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Abstract
Although initially plausible, the view that moral education should aim at the transmission 
of moral knowledge has been subject to severe criticism. In this context, one particularly 
prominent line of argumentation rests on the empirical observation that moral questions 
are subject to widespread and robust disagreement. In this paper, I would like to discuss 
the implications of moral disagreement for the goals of moral education in more detail. I 
will start by laying out the empirical and philosophical assumptions behind the idea that 
widespread and robust moral disagreement undermines the prospects of transmitting moral 
knowledge in educational settings. Having thus provided a specific interpretation of the 
epistemic dynamics behind this so-called ‘challenge of disagreement’, I will proceed by 
discussing its didactical implications. More specifically, I will defend two claims: first, 
I will argue that the challenge of disagreement is not an effective challenge, because it 
undermines the possibility of knowledge transfer only with respect to a limited set of moral 
propositions. Second, I will argue that the challenge of disagreement is not a specific chal-
lenge, because the epistemically destructive effects of moral disagreement also pose a chal-
lenge for other prominent accounts of moral education that were originally proposed as 
promising alternatives to knowledge transmission accounts. If convincing, my arguments 
show that knowledge transmission accounts of moral education are in a much better posi-
tion than is usually expected to incorporate the fact that moral questions are notoriously 
controversial.

Keywords  Moral education · Moral disagreement · Moral knowledge · Moral uncertainty

1  Introduction

What are the goals of moral education? One possible answer to this question is the fol-
lowing: moral education is simply education with respect to a specific topic. Accordingly, 
the goals of moral education are simply general educational goals that are applied to this 
specific topic. Viewed from this perspective, there is nothing special about moral educa-
tion. For example, let’s assume that the transmission of knowledge is one important general 
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goal of education. Given this, we could simply apply this goal to a variety of specific edu-
cational domains. One important goal of science education would be the transmission of 
scientific knowledge. One important goal of history education would be the transmission of 
historical knowledge. And one important goal of moral education would be the transmis-
sion of moral knowledge.1

Although initially intuitive, many if not most authors within the didactics of philosophy 
and the philosophy of education will likely reject the above idea. One main reason for this 
reluctance to regard the transmission of moral knowledge as an important goal of moral 
education is the worry that – given widespread philosophical disagreement about moral 
questions – such transmission is simply impossible: if all or most moral questions are sub-
ject to widespread and robust disagreement, there won’t be much transferable moral knowl-
edge to begin with, so that any attempt to directly transmit specific moral beliefs would 
simply amount to indoctrination (Hand 2018, 1).

In this paper, I would like to discuss this challenge of disagreement in more detail. More 
specifically, I will defend two claims. First, I will argue that the challenge of disagreement 
is not an effective challenge, because it undermines the possibility of knowledge transfer 
only with respect to a limited set of moral propositions. Second, I will argue that the chal-
lenge of disagreement is not a specific challenge for knowledge transmission accounts of 
moral education, because the epistemically destructive effects of moral disagreement also 
pose a challenge for other prominent accounts of moral education. I will proceed as fol-
lows. In Section 2, I will start by laying out the empirical and philosophical assumptions 
behind the challenge of disagreement, conceived as a specific epistemic challenge for moral 
knowledge transmission, in more detail. Having thus provided a specific interpretation of 
the epistemic dynamics behind the challenge of disagreement, I will proceed by discuss-
ing its didactical implications in more detail. In Section 3, I will critically discuss the effi-
cacy of the challenge of disagreement, arguing that it doesn’t undermine the possibility of 
moral knowledge transmission in general, but only with respect to specific first-order moral 
propositions that are sufficiently controversial among professional ethicists. In Section 4, I 
will discuss the accuracy of the challenge of disagreement, arguing that it also undermines 
other dimensions of moral education that were originally proposed as promising alterna-
tives to moral knowledge transmission, such as teaching moral reasoning skills or enabling 
students to participate in moral discourse. Section 5 will sum up the main results.

If convincing, my arguments show that knowledge transmission accounts of moral edu-
cation are not just better than widely assumed, but actually do better than their main com-
petitors in dealing with the educational implications of moral disagreement. However, I 
want to stay explicitly neutral on the question of whether knowledge transmission accounts 
are superior overall to alternative accounts of moral education – or whether they are even 
feasible at all. Besides the problem of disagreement, there are a number of further chal-
lenges that knowledge transmission accounts of moral education must face. Most impor-
tantly, these accounts seem to rest on a number of controversial epistemological assump-
tions – e.g. assumptions about the existence of moral experts or the possibility of moral 
testimony. While I am personally optimistic that many of the various objections lurking in 
this context can be successfully met, any detailed discussion of them would clearly exceed 
the scope of this paper. What’s more, even if we assume that knowledge transmission 
accounts of moral education are epistemically defensible, there will still be political and 

1  In this paper, I will use the terms ‚aim ‘ and ‚goal ‘ interchangeably.
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pedagogical challenges to the idea that moral knowledge should be directly transmitted in 
educational contexts (for an overview, see e.g. Giesinger 2021). Accordingly, all I want to 
argue for in the following is the comparatively narrow claim that the specific phenomenon 
of moral disagreement is not so much a problem for knowledge transmission accounts as it 
is for competing accounts of moral education. While clearly being comparatively narrow, 
this claim still has bite: in fact, the challenge of disagreement is often seen as one of the 
most pressing problems for moral education in the relevant literature (Hand 2018, p. 1). 
Given that, a satisfactory solution of this specific challenge would already lead to a signifi-
cant shift in the dialectical landscape.

Before I proceed, however, and in order to avoid misunderstandings, I would like to 
make an important conceptual clarification. Especially for experienced educators, the idea 
that „knowledge transmission “ should be a goal of any kind of education might already 
raise some concerns. To better understand this idea, it is helpful to distinguish between 
an epistemological, a psychological and a didactical reading of “knowledge transmission”. 
According to the epistemological reading, this notion only refers to a specific epistemic 
relation between the input beliefs and the output beliefs of educational transfer processes. 
According to the psychological reading, the transmission of knowledge also includes the 
transmission of psychological features that concern the cognitive embeddedness of beliefs. 
According to the didactical reading, “transmission of knowledge “ refers to top-down edu-
cational settings where instructors simply impart knowledge to their students instead of 
enabling them to acquire the relevant insights on their own. While the educational impor-
tance of knowledge transmission in the epistemological sense has been widely acknowl-
edged (see e.g. Goldman 2006, p.11)—in fact, it is epistemologically uncontroversial that 
most of what we know we only know on the basis of other people’s knowledge (see e.g. 
Goldberg 2010)—knowledge transmission in the psychological and didactical sense is usu-
ally judged to be pedagogically illegitimate or even impossible.2 In this paper, whenever I 
speak of „knowledge transmission “, I speak of knowledge transmission in the epistemo-
logical sense. Aiming at the transmission of knowledge in this sense in educational con-
texts is both compatible with psychological findings to the effect that the acquisition of 
knowledge is rather a result of individual construction than of passive perception and with 
the didactical demand that students should acquire insights on their own (Hand 2018, 38).

