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MORAL KNOWLEDGE, EPISTEMIC EXTERNALISM, AND INTUITIONISM
Daniel Star

Abstract

This paper explores the generally overlooked relevance of an important
contemporary debate in mainstream epistemology to philosophers working
within ethics on questions concargimoral knowledge. It is argued that this
debate, between internalists and externalists about the accessibility of
epistemic justification, has the potential to be both significantly influenced by,
and have a significant impact upon, the study of moraikedge. The moral
sphere provides a particular type of strong evidence in favour of externalism,
and mainstream epistemologists might benefit from paying attention to this
fact. At the same time, the terrain of moral epistemology (approached as a sub
field of metaethics) needs to be reshaped by the realisaticextbatalists

can steal the thunder of intuitionists when it comes to knowledge constituted

by seemingly selevident beliefs.

| wish to defend a view about the nature of moral knowledgeghmaitiwelt

represented in contemporary studies of moral knowledge within ethics, but that might
seem to be on the rigkitde of an important divid® manyphilosophersvorking in

general epistemology. This is a view of moral knowledge that takes exdarraddout

the accessibility of epistemic justification seriouslybelieve that there is much to

! Thank you to Stephen Kearns, Ofra Magidvico Silins, Roger Crisp, Ralph Wedgwood, Robert M.
Adams, Brad Hooker, Krister Bykvist, and an anonymous referee for their helpful comments.

2 The terms Ointernalism® and Oexternalism® have been used to refer to a large number of different
distinctions inphilosophy. In ethics, OexternalismO is commonly taken to refer to the view that at least
some practical reasons do not depend on any desires to act in ways that conform with the reasons that a
person might presently possess, or would possess wereuily tafionally deliberate about the

situation he is in (in contrast to Bernard WilliamsOs view that all practical reasons are QinternalQ, in the
sense that they depend on desires the agent either presently possesses, or would possess were he to
fully rationally deliberate; see Bernard Willian@lnternal and External Reasons, with PostscriptO, in
Elijah Millgram [ed.],Varieties of Practical Reasoning [Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2001], pp- 77

98). There are other important uses of the terms even withicsgsee Russ Shafeandau,Moral

Realism: A Defence [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003], pp. 148 for a survey of a number of
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recommendn the epistemic externalist positiodéscribebelow on the way to
arguing that some observations about morality speak in favour of this general
externalist position. If the argument of the first section of this paper is on the right
track, the fact that the externalist view has not received much attention from moral
epistemologists is rather odd, because it seems to be the case that certaitimiserva
about moral beliefs, in particular, provide us with a particularly good rationale to
favour ths view. For the same reasamemight alsothink it is surprising that moral
beliefs have not received more attention in general epistemology circles.

| argue that morality provides a bettarting point when we look for
examples that count in favour of epistemic externalism dlstandard example that is
often mentioned in the general epistemology literature, since that example much more
easily admits ban internalist interpretation. In the second section of the paper, | turn
to consider an alternative framework to the one that | favour.GriistionistO
framework might be thought to provide a better explanation of the observations about
our moral beefs that Icontend are best explained by the epistemic externalist thesis.
Intuitionism is popular in certain moral epistemology circles (where moral
epistemology is treated as a diddd of metaethics), but it iatherunpopular in
general epistemolyg’ Interestingly, the main reason for ésrrent appeal in some
circles which lisolate actuallyspeak at least as muah favour of epistemic
externalism (that does not require intuitionism) as it speaks in favour of internalist

intuitionism.

important distinctions in ethics that have attracted the internalist/externalist labels). Some readers may
need to beain mind that the distinction | am focusing on in this paper is a distinction commonly made
in epistemology, but not in ethigit should not be confused with the distinction that divides

internalists and externalists about practical reasons, or inteésreatid externalists about practical
judgements.

