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ABSTRACT 

 

Extreme Permissivism is the view that a body of evidence could 

rationally permit both the attitude of belief and disbelief towards a 

proposition. This paper puts forward a new argument against 
Extreme Permissivism, which improves on a similar style of 

argument due to Roger White (2005, 2014). White’s argument is 
built around the principle that the support relation between evidence 

and a hypothesis is objective: so that if evidence 𝐸 makes it rational 

for an agent to believe a hypothesis 𝐻, then 𝐸 makes it rational to 

believe 𝐻, for all agents. In this paper, I construct a new argument 

against Extreme Permissivism that appeals to a logically weaker, 
less demanding view about evidential support, Relational 

Objectivity: whether a body of evidence 𝐸 is more likely if 𝐻 is true 

than if 𝐻 is false is an objective matter and does not depend on how 

any agent interprets the relationship between 𝐸 and 𝐻. Relational 

Objectivity is solely concerned with the conditional probabilities 
called likelihoods and does not put substantive constraints on an 

agent’s prior and posterior credences. For this reason, the 

presented argument avoids the standard permissivist criticism 

levelled against White’s argument. 

 

Keywords: permissivism; uniqueness; Roger White; objectivity of 

evidential support; relational objectivity; epistemic standards; 

likelihoods 
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1. Introduction 

 

Can a body of evidence equally justify both believing a proposition and its 

negation? According to the view called Extreme Permissivism, the answer 

is yes. More fully: 

 

Extreme Permissivism (EP): There are some bodies of 

evidence 𝐸, such that 𝐸 rationally permits believing that 𝐻 and 

believing that ¬𝐻. 

 

Roger White (2005, 2014), who has coined the term “Extreme 

Permissivism”, has put forward several arguments against EP. At the heart 

of White’s central arguments is the idea I call the Objectivity of Evidential 

Support (Objectivity, for short): the view that the support relation between 

evidence and a proposition (or hypothesis) is absolute and does not change 

from agent to agent. So, according to Objectivity, if the evidence supports 

a hypothesis, e.g. anthropogenic climate change, then the evidence 

supports the hypothesis for all agents. And given some plausible 

assumptions, Objectivity seems to entail that rational individuals cannot 

respond differently to the same evidence.1 

 

Many permissivists have argued that White presupposes “a superseded 

view of evidential support” (Douven 2009, 347). According to this 

standard permissivist response, it is a mistake to view the support relation 

as a two-place relation between evidence and a hypothesis (or a 

proposition); instead, evidential support can be sensitive to various third, 

agent-relative factors, such as epistemic standards, personal credence 

functions, epistemic goals or cognitive abilities.2 For instance, according 

to this line of thought, equally informed jurors may come to different but 

equally justified conclusions about whether a defendant is guilty because 

they have different epistemic standards on what counts as sufficient and 

relevant evidence for the defendant’s guilt. 

 

In this paper, I offer a novel argument against EP that captures the plausible 

thought behind Objectivity and is immune to the popular permissivist 

objection that I’ve outlined above. My argument substitutes Objectivity 

with a less demanding thesis I call Relational Objectivity: whether a body 

 
1 A similar argument can be found in Feldman (2007) and Matheson (2011). All the other criticisms of 

EP that I’m aware of are committed to Objectivity: e.g. Hedden (2015), Dogramaci and Horowitz 
(2016), Greco and Hedden (2016), Stapleford (2019). 
2 The view that evidential support, at least in some cases, is agent-relative (or requires some agent-

relative factor) has been defended by Douven (2009), Titelbaum (2010), Decker (2012), Kelly (2014), 

Meacham (2014), Peels and Booth (2014), Schoenfield (2014), Kopec and Titelbaum (2016, 2019), 

Podgorski (2016), Simpson (2017),  Jackson (2019), Jackson and Turnbull (forthcoming). 
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of evidence 𝐸 is more likely if a hypothesis, 𝐻, is true than if 𝐻 is false 

depends on 𝐸 and 𝐻 themselves and not on how any agent interprets the 

relationship between E and H. As its name suggests, Relational Objectivity 

is a relational or contrastive principle. It is solely concerned with the 

conditional probabilities called likelihoods, and does not put substantive 

constraints on prior and posterior credences of an agent. For this reason, 

Relational Objectivity is wholly compatible with the view that there are 

important agent-relative factors that influence what an agent ought to 

believe and to what degree.  

