(The definitive version of this article is to appear in Philosophical Papers. November 2016 issue).

A Problem for Deontic Doxastic Constitutivism
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Abstract 
Deontic Doxastic Constitutivism is the view that beliefs are constitutively governed by deontic norms. This roughly means that a full account and understanding of the nature of these mental attitudes cannot be reached unless one appeals to some norm of this type. My aim in this article is to provide an objection to such a conception of the normativity of belief. I argue that if some deontic norm is constitutive of belief, then the addressees of such a norm are committed to a potentially infinite number of norms. Furthermore, if addressees are in the position to fulfill all such norms, they must also be able to hold a potentially infinite number of logically independent beliefs. Both these consequences are problematic if compared with limited human capacities to act and believe.
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Introduction

Many philosophers have argued recently that a full account and understanding of the nature of belief cannot be reached unless one appeals to norms. This view is often synthesized by the claim that there are norms constitutively governing these attitudes. This claim has been defended in a number of different versions and with differing motivations. A predominant view holds that norms constitutively governing belief have a deontic, prescriptive character. This view identifies norms governing belief with prescriptions, obligations or permissions to believe only what is true, what is rational or what is known. These norms would be in force for agents entertaining a certain specific relation with a belief – for example, agents engaging in reasoning, judgment or deliberation about whether to form, maintain or suspend a given belief.

Let me call the view according to which some deontic norms are constitutive of belief deontic doxastic constitutivism – DDC for short. My aim in this article is to provide an objection to such a conception of the normativity of belief. I argue that if some deontic norm is constitutive of belief, then addressees of such norms are committed to an arbitrarily large (potentially infinite) set of norms. Furthermore, if such agents are in the position to fulfil all such norms, they must also be able to hold an arbitrarily large (potentially infinite) set of beliefs having logically independent contents (i.e., not logically related to other beliefs they have). Both these consequences are problematic if compared with limited human capacities to act and believe. In §1 I introduce DDC in more detail. In §2 I provide the argument.
1.  Belief and constitutive norms 

When philosophers say that beliefs are constitutively governed by some norm they mean roughly that a full account and understanding of the nature of these mental attitudes cannot be reached unless one appeals to such a norm. More precisely, that a norm is constitutive of belief means that a certain mental attitude is a belief (at least partially) in virtue of the fact that a norm is in force for some subject appropriately related to that attitude – depending on different accounts, this subject may be the holder of a belief or an agent engaging in reasoning, judgment or deliberation about whether to form, maintain or withhold a given belief.
 Another way of making the same point is that it is part of what a belief is (part of the very nature or essence of this type of attitude) that it is an attitude governed by such norms. A mental state similar in all respects to a belief with respect to non-normative properties, but that is not governed by that norm, cannot be a belief.
 

In the last three decades, the view that belief is a mental attitude constitutively governed by norms has been defended in a number of different versions by some prominent philosophers in philosophy of mind and language, such as Davidson (1980; 1984), Kripke (1982) and Brandom (1994; 2001). More recently some version of this view has been endorsed by, amongst others, Baldwin (2007), Boghossian (2003), Engel (2004; 2007; 2013), Gibbard (2003; 2005), Korsgaard (1997), Lynch (2009), McHugh (2012), Millar (2004), Moran (2001), Shah and Velleman (2005), Wedgwood (2002; 2007; 2013), Zangwill (1998; 2005). These philosophers defended such a view with differing motivations. Some of them argued that the normative nature of belief would be just a special case of a broader kind of normativity proper to every intentional attitude.
 Others argued that if belief were a normative attitude, this would provide the best explanation of a set of features of beliefs such as the relations entertaining between belief on the one side and, on the other side, truth (the so called “aim of belief” at truth), other subjective norms of belief (such as norms of rationality and justification), norms governing assertion, evidence and belief-formation.
 Others argued that the normativity of belief would enable us to explain why and how the content of mental attitudes is normative.
 Many of these philosophers also argue that the norms constitutive of belief are features distinguishing beliefs from other mental states such as assumptions, hypotheses and thoughts, which would involve different normative standards.

