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In this article, I propose, defend, and apply a principle for applied ethics.

According to this principle, we should exercise moral caution, at least when we

can. More formally, the principle claims that if you should believe or suspend

judgment that doing an action is a serious moral wrong, while knowing that not

doing that action is not morally wrong, then you should not do that action. After

motivating this principle, I argue that it has significant application in applied

ethics. The application to applied ethics comes by way of the epistemic signifi-

cance of disagreement. I argue that we are in an impoverished epistemic position

with respect to a number of morally controversial actions resulting from the

widespread and persistent disagreement on those issues among intelligent,

informed, and open-minded individuals on disparate sides of the debate. In

doing so, I build on the emerging literature in epistemology on the epistemic sig-

nificance of disagreement. However, while disagreement should make us skepti-

cal about the moral status of some actions, there needn’t be disagreement about

the permissibility of refraining from doing those very actions. When there is not,

our principle instructs us to exercise moral caution and not take the controversial

course of action. Though such a principle has perhaps a number of applications

in applied ethics, my focus here is limited to the question of whether it is

morally permissible to eat animals for pleasure.

1. The Moral Caution Principle

Consider the following principle:

MORAL CAUTION (MC): Having considered the moral status of doing action A in con-

text C, if (i) subject S (epistemically) should believe or suspend judgment that doing A in

C is a serious moral wrong, while (ii) S knows that refraining from doing A in C is not

morally wrong, then S (morally) should not do A in C.

MC is a principle that links epistemology to morality. While MC is a princi-

ple about what you morally should not do, your epistemic situation—what you

know (and what you do not know) and what you (epistemically) should believe

(and what you should not believe)—play a critical role in the principle. Accord-

ing to MC, your epistemic situation can affect what is morally permissible for

you to do. In particular, MC claims that being in a particular epistemic situation

places certain moral constraints on you.

JOURNAL of SOCIAL PHILOSOPHY, Vol. 47 No. 2, Summer 2016, 120–141.
VC 2016 Wiley Periodicals, Inc.

bs_bs_banner



MC is an objective moral principle—it is a claim about what one objec-

tively should and should not do. The truth of MC does not depend upon what

any individual or group believes about MC, nor does it depend upon any other

attitude that anyone may have toward MC. That said, MC claims that what is

true of you—your epistemic situation—places constraints on what you objec-

tively (morally) ought to do. Not everyone is in the same epistemic situation,

and thus not everyone (epistemically) should adopt the same doxastic attitudes

toward the same propositions. What you (epistemically) should believe is based

upon your epistemic situation; it depends upon features of you that may not be

shared by others.1 MC thus claims that certain epistemic features of you place

certain objective moral constraints on you. If you meet the antecedent of MC,

then it is morally wrong for you to A in C. In this way, MC is somewhat similar

to the claim that you ought not act against your conscience. While there are dif-

ferences between these principles, both principles have it that something that is

true of the subject (and can differ from subject to subject) affects what the sub-

ject (objectively) morally ought to do.

MC’s application is limited in a number of ways. For one thing, MC con-

cerns a particular epistemic situation. First, MC is focused only on situations

where, upon having contemplated the morality of doing a certain action,2 the

doxastic attitude that you (epistemically) ought to adopt toward the proposition

that doing that action is a serious moral wrong is either belief or suspension of

judgment.3 That is, having considered the morality of the act, the subject is

propositionally justified4 in either adopting belief or suspension of judgment
toward the proposition that the act in question is a serious moral wrong.

It may be thought that in situations where an individual has never contem-

plated the morality of doing a certain action, that he or she is justified in sus-

pending judgment about the morality of that action.5 For that reason, MC

stipulates that the subject has contemplated the relevant moral proposition, and

that upon contemplation one of two doxastic attitudes are epistemically rational

for the subject to adopt toward that proposition: either belief or suspension of

judgment. Even still, it might be thought that MC has it that actions are guilty

until proven innocent.6 If we imagine a case where the subject has no positive

reasons to think the action is morally wrong and no positive reasons to think that

it isn’t, then it may look like the subject should suspend judgment as to whether

the action is a serious moral wrong. If so, then the subject would meet condition

(i) of MC. However, condition (i) is not so easily met. It is plausible that, in gen-

eral, actions are morally innocent until proven guilty, and so such an epistemic

situation (where one lacks positive reasons to believe an action is morally wrong

and positive reasons to believe it is not morally wrong) is one where the agent

(epistemically) should believe the action is not a serious moral wrong. On this

way of thinking of things, to satisfy condition (i) the subject must have some
positive reason to believe that the action is a serious moral wrong. If the subject

only has positive reasons to believe the action is a serious moral wrong, then the

subject (epistemically) should believe the action is a serious moral wrong. If the
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subject also has positive reasons to believe that the actions is not a serious moral

wrong, then if those reasons as equally strong the subject (epistemically) should

suspend judgment as to whether the action is a serious moral wrong.7

Second, MC is focused on an epistemic situation where you also know that

refraining from doing a particular action is morally permissible—cases where

you know that some available alternative is morally permissible.8 MC takes for

granted that in at least some cases we can be in the know about the moral status

of an action—it takes for granted that some moral knowledge is possible. While

MC takes this claim for granted, I will not be defending it here.9 In cases where

you fail to know that it is morally permissible to refrain from doing the action in

question, the antecedent of MC is not met and MC fails to make a prescription.

It may be that in some contexts any action that you could undertake may be

a serious moral wrong, at least given your evidence or knowledge. In some sit-

uations significant moral risk may simply be inevitable because none of your

options are known by you to be morally permissible alternatives. In such situa-

tions, MC does not recommend or forbid any course of action; MC simply fails

to have any application in such contexts, and thus fails to make any moral pre-

scriptions in those contexts. In such contexts, there is simply no opportunity to

exercise moral caution, whereas MC only tells you to exercise moral caution

when you can. Along these lines, MC does not claim that the only actions that

you are morally permitted to do are those that you are justified in believing are

morally permissible. It is consistent with MC that some actions are morally per-

missible, and even morally obligatory, for you to do even if you are not justified

in believing that the action in question is morally permissible. MC tells you to

exercise moral caution, at least when you can; it does not claim that a necessary

condition of an action being morally permissible is that the subject is justified in

believing it is a morally permissible action, nor does it claim that moral caution

must always be exercised (sometimes it just cannot be).