3 It is not uncommon to come across good philosophers outside of ethics who are unfamiliar with the
way the term QintuitionismO is usétin ethics This is not to deny the existence or value of a long

andinteresting philosophical tradition.



Chicken-sexing and Morality: The Appeal of Epistemic Externalism
The field of contemporary epistemology is awash with thought experiments that direct
us to accept various theoretical conclusions. Some such thought experiments seem
decisivebone need only thinkf Gettier casegeflection on whichmakesit very
difficult to continue to accept that knowledge is justified true b&liedit more often
than not, suclthoughtexperiments will simply incline us towards accepting an
important proposition. An example afthought experiment that is often said to
strongly incline us towards accepting a particularly controvegphiédsophical
proposition is the chickesexing case. It is regularly provided as a (ifshe} central
example of a thought experiment thatadsein favour of epistemic externalism. | will
argue here that ordinary, everyday morality actually provides us \Wittea source
of examples that strongly incline us towards accepting epistemic externalism than the
traditional chickersexing example dgs. If | am right about this, a surprising
oversight on the part of epistemologists will have been uncovered.

Epistemic internalism is the view that whenever a person knows something, he
or she is either aware of the justificatory basis of his or her lealg@or could
become aware of this justificatory basis merely through reflettigpistemic
externalists deny thist is not necessary to either be aware of or be able to become
aware of the basis of oneOs knowledge (merely through reflection) itoordant as

knowing a proposition.Say that someone asks me, OWhat is the capital of New

* A somewhat attractive variant of this definition is the view that whenever a person knows something,
he or she is able to comekow the justificatory basis of his or her knowledge, merely through
reflection(for adefinition along these lines, see Duncan PrichBpdtemic Luck [Oxford: Oxford

University Press, 2005], p. 42). My definition has the virtue of allowing that awareness of something
non-propositional in form (e.g. sense data) could count as awarena$gsbificatory basis (which is

not to say that | think such things do so count). For a good discussion of the debate between internalists
and externalists about the accessibility of epistemic justification by someone that favours the internalist
positionsee Laurence BonJour, Olnternalism and ExternalismO, in Paul K. MosBtd&kjrd

Handbook of Epistemology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), pp. 283. For an extended

critique of this kind of internalism see Michael Bergmahatification Without Awareness (Oxford:

Oxford University Pres®006).

® For the sake of accuracy, | should note thist very common to focus on internalism and externalism
about epistemigustification, rather tharknowledge. However, this does not matter for therposes of

the present papenternalism about justification, as it is usually defined (when writers focus on

awareness), entails internalism about knowledge, as | have defined it (assuming that justification is
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Zealand?0 | spontaneously offer up OWellington.O Do | count as knowing that
Wellington is the capital of New Zealand regardless of what | would say (truthfully)
aboutkzow | might know this? To meet the internalist requirement, it might be enough
that | would be able to say, Ol remembered itO (indicating that | am aware that my
memory provides a solid basis for the belief) or OJaclojdsned (assuming Jack
justtold me, and that | rightly believe Jack to be a reliable source of geographical
information). The externalist denies that it is a necessary condition for counting as
knowing a proposition that | be aposition to give such a story, even just to myself,
abou how | might know what | believe | know. Of urse, the externalist need rdt
and, no dout) should noBdeny that | my sometimes be in such a position.

As | have saidthe example that is most oftérst used to both illustrate the
distinctiveness oépistemic externalism, and make it sound somewhat intuitively
compelling, is the chickesexing exampl&The story goes something like this (it
does not matter for our purposes whether actual chis&eimg is exactly as the story
portrays it to be)Chickensexers are employed to sort chicinto male and female

always required for knowledgelrguments gainst internalism about knowledge will thus be

arguments against internalism about justification. In any case, the reader could replace nearly all
mention of knowledge in this paper with mention of epistemic justification and the arguments would be
roughl the same. | prefer to focus on knowledge because | think the common judgments about moral
knowledge that | appeal to are judgments about knowledge and not about mere epistemic justification
(partly just because ordinary folk less commonly think andahbdut epistemic justification thaan