 

The paper proceeds as follows. After discussing some preliminaries in 

section 2, I introduce and analyse White’s argument against EP in section 

3.  Discussing White’s argument will allow us to see in what respects the 

novel argument against EP, introduced in section 4, departs from White’s 

original argument. I conclude in section 5 that it is possible to reject EP 

and still retain an important permissivist idea that subjective, agent-relative 

factors rationally influence an agent’s doxastic states. Hence, I submit that 

the proposed novel argument against EP improves on a similar style of 

argument due to White. 

 

 

2. Varieties of Permissivism 

 

There are many versions of Permissivism. In this paper, we are solely 

concerned with Permissivism about (categorical, coarse-grained) belief, 

which states that a body of evidence can equally justify both the attitude of 

belief and disbelief towards a proposition.  

 

The arguments against EP discussed in this paper are compatible with 

weaker versions of Permissivism, such as Moderate Permissivism and 

Credal Permissivism:3  

 

Moderate Permissivism: There are some bodies of evidence 𝐸, 

such that 𝐸  rationally permits two belief-attitudes towards a 

proposition, where suspension of judgment about the 

proposition is among the permitted attitudes. 

 

Credal Permissivism: There are some bodies of evidence 𝐸, 

such that 𝐸 rationally permits more than one credence towards 

a proposition. 

 

 
3 See also Jackson (2019) for a discussion of various versions of Permissivism. 
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Moderate Permissivism allows that in some cases, a body of evidence 

permits, say, belief that 𝐻 and suspending judgement about 𝐻. One may 

endorse Moderate Permissivism without endorsing EP. And while, as 

stated, EP does not logically imply Moderate Permissivism, it is plausible 

to assume that if EP is true, then Moderate Permissivism is also true.4 

 

Regarding Credal Permissivism: it is a thesis about fine-grained doxastic 

attitudes and does not imply any similar thesis about the coarse-grained 

attitude of belief. While EP is a thesis about (coarse-grained) belief, it 

implies Credal Permissivism on a widely accepted assumption that one 

should believe a proposition only if one assigns a high credence to that 

proposition.  

 

Credal Permissivism is an extremely popular position within contemporary 

epistemology;5 and for that reason alone, it should be considered vastly 

more plausible than EP. 

 

The negation of Permissivism is called Uniqueness. As with Permissivism, 

Uniqueness comes in many forms. Because this paper criticises EP, it 

advocates the view I call Moderate Uniqueness (the negation of EP): 

 

Moderate Uniqueness: For any hypothesis 𝐻 and evidence 𝐸, 

it is not the case that 𝐸 justifies/rationally permits belief that 𝐻 

and belief that ¬𝐻.6 

 

Now that all the key terms have been defined, we are ready to state and 

analyse White’s argument against EP.  

 

 

3. White’s Argument against EP  

 

As noted in the introduction, the key premise in White’s argument is 

Objectivity: the view that the support relation between evidence and a 

proposition (or hypothesis) is absolute and does not change from agent to 

agent. White (2014) has specified Objectivity in modal terms, as the thesis 

 
4 We could have stated EP as the thesis that some bodies of evidence equally justify all three belief-

attitudes towards a proposition: belief, disbelief and suspension. But as we are solely focused on the 

permissibility of adopting opposing beliefs towards a proposition, it is unnecessary to strengthen EP.  
5 To quote Douven (2009, 348)  “(…) to the best of my knowledge no one calling him- or herself a 

Bayesian thinks that we could reasonably impose additional constraints that would fix a unique 
degrees-of-belief function to be adopted by any rational person”. Douven is completely right. Even 

contemporary Objective Bayesians, such as Williamson (2010), grant that some evidential situations 

permit more than one credence towards a hypothesis.   
6 I will use the terms “justified” and “rational” interchangeably. While in other contexts, the two 

notions could be distinguished, such a distinction would serve no useful purpose in this paper. 
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that evidential support relations hold necessarily: that is, if 𝐸 supports 𝐻 

then necessarily 𝐸 supports 𝐻.  

