p only because 
we could have easily used a different method to determine whether p does not 
seem to be undermining.

38.  See Enoch and McPherson (xxxx) for a similar point.
39.  And relativism, if this is different. It does not seem to be on the account offered 

in Harman and Thomson (1996). (Thanks to an anonymous referee for asking 
me to expand on this.)
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