2 � The Epistemic Dynamics behind the Challenge of Disagreement

At first glance, the idea that the pervasiveness of moral disagreement directly speaks 
against the possibility of educational transfers of moral knowledge seems pretty straight-
forward. However, upon closer inspection, it is at least not obvious why and how the con-
troversiality of moral issues is supposed to undermine educational transfer processes. 
After all, one might argue, people disagree about almost everything – and still, at least in 
domains like mathematics, science, history or geography, educational transfer of substan-
tive, domain-specific insights seems to be perfectly legitimate. So why should the mere fact 
that moral questions are notoriously controversial pose a specific problem for the educa-
tional transmission of moral knowledge?

2  This is one of the main motivations behind so-called constructivist educational environments, see e.g. 
O’Donnell 2012.
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To answer this question, I would like to provide a deeper analysis of the challenge of 
disagreement in this section. In order to get a better grasp of the philosophical details 
behind this challenge, it is helpful to cite one of its proponents in a little more detail. So, to 
begin with, consider the following passage from Kirsten Meyer (Meyer 2011, p. 229 f., my 
translation):

Let‘s suppose that there are in fact specific moral principles whose correctness we 
are able to grasp and upon which we can act. Even against the background of this 
assumption, there remains an important problem for moral education. After all, it is 
still not clear at all which moral principles are correct – and accordingly, which prin-
ciples should be taught in educational settings. One simple reason why moral educa-
tion can‘t be aimed at the transmission of moral principles is that such principles are 
controversial within academic philosophy. If moral education was about transferring 
knowledge of correct moral principles, one would first need to know which exact 
principles these should be. […] Which principles should be taught in philosophy 
classes in order to enable students to act morally? Should we advocate for a kantian 
or a utilitarian position? Do we have to wait for the underlying philosophical disputes 
to be settled before we can answer this question? […] When we try to identify the 
proper goals of moral education […], we encounter […] several open questions. A 
satisfying answer to these questions would require a settlement of century-old philo-
sophical disputes. And such a settlement is not to be expected.

Against the background of this passage, the dialectical profile of the challenge of disagree-
ment already becomes clearer. Most importantly, it becomes clear that the challenge of disa-
greement is a specific objection against knowledge transmission accounts of moral education 
that already rests on a number of specific assumptions: first of all, the basic idea behind this 
challenge is not that it is in principle impossible to transfer moral knowledge in educational 
settings – e.g. because there aren ‘t any moral principles, or because such principles aren’t 
truth-apt. Rather, the idea is that in light of widespread moral disagreement, it isn ‘t clear 
which moral principles should be transferred in educational settings. In this way, the chal-
lenge of disagreement already presupposes the possibility of moral knowledge. And in fact, 
this shouldn’t come as a surprise: for instance, let ‘s suppose that a fundamentally pessimistic 
view on the possibility of moral knowledge –e.g. moral nihilism or moral non-cognitivism—
was correct. In such a case, it seems that whether moral questions are in fact controversial or 
not would be completely irrelevant to the possibility of moral knowledge transfer, because 
even if everyone agreed on the same moral verdicts, we still wouldn ‘t be in a position to 
transfer any moral knowledge in educational settings. The challenge of disagreement is sup-
posed to show that crucial features of moral knowledge transfers are effectively undermined 
by the fact that moral questions are notoriously controversial. But if there is nothing to be 
undermined in the first place, this idea seems like a nonstarter.

Furthermore, the challenge of disagreement explicitly presupposes that moral ques-
tions are controversial among professional philosophers and that it is exactly this kind of 
disagreement that undermines the possibility of moral knowledge transfer. In fact, it is 
important to note that in the above passage, Meyer isn’t just talking about any old moral 
disagreement, but rather specifically refers to moral disagreements within academic phi-
losophy, e.g. between kantians and utilitarians. But what’s so special about moral disagree-
ments between academic philosophers? The idea seems to be here that – just as educational 
knowledge transfer in other domains – educational transfer of moral knowledge should 
be informed by the relevant experts. However, given that even the experts disagree about 
moral questions, we are in no position to decide which moral principles should be taught 
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in educational settings. In what follows, I would like to discuss these assumptions behind 
the challenge of disagreement in a little more detail in order to provide a more fine-grained 
understanding of the prima facie plausible idea that widespread moral disagreement poses 
a fundamental problem for educational transfer of moral knowledge.

Let ‘s start with the assumption that it is in principle possible to acquire moral knowledge. 
As we have seen, this assumption is implicitly presupposed by the challenge of disagreement, 
because if it was impossible to acquire any moral knowledge in the first place, it would be 
completely irrelevant whether moral questions are in fact controversial or not. Given how 
extensively pessimistic views on the possibility of moral knowledge have been discussed in 
the philosophical literature, this already seems like a substantive and potentially problematic 
metaethical commitment. However, there are several things to be said to soften the worry that 
the challenge of disagreement can simply be rejected by appealing to some form of meta-
ethical pessimism. First of all, the assumption that we are in principle in a position to acquire 
moral knowledge doesn ‘t just underlie the challenge of disagreement, but also much of our 
everyday moral practice: at least from a pretheoretical perspective, it seems overwhelmingly 
plausible that we can and actually do have a lot of moral knowledge. For example, most peo-
ple would agree that I know that torturing puppies out of boredom is morally wrong, or that I 
‘m not morally obliged to compliment random strangers on their outfits. Given this, the fact 
that the challenge of disagreement questions the legitimacy of moral knowledge transfer on 
the basis of critical considerations concerning the scope—and not the mere possibility – of 
moral knowledge seems to be a strength and not a weakness.

Furthermore, and more importantly, the assumption that it is in principle possible to 
acquire moral knowledge is obviously already presupposed by the very target of the chal-
lenge of disagreement – i.e. by knowledge transmission accounts of moral education. Pro-
ponents of these accounts cannot defend themselves against the challenge of disagreement 
on the basis of pessimistic views on the possibility of moral knowledge without undermin-
ing their own position. Given this, any critique of the challenge of disagreement that points 
to the optimistic presuppositions that this challenge implies with respect to the possibility 
of moral knowledge seems to be at least dialectically ineffective.

Notably, the same is true with respect to the second assumption behind the challenge of 
disagreement that has been identified above – the assumption that moral questions are con-
troversial among professional philosophers and that it is exactly this kind of disagreement 
that undermines the possibility of moral knowledge transfer. One rather obvious problem 
with this assumption is that it seems to presuppose that academic philosophers enjoy some 
kind of moral expertise and are thus in a privileged position to inform educational trans-
fer processes. This presupposition will probably strike many people as hopelessly elitist 
(Driver 2006) – but again, it is plausibly already presupposed by knowledge transmission 
accounts of moral education.3 For as already illustrated at the outset of this paper, the very 
idea behind these accounts seems to be that there is nothing special about moral education: 
just as in other domains, educational processes in the moral domain should be aimed at 
the transmission of domain-specific knowledge that is provided by the relevant academic 

3  In a way, the identified assumptions concerning the possibility of moral knowledge and moral expertise 
can also be seen as concessions to knowledge transmission accounts of moral education. However, I explic-
itly want to stay neutral with respect to the question of whether actual proponents of the challenge of disa-
greement accept these assumptions (i) because they believe them to be true or (ii) because they only want 
to make specific concessions to knowledge transmission accounts of moral education in order to argue that 
these accounts ultimately fail even against the background of these concessions.
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community. Given this, proponents of these accounts cannot defend themselves against the 
challenge of disagreement by rejecting its presuppositions concerning the possibility of 
moral expertise without undermining their own position.