 

The claim that the evidential support relation holds necessarily may sound 

unobvious, and even trivially false to some. To take White’s (ibid., 313-

314) example that illustrates the worry about the necessity claim:  

 

That the gas gauge reads Full supports the conclusion that the 

tank is full. But it need not. Suppose we know that the gauge is 

stuck on Full, or even that the wiring is switched so that it tends 

to read Full only when the tank is empty. In these cases the 

gauge’s reading Full seems to support no conclusion or the 

opposite conclusion. 

 

So, according to the above example, the evidence 𝑔: “The gas gauge reads 

Full” may support different conclusions, depending on what else we know 

about the gas gauge. To this example, White responds that 𝑔, in itself, does 

not support any conclusion about the tank. It is only when we combine 𝑔 

with our background evidence that we can meaningfully talk about what 

the evidence supports. For instance, if our background evidence is that the 

gauge is typically reliable, then 𝑔 unequivocally supports the conclusion 

that the tank is full. As White (ibid., 314) concludes, when our background 

evidence is sufficiently specified, “it is hard to make sense of the idea that 

all of that information might have supported a different conclusion”. 

 

Now, using some additional premises, White gives the following argument 

against EP from Objectivity (2014, 314):7    

 

The Evidential Support Argument 

 

(P1) If 𝐸 supports 𝐻 then necessarily 𝐸 supports 𝐻. 

(P2) It cannot be that 𝐸 supports 𝐻 and 𝐸 supports ¬𝐻. 

(P3) Necessarily, it is rational for 𝑆 to believe that 𝐻 iff 𝑆’s 

total evidence supports 𝐻. 

Therefore:  

(C1) If an agent whose total evidence is 𝐸  is rational in 

believing H, then it is impossible for an agent with total 

evidence 𝐸 to rationally believe ¬𝐻. 

 
7 The argument is quoted verbatim, but the order of premises and the original formalism is changed for 

the uniformity of reading. 
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The first premise is White’s version of Objectivity. Regarding the two 

other premises: P2 is what might be called the Univocity Principle 

(Univocity, for short), the view that “evidence speaks univocally, not 

equivocally” (Weisberg 2020, 2). So, according to Univocity, if evidence 

points to 𝐻 it cannot also point to ¬𝐻. The last premise, P3, is a bridge 

principle connecting evidential support with justified/rational belief. And 

the conclusion of White’s argument, C1, is equivalent to Moderate 

Uniqueness (the negation of EP).  

 

Permissivists have found the argument unconvincing. The most popular 

criticism of the argument is centred around White’s account of evidential 

support. Several authors have argued that the relation of support is always 

relative to a third relatum. To quote Kopec and Titelbaum:  

 

(…) support facts obtain only relative to a third relatum; absent 

the specification of that third relatum, there simply is no matter 

of fact about whether the evidence justifies the hypothesis. 

(Kopec and Titelbaum 2019, 208) 

 

Permissivists have developed a couple of different interpretations of this 

“third relatum” (see Kopec and Titelbaum 2016, 194); the most common 

interpretation is in terms of epistemic standards (Schoenfield 2014). 

Epistemic standards are the norms of evaluating and reasoning about 

evidence deemed reliable or truth conducive. 

  

A popular and elegant way of representing epistemic standards is in terms 

of Bayesian credence functions. According to the standard Bayesian 

position, the degree to which an agent ought to believe a hypothesis, 𝐻, 

depends on (at least) two factors: (i) her (total body of) evidence and (ii) 

her prior probability in 𝐻. Prior probabilities (or priors) encode an agent’s 

degree of belief in 𝐻 before receiving evidence 𝐸. An agent’s priors may 

reflect her epistemic standards: say, how much an agent values the 

simplicity of a hypothesis compared to its explanatory power. So, equally 

rational agents may adopt non-trivially different priors, depending on how 

much weight they give to the simplicity considerations over the 

explanatory considerations; and different priors may lead to non-trivially 

different posteriors.  

 

Hence, permissivists contend that two individuals can rationally respond 

to the same body of evidence differently if they endorse different epistemic 

standards. 

 

In the next section, I’ll state a novel argument against EP which avoids the 

standard criticism of White’s argument. I will substitute White’s 
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