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Should We Hope Apparent Atrocities
Are Illusory?

Exploring a Puzzle in Moral Axiology

JiMMY ALFONSO LiCON

Philosophers have recently turned to axiological questions related to
God, and, to a minor extent, related to morality. This paper contributes to
the latter project. The world contains atrocities such as famine and war.
Can we rationally hope that these atrocities are merely moral illusions?
First, we have good reason to hope that moral atrocities are only apparent
because our world would be morally worse if they were real. Some critics
argue that they know atrocities are real. However, setting aside whether
we have such moral knowledge, perhaps we shouldn’t hope that atrocities
are morally illusory because that outcome would undercut our moral
reliability, imply that we have false and unjustified moral beliefs, result
in moral opportunity costs, and potentially deny the dignity of victims of
(even only apparent) atrocities.

Hope? Let me tell you something, my friend. Hope is a dangerous
thing. Hope can drive a man insane. It's got no use on the inside.
You'd better get used to that idea.

—Red, The Shawshank Redemption (1994)

Perhaps the strongest argument against the existence of the traditional con-
ception of God is that the world contains ubiquitous, apparently gratuitous
suffering, such as genocides, war, famine, and so forth. Many philosophers
have questioned how a powerful, perfectly loving God could allow such suf-
fering, especially when it affects seemingly innocent victims. However, the
point here is not to emphasize the atheological implications of the terrible
atrocities in the world, but rather to draw attention to them in order to pose
an axiological question: Should we, and can we rationally, hope that moral
atrocities are merely apparent? This question is axiological in nature and
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includes issues like what would make the world objectively better, and what
we should and can rationally hope, morally speaking. That is the focus of this
paper.

Before we start with that question, though, we should step back to look at
the recent emergence of interest in axiological issues across philosophical
subdomains. The most prominent example in the literature relates to the
question of whether the world would be better objectively if God exists or not.
To quickly cover some ground: some philosophers argue that the world would
be objectively better for some persons if God exists (Penner and Lougheed
2015), others argue that the world would be objectively worse for some persons
if God exists (Kahane 2011; Lougheed 2017), and still others argue the world
would be better irrespective of persons if God exists, e.g., the world would be
intrinsically better (Davison 2018; Plantinga 2004). Some philosophers have
asked, not only whether the world would be objectively better if God existed,
but whether we should hope He does (Licon 2021). And finally, Kahane (2012)
offers broad factors to think better about the value of contrasting viewpoints
in metaphysics.

Recent interest in axiology, though focused on God’s existence, doesn’t end
there. Philosophers have, recently and to a lesser extent, explored axiological
questions in the moral domain too: one philosopher argues the world would be
better if moral realism is true instead of rival views in metaethics (Blanchard
2020). And in applied ethics, (Hendricks 2021) argues that it would be better
if the pro-choice position on the ethics of abortion is correct, as it would mean
that world is morally a better place, ceteris paribus than if the pro-lifers are
right about the issue.

This paper adds to recent work by philosophers on questions in moral
axiology by examining whether we should, and can rationally, hope that
moral atrocities are merely apparent. And we should emphasize, though, an
important caveat in this paper: the author does not take a position as to what
to think about the moral axiology of atrocities. The paper’s aim is to explore
different reasons on opposing sides of the issue. Our thesis is to explore
whether hope against the actuality of moral atrocities is rational by weighing
the pros and cons.

The plan of the paper is simple. We begin by examining the nature of ratio-
nal hope to see under what conditions we can rationally hope for something.
From there, we investigate how we can rationally hope for something—that
moral atrocities are merely apparent—must necessarily be either true or false.
Then we explore three possible scenarios in which moral atrocities would be
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merely apparent for different reasons. And we conclude by weighing reasons,
pro and con, to think we should, and can rationally, hope that moral atrocities
are merely apparent. As we shall see, there is a compelling moral reason to
hope, and several reasons to hope not.