So let‘s suppose that professional philosophers can plausibly be considered as moral 
experts. Is it true that moral questions are controversial among professional philosophers? 
And how exactly are these disagreements supposed to undermine the possibility of educa-
tional knowledge transfer? The first of these questions is clearly an empirical one. How-
ever, it is surprisingly hard to answer. One obvious difficulty is to identify the relevant 
group of people in the first place – what does it even mean to be a philosopher? And is 
every philosopher an expert on any philosophical question?4 Furthermore, many wide-
spread views on the amount of controversy within academic philosophy will likely be dis-
torted by naive misconceptions and prejudices which portray philosophy as a messy and 
hopelessly unoriented endeavor.

Despite all these difficulties and biases, there has been one notable attempt to get a 
clearer picture of the amount and distribution of disagreement among professional phi-
losophers that has received a lot of attention within the philosophical community. In their 
much-discussed PhilPapers Surveys, David Chalmers and David Bourget regularly survey 
professional philosophers in order to help uncover their views on key philosophical ques-
tions. The results of this project allow for a more justified estimation of the degree of moral 
disagreement among experts. For example, considering only the answers of respondents 
who are regular faculty members in BA-granting philosophy departments, and who named 
“normative ethics” as their area of specialization, the 2020 PhilPapers Survey revealed a 
fundamental disagreement about which ethical theory is correct (for the following num-
bers, see Bourget and Chalmers 2021). While 27.27% accept or lean toward deontology, 
20.45% accept or lean toward consequentialism. 17.42% accept or lean toward virtue ethics 
and 0.76% are agnostic or undecided. In fact, it looks like the degree of controversy has 
even increased over the last few years. For, in the preceding PhilPapers Survey of 2009, 
35.25% accepted or leaned toward deontology, 23.02% accepted or leaned toward conse-
quentialism, and 12.23% accepted or leaned toward virtue ethics (Bourget and Chalmers 
2014). While it is also important to keep in mind that (i) conflicting ethical theories don ‘t 
necessarily yield conflicting verdicts with respect to all or even most concrete moral ques-
tions and (ii) proponents of the same ethical theory regularly end up with conflicting appli-
cations of this theory, these numbers clearly justify the assumption that a lot of concrete 
moral issues will be highly controversial among the relevant experts.

Why is such a high degree of controversy among experts a serious problem for moral 
knowledge transmission? In what follows, I would like to provide a specific interpretation 
of the epistemic dynamics behind the idea that widespread expert disagreement under-
mines the possibility of educational knowledge transfer. This interpretation is directly 
informed by the recent debate about the epistemic implications of disagreement within 

4  In fact, it seems that when looking for moral expertise, one shouldn’t exclusively focus on professional 
philosophers. If we assume that moral expertise is ultimately grounded in specific argumentative skills 
and knowledge of ethical theories (see e.g. Singer 1982), being a professional philosopher – or even a pro-
fessional ethicist – is neither necessary nor sufficient to count as a moral expert. Given this, my focus on 
professional philosophers in this paper is merely based on pragmatic considerations: First of all, if moral 
expertise is closely connected to specific argumentative skills and knowledge of ethical theories, being a 
professional philosopher will at least be a strong indication of moral expertise. Second, the distribution of 
moral views among professional philosophers has been subject to empirical research, which allows for a 
somewhat reliable estimation of the amount of moral disagreement among professional philosophers.
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social epistemology. One important insight from this debate is that the epistemic implica-
tions of a situation of disagreement crucially depend on the respective levels of compe-
tence of the disagreeing parties (see e.g. Kelly 2005, p. 168). In this context, one specific 
constellation of cases that have received a lot of attention within the epistemological litera-
ture are disagreement situations where the disagreeing parties are epistemic peers, which 
means that the disagreeing parties have access to the same (or equally good) evidence and 
are equally competent in assessing this evidence (Christensen 2009, pp. 756–757).5 One 
reason why such cases have received so much attention within the epistemological litera-
ture is that they apparently have profound epistemic implications. More specifically, peer 
disagreements seem to make it epistemically irrational to hold on to one’s beliefs. For, 
whenever a person finds herself in disagreement with someone she considers her epistemic 
peer, she is rationally required to revise her original position. To illustrate this point, many 
authors refer to the so-called Restaurant Case which was originally developed by Chris-
tensen (2007). The case goes as follows (ibid., p. 193):

Suppose that five of us go out to dinner. It’s time to pay the check, so the ques-
tion we’re interested in is how much we each owe. We can all see the bill total 
clearly, we all agree to give a 20% tip, and we further agree to split the whole 
cost evenly […]. I do the math in my head and become highly confident that 
our shares are $43 each. Meanwhile, my friend does the math in her head and 
becomes highly confident that our shares are $45 each. How should I react, 
upon learning of her belief? […] Let us suppose that my friend and I have a 
long history of eating out together and dividing the check in our heads, and 
that we’ve been equally successful in our arithmetic efforts: the vast majority 
of times, we agree; but when we disagree, she’s right as often as I am. So for 
the sort of epistemic endeavor under consideration, we are clearly peers. Sup-
pose further that there is no special reason to think one of us particularly dull or 
sharp this evening—neither is especially tired or energetic, and neither has had 
significantly more wine or coffee.

In this case, many authors agree that the protagonist of the case is rationally required to 
give up her belief that the share is $43 each. Although there is some considerable disagree-
ment about the relevant epistemic mechanics behind the rationally required response in 
such a case, and its exact doxastic nature, there is wide agreement that the described situa-
tion requires a state of substantive uncertainty (for a discussion, see e.g. Christensen 2007; 
Grundmann 2019; Kelly 2011). While this verdict and its generalization over all cases of 
peer disagreement can – and actually has been (see e.g. Kelly 2005, 2011) – disputed, I will 
assume a conciliationist view in what follows, according to which situations of recognized 

5  It is important to note that other authors have proposed alternative definitions of epistemic peerhood. For 
example, Thomas Kelly has suggested that two persons are epistemic peers when they are (i) equally famil-
iar with the relevant evidence and (ii) equals with respect to general intellectual virtues (Kelly 2005, 174). 
Alternatively, it has been suggested that two persons are epistemic peers when they are equally likely to be 
mistaken (Elga 2007, 499; Wedgwood 2010, 236). However, given that these definitions are more liberal 
than Christensen’s conception of epistemic peerhood, the following considerations are neutral with respect 
to this controversy.
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peer disagreement undermine the epistemic status of the conflicting beliefs.6 If we assume 
a conciliationist view on the significance of disagreement and combine this view with the 
above assumption about the degree of controversy among professional ethicists, it is easy 
to see how moral disagreements directly lead to a problem for the possibility of moral 
knowledge transfer. In situations where the relevant experts agree, disagreement with lay-
people doesn’t pose a problem for such transfers, because it doesn’t undermine the experts’ 
knowledge, which is the ultimate source of the transfer processes. However, this is not the 
case in  situations where the relevant experts disagree with each other.7 For, if even the 
experts are (or should be) in a state of substantive uncertainty about the questions at issue, 
they are in no position to inform educational transfer processes.8

