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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, | 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
Obijectivity 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.!

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.? 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, | 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 | 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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Tamaz Tokhadze: Extreme permissivism revisited

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, | 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. | 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:®

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.*

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;® 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 | 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.

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.
® 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.

6T 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):’

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.

" 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

10
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Objectivity with a relatively undemanding principle about evidential
support, which | call Relational Objectivity: the view that whether a body
of evidence is more likely if a hypothesis is true than if the hypothesis is
false is an objective matter. On White’s argument, the objective support
relation has the belief-guiding role (see the third premise, P3; more on this
in the next section). By contrast, the presented argument won’t assume that
relational facts about support (fully) determine what an agent should
believe and to what degree. For this reason, Relational Objectivity won’t
be susceptible to the standard permissivist objections; or so | will argue.

4. A New Argument against EP

My argument against EP consists of three premises and a theorem of the
probability theory. The first premise is a conditional that states that EP
implies the existence of a certain type of permissive cases, and the other
two premises are epistemic principles which I call the Moderate Principle,
and Relational Objectivity. In what follows, first, I’ll state the argument in
a premise-conclusion form and then discuss these premises one at a time.

The Relational Objectivity Argument

(1) If EP is true, then two equally informed agents who
rationally suspend judgment about H can rationally come
to adopt opposing doxastic attitudes about H upon learning
some new evidence E: one agent may believe H and the
other agent —H.

(2) The Moderate Principle: If evidence E justifies you in
believing that H and prior to learning that E, you were not
justified in believing H, then E makes it rational to
increase your probability in H; i.e., P(H | E) > P(H), where
P represents your credence function and P is a rational
credence function for you to have.

(3) Relational Objectivity: Whether evidence E is more likely
on H than on —H, depends on the evidence and hypotheses
themselves and not on how any agent interprets the
relationship between the evidence and hypotheses; i.e., for
any two equally informed agents with rational credence
functions P and P*, it cannot be the case that P(E|H) >
P(E|=H) and P*(E|H) < P*(E|=H).

11
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(4) Theorem: For any H, E and credence function P, E
confirms H iff P(E|H) > P(E|-H).2

Therefore:

(5) Moderate Uniqueness: For any hypothesis H and evidence
E, itis not the case that E justifies belief that H and belief
that = H.

The argument is valid. To see this, assume for reductio that EP is true.
Given the first premise and the Moderate Principle, EP entails that a body
of evidence E could confirm H for one agent and —H for some other
agent. Now, it is a theorem of the probability theory, that, for any H and
probability function P, E confirms H iff P(E|H) > P(E|-H). And by
Relational Objectivity, if the inequality P(E|H) > P(E|-H) is true for
some agent, then it is true for all equally informed agents. Therefore, it
cannot be the case that E confirms H for one agent and —H for some other
agent; contrary to our assumption.

Now that we have established the argument’s validity, let us proceed to
discuss each of its premises, one at a time.

The first premise does not follow from the definition of EP, but it
articulates the key idea behind EP; that some bodies of evidence, in
themselves, are radically permissive: so the reason why two individuals
can adopt opposing doxastic attitudes towards H in light of their shared
evidence is not because of their prior convictions about H but because of
their different evaluation of the same evidence.® Let me provide an
example: consider two open-minded agents who, at some time, share the
same (background) evidence K about the existence of God of traditional
theism, G, and these agents rationally suspend judgment on G, in light of
K. Now, according to premise (1), if EP is true, it may be possible that
upon learning some new evidence E these agents rationally come to
opposing conclusions about God’s existence; so that one agent rationally
believes G, while the other rationally believes —G.

I should note that premise (1) does not imply any substantive constraints
on an agent’s degrees of belief or credences. If two agents are agnostic

81 always assume that for all hypotheses x, 0 < P(x) < 1.

® Many permissivists like Kelly (2014), Schoenfield (2014), and Kopec and Titelbaum (2019)
explicitly argue that Permissivism is true because rational individuals can evaluate the same evidence
in different ways, and not because they already have opposing attitudes towards H without any
evidence. See, for instance, Kopec and Titelbaum’s (2019., Sect. 4) Reasoning Room example. So
given the published defences of EP, a version of EP that is incompatible with premise (1) does not
seem to be an appealing view even for permissivists.

12
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about God’s existence, this does not imply that their credences in God are
the same. For instance, two agents may agree that a necessary condition
for believing G is that it has a high probability of being true, say higher
than 0.7. So, on this assumption, both agents may suspend judgment on G,
even if one is, say, 0.6 confident in G and the other is 0.4 confident in G.
As premise (1) is highly plausible, I expect that it won’t be a controversial
step in my argument.

The second premise, the Moderate Principle, as its name suggests, is a
moderate, uncontroversial thesis. It does not say that you are rational in
believing H based on E whenever E rationally increases your probability
or rationally confirms H. It only states a necessary (and not sufficient)
condition on when it is rational to start believing H based on E; and this
necessary condition is that E rationally confirms H. For instance, let H be
the hypothesis that Smith did the crime, let E be some new body of
evidence; say, the evidence that Smith’s fingerprints were found in the
crime scene. Now, if prior to receiving evidence E you were not rational
in believing H, and if E makes you rational in believing that H, then E
must, at least, make it rational to be more confident in H than before.®

What makes an agent’s credence function rational (or rationally
permissible)? Subjective Bayesians hold that the only rationality
requirement on an agent’s credence function P is that P is a probability
function (that is, P satisfies the standard axioms of probability). This
requirement is called coherence. As we will see, via premise (3), I’ll defend
an additional constraint on P that goes beyond (probabilistic) coherence;*
but I won’t appeal to any set of conditions that are jointly sufficient for P
to be rational (for an agent).

It is important to note that whether E confirms H for an agent depends on
what else the agent knows or takes for granted. So it is useful to divide an

1 One may object to the Moderate Principle for a reason related to the debate about the permissibility
to form a belief in light of “mere statistical evidence”. For instance, suppose that new evidence reduces
your probability for a hypothesis but gives you non-statistical evidence for it, where you previously
had only statistical evidence for it. Now, if we think that mere statistical evidence cannot suffice for
rational belief, then we’ll get cases where gaining evidence can justify moving from suspension of
judgment to belief, despite reducing the probability of the believed proposition. Such alleged
counterexamples against the Moderate Principle are irrelevant to the argument of this paper. Even if
mere statistical evidence is insufficient for rational belief (which is a controversial assumption), we
can restrict the argument against EP to the cases that do not involve a transfer from statistical to non-
statistical evidence. After all, there is no reason whatsoever to think that EP is only true when an agent’s
evidence changes from statistical to non-statistical evidence.

1 Of course, it is not surprising that any argument against EP should go beyond a purely subjective
Bayesian account of confirmation. | should also note that, while subjective Bayesianism is a popular
view, many (e.g. see Maher 1996; Hawthorne 2005) have argued that any purely subjective account of
confirmation faces some serious problems, most notably the so-called problem(s) of old evidence. See
Mabher (1996) for a detailed argument that a purely subjective account of confirmation is unattainable.

13
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agent’s total body of evidence into two parts: new evidence E and a body
of background evidence, denoted by K. What counts as new evidence E
and what counts as background evidence K is largely an arbitrary matter
and depends on an agent in question and her context of reasoning. For
instance, suppose you are particularly interested in how a piece of evidence
E bears on the hypothesis, H, that Smith did the crime. E may be the
evidence that Smith’s fingerprints were found at the crime scene. In
evaluating evidence E, your background evidence will include every
relevant proposition that you take for granted at that time: such as
common-sense propositions about how the world works (e.g. people leave
fingerprints and that the fingerprint matching technology is highly
accurate) and the assumption that the evidence has not been planted, etc.
So given your background evidence K, it is clear that E confirms H.

If we make an agent’s background evidence explicit,'? the Moderate
Principle can be stated more fully as follows (for simplicity, | assume that
both E and K are sets of propositions):

The Moderate Principle: Suppose your total body of evidence
is E U K. If evidence E justifies you in believing that H and
prior to learning that E, K alone did not justify you in believing
H, then P(H|EAK) > P(H|K), where P represents your
credence function and P is a rational credence function for you
to have.

The Moderate Principle is as plausible as an abstract epistemic principle
can be. It is neutral between permissivist and impermissivist
epistemologies. For instance, within the subjective Bayesian framework,
the Moderate Principle is obviously right: after all, if relative to your
credence function P, a new piece of evidence E does not increase your
credence in H, then why start believing H on E? If E does not add to your
credence in H, then E cannot be a part of your reason for believing H.

Therefore, I also do not expect the Moderate Principle to be a controversial
premise in my argument.

By contrast, the third premise, Relational Objectivity, is a controversial
premise from a permissivist perspective. So, it requires a more detailed
discussion and motivation, compared to the previous two premises.

12 Sometimes, for the sake of readability, I won’t explicitly mention an agent’s background evidence.
But it should be remembered that the talk of confirmation only makes sense relative to a given
background evidence. | will make background evidence explicit only when necessary.

14
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Relational Objectivity is a comparative principle: it is solely concerned
with how likely evidence E is if a hypothesis H is true than if H is false.
Relational Objectivity is not concerned with either a prior probability of a
hypothesis H, denoted by P(H), or a posterior probability of H, P(H|E).
Instead, Relational Objectivity is about the conditional probabilities of the
following type—P(evidence | hypothesis), called likelihoods. A likelihood
encodes what a hypothesis, H, says about evidence E: that is, how likely
E is on the supposition that H is true.

As with the confirmation relation, whether P(E|H) > P(E|—-H) depends
on a body of background evidence K. So, taking background evidence into
account, Relational Objectivity can be stated more precisely as follows:

Let P and P* be rational credence functions of two agents who
share the same background evidence K; then for any evidence
E it cannot be the case that P(E|H AK) > P(E|-H A K) and
P*(E|H AK) < P*(E|=H AK).

The relevance of Relational Objectivity for our argument is made explicit
by the theorem of probability theory:

Theorem: For any H, E, K, and probability function P, E
confirms H relative to K iff P(E|H AK) > P(E|-=H A K).