Upholders of the view that beliefs are constitutively normative disagree on several points. First, they disagree on whether the norm of belief is constitutive of the concept of belief, or whether it is constitutive of the essence or nature of the belief-attitude. The former view, defended by, amongst others, Boghossian (2003), Shah (2003) and Shah and Velleman (2005), holds that a condition for our understanding of what a belief is – i.e., for grasping the concept of belief – is that one conceives that mental state as one involving norms which regulate the conduct of agents engaged in doxastic practices such as reasoning, judgment, and so on. According to this view, if an agent does not judge a true belief as one she is committed to hold, then she has misunderstood what it means for an attitude to be a belief. Other philosophers defended the view that norms are constitutive of the very essence of belief qua that type of attitude.
 For these philosophers, a certain type of entity is a belief in virtue of being a mental state governed by a specific normative standard.
 

Some philosophers arguing that the concept of belief is constitutively normative have denied that the nature of belief is constitutively governed by norms. So, for example, Shah and Velleman have argued that a norm of correctness is constitutive of the concept of belief, but not of the essence of belief. Such a norm would be a condition for conceiving an attitude as a belief rather than a condition for an attitude’s being a belief. If this were correct, the norm would govern only deliberative reasoning in which subjects would competently deploy the concept of belief, and thus would recognise the norm involved in the concept. However, the mere possession of a belief would not entail any normative fact.
 If these philosophers were right, similar views should not be considered as forms of doxastic normativism, for they would not imply that the attitude of belief is constitutively normative. This is right only to the extent that claims of conceptual necessity do not entail claims of metaphysical necessity.
 However, a common view in metaphysics holds that if a property is constitutive of the concept of a thing, then it is also metaphysically necessary that that thing possesses that property. For example, if it is in virtue of the concept of bachelor that a bachelor is an unmarried man, then it is also metaphysically necessary that all bachelors are unmarried men. I agree with this common thought, and for this reason I tend to see such views as entailing that norms are also constitutive of the essence of beliefs. However, here I will not take a position on this issue. My argument is addressed to the metaphysical claim that norms are constitutive of the essence of belief. The argument constitutes an objection to all views endorsing or entailing such a claim.

Doxastic constitutivists also disagree on what constitutive norms governing belief actually require or permit to their addressees. Many philosophers have argued that the only, or the more fundamental, constitutive norm of belief is a truth-norm. This norm has been formulated in different ways: as a standard of correctness according to which a belief is correct if and only if it is true; as a prescription (or a permission) to believe only truths; as a value attributable to beliefs when they are true and a disvalue attributable to them when they are false. Others have argued that other norms are constitutive of belief, such as norms of rationality and evidence (e.g., Wedgwood (2002), Boghossian (2003)). Some philosophers, like Zangwill (2005, 2010), have argued that norms constitutively governing beliefs are not norms supposed to regulate the relation between the mind and the world, such as norms of truth, evidence and reliability (Zangwill calls such norms vertical norms). Rather, norms constitutive of belief are horizontal norms, governing the relations of beliefs with other beliefs and other types of mental attitudes such as desires and intentions. More recently, some philosophers have also argued that the norm of belief is not truth or rationality, but knowledge.
 In what follows I will remain neutral on the specific content of norms constitutive of belief (whether such norms bear on truth, evidence, rationality, knowledge or whatever else). My argument does not depend on the specific content of such norms.

Another point of divergence amongst philosophers concerns the type of normativity involved in the norms constitutive of beliefs. Assuming a broad notion of normativity, the normative domain is often divided into two main sub-domains: the deontic and the axiological. The former includes various types of commitment supposed to govern the activity of agents. Deontic norms are, for example, prescriptions, obligations, directives, and similar types of norm. The axiological domain includes values and disvalues relative to different sub-domains such as the practical, the moral, the religious and the epistemic.
 According to some philosophers, constitutive norms governing beliefs should be characterized in axiological terms, as values or disvalues supervening on specific properties of belief-states such as their being true or their being instances of knowledge. Other philosophers have argued that such norms must be considered sui generis, independent from both deontic and axiological norms.
 However, the most endorsed view holds that the norms governing belief are deontic norms. These would be prescriptions, requirements, obligations, permissions, rules, or similar types of norms, in force for agents entertaining a certain relation with a belief – depending on different accounts, the agent addressed by these norms may be the holder of a belief, or an agent engaging in reasoning, judgment or deliberation about whether to form, maintain or suspend a given belief.
 This is the view that I have labelled deontic doxastic constitutivism (DDC). My argument in the next section is addressed against DDC.
 