6  While I will assume a conciliationist view on the significance of disagreement, I would explicitly like to 
stay neutral with respect to any deeper explanation of how exactly recognized disagreements undermine 
the epistemic status of our beliefs. One widespread view in this context is that disagreement situations pro-
vide defeaters for our beliefs – however, the exact nature of these defeaters is controversially discussed (see 
e.g. Constantin 2021, ch. 6). In any case, it seems plausible that disagreement situations have epistemically 
destructive effects because they confront us with our epistemic limitations – or as David Christensen puts 
it (Christensen 2007, 187 f.): ‚We all live out our lives in states of epistemic imperfection. […] One fairly 
common situation that may present opportunities for improvement is that of discovering that another per-
son’s belief on a given topic differs markedly from one’s own.‘ In this respect, conciliationism might be seen 
as a non-ideal epistemological theory: It tells us how to adequately deal with our epistemic limitations.
7  For a detailed discussion of the epistemic implications of disagreements with epistemic inferiors, see 
Priest 2016.
  While the conditions for epistemic peerhood are sometimes criticized as being unrealistically strict, it seems 
that these conditions are plausibly often met in academic contexts. Just consider the striking degree of epis-
temic homogeneity between professional philosophers – they usually have equal academic credentials and 
a comparable level of competence. Furthermore, they are equally familiar with the relevant literature and 
acquainted with the same set of arguments. Given this, the kind of disagreement situations that professonal 
ethicists find themselves in seem sufficiently similar to artificial situations like the Restaurant Case.
8  One objection that immediately suggests itself at this point is that the above considerations fail to appreci-
ate the uniqueness of moral disagreements. To my mind, this objection seems ad hoc – why should moral 
disagreements behave epistemically different than other kinds of disagreement? To establish such a funda-
mental difference, one would first need to identify some special feature of moral disagreements that could 
properly explain their alleged epistemic innocence. For example, it has been argued that some of our beliefs 
– including our political, moral and religious beliefs – are at least partially based on private evidence (see 
e.g. Feldman 2007; Rosen 2001; van Inwagen 1996). However, even if that were the case, conflicting beliefs 
of other people that are based on private evidence would still have epistemically destructive effects, because 
the mere fact that there is evidence that supports a conflicting belief already speaks against the epistemic 
quality of one’s own belief, even if that evidence is inaccessible (Feldman 2007). According to another 
suggestion, the epistemic peculiarity of moral disagreements lies in the fact that these disagreements are 
grounded in differing, but equally reasonable evaluations of the available evidence (for a critical discus-
sion of this claim, see e.g. Ballantyne and Coffman 2011; Brueckner and Bundy 2012; Schoenfield 2014). 
However, even if we accepted this suggestion, it would at best show that conflicting moral beliefs of other 
people don’t speak against the reasonableness of our own beliefs. But as long as we assume that only one 
side of a moral disagreement can be correct, they would still speak against the truth of our own beliefs and 
are thus epistemically destructive (Balg 2021a, pp. 73 ff.). According to the last suggestion that I would 
like to discuss here, the epistemic peculiarity of moral disagreements lies in the fact that the truth values 
of moral beliefs are relative to personal standards, so that conflicting moral beliefs of different persons can 
be true at the same time (see e.g. Kölbel 2004). While such a relativistic view would indeed speak against 
the epistemic toxicity of diverging moral beliefs, it is also highly controversial and likely to be rejected by 
the majority of professional philosophers. One reason for this reluctance is the worry that moral relativism 
doesn’t even allow for the bare existence of moral disagreement (see e.g. Lasersohn 2005; Wright 2001). So 
it seems that establishing a fundamental epistemic difference between moral and non-moral disagreements 
is no easy task. Although there are some features that have been suggested as possible epistemic peculiari-
ties of moral disagreements in the literature, these features would in no way suffice to show that there are 
genuine moral disagreements with epistemic peers that are still epistemically innocuous.
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I take the epistemic dynamics that has been delineated above to be the most plausible 
interpretation of the assumption that widespread expert disagreement undermines the pos-
sibility of moral knowledge transfer in educational settings. This interpretation doesn’t only 
neatly explain how the controversiality of moral questions might undermine the possibility 
of such knowledge transfers, but also sheds some light on the significance of agreement 
for moral education. Given the epistemic dynamics analyzed above, it gets clear that the 
absence of (sufficiently robust) disagreement among moral experts is a necessary condi-
tion for moral knowledge transfer. However, that doesn’t necessarily mean that (sufficiently 
robust) agreement among moral experts is necessary for knowledge transfer. To see this, 
we just have to consider situations in which widespread agreement among experts is absent 
because only a very small fraction of the expert community has formed any beliefs on a 
given question, because this question hasn’t even been considered by most of their col-
leagues. If we assume that the beliefs of these few experts constitute knowledge, this status 
will in no way be undermined by the mere fact that other experts don’t agree. Further-
more, moral agreement is also not sufficient for moral knowledge transfer to be legitimate 
or even possible. For example, if we have good reasons to believe that a specific group 
of experts is fundamentally corrupt or misguided, the mere fact that they agree with each 
other should be of no relevance. In this way, the above interpretation doesn’t just help to 
better understand the challenge of disagreement, but also to locate its dialectical profile 
more accurately.

As we have seen in this section, the challenge of disagreement is a specific challenge 
for knowledge transmission accounts of moral education that rests on a number of specific 
empirical and philosophical assumptions. Some of these assumptions are more controver-
sial than others, and some also have to be presupposed by proponents of knowledge trans-
mission accounts. In what follows, I would not like to discuss these assumptions in more 
detail. Instead, I will simply accept them in order to make the challenge of disagreement as 
strong as possible. For as we will see, even if we accept all the assumptions that underlie 
the challenge of disagreement, it will still fail to pose a devastating problem for knowledge 
transmission accounts of moral education.

3 � The Efficacy of the Challenge of Disagreement

In the last section, we saw why moral disagreement among professional ethicists poses a 
fundamental challenge to the possibility of moral knowledge transfer. That is, if profes-
sional ethicists are rationally required to adopt a stance of uncertainty with respect to moral 
questions, then they are in no position to present their moral views as knowledge to laypeo-
ple. In this section, I would like to critically discuss the efficacy of this challenge in more 
detail. Obviously, moral disagreement among professional ethicists has profound implica-
tions for the prospects of moral knowledge transfer. Yet, at the same time, it seems that it 
doesn’t undermine all transfer of moral knowledge, but only with respect to certain propo-
sitions. As we saw in the last section, the challenge of disagreement as it stands ultimately 
rests on the observation that professional ethicists disagree about which moral theory is 
correct (Meyer 2011, pp. 229–230). Given this, professional ethicists will also disagree 
about any first-order moral question to which their competing moral theories imply con-
flicting answers, which in turn will undermine any possibility of knowledge transfer with 
respect to these questions. However, as I will argue in this section, there will also be a lot 
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of moral questions which are subject to substantive agreement – and with respect to these 
questions, the challenge of disagreement remains ineffective.