fall short of knowledgé¢han they think and talk about knowledlgily externalism about knowledge

should not be confused withnaundanekind of externalism about knowledge that pretty much

everyone accepts, i.e. thiew that knowledge at least sometimes depends on truths that are external to
agents. There is another, distinct (although related) use of the terms QinternalismO and OexternalismO that
is common in contemporary epistemologuyt that | am not concerned tvibhere internalism is

sometimes taken to be the view that epistemic justification supervenes on states that are internal to
agents (i.e. states that would be shared by intrinsic physical duplicates, however much their
environments differ). The externali@unterpart to this is the view that epistemic justification at least
sometimes supervenes on features of the environment that are external to the bodies of individual
people.

® Prichard describetis example as Othe notorious Ochisksrr@ase thatsdivides externalists and
internalistsQEpistemic Luck, p. 43). His book is a good example of a recent work that often uses the
chickensexing case to focus on intuitions that might help in the internalism/externalism debate (see pp.
43-44, and pp. 17477, in particular).



groups This is an importat jobDor, at leastwas an important job before the
invention of machines that takare of the task more efficient®because it is crucial
to separate the chicksto those that will grow to lay eggs, and those thatgudiv to
be most profitable in terms of selling on as meat. Once they have developed certai
skills, chickensexers do this taskmazingly well. However, they tend to be very bad
at describing the Is&s on which they reliably distinguish between male and female
chicks. It has been claimed that they actually do it on the basis of smell, although they
most commonly think they are doing it on the basis of sight. Nonetheless, it seems
very tempting to conlude that when a chickesexer correctly judges that there is a
male chick in front of hirself, he knows that there is a male chick in front ofdetf)
even supposing he has a mistaken belief albmuthe knows this (and no correct
belief about how he laws this).It is tempting to think & counts as knowing there is
such a chick in front of hiselfin virtue of the fact that his belief et just luckily
true, or in virtue of the fact that there is a reliable causal process in the world that
enables hinto makecorrect judgements about the chicks he encounters.

| contend that many mundane but important moral beliefs are good candidates
for knowledge, despite the fact that people find it difficult or impossible to locate a
satisfactory justificatory basifor the relevant beliefs. | think we mafgen be in a
position that is similar to a chickesexer who seestto know the sex of the chigghe
comes across, but does not feel able to offer an explanation cheayoes so (or at
least not one that istssfactory or sufficient)We can easily imagine givingeoplea
questionnaire with questions like the following on it: Ols torturing someone just for
fun (with no other justificationlways wrong?0, Ols stealing something from a poor
person just to augmeéoneOs already considerable wealth morally permissible?0, Ols
lying normally right?0, and Ols intentionally killing a person normally wrong?0 Just as
a chickensexer must decide whether a chick is male or female, the gexshwith
these questions niig be asked tdecide whether she is faced with a true or a false
claim, and with examples such as those just provided | think the results be
rather more predictable than in the chiclsexing case.

Of course, theompletedquestionnaire alone wouttbt establish that
someone knows any of the relevant propositions, just asstance of aeliable
chickenseyer case does not in itself establish that the chideserbeing considered
possesses knowledge. | have described this questionnaire in erdéy ta establish

a close analogy with the chicksexing case. Nonetheless, | do also think the relevant
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propositions are very plausibly cases of known propositions, and | would tinwite
readerto share that judgement.

In relation to the answers oneght expect to receive to these questidns,
think it is also true to sathat further quizzing would reveal both a general degree of
obstinacy about claims to know the relevant propositions (putting theoretical
contamination from relativist and sceptiaartds in our culture to one side), and a
common lack of an ability to provide anternally accessible justificatory basis for the
relevanfjudgemend (on reflection)Even after years of studying moral philosophy, |
find it hard to locate a basis for mgltef (which lam strongly inclined to believe
constitutes knowledge) that intentionally killing a person is normally wrong.