2.  The argument
In this section I argue that if some deontic norm is constitutive of belief, then addressees of such norms are committed to an arbitrarily large, potentially infinite set of norms. Furthermore, if such agents are in the position of fulfilling all such norms, they must also be in the position of holding an arbitrarily large, potentially infinite set of logically independent beliefs (i.e., beliefs whose contents are not logically related to those of other beliefs one has, and thus cannot be trivially derived from them). This is problematic if compared with our limitations to act and believe: it is impossible for an agent to follow an arbitrarily big set of norms or possess an arbitrarily large number of beliefs with logically independent contents. From this it would follow that there can be constitutive norms of belief which are not acknowledgeable, incapable of guiding agents, and unsatisfiable. This would contrast with some fundamental properties of deontic norms.

The argument is based on three assumptions. The first assumption is the claim that some deontic commitment, such as an obligation or a requirement, is constitutive of beliefs. From this, it follows that:
(B(N) If a subject S believes a proposition p, S is committed to  
Two remarks are in order here. First, this assumption does not depend on any specific formulation of the commitment. What action or attitude  is depends on what the norm constitutive of belief demands. For example, a truth-norm will commit one to believe p (if and) only if it is true that p, while a norm of rationality will commit one to hold a belief only if it is rational, and a knowledge norm to hold a belief only if the belief amounts to knowledge.
Second, notice that (B(N) should not be identified with the general norm(s) governing belief. Rather, it is a general schema for commitments in force for each belief one possesses. For example, if the constitutive norm of belief is truth, in virtue of this norm being in force, a subject believing that in 2020 Tokyo will host the Summer Olympics will be committed to hold that belief only if in 2020 Tokyo will host the Summer Olympics. Similarly, if the law requires stopping at red lights, if I see a red light on my way I am under a commitment to stop at this red light, here and now.
 
The second assumption is an accessibility principle according to which the addressee of a deontic norm must be in the position to recognize the norm, or in simpler terms: 

(OICA)  If S is under the deontic commitment to , then it is possible that S acknowledges (and thus believes) that s/he is committed to  

Some remarks on the relevant notion of accessibility are in order here. First, (OICA) claims the metaphysical possibility of having epistemic access to a given normative fact. Second, acknowledgment of a commitment should not be interpreted here as necessarily involving the possibility of conscious understanding and aware recognition on the part of the agent. Rather, here I use this notion in a wide sense including also unconscious and unaware accessibility. As Railton (2006) noted, many norms involve implicit guidance on agents, and there are cases in which agents are directed by norms without even forming the belief that their conduct leads toward norm compliance. However, that some norms could be sometimes regulated at an implicit level does not imply that these norms are not cognitively accessible to agents and can’t be the content of one’s beliefs.
 Third, the kind of accessibility relevant here doesn’t require the explicit recognition and conceptualization of the norm’s content (what the norm requires or permits to us). It’s sufficient that we recognize that a norm in a specific context is directed to us in virtue of the obtaining of certain conditions and is supposed to provide us with reasons and motivate us to act as it requires.

Here some considerations in support of (OICA). One of the peculiarities of deontic norms lies in the fact that they are addressed to agents, meant to guide and motivate them to perform some required action (or avoid performing some forbidden action).
 The constitutive guiding of action and motivational force of deontic norms imply a constraint on the accessibility of such norms to their addressees. It is not necessary that an agent is aware of being the addressee of a norm; in many cases ignorance does not justify one in not complying with a norm. However, for being capable of motivating its addressees, a condition for a norm being deontic is that the norm is, at least in principle, cognitively accessible to the agents supposed to be guided by it – where cognitive accessibility is here interpreted in the very weak sense specified above. An addressee of a deontic norm is an agent supposed to be guided by that norm, meant to fulfill the norm as a consequence of accepting that norm, recognizing its content and being motivated by the authoritative force of that norm. If the addressee of that norm cannot, even in principle, recognize that there is a norm directed to her, it would be impossible for her to be guided and motivated by the norm to act in conformity to what it requires: the norm, meant to motivate that agent to act in a given way, would be meant to do something that it cannot do.
 In such a case, it seems that one of the felicity conditions for a norm holding a deontic character would be missing. Thus deontic norms, in virtue of their nature, are such that their addressees can recognise the norm they are required to fulfil.