At first glance, to someone who is familiar with the relevant literature, it might seem 
that this is something that has already been done. For example, in his paper ‚Towards a 
Theory of Moral Education ‘, Michael Hand, a prominent proponent of knowledge trans-
mission accounts of moral education, writes (Hand 2014, p. 528):

[…] Disagreement about the justificatory status of many moral standards […] looks 
set to be a salient feature of our moral landscape for the foreseeable future. But it 
would [be] premature to infer from this state of affairs that robustly justified moral 
standards are unavailable. From the fact that some moral standards have an uncertain 
justificatory status, it does not follow that all do; and from the fact that some argu-
ments for moral subscription are dubious, it does not follow that all are. Perhaps, 
somewhere in the melee of controversial moral standards and arguments, there are at 
least some standards on which all are agreed and to which subscription is demonstra-
bly justified.
This, I think, is just how things are. Within the reasonable plurality of moral stand-
ards there is an identifiable subset to which more or less everyone subscribes and for 
which the reasons to subscribe are compelling. There is a very broad consensus in 
society on some basic moral prohibitions (on stealing, cheating, causing harm, etc.) 
and prescriptions (to treat others fairly, help those in need, keep one’s promises, etc.). 
And there is a familiar rational justification for those basic moral standards whose 
cogency is hard to dispute. It is, briefly, that moral standards are justified when their 
currency in society serves to ameliorate the ever-present risk in human social groups 
of breakdowns in cooperation and outbreaks of conflict.

To my mind, there are several problems with the above passage. First of all, it seems 
that Hand is talking about the wrong kind of justification. In order to constitute knowledge 
– and thus in order to qualify as eligible input for educational transfer processes – moral 
beliefs need to enjoy a sufficient degree of epistemic justification. In contrast, Hand seems 
to talk about pragmatic justification: his idea is that we have pragmatic reasons to accept 
certain standards because they help us to sustain social cooperation – and not that we have 
epistemic reasons that speak for the truth of these standards.9

But even putting this worry to the side, it still seems that Hand is also looking for the 
wrong kind of agreement: just as in other domains, educational knowledge transfer in the 
moral domain should be, given that it is feasible at all, informed by the relevant experts 
– and not by the general public. Given this, the kind of agreement that is necessary for edu-
cational knowledge transfer to be epistemically legitimate is agreement among the relevant 

9  In fact, in some of his other work, Hand seems to explicitly endorse a radical pluralism with respect to the 
kind of justification that moral standards can enjoy in order to qualify as eligible input for educational trans-
fer processes. For example, in his book “A Theory of Moral Education”, Hand writes (Hand 2018, p. 69):
  [Recognising] that the problem-of-sociality justification is sound is quite compatible with believing that 
some other putative justification for subscribing to moral standards is also sound. It is no part of the forego-
ing argument that this is the only kind of good reason we could have for […] subscription to standards. It 
may turn out to be the case that basic moral standards are justified both by their capacity to avert conflict 
and sustain cooperation in human social groups and, say, by their divine authorization, or by an imperative 
of pure practical reason […]. Different justifications for the same standards can sit quite happily alongside 
each other; acceptance of one does not necessitate rejection of all others.
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experts – because as we have seen, it is exactly this kind of agreement whose absence 
potentially undermines the epistemic status of expert beliefs.

To be clear, this should obviously be a rather significant distinction. It is easily conceiv-
able that there are moral questions which are almost completely uncontroversial among the 
general public, but highly controversial among moral experts – and vice versa. Furthermore, 
there might also be moral questions which are sufficiently uncontroversial among the rel-
evant experts, but which haven ‘t even been considered by the general public. So at least 
against the background of the specific interpretation of the challenge of disagreement that 
has been developed in the last section, it seems that the question that needs to be answered 
in order to assess the efficacy of this challenge is not whether there are any moral principles 
that are sufficiently uncontroversial among the general public to be pragmatically justified, 
but whether there are any moral principles that are sufficiently uncontroversial among the 
relevant experts to be epistemically justified. In what follows, I would like to make some 
steps towards answering this question.

3.1 � (Meta‑)Ethical Agreement

One first obvious source of moral expert agreement are (i) first-order moral questions with 
regard to which the competing moral theories yield the same result and (ii) meta-ethical 
questions. With respect to these questions, the possibility of moral knowledge transmission 
seems to be untouched by the challenge of disagreement. And in fact, the 2020 PhilPa-
pers Survey seems to support this assumption. For example, of the 227 meta-ethicists who 
participated in this study, 77.53% accept or lean toward cognitivism, and 65.35% accept 
or lean toward moral realism. With respect to the latter issue, the degree of controversy 
has indeed significantly decreased in comparison to 2009 (Bourget and Chalmers 2021). 
Given the prevalence of student statements like “When it comes to moral questions, there 
is no true or false” and “There are no moral facts”, it seems that these results will be of 
some didactical significance.10 Furthermore, there also seems to be some striking agree-
ment with respect to first-order moral questions. For example, 86.11% of professional ethi-
cists11 agree that abortion is generally permissible, 74.13%12 agree that capital punishment 
is impermissible, and 74.26% agree that human genetic engineering is permissible.13 And 
again, given how controversial these issues usually are among students, this result should 
be of some didactical significance. To be fair, the above results in no way suffice to estab-
lish any significant number of moral insights that could then be readily taken as the proper 
input of knowledge transfer processes. One first problem is that the available empirical evi-
dence is still pretty meager: what we would need is a substantial body of empirical data 
that enables us to get a clearer picture of the scope and degree of moral agreement among 
the relevant experts. A second problem is rather philosophical in nature. That is, even if we 
knew exactly what moral philosophers agree on, there would still be the question of how 
much agreement is needed to allow for the possibility of knowledge transmission. Or, to 

10  Non-cognitivist and anti-realist statements like the above can be seen as typical expressions of a well-
known phenomenon that is discussed in the didactical literature under the label “student relativism” (for an 
overview, see Pfister 2019).
11  N = 144.
12  N = 143.
13  N = 136. All these numbers are based on the answers of all respondents who named “applied ethics” as 
their area of specialization.
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put it differently: what degree of expert disagreement suffices to undermine the possibil-
ity of knowledge transmission? While any answer to this question depends on a variety of 
complicated issues, epistemologists do agree that numbers matter (Grundmann 2013).14 In 
a situation where only a small group of experts deviate from the majority view, this level 
of disagreement won’t suffice to undermine the possibility of knowledge transmission. At 
the same time, it is not easy to determine any specific threshold above which disagreement 
starts to have sufficiently destructive epistemic implications. Solving this philosophical 
problem would also be of great help for estimating the exact scope of the challenge of disa-
greement for moral knowledge transfer. Nevertheless, the above considerations do show 
that it would be premature to simply dismiss any attempt to legitimize moral knowledge 
transfer in educational settings by vaguely pointing to the alleged pervasiveness of moral 
disagreement. While professional ethicists certainly disagree about many moral questions, 
there will also be a considerable amount of moral agreement.