Preliminary Issues

The puzzle examined in this paper is whether we should, and can rationally,
hope that moral atrocities are merely apparent. This may strike many readers
as an odd question considering the seemingly strong evidence we have that
moral atrocities are real. However, we should set aside the issue of whether
we believe moral atrocities exist—just like we would do when discussing
whether it would be better if God exists—but instead explore whether the
world would be objectively and morally better if moral atrocities were only
apparent. Additionally, we consider whether we can and should rationally
hope for this to be the case. We refer to the position that we can rationally
hope for moral atrocities to be merely apparent as aspirational illusionism.

One compelling reason that strongly supports aspirational illusionism is
that, if true, it would make the world objectively and morally superior com-
pared to a world where apparent moral atrocities were real, all other things be-
ing equal. However, there are also significant reasons that oppose aspirational
illusionism. Before delving into the arguments for and against aspirational
illusionism, we must address an initial objection to the possibility of moral
axiology.

An Initial Objection

Metaethicists widely maintain that certain moral truths are metaphysically
and logically necessary. If this is the case, then it would appear that we cannot
make axiological comparisons between possible worlds where there are only
apparent moral atrocities that are not actual, and possible worlds where
apparent moral atrocities are indeed real. This limitation arises because some
moral propositions are necessarily true or false. Consequently, there are no
possible worlds available to serve as a basis for these comparisons. There is
no nearest possible world in which the truth of the proposition ‘genocide is a
moral atrocity’ differs from the actual world (Braddock 2017).

How do we address this challenge? One plausible suggestion is to treat
aspirational illusionism and its negation as live epistemic possibilities rather
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than metaphysical ones. This shift is acceptable since we only require epis-
temic possibility for rational hope. While this approach may be debatable, it is
unclear why we cannot evaluate rational hopes by comparing live epistemic
possibilities. After all, some philosophers argue that we can rationally hope
for epistemically opaque matters in the past, even if they have been settled as
factual (Martin 2014, 68). For instance, Sam can rationally hope that he aced
the final exam, even though it has already been graded. Presumably, Sam can
have this rational hope because it remains a genuine epistemic possibility
for him, even if, as a matter of fact, he did not pass the exam. Therefore, if
rational hopes about (even though settled but unknown) past matters of fact
can be rational when grounded in live epistemic possibilities, the mere fact
that some moral claims are metaphysically necessarily true or false is not suf-
ficient reason to reject axiological evaluations of moral issues. Consequently,
we only need to rely on live epistemic possibilities for rational hope, and we
will explore that further in the following section.

The Nature of Rational Hope

There are a few aspects to assessing the rationality of the hope aspect of aspira-
tional illusionism. For our purposes, an agent, S, has a rational hope that p if,
where the evidence and knowledge is concerned, p is a real epistemic possibil-
ity, S lacks adequate justification to believe that p with epistemic certainty, and
that S desires that p (Martin 2014; Meirav 2009; Pojman 1986, 161-163). The
epistemic domain of hope, though, doesn’t include only the future, since one
can rationally entertain hopes about the past to the extent one’s knowledge
of the past is incomplete. Rational hope can involve past events given that
those events are epistemically opaque Benton (2021). However, we cannot
have rational hope that past events, where we have adequate knowledge of
them, since the past is fixed (Smith 1997), e.g., Mary cannot rationally hope
that John was faithful if she knows that he cheated.

Here we face a preliminary worry: there cannot be a live epistemic possibil-
ity that something is false if we know that it is true, e.g., if Sammy knows that
it is eight o’clock, then it cannot be a live epistemic possibility for Sammy that
it is seven o’clock. We thus face an obstacle to the mere possibility of a moral
axiology puzzle: it looks prima facie like it cannot be that moral atrocities are
merely apparent, if we know that there are actual moral atrocities. We will
address this issue later on. First, though, we must explain how it could be
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possible that moral atrocities are merely apparent given the striking moral
appearances we have to the contrary.