So, given this theorem, Relational Objectivity is equivalent to the thesis
that if a piece of evidence E (relative to the fixed background evidence)
rationally confirms a hypothesis, then it rationally confirms the hypothesis
for all (equally informed) agents.

It may be useful to note that, instead of Relational Objectivity, | could have
used a similar principle that has been defended by Maher (1996, 163).
Maher has argued that the following, more objectivist analysis of
confirmation should substitute the subjective Bayesian analysis of
confirmation:

Let R(K) denote the set of all probability functions that are
rationally permissible on background evidence K; then E
confirms H relative to K, iff for all P € R(K), P(H|E AK) >
P(H|K).

The gist of Relational Objectivity and Maher’s principle is the same: on

both principles, whether evidence E rationally confirms H does not
depend on how an agent subjectively evaluates the relationship between E

15
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and H (relative to K). Clearly, my argument would remain valid if we
substitute Relational Objectivity with Maher’s principle.

But, unlike Maher’s principle, Relational Objectivity makes explicit that
the objectivity of confirmation is due to, what Hawthorne (2005, 278) has
called “the objectivity or “publicness” of likelihoods that occur in Bayes’
theorem” (More on this in section 4.1). So, Relational Objectivity is stated
in a way that emphasises this publicness or objectivity of likelihoods.

Why accept Relational Objectivity? Firstly, Relational Objectivity is
logically weaker than White’s Objectivity: the former is entailed by the
latter but not the other way around. So, any reason for accepting
Obijectivity is also a reason for accepting Relational Objectivity. Let me
elaborate on this.

Objectivity is concerned with the traditional notion of evidential support
which is closely related to the notion of rational belief. This is made
explicit by the third premise of White’s argument:

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

By contrast, as Theorem makes explicit, Relational Objectivity is
concerned with the notion of confirmation. And the confirmatory relation
between E and H is necessary but often insufficient for an agent to
rationally believe H on E, even if S’s total body of evidence is E (I give an
example shortly). An alternative way of explaining the difference between
White’s Objectivity and Relational Objectivity is by invoking Carnap’s
(1962, Preface to the Second Edition) well-known distinction between
“concepts of firmness” and “concepts of increase in firmness”. White’s
Objectivity concerns the firmness of a hypothesis; it says that whether a
hypothesis is sufficiently firm or probable (for belief) is an objective
matter. By contrast, Relational Objective concerns whether the evidence
increases the firmness or confirms the hypothesis. And, as it is well-known,
the evidence may increase the firmness of a hypothesis without making the
hypothesis firm (or sufficiently firm). For instance, consider a detective
who received reliable testimony that a suspect, John, was seen near the
crime scene. Suppose that this piece of evidence, T, is the detective’s total
body of evidence that Jonn committed the crime (denoted by J). Now, even
if T rationally confirms or increases the probability of J, it is clearly
irrational to believe that J solely on the basis of T. In Carnap’s terms, T
increases the firmness of J but does not make J firm enough (for the
detective). Hence, while confirmation is necessary for rational belief, it is
often insufficient.
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To sum up: Relational Objectivity is motivated by the same core idea as
Objectivity, that the evidential support relation is objective, at least to some
extent. But, unlike White’s Objectivity, Relational Objectivity only
commits us to a moderate view about the extent to which the support
relation is objective.

Certainly, permissivists may call Relational Objectivity into question. But,
as we will see, to call Relational Objectivity into question requires more
than the appeal to the standard permissivists claims: that subjective, agent-
relative factors such as epistemic standards, goals, and personal credence
functions have a rational influence on an agent’s doxastic states. So, I’ll be
happy to concede to permissivists that there is no objective support relation
in White’s sense: where the objective support relation fully determines
what an agent ought to believe. However, as | argue next, Relational
Objectivity won’t commit us to such a demanding view about objective
support.

4.1 Relational Objectivity

As I’ve already explained, Relational Objectivity is solely concerned with
the type of conditional probabilities called likelihoods. Unlike prior and
posterior probabilities, likelihoods are widely considered to be the most
objective part of Bayesian inference. To illustrate this, let us consider one
of the most common forms of Bayes’ theorem:

P(E|H) * P(H)

(1) PHIE) = P(E|H) * P(H) + P(E|-H) = P(—H)

Equation (1) enables us to calculate posterior probability, P(H|E), in terms
of the prior probability of H, P(H), and two likelihoods: P(E|H) and
P(E|-H).® Notice that (by the law of total probability) the denominator
in Bayes’ theorem—P(E|H) * P(H) + P(E|~H) * P(—~H)—equals to the
expectedness of evidence, P(E). Hence, P(E) is equivalent to the
probability-weighted average of likelihoods. So, (1) can be simplified to:

P(E|H) x P(H)

@ PUHIE) ==

And by using equation (2), if we take the ratio of P(H|E) and P(=H|E)
we get the ratio form of Bayes’ theorem:

13 Sometimes, likelihoods written as P(E|—H) denote the likelihoods of a special kind known as
catchall likelihoods. Catchall likelihoods are discussed at the end of this section.
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P(HIE) _ P(E|H) * P(H)/P(E)

© P(=H|E) P(E|=H) * P(=H)/P(E)

By simplifying, we get:

P(HIE) _ P(EIH)  P(H)
P(=H|E) _ P(E|=H) P(=H)

4)

Finally, let Rp,,; be the ratio of posteriors, R;, the ratio of likelihoods, and
Rprior the ratio of priors, then, the ratio form of Bayes’ theorem can be
summarised succinctly as:

(5) Rpost = Ry * Rprior

As equation (5) makes explicit, the impact of evidence on any pair of priors
is completely exhausted by R, the ratio of likelihoods.'*

Relational Obijectivity is solely concerned with the value of R; and not at
all concerned with Rp,;o and Rp,s. This is an important selling point of
Relational Objectivity as prior probabilities are unanimously
acknowledged as the most subjective and problematic part of Bayesian
inference. And what makes Relational Objectivity more appealing is that
it is not a quantitative but a comparative principle: Relational Objectivity
is not concerned with the precise numerical values of likelihoods, but only
with their comparative probabilities. As R.= P(E| H)/ P(E|-~H), it follows
that P(E|H) > P(E|—=H) iff R, > 1. So, on Relational Objectivity, the
exact value of R, is unimportant; what is important is whether R; is
greater than 1.

Now, even the so-called subjective Bayesians—that is, Bayesians who
allow the multitude of coherent prior distributions as rationally permissible
—accept that R; is the most objective part of Bayesian inference
(Hawthorne 2005, 283). The objective status of R;, is due to the fact that,
in many cases, an agent’s evidence defines an objective (or inter-
subjectively justified) probability distribution over a set of competing

14 The claim that the ratio of likelihoods is the only factor that impacts how the evidence changes the
ratio of priors (which, as equation (5) illustrates, is a fact of probability theory) should not be conflated
with a different claim that the ratio of likelihoods provides the adequate measure of the degree to which
the evidence confirms a hypothesis. While some have argued that likelihoods are sufficient to
adequately measure confirmation, not everyone accepts this. See Festa and Cevolani (2017) for a
relevant discussion and references.
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hypotheses without presupposing any prior probability distribution over
these hypotheses.'®

To illustrate the independence of likelihoods from prior probabilities,
consider the following diagnostic example (a more philosophical example
is considered shortly):

You are a physician who assesses a patient on whether she has
some skin disease D. Based on the extensive medical records,
you know that the symptoms S, a peculiar rash on her hands, is
90% likely if she has D and only 10% likely if she does not
have D. So, you know that P(S|D) = 0.9 > P(S|-D) = 0.1.

Based on this information, you already know that evidence S confirms D:
P(D|S) > P(D). And as the likelihood ratio is quite high, P(S|D)/
P(S|-D) = 0.9/0.1 =9, we know that the evidence S makes the
posterior ratio, P(D|S)/P(=D]|S), nine times greater than the prior ratio,
P(D)/P(~D). Soitisclearthat S provides quite good evidence for D. But,
this being said, the new evidence, S, is insufficient to conclude that the
posterior probability of D is high (say, higher than 0.5). This is so, because
the prior of D may be quite low. So, suppose that D is a rare disease and
only 1in 1000 have it. And if your prior in D is 1/1000, then, unintuitively,
simple calculations show that your posterior probability in D should be
less than 1%: P(D|S) ~ 0.009. And in general, even if you do not have
sufficient information to provide an objective, uncontentious estimate of
the prior of D, you can still rationally conclude that S is more likely on D
than on —D: hence you can rationally conclude that S confirms D.

As this diagnostic example illustrates, likelihoods may be independent of
priors and in many contexts have “objective or inter-subjectively agreed
values” (Hawthorne 2005, 283). For this reason, even subjective Bayesians
accept the special status of likelihoods; for instance, Edwards et al. (1963,
199) called likelihoods public because “[iJn many applications practically
all concerned find themselves in substantial agreement with regard to
[likelihoods]”.

Certainly, fixing the precise numerical values of likelihoods is not always
as easy and objective as in the above diagnostic example. However,
Relational Objectivity is not concerned with precise numerical values of
likelihoods but merely with their comparative plausibilities. So, on
Relational Objectivity, whether P(E|H) is greater than P(E|—=H) is an

15 See also Bandyopadhyay et al. (2016) for a detailed discussion about the special status and role of
likelihoods in Bayesian inference.
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objective matter, even if P(E|H) and P(E|—H) do not always have
objective numerical values. This makes Relational Objectivity a modest
and appealing thesis even from a subjectivist perspective; as there are many
cases where the exact numerical values of likelihoods are highly debatable,
but we may still be in a position to know comparative claims about these
likelihoods. To illustrate this, consider the following, more philosophically
interesting example. Suppose two agents agree that the existence of evil
constitutes evidence against God’s existence, in the sense that the existence
of evil is less likely if God exists than if God does not exist:
P(evil exists|God) < P(evil exists|no God). And the agreement about
the comparative plausibilities of these likelihoods requires neither the
agreement about the priors, nor the agreement about the precise numerical
values of these likelihoods.

