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Abstract
The debate between Uniqueness and Permissivism concerns whether a body of evidence
sometimes allows multiple doxastic attitudes towards a proposition. An important motiv-
ation for Uniqueness is the so-called ‘arbitrariness argument,’ which says that
Permissivism leads to some unacceptable arbitrariness with regard to one’s beliefs. An influ-
ential response to the argument says that the arbitrariness in beliefs can be avoided by invok-
ing epistemic standards. In this paper, I argue that such a response to the arbitrariness
argument is unsuccessful. Then I defend a new response: contrary to common conception,
the arbitrariness resulted by Permissivism is acceptable. The basic idea is that the arbitrari-
ness resulted by Permissivism is analogous to the arbitrariness in permissive actions and the
latter arbitrariness is intuitively acceptable. I answer three possible objections against this
analogy, which are all motivated by the thought that beliefs aim at the truth. In addressing
the last objection, I draw inspiration from the recent debate on transformative experience.
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1. Introduction

You are a juror in adjudicating whether Jack is guilty of murder. Together with other
jurors, you all carefully go through the relevant evidence. But back in the jury chamber
where you are asked to express your opinion, you find that half of the jurors agree with
you that Jack is guilty whereas the other half disagree. How should this finding affect
your belief?

The answer depends – among other things – on whether a single body of evidence
allows multiple doxastic attitudes towards a proposition.1 This is the debate between the
‘Uniquer’ and the ‘Permissivist.’ The former holds

Uniqueness
Given a body of evidence and a proposition, there is a unique doxastic attitude that’s

rational to take towards the proposition.2

© Cambridge University Press 2019

1For discussion of how the debate on Permissivism affects the debate on peer disagreement, see Douven
(2009), Kelly (2010), Ballantyne and Coffman (2012), Schoenfield (2014), White (2014), Christensen
(2016), and Levinstein (2017).

2Defenders of Uniqueness include White (2005, 2014), Feldman (2007), Horowitz (2014), Dogramaci
and Horowitz (2016), Greco and Hedden (2016), and Schultheis (2018).
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Permissivism is the negation of Uniqueness. It says that, in some cases, multiple atti-
tudes towards a proposition are rational given the same evidence.3 Permissivists typic-
ally think that the same evidence can allow different attitudes given differences in
factors such as epistemic standards, background beliefs, practical stakes, ways of weigh-
ing theoretical virtues, and epistemic goals.4

An important motivation for Uniqueness is the so-called ‘arbitrariness argument.’ It
says that learning that one is in a permissive case would result in some unacceptable
arbitrariness with regard to one’s doxastic attitude (White 2005).

Currently, Permissivists’ responses to the argument focus on explaining how
Permissivism doesn’t lead to arbitrariness (Kelly 2014; Meacham 2014; Schoenfield
2014; Simpson 2017). A prominent attempt along this line is made by what I call
‘Standard-Permissivists,’ who claim that our beliefs are not arbitrary since they are
uniquely singled out by our epistemic standards. In reply, Uniquers claim that appealing
to standards merely pushes the worry of arbitrariness from the level of beliefs to the
level of standards (White 2005: 452; Feldman 2007: 205−6). So, the challenge for
Standard-Permissivists becomes explaining how we can avoid the arbitrariness in our
standards.

I have two goals in this paper. First, I argue that Standard-Permissivists’ attempts to
meet the above challenge are unlikely to succeed and thus Permissivists shouldn’t try to
avoid the arbitrariness in our beliefs by appealing to standards. Second, I defend a new
response to the arbitrariness argument by arguing that, contrary to common concep-
tion, the arbitrariness resulted by Permissivism is acceptable.

The paper proceeds in the following way. In Section 2, I explain the arbitrariness
argument and why the Standard-Permissivist’s response would relocate the worry
from beliefs to standards. In Section 3 and Section 4, I criticize two attempts to
avoid the arbitrariness in standards. Section 3 criticizes the claim that we can avoid
arbitrariness because we have a standard-dependent reason to favor our own stan-
dards, and Section 4 criticizes the claim that we can avoid arbitrariness because we
have a standard-independent reason to favor our own standards. Then in Section 5,
I argue that the arbitrariness resulted by Permissivism is acceptable. My core idea
is that the arbitrariness resulted by Permissivism is analogous to the arbitrariness
in permissive actions and the latter arbitrariness is intuitively acceptable. Then
three possible objections against this analogy, which are all motivated by the thought
that beliefs aim at the truth, are discussed and rejected. In addressing the last objec-
tion, I draw inspiration from the recent debate on transformative experience. Section 6
concludes the paper.