A Few Possible Scenarios

Suppose we can base axiological comparisons on live epistemic possibilities.
Even in that case, we still require an explanation for how there could be appar-
ent moral atrocities that are not actual. Given the presence of moral atrocities
in the world, we need an account that elucidates the misleading appearances
and provides an explanation for how, at least for some epistemic agents, there
could exist a live epistemic possibility that these moral appearances are false. It
is important to acknowledge that what constitutes a live epistemic possibility
for one person may be considered a dead epistemic possibility for another. Evi-
dence and perspectives differ among individuals, leading to varying epistemic
possibilities. Let us assume that there are moral facts in the world and actual
moral atrocities. While Beth believes in these claims, Sammy harbors doubts
about the existence of metaphysical entities such as moral facts. For Sammy,
it remains a live epistemic possibility that moral atrocities are illusory.

How could moral atrocities be only apparent, even for some epistemic
agents? Suppose there exists an omnipotent, omniscient, and perfectly benev-
olent creator of the universe. Many theists already hold that, while there
are moral atrocities (in a sense), God allows them to happen as it either (a)
prevents greater moral atrocities from occurring, or (b) facilitates something
morally good that couldn’t be without the atrocity (Licon 2021, 292). By His
nature, God wouldn’t allow gratuitous suffering to happen since He ‘would
prevent the occurrence of any intense suffering He could, unless He could
not do so without thereby leaving things worse off than they otherwise would
be’ (Howard-Snyder and Howard-Snyder 1999, 117—emphasis mine).

There is a perspective within theism that suggests there are no moral atroc-
ities in a strict sense—morally horrendous events that are morally gratuitous.
This viewpoint does not deny that people suffer and die due to events such as
famine and war, but rather emphasizes that these events are morally balanced.
According to this perspective, God permits these events because there are
moral factors that morally counterbalance the suffering and the inherent
badness of apparent moral atrocities. In contrast, in a world where apparent
moral atrocities lack sufficient moral factors to offset them, we would find
them morally atrocious in their gratuitousness, rather than morally balanced
as in the theistic framework.

doi: 10.48106/dial.v77.i2.04
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So, there’s one sense here where there aren’t moral atrocities to the extent
that moral atrocities are morally bad events that aren’t morally offset by greater
goods, i.e., God is morally justified in allowing them. On this scenario, we
don’t deny that the suffering and death associated with moral atrocities is
real, but instead highlight the possibility that this suffering is morally offset
by a greater good, and so isn’t an atrocity overall. We can imagine something
similar, even if more radical, if a view like moral nihilism holds: it isn’t that
there aren’t events that happen that we would call atrocities, like war and
famine, but instead that there are no moral properties in the world that would
make them morally wrong or bad.

Perhaps, the reader isn’t theologically inclined. There is another, distinct
metaphysical scenario where, by some fluke, it just so happens that, contrary
to our best moral evidence, e.g., robust moral intuitions, apparent atrocities
aren’t morally bad, unjust, or immoral. On this view, the mere fact that a
recent war was punctuated by horrific events, like genocide, isn’t morally
good or bad, but morally neutral instead. This metaphysical scenario lacks a
good explanation, unlike with the theistic scenario, to explain why it is that
apparent moral atrocities are merely illusory.

We could even imagine a further scenario that could motivate our moral
axiological puzzle: the world would morally be a better place if we lived in
a simulation, and those individuals who appear to suffer an atrocity are in
fact simulants lacking moral standing than the world would be if they had
moral standing [Bostrom (2003); Chalmers (2010); Crummett (2021)). In this
scenario, apparent atrocities wouldn’t be morally bad or wrong since they
only happened to individuals lacking moral standing (e.g., perhaps the early
hosts in the fictional world Westworld).

Many readers will likely consider these scenarios highly unlikely. Despite
this, there is a non-negligible possibility that one of these scenarios holds
for some of us given what we know and believe about moral matters. One
of the major reasons to canvass these scenarios is to consider different ways
apparent atrocities might be illusory: it could be that they aren’t atrocities
overall (theistic scenario), as a brute fact there are only merely apparent
atrocity (metaphysical fluke scenario), and it could be that apparent atrocities
only (or mostly) happen to individuals who lack moral standing because
they are primitive simulants, so there was no one actually harmed by them
(simulation scenario).
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3 A Major Reason to Hope