3.2 � Agreement on Second‑Order Principles

What I would like to argue for in the remainder of this section is that even in cases 
where professional ethicists disagree, the transmission of moral knowledge is still possible. 
To see how, let’s start with a simple thought experiment developed by Matheson (2021, p. 
15):

Trina is travelling for work. When she travels for work, her work covers her travel 
costs upon receiving the receipts. On this trip, Trina has a particularly bad travel 
experience. Her travel experience is so bad that the airlines refunds the price of her 
return trip. Upon returning home, Trina is thinking about whether she should still 
submit the original receipt to her work since the refund was intended as compensa-
tion for a bad experience. Trina talks things over with her good friend Lesley. Trina 
and Lesley disagree about what is morally permissible here even though they agree 
about all the non-moral facts relevant to the issue.

What should Trina do in this scenario? Intuitively, it seems that under the described 
circumstances, Trina shouldn’t submit the receipt to her work. Furthermore, it seems that 

14  One reason why this question can’t be answered on a general level is that the epistemic significance of 
expert agreement depends (i) on the exact number of the agreeing experts and (ii) on the degree to which 
these experts came to their respective verdicts independently: according to Condorcet’s jury theorem, an 
increasing group of people who (i) have a individual reliability that is higher than 50% and (ii) indepen-
dently came to the same conclusion approach a cumulative reliability of 100%. In light of this, it gets clear 
why identifying the point at which disagreement becomes epistemically irrelevant is not only complicated, 
but needs to be done on a case-by-case basis.
  Furthermore, it is important at this point to carefully distinguish between different epistemic contexts. 
While it seems epistemically legitimate to ignore sufficiently small groups of disagreeing experts in educa-
tional contexts, it would clearly be illegitimate to do so in academic contexts – after all, a small chance will 
always remain for the majority view to turn out false (for a detailed discussion of such a distinction, see e.g. 
Balg 2021b, 64 ff.). For example, it seems completely unproblematic to educate children about the risks and 
dangers of global warming while at the same time ignoring critical views that contradict the scientific con-
sensus of climate change. However, it would also be misguided to prematurely dismiss such critical voices 
within academic research – after all, they could surprisingly turn out to be true. One important implication 
of this view is that educational programs that are explicitly directed at the transmission of knowledge will 
sometimes end up transferring false beliefs. At the same time, this needn’t be a problematic result – for 
example, it is not surprising at all that students learn different things in science classes today than they did 
200 years ago.
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Trina is also in a position to know that she shouldn’t do this and that she would therefore be 
blameworthy if she decided to submit the receipt anyway. At the same time, Trina doesn’t 
know whether submitting the receipt would be morally permissible. To describe this pecu-
liar case in a slightly improper way, we could say that although Trina doesn’t know what 
to do, she knows what to do given that she doesn’t know what to do. How can we put 
this more precisely? At this point, it is helpful to distinguish between different levels of 
decision-guiding norms. With respect to the relevant first-order norms, Trina is in a state of 
substantial uncertainty. Given her disagreement with her friend Lesley, she doesn’t know 
whether submitting the receipt would be a morally objectionable form of fraud, which 
would directly give her a first-order reason to not submit the receipt. However, it still seems 
that Trina is in a position to know perfectly well what she should do. In light of this, it 
looks like there is a different set of norms – second-order norms – that guide decisions 
under moral uncertainty. And in the above case, it is easily conceivable that Trina knows 
about the second-order norms guiding her decision while not knowing about the relevant 
first-order norms.

More specifically, the second-order moral norm that Matheson identifies on the basis of 
the above case is the following (see Matheson 

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

One immediate objection at this point is that this norm doesn ‘t tell us how to deal with, 
but only how to avoid states of substantive moral uncertainty. To counter this objection, it 
will help to look at cases of complete moral uncertainty, i.e. cases where the moral status 
of every available option is unclear. Consider, then, the following case from MacAskill et 
al. (2020, p.16):

Susan is a doctor, who faces two sick individuals, Anne and Charlotte. Anne is a 
human patient, whereas Charlotte is a chimpanzee. They both suffer from the same 
condition and are about to die. Susan has a vial of a drug that can help. If she admin-
isters all of the drug to Anne, Anne will survive but with disability, at half the level 
of welfare she’d have if healthy.

Now consider the following: if Susan decides instead to give all of the drug to Char-
lotte, then Charlotte will survive with a slight disability at three quarters of the welfare that 
she’d have if she were healthy. Alternatively, if Susan splits the drug between the two, then 
they will both survive at a little less than 50% of the welfare that they’d have if they were 
healthy. Given this specification, we can now consider the rest of the case (MacAskill et al. 
2020, p. 17):

Susan is certain that the way to aggregate welfare is simply to sum it up, but is 
unsure about the value of the welfare of non-human animals. She thinks it is equally 
likely that chimpanzees’ welfare has no moral value and that chimpanzees’ welfare 
has the same moral value as human welfare. As she must act now, there is no way 
that she can improve her epistemic state with respect to the relative value of humans 
and chimpanzees.
Her three options, then, are as follows:
A: Give all of the drug to Anne.
B: Split the drug.
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C: Give all of the drug to Charlotte.

Susan’s decision situation can be represented in the following table:

Anne’s welfare Char-
lotte’s 
welfare

Option A 50% 0%
Option B 45% 45%
Option C 0% 75%

The crucial difference between this case and Trina’s is that in the above case, every 
option that is relevant to the decision situation is subject to substantive moral uncertainty. 
More specifically, given that Susan is unsure about the moral value of the welfare of non-
human animals, she is not in a position to determine the relative choiceworthiness of any 
of the available options. To see this, suppose that chimpanzees’ welfare has no moral value 
at all. Against the background of this assumption, A is the best option and C is the worst 
option. However, if we suppose that chimpanzees’ welfare has the same moral value as 
human welfare, B will be the best option and A will be the worst option. So given that 
Susan is unsure about the moral value of chimpanzees’ welfare, she is in a state of substan-
tive moral uncertainty with respect to each of the options available to her.

Let’s call cases like the above cases of complete moral uncertainty. The important point 
in our present context is that even in cases of complete moral uncertainty, there seem to 
be specific second-order norms that guide our decisions. For example, in the above case, 
it seems intuitive that it would be morally reckless for Susan not to choose option B. For 
given her uncertainty about the moral status of non-human animals, she would risk severe 
wrongdoing by choosing either option A or option C. However, Susan doesn’t know 
whether B really is the best option – if it turned out that chimpanzees’ welfare didn’t have 
any moral value, then A would be the best option. So if we suppose that Susan knows that 
she should choose option B, then her knowledge wouldn’t consist in first-order knowledge 
about what the morally best option is, but rather in second-order knowledge about what 
she should do given that she doesn’t know what the morally best option is – i.e. knowledge 
about second-order norms that guide our decisions under moral uncertainty.