In favour of (OICA) there is also the fact that, at least in many circumstances, following a norm requires forming a belief about that norm in order to be guided by it.
 A restricted version of (OICA) would therefore be a consequence of the notorious “ought implies can” principle (if someone ought to , then she can ), plus the plausible claim that if one can follow that norm, one must also be in the position of forming a belief about it. Consider, for example the circumstance in which a subject believes p and it is not permissible for her to so believe. That subject will not be in the position to revise her belief – and thus comply with the commitment – if she is not also in the position to recognize the commitment.

A third assumption of the argument is that at least one of the two following claims concerning limitations of beings committed to norms is true:
 
(BL) It is impossible to believe an arbitrarily large set of propositions involving different logically unrelated contents 

And/or 

(OL) It is impossible to be committed to an arbitrarily large set of commitments 
The plausibility of (BL) derives from a simple observation of a matter of fact. Given finite human cognitive powers, one cannot believe a set of propositions exceeding a certain finite number, provided that these propositions are logically unrelated. By logically unrelated propositional contents I mean here contents which cannot be logically inferred from other contents of the same set.
 (OL) is motivated by the fact that an arbitrarily big set of requirements cannot guide a finite subject, first of all because she would be unable to consider, recognise, and become aware of all such requirements;
 and secondly because, in the case in which the contents of the requirements were all different one from each other (as will result from the argument), the agent would not be in the position of complying with all these requirements, given that it is possible to do only a limited number of actions in one’s life.
 
The argument goes as follows. Assume that a subject S believes that p: 

(1)
S believes that p (assumption) 

From (1) and (B(N) it follows that 

(2)
S is committed to  

Such a commitment could be, for example, the requirement to believe p only if it is true/rational/known that p. From (2) and (OICA) it follows that S must be in the position to form a belief about the commitment to , or in simpler terms:

(3)
It is possible that S believes him/herself to be committed to  

For simplicity, let’s call q the proposition “S is committed to ”. If S believed that q, from (B(N) S would have a commitment to G relative to his believing that q (say, the commitment to believe that q only if q is true, rational or known): 

(4)
S believes that q ( S is committed to  

But, according to step (3), it is possible for S to believe that q. Now, given (4), if this possibility were the case, S would be required to . Consequently, it is possible for S to be committed to  as a consequence of her believing that q:
 

(5)
It is possible that S is committed to  (in situations in which S also believes that q) 

But then, from (5) and (OICA), it follows that
(6)
It is possible that it is possible that S believes him/herself to be committed to  

Admitting that what is possible to be possible is itself possible (from standard propositional modal logics, in any system at least as strong as S5), from (6) we have that 

(7)
It is possible that S believes him/herself to be committed to  

From (7), repeat the reasoning as for steps from (3) to (7) and you obtain:
(8)
It is possible that S believes him/herself to be committed to 
(9)
It is possible that S believes him/herself to be committed to  

...
  

Each possible belief in a commitment would entail a further possible commitment and the possible commitment would entail another possible belief, leading to an infinite chain of possible commitments and beliefs to be under such commitments. 
Notice that each belief derived by a commitment has a logically independent content, not derivable from other beliefs one has.
 As a consequence, each belief determines a commitment with a different satisfaction condition. Furthermore, at each step of this chain, every possible commitment Cn depends on the recognition and consequent belief about another commitment Cn-1 preceding it in the chain. Without that belief one wouldn’t have the corresponding commitment. For example, in the exemplified steps, the possible commitment to  depends on one holding the belief about the former commitment to . Conversely each possible belief in a commitment would obtain only provided that that commitment itself is in force (plus the application of (OICA)).

From these observations we can conclude that the possibility of holding each belief about a commitment conditionally depends on the possession of the former commitment and belief in the chain. The possibility of holding a specific belief in the chain conditionally depends on the actual possession of all the former beliefs, and on the fact that all the former commitments are in force. For example, the belief in the commitment Cn can be held only on condition that all the beliefs about commitments C with an index lower than n are also actually possessed and all these commitments are in force.
Given the above considerations, it is possible for S to believe an infinite set of propositions about an arbitrarily large (potentially infinite) set of commitments {C0, C1, C2,...}, and also to be committed to all such commitments.
 But such a conclusion is inconsistent with two other assumptions made above, namely, that it is impossible to believe an arbitrarily large set of propositions involving different logically independent contents ((BL)), and that it is impossible to be committed to an arbitrarily large set of commitments ((OL)). 