Suppose that despite compelling moral appearances, the world doesn’t contain
moral atrocities, or even that it contains many fewer moral atrocities than
it appears. That is, despite how things appear, there aren’t any, or at least
far fewer, actual atrocities like famine, war, and slavery. And putting aside
how clearly counterintuitive this claim is, it should be clear that the world
would be a better place were the claim true. It would mean that, despite our
moral appearances, there are far fewer morally horrendous events that have
happened than would first appear, and thus that the world is a morally better
place than it would appear. There would be less injustice, depravity, and so
on than had moral appearances been veridical. This point assumes, obviously,
that if the world is less unjust or morally bad, ceteris paribus, then the world
is a morally better place than it would otherwise be had the moral atrocities
been actual. And, for our purposes, that assumption looks entirely reasonable.

Anillustration would be helpful. Start with theism: many theists hold that if
God exists, then the suffering we observe isn’t gratuitous—even if they may not
agree on the reason why it isn’t gratuitous, theists agree that, somehow, God
allows the suffering to happen for a good reason, either because allowing it is
necessary, with respect to God, to prevent greater suffering from happening,
or to yield a greater good. Suppose we think that a genocide is gratuitous
suffering, but God exists, and He has allowed the genocide for moral reasons
that are beyond our ability to understand. This situation would be morally
better ceteris paribus than had the same genocide occurred without sufficient
reasons to moral offset it.

This doesn’t mean that genocide isn’t bad—of course it is, hence the need
for offsetting moral reasons—but that the world would be a better place,
than it would otherwise be, if there were sufficient moral reasons to allow
the genocide than if the genocide occurred in the absence of such reasons.
Some philosophers have argued this is a good reason to hope theism is true
(Licon 2021). A similar point holds of moral atrocities: the world would be
morally and objectively better, ceteris paribus, if moral atrocities were merely
apparent—the result would be less injustice and gratuitous suffering in the
world than there would be otherwise.

‘We can reasonably assume that suffering and death from war, disease, and
famine are morally bad to the extent that they aren’t morally offset, i.e., they
aren’t necessary to produce a greater good, or prevent greater evil. If moral
atrocities are morally illusory, the world would morally be a better place,
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ceteris paribus, than if they were actual. So, we have strong reason to think
that the world would be a better place if moral atrocities were illusory.

However, we may question why we should hope that moral atrocities are
illusory even granting that the world would be a better place if they are. The
connection between the world being a better place if something is true, and
hoping that it is true, is fuzzy, e.g., even if the world would be a better place
if atrocities were morally illusory, it might be we still cannot rationally hope
that they are since we know otherwise. Here though we do have a strong
intuition that there is a defeasible connection between them. We can state
that intuition as follows,

(ABP) If S has solid reason to believe that g would make the world
morally better than not-q, and q is a live epistemic possibility for
S, then S defeasibly’ can and should hope that g.

How does (ABP) work? We know knowledge and maximal credence undercuts
hope: to know that p is to foreclose the rational hope that not-p. For example,
we cannot rationally hope we went to the best high school if we know that
we attended the worst. We cannot rationally hope that p without reasonable
belief that the truth of p would make the world objectively better than if p
were false. Broadly speaking, there are two aspects to aspirational questions,

(1) Would the world be better if X is true?
And,
(2) Should we hope X is true?

While there is often a strong, defeasible connection between something mak-
ing the world better and hoping it is true, there will be cases where the truth
of something would make the world a morally better place than if that some-
thing was false, but where, for whatever reason, we cannot rationally hope
that that something was true. We discuss reasons for that sort next.

There may be cases where it is epistemically and axiologically permissible to hope that p, but
where there are other, stronger reasons to hope that not-p, e.g., the would be morally icky to hope
that p. The nature of the defeasibility operating in this bridging is part of the (indirect) issues at
play in this paper, and in discussions of moral axiology more broadly.
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4 Some Serious Reasons Not to Hope

The world would be a better place if moral atrocities were merely apparent.
However, even while the world would be better, it is a separate question
whether we should, and rationally can, hope that apparent moral atrocities
aren’t actual. We just examined the best reason in favor of adopting aspira-
tional illusionism: the world would turn out to be a morally and objectively
better place than it would seem based on our moral appearances. There are,
however, several reasons not to hope that atrocities are only apparent. We be-
gin with the fact that many people believe they know that apparent atrocities
are actual.