3I follow most people in the literature in using ‘rational’ to mean ‘rationally permissible’ and in regarding
rational permissibility as all-or-nothing. However, a reader might think that rationality can come in degrees
because, say, there are rationally supererogatory beliefs (see Jackson Forthcoming). Such readers should
understand the debate between Uniqueness and Permissivism as a debate about whether evidence can
allow opposite beliefs to be ‘maximally’ or ‘fully’ rational (see Kelly 2014: 299 for such a formulation).
Correspondingly, for such readers, the arbitrariness problem discussed below should be understood as arbi-
trariness when one learns that other beliefs are also ‘maximally’ or ‘fully’ rational. Thanks to an anonymous
referee for urging me to clarify the terms here.

4Most Permissivists in the literature defend ‘Inter-personal Permissivism’ (that is, permissiveness across
persons). See Rosen (2001), Kelly (2014), Meacham (2014), Podgorski (2016), Schoenfield (2014), Simpson
(2017), Thorstad (Forthcoming), and Titelbaum and Kopec (Forthcoming). For a defense of Intra-personal
Permissivism, see Jackson (Forthcoming).
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2. The arbitrariness argument and Standard-Permissivism

Here is White’s (2005) argument that Permissivism leads to arbitrariness. Suppose that
you are a juror mentioned in the beginning of this paper. After rational deliberation,
you believe that Jack is guilty. However, suppose that you learn that you are in a case
that instantiates Permissivism (hereafter ‘a permissive case’) – given your evidence,
it’s rational to believe that Jack is guilty and it’s both rational to believe that Jack is
not guilty. In this case, do you have any good reason to keep your belief instead of
switching to the other belief? It seems not. Clearly, you cannot choose to keep your
belief by claiming that it’s more rational. So, if you do choose to keep your belief,
you can only do so on other grounds. For instance, you might keep your belief on
the grounds that you are more used to it, or that it makes you sleep better, or that
this is the choice you’ve made by flipping a coin (‘if the coin lands heads up, I will
keep my belief; otherwise I will switch; and I just see the coin landing heads up.’)
But these are all arbitrary (or ‘irrelevant’) considerations, and it seems irrational for
one to keep a belief on the basis of these arbitrary considerations. So, you don’t have
good reason to keep your belief, and thus it’s no longer rational for you to hold the
belief. But this means that Permissivism is unstable: once you learn that two beliefs
are both rational, it would no longer be the case that the two beliefs are both rational;
instead, it seems that suspending judgment becomes the uniquely rational attitude.

Here is a clearer formulation of the above argument:

The Arbitrariness Argument (AA)5

P1. If one learns that belief not-p is both rational as one’s own belief p, and if one
chooses to keep one’s belief, then one can only make the choice arbitrarily.
P2. For any situation, it’s irrational to hold a belief in the situation if one can only
arbitrarily choose the belief.6

Therefore,
C1. When one learns that belief not-p is both rational as one’s own belief p, it’s
irrational to believe p.
Therefore,
C2. Permissivism is unstable in some sense: one’s belief cannot survive learning that
one is in a permissive case.7

5I talk about ‘choosing’ one’s belief in this argument and in the rest of the paper to express the idea that
one’s belief can be a result of one’s rational deliberation – we can and often do engage in rational deliber-
ation on what to believe, no matter whether our beliefs are so-called ‘voluntary.’

6P2 is motivated by the following two premises:
P2a. If one can only arbitrarily choose a belief, then one can only hold the belief in an irrational
way (since any arbitrary way of choosing a belief is an irrational way).
P2b. If one can only hold a belief in an irrational way, it’s not really rational for one to hold the
belief.

(P2b is motivated by this thought: presumably, it’s rational for one to hold a belief only if one has good
reason to hold it; but how can one have good reason to hold a belief, if one can only come to hold this
belief in ways that are rationally forbidden?)