Perhapsen more striking than this observatiorhe factthat many people
would point to a completelyracceptable basis for heir moral beliefs, yet we are
unlikely to judge that they lack such basic knowledge. They are similar to chicken
sexers whalaim to know the sex of chiskon the basis of sight, when they in fact
know the sex on the basis of smell. | think it is bests® norphilosophical examples
to push this point (even though it also applies to adherents of false philosophical
moral theories), anthe widespread adherencerd¢tigious ideologies provide us with
a wealth of such examples. Take the belief of a fundéatst Christian Jack, that his
knowledge of moral truths is based on reading the Bible, since the Bible is the word of
God. It does not matter for my argument that sophisticated adherents of JackOs
religion might believe that this is an incorrect bef@fa Christian to hold; it suffices
that a great many believers are like Jack. Now, take an adherent of another religion,
Jill, who believes that her religious text, whose claims are inconsistent with the claims
of JackOs favoured text, provides the diation for her moral beliefs, since her text,
and not JohnOs, contains the word of God.

Clearly there are many Jacks and Jills in the world, and Jack and Jilitcan
both be right (even on the assumption that one of them is, which peapjewould
doubtas well). There are many other kinds of religious examples; some people might
think, for example, that they form their moral judgements as a result of direct
communication with God, or his intermediaries. Many of us believe that all such
examples fail t@xplain knowledge because we donOt believe in God at all, but we
would find it deeply offensive for eligious person of the kind we have imagined
claim that we lack firsbrder moral knowledge as a result of a failure to be
sufficiently religious, andave certainly should not return the offencedsimingthat
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religious people lack firsbrder moral knowledge. After all, (nearly) all religious
people, and (nearly) all atheists will agree that intentionally killing people is normally
wrong.

There are tree reasons that | think ordinary morality provides us with
examples that speak in favour of epistemic externdlisangreater exterhan the
chickensexing caseoes The first is simply that there seems to be a lot of very
ordinary moral knowledge abbBwhich, like the putative knowledge available in the
chickensexing case, iseeminglynot accompanied by gopiternaly accessible
justificationsBwhile chickersexing is quite a rare profession. The second is that
people passionately disagree althatjustificatorybasis of their mal knowledge
(with more passiothan one would expect frora gathering of chickesexers), but it
seems highly desirable not to view this as interfering mitich oftheir firstorder
moral knowledge.

Thirdly, and mosimportantly,the chickersexing storyactuallyallows of an
alternative internalist interpretation of a kind that is not available in the moral case. Its
absence in the moral case strengthens the claim that the moral case is a better example
for the extenalist. Is it really true to say, of real life chickeexersthat no kind of
internal justification is available to them? There seems to be one kind of good
epistemic justification that is, in fadtraightforwardly reflectigly assessable to
them, andhat is the positive feedback, which takes the form of the testimony and
continuing support of their employets,the effecthat they are, in fact, almost
always making the right judgements. Chicleaxers know they are relialfl&his
may beeasilyovelooked when the chickesexing example isonsidered

In short, the fact that a chickeexer is provided with continual positive
feedback about her work would normally mean that she doesrtiauaally
accessible evidence that she knows the sex ohibkscthat she is presented with.

Here is one place where the analogy with morality crucially breaks down. No bells
ring whenone forms or acts on falseoral beliefs; no one loses a job; no tight
feedback loop can be located. A description of a chislegimg practice that would

make it more like morality would be a practice where we are all kept in a factory and

" Of course, they may not know this when they are just starting out as clsiekers, but both
internalists and externalists would agree that beginners are not the right subjects to focus on when

attempting to make minimally content®knowledge claims.



engage in making judgements about chickens, without ever hearing anything from
beyond the factory line we are working on about whether or nargvdoing our jobs
well, yet still have firm intuitions that we know we are right some of the time.