While these first-order and second-order norms are epistemically independent in the 
way just described, they are still both moral norms. One just has to consider the kind of 
blame that the protagonists in our cases would deserve if they violated the second-order 
norms guiding their decisions: in such a case, we would say that they have made a moral 
mistake and that they accordingly deserve moral blame. Furthermore, while the specific 
hypothetical scenarios underlying the above cases are comparatively artificial, they also 
seem to have obvious implications for more realistic situations. For example, take Susan ‘s 
uncertainty with respect to chimpanzee welfare: just as Susan, many people are uncertain 
about the moral status that they should assign to non-human animals. And just as in Susan 
‘s case, this uncertainty will have direct implications for their moral decisions. To see this, 
we can just apply the Moral Caution Principle to the situation that many people find them-
selves in with respect to the question of whether they should continue to consume animal 
products or adopt a vegan lifestyle. Given the increasing public awareness of the horrific 
conditions under which many animal products are produced, many of these people will be 
unsure whether continued consumption of these products would be morally permissible or 
not. At the same time, many people will plausibly assume that a vegan lifestyle is at least 
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morally permissible. If we apply the Moral Caution Principle to this situation, it seems 
that it would directly require veganism. What these considerations show is that second-
order moral norms, while usually being developed and discussed against the background 
of highly artificial and idealized counterfactual scenarios, are directly applicable to real-life 
contexts. In fact, Matheson himself has applied his principle to the question of whether 
eating meat is morally permissible and a number of further concrete moral problems like 
abortion and charitable giving (Matheson ).

So as far as the above considerations are convincing, there are substantive moral norms 
guiding our decisions that are epistemically accessible to us even in cases of moral uncer-
tainty. This result should clearly have significant implications for the prospects of knowl-
edge transmission accounts to adequately deal with the challenge of moral disagreement. 
The obvious idea at this point is that even in cases where the experts are uncertain about 
what is morally right, they can still tell us what we should do given that they are uncertain 
about what is morally right. Or to put it a little more formally: even in cases where the rel-
evant first-order moral norms are subject to substantive expert disagreement, experts can 
still agree about the corresponding second-order norms that would therefore constitute the 
proper input of educational transfer processes. Given that these second-order norms, albeit 
their apparent abstractness, are directly applicable to many real-life situations, this result 
should be highly relevant to educational practice.

In light of this, there is a direct possibility of transmitting substantive moral insights 
even with respect to questions that are controversial among professional ethicists. This pos-
sibility consists in the transmission of knowledge about second-order moral norms that 
guide our decisions under moral uncertainty. One obvious objection at this point is that 
while the above strategy may indeed point to a specific theoretical possibility of trans-
ferring moral knowledge in the face of moral expert disagreement, it is still doomed to 
fail, because the second-order norms that it relies upon will again be subject to persistent 
expert disagreement. But to my mind, such skepticism is at least premature. First of all, 
it would have to be substantiated by concrete empirical evidence – and given how new 
the philosophical debate about moral uncertainty is, such evidence won’t be readily avail-
able. However, simply resorting to pessimistic platitudes about the inevitable controver-
siality of all philosophical questions won’t be enough, since as we have seen, there seems 
to be a surprising number of philosophical questions with respect to which the relevant 
experts agree. Given this, a more realistic prediction would be that at least some second-
order moral norms will be controversial. If we assume that, then the proposed strategy will 
be inapplicable in some cases of first-order expert disagreement – namely in those cases in 
which no fitting second-order principle is available or in which the relevant second-order 
principles are subject to persistent expert disagreement. Nevertheless, it will still be appli-
cable in some – and perhaps many – cases of first-order expert disagreement, and thereby 
effectively help to further mitigate the challenge of disagreement for moral knowledge 
transmission.

4 � The Accuracy of the Challenge of Disagreement

In the last section, I have argued that the challenge of disagreement is not an effective 
challenge against knowledge transmission accounts of moral education: although it effec-
tively undermines the possibility of knowledge transmission with respect to first-order 
moral propositions that are in fact controversial among moral experts, the transmission 
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of knowledge about sufficiently uncontroversial first-order norms and about second-order 
norms that guide our decisions under moral uncertainty remains untouched. In this section, 
I would like to discuss the accuracy of the challenge of disagreement: are we really dealing 
with a specific challenge to knowledge transmission accounts of moral education, or does 
the underlying problem run deeper? In this context, I would like to focus on so-called skill- 
and virtue-based accounts, which have been particularly influential in the literature. One 
core idea behind these accounts is that if – given how controversial moral issues are within 
academic philosophy – students can’t just rely on moral experts in gaining moral insights, 
then they will have to develop these insights on their own. And to do this, they have to be 
provided with specific skills like critical reasoning skills (Musschenga ) and debating skills 
(Meyer 2011), but also emotional skills (Slote 2009) and general intellectual virtues like 
open-mindedness or tolerance (Haydon 2003). Michael Hand summarizes this idea as fol-
lows (Hand 2018, p. 11):

A […] standard response to the problem of […] disagreement is the suggestion that 
we educate children about morality rather than in it. On this view we should make 
children aware of a broad range of moral codes and justificatory arguments, encour-
age them to subject those codes and arguments to critical scrutiny, and invite them 
to subscribe to whichever code they take to enjoy the strongest argumentative sup-
port. […] Our job as educators is to cultivate moral autonomy by enabling children to 
make their own independent judgements on the content and justification of morality.

In this passage, Hand rightly calls these competing accounts explicitly a ‚response’ to 
the challenge of disagreement. To appreciate the dialectical significance of this point, it 
is helpful to elaborate on it in a little more detail. If alternative accounts of moral educa-
tion are to be read as a response to a specific objection against knowledge transmission 
accounts, this will already constitute a significant concession. More specifically, if pro-
ponents of skill- and virtue-based accounts have developed their theories as a reaction to 
specific problems of knowledge transmission accounts, this will indicate that they would 
in principle be willing to accept knowledge transmission accounts – given that those prob-
lems can be solved satisfactorily. And in fact, while many proponents of skill- and virtue-
based accounts of moral education will plausibly also promote the development of intellec-
tual skills and virtues as a value in itself, at least one important idea behind these accounts 
seems to be the following: just as educational measures in other domains, moral education 
would ideally – among other things – also aim at the transmission of substantive domain-
specific knowledge. However, this is not how things are. In face of some regrettable epis-
temic peculiarities of the moral domain, we are in no position to simply pass moral knowl-
edge on to future generations. Given this, we have no other choice than to enable students 
to make their own, independent moral judgements.