According to (BL) for every possible series of enumerable logically independent propositions {p0, p1, p2,...} there will always be a proposition pk which will be beyond our doxastic access. The same is the case for the enumerable set of propositions expressing requirements {C0, C1, C2,...}: there will be a requirement Ck which, given the beliefs in all the requirements having an index lower than k, it will not be possible to believe. Similarly, (OL) excludes the possibility of being committed to an arbitrarily big set of different commitments. Assuming the validity of the ‘ought implies can satisfy’ principle, the possibility of a potentially infinite number of commitments would entail the possibility of a potentially infinite number of fulfillments; but this is an impossible condition to satisfy given our limited abilities.

Given the above inconsistency, one must deny one of the assumptions in the arguments. Assuming the validity of the assumptions defended in this section (i.e., (OICA), (BL) and (OL)), I suggest that the assumption to be rejected is (B(N), and with it the claim that belief is constitutively governed by a deontic norm.
,

Conclusion

In this article I provided an objection to the claim that belief is constitutively governed by deontic norms. Such a claim is a central tenet of the view that I called Deontic Doxastic Constitutivism (DDC). DDC is actually the most popular view contending that belief is a normative attitude. However this is not the only view on the market holding that belief is constitutively normative. As mentioned in the introduction and in §1, some philosophers have argued that belief is constituted by other types of norms, such as evaluative standards.
 I think that interpreting the constitutive normativity of belief in evaluative rather than deontic terms could solve not only the problem discussed in this article, but a full range of problems addressed to the claim that belief is normative.
 However, arguing for an evaluative account of the normativity of belief was not a target of this article. My more modest aim was to provide a new objection to the view that beliefs are constitutively governed by deontic norms.
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� In the contemporary literature there is not any general agreement on what it is for a norm or rule to count as constitutive of an activity or a practice. A common characterisation of constitutive norms has been suggested by Glüer and Pagin according to which “a practice is constituted by a set of rules if it is possible to engage in that practice only insofar as the rules of that set are in force for the agent” (1999, p. 221). See also Wedgwood (2007), Ch. 6.


� Some philosophers make the same point by saying that some norms are essential to some type of mental attitude. For example, according to Steglich Petersen, “[W]hat it is for a state of a mind to be a propositional attitude of a certain kind, is essentially for it to be susceptible to one or more […] normative requirements. In a sense to be qualified later, an essential property of some object X is a property such that X would not be the kind of thing it is had it lacked that property. So, for example, taking N to stand for whatever norm is taken to express an essential feature of belief, the normative essentialist is claiming that for any propositional attitude X, X is a belief only if X has the property of being susceptible to N” (2008, p. 267). For overviews of doxastic constitutivism see McHugh and Whiting (2014) and Fassio (2015, §1a).


� See, for example, Brandom (1994). Wedgwood (2002, 2007) has developed and defended a theory to the effect that mental attitudes are constitutively regulated by normative principles. Zangwill (1998, 2005) argued for a view that he calls normative essentialism about propositional attitudes, according to which it is essential to propositional attitudes that they stand in certain normative relations of coherence and rationality to each other.


� See, for example, Griffiths (1962), Mayo (1963), Wedgwood (2002), Shah (2003) and Engel (2004). For an overview see Fassio (2015).


� See Velleman (2000) and Boghossian (2003). The claim that belief or other mental attitudes are normative should not be confused with the claim that mental content is normative. That mental content is normative is, roughly, the claim that being able to grasp the concepts constituting the content of a mental attitude involves grasping rules for correctly applying such concepts. The normativity of the attitude consists in the existence of normative conditions associated with a particular attitude. Some philosophers argued that the normativity of mental attitudes is related in some specific way with the normativity of content. However, the two claims – that intentional attitudes are constitutively normative and that mental content is normative – must not be confused. On this see, for example, Glüer and Wikforss (2016).


� On this see, for example, Velleman (2000), Engel (2004), Shah and Velleman (2005), Wedgwood (2007).


� See Korsgaard (1997, 248), Moran (2001, 52), Wedgwood (2002, 2007), Zangwill (1998, 2005). 