It might be said that convergence of agreenrejudgementsn the moral
case might provide something of an analogous feedbackdadbe one that wouldeb
available to chickesexersbut this seems highly questionable. If one were a chicken
sexer in the just redescribed céise. a case where one toils away without receiving
feedback as to oneOs degree of su¢aess)night look to others to see whettery
agree with the judgements one is making about particular chickens, but one would not
be able to take their agreement as providing a ground for knowing anfdegugming
epistemic internalisms trug. Thereis no way of ruling out the possibilityah
convergence would indicateahwe are all getting it wrongather than all getting it
right. In the moral case, one can actually providayexamples where convergence
or universal agreement goes along with péyefalse firstorder beliefse.g.
judgements concerning the supposed moral inferiority of women which, we might
suppose, we almost universal in the not too distant past

| think there are two main things a critic might say in response to my argument
that the moratlomainprovides better emples tharthe chickenrsexingcase insofar
asthe goal of persuading us of the desirability of the epistemic externalist pasition
concernedFirstly, the critic might contend that morality is actually a poor source of
examples because of the tenapibt moral scepticism (as distinct from scepticism in
general), on philosophical grounds. | have been assuming that there is a lot of moral
knowledge around in the world that needs explaining,d1his not highly
guestionable7o this | would simply saghatwe are trying to come up with examples
that test our pr¢heoretical intuitions (i.e. intuition®latively uncontaminated by
philosophical theory) at this stage in the dialectre-tReoretically at least, people
actually haveery strong intuitiors that they know that torturing someone merely for
fun is wrong, that lying is normally wrong ettshould also be said that one of the
main motivations for moral scepticism may just be the thought that knowledge claims
require good epistemic justificatis to be provided by the agents making such claims



in order to really count as expressions of knowledge, but this is precisely what the
externalist is denying.

If asked whether they would be more inclined to doubt that a chisxesr
has any knowledge all about the sex of his oehchicks or to doubt thatrdinary
run-of-the-mill people haveany knowledge at all about morality, | would suggest that
ordinary runof-the-mill people would be much more inclined to doubt the former
than the latter. Mostfais would also neegery strong arguments for moral scepticism
to be presented to us in order to feel justified in suspending ovoffitst moral
beliefs ¢his is arguably somethingne shouldattempt todo if one seriously,
rationally doubted that thegonstitute knowledge).

Secondly, and more potentially damaging to my mind, a critic might contend
that internalistntuitionism provides an account of justification that is available in the
moral case, but not in the chickeaxing case. The internalisttuitionist holds that
there are some propositions that are-seiflently true, where that means that being in
a position to believe the proposition on the basis of understamdgnough to
justify one in believing the proposition in a way that cibutgts knowledge. Now,
clearly no one is going to clairhdtmerely understanding a contingently true
proposition such as Ol am holding a female éhimuld bthe basis for knowledge,
but many philosophers are attracted to the view that understandug@aposition
with moral content, such as OTorturing someone merely for fun is wrongO, might be

enough of a basis for knowledge, at least in some core.cases

8 Hilary Kornblith has emphasised that, from the externalist perspective, knowledge is/simply
conditionalon justifications being able to be provided in his ODoes Reliabilism Make Knowledge
Merely Conditional?@pilosophical Issues, 14 (2004), pp. 18200.



Intuitionism and Epistemic Externalism

Intuitionism is only a threat to epistemic externalismd the argument of the

previous section, if it is taken to be an internalist position. Strictly speaking,
intuitionists need not be internalists, but they generally vl begin this section

by describing the internalist intuitionist position,riiewill argue that the position is
problematic when it comes to moral knowledge, and that one of the main reasons
(perhapsie main reason) that people are drawn to intuitionism is actually catered for
very well by epistemic externalism.eRognizing thedrce of this point should

actually draw people away from intuitionism (givenvitsakness@sto instead favour
epistemic externalism.