MC is a plausible moral principle. You should not do things that are morally

wrong to do—you have a moral duty to play it safe when you can. So, if you

should believe or suspend judgment that a certain action is a serious moral

wrong, while knowing that refraining from doing that action is to not morally

wrong, you should refrain from doing that action. In doing so, you do your best

to avoid serious moral wrongs. Such moral caution is noble. Morality demands

that you take morality seriously, and taking morality seriously requires exercis-

ing moral caution, at least when you have the opportunity to do so.

MC is in the spirit of the precautionary principle. The precautionary principle

is a widely endorsed decision-making rule or approach, particularly for matters

involving the environment and health.10 While it is plausible that there is no one
thing that is the precautionary principle,11 the principle roughly claims that in

cases of suitable risk precautionary measures should be taken even in the absence

of conclusive evidence linking the action under consideration to the potential

harm. Bodansky (2004) outlines three broad ways of interpreting the principle: (i)

as excluding ignorance as a justification for inaction; (ii) as permitting actions on
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the basis of precaution; and (iii) as a duty to take precaution or preventative meas-

ures. Within each of these broad interpretations of the principle there remain

ambiguities regarding both what counts as “suitable risk” and what counts as

“precaution.” That said, MC is in the broad spirit of the precautionary principle

since it too values taking precaution and the “better safe than sorry” approach.

However, there are also some important differences between MC and the

precautionary principle. First, MC is stronger than many formulations of the pre-

cautionary principle in that it does make prescriptions about what actions to

take.12 MC claims that you should not do certain actions. It gives clear verdicts

regarding some actions where it is not always clear that the precautionary princi-

ple does so. Second, MC is focused on individual actions rather than more gen-

eral approaches to policies. While policy creation can itself be seen as

individual action, the application of MC extends beyond matters of policy crea-

tion, and this difference in scope between the precautionary principle and MC is

worth noting. Relatedly, MC is concerned with individual subjects and their

actions. While MC can also apply to states or collections of states and their

actions, MC has application to individual agents and their actions as well. In this

way, MC differs in its deployment from typical applications of the precautionary

principle where state actors are the relevant parties. Third, while MC and the

precautionary principle both involve acting in ignorance (where ignorance is

something less than “scientific certainty”), the principles differ in the nature of

the relevant ignorance. As the precautionary principle is typically understood, it

is empirical ignorance (ignorance of the empirical effects of some course of

action and the relevant causal connections) which are pertinent. MC is not quali-

fied in this way. In fact, the ignorance relevant to MC is normative ignorance—

ignorance regarding the morality of an act (even perhaps amidst knowledge of

all the germane empirical facts).13 Finally, there is an important sense in which

MC, unlike the precautionary principle, is restricted in its application. While

MC can make prescriptions to exercise caution, it only does so in certain situa-

tions—cases where there is an epistemic asymmetry and an uncontroversially

moral course of action. MC does not make a prescription in every case where

moral risk is present. This difference is significant since it allows for MC to

avoid an objection leveled at the precautionary principle.14 Harris and Holm

(2002) argue that the precautionary principle results in a paradox since follow-

ing the principle can actually result in more harm being done. As we have seen,

some scenarios require taking a moral risk and do not allow for moral caution to

be exercised. Whereas the precautionary principle can be seen as leaving agents

paralyzed in such situations, MC avoids any such difficulties by not making pre-

scriptions in cases where there isn’t an uncontroversially moral course of action.

In some cases moral risk is inevitable, but in such cases MC makes no prescrip-

tions as to what is to be done. As such, MC avoids the problems Harris and

Holm (1999) attribute to the precautionary principle.15

MC can be further explicated by examining how it applies to cases—by see-

ing how its antecedent can be met and by spelling out its consequent. In what
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follows I will argue that MC has significant application to our lives. This appli-

cation comes in two steps: first by seeing how the epistemic significance of dis-

agreement has it that condition (i) of MC is often met, and second by seeing

how in some cases condition (ii) of MC can simultaneously be met.

2. The Problem of Disagreement

While MC is plausible, its application may be thought to be much more

restricted than I have let on. After all, how often are we actually in the dark

regarding whether some action is a serious moral wrong? Even if it is plausible,

does MC have any interesting consequences? In this section I argue that the

antecedent of MC is met more often than may be thought. In particular, I argue

that the epistemic significance of disagreement has it that we should be skeptical

about the moral status of morally controversial actions.

The literature on the epistemic significance of disagreement has focused on

disagreement between a kind of epistemic equals—epistemic peers. Epistemic

peers are individuals who are in an equally good epistemic position on a matter,

where one’s epistemic position is determined by the quality and quantity of

one’s evidence and one’s ability to accurately evaluate that evidence. Epistemic

peers about p are equally well positioned with respect to p, and are thus equally

likely to be correct about p.

Conciliatory Views of disagreement claim that having evidence that you are

party to a peer disagreement gives you a defeater for your doxastic attitude call-

ing for you to make doxastic conciliation.16 Steadfast Views of disagreement

claim that it can be rational for you to stick to your guns, even when you get evi-

dence that an epistemic peer disagrees with you.17 Of relevance here, however,

is not merely a disagreement between two epistemic equals, but a more general

state of controversy amongst the relevant experts, and what we should believe in

such a situation.18

Let us first consider the epistemic significance of disagreement regarding a

non-philosophical claim. Consider the following adaptation19 of a case given by

David Christensen (2007):

RESTAURANT CHECK:

A group of colleagues goes out for dinner. Upon getting the check, they decide to add

20% gratuity and divide the check evenly, regardless of who ordered what. Having agreed

to this, each of the colleagues looks at the bill and independently calculates the shares.

Suppose that this is a common practice among the members of the group. Each colleague

is quite reliable at performing such calculations. While errors have been made in the past,

each individual is about as likely to be correct as any other. When they each reveal their

findings, they discover a disagreement—5 individuals believe the shares are $33 a piece,

4 believe that they are $27 a piece, and 2 believe that the shares are $31.