We Have (Salient) Moral Knowledge

Some readers will no doubt be puzzled by this puzzle in moral axiology.
‘Surely’, they will say, ‘we can’t rationally hope that apparent moral atrocities
really aren’t since we know that they are!’ This is a reasonable response to
the question of whether we can and should rationally hope that atrocities
are morally illusory. We may think that the world would be a better place if
atrocities were morally illusory, but that we cannot rationally hope this as we
know otherwise. And this reason, among others, is exactly why (ABP) has a
‘defeasibility’ clause governing both whether we can, and whether we should,
hope that something is the case.

Some issues, like the moral status of murder, will be less contentious than,
say, the moral status of abortions, the ethics of markets in blood and organs,
etc. It is likely that many readers think the issue of whether atrocities are
morally illusory fits the bill: we know that what we think is a moral atrocity,
even if not invariantly, is usually a moral atrocity. As the philosopher, Michael
Huemer, argues in The Problem of Political Authority:

[It] is false that in general we do not know what is substantively
morally correct. Sometimes we do not know what is substantively
just. But often we do know. I do not know, for example, whether
a ban on abortion would be unjust. But I know that the Jim Crow
laws were unjust. (Huemer 2013, 172—original emphasis)

And the philosopher, Perry Hendricks, in evaluating whether we should hope
that the pro-choice or pro-life position on abortion is correct, argues that
because the abortion issue is highly contention, we should hope that the
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pro-choice position is correct since that would make the world morally better
compared to a world where the pro-life position on abortion is right—if the
pro-lifers are correct, then that would presumably mean millions of fetuses
are murdered in the womb each and every year, and who would hope for that?
However, he doesn’t think we can extend this axiological thinking generally
to morally repugnant practices that are more certain to actually be moral
atrocities, since,

[It] does not make sense to hope that slavery is just because we
know that slavery is unjust. It does not make sense to hope that
something you know is false turns out to be true; it makes no sense
to hope, for example, that the Seahawks won the 2006 Superbowl.
In other words, hope that p entails that we do not know that ~p.
But we (or, at least, most of us) know that slavery is not justified,
and hence we should not hope slavery is justified even though the
world would be better if it is. The same goes for Nazis and rapists:
we know that the Nazis were wrong, and we know that rapists are
wrong. So, though the world would be better if Nazis and rapists
were right, it makes no sense to hope that they were. (Hendricks
2021, 785)

So, if that’s right, then even if the world would be better, we cannot rationally
hope that moral atrocities are merely apparent. One important fact overlooked
by Huemer and Hendricks is that not everyone agrees that we know, for
example, that Jim Crow laws are wrong—just as some may hold that the
permissibility of abortion is obvious, but that the moral status of unjustified
killing remains up for grabs morally speaking.

Here we are not talking about racists, or other moral degenerates, but those
who either doubt that we have moral knowledge of any kind (Mackie 1977;
Joyce 2001), or folks who, although they fall short of endorsing views like
moral skepticism and nihilism, recognize that they could be wrong about
their moral views, even if they assign a low credence to such a possibility. Or
we could hold that it is likely the case there are objective moral facts, but still
accept that there is a non-negligible probability there are no objective moral
facts. For many people, the possibility that there no or fewer moral atroci-
ties than our moral appearances bear witness is a stable and live epistemic
possibility as a consequence of their more mundane metaethical views.

Even many folks who take themselves to know that there are moral atroci-
ties that aren’t merely apparent may still believe that there are genuine moral
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atrocities, with robust justification, who accept that it is possible—perhaps
with a probability slightly higher than zero—even if highly unlikely, that there
aren’t moral atrocities. With respect to those folks, we can ask the question
whether they should, as it looks like they can rationally, hope that apparent
moral atrocities are illusory. As it happens, there are reasons, both epistemic
and moral, that cut against aspirational illusionism, even for folks for whom
the position is a live epistemic possibility.