Take a candidate proposition P which we will assume has been entertained by
me on some occasion (hence is understandalvte), is true and has substantive
first-ordermoral content. Now, intuitionists woul@: want to ¢aim that, as a matter
of fact,given orly what has just been specifidcknow P. They would not want to
claim this partly just because it would make Wiexige too easy to come Byand
partly because serious philosophers disagree about the propositions they take to be
self-evident, yet are not at libertg accuse eaabther of misunderstanding the
propositions in questiom®hilip StrattonLake, defendingntuitionism, writes: OFor a
proposition to be sekvident is for it to bérnowable on the basis of an understanding
of it. It does not follow from this that if P is se¥ident and one understands P, then
one will believe [know] that P. All it meanstisat oneOs understanding of P provides
a sufficient warrant for believing [knowing] that P, not that one must recognize oneOs
understanding as a sufficient warraft.®

° Robert Audi is careful to point out that intuitists need not be internalistsfihe Good in the Right:

A Theory of Intuition and Intrinsic Value (Princeton: Ainceton University Press, 2004), pp-59.
Nonetheless, he admitisat intuitionism most easily fits together with a rationalist picture that is
internalist (he Good in the Right, p. 60), and he generally endaggernalism.

970 bring this out, imagine that | am a committed Kantian who is familiar with a utilitariaciple,
which, as it happens, is s&fidently true (and which is strictly incompatible with my version of
Kantianism). It is implausible to suppose that | actually know the utilitarian principle simply because |
understand it and have entertained it.

1 philip StrattorLake, OlIntroduction®, in Philip Strattake (ed.) Ethical Intuitionism: Re-

evaluations (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), pp28 (quotation from pp. 2@1).
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This is certainly fair enough, but now the question arises: OWhat makes a
difference inthe case where | do know P?0 It canOt be just that | believe that P,
because | could believe P for very bad reasons. It is tempting to suppose that what
makesa difference is that a person who knows P does so on the basis of realising that
P is selfevidently true. However, we would be wrong to suppose this, because we are
told that knowing a selévident proposition is not the same as knowing it is self
evident. The latter, but not the former, requires conalderconceptual
sophisticationandconemporary intuitionists, such as Stratioske and Robert Audi,
rightly claim thatit would be overlyintellectualistic to suppose that ordinary people
do not count as knowing P just because they tlaelconcept of Oselfidence.

The conclusion this kbmgs us to is that being able to have a mental act of
consciouslyerasping a true seHevident proposition is something that must be
necessary if one is going to be in a position to count as directly knowingeviskeht
proposition, on an internalist ixitionist account of knowledgg It is not enough that
| understand the proposition, | must also be capable of grasping it or committing
myself to it at the same tini2l must be able to believedt the basis of
understanding it (not on some other basisy be able to do so in full awaren¥ss.

We should think carefully about whether the internalist intuitionist picture
really provides us with a plausible account of how ordinary agents might be thought
to come by their basic moral knowledge. Recallpbit | made much of in the last
section, that many such agents believe very strange things about how they know what
they take themselves to know, and have a wide range of incompatible stories that they
are each deeply committed to about the basis of khewledge. If they find

themselves wondering whether torturing the innocent for fun is wrong, they might

2 see Strattoake, Olntroduction®, p. 20, and Robert Audi, Ginisiiti, Pluralism, and the

Foundations of EthicsO, in Walter Sinfatinstrong and Mark Timmons (edspral Knowledge?

New Readings in Moral Epistemology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), pp. 1036

(especially pp. 104.07).

13| am assuming her&at one is not in a position to offer up some other legitimate justification, such

as good testimony. This is an appropriate assumption at this point (despite the comment in footnote 16,
and the discussion of testimony below), since intuitionism is onigtaresting thesis if there can be
somesuch cases.