7I want to compare AA with the following alternative formulation of the arbitrariness argument in the
literature (Meacham 2014: 1207):

Qa: When one learns that two competing beliefs are both rational, it’s rational for one to arbi-
trarily choose a belief between them.
Qb. It’s never rational for one to arbitrarily choose a belief.

Therefore,
C. It’s impossible for one to learn that two competing beliefs are both rational (and thus
Permissivism is problematic).

I prefer not to use this simpler formulation, because I don’t think it’s the strongest one
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Of course, one response to AA is to simply bite the bullet and accept that one’s belief
can never survive learning that one is in a permissive case. But for Permissivists, it is
unattractive to admit that their view is unstable in this way – it’s odd that one’s rational
belief cannot survive learning a proposition that correctly states what’s rational in one’s
situation (White 2005: 450− 1). Biting the bullet is especially unattractive for those
Permissivists who think that their view has important implications for the debate on
peer disagreement – if our beliefs can never survive learning that we are in a permissive
case, then we couldn’t cite ‘we are in a permissive case’ as a reason to be steadfast when
encountering peer disagreement. So, the Permissivists in the literature have understand-
ably looked for another way out.

One influential way out is to distinguish Intra-personal Permissivism from
Inter-personal Permissivism (Kelly 2014). The former says that a body of evidence
can allow a single person to take different attitudes towards a proposition; the latter
says that it can allow different persons to take different attitudes. According to
Inter-personal Permissivists, AA threatens only Intra-personal Permissivism, for what
leads to arbitrariness is your learning that it’s rational for you to believe p and rational
for you to believe not-p.

However, it’s natural to doubt whether Inter-personal Permissivism can avoid arbi-
trariness: for any factors that allegedly allow different persons to respond differently to
the same evidence, the arbitrariness plaguing Intra-personal Permissivism would just
resurface with respect to those factors (White 2005: 452; Feldman 2007: 205−6).

To see this point, consider a prominent version of Inter-personal Permissivism,
which I call ‘Standard-Permissivism.’ It says that different persons can respond differ-
ently to the same evidence because they can adopt different epistemic standards (which
are also called ‘epistemic rules’ or ‘methods of reasoning’; see Schoenfield 2014: 199;
Meacham 2016: 472−3; Titelbaum and Kopec Forthcoming). More exactly,
Standard-Permissivism says:

Standard-Permissivism:

(A) A belief is rational just when (a1) it conforms to one’s standard and (a2) one’s
standard is a rational one;

(B) There are multiple rational standards, and different persons could adopt differ-
ent rational standards.

Here are four clarifications of Standard-Permissivism. First, following Schoenfield
(2014: 199), we can understand a standard as a function from evidence to doxastic

available to the Uniquers. This is because Permissivists can respond to it easily, by saying that
accepting Qb should force us to deny Qa. That is, they can say: “If we accept Qb, we must
think that there is something intrinsically wrong with arbitrarily choosing a belief. In another
word, there are normative constraints on the process of how one comes to hold a belief, constraints
that always forbid us to come to hold our beliefs through an arbitrary process like coin-flipping. If
so, we should deny Qa: Just because you learn that two beliefs are both rational, it doesn’t mean
that any way of coming to hold them is acceptable.” (See Meacham 2014: 1207−8.)

In contrast, the Permissivist cannot make this easy response to AA, because premise P1 doesn’t
say that learning that two beliefs are both rational makes it rational for one to choose a belief arbi-
trarily. Rather, it says that arbitrary ways to choose one’s belief are the only possible ways not ruled
out by getting the information that one is in a permissive case. And this is not saying that arbitrary
ways are thereby rational – even if they are not ruled out as irrational by the new information, they
might be ruled out as irrational by other considerations. So, accepting P2 doesn’t force us to deny
P1.
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attitudes. It’s global: for any evidential input, it outputs an entire doxastic system. A glo-
bal standard can be understood as consisting of a system of local standards, which con-
cern attitudes about a particular proposition. For instance, the following are all local
standards: <if e1, then believe p1>; <if e1, then believe −p2>; <if e2, then believe
−p1>; <if e2, then believe p2>…; Second, also following Schoenfield (2014: 200−2),
we can understand ‘one’s standard’ in this doxastic way: a standard of the form ‘if E,
believe p’ is one’s standard just in case one believes that following this standard is
most truth-conducive.8 Third, a charitable reading of (a2) in claim (A) should say
that, for a belief to be rational in an evidential situation, it’s enough that the relevant
local standard – the one recommending the belief in question as a response to the evi-
dence in question – is rational, so that one’s belief needs not be corrupted by the
irrationality of some irrelevant local standards within one’s global standards system.
For this reason, ‘standards’ will mean ‘relevant local standards’ unless otherwise stated.
Last, Standard-Permissivists can divide on what makes a standard a rational one. Some
are radical, claiming that any standard is rational as long as the global standards system
containing it is coherent; most are more modest, claiming that there are also substantial
constraints (e.g., Immodesty and the Principal Principle). This paper will focus on the
modest version.