While in many scientific and philosophical settings comparative claims
about likelihoods are objective (or intersubjectively justified), it is
unrealistic to suppose that this is always the case. Essentially, the problem
is that sometimes it is not possible to approximate in a non-subjective
manner the values of the so-called catchall likelihoods: the likelihoods that
contain catchall (or composite) hypotheses. A catchall hypothesis is a
disjunction of simple (or non-composite) hypotheses. To take an easy
example: the hypothesis H;: “the coin is fair” is simple while the
hypothesis —H;: “the coin is not fair” is a catchall, as —H; is the
disjunction of all the specific alternatives to H; (there are many specific
ways in which the coin fails to be fair, if not assumed otherwise). Now,
suppose the coin is tossed ten times and eight heads are obtained (denote
this observation as “e”). The likelihood of e on the supposition that the
coin is fair, Hi, is completely objective and does not require the
specification of a prior distribution over the competing hypotheses (no
matter what the prior distribution is, P(e|H;) = 45 = 0.51° ~ 0.04). By
contrast, the corresponding catchall likelihood, P(e|—H,) is sensitive to
the prior distribution. To calculate the value of P(e|-H;) we must know
the values of all ordinary likelihoods of e on each specific (mutually
exclusive) alternative to H; and the prior distribution over these
alternatives. In symbols:

Ziz1P(e|H;) = P(H;)
P(=Hy)

P(e|-H,) =

So, mathematically, catchall likelihoods are reducible to priors and
ordinary likelihoods: if we know the values of priors and likelihoods, then
we can calculate the value of any catchall likelihood. Thus, in many
important settings, the values of catchall likelihoods cannot be neatly
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separated from the values of priors. The reader may worry that this feature
of catchall likelihoods calls the argument of this paper into question, as the
argument relies on the independence of likelihoods and priors.

But the sensitivity of catchall likelihoods on priors is wholly consistent
with my argument. For a start, there is an important asymmetry between
catchall likelihoods and priors (Fitelson 2007, Section 5). If one knows the
values of priors and ordinary likelihoods, then one can calculate the value
of the corresponding catchall likelihoods; but not the other way around.
Knowing the value of catchall likelihoods and ordinary likelihoods does
not determine the prior distribution.'® So, less information is required to
determine the values of catchalls than to determine the values of priors.
Because of this, the subjectivity of priors does not necessarily translate to
the subjectivity of catchall likelihoods: we could have an objective
approximation of the value of a catchall likelihood, but not the value of the
corresponding priors.

I expect the following objection at this point: “But what if two equally
rational agents have different estimates of priors and, due to this, they
disagree about comparative claims involving catchall likelihoods? Does
not this show that Relational Objectivity is false?”” The answer is “No”.
Relational Objectivity does not entail a strong and unobvious claim that
the inequalities between likelihoods are always objectively well-defined.
It is compatible with Relational Objectivity that in some cases, the
available evidence does not (objectively) justify even comparative claims
about likelihoods (or confirmation). And if such cases obtain, i.e., if the
available evidence does not justify comparative claims about likelihoods,
then, according to my argument against EP, it is irrational to believe (or
disbelieve) the relevant hypothesis, H, on that evidence.!’ Instead, we
should conclude that there is no fact of the matter whether E is more likely
on H than on —H. This conclusion is entirely compatible with Relational
Objectivity, as it does not require that the inequalities between likelihoods
are objectively well-defined on any evidence.

Hopefully, this discussion convinces even those sympathetic with
permissivist epistemologies that Relational Obijectivity is a plausible,

16 To take the coin example again, we could be justified to think that the likelihood of getting eight
heads out of ten tosses is higher on the supposition that coin is not fair than on the supposition that the
coin is fair, even if it is not possible to estimate the value of priors in a non-subjective manner.

7 For instance, Sober (2008, 26-30) has argued that when we deal with “deep and general” theories,
such as the general theory of relativity, then some comparative claims about likelihoods cannot be
objectively justified. See Sober (Chapter 1, Sections 1.2, 1.3) for a detailed discussion. Sober’s overall
view agrees with our conclusion that if evidence and hypotheses do not justify the comparative claims
about likelihoods, then an agent should abstain from forming beliefs on such evidence.
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moderate principle, especially compared to such principles as White’s
Objectivity that imposes very strong constraints on rational belief.

In the next and final section, | summarise the key points of the paper and
conclude that the presented argument against EP improves upon White’s
similar style of argument.

5. Conclusion

I’ve presented a novel argument against Extreme Permissivism (EP).
According to this argument, EP is false because two equally informed
agents who suspend judgement about a proposition H cannot adopt
opposing attitudes towards H upon receiving the same new evidence; as
adopting opposing attitudes towards H requires that E confirms H for one
agent, but —=H for the other agent; but given a plausible and relatively weak
principle about likelihoods—which I’ve called Relational Objectivity—
this cannot be the case.

Since Relational Objectivity is only concerned with relational probabilities
of likelihoods, the presented argument against EP is wholly compatible
with a plausible permissivist idea that non-evidential factors—such as
epistemic standards, goals, and credence functions—have (some) rational
influence on what an agent ought to believe (and to what degree).

To illustrate this, suppose that Credal Permissivism is true (that is, equally
informed agents can adopt different credences toward a proposition). Now,
consider two equally informed detectives, Salome and Naomi, who adopt
non-identical credence functions Ps and Py and suspend judgment on
whether John committed the crime (denoted by /). Salome may be more
sceptical about John’s guilt and attach lower prior in J; for simplicity,
assume that relative to their shared background evidence K, Ps(J) = 0.25
and Py(J) = 0.4. Now, further suppose that they learn a new piece of
evidence E that rationally confirms J: P(E|]) > P(E|—J). Since Salome
had a lower prior in J, her posterior in J, Ps(J|E), may not be high enough
for her to believe that /. By contrast, from Naomi’s point of view, Py (J|E)
could be sufficiently high to believe that J.

This example is wholly consistent with the presented argument against EP.
So, even if Relational Objectivity is true, two agents may have non-
trivially differing credences towards a proposition and rationally disagree
about whether to believe or suspend judgment on that proposition.
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Certainly, supporters of EP may find Relational Objectivity too demanding
and advance some novel objections against it. But, as I’ve argued, these
objections must go beyond the standard permissivist claims that subjective,
non-evidential factors have a rational influence on what an agent ought to
believe and to what degree.
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1. Introduction
Our main question in this paper is as follows:

(Q) What are the epistemic norms governing our responses in the face
of disagreement?

With this question we want disagreement norms not only for cases of peer
and idealized disagreement, but also for ordinary or daily cases of
disagreement. Thus, we intend to propose norms that target all types of
disagreement.* In order to answer question (Q), we begin with some
clarification. First, following Conor McHugh (2012), if we employ a useful
distinction in normativity theory between evaluative and prescriptive
norms, there are two readings of (Q)—we explore such distinction in
section 2. And secondly, we accept gnosticism (see Williamson 2000;
Littlejohn and Dutant 2021), that is, the account that the fundamental
epistemic good is knowledge. It is with this assumption that we want to
answer (Q). Roughly, we are assuming gnosticism because (i) it gives a
good account of the value of knowledge? and (ii) its consequences for the
case of disagreement are hitherto unexplored.® So, if gnosticism is true,
what is the plausible answer to (Q)? In section 3 we argue for gnostic
disagreement norms as response to (Q) and in section 4 we apply such
norms to particular cases of disagreement. As the main contribution of this
paper, we highlight the application of the distinction between evaluative
and prescriptive norms to key cases of disagreement, based on a gnostic
epistemology.

2. Evaluative and Prescriptive Norms
In this section, we want to clarify the question (Q). This question will be

approached by employing a distinction in normativity theory. Namely,
following McHugh (2012), Simion, Kelp, and Ghijsen (2016), and Simion

! This methodology is also followed, for example, by Hawthorne and Srinivasan (2013), and Broncano-
Berrocal and Simion (2021).

2 For example, Williamson (2000, 79) holds that knowledge is more valuable than mere true belief
because “present knowledge is less vulnerable than mere present true belief to rational undermining
by future evidence”.

% There are a few exceptions, such as Hawthorne and Srinivasan (2013), Miragoli and Simion (2020),
and Broncano-Berrocal and Simion (2021). What are the advantages of our gnostic account compared
to the previous ones? In this paper we focus more on source epistemic properties (i.e., properties of the
method of belief formation) to deal with disagreement, whereas the previous gnostic accounts focus
more on state epistemic properties (i.e., properties of the belief itself). But these approaches are
compatible.
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(2019), if we employ a useful distinction in normativity theory between
evaluative and prescriptive norms, we can distinguish two readings of (Q).*
On the one hand, evaluative norms are primarily about what is good or
valuable;® they are concerned with an ought-to-be. Thus, in this sense such
norms are “evaluations of (e.g.) properties, objects, events or states of
affairs” (McHugh 2012, 10). For example, we can have an evaluative norm
for schools (ENS) that says “a good school is a safe school (i.e., schools
ought to be safe)”. Or, more simple cases, such as “a good driving is safe
driving”, “a good knife is sharp”, and so on. Since we are just attributing
value to something and not prescribing a certain course of conduct for
agents, “evaluations do not presuppose accountability or blameworthiness”
(McHugh 2012, 10).

On the other hand, prescriptive norms are mainly about what one ought to
do.% According to McHugh (2012, 9), “they require, permit or forbid
certain pieces of conduct on the part of agents, and are apt to guide that
conduct”. For instance, we can have a prescriptive norm for schools (PNS)
that says “the school board ought to hire school safety monitors”. In this
case, the norm PNS prescribes a certain conduct for the school board. And
the school board is responsible if it fails to comply with PNS. For, we are
accountable to prescriptive norms, “in the sense that violating them is
liable to leave us open to blame” (McHugh 2012, 9). The same is true of
other prescriptive norms, such as “Drive 50 km/h within city bounds” or
“Don’t steal”.