14 Of course, lie externalist intuitionist will need to provide differentexplanation of what more needs

to be added to merely understanding a true;esatfent proposition, in order to count as kniogyit.
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reflect on what their religious leaders (who we can specify are not reliable moral
authorities) say, then think that they are accepting it on the dibeing wrong
according to such leaders.

The internalist intuitionist can respond to this fact in one of three ways.
Firstly, she might claim that all such agents are lacking in moral knowledge. | think
this is a very bitter pill to swallow. Since st@mrdinary agents in the world (many of
whom behave very well to other people, as if they were somewhat virtuous, one might
be forgiven for thinking) accept strange and incompatible stories about their evidence
in relation to moral propositions, we musi this view, conclude that most agents
speak falsely when they claim that they know that lying is normally wrong. And it
seems we must perforce commit ourselves to an intellectualistic elitism that would
claim that only highly sophisticated thinkers coastknowing moral propositions (of
even the most basic, n@malytically true, kind). | hope the reader will agree this is
not really an attractive option.

| think what might make this option appear acceptable to some philosophers is
the emphasis on scegdl worries about moral knowledge in contemporary
philosophy. Such attention to scepticism certainly has an important role to play in
philosophy, but other forms of scepticism (e.g. scepticism about the external world, or
other minds) play a similar rola philosophy, since they present genuine intellectual
challenges that we might think must be met in some context, yet they are rarely
endorsed wholeheartedly by philosophers, or, more to the point, thought to be
problems specifically for ordinary folk thenight only be overcome by the more
intellectually sophisticated. To be fair, the prevalence of disagreements in the moral
domain might be thought to provide a motivation to accept moral scepticism that has
no parallel with respect to other forms of sagpin, but I think such disagreements
are exaggerated (especially with respect to a core set of propositions at the most basic
level of moral knowledge), and can be expected to decrease as moral progress occurs.

The second option available to the interstaltuitionist is to claim that
ordinary agents can best be described in the following way: such agents actually
accept the basic moral propositions they know by consciously grasping them on the
basis of understanding them but they also consciously atwepton other bad
epistemic grounds. The fact that people would generally not claim to be accepting
moral propositions on the basis of understanding them demonstrates not that they are
lacking in knowledge, but merely that they are-seifeived, or lackig in self
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knowledge about their own conscious processes. | take it that this option is not quite
as odious as the previous one, but it still seems highly problematic. It imputes a kind
of ignorance or irrationality to ordinary agents that would be batlespread and
surprising. The novelty of the idea that this is what a great number of people have
been doing all the time should give us pause for thought. It seems very strange that no
one has previously noticed that they are constantly flicking betw#detossciously
grasping propositions merely on the basis of understanding them, and attempting to
accept them on other grounds.

The third and last option available to the internalist intuitionist is one where
she simply reminds us that internalism doesrequire that peoplectually believe on
the basis of understanding a proposition (and do so through a conscious grasping of
this basis), but only that they at@able of so doing. This is undoubtedly the most
promising option for the internalist intuiicst to pursue, but I am not convinced that
moving to a mere capability will ultimately be all that helpful here. | suspect that an
appeal to oneOs understanding of a proposition as the main basis for believing it is
something that would be quite alienn@ny people; it is not an appeal that they
would be capable of making in a sincere fashion. The religious folk | have used as an
example might claim to know what they know through testimony, and would be very
likely to think of mere understanding as theong kind of thing to provide a
justification. At this point, the intuitionist might point out that she is of course
prepared to recognize that testimony can be an adequate basis for knowledge.
However, from the intuitionist perspective, any legitimaterclohitestimony must
end with someone who is able to believe merely on the basis of understanding, and it
is because it does so that other people can possess moral knowledge, but this supports
a kind of epistemic elitism in the moral sphere that the existnaed have no truck
with. The externalist can view common religious folk as being like chisk&ars
who can only offer up bad justifications but do not lack knowledge as a result. Even if
epistemic elitism in the moral domain is not a bad thing, amestill focus on
examples where there clearly are no chains of testimony back to people who would be
fundamental epistemic authorities from the internalist intuitionist perspective