Standard-Permissivism is popular among Permissivists because it subsumes many
versions of Permissivism. A paradigm example is Subjective Bayesianism, according
to which rational credence depends both on one’s evidence and on one’s priors. It’s
a version of Standard-Permissivism because one’s priors encode one’s epistemic stan-
dards.9 Besides, if we take one’s epistemic standards to be also reflected in one’s favorite
way of weighing evidence, epistemic values, or theoretical virtues, then
Standard-Permissivism can also subsume any version of Permissivism that takes
these factors to be the extra-evidential determinant of rationality. For this reason, I
will use Standard-Permissivism as a representative Inter-personal Permissivist position
in this paper.

With the above clarifications, let’s examine Standard-Permissivists’ response to AA.
The response is that, in a known permissive case, you can keep your belief
non-arbitrarily by claiming that your belief is uniquely singled out by your standard
(Meacham 2014; Schoenfield 2014; Simpson 2017; Titelbaum and Kopec Forthcoming).

However, this response still faces the arbitrariness worry (White 2005: 452; Feldman
2007: 205− 6). If Standard-Permissivism is true, then presumably you could learn that
you are in a standard-permissive case, a case where a competing standard is as rational
as yours. In such cases, it seems that you can only arbitrarily choose to keep your stand-
ard. Thus, it’s irrational for you to keep your standard. So, we have:

8There are other notions of ‘one’s standard.’ For instance, there is a dispositional notion: a standard ‘if E,
believe p’ is one’s standard if one has the disposition of believing p when one’s evidence is E. I choose the
doxastic notion here mainly to be charitable to Schoenfield’s claim (which will be discussed in Section 3.1
below) that one always has a reason to favor one’s standard because one can always believe that one’s stand-
ard is most truth-conducive. Thanks to a referee for pushing me to clarify the terms here.

9More precisely, standards are encoded in one’s ‘hypothetical priors’ (also known as ‘ur-priors’) as dis-
cussed by Meacham (2016), Titelbaum (Forthcoming), and other formal epistemologists. Such a priors
function doesn’t mean a credence function one has at a particular time in the past, but a credence function
one would hold if one had no evidence. One’s hypothetical priors ‘encode’ one’s standards because, if one’s
hypothetical prior Pr is such that Pr( p/e) = x, then relative to Pr, having credence x in p when one’s total
evidence is e is more expectedly accurate than having any other credence in p given the same total evidence
(see Greaves and Wallace 2006 for a proof of this result).
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The Standard Version of the Arbitrariness Argument (SAA)
P1*. When one learns that one’s own standard and a competing standard are both
rational, one can only arbitrarily choose one’s own standard instead of the compet-
ing one.10

P2*. For any situation, it’s irrational to hold a standard in that situation if one can
only arbitrarily choose the standard.
Therefore,
C1*. When one learns that one’s own standard and a competing standard are both
rational, it’s irrational to hold one’s standard.
Therefore,
C2*. Standard-Permissivism is unstable in some sense: one’s standard cannot survive
learning that one is in a standard-permissive case.

If the original AA is worrisome for Intra-personal Permissivists, then SAA should also
be worrisome for Inter-personal Permissivists like Standard-Permissivists. Indeed, some
Standard-Permissivists have anticipated this worry and have provided some responses
(Schoenfield 2014: 201; Simpson 2017). Before we get into the responses, however, I
want to make two clarifications.