Despite being distinct norms, there is a relation between evaluative norms
and prescriptive norms. For, evaluative norms often have implications for
prescriptive norms; namely, we can often derive a prescriptive norm from
an evaluative norm. Precisely because prescriptive norms serve to make it
likely that the evaluative norms will be met. For instance, a prescriptive
norm, such as PNS, serves to make compliance with an evaluative norm,
such as ENS, more likely. Thus, “evaluative norms often come first and
prescriptive norms are in their service” (Simion, Kelp, and Ghijsen 2016,
386).

However, “these implications may not be straightforward” (McHugh 2012,
10); for, it is possible to violate an evaluative norm without violating a
prescriptive norm. For instance, back to our example about school safety,

4 Some people, like Wedgwood (2007), think that notions like “ought” have many different readings.
Here we want to explore only the readings proposed by McHugh (2012), Simion, Kelp, and Ghijsen
(2016), and Simion (2019).

® Following Geach (1956), goodness or value is used in this context in an attributive sense.

& We can hold that prescriptive norms in epistemology are equivalent to “decision procedure rules” in
ethics.



EuJAP | Vol. 18 | No. 1 | 2022 Article 2

the school board may have complied with PNS, while ENS may be
violated, if the people working as school safety monitors are negligent, or
incompetent, etc. And it is possible to violate a prescriptive norm without
violating an evaluative norm. For example, it is possible that the school
board fails with PNS because it does not hire security monitors, while ENS
may be complied, if teachers and the school board decide to work overtime
to monitor school safety.’

Based on this normative framework, our initial question (Q), about what
are the epistemic norms for disagreements, can be understood as an
evaluative question (EQ) and as a prescriptive question (PQ):

(EQ) What is the good epistemic doxastic attitude in cases of
disagreement?
(PQ) What ought one to do, epistemically speaking, in cases of
disagreement?

An evaluative norm for disagreement answers such questions by
determining what counts as a good doxastic attitude in the face of
disagreement. And a prescriptive norm for disagreement determines what
one ought to do in the face of disagreement.?

3. Arguing for Gnostic Disagreement Norms
As emphasized in the introduction, we accept gnosticism, that is, the

account that the fundamental epistemic good is knowledge. ‘Gnosticism’
is a term introduced by Clayton Littlejohn to refer to

" This framework, involving the distinction between evaluative norms and prescriptive norms, is not
accepted by some philosophers, such as Hughes (2021b). Thanks to an anonymous referee for alerting
us to these criticisms of the framework we are using. While our aim here is not to react to each of these
criticisms, we can briefly summarize the objections and our responses. Hughes’ first objection is that
we can straightforwardly derive prescriptive norms with the same content as evaluative norms from
evaluative norms. We grant that this can happen; but in the specific context of disagreement, as we
develop and justify it in the next sections, it makes sense to understand the contents of the evaluative
and prescriptive norms of disagreement as different. Hughes’ second objection is that there are
circumstances in which a prescriptive norm, such as the one we propose, does not do the job that
prescriptive norms are supposed to do. But we argue in the next sections that this problem does not
seem to affect our prescriptive norm of disagreement, given that such a norm is reasonably conducive
to action and informative for beings like us. And Hughes’ last objection is that, in cases in which being
rational is hard, further norms (such as ‘undergo anti-bias training’) can emerge. But we can minimize
this problem by developing our prescriptive norm of disagreement in terms of virtues, as we do in the
next sections. A detailed analysis of all the objections presented by Hughes (2021b) will be addressed
on another occasion.

8 Typically, these questions are not answered in the literature on disagreement.
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the view that there is one and only one fundamental epistemic
good and that that good is knowledge. On this view, the beliefs
that realize the fundamental good are the ones that constitute
knowledge. (Littlejohn 2017, 227)

It can be argued that gnosticism is the best view of epistemic value; see,
for example, Williamson (2000), Hyman (2015), Littlejohn and Dutant
(2021) on the value of knowledge as an argument for gnosticism. Timothy
Williamson argues that knowledge is more valuable than mere true belief;
for, knowledge is more stable, namely

one’s belief in a proposition p is more robust to evidence if one
knows p than if one merely believes p truly; one is less likely
to lose belief in p in the course of interacting with the
environment by discovering new evidence which lowers the
probability of p. (Williamson 2000, 8)

Moreover, we also want to draw attention to the hitherto neglected
interaction between gnosticism and disagreement, aside from Simion’s
recent series of publications (see, for example, Miragoli and Simion 2020;
and Broncano-Berrocal and Simion 2021). It is with this gnostic
assumption that we want to answer (Q). Thus, if gnosticism is true, how to
answer (EQ) and (PQ)? Our proposal is as follows:

Gnostic evaluative norm of disagreement (END): In cases of
disagreement about whether p, one holding steadfast p is a
good doxastic attitude if and only if one knows that p.

Gnostic prescriptive norm of disagreement (PND): In cases of
disagreement about whether p, one must: hold steadfast p if and
only if one has good cognitive dispositions in believing that p
(that is, in forming or retaining the belief p, one exhibits
dispositions that tend to manifest epistemic quality states—
knowledge—in normal counterfactual cases).

In this account, the evaluative norm (END) comes first and determines
what counts as a good doxastic attitude in the face of disagreement, namely
it states that a good steadfast position qualifies as knowledge. From (END)
we derive the prescriptive norm (PND), which determines what one ought
to do in the face of disagreement, namely it prescribes that only virtuous
beliefs, resulting from good cognitive dispositions (i.e. good dispositions
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about belief formation and retention), should be held steadfast.® However,
in the case of a bad cognitive disposition, such a gnostic approach
prescribes changing the doxastic attitude in a way conducive to knowledge
through conciliation with the interlocutor, if the latter has better cognitive
dispositions with respect to the disputed belief about whether p.2° If none
of the subjects of the disagreement about whether p has knowledge or
better cognitive dispositions than their interlocutor, and such cognitive
dispositions of these subjects are equally bad, then it seems that the most
reasonable thing to do is to suspend judgment or belief, such as Hawthorne
and Srinivasan (2013) suggests for similar norms. In the last section we
will apply our gnostic norms of disagreement to practical cases to analyse
when it is appropriate to follow a steadfast view or, instead, a conciliatory
view.

We want to underline that the proposed norms are applied to cases of
disagreement with outright belief. However, disagreements can also
involve credences. For instance, | may have a .8 credence in p, whereas
my interlocutor has a .4 credence in p. Can the proposed framework
explain how we ought to update our credences in cases of disagreement?
If so, how? First of all, our gnostic norms of disagreement were initially
intended only for cases of outright belief. Second, we can somehow adapt
our norms for credence cases. Following a gnostic or knowledge-first
epistemology, namely the strategy proposed by Williamson (2021c),
credences can be understood operationally as species of belief.
Specifically, we can hold that a credence that p reduces to a belief in a
proposition about the probability of p. For instance, a credence of .9 that
the ticket will lose reduces to a belief with the content that the probability
the ticket will lose is .9. And such a belief can constitute knowledge. So, a
person can know and believe that the probability that her ticket will lose is
.9, even though she does not know and believe that her ticket will lose.
Thirdly, based on this understanding of credences, we can easily apply our
gnostic evaluative norm of disagreement to credence cases in the following
way: In cases of disagreement about whether p (where p is a belief with
the content about the probability of a proposition q), one holding steadfast
p is a good doxastic attitude if and only if one knows that p. Something
similar can be said in relation to the gnostic prescriptive norm (PND).!

° This is inspired by Williamson (2021a, 2021b), Lasonen-Aarnio (2021a, 2021b). We want to maintain
that Williamson’s strategy for the epistemic norm of belief can be replicated for the epistemology of
disagreement. According to Williamson, the epistemic norm governing belief is knowledge: believe
that p only if you know that p. And from such a norm, Williamson (2021a) derives a norm for
evaluating agents according to which one ought to manifest knowledge-conducive cognitive
dispositions. For other accounts of gnostic disagreement norms, see Hawthorne and Srinivasan (2013)
and Miragoli and Simion (2020).

10 \We are grateful to an anonymous referee for alerting us to this point.

1 Many thanks to Bruno Jacinto and an anonymous referee for pressing us on this.
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Such (PND) gives a general guide for action that serves to make
compliance with (END) likely. That is so because, in general, good
cognitive dispositions typically generate knowledge and bad cognitive
disposition typically do not generate knowledge. More specifically,
cognitive dispositions are classified as “good” or “bad” according to the
quality of the epistemic states they tend to manifest across normal
counterfactual cases (in which knowledge is the best quality status). Here
we are understanding normal counterfactual cases as non-deviant cases
relative to the subject of evaluation, but where the type of situation and the
disposition manifested are very similar (to the actual case).

In order to further clarify the previous point, we can give some examples.
For instance, dispositions to form or retain beliefs based on “wishful
thinking” or whims are bad cognitive dispositions, since beliefs formed
through such dispositions do not tend to lead to quality epistemic states
across a relevant range of normal counterfactual cases. The same goes, in
general, for dispositions to ignore testimony from reliable sources or from
experts. However, a disposition to form or retain perceptual beliefs as a
result of ordinary perception is a good cognitive disposition, because
beliefs formed through this disposition tend to lead to quality epistemic
states across a relevant range of normal counterfactual cases.

Our gnostic prescriptive norm of disagreement (PND) could be formulated
in other terms. For example, in a recent paper, Littlejohn and Dutant (2021)
propose that it is rational for one to believe that p if and only if it is
probable that one knows that p. This account could be adapted to serve the
role of a prescriptive norm for disagreement according to which, in cases
of disagreement about whether p, one must: hold steadfast p if and only if
it is probable that one knows that p.*2 In normal cases (i.e., non-deviant
cases, such as non-skeptical cases), there seems to be a correspondence
between Littlejohn and Dutant's (2021) adapted norm and our prescriptive
norm. For, if S has good cognitive dispositions in believing that p (namely,
dispositions that tend to lead to knowledge in normal counterfactual cases),
then it is probable that S knows that p. However, we prefer our formulation
of the gnostic prescriptive norm in terms of dispositions, because even in
bad scenarios (such as the Evil Demon world cases or Gettier-cases), in
which it is not probable that S knows that p, S may still have good cognitive
dispositions, given that dispositions are evaluated with respect to normal
counterfactual cases. For example, a person who is deceived by an evil
Cartesian demon does not know propositions about her surroundings based
on her perception. Even so, the dispositions manifested by such a person

12 Many thanks to an anonymous referee for pressing us on this.
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in forming perceptual beliefs may be good, if in normal counterfactual
cases such dispositions are conducive to knowledge.