What should the colleagues believe about their shares of the bill upon this

discovery? While they should double-check their calculations, and perhaps seek
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out a calculator, what should they believe about the shares before they do so?

What should they believe about the shares in the state of disagreement? It seems

that they should suspend judgment about what the shares are. It would be irra-

tional for any party to simply stick to their guns and continue believing that he

or she correctly calculated the shares in the face of such discovered disagree-

ment. It would similarly be irrational for any party to simply defer and adopt the

belief of one of the other parties. Notice that this conclusion holds for even the

members of the group who correctly calculated the shares since they are pre-

sented with good reasons to believe that they did not correctly calculate the

shares. The shares are controversial among individuals who are good judges of

these matters, and there is not any better reason to locate the calculation error

with the other disagreeing parties. While each party was able to examine the

check, hearing the disparate conclusions about the shares by the other parties

(who are each just as likely to be correct) gives each party powerful higher-

order evidence that he or she has misjudged the evidence or made a calculation

error. Since we are fallible epistemic agents, we must take seriously such evi-

dence that we have made an error. Such evidence undermines any justification

we may otherwise have for our belief on the disputed matter.

Typically, in cases where there is great controversy about what our evi-

dence supports, suspension of judgment is called for. If we should suspend judg-

ment about what our evidence regarding p supports, we should also suspend

judgment about p itself. This is evidenced by the irrationality exhibited in the

following, “I have no idea what my evidence about p supports, but p!” In the

Restaurant Check case, the parties should suspend judgment about what their

evidence about the shares supports, and so they should also suspend judgment

about the shares.20

For instance, let’s suppose that external world skepticism is false and that

our perceptual experiences do in fact provide good reasons to believe that things

are the way that they appear. Now, suppose that an individual takes an episte-

mology class where skepticism is forcefully presented. Suppose that having

taken the course she should suspend judgment about whether external world

skepticism is true. If she should suspend judgment about whether external world

skepticism is true, then she should also suspend judgment about whether she has

hands. It would be illegitimate to think that while she should suspend judgment

about whether external world skepticism is correct, she nevertheless has unde-

feated good perceptual evidence that justifies her belief that she has hands (even

on the assumption that her perceptual evidence is good evidence). After all, her

evidence (and justified suspension of judgment) about skepticism is about that
very evidence (her perceptual evidence) and how good it is.21

Likewise, evidence of a sufficient controversy among the experts regarding

p is evidence that calls us to suspend judgment about what to make of the evi-

dence regarding p. So such evidence also calls for us to suspend judgment about

p, the controversial claim, as well. When those best positioned (epistemically)

are unable to come to anything like a consensus, this is good reason to believe
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that either our evidence on the matter is insufficient or that our abilities to evalu-

ate that evidence are insufficient. Either way, evidence of such a controversy

provides a defeater for any non-skeptical attitude on the matter.22

Similar skeptical conclusions appear to apply in cases of philosophical dis-

agreements in general, and moral disagreements in particular. Philosophy is dif-

ficult, perhaps ethics especially so. On controversial moral matters, the experts

disagree. Intelligent, well-informed, and open-minded individuals have come to

different conclusions on a number of moral matters. Here, too we lack good rea-

son to believe that the parties in some opposing group are all mistaken. There

are a number of philosophers in various moral camps that are aware of all the

relevant arguments, are equally concerned with discovering the truth, and are

roughly equal in intelligence. Roughly, these philosophers are equally likely to

be correct about such moral matters. Nevertheless, they often disagree. Plausi-

bly, once we are aware of the widespread disagreement among the experts on

moral matters, we should be skeptical about the relevant moral propositions as

well. Our awareness of such controversy is sufficient to satisfy (i) of MC. It is

not as though we have any good reason to believe that we hold in our possession

some decisive argument that would convince all (or even most) intelligent and

open-minded people who consider it. Similarly, it is implausible to attribute

some error in reasoning or illicit bias to all the various disagreeing parties. So,

evidence of the state of controversy among the experts over contentious moral

claims indicates that we should suspend judgment regarding the truth of those

moral claims.

In fact, the state of disagreement with respect to moral claims is even more

dire than in our Restaurant Check case. While we have recourse with respect to

bill disputes that tends to quickly resolve the disagreement, hope for parallel res-

olutions in moral disagreements is ill-founded. We do not possess the equivalent

of a “moral calculator” that we can simply use to settle our moral disputes.

Moral disagreements persist, and they have for some time. If anything, more
alternative positions are discovered, adopted, and defended as time passes, not

fewer.23 So our moral disagreements appear to be both stable and persistent.24

3. Application for Applied Ethics

Thinking about ethical disagreement is not novel.25 However, typically

what is at issue in such discussions is a metaethical issue—whether ethical dis-

agreement raises a problem for certain metaethical views such as moral cogniti-

vism or moral realism. Here, the application of ethical disagreement is different.

Here, the argument is that ethical disagreement plays a role in establishing what

we ought to do—that there are normative moral implications of ethical

disagreement.

Let’s examine how the epistemic significance of disagreement when

coupled with our principle MC can be applied to ethical issues. While there are

presumably a number of applications, I focus here on just one—the question of
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whether it is morally permissible to eat animals for pleasure, where I use the

phrase “eating animals for pleasure” to pick out eating animals when it is not

necessary for survival (either for your own survival or for someone else’s).26

The question of whether it is morally permissible to eat animals for pleasure

is a controversial moral issue. Many intelligent, informed, and open-minded

individuals believe that it is morally permissible for humans to eat animals for

pleasure. While those in this camp may require that the consumed animals are

treated well throughout their lives and that they are killed “humanely,” they

maintain that morality does not forbid eating animals even when it is not a mat-

ter of survival. Let’s call this group “the omnivores.”27 On the other hand, many

intelligent, informed, and open-minded individuals believe that it is not morally

permissible for humans to eat animals when it is not necessary for survival.