First, proponents of AA apply it both to Permissivism about credence and to
Permissivism about belief (including the radical kind that allows both believing p
and believing not-p and the moderate kind that allows believing p and suspending judg-
ment.) In this paper, I will primarily focus on the radical kind of the belief version. I will
assume that my arguments – both the one about why attempts to avoid arbitrariness are
unsuccessful and the one about why Permissivists can accept arbitrariness – can be gen-
eralized to the credence version. And if the radical kind of the belief version can with-
stand the arbitrariness challenge, presumably the moderate kind can withstand the
challenge as well.

Second, what exactly is it to choose a standard, or a belief, arbitrarily? There is little
precise characterization in the current literature.11 Given White’s (2005) frequent talk of
how Permissivism leads to choosing a belief by coin-flipping, we might understand
choosing a belief arbitrarily as choosing randomly. But this understanding would be
too restrictive: if I choose a belief because I am most used to it, then I am not choosing
randomly but intuitively still arbitrarily. Besides, it doesn’t explain why premise P1
seems plausible: just because two beliefs are both rational, it doesn’t follow that one
can only choose one randomly.

So, I will use a broader characterization: a person chooses a belief or a standard arbi-
trarily just in case he chooses it according to an epistemically irrelevant property of the
belief or the standard. Paradigmatic examples of epistemically relevant properties are
those that epistemologists often work with: rational, true (or truth-conducive), justified,

10Just like we can understand ‘choosing a belief’ as ‘forming a belief by rational deliberation,’ we can
understand ‘choosing a standard’ as ‘forming a standard by rational deliberation.’

You may wonder whether a Subjective Bayesian can allow ‘choosing standards’ in the sense of forming
hypothetical priors by rational deliberation. I think the answer is positive. It’s true that one’s rational delib-
eration in forming hypothetical priors cannot proceed via conditionalization (because any application of
conditionalization can be seen as conditionalizing some hypothetical priors that already exist; that is, in
some sense, you must already have hypothetical priors in order to do conditionalization). However, the
rational deliberation can proceed through other forms of rational thinking, presumably those a priori
ones. For instance, one can reflect on the intrinsic plausibility of a priors function or its degree of internal
coherence. If one’s hypothetical priors can at least partly be a result of such rational reflection, one counts
as ‘choosing’ one’s standards. Thanks to a referee for raising doubts about ‘choosing a standard.’

11Schoenfield (Forthcoming) explains what it is for one to regard one’s belief as arbitrarily formed.
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being knowledge (or being knowledge-conducive), sensitive, safe, reasonable, manifest-
ing good epistemic dispositions, etc. And paradigmatic examples of epistemically irrele-
vant properties include: popular, familiar, sleep-conducive, and being the result of a
random-selection process like coin-flipping.

Admittedly, the above characterization is not precise: some properties are neither
clearly epistemically relevant nor clearly epistemically irrelevant. However, it accords
with our intuition that choosing a belief arbitrarily is choosing according to some ‘irrele-
vant’ considerations, and it can explain why P1 and P2 in AA at least seem plausible: P2
seems plausible because, apparently, favoring a belief on epistemically irrelevant grounds
seems problematic; P1 seems plausible because, although we can separate rationality from
other epistemically relevant properties in evaluating other people’s beliefs or standards,
it’s hard to do so from a first-personal deliberative point of view. For instance, for a per-
son who is consciously deliberating on what to believe, it’s odd to think ‘although it’s
rational for me to believe q, belief q is not true (or not reasonable, not sensitive, etc.).’
So, once you admit that two competing beliefs are both rational for you, it’s odd for
you to favor one of them by claiming that they are not equally good when it comes to
other epistemically relevant properties; that is, if you do favor one of them, you can
only do so by invoking its epistemically irrelevant properties. (Later, we will see that
some Permissivists try to block arbitrariness by rejecting this intuitive thought.)

With the above clarifications, let’s see Standard-Permissivists’ response to SAA.

3. Attempt One: standard-dependent reasons to favor our own standards

3.1. Truth-conduciveness as a standard-dependent reason

For convenience, I will use ‘a known standard-permissive case’ to refer to a case where
one learns that one’s own standard and a competing standard are both rational.

Suppose that there are two standards, R1 and R2, about what to think about certain
proposition p in response to certain body of evidence E. And

R1 says: ‘if E, believe p’;
R2 says: ‘if E, believe not-p.’