But what are the arguments for our Gnostic Disagreement Norms? Starting
first by presenting the main argument for (PND), we want to highlight that:

1. A good prescriptive norm satisfies the following desiderata: (i) it
makes compliance with (END) probable, (ii) it is an adequate
guide to action or at least is informative, and (iii) it preserves, in
general, the tie between what agents ought to do and the
praiseworthiness/blameworthiness of the agent’s actions.

2.  (PND) satisfies the proposed desiderata better than the rival
accounts.

3. Therefore, (PND) is a good prescriptive norm.

We think premise 1 follows from the definition of prescriptive norms. It is
worth remembering, as we presented in the initial part of this paper, that
the function of the prescriptive norm is to reinforce behavior conducive to
compliance with the evaluative norm (this is the first desideratum).
Concomitantly, in order for us to perform such a function, the prescriptive
norm needs to be informative, giving us some guide to action (this is the
second desideratum). As such, we are accountable to prescriptive norms,
in the sense that in typical circumstances we can be blamed of violating
them or we can be praised for complying with them (this is the third
desideratum). These desiderata are part of the description of the initial
framework as proposed by McHugh (2012), Simion, Kelp, and Ghijsen
(2016), and Simion (2019).

Concerning the second premise, the main rival account seems to be a
prescriptive knowledge norm. But the prescriptive norm of disagreement
cannot be understood as a knowledge norm simpliciter. For, such
knowledge norm is not an operationalizable guide for action; namely,
because knowledge is a non-luminous condition (see Hawthorne and
Srinivasan 2013). Thus, given our limited perspective on the world, we
often don’t have access to facts about where the knowledge is, and so a
prescriptive knowledge norm doesn’t provide us with an adequate
guidance about what to do, thereby violating the second desideratum.
However, (PND) seems to be a more operationalizable guide for action.®
At least, even if there is no fully operational epistemology (see Williamson
2014a), generally it seems feasible for us and accessible from the subject’s

¥ Arguments for an epistemology with guidance see, for example, Gibbons (2013) and Fassio and Gao
(2021). In contrast, for an epistemology without guidance, see Hughes (2021a).
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standpoint to attempt to develop virtuous dispositional traits, such as “be
open-minded”, “be conscientious”, and so on.

Even accepting the general lack of luminosity, and hence the idea that
norms are not fully operational, we can take the view that norms can be
more or less informative as a guide for action.** Namely, we can argue that
a dispositional norm, such as (PND), is more informative as a guide for
action than a knowledge norm simpliciter. For, a norm that prescribes the
development of epistemic virtues (with concrete examples of “being open-
minded”, “following the evidence”, “considering objections”, etc.) seems
more informative, as a guide for action towards a gnostic goal, than a norm
that merely says to believe propositions we know. However, even holding
that our gnostic prescriptive norm of disagreement is informative, we also
concede that developing virtuous dispositions is not always accessible
from the subject’s standpoint. For example, consider the case of the
Benighted Cognizer, adapted from Goldman by Simion, Kelp, and Ghijsen
(2016, 382):

Ben is a member of an isolated and benighted community.
Many of his methods of belief formation have no connection to
truth whatsoever, but they are common lore in Ben’s
community. Let’s suppose that Ben wants to know the best
time to sow his crops. According to the lore of his community,
in order to achieve this, he will first have to sacrifice a goat and
bury it in a sacred place. Then he must sit outside his house
until it starts to rain and then return to the burial place. If the
sun is shining again by the time he will have arrived, it is time
to sow the crops. If not, he will have to return home and
continue sitting outside his house until the next rainfall. Ben
has flawlessly implemented this procedure and has thereby
arrived at a belief that it is time to sow the crops.

In this case, it can be argued that our gnostic prescriptive norm has no force
for Ben; for, he is not in a position to develop virtuous dispositions.*® By
way of response we can claim that, given his circumstances, Ben is
blameless for not developing better virtuous dispositions and, thus, he is
blameless for violating the gnostic prescriptive norm. Thus, we can specify
that the proposed disagreement norms only apply in circumstances or
communities conducive to the development of virtuous dispositions.

14 Broncano-Berrocal and Simion (2021) also argue that a norm can be informative even if it is not
fully operational.
15 Many thanks to an anonymous referee for pressing us on this.

13



EuJAP | Vol. 18 | No. 1 | 2022 Article 2

Outside of these favorable circumstances, the subject may be excused for
violating the disagreement norms.

Moreover, and more importantly to support our prescriptive norm (PND),
there are cases (such as the Evil Demon world cases or Gettier-cases) that
do not constitute knowledge, but there is no problem in being steadfast (for
example, because we are experts and our disagreeing interlocutor is a
layman, or because we manifest good cognitive dispositions and our
disagreeing interlocutor manifests bad cognitive dispositions) and the
belief in question deserves positive evaluation and not just the attribution
of “blameless”, since its formation and retention manifests good cognitive
dispositions.

For example, suppose we have two envatted subjects S1 and S, being fed
by deceptive experiences, who disagree about whether p. But imagine that
while S; manifests good cognitive dispositions in forming and retaining
the belief that p, S, manifests poor cognitive dispositions in forming and
retaining the belief that —p. Given that we are faced with a sceptical
scenario, neither of these subjects has knowledge; thus, if we were to
follow a prescriptive knowledge norm simpliciter, we would have to
conclude that both subjects should abandon their respective beliefs.
However, this seems implausible, since Si, unlike S;, manifests good
cognitive dispositions (i.e. dispositions that tend to lead to quality
epistemic states in normal counterfactual cases) and therefore S; deserves
positive evaluation. This point cannot be accommodated with a knowledge
norm simpliciter, but it can be with (PND). Thus, with (PND), even victims
of massive deceit deserve a kind of praise by taking a steadfast position if
they have good cognitive dispositions.®

In contrast, a knowledge norm has more to do with an evaluative norm.
For that reason, our main argument for (END) is as follow:

1. In cases of disagreement about whether p, one holding steadfast p
is a good doxastic attitude if and only if one’s belief that p is a
good belief.

2. One’s belief that p is a good belief if and only if one knows that p
(see Williamson 2000).

3. Therefore, (END): In cases of disagreement about whether p, one
holding steadfast p is a good doxastic attitude if and only if one
knows that p.

18 This point is inspired by Simion, Kelp, and Ghijsen (2016), Lasonen-Aarnio (2021a, 2021b).
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As for the first premise, it is epistemically good to hold steadfast that p in
the face of disagreement if and only if continuing to believe p is
epistemically better than disbelieve or suspend judgment about whether p.
And if so, it is because such a belief is epistemically good. Thus, at least
from an objective point of view, if it is good to hold firm that p, then such
a belief is epistemically good. And, on the second premise, we accept
Williamson’s argument that

if believing p is treating p as if one knew p, then knowing is in
that sense central to believing. (...) Knowing is in that sense
the best kind of believing. Mere believing is a kind of botched
knowing. In short, belief aims at knowledge. (Williamson
2000, 47)

Thus, we can conclude that (END). And we have (PND) in order to make
compliance with (END) likely.

4. Applying the Gnostic Disagreement Norms

In this last section we want to apply our Gnostic Disagreement Norms to
particular cases of disagreement in order to verify the behaviour of our
norms. To fulfill this task, we begin with the following question: Does the
higher-order evidence from disagreement give S a defeater for his belief?'
In other words, does learning that a person disagrees with you about p give
you a defeater for p?®

Given the centrality of gnosticism in this paper, we follow a gnostic
epistemology of defeaters according to which defeaters are evidence that
the subject is not in a position to know the target proposition (see Gibbons
2013; Baker-Hytch and Benton 2015; Littlejohn and Dutant 2021). So,
defeaters are indicators of ignorance; evidence that if the subject were to
believe, her belief would fail to constitute knowledge. For instance,
consider the following case (see Lasonen-Aarnio 2010):

At time t1 Suzy sees a wall that appears red to her. On this
basis, Suzy believes that the wall is red—Iet’s call this
proposition p. There is nothing abnormal about her perceptual
abilities. At a slightly later time t2 she learns a proposition g

1 This formulation of the question is common in the disagreement literature, e.g., Frances and
Matheson (2018), Matheson (2021). Higher-order evidence is evidence about our evidence. There is
also good recent literature on defeaters, such as Brown and Simion (2021).

18 As Matheson (2021) stresses, such questions are relevant in discussing the epistemology of
disagreement.
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from a highly reliable and trustworthy authority, that there is a
red light shining on the wall.*®

In this case at t2 Suzy acquires evidence and a proposition  that she is not
in position to know that p. Thus, it is not rational for Suzy to continue to
believe p. However, is knowledge always defeated by higher-order
evidence (for example, by evidence learned in face of disagreement)? We
want to underline that knowledge is not always defeated. For, firstly, not
all instances of higher-order evidence are indicators of ignorance (see
Hawthorne and Srinivasan 2013, 13). For example, where only one of two
parties in disagreement is an expert (or has more evidence than the other),
it seems that one can continue to know in the face of disagreement.?°

Secondly, even if higher-order evidence constitutes an indicator of
ignorance, it is possible to have improbable knowing, which is an instance
of KK failure? (see Williamson 2014b). In other words, it can be likely on
S’s evidence that S doesn’t know p (and, thus, S has an indicator of
ignorance), but S knows p. To see this, consider a simple case (see
Williamson 2014b, 972):

[T]he unconfident examinee answers questions on English
history under the impression that he is merely guessing. In fact,
his answers are correct, and result from lessons on it that he has
completely forgotten he ever had. The example can be so filled
in that it is extremely improbable on the examinee’s evidence
that he had any such lessons (...); nevertheless, he does know
the historical facts in question.??