Let’s call this group “the vegetarians.”28 Some within this latter group believe

that it is also morally impermissible to eat animal products for pleasure. Let’s

call this group “the vegans.”29 Members of each of these groups are aware of

the arguments made by the members in the other groups. No one group can plau-

sibly be maintained to be less biased, more intelligent, or more informed than

any of the other groups. Put differently, the members from each of these groups

are roughly in an equally good epistemic position on the matter as members

from any of the other groups. From our perspective, and given our evidence, the

members in each group are roughly in an equally good epistemic position on the

matter, yet the disagreement persists. Given this fact and the conciliationist posi-

tion advanced above, we should suspend judgment about what our evidence sup-

ports on this matter. Since we should suspend judgment about which arguments

in this debate are sound, we should also withhold judgment on whether it is per-

missible to eat animals for pleasure. As in the Restaurant Check case, skepticism

is called for until we can gather a decisive consensus among the relevant

experts. The groups in the animal ethics debate are analogous to the groups in

the Restaurant Check case.30 Unlike in the Restaurant Check case, it is doubtful

that such a consensus on the permissibility of eating animals for pleasure is on

the horizon given our lack of a reliable moral calculator. So, given the epistemic

significance of disagreement, we should be skeptical about whether it is morally

wrong to eat animals for pleasure.

In fact, we should be skeptical about whether it is a serious moral wrong to

eat animals for pleasure. Those who believe that it is morally wrong to eat ani-

mals for pleasure do not maintain that it is a minor moral foible to eat animals

for pleasure, but that it is a grave moral transgression. So, the disagreement

about the permissibility of eating animals for pleasure can be seen as a disagree-

ment about whether it is a serious moral wrong to eat animals for pleasure.

However, one alternative to eating animals for pleasure is to refrain from

eating animals for pleasure. Here, there is no significant moral controversy.

There is widespread consensus among the relevant experts that not eating ani-

mals for pleasure is a morally permissible course of action. While there is dis-

agreement about whether that course of action is morally required, there is not
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such disagreement about whether it is morally permissible. It is uncontrover-

sially morally permissible to be a vegetarian or a vegan. While there are a few

who have argued against the permissibility of such actions,31 there is no signifi-

cant controversy surrounding this issue like that surrounding the issue of the per-

missibility of eating animals for pleasure. So, regarding the moral permissibility

of vegetarianism, there is insufficient disagreement to block our knowledge of

its moral status—we know that this is a morally permissible action.32

Here, the analogous disagreement over the shares of a restaurant check

would be a case where nine individuals all believe that the shares are $37 and

one sole individual maintains that the shares are $39. While there is not univer-

sal consensus, in such a disagreement it is reasonable to locate the error with the

sole disagreeing party.33 That this single party made a mistake is a better expla-

nation of the disagreement than that all other nine individuals made a mistake

and came to the same conclusion. This shows that we needn’t have universal

consensus to have reasonable beliefs. All we need is a good reason to locate the

error with the dissenting party. So, applied to our issue, while the relevant

experts are not unanimous in their belief that vegetarianism is morally permissi-

ble, there is nevertheless an overwhelming agreement that it is. Given such

agreement, we can know that vegetarianism is permissible.

Combining these considerations we can see that the antecedent of MC is

met with regard to the permissibility of eating animals for pleasure: we should

suspend judgment as to whether eating animals for pleasure is a serious moral

wrong, and we know that not eating animals for pleasure is not a serious moral

wrong. If so, then MC tells us that we should not eat animals for pleasure. Exer-

cising moral caution in these epistemic circumstances has it that we should not

eat animals for pleasure. This provides a quite strong argument against eating

animals for pleasure; one that does not rely on it being a serious moral wrong to

eat animals for pleasure without appeal to one’s epistemic situation.

It will be helpful to contrast this issue with another neighboring issue in

applied ethics. Consider the moral permissibility of conducting cancer research

on animals. Such research is controversial among the experts. Some believe that

this research is morally wrong in that it uses sentient creatures as a mere means

for our benefit. Others do not see these actions as morally problematic due to the

potential benefit to human lives. Given the state of the disagreement, we should

be skeptical about whether such animal experimentation is morally permissible.

However, with regard to conducting cancer research on animals, the relevant

epistemic asymmetry does not obtain. Refraining from conducting these experi-

ments is itself a topic of moral controversy. Many experts believe that in refrain-

ing from conducting these experiments on animals we would be doing

something seriously morally wrong. After all, there is a possibility that we can

make things much better for human lives. In contrast, we have already noted

that others believe that such experimentation is morally wrong. So with regard

to cancer research on animals, for all we know conducting the research is a seri-

ous moral wrong, but for all we know failing to conduct the research is also a

128 Jonathan Matheson



serious moral wrong. So, on this issue, MC fails to give a prescription since its

antecedent is not met; on this issue moral risk is inevitable—we have no oppor-

tunity to exercise moral caution.

The question of the moral permissibility of conducting cancer research on

animals is importantly different than the question of the moral permissibility of

eating animals for pleasure. Only in the latter case does the relevant epistemic

asymmetry obtain. What is important to the argument here is that refraining

from eating animals for pleasure is uncontroversially permissible. Since, for all

we know, eating animals for pleasure is a serious moral wrong, and we have an

uncontroversially permissible alternative, we should not animals for pleasure.

4. Objections

4.1. Aren’t There Problems with Appealing to Philosophical ‘Experts’?

One worry for this view concerns the nature of philosophical “experts.” The

application of MC to our ethical issue came by way of noting the widespread

and persistent disagreement amongst the relevant experts over the permissibility

of eating animals for pleasure. One may question who the relevant experts are,

as well as whether there even is such a thing as a “philosophical expert.”34 After

all, whereas the experts in some fields can be plausibly held to have a good deal

more true beliefs than false beliefs on the topic, this is plausibly not the case in

philosophy. It would not be surprising if even the best philosophers still had an

overall bad track record with respect to their philosophical beliefs (at least the

interesting ones). It could be that those who are best positioned (epistemically)

to determine the truth of various philosophical claims are still in the end not

very well positioned to determine the truth of philosophical claims. The lack of

philosophical progress may also be seen as an indication that even our best phil-

osophical minds really aren’t that good at doing philosophy (at least insofar as

attaining true philosophical beliefs is the goal).35 Further, sorting out the opin-

ions of the moral experts (or the closest thing we have to them) is by no means

straightforward.36 Given the problems in identifying the relevant experts, and

what they believe, one might worry that the skeptical verdict simply does not

follow.