� Such a view allows for the possibility that norms constitutive of belief are knowable only a posteriori. This would exclude that our understanding of the concept of belief requires that we conceive beliefs as governed by normative standards. For a similar view see Zangwill (2005). Against this view Steglich-Petersen (2008, 268-269) argued that, if mental attitudes are constitutively governed by norms, then such norms are also knowable a priori.


� See Shah and Velleman (2005, fn. 43), Shah (2003, fn 41) and Papineau (2014).


� The validity of the entailment from conceptual to metaphysical necessity has been denied by, e.g., Wedgwood (2009, p. 424), Laurier (2011), and Papineau (2014). According to these philosophers, conceptual and metaphysical necessity would be mutually independent, and thus conceptual necessity would not entail metaphysical necessity.


� See, for example, Williamson (2000), McHugh (2011), Smithies (2012).


� Although the distinction between deontic and axiological norms is generally accepted by philosophers, there is no agreement on the criteria for tracking such a distinction. According to some philosophers, responsibility is the main feature of deontic norms as opposed to evaluative ones (e.g., Smith (2005, 10-13)). According to others, the distinction should be based on a set of features all equally indicative but not necessary, such as syntactical structure, psychological character, domain of application, gradability of fulfilment, commitment to constraints such as the “ought implies can” principle, and so on (e.g., Ogien and Tappolet (2009)). For other characterizations of the distinction see also Mulligan (1998, 2009) and VonWright (1963b, 1963a).


� For the latter view see Rosen (2001). Philosophers proposing to interpret the normativity of belief in evaluative terms have been, for example, Lynch (2009), Fassio (2011), McHugh (2012) and Jarvis (2012).


� With few exceptions, deontological doxastic normativists hold that norms constitutive of belief are pro tanto epistemic norms, which may be outweighed by other types of norm (such as practical or moral ones). Such norms are supposed to govern an agent who already holds or is engaged in the formation of a belief, and is supposed to guide the agent’s judgment about whether to retain, form or withhold such a belief. An exception is constituted by Chrisman (2008). Roughly, his view is that norms of belief require members of a community to criticise and correct false beliefs of other members of that community. 


� Other objections have been moved against deontological accounts of the normativity of belief. See, in particular, Steglich-Petersen (2006), Bykvist and Hattiangadi (2007) and Glüer and Wikforss (2009). See McHugh and Whiting (2014) and Fassio (2015, §2b) for an overview.


� Another way of making the same point is that a general norm is a normative schema including variables, and in every case in which we give a value to these variables we generate particular commitments. Therefore, even if the usual formulation of norms governing belief has a universal form, e.g., for every p believe p only if C, every time I have a specific belief I will have a commitment to hold it only if C. The latter commitment can be seen as a mere instantiation of the general normative schema. Thanks to Daniel Whiting and Marianna Bergamaschi Ganapini for encouraging me to consider this point.


� An example here is habitual rule-following. We often develop habits in performing actions leading to the satisfaction of norms we are ordinarily committed to. For example, when we drive we often don’t need to explicitly notice street laws in order to drive in accordance with them. However, the possibility of following a norm implicitly, through a developed habit, doesn’t prevent us from the possibility of explicitly recognizing that we are committed to a certain norm in that context (at least if ours is genuine rule-following and not a mere habitual behaviour unrelated to the norm).


� If an implicit recognition of the norm’s content is required, it must not be necessarily de dicto, involving a full understanding of that content, but merely de re. For example, an agent engaged in a normative practice can follow some norm whose content she cannot understand de dicto by mere imitation of other agents following such a norm. If such an agent knows that this action consists in following a norm binding on her, and can recognise that acting as the other participants to the practice do in a certain circumstance entails the compliance to such norm, then such an agent has a de re accessibility to the content of that norm. Thanks to Andrew McKinlay for bringing to my attention this point.


� The following considerations about deontic norms are borrowed from VonWright (1963a, Ch.5 and 1963b, 157-159). Such a characterisation doesn’t substantially diverge from more recent ones.


� Consider a specific example of a norm issued to a subject not able to grasp it: a way for an authority to issue a prescription is by means of enjoining an order. However, if I order my cat to wash the dishes, is my cat under a prescription to wash the dishes?  Does my order create a prescription at all?  My intuition is that my claim does not entail the existence of any prescription – any norm at all.