Williamson (2014b, 979) also present a more complex case. He argues that,
given the limits of our discriminatory capacities and margin for error, a
subject S can know that p <the pointer on the dial is within a certain range
Q>, although it’s improbable on S’s evidence that S knows that p.

And, lastly, a subject can acquire a defeater for p and, thus, an indicator of
ignorance, and such a subject may still have knowledge that p, or more
properly, unreasonable knowledge as Maria Lasonen-Aarnio (2010) calls
it. Following Lasonen-Aarnio (2010)’s reasoning, at t1 a subject S can have
a belief p that is well-based and and safely true. And, although at a later

18 This case is an example of undercutting defeat.

2 1t is worth remembering that, as we stressed at the beginning of this paper, our methodology aims to
address all cases of disagreement.

2 ].e., a case of knowing something even though one does not know at the time that one knows that
thing.

22 guch example is not intended to show that knowledge and belief come apart.
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time t2 such S can acquire a defeater (for instance, misleading higher-order
evidence against p), if S simply retains her belief p on the same basis as
before, then it does not follow that her belief p is no longer well-based and
and safely true. Thus, S can continue to know p at t2 (despite not having a
reasonable belief, given that it manifests bad cognitive dispositions).

Thus, applying this reasoning to cases of disagreement, we can hold that it
is possible to have knowledge in face of disagreement. For, (i) not all
instance of disagreement gives us defeaters (for example, in cases where
we are the only expert); and (ii) in cases in which we really acquire a
defeater in a disagreement case, it is possible to have improbable knowing
or unreasonable knowledge. So, it is possible to comply with (END) in the
face of disagreement.

But, even if knowledge is not defeated in cases of disagreement, there are
many cases in which ignoring defeaters is not a good cognitive disposition.
For instance, in general, in cases of disagreement, ignoring high-order
evidence from reliable sources does not manifest a good cognitive
disposition, since beliefs formed through such a disposition do not tend to
lead to quality epistemic states across a relevant range of normal
counterfactual cases. In short, by ignoring a defeater one can continue to
have knowledge, but in general, by doing so, one is not manifesting good
cognitive dispositions.z Thus, in such cases we are not complying with
(PND). In order to better articulate this point, let’s look at some particular
cases of disagreement:

Competent Mathematician Case (adapted from Williamson
2021b): Mary is a competent mathematician and she has just
proved a surprising new theorem. She shows her proof to
several distinguished senior colleagues, who all tell her that it
involves a subtle fallacy. She cannot quite follow their
explanations of her mistake [and she ignores such objections].
In fact, the only mistake is in their objections, obscured by
sophisticated bluster; her proof is perfectly valid.

In this case we can say that, even if Mary is complying with (END), she is
not complying with (PND). For, the disposition to ignore the testimony of
experts/seniors, in cases like theses (in which it is not feasible to
discriminate between misleading counter-evidence and correct counter-

2 As Lasonen-Aarnio (2021b) maintains, “even knowing is compatible with manifesting dispositions
that lead one astray across a range of relevant counterfactual cases”.
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evidence), does not tend to lead to quality epistemic states across a relevant
range of normal counterfactual cases.?*

Restaurant Case (adapted from Christensen 2007): We go to
dinner, and we agreed to split the bill evenly, adding 20% tip.
We each mentally calculate our share, and | become highly
confident that our shares are 43€, whereas you become highly
confident that we each owe 45€. How should | react to my
colleague’s belief?

According to (PND), it is not correct to follow a steadfast position in this
case, since a disposition to ignore an epistemic peer in this case, in which
one could easily make a mistake, does not tend to lead to quality epistemic
states across a relevant range of normal counterfactual cases. Namely, if
we remain inflexible and do nothing else, like a careful recalculation, there
is no way available to us to choose between who is right that would track
what is best across a range of counterfactual cases.®

Elementary Math Case (adapted from Lackey 2010): Harry
and | are equally competent colleagues. We were drinking
coffee and trying to determine how many people from our
department will be attending the upcoming Workshop. | say:
“Mark and Mary are going on Thursday, and Sam and Stacey
are going on Friday, and since 2+2=4, there will be four other
members of our department at that Workshop”. In response,
Harry asserts, “But 2+2 does not equal 4”. How should | react
to my colleague’s belief?

According to (PND), it is appropriate to follow a steadfast position in this
case, because a disposition to ignore a peer in this case, about a very
elementary math equation (a proposition on which | am strongly justified
and that it is rooted in the ways | reason), tend to lead to quality epistemic
states in normal counterfactual cases.

In short, what does our Gnostic Prescriptive Norm prescribe? According
to (PND), in Competent Mathematician Case and in Restaurant Case, it is
not correct to follow a steadfast position, since agents in such cases are not

2 For a similar case and diagnosis, see Lasonen-Aarnio (2010, 2021b), and Williamson (2021b).
However, following Sosa’s (2021) epistemology, we may have a different diagnosis; since, in order to
have “first-hand knowledge”, an agent may ignore criticism from well-qualified sources (see Carter
2021). But it can be argued that the Competent Mathematical Case is not an instance of first-hand
knowledge, but an instance of more social or testimonial knowledge; for, the agent wants to share
information with her scientific community and, in this case, the defeaters are relevant (see Greco 2020).
% For a similar case and diagnosis, see Lasonen-Aarnio (2019, 175).
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manifesting good cognitive dispositions. While in Elementary Math Case,
it is appropriate to follow a steadfast position, since the agent in question
is exercising a good cognitive disposition. But from an evaluative point of
view, in all these cases it is possible that agents are complying with (END).
However, it is worth remembering that (END) is primarily about what is
good and not about what one ought to do. Ideally there would be a
correspondence between (END) and (PND).? When there is no such
correspondence, we have (PND) as a guide for action in face of
disagreement, since (PND) has priority when it comes to prescription and
agent action.?
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In this paper | consider the project of offering an evolutionary
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examine Nicole Dular and Nikki Fortier’s (2021) attempt at such a
project. | suggest that their account faces a dilemma. On the one
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mechanisms for belief formation as solely concerned with truth. |
argue that this is explanatorily inadequate when we take a wider
view of our belief formation practices. | show that Dular and Fortier
overstate the extent to which adaptive non-evidentially supported
beliefs are rare, and the implausibility of disjunctive evolutionary
systems. They should allow a role for the non-truth directed
behaviour of our mechanisms of belief formation. On the other hand,
we might restrict the explanation offered by Dular and Fortier to the
deliberative context, that is, we might understand them as allowing
for non-evidential belief formation outside of the deliberative
context, but as identifying the key to explaining transparency in the
truth-directed evolutionary mechanisms as they operate in the
deliberative context. However, this would land them on the second
horn of the dilemma: we would then have no different an explanation
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belief, and the prospects for pragmatism. | conclude that Dular and
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1. Transparency

Transparency characterizes deliberation over belief: “when asking oneself
whether to believe that p” one must “immediately recognize that this
guestion is settled by, and only by, answering the question whether p is
true” (Shah 2003, 447). The structure of doxastic deliberation is such that
non-truth related considerations cannot play a conscious role in our coming
to a belief: the question whether to believe that p collapses into the question
whether p is true.

It is important to note that the move from the question whether to believe
that p to the question whether p is true is “immediate and not inferential”
(Engel 2007, 198). There is no bridging step in doxastic deliberation
moving one from the truth of p to belief that p. Rather, answering the
guestion whether p just is to answer the question whether to believe that p.
It is also worth noting that to accept that transparency characterizes
doxastic deliberation is not to over-intellectualize that process, that is, for
a subject’s deliberation to exhibit transparency, she need not explicitly
pose herself the question whether to believe that p. Rather, it is enough that
her thinking “manifests some recognition that this is the question” in play
(Shah 2003, 466).

Dular and Fortier offer an evolutionary debunking explanation of why
transparency characterizes our doxastic deliberation. In what follows I will
not argue that transparency characterizes our doxastic deliberation, but will
assume that it does, and focus on how it might be explained.t

2. Extant Explanations

Two broad kinds of explanation have been offered of transparency in
doxastic deliberation, these explanations work from the agential level; with
the believer playing a role in the structure of doxastic deliberation, where
that role falls out of the essential nature of belief.

Teleological accounts of belief explain transparency by appeal to the aim
a believer adopts in posing the deliberative question. Since, according to
this view, belief essentially aims at truth, when in the business of
deliberating over whether to believe that p, truth considerations are the
only ones of relevance, since they are the only ones conducive to achieving
belief’s aim. I have argued elsewhere that such an explanation places the

! For dissent see Conor McHugh (2012, 2013; cf. Archer 2017; Sullivan-Bissett 2017a), and Miriam
McCormick (2015; cf. Sullivan-Bissett 2017b).
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teleologist on the horns of a dilemma.? On the one hand, the so-called aim
of belief is not appropriately characterized as an aim, since it does not
behave in an aim-like way (it cannot be weighed against a believer’s other
aims (Owens 2003)).2 On the other hand, if the aim could be weighed (such
that my aim to believe truly could be weighed against my aim to form
beliefs that will make me happy), it should not be the case that transparency
characterizes our deliberation. If belief were governed by an aim, the
guestion whether to believe that p would not collapse into the question
whether p is true. So even if there were a weighable aim of truth essential
to belief, it wouldn’t be at the required strength to explain transparency
(Sullivan-Bissett 2018, 3457-3460).

An alternative approach comes from normative accounts of belief, which
have it that belief aims at truth only metaphorically. Instead of taking the
idea of an aim of belief literally, normativists claim that belief is
constitutively norm-governed. Many formulations of an explanatory norm
for belief have been offered, but there is some agreement that it must be
formulated in terms of one being permitted to believe that p when p is true
(‘ought’ formulations would be too demanding (see Bykvist and
Hattiangadi 2007)).

With a permissibility norm in place, one normative explanation for
transparency has gone like this: when an agent deliberates on the question
whether to believe that p, that deliberation is framed by the prescription to
believe that p only if p is true. In doxastic deliberation, an agent expresses
her commitment to this prescription, which activates two dispositions: one
to be moved by considerations relevant to the truth of p, and one which
blocks considerations which are irrelevant to the truth of p (Shah 2003,
467; Shah and Velleman 2005, 519).