However, far from mitigating the skeptical impact of disagreement, our

inability to rationally determine the state of disagreement and the lack of success

of those best positioned (epistemically) in the field only enhances the skeptical

worry. If there are no philosophical experts, if even the best of us are wrong

more often than not concerning philosophical claims, then this only reinforces

the motivation to be skeptical about a great deal in philosophy. So, even if we

are aware of what the “expert” opinion on some matter is, if we can reasonably

take the “experts” (those best positioned epistemically) to not be very good at

things like this, then we have a powerful defeater for any belief on the matter

(including our own). Further, it looks as though we often are not in a position to
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determine what the philosophical “expert” opinion is. If we should suspend

judgment about what the expert opinion on some matter is, then we should sus-

pend judgment about that matter as well. So, neither our inability to sort through

the expert opinion nor the lack of philosophical experts mitigates the skeptical

worry. If anything, such considerations only highlight the epistemically precari-

ous position we are in with respect to controversial philosophical claims.37

Now, here the objector might chime back in and raise the worry from a dif-

ferent angle, claiming that given what was just said we also cannot know of any

of the alternative actions (like abstaining from eating animals for pleasure) that

they are not morally wrong, and thus condition (ii) of MC is not met. After all,

if we can’t sort through the expert opinions very well, or if the relevant

“experts” aren’t very good, then don’t we fail to have this knowledge as well? If

so, then the antecedent of MC will not be met, and the principle will be left

without real world application.

While there is a legitimate worry here, I do not believe that the skeptical

threat extends to our knowledge that abstaining from eating animals for pleasure

is morally permissible. While this too is a philosophical claim, it is one of those

rare philosophical claims that enjoy a considerable consensus from the philo-

sophical community. While we are certainly not infallible on such matters, it is

plausible that many philosophical claims that enjoy such a widespread consen-

sus among philosophers are among those few philosophical claims that we can

rightly be said to have knowledge about. That is, we appear to have a good rea-

son for treating claims like “refraining from eating animals for pleasure is

morally permissible” as belonging to a special class of philosophical claims—

one to which our skeptical worries do not apply due to the overwhelming con-

sensus about them. Now, this circumstance (the philosophical consensus) is

clearly a contingent matter. The philosophical landscape may change and

become such that we no longer know that abstaining from eating animals for

pleasure is morally permissible. Should that day come, our principle MC would

no longer apply to the issue of whether it is morally permissible to eat animals

for pleasure. However, for better or worse, it does not appear that we are in such

a situation as of right now.

4.2. Isn’t This View Self-Defeating?

Another worry for this view is that it is self-defeating. Such a charge has

been leveled against Conciliatory Views of disagreement in general,38 and the

application of MC to applied ethics was motivated by just such a view. The self-

defeating worry gets started by noting that views on the epistemic significance

of disagreement are themselves controversial philosophical views. There is

widespread and persistent disagreement among many intelligent, informed, and

open-minded individuals on this topic as well. If we should be skeptical about

claims that are significantly controversial amongst the relevant experts, then we

should be skeptical about these claims regarding the epistemic significance of

130 Jonathan Matheson



disagreement as well. An objection, then, is that our inability to be justified in

believing Conciliatory Views of disagreement prevents MC from having the

real-world application claimed above.

There are several things to say in response to such a worry. First, the sense

in which these views are self-defeating does not concern their truth.39 At most,

such views are self-defeating in that they do not allow for their proponents to be

justified in believing their views by their own lights. So, at most, the upshot here

is that we are not justified in believing these views about the significance of dis-

agreement, not that such views are thereby false. If Conciliatory Views of dis-

agreement are true, then we are not justified in believing them.

Second, it does not follow from this feature of Conciliatory Views that we

are justified in believing other competitor views about the epistemic significance

of disagreement. If Conciliatory Views of disagreement are true, then we are not

justified in believing any sufficiently controversial claims. While Conciliatory

Views of disagreement may fall into this camp, so do competitor views of the

epistemic significance of disagreement. So, the truth of Conciliatory Views of

disagreement, when coupled with the current state of controversy, would have it

that we are not justified in believing any view about the epistemic significance

of disagreement. Put differently, the truth of Conciliatory Views would under-

mine our justification for believing all of the candidate views on the epistemic

significance of disagreement (at least given the current state of controversy

about them).40

This is particularly relevant since, if we should suspend judgment about

how to respond to such disagreement, then it seems that we should also sus-

pend judgment about the controversial claims themselves. If we should sus-

pend judgment about what the correct view of the epistemic significance of

disagreement is, then we should suspend judgment about how to evaluate the

higher-order evidence coming from the disagreeing parties. But, if we should

suspend judgment about how to evaluate the evidence regarding disputed

claims, then we should suspend judgment about those disputed claims as well.

Recall our analogy with external world skepticism. After all, my higher-order

evidence is evidence about the rest of my evidence and what it supports—it is

evidence about what to make of the first-order evidence. In this way, my

higher-order evidence is not merely one more piece of my evidence. So, if I

should suspend judgment about what to make of my evidence, then my evi-

dence fails to support a non-skeptical attitude. If I can’t tell what to make of

the epistemic significance of disagreement, but am aware that there is sufficient

controversy about p, then I should suspend judgment about p. This is but one

more application of our principle that if we should suspend judgment about

what our evidence concerning p supports, then we should suspend judgment

regarding p as well.41 If Conciliatory Views of disagreement are false, then

MC will fail to have the application I have claimed here, but the consequence

that we are not justified in believing Conciliatory Views of disagreement fails

to block the application of MC.
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What about our principle MC? Can we be justified in believing it, or should

we be skeptical about it as well? Given what has been said, we can only be justi-

fied in believing MC if it is not itself subject to significant controversy among

the relevant experts. As we saw above, while perhaps most claims in philosophy

are quite controversial, not all are. Whether MC is subject to significant contro-

versy will be determined in part by how well the arguments in this paper are

received. But, as mentioned above, MC appears to be quite plausible. If MC is

rather uncontroversial, then the epistemic significance of disagreement would

not threaten our application of MC by mandating that we be skeptical about MC

itself.