In what follows, I would like to argue that this line of thought is ultimately unconvinc-
ing, because skill- and virtue-based accounts of moral education are also heavily affected 
by the epistemically destructive implications of moral disagreement—and that the chal-
lenge of disagreement is therefore not a specific challenge for knowledge transmission 
accounts. Actually, on closer inspection, it is not at all clear how the acquisition of intel-
lectual skills and virtues could serve as an adequate response to the challenge of disagree-
ment. For instance, one just has to envision the situation that students will find themselves 
in after they have used all these skills and virtues to develop their own moral views. In fact, 
many of the beliefs that students will form will be controversial, both among professional 
philosophers and among their classmates. Whenever students take a stance on a contro-
versial moral issue, they will inevitably find themselves disagreeing not only with their 
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superiors, but also with their peers. And given that the epistemically destructive effects of 
these disagreements are equal to or greater than those of moral disagreements among pro-
fessional philosophers, this will undermine the epistemic status of their beliefs.15

At this point, it becomes clear why proponents of moral knowledge transmission and 
proponents of skill and virtue development are really in the same boat. One main motiva-
tion behind promoting the development of intellectual skills and virtues was that it allows 
students to arrive at well-formed moral beliefs that serve as a suitable basis for decisions 
and actions, even in cases where the relevant moral questions are controversial among 
experts. However, this is not the case. When it comes to moral questions that are contro-
versial among experts, it is simply not possible for students to arrive at justified verdicts on 
their own, because the disagreeing experts undermine the justificatory status of any belief 
that the students could possibly form.

Given this, it seems that the challenge of disagreement is not a specific challenge to 
moral transmission accounts, but rather a general challenge to all accounts of moral edu-
cation that aim at the development of moral insights. What’s more, it seems that knowl-
edge transmission accounts are even less affected by the challenge of disagreement than 
their direct competitors. For instance, take cases where moral experts do in fact agree: in 
such cases, students who are encouraged to make up their own minds will likely still find 
themselves disagreeing with each other, which will again undermine their freshly formed 
beliefs’ justificatory status. In light of this, it looks like skill- or virtue-oriented accounts of 
moral education are actually more severely affected by the epistemically destructive impli-
cations of moral disagreement than knowledge transmission accounts.

That being said, it is important to stress that the above considerations are in no way 
meant as a general rejection of the idea that moral education should also aim at the devel-
opment of various skills and virtues. Enabling students to make their own independent 
judgements is rightly widely regarded as a central educational goal, and should certainly 
be an integral part of their philosophical and moral education. However, this idea is in 
no way incompatible with knowledge transmission accounts of moral education. Passing 
moral insights on to future generations doesn’t mean to simply tell students what’s right 
and what’s wrong. Any pedagogically respectable realization of knowledge transfers will 
encourage and assist students to autonomously engage with the arguments and considera-
tions that actually support the views that are presented to them. In fact, one might even 
argue that the transmission of moral knowledge already implies teaching the processes 
through which experts arrive at their conclusions. Understood in this way, enabling stu-
dents to identify, evaluate and formulate ethical arguments and to critically assess the plau-
sibility of different ethical theories is not just compatible with, but an integral part of moral 
knowledge transmission.

15  For a discussion of the epistemically destructive effects of disagreements with one’s epistemic superiors, 
see e.g. Constantin and Grundmann 2018.
  In fact, it seems that besides academic contexts, the educational system is one of the few real-life contexts 
where the highly artificial conditions for epistemic peerhood are plausibly often met. At least until they 
enter the university level, students are usually the same age. Furthermore, they have been provided with the 
same body of arguments as a basis for classroom discussion and have had the same amount of time to eval-
uate these arguments. Lastly, at least in some countries, students are grouped together on the basis of their 
grades, which further increases their epistemic homogeneity. Given all these peculiarities of the educational 
system, disagreements between students often have a remarking similarity with highly idealized scenarios 
like the Restaurant case.
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Throughout such a process, students will inevitably develop a variety of valuable skills 
and virtues. And this is a good thing: while there are plausibly some important moral ques-
tions with respect to which we can and should provide students with well-founded answers, 
simply informing students about these answers clearly won’t do. In order to have any 
impact on their practical decision-making, the moral principles that are taught in educa-
tional contexts need to be properly grasped by the students. Furthermore, students need 
to reliably identify the specific principles that are relevant to a given situation and then be 
able to adequately apply these principles in consideration of concrete situational circum-
stances. Lastly, students also need to critically reflect on the scope and the limitations of 
the principles that they have been taught in order to identify situations in which any defi-
nite moral judgement would be premature.

To be able to do all this, students obviously need to be provided with certain skills and 
virtues. So in a way, skill- and virtue-based accounts of moral education got it right by 
stressing the importance of the development of skills and virtues for successful moral edu-
cation. However, they got it wrong by assuming that students can simply use these skills 
and virtues in order to arrive at well-founded judgements on moral questions that are even 
controversial among experts. In light of these considerations, it also gets clear that moral 
knowledge transmission – rightly understood – has nothing to do with wrongful manipula-
tion or indoctrination. Indoctrination, as it is standardly defined, involves the attempt “to 
impart beliefs […] [to someone] in such a way that she comes to hold them non-rationally, 
on some other basis than the force of relevant evidence and argument” (Hand 2018, 6). 
Purposefully providing students with those arguments and considerations that have been 
judged by experts to be most compelling seems like the direct opposite of indoctrination, 
since it helps students to arrive at the epistemically best supported moral views they can 
possibly have.

5 � Conclusion

In this paper, I have discussed the so-called challenge of disagreement as a specific epis-
temic challenge to the idea that moral education should aim at the transmission of moral 
knowledge. Insofar as the above considerations are convincing, the observation that many 
if not most moral questions are controversial fails to pose a critical epistemic challenge 
to knowledge transmission accounts of moral education. First, the claim that many if not 
most moral questions are subject to persistent disagreement already requires some impor-
tant relativization. While almost all moral questions may be controversial among laypeo-
ple, only disagreements among moral experts plausibly have the potential to undermine the 
educational transfer of moral knowledge. And although moral experts disagree about many 
moral questions, they apparently also agree on a surprising number of important moral 
issues. Second, there seems to be an attractive and hitherto neglected possibility of trans-
ferring moral knowledge even in cases where the relevant first-order moral questions are 
subject to persistent expert disagreement. This possibility consists in the transmission of 
knowledge about second-order moral norms that guide our decisions under moral uncer-
tainty, and which are epistemically independent of the underlying first-order norms that are 
subject to disagreement. Given these considerations, the challenge of disagreement is not 
an effective challenge to the transmission of moral knowledge. Furthermore, it is impor-
tant to notice that those controversies that actually persist among moral experts threaten 
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to undermine not just the prospects of moral knowledge transmission, but all accounts of 
moral education that consider the attainment of moral insights to be an important goal of 
moral education. In this respect, the challenge of disagreement is also not a specific chal-
lenge for the transmission of moral knowledge.

In light of these results, it seems that knowledge transmission accounts of moral educa-
tion are in a much better position than is usually expected to incorporate the fact that moral 
questions are notoriously controversial. As I stressed at the outset, this in no way means 
that knowledge transmission accounts are superior overall to alternative accounts of moral 
education. Indeed, there are a number of further important challenges that must be met in 
order to plausibilize the idea that moral knowledge can and should be transferred in edu-
cational settings. However, given the amount and severity of the moral problems that we 
currently face, we shouldn’t give up hope of also gaining and passing moral knowledge too 
quickly.16
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