However, as | have argued elsewhere, this explanation does not work. It
being permissible to believe that p is a very different thing from it being
settled for you to believe that p. If it were a permissibility norm which
explained the structure of deliberation, it ought to be possible to
nevertheless not believe that p upon ascertaining that p is true, after all, one
is merely permitted and not obligated to believe it. But this non-adherence
to the putative norm is not possible, and so the putative norm is not strong

2 Not to be confused with Nishi Shah’s (2003, 460-465) Teleologist’s Dilemma. He argues that a
descriptive account of the nature of belief (as being regulated for truth via some aim) will either be too
strong to accommodate non-deliberative belief, or too weak to explain transparency. For more on this,
see Asbjgrn Steglich-Petersen (2006, 2017a) and Sullivan-Bissett and Lisa Bortolotti (2017).

% For discussion on whether the teleological account does indeed face this horn of the dilemma see the
back and forth between Steglich-Petersen, and Sullivan-Bissett and Noordhof (Steglich-Petersen 2009;
Sullivan-Bissett and Noordhof 2013; Steglich-Petersen 2017b; and Sullivan-Bissett and Noordhof
2017).
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enough to generate transparency, and cannot explain it (see Sullivan-
Bissett 2018, 3461-3462 and Sullivan-Bissett and Noordhof 2020).

As noted earlier, these accounts proceed by taking transparency to be a
result of something the agent does, in virtue of some specified essential
nature of belief (it being truth-aimed or norm-governed). In this way, they
take the essential nature of belief to be relevant to the project of explaining
transparency. This is problematic because in both cases, if the relevant aim
or norm were doing the work of explaining transparency, there ought to be
significantly more wiggle room upon discerning that p than there in fact
is.4 Let us turn then to Dular and Fortier’s explanation, on which the
believer is a much more passive player in the structure of doxastic
deliberation.

3. Dular and Fortier’s Evolutionary Debunking Explanation

Dular and Fortier aim to level the playing field between evidentialists (who
have it that only reasons relating to evidence can be reasons to believe) and
pragmatists (who have it that there can be reasons to believe not related to
evidence). In particular, they aim to show that transparency does not help
us adjudicate between these positions. To do so, they seek to provide an
explanation of transparency consistent with pragmatism. At first blush, if
we want transparency to be explainable by, or even consistent with, our
account of epistemic reasons, evidentialism has a much easier time of it.
For an evidentialist, reasons for believing that p are restricted to
considerations relating to evidence supporting the truth of p, there are no
non-evidential related reasons for belief. A natural thought then is that
transparency characterizing our doxastic deliberation is simply
evidentialism in action. Since evidential reasons are the only kind of
reasons we can have for belief, of course only such reasons enter into
deliberation over whether to believe a given proposition. There is no
presence of pragmatic considerations in deliberation of this kind since no
such considerations could represent reasons for belief. Of course,
transparency ought not be understood as the claim that one “cannot so
much as be struck by pragmatic considerations” (McHugh 2013, 449), the
point is rather about which considerations can be motivationally
efficacious. Evidentialism seems nicely aligned with doxastic deliberation
so characterized, and might even find support in it (see e.g. Shah 2006).

4 Not all explanations of transparency which draw on the essential nature of belief will be problematic
in this way. For example, Kate Nolfi’s (2015) action-oriented functional account of belief might
naturally explain transparency by appeal to the essential functional role belief plays in a believer’s
mental economy. (To my knowledge Nolfi hasn’t explicitly put her account to such work, but an
explanation along these lines might not face the problems of the teleological and normative accounts.)
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Again, at first blush, pragmatism looks to be in trouble. If there are ever
non-evidential reasons for belief, why can we not take those into
consideration when deliberating over whether to believe that p? It is not
merely that they do not arise for us, rather, we can ostensibly recognize
pragmatic considerations for believing (or not), but such considerations
lack any motivational force when it comes to settling one way or another,
they do not rise to the level of reasons. The pragmatist then owes us an
explanation of why, from the first-person point of view, only one kind of
reason (the evidential kind) gets to determine the outputs of doxastic
deliberation.

Dular and Fortier’s approach is to understand transparency as the result of
evolutionary selection that, in its crudity, could not set us up more precisely
in a way which reflected the truth about the nature of reasons to believe.
Evolution has set us up to respond only to the class of reasons which more
reliably produce adaptive beliefs (i.e. those that increase our inclusive
fitness). That class is the one related to evidence, for obvious reasons. As
W. V. O. Quine pointed out, “creatures inveterately wrong in their
inductions have a pathetic but praiseworthy tendency to die before
reproducing their kind” (Quine 1985, 39). So, Dular and Fortier argue,
transparency results from our mechanisms of belief production being
selected for being geared towards truth, such that non-evidential
considerations cannot enter our deliberation as reasons to believe. Here is
their explanation in full:

In almost every case, only taking evidential considerations into
account will be more fitness-conducive than if we instead
formed beliefs according to how well they would advance our
ends. For instance, if | am deliberating about whether to believe
that there is a tiger over the hill, and the evidence available to
me suggests that there is in fact a tiger over the hill, then it is
hard to see how deliberating in a way that takes my ends into
account (rather than strictly truth) would be more
evolutionarily advantageous than simply deliberating in a way
that respects the evidence. [...] since beliefs based on
evidentialist considerations are more likely to result in true
beliefs than beliefs that are based on pragmatist ones, the
pragmatist has an explanation for why people in fact collapse
the question of whether to believe that p into the question
whether p. It is not that, by doing so, they are incredibly adept
at picking up on epistemic norms; rather, it’s that evolution has
selected for the cognitive system that would best promote our
survival, and this cognitive system is one that is responsive to
truth. (Dular and Fortier 2021, 1461-1462)
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This is consistent with pragmatism understood as an account of how we
should form beliefs since the explanation of transparency is concerned with
the descriptive question of how we in fact do. Pragmatists then, unlike
evidentialists, simply fail to find their account of reasons to believe
reflected in the structure of doxastic deliberation. But that’s a matter of
contingency—evolution went with the route which would more often
produce adaptive beliefs. True beliefs are usually the adaptive ones. The
cost is our not being able to consciously respond to pragmatic reasons for
belief, but that is not to say that there are no such reasons.

It might be thought that the kind of explanation on offer here misses
something crucial about the explanatory project, namely, that the
phenomenon to be explained is necessary to belief, and not some
evolutionary contingency. | have argued elsewhere that the claim that
transparency is a necessary phenomenon of belief is ill-motivated, and so
explanations which do not honour necessity are not vulnerable to objection
based on not so honouring (Sullivan-Bissett 2018, 3471-3472). Suffice to
say for the sake of this paper that | am not in the business of objecting to
the contingent nature of transparency. In discussing explanations which
have contingency as an outcome, my argument is downstream of any
debate concerning the reasonableness of weakening the metaphysical
strength of transparency.

In the next two sections I argue that Dular and Fortier’s approach finds
itself on the horns of a dilemma. On the one horn, their evolutionary
account of the relationship between belief and truth fails to properly
accommodate the range of beliefs formed on non-evidential grounds (84).
One way to avoid this charge is to restrict the account to the context of
doxastic deliberation. However, this places their account on the second
horn—it is no different from an account put forward elsewhere which they
explicitly distance themselves from as one engaged in a different
explanatory project (85). More broadly, a wider view of the nature of belief
is needed to contextualise the explanation of transparency, and the details
of this wider view will be relevant to whether evidentialism and
pragmatism are in fact on a theoretical par (86).

4, Horn One: Non-truth Directed Beliefs

Dular and Fortier often talk about our “cognitive system” responsible for
beliefs as a whole. For example, they say “evolution has selected for the
cognitive system that would best promote our survival, and this cognitive
system is one that is responsive to truth” (2021, 1462), and that “we still
ought to think that natural selection favors systems that generate true

10



Ema Sullivan-Bissett: Debunking doxastic transparency

beliefs” (2021, 1463). However, the claim that there’s a single aim for
mechanisms of belief formation (truth) leaves no room for the idea that in
certain contexts, these mechanisms are not truth-aimed, but are
nevertheless doing what they ought to be doing. In some cases, the beliefs
it is adaptive to have are not aimed at truth. Dular and Fortier seem to
disagree, they say, “notice how rare cases are where having a non-
evidentially supported belief would be better for survival” (2021, 1461). |
think they underestimate how many human beliefs are adaptive in spite of
their not being aimed at truth.

There are many cases of false belief which seem to have been produced by
mechanisms doing what they are supposed to do. That is, producing beliefs
that are adaptive, but not in virtue of being true. Such cases reveal that our
mechanisms for belief formation are not solely concerned with truth. Let
us consider some examples.

We can think first in terms of biases, and distinguish hot biases (those
driven by emotions and desires) and cold biases (those which are non-
motivational and emerge from heuristics).> Cold biases include the availability
heuristic (our tendency to rely on examples which easily come to mind as
representative) and the confirmation bias (our tendency to search for or
interpret information that confirms our existing beliefs) (for more see Mele
1997, 93-94). Such biases may be present in our cognitive systems because
they tend to guide us towards truth, and so we may find no reason from
these quarters to think our beliefs are aimed at anything but truth. Hot
biases however are a different matter; these are biases arising from our
desiring that p or desiring to believe that p. Examples include selective
attention to evidence, and selective evidence gathering (for more see Mele
1997, 94-5, 2006, 110). It is biases such as these that might play a role in
the belief-formation processes resulting in false beliefs which are
nevertheless useful, for example, self-deceptive beliefs.t

It could be said in response to the foregoing that cases of useful false beliefs
are not plausible candidates for adaptive beliefs produced by mechanisms
doing what they are supposed to do, but are rather examples of our
mechanisms for belief production going awry (and getting lucky in
producing helpful beliefs). But there are good reasons to think this is not
the case. For example, unrealistic beliefs about oneself lead to engagement

5 This distinction has been traced back to R. P Abelson (1963) (see Elster 1983, 141).

® They may do so in at least two broad kinds of way. On an anti-intentionalist story, the hot biases
influencing the formation of the self-deceptive belief are not intentional (see e.g. Mele 1997, 2006).
More controversially perhaps, on an intentionalist story, a subject may intentionally bias her cognitive
processes so as to favour a belief that p (see Talbott 1995). | favour an anti-intentionalist account, and
some of what | say in what follows may more naturally fit such a framework.