Further, even if we ought to be skeptical about MC, this fact would not pre-

clude our application of MC. If we should be skeptical about the truth of MC,

then we should be skeptical about it being morally permissible to eat animals for

pleasure, for the reasons considered above. But if we should be skeptical about

whether it is permissible to eat animals for pleasure, then so long as we still

know that refraining from eating animals for pleasure is permissible and MC is

in fact true, then we should refrain from eating meat for pleasure. MC does not

claim that we must be justified in believing MC for it to have application to us.

So long as MC is true and its antecedent conditions are met, we should refrain

from eating meat for pleasure. Thus, even if the epistemic significance of dis-

agreement has it that we are not justified in believing MC, this would not pre-

vent the application of MC argued for here.42

4.3. Moral Spinelessness

Perhaps the most pressing problem for MC comes from the charge that it

leads to moral spinelessness. While Conciliatory Views of disagreement have

been defended from the charge that they are spineless,43 MC may be thought to

face a deeper problem by connecting one’s epistemic situation to what is

morally permissible. After all, according to MC what it is permissible for you to

do depends in part on others—in particular it depends upon what others believe

is morally permissible. It might be thought that this leaves MC with some unto-

ward consequences, particularly in cases where the relevant experts are terribly

confused about morality. For instance, it is unfortunately not too difficult to

imagine a case where given the epistemic significance of disagreement an indi-

vidual ought to suspend judgment about whether miscegenation is a serious

moral wrong. We can imagine a situation where the relevant experts are quite

evenly divided about this issue, with numerous intelligent, good-willed, and

equally informed individuals on either side of the debate. In such a context, MC

appears to have the consequence that you morally ought not marry or have sex-

ual relations with someone of a different race. We know that in general there is

nothing morally wrong with either interracial marriages or interracial sexual

relations, and thankfully no such controversy exists today, but such controversy

is at least possible (and plausibly has been actual at various times in history).
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This consequence may seem even worse if any kind of moral progress depends

upon some individuals standing against the majority or “expert” moral opinions

and living in such a way that many see as morally wrong at the time. If moral

progress depends upon individuals living lives that flout the currently accepted

norms, then MC also appears to stand in the way of moral progress by sanction-

ing those bold enough to act on the courage of their convictions.

So, what can be said in defense of MC? First, in cases where the subject is

reasonable in believing that she is in such a situation, it appears that condition

(ii) of MC is not met. If our subject has good reason to take it that standing up to

the majority or “expert” moral opinions and acting on her convictions is the

only way to achieve moral progress in her society, then it may be that she would

not know that refraining from so acting is morally permissible. She may know

that refraining from such actions is morally permissible in more “ordinary” cir-

cumstances, but if she has good reason to believe that her circumstances are not

ordinary in this way (if it is reasonable for her to believe that true moral progress

hinges on her actions), then it seems that she would not know that refraining

from those actions is morally permissible for her. In some cases, it may be that

moral progress requires “moral renegades”44 and that the call toward moral pro-

gress is weightier than the call to exercise caution. But if so, the antecedent of

MC fails to be met in such situations (namely condition [ii]) since you cannot

know what is not the case. So, there is good reason to believe that MC does not

stand in the way of moral progress in the alleged way.

Nevertheless, MC can still be seen to forbid actions that would otherwise be

permissible, and this might be seen to be problematic enough.45 MC claims that

in some circumstances individuals can be victims of an impoverished epistemic

environment, and as such, may have fewer moral paths open to them than they

otherwise would have. Ethicists have long noted that one’s context can make a

difference for morality—that different contexts call for different actions. What

MC points out is that one’s intellectual context is also relevant for morality. Dif-

ferent intellectual contexts can call for different actions just as different social

contexts can call for different actions. This highlights the importance of philoso-

phy and good ethical thinking, since according to MC sometimes changes must

occur along intellectual lines before certain options are made morally available.

According to this line of thought, intellectual progress may sometimes need to

precede moral progress—changes in thinking may need to precede changes in

what behavior is moral.

Motivation for the claim that our epistemic situation can constrain our

moral options comes from the following example. Suppose that we are having a

bonfire and enjoying throwing various things onto the fire. A crate is then deliv-

ered to us marked “living organisms.” We cannot see what is inside the crate,

and we cannot determine what kind of living organisms are contained therein. It

could be cacti. It could be bunnies. It could be a human child. It is clear that we

should not simply throw the crate, or commit ourselves to throwing the contents

of the crate into the fire without first having a justified belief that it would not be
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morally wrong to do so. Suppose that when we open the crate we discover that it

is full of diseased cacti. We can even suppose that given their disease, it is

important that the cacti be destroyed by fire as soon as possible. Having become

justified in believing that it is permissible to throw the cacti into the fire, it is

now morally permissible for us to throw the crate and its contents into the fire.

However, before opening the crate to uncover its contents (while we were justi-

fied in suspending judgment about the morality of throwing the contents into the

fire), it would not have been morally permissible to throw the contents of the

crate into the fire. To do so, to throw the crate onto the fire without being justi-

fied in believing that doing so was permissible, would be to undergo undue

moral risk.

However, it is worth noting that nothing about the contents of the crate

changed from its delivery to our opening of the crate. Further, in general there is

nothing morally wrong with throwing diseased cacti into a fire. The relevant

change occurred in our epistemic position regarding the morality of throwing

what is in the crate into the fire, and this epistemic change made all the differ-

ence for what we are morally permitted to do with the crate and its contents.

Our impoverished epistemic position regarding the morality of throwing the

contents of the crate into the fire made a significant difference regarding what

we were morally permitted to do with the contents of the crate (at least while we

remain in that impoverished epistemic position). Taking morality seriously

required waiting to find out the contents of the crate before we (morally) could

throw it onto the fire.46

Being mistaken or confused about the moral significance of one’s race is

much worse than being confused about the contents of a crate. However, the les-

son still applies. As unfortunate as it is, to be unaware of the moral status of

throwing the contents of the crate into the fire, it is far more unfortunate to be in

an epistemic situation where the moral significance of race is at issue. The world

would be a much better place were there never to have been any such controver-

sies. That said, the unfortunate existence of such controversies appears to also

have the unfortunate consequences of limiting the range of morally permissible

actions open to individuals in those unfortunate circumstances (at least so long

as the subject knows that refraining from those actions is morally permissible).