You adopt R1, but then you learn that R2 is also rational. According to premise P1*, you
can only favor your standard R1 by invoking its epistemically irrelevant properties. And
we have explained why this premise is intuitively plausible: once you admit that R2 is
also rational, it’s odd for you to claim that R1 is better when it comes to other episte-
mically relevant properties.

Now, it’s exactly this idea – that rationality necessarily goes together with other epis-
temically relevant properties from a first-personal deliberative point of view – that is
denied by an influential response to SAA. According to Schoenfield (2014: 200−2),
even if you learn that R2 is also rational, you should still think that your own standard
R1 is more truth-conducive, that is, following R1 is more likely to lead you to the truth.
The reason is that you are committed to thinking that R1 is more truth-conducive,
because thinking so is constitutive of the fact that you have R1 as your standard accord-
ing to our definition of ‘possessing a standard.’ If so, you can appeal to the following
belief as a non-arbitrary reason to favor your standard:

T = ‘Standard R1 is more truth conducive.’

It’s important to note that your belief T is standard-dependent on R1 – Since believ-
ing T is constitutive of the fact that you have R1 as your standard, you can rationally
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believe T only if you actually hold R1 as your standard. If you were to hold R2, you
would be committed constitutively to thinking that R2 is more truth-conducive.12

More generally, we have:

A standard-dependent belief
One’s belief p is dependent on a standard S if and only if: one can rationally believe p

only if one is actually holding S instead of a competing one as her own standard.

In the following sub-section, I argue that the standard-dependence of T on R1 makes
the above response to SAA viciously circular. In fact, Schoenfield (2014: 201) also
admits that some circularity is involved, although she quickly argues that the circularity
is not vicious, for reasons I will discuss below. So, in what follows, my primary task is to
explain why the circularity is indeed vicious.

3.2. Why we cannot appeal to standard-dependent beliefs

First, note that for you to invoke T as a reason to favor your standard R1, it must be
rational for you to believe T – after all, irrational beliefs cannot serve as reasons. For
Standard-Permissivists, this means that the relevant local standard – the one that deter-
mines the rationality of your belief T – must be a rational standard, since a core claim of
Standard-Permissivism is that the rationality of any belief is determined by the ration-
ality of the relevant local standard. But what’s the relevant local standard that deter-
mines the rationality of T? Answer: Your standard R1. This is because, although R1

doesn’t directly tell you to believe T, it does so indirectly given that your belief T is
standard-dependent on R1. So, if it were irrational for you to hold R1 as your standard,
it would be irrational for you to believe T.

Now, is it rational for you to hold R1 as your standard? Admittedly, we can grant
that, before you enter the known standard-permissive case – that is, before you learn
that R2 is also rational – it’s rational for you to hold R1. After all, we have stipulated
that you learn that you are in a standard-permissive case; more exactly, suppose your
learning happens at time t, our stipulation is that you learn that, at the moment right
before t, it was rational to hold R1 and also rational to hold R2. Those advocates of
SAA merely want to ask whether your standard survives as rational when you learn
at t that you are in a standard-permissive case. So, it’s unproblematic for the
Standard-Permissivist to say that, before you enter the known standard-permissive
case, it’s rational for you to hold R1 as your standard and thus it’s rational for you to
believe T.

However, in order for you to invoke T as a reason to favor your standard when you
enter the known standard-permissive case, it must still be rational for you to believe
T. This in turn requires that R1 is still a rational standard for you to hold as you
enter the case. But remember that the Standard-Permissivist’s task in addressing SAA
is exactly to explain why R1 is still a rational standard for you to hold when you
enter the known standard-permissive case (i.e., to explain why R1 can survive as a
rational standard in such a case). So, if you are a Standard-Permissivist who invokes

12Correspondingly, in the credence framework, one might try to avoid arbitrariness by saying that updat-
ing according to one’s own priors (i.e., obeying the norm of conditionalization) is a policy that maximizes
expected accuracy (Meacham 2014: 1206). This reason is priors-dependent, because conditionalization
maximizes expected accuracy only from the perspective of one’s actual priors. So, this attempt to avoid arbi-
trariness in one’s credences faces the same problem with the attempt to avoid arbitrariness in one’s beliefs
by invoking standards. See Section 3.2.
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T as a reason to favor your standard, your response to SAA would essentially look like
this:

It’s still rational for me to hold R1 as my standard when I am in the known
standard-permissive case; therefore, my belief T is still rational when I am in
the case; therefore, I have a non-arbitrary reason to favor my standard R1 in the
case; therefore, it’s still rational for me to hold R1 as my standard when I am in
the case.