11
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in adaptive behaviours (Taylor and Brown 1994), and “optimal mental
health is associated with unrealistically positive self-appraisals and
beliefs” (see McKay and Dennett 2009, 505-508 for discussion). As Nolfi
has pointed out in her discussion of the optimism bias, research

supplies compelling evidence that we are, as a general rule,
more successful in achieving our various ends when our beliefs
about ourselves and about our relationship to the world around
us are systematically distorted in particular ways. (Nolfi 2018,
192)

Self-deceptive beliefs may also be adaptive by (1) helping us to be better
deceivers, (2) preventing parent-offspring conflict to maintain parental
investment, or (3) for the same reasons as biases towards optimism, i.e. the
various benefits of a positive stance (Trivers 2000, 2011, 2013, cf. Van
Leeuwen 2007a). Other examples might include our moral beliefs, which
are adaptive insofar as they facilitate cooperation and social cohesion
(Ruse 1986; Joyce 2001; cf. Enoch 2011; Fitzpatrick 2014), and beliefs
about epistemic normativity which are adaptive insofar as they make us
better at responding to epistemic considerations (Street 2009; Sullivan-
Bissett 2017c, 2020). Slightly less plausible perhaps are clinical delusions,’
which might be adaptive insofar as they help to deceive others into social
alliances (Hagen 2008; cf. Gold and Gold 2014), or insofar as they
maintain behavioural interactions in the face of abnormal prediction-error
signaling® (Fineberg and Corlett 2016; Mishara and Corlett 2009; cf.
Lancellotta 2021). All of these cases are ones where the cognitive
mechanisms responsible are not responding to truth, but are nonetheless
producing adaptive beliefs.® Perhaps there are more besides (candidates
might include beliefs arising from conspiratorial ideation or
confabulation). It would be surprising if all of these cases were ones where
things had gone wrong, especially given how widespread some of them

" Of course, any serious defence of the adaptiveness of delusions will need to attend to heterogeneity
in this category (see Bortolotti 2009, 23-27 for an overview; see also Lancellotta and Bortolotti for
discussion of adaptiveness informed by McKay and Dennett's 2009 shear pin hypothesis). Since | am
not defending any of these views but referring to them only to illustrate the range of candidate adaptive
beliefs, I won’t discuss this further.

8 Prediction-error theories have it that perceptual processing involves the generation of predictions
about sensory input, from antecedently held perceptual hypotheses about the world, with the aim of
updating the hypotheses to minimize the error of these predictions on the basis of comparison between
the predictions and sensory input. Delusions are said to derive from the malfunctioning of this process,
for example, faulty signals that a prediction isn’t met leading to erroneous updating.

® I have been speaking as though these beliefs arise from the same mechanisms as those beliefs which
seem to respond to evidence, or which are seeking to track truth. Of course, something rather different
might be going on. It might be that the mechanisms producing adaptive beliefs (but not in virtue of
their aiming at truth) are different from the mechanisms producing beliefs aimed at truth. If that were
right, we would nevertheless have cases where the existence of false beliefs would be in virtue of
design, not mistake.
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are, and how they contribute positively to inclusive fitness. The existence
of these beliefs looks, then, to be in virtue of design not mistake.® Of
course, given that deliberative belief formation is characterized by
transparency, our mechanisms of belief formation must be operating below
the level of consciousness when they aim at something other than truth (cf.
Talbott 1995). But their doing so gives us sufficient reason to be sceptical
that such mechanisms are, in general, solely geared towards truth.

Dular and Fortier consider a nearby objection to their view which has it
that evolution would in fact favour a cognitive system that had us believe
in accordance with the evidence unless it would be more conducive to
survival not to. They call this a “disjunctive” system. In response, they say
that “this proposed system is simply too complex for evolution to have
selected” (Dular and Fortier 2021, 1464). They go on:

[Tt seems as though if evolution had favored the disjunctive
system, we would also need another system that would help us
determine when to believe in accordance with evidential
considerations, and when to believe in accordance with non-
evidential considerations. Given the rarity of cases in which
non-evidential reasons for belief do a better job at promoting
survival than evidential reasons for belief, coupled with the fact
that the disjunctive system is so complex, we have good reason
to think that natural selection would have favored the
psychologies that we in fact have, rather than ones that employ
the disjunctive system. (Dular and Fortier 2021, 1464)

Let us understand a disjunctive evolutionary system as one which performs
multiple functions, depending on the circumstances of the organism. A
single belief system which produced beliefs aimed at the truth in some
circumstances, and produced beliefs aimed at usefulness unconnected to
truth in others, would count as a disjunctive system in this sense. Dular and

10 Of course, none of these views are without their critics (as indicated in the citations), but the sheer
number of evolutionary adaptation accounts of various kinds of belief exert enough pressure on Dular
and Fortier’s claim that non-evidentially formed beliefs promoting survival represent a rarity (Dular
and Fortier 2021, 1461). Indeed, as William J. Talbott notes, although knowing the truth can enhance
our ability to fulfil our desires, there are many cases where it does not, and indeed may produce highly
undesirable psychological effects, and so many adaptive beliefs are ones arising out of hot cognition
(1995, 27-28). Another way of resisting the force of these putative examples of false but adaptive
beliefs is to endorse non-doxasticism about them. If these attitudes are not beliefs, then they were not
produced by mechanisms of belief production, and cannot be harnessed in any argument about the
nature of those mechanisms. Dular and Fortier may well take this line, although it is unclear to me what
the principled grounds would be, and usual ones which motivate non-doxasticism to do with
relationships to evidence may not be natural ones for pragmatists to take. In any case, although far
from settled, | refer readers to defences of doxasticism elsewhere (for delusion, see Bortolotti 2009 and
Bayne and Pacherie 2005; for self-deception, see Van Leeuwen 2007b).
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Fortier have it that the rarity of cases of false but useful beliefs gives us
reason to think there is no such system operative in our mechanisms of
belief formation.

However, if | am right that at least some of the beliefs surveyed above are
examples of false but adaptive beliefs produced by design and not mistake,
that right there is our evidence that a disjunctive system is not so complex
after all. So how would it work? We might say something like this: at the
coarsest level of description, our mechanisms for belief production have
the function of producing adaptive beliefs. But they do that in one of two
ways: by producing beliefs aimed at truth, or by producing beliefs which
facilitate some other good but not as an approximation to truth. These two
ways of producing adaptive beliefs might map onto two sets of historically
appropriate conditions for the performance of the two respective functions.
The historically appropriate conditions for the production of true beliefs
plausibly diverge from the conditions appropriate for the production of
beliefs not aimed at truth.

Take self-deception for example. In the case of wishful self-deception the
subject desires that p, has ample evidence that not-p, and goes on to believe
that p. Such cases are ones where believing that not-p might be
psychologically damaging, and believing that p would prevent that damage
and perhaps bring some additional psychological benefits. Plausibly a
motivational condition is met in such situations, whereby mechanisms of
belief production are thus geared not towards truth, but towards the
effective functioning of the subject (see also Noordhof 2003 for related
cases that don’t involve self-deception). What is so implausible about this?

Dular and Fortier ask us to believe in a system geared solely towards truth
because adaptive non-truth directed beliefs are rare, and a system which
tracked truth sometimes and at other times did not would be too
complicated to be favoured by evolution. We have seen though that there
is a large swathe of candidates for false but adaptive beliefs, and, given
that, we have reason to think that a disjunctive system is both possible and
actual. This is an important point because Dular and Fortier ward off an
objection to their view by appeal to the unlikelihood of disjunctive
evolutionary systems. If such systems are not unlikely after all, Dular and
Fortier owe an explanation of why pragmatism about reasons to believe is
not better reflected in our practices of belief formation.
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5. Horn Two: Restricting to the Deliberative Context

In reply to the foregoing Dular and Fortier may restrict their view to the
context of deliberation where any non-evidential considerations cannot be
consciously considered. That would leave it open that in the non-
deliberative context, our mechanisms of belief formation could produce
adaptive beliefs, but not by aiming at truth. This looks like a move they
make in a footnote when they say:

[O]ne might think that evolutionary pressures make us messy,
such that sometimes we would form beliefs based on pragmatic
considerations instead of, as we’ve claimed here, never doing
so (given the truth of transparency). However, notice that
transparency is a claim about explicit doxastic deliberation, and
so our evolutionary explanation only concerns this context.
Notice that this is compatible with people sometimes forming
beliefs based on pragmatic considerations outside of the
context of explicit doxastic deliberation. (Dular and Fortier
2021, 1464, fn. 38)

Here, Dular and Fortier seem not to be against our mechanisms for belief
formation being a bit more pragmatic in some contexts, perhaps consistent
with some of the ways suggested in the previous section. But in the absence
of a disjunctive deliberation whereby we could appropriately regulate our
responses to evidential and pragmatic considerations, from the first-person
perspective, evolution had a choice: have us respond to only evidential
considerations in deliberation, or only pragmatic ones. | think that Dular
and Fortier are quite right when they say:

[t is implausible that including non-evidential reasons in our
doxastic deliberations would generally promote our survival
better than only the evidentialist reasons, and, as it’s widely
known, evolution selects for general systems rather than more
fine-grained ones. (Dular and Fortier 2021, 1462)

However, if the claim is that evolution selected for doxastic deliberation
being restricted to epistemic considerations, and that’s consistent with
there being other mechanisms in play in other contexts where pragmatic
considerations are involved, then the explanation here is no more than what
is present elsewhere (notably Sullivan-Bissett 2018). Now of course,
philosophers can happen upon the same view independently in ignorance
of one another, such occurrences represent no good grounds for objection.
However, this is not such a case. Dular and Fortier mention my argument
in an aside, saying that
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