It is morally wrong to take undue moral risks, so in some situations it would be

wrong to perform certain actions that would not otherwise be wrong to do.

5. Conclusion

In this article, I have put forward and motivated an epistemic principle for

applied ethics, one that claims that we should exercise moral caution. I have

argued that this principle also has some significant consequences in applied

ethics. I have briefly examined how this principle applies to whether it is permis-

sible to eat animals for pleasure. If the arguments here are correct, then there is

a powerful argument against being an omnivore that does not rely on it being a
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moral wrong to eat animals for pleasure regardless of one’s epistemic situation.

So, MC provides a powerful case against the permissibility of eating animals for

pleasure.
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Notes

1 There is a significant literature on the ethics of belief, pertaining to when it is the case that one

(epistemically) ought to believe something. For instance, see Clifford (1999), James (1956),

Chisholm (1956), Feldman (2000), Kornblith (2001), and Wolterstorff (2010). MC takes no

stand on these debates. MC can be coupled with one’s favored account of when one (epistemi-

cally) ought to believe/disbelieve/suspend judgment in general. That said, the application of MC

that I will argue for below does rely on the claim that you (epistemically) ought to suspend judg-

ment about claims that are suitably controversial amongst the relevant experts. However, those

claims about the epistemology of disagreement are themselves neutral with respect to a more

general account of the ethics of belief since what is given there is an account of defeat rather

than a positive account of what factors make it such that you should believe a proposition.
2 I will leave it implicit that actions are individuated in part by the relevant context. So, when I men-

tion a particular action, it is always with respect to a particular context as well.
3 It is worth noting here that the antecedent of MC does not merely require that you don’t know that

the action in question is not a serious moral wrong. There are many reasons why you could lack

such knowledge: you could be gettiered, you could lack knowledge-level justification, and so

forth. MC concerns an epistemic situation different than this—a situation where you (epistemi-

cally) should either believe or suspend judgment that it is a serious moral wrong. In such cases

you will also lack knowledge that p, but not all ways of lacking knowledge have the same

implications.
4 A subject can be propositionally justified in adopting a doxastic attitude toward a proposition

whether or not she has in fact adopted that doxastic attitude toward that proposition, and whether

or not she has adopted it on the basis of the reasons that justify it.
5 Thank you to Jason Rogers for helping me see this potential problem with MC.
6 Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for pressing this point.
7 As stated, MC is concerned with all-or-nothing doxastic attitudes like belief, disbelief, and suspen-

sion of judgment. Some philosophers prefer to think of our doxastic options in a more fine-

grained way, and instead speak of degrees of belief or credences. They think one’s doxastic

options can be as precise as single point values on a 0–1 scale (inclusive) or a range of probabil-

ity functions. On this scale, 0 represents a maximal confidence that the proposition is false, and

1 represents a maximal confidence that the proposition is true. The numbers between 0 and 1

proportionally represent a less than maximal degree of confidence. For those so inclined, MC

may require some supplementation to indicate how various degrees of belief (or credences) map
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onto the more coarse-grained doxastic attitudes. That said, I will not do so here. For more on the

connection between all-or-nothing doxastic attitudes and more fine-grained degrees of belief,

see Christensen (2004), Buchak (2014), Easwaran (2015), and Schoenfield (2012).
8 It might be thought that merely requiring knowledge that some alternative action to A is morally

permissible is problematic. After all, there could be cases where the act that the subject will

actually choose is much worse than A and so it is not the case that S should not A even if the

antecedent of MC is met (thanks to an anonymous referee for raising this concern). However, it

is hard to see why this would be the case. Suppose that I know that it is permissible to praise

someone but I am in fact about to viciously slander that person. The worry here is that I ought to

“gently” slander them instead of viciously slandering them (even if I should suspend judgment

over whether “gentle” slander is morally wrong). While it is true that I should gently slander

them given that I will slander them, it is by no means clear that I just plain ought to gently slan-

der them. In fact I take it that I should not do so. Some morally wrong actions are worse than

others, but this does not make it the case that we ought to do any of those wrong actions (they

are, after all, morally wrong). If anything, what we ought to do is some conditional action such

as—if I am to slander, slander gently—but from such a conditional it does not follow that I

ought to slander gently. In addition, MC will prescribe against doing any alternative of A that

itself meets the antecedent conditions of MC.
9 It is worth noting that MC takes these claims for granted in the sense that it only has application to

the extent that moral knowledge is possible. If we lack moral knowledge, MC would not be

shown to be false, but only without application.
10 For a history of the application of the precautionary principle, see Raffensperger and Tickner (2007).
11 See Bodansky (1992, 2004) and Gardiner (2006) for laying out the conceptual space.
12 In this way, MC is like the third interpretation of the precautionary principle given by Bodansky

(2004).
13 One might think that the relevant normative ignorance requisite in MC could provide an excuse

for the subject and thus have it that her action is not morally wrong (contra the verdict of MC).

While it is plausible that non-culpable ignorance excuses, such an excuse fails to have such a

consequence. The morality of an act and the moral responsibility of the subject for committing

the act are distinct issues (one ethical, one metaphysical). That the subject has an excuse for A-

ing due to non-culpable normative ignorance entails that the subject is not morally responsible

for A-ing, not that her A-ing was not wrong. For more on this distinction see Smith (1983), Ginet

(2000), and Pereboom (2001).
14 There is another related sense in which MC is more precise than the precautionary principle. While

the precautionary principle does not explicitly state what level of risk should trigger precautions,

MC is clear on this front. According to MC, when you should believe or suspend judgment that

an act is a serious moral wrong while knowing that an alternative is permissible, it is sufficiently

risky and thus it would be morally wrong to so act. So, MC also makes precise what level of risk

is relevant.
15 MC is also in the spirit of rigorism, or tutiorism, in claiming that we have a duty to play it safe

(thanks to an anonymous referee for bringing this connection to my attention). See Pascal (1967)

for a defense. According to rigorism, you are morally obligated to take the course of action that

is the least likely to involve wrongdoing. Rigorism thus claims something stronger than MC.