� There is a quite general agreement on the validity of this condition. See, for example, Gibbons (2001, 597), Ogien and Tappolet (2009), VonWright (1963b, p. 159), Baker and Hacker (1984, 264). Papineau (2014) argued for the even stronger claim that an agent engaging with a norm must be sensitive to the norm, in the sense that she must be aware of the norm and have some inclination to conform to it. 


� A similar claim has been defended by other philosophers, even if in slightly different terms. See, for example, Glüer and Wikforss (2009).


� Let me briefly address a possible objection to (OICA). It may be objected that small children and lower animals having beliefs may have implicit grasps of the norm constitutive of these beliefs without being able to believe that they are under such norms. My reply is that an implicit grasp of a deontic norm is a cognitive attitude toward a propositional content. Since plausibly the most basic propositional cognitive attitude is belief, an implicit grasp of a deontic norm is yet a belief, even if implicit and rudimentary. If a 3-year-old child has the ability to implicitly grasp that she is committed to a norm (say, ‘I ought not to put my fingers in the wall socket’), I would say that she has an implicit belief that she is under that commitment. Notice also that this objection relies on the contentious assumption that human infants and animals can have beliefs. This assumption is supported by our ordinary disposition to ascribe beliefs to these beings, as well as by general biological and behavioral similarities between adult human beings, human infants and nonhuman mammals, and by the difficulty of characterizing the mental lives of such beings without relying on belief-ascriptions. However, even if accepted by many philosophers engaged in the debate on the normativity of belief and intuitively plausible, such an assumption has not been universally accepted (e.g., Davidson (1982)). Thanks to Pascal Engel for encouraging me to consider this potential problem.


� Note that these two claims are not both necessary for the argument. It is sufficient to accept at least one of the two for the effectiveness of some version of the argument. 


� This remark is important for, at least according to certain accounts of belief, it seems possible to hold an infinite number of beliefs entailed by the contents of other more fundamental beliefs one has. It has been argued that one could ‘tacitly’ believe an infinite set of complex propositions, compositionally derived from a finite set of basic believed propositions. For example, if someone believes that Paris is the capital of France, presumably she also tacitly believe that Paris is not the capital of C, for any possible country C that is not France. However, for a criticism of this latter view see Audi (1994). Notice also the difference between tacit beliefs and possible beliefs one doesn’t actually have but that one can form on the basis of beliefs one has. If I believe Paris is in France and know that France is in Europe, presumably I also tacitly believe that Paris is in Europe. But if I believe the fundamental axioms of mathematics it doesn’t follow that I tacitly believe any possible calculation I can perform no matter how big. If I believe that Paris is in France, a friend can plausibly ascribe to me the belief that I am in Europe, but she cannot ascribe to me the belief in the result of a big mathematical calculation before I have performed it. On this difference see Audi (1994).


� One may argue that recognition of the full set of requirements is a too demanding constraint on these requirements’ potential normative guidance. A more reasonable constraint would require an agent to be able to recognize each single requirement taken individually. However, as will become apparent from the next steps of the argument, from a belief norm it is possible to generate an arbitrarily large chain of commitments such that the potential recognition of each commitment presupposes the actual recognition of all previous commitments in the chain. Therefore, in the considered case, recognition of each single commitment entails recognition of all commitments. Thanks to an anonymous referee for pressing me to clarify this point.


� Indeed this would constitute a violation of the ‘ought implies can satisfy’ principle. For similar remarks on the impossibility of satisfying an infinite number of rules see also Wright (2012: 384-5).


� The step from (3) and (4) to (5) would not be valid if (4) were a mere contingent truth. It could be the case that A contingently implies B and that it is possible that A, and nevertheless that it is not the case that B. In fact, the possible worlds in which A is the case could be ones in which A does not imply B. However, notice that (4) is deduced from an assumption supposed to state a metaphysically necessary truth, namely, that beliefs are constitutively normative. Therefore (4) is metaphysically necessary; and also (OIBC) is supposed to be (at least) metaphysically necessary. Therefore, it is legitimate to deduce (5) from (3) and (4). 