Less Reliable Moral Cognition

We should care, as both epistemic and moral agents, about the reliability of
our moral cognition (Dogramaci 2017; Braddock 2016). If our moral cognition
is unreliable, or even less reliable than we believe, then the result will be that
we have a greater number of epistemically unjustified beliefs than we realize.
And, in turn, those beliefs will, in principle, influence which actions we think
are morally permissible—to the extent that we act according to what we think
morality requires. We take a moral risk when acting on moral cognition with
diminished or low levels of reliability: we could sincerely believe, say, that
the consequences of our actions aren’t nearly as bad as we think because the
reliability of our moral cognition is less than what believe.

And to the extent we want to minimize moral risk (within reason), this
cuts against aspirational illusionism. Suppose that the world we reside in is
filled with only apparent moral atrocities: there is nothing unjust, immoral,
or morally bad about atrocities, despite moral appearances to the contrary. A
serious epistemic and moral consequence would, of course, be that our moral
cognition is less reliable than it would be otherwise. After all, consider that
nearly universally, at least in morally enlightened societies, we take it as a
moral given that famine, war, genocide, and the like are moral atrocities that
should be prevented or mitigated as best we can. However, if these atrocities
are only apparent, then our moral cognition—e.g., our moral intuitions about
what morality requires of us—are even more unreliable than we realize.

It would be a huge miss, by our moral cognition, to be so deeply wrong
about the moral nature of atrocities in that they look like brutalities beyond
imagination that require our attention and effort to prevent and mitigate. We
would thus be hoping for a world where, apparently, the most pressing moral
issues and concerns are mere illusions. It would be hard to see how our moral
cognition could be anything but unreliable if we are wrong about the big
moral stuff.

doi: 10.48106/dial.v77.i2.04
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To hope that our world is such that atrocities are morally illusory would
be to hope for a world where we take serious moral risks, unwittingly, due to
the unreliability of our moral cognition. And where our moral cognition is so
unreliable that we must worry with every action whether it really is morally
required of us, or whether the action we forego really is morally prohibited.

Not only that: if we lived in a world where our moral cognition is unreliable
to such a degree, we see moral illusions almost everywhere, and would be
left wondering what moral actions we should take. However, those actions
would be highly morally risky too since they are based on moral intuitions
that are generated by our unreliable moral cognition. So, while a world with
less injustice would be better than a world with more injustice, ceteris paribus,
we should bear in mind that to hope we live in such a world is to hope that
we have less reliable moral cognition, and take greater moral risks, than we
realize based on our moral appearances.

Many Ungrounded, False Moral Beliefs

There are epistemic costs to aspirational illusionism too. As epistemic agents,
ideally, we want to avoid or discard false beliefs, and acquire true ones. We
should want to avoid false beliefs to avoid the bad consequences of those
false beliefs. To have false beliefs, as least related to what matters to us like
survival and navigation, without the negative consequences of those false
beliefs, would likely require ‘all manner of compensating false beliefs to make’
the original false beliefs ‘fit with what else we know’ (Joyce 2001, 179). The
hitch, among others, is that often our beliefs influence not only our actions,
but also other beliefs that we are likely to take onboard. If we have a false belief
that tigers are harmless cats who love to play chase, then in an environment
with many tigers, this false belief may get us killed. That false may not get us
killed, however, if we have a false, but compensating belief that tigers like it
best if we avoid them entirely to make the chase more challenging (Plantinga
1993, 225-226).

‘We never know if, when, or how a belief will be called into action—where
we must rely on the belief to achieve an important and valuable goal—and
‘given this, it is better that [the beliefs we form are] true than false’ (Joyce
2001, 179). This is one of many reasons why it matters whether our beliefs
are true. And yet, to hope that moral atrocities are apparent is by implication
to hope that we have a large inventory of false beliefs, ungrounded salient
moral facts. Even if we don’t recognize it, we would then have many moral
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and non-moral beliefs about moral atrocities that would be false. To hope
that apparent moral atrocities aren’t actual is to hope, by implication, that
many of our beliefs about history, public policy, and of course, moral beliefs
themselves are false. This isn’t to claim that people who hope the world is
morally better than it looks intend to hope for the epistemic costs of their
hopes, but it would be one of the costs nonetheless of their view, even if they
don’t realize such would be an (unfortunate) implication.