Rigorism gives verdicts about cases that MC is silent on. MC only makes moral prescriptions in

cases where there is a certain level of moral risk—cases where you should believe or suspend

judgment that doing A is a serious moral wrong while you know that an alternative to A is

morally permissible. Rigorists would agree that we have such a duty, but they also go beyond

MC in requiring even greater degrees of moral caution be exercised.
16 Arguments for Conciliatory Views can be found in Elga (2007), Christensen (2007), Feldman

(2006a,b), Frances (2010), and Matheson (2015a).
17 Arguments for Steadfast Views can be found in Kelly (2005, 2010), Plantinga (2000), van Inwagen

(1996), Foley (2001), Enoch (2010), Bergmann (2009), Lackey (2010), and Moffett (2007).
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18 For this reason, even if Steadfast Views of peer disagreement are correct, it is doubtful that they

would present a challenge to the arguments offered here. While there may be important asymme-

tries to appeal to in two-party disagreements (self-trust, private evidence, etc.) it is doubtful that

such appeals can be effective when the disagreement is broader (incorporating a large number of

individuals), and between individuals who are in an even better epistemic position on the matter

than you are.
19 This adaptation alters Christensen’s case from a two-party peer disagreement, to a broader dis-

agreement of the sort relevant here.
20 For further defenses of the claim that discovered disagreement should lead to skepticism see

Christensen (2007), Elga (2007), Conee (2009), Feldman (2006a,b), and Matheson (2009,

2015a).
21 Along these lines, Christensen gives us the following principle:

Independence: In evaluating the epistemic credentials of another’s expressed belief about

P, to determine how (or whether) to modify my own belief about P, I should do so in a

way that doesn’t rely on the reasoning behind my initial belief that P. (2009, 758)

Similar principles are endorsed in Elga (2007), Frances (2010), Kornblith (2010), and Matheson

(2015a). For a critical discussion see also Kelly (2010), Lackey (2010), Lord (2015), and Sosa

(2013).
22 For a detailed argument on this matter see Carey and Matheson (2013) and Matheson (2015a).
23 For more on this point see Adams (2013).
24 While some things that we take to be moral disagreements may only be merely apparent moral

disagreements (where there is no moral proposition over which the parties disagree), I will be

taking it that at least some of our apparent moral disagreements are genuine.
25 For instance, see Adams (2013), Audi (2008), Wedgwood (2010), Sinnott-Armstrong (2006;

2012), Shafer-Landau (1994, 2003), Huemer (2005), Ballantyne and Thurow (2013), and

McGrath (2008; 2010; 2011).
26 Regarding this later disjunct, we can imagine a case where terrorists kidnap you and threaten to

kill your family if you do not partake in some meat from animals.
27 For a defense of this group, see Crisp (1988) and Rogerson (2002).
28 For a defense of this group, see Singer (1975) and Regan and Singer (1976).
29 For a defense of this group, see Hooley and Nobis (2015) and Engel (2002).
30 One may question the aptness of the analogy between ethical disagreements and restaurant check

disagreements. After all, it is plausible that conative aspects of practical judgments play a larger

role in disagreements with practical import (thanks to an anonymous referee for pressing me on

this point). However, while there are differences between the cases, it does not appear that any

of the differences are salient. While conative aspects may more readily influence matters with

practical import, this factor tells equally against all sides in the imagined ethical disagreements.

It is not plausible to maintain, say, that vegetarians are being misled by conative influences in

ways that omnivores are not. While the conative aspects of practical judgments may lead us to

more readily expect disagreement about such matters, they do not help us resolve them.
31 See Davis (2003) and Zamir (2004) for two such examples.
32 Further, many of the relevant arguments against vegetarianism will not apply since they merely

require that sufficiently many individuals need to consume animal meat. Presumably, enough

individuals will consume animal meat even if any given individual ceases to consume animal

meat. So, such arguments would fail to give a reason now for any one individual to give up

eating meat.
33 Notice that this is true even when the dissenting party is a peer of the other parties.
34 For an extended discussion on these points see Goldman (2001), Fumerton (2010), and Coady

(2006; 2012).
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35 For more on this point, see Kornblith (2013).
36 This problem is further explored in Carey and Matheson (2013), Matheson (2015a), and Goldman

(2001).
37 Similarly, it could be that we are mistaken about who is best positioned to discover philosophical

truths. It could be that professional philosophers are actually much worse at this than the folk

(thank you to an anonymous referee for pushing this point). What matters here is who we are jus-

tified in believing is best positioned and what we are justified in believing that they believe on

the matter. While we could be wrong about who is best positioned, unless it is rational for us to

believe that a decisive majority of those best positioned on the matter agree, then the skeptical

results will still obtain.
38 For more on this objection to Conciliatory Views of disagreement see Plantinga (2000), Elga

(2010), and Weatherson (2014).
39 This point is emphasized in Matheson (2015b).
40 For more on responses to the self-defeat worry, see Matheson (2015b), Christensen (2009),

Frances (2010), Kornblith (2013), Littlejohn (2013).
41 For more on this point see Feldman (2006b), Matheson (2009), and Matheson (2015a).
42 One might wonder what the point of advancing MC is given that disagreement over it (which is

perhaps likely) will have it that we are not justified in believing it. However, the conciliationist

should not be precluded from advancing philosophical claims simply because according to the

view (and given the contingent disagreement) such claims are not justified. Debates are

advanced, debates are turned in novel directions, and philosophical progress is made by advanc-

ing ideas, defending claims, and thinking of new examples, even if given the current state of dis-

agreement we are not currently justified in believing the relevant claims. It is in that spirit that

this article is written.
43 See Elga (2007).
44 This parallels Frances’s (2010) term.
45 In addition, one might believe that the call toward moral progress is supererogatory rather than

obligatory.
46 Notice that this verdict holds even if by waiting to uncover the contents of the crate, further harm

has been done. We can suppose that in having not burned the crate immediately, the disease has

further spread. Nevertheless, without having a justified belief that throwing the crate on the fire

is morally permissible for us to do, it would have been morally wrong of us to do it.
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