(plausibly, many religious leaders would fail this test).
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| think | have povided enouglof acaseagainsinternalistintuitionism, but
these arguments may not convince an adherent of the pdsitilbap a commitment
to it.'® The intuitionist might claim that there is something particularly appealing
about the position that lalve not yet considered. One of the main motivations for
intuitionism is commonly taken to be the fact that it is a realist option that avoids the
unattractive alternatives of coherentism (why should mere coherence ensure that one
has true, justified belie?) and the denial of the possibility of moral knowledge
altogether on the grounds that there is no foundation to our moral beliefs (the only
remaining alternative might be thought to be an infinite regress). Intuitionists avoid
these traps by appealingttee notion ofelf-evidence. Some beliefs are justified
because of their content alone, rather than because they can be inferred from other
beliefs’® Patterns of inference must stop somewhere, aneéwselénce is seen to be
the way to ensure that they,daithout this showing that the relevant beliefs are
groundless.

| agree with intuitionists that there must be beliefs that can constitute
knowledge in the absence of the agent being able to infer them from any other beliefs.
Epistemic externalists havengyhly plausible alternative explanation of why this is
so: one simply does not need to be able to be aware of oneOs evidence to count as
knowing something, so one can know some propositions without being able to make
any inferences concerning the grounfithe propositions. Suppose we defina-
inferential justification as justification that is not dependent on any actual or possible
psychological inference (possible for the agent, given her beliefs at a particular time,
that is). Intuitionists and extaalists can then agree (and internalist coherentists
disagree) that good, nonferential justification is not only possible, but also often
present in the real world. The externalist is in a position to add that such justification
can consist in things & have nothing to do with the grasping of oneOs understanding

15 For a sophisticated, independent argument against the other, related kind of epistemic internalism
that is required for intuitionism to be viable (i.e. the kind of internalism | descaitige end of

footnote 5 above), see Timothy Williamsonn@e@ing Justified in OneOs HeadO, in Mark Timmons,
John Greco, and Alfred R. Mele (edRytionality and the Good: Critical Essays on the Ethics and
Epistemology of Robert Audi (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), pp. 1082.

16 Although intuitionistsare right to point out that being nanferentially justified is compatible with

the availability of additionadources of inferential justification
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of a proposition (they may instead point to the safety of the beliefs concerned, or a
reliable beliefforming process), or with sedividence in any robust ser8as distinct
from a weak sensaf OselévidenceO that merely involves legitimately taking myself
to have sufficient evidence, even though | am not aware of any evidence beyond the
proposition being considered. The latter kind of-seifience is all we really need to
accept. This mearthat one of the main motivations for intuitionism counts in favour

of epistemic externalism as much as it counts in favour of intuitionism.

Conclusion
| have identified a way in which mainstream epistemologists might benefit from
paying more attentiorotthe moral domain, as well as a way in which moral
philosophers might benefit from paying more attention to developments in
mainstream epistemology. Morality provides a sphere of examples thaiaue
facie good candidates for knowledgéspite widespead disagreement amongst the
people who might plausibly be taken to know the relevant propositions as to the
evidential basis for their acceptance of them. Epistemologists mathétglich
examples are more helpfisthen discussing and assessing epistexiernalisnthan
someothers such as the chickesexing case, that thegyay presently focus on to a far
greater extent

Epistemic externalism provides a way for those of us who do not accept
intuitionism to still accept a legitimate role for a weak owtf the seHevident
(when considering propositions that do not appear to be believed on the basis of either
perception or inferencepMoral philosophers that have felt themselves drawn to
intuitionism may find that it pays to reconsider their reasonfrfding intuitionism
attractive, since their main motivation for adopting it may be better catered for by a
position thatmany generagpistemologists may well be right to think has a great deal

going for it.
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