Opportunity Costs

There would be many moral, practical, and cognitive opportunity costs if the
world is such that apparent atrocities are merely illusory (Buchanan 1991). If
the world is that way, it means that many moral problems that aren’t atrocities
are neglected, to varying degrees. This is because we spent substantial amounts
of time, resources, and effort trying to prevent, mitigate, and address atrocities
when it was morally unnecessary, given aspirational illusionism, and those
resources would be wasted. Let’s start with the moral opportunity costs.

First, the moral opportunity costs of trying to prevent and mitigate merely
apparent atrocities would be very high. There are many events in the world
that are morally wrong, but that fall short of moral atrocities, which have
received less attention and resources because some of the attention is diverted
to addressing merely apparent atrocities. So, to hope that the world is such
that there are fewer or no moral atrocities is to hope that the world is such
that we’ve wasted time and resources attempting to mitigate and prevent
events that should have been applied elsewhere. For instance, there are no
doubt many small evils in the world, which aren’t moral atrocities, but that
we could have mitigated had we focused more of our energies there, instead
of mitigating apparent atrocities.

To hope the world contains no actual atrocities, only apparent ones, would
be to hope that we wasted many opportunities trying to prevent war and
genocide, rather than focusing on small, but morally bad and evil events like
bad headaches, heartbreak, discouraging bullying, and whatnot. By example,
it looks like in aggregate, enough small evils and suffering would amount to
a moral atrocity (as related to the problem of evil, see Case (2020)). There
are many people who suffer, where it falls short of a moral atrocity, whose,
say, bellies hurt and teeth ache, and could be helped if we spent resources on
them, instead of mitigating merely apparent atrocities.

doi: 10.48106/dial.v77.i2.04


https://doi.org/10.48106/dial.v77.i2.04

4.5

14 Jimmy ALronso Licon

Next, consider that we are limited epistemic agents—we only have so much
time and cognitive resources to shift through beliefs and memories to find
what we need. The more that is stored in memory, ceteris paribus, the more
records our cognitive systems must shift through to find the needed record.
Though limited epistemic agents like us may have, practically, a nearly endless
storage capacity and assuming that ‘there are obvious advantages of having
virtually unlimited capacity in that domain, the limitations on retrieval access
can be viewed as a necessary filter. In the interest of speed, accuracy, and
avoiding confusion, we do not want every item in our memories to be accessible’
(Bjork and Vanheule 1992, 157—my emphasis).

We do not want to recall every memory and belief because doing so would
clutter our cognitive lives too much past the point where those records are
useful. And if we stored numerous false moral beliefs, given aspirational
illusionism. We should avoid storing false beliefs, not only to avoid wasting re-
sources in retrieval, but because ‘retrieved records will often trigger additional
thoughts [...] retrieving more records generally requires additional thinking’
(Michaelian 2011, 411). So, if atrocities aren’t actual, there are weighty cogni-
tive opportunity costs that result from spending cognitive resources to solve
moral problems that wouldn’t be real.

‘We have reviewed some of the problems and costs with aspirational illu-
sionism. There remains, though, something off-repellant about the hope that
moral atrocities are merely apparent, but it is one that is difficult to flesh out.
We attempt to unpack it in the penultimate section.

Moral Repugnance

There is an indirect, but still valuable, reason against aspirational illusionism.
The world would be a better place if atrocities were merely apparent in the
sense that the world would be morally less bad, ceteris paribus. Nonetheless,
there is something morally repugnant about hoping that atrocities are merely
apparent, even if the world would be better for it. This is deeply puzzling: there
appears to be an obvious axiological bridging principle that we should—or at
least we are permitted to—hope that something is the case if we have good
reason to believe it would make the world a better place, and it is an epistemic
possibility. On its face, it is puzzling why hoping so would be repugnant.
Perhaps, though, there are a couple solutions to the puzzle.