� If we believe that Paris is in the north of France, we can implicitly believe that it is in France, that it is in Europe, etc. All these beliefs would be logically implied by the former (plus other beliefs we have) and could be all implicitly believed by the subject. This is not the case for the beliefs about commitments generated in the argument. Consider the following instance of the argument:





S believes that p 


S is committed to [believe that p only if p] 


It is possible that S believes herself to be committed to [believe that p only if p] 


S believes that she is committed to [believe that p only if p] ( S is committed to < believe that she is committed to [believe that p only if p] only if she is committed to [believe that p only if p] >


It is possible that S is committed to < believe that she is committed to [believe that p only if p] only if she is committed to [believe that p only if p] > 


…


It is possible that S believes that she is committed to <believe that she is committed to [believe that p only if p] only if is she committed to [believe that p only if p]> 


 


As you can see, the content of each derived belief is logically unrelated to the previous one in the chain: the contents p, that one is committed to [believe that p only if p], and so on, are all logically independent. This remark is important for the applicability of (BL) to the argument.


� Indeed, according to (OICA), subjects can acknowledge norms they are committed to. Therefore if S acknowledges herself to be committed to , by factivity of knowledge S is committed to .


� Remember also that each commitment has a different content. It says, for each content of belief, that that content ought to be believed only if it meets the standard demanded by the norm (it is true, rational, known,...), and each belief has a different content, given that it is about a different commitment. See fn. 29.


� A regress problem involving a similar structure, even if relevantly different in important details, has been given against an intellectualist model of normativity for norms regulating epistemic justification. See Pollock (1974), VanCleve (1979), Pollock and Cruz (1999, 125).


� Let me restate the main lines of the argument using the familiar modal framework in terms of possible worlds. Assume that S believes that p (1), and, given (B(N), is committed to F (2). From this and (OICA) it is derivable that there is a possible world w0 accessible from the actual world at which S not only believes p and is committed to F, but also believes that he/she is committed to F (3). Given S’s belief in the commitment to F at w0, from (B(N) it is derivable that in w0 S is also committed to G (5). But if S in w0 is committed to G, then from (OICA) there is a possible world w1 in which S not only believes p, is committed to F, believes him/herself to be committed to F and is committed to G, but also believes him/herself to be committed to G (6). Again, if S in w1 believes that he/she is committed to G, from (B(N) it is derivable that in w1 S is also committed to H. Again, from (OICA) there is a possible world w2 accessible from w1 in which S not only believes p, is committed to F, believes him/herself to be committed to F, is committed to G, believes him/herself to be committed to G and is committed to H, but also believes him/herself to be committed to H. You can figure out by yourself how to derive that there is a possible world wn at which S will be under a series of n commitments and will hold a number n of beliefs. Assuming a transitive relation of accessibility between possible worlds, world wn will be accessible from the actual world. However, from (BL) and (OL) one can only be committed to a n-1 number of commitments and hold only a n-1 number of beliefs. There are no possible worlds at which S is under a series of n commitments and holds n beliefs. A contradiction follows. Therefore, if we want to escape this absurd conclusion and we accept the plausibility of premises (OICA), (BL) and (OL) defended above, we are forced to accept that not every belief entails a commitment, denying (B(N) and DDC with it.


� According to evaluative accounts of the normativity of belief, norms of belief are not deontic norms addressed to specific agents, supposed to be action-guiding and to motivate addressees to act or refrain from acting in a certain way. Rather, norms of belief are evaluative standards stating the conditions at which a belief is evaluable or disvaluable – possesses a specific type of value or disvalue. According to this interpretation, a belief would be that type of attitude evaluable when certain specific circumstances obtain (say, when the believed proposition is true, or when the attitude is rational or amounts to knowledge), and disvaluable when these circumstances does not obtain (or when other specific properties obtain).


� On this see in particular Fassio (2011) and McHugh (2012). An evaluative account could avoid the present problem since both (OICA) and (OL) are not as plausible for values as they are for deontic norms.


� An earlier version of this paper was presented at the CWAP 2014 conference Normativity of Meaning, Belief and Knowedge, at the University of Cracow. I would like to thank the audience at that conference (in particular Marianna Bergamaschi Ganapini for her accurate and insightful commentary), various members of the Geneva Research Group Episteme and two anonymous reviewers for helpful comments on earlier versions of this paper. The work on this paper was supported by the Swiss National Science Foundation research projects ‘Knowledge-Based Accounts of Rationality’ (100018_144403 / 1) and ‘The Unity of Reasons’ (P300P1_164569 / 1).