The first solution is the most obvious: while the world would be a better
place if atrocities were merely apparent, some of us cannot rationally hope

Dialectica vol. 77, n° 2



Should We Hope Apparent Atrocities Are Illusory? 15

that is the case since we believe we know that atrocities cannot be merely
apparent. Even if the world would be a better place if atrocities were morally
illusory, some individuals cannot rationally hold aspirational illusion given
their firm belief that they have moral knowledge to the contrary.

There are individuals who, even though they aren’t moral skeptics or moral
nihilists, don’t take themselves to have moral knowledge; they believe, how-
ever, there are solid moral reasons, and moral evidence (e.g., moral intuitions),
to believe that apparent atrocities are actual. Should we conclude that such
agents could rationally hope that atrocities are only apparent? My strong
intuition here: there is something bizarre about someone with strong evi-
dence that apparent moral atrocities are actual, hoping they are only apparent.
This intuition, though, is puzzling: if an epistemic agent had good reason to
believe that moral atrocities were actual, and not merely apparent—they find
arguments for moral skepticism slightly convincing—it looks like they’re still
in a position, given the world would be morally better if so, to hope that moral
atrocities are merely apparent. So why the strong intuition otherwise?

Here’s a tentative explanation: perhaps the reason the author has a strong
contrary intuition is that humans are deeply moral creatures: most of us, for
various reasons, have a strong sense of right, wrong, justice, and fairness, to
name but a few. Our moral identity, and how we morally evaluate our life
events helps to shape a fundamental and abiding aspect of our psychological
identity: it matters not only how we treat others, but how others treat us, and
how we are see each other as moral agents (Hardy and Carlo 2011; Sauer
2019).

Whether this moral sense is merely the product of evolutionary and cultural
process, or partly the result of something more metaphysical is beside the
point: we clearly have a deep sense of justice, fairness, and right and wrong—
one that cannot, for most of us, be easily ignored or forgotten. It would be
hard for many of us to ignore the fact that we were mugged on the way home
from a play by an assailant with a knife. It isn’t simply that we were scared
that it would happen again, but that the mugger profoundly wronged us with
his actions—he didn’t simply violate our sense of safety, though he did that
too, he violated our moral sense of agency.

Imagine you were told, by someone you respected, that the violent mugging
you endured was merely illusory and thus, despite how it appeared to you,
it was a morally neutral event. (We will assume that a violent mugging is, at
least, a minor atrocity—if you object to this, then pick your favorite example).
The mugger didn’t actually harm you, despite your feelings of betrayal, and
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the resulting trauma. To be told this by someone you love and respect, even if
accurate, would be hard to square with the profound sense of injustice you
felt as a result of the mugging. This isn’t to claim everyone would feel this
way about the issue, but it is likely many people would. There’s an odd sense
in which hoping that apparent atrocities are illusory undercuts an important
and deep respect for people as moral agents.

5 Conclusion

This paper asked whether it would be rational to hope that atrocities like
war and genocide are merely illusory. Even if basic moral truths hold nec-
essarily, axiological judgments are based on live epistemic possibilities, not
metaphysical ones. For agents who lack salient moral knowledge that appar-
ent atrocities are actual, we can rationally ask whether they should hope they
are. We explored a solid reason to hope so: if atrocities are only apparent,
then the world is objectively and morally better than it would otherwise be if
they were actual; but, if atrocities aren’t merely apparent, then the world is as
morally bad as it appears, and perhaps worse.

In contrast, there are some reasons we either should not or cannot rationally
hope that atrocities are merely apparent. The most obvious: some individuals
know they are real atrocities. However, even for those who lack such moral
knowledge that atrocities are actual, there are reasons that cut against the
hope: our moral cognition would be less reliable than it would be otherwise,
we would have many false, epistemically ungrounded moral beliefs, and we
would have wasted resources trying to address merely apparent atrocities.
Not to mention one final reason: there is something morally suspicious about
hoping moral atrocities are only apparent that is deeply undignified with
respect to victims of atrocities. So, while it isn’t clear what we should hope
for, what is clear is that moral axiology is worth further exploration.*
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