This reasoning is circular and the circularity is vicious – the conclusion is directly used
as a premise. (And note that it’s a kind of belief-circularity, not what is sometimes called
‘benign rule-circularity,’ the kind of circularity involved in implicitly using a rule to
argue for the reliability of the rule. For classic discussion on the distinction, see
Alston 1986 and Bergmann 2004). So, I conclude that Standard-Permissivists should
not invoke standard-dependent beliefs like T in response to SAA.

Now, why does Schoenfield think that invoking standard-dependent beliefs wouldn’t
lead to viciously circular reasoning? She gives an anti-skepticism reason: Even when we
are not in a known standard-permissive case, we can only invoke standard-dependent
beliefs as reasons to favor our standards; if we are not allowed to do so, it would be
irrational for us to hold our standards, no matter whether we are in a known standard-
permissive case, and this will lead us to broad skepticism (Schoenfield 2014: 202).

To this way of defending the circularity, my response is two-fold. First, it’s not true
that we can only invoke standard-dependent beliefs to favor our own standards – in fact,
in the next section, I will discuss possible standard-independent reasons to favor our
own standards. To see the possibility, we need to recall that standards like R1 and R2

are merely local standards. In some cases, if I merely want to justify a particular local
standard of mine, I can appeal to beliefs that are independent of the local standard in
question, even if they might still be dependent on other local standards of mine, stan-
dards that are not called into question.

Second, even if we lack independent reason to favor a standard, we are not forced to
accept skepticism. This is because, according to a general anti-skeptical strategy (Wright
2004; Vavova 2018), the need to justify favoring our own standards arises only when we
learn that a competing standard is equally good or better in some important respects,
respects like rationality or reliability (which happens in known standard-permissive
cases). We are entitled to regard our own standards as the uniquely best unless we
have reason to think otherwise. So, for a standard like counter-induction, if we haven’t
learned that it’s also rational, we can continue to use our inductive standard without
having a positive reason to favor it.

In conclusion, on pain of viciously circular reasoning, Standard-Permissivists should
not attempt to avoid arbitrariness by claiming that we have non-arbitrary standard-
dependent reasons to favor our own standards. In light of this lesson, you might
think that Standard-Permissivists should attempt to find a non-arbitrary
standard-independent reason to favor our own standards. I turn to such attempts in
the following section.

4. Attempt Two: standard-independent reasons to favor our own standards

Again, let’s suppose that you hold standard R1 and then you learn that a competing
standard, R2, is also rational. To say that you have a non-arbitrary
standard-independent reason to favor your standard R1 is to say that there is certain
property F that meets the following conditions:
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C1: You can think that ‘only R1 has F (or that it has F to a greater degree than R2

does – this complication is omitted hereafter for simplicity).’
C2: ‘Only R has F’ is a non-arbitrary reason to favor R1; that is, F is an epistemically
relevant property (and it’s relevant in a positive way so that it’s epistemically
desirable).
C3: The belief ‘Only R1 has F’ is standard-independent of R1; that is, you could hold
this belief even if your standard were R2.

13

Now, I won’t argue for the ambitious claim that Standard-Permissivists’ attempt to
search for such property F is doomed. Rather, I will only lay out three general difficul-
ties faced by such an attempt.

The first difficulty is this: C1 and C3 would make C2 hard to meet. Given C1, F can-
not be the property ‘rational’ or any epistemically desirable property that is closely con-
nected to rationality (e.g., ‘reasonable’) – it’s odd to claim ‘although both standards are
rational, only mine is reasonable’; Given C3, F cannot be the property ‘truth-conducive’
or any epistemically desirable property that is closely connected to truth-conduciveness
(e.g., ‘reliable’) – the belief ‘Only R1 is reliable’ would not be standard-independent of
R1. But given the central place of truth and rationality in epistemology, it’s hard to see
how ‘only my standard has F’ can be a non-arbitrary reason to favor one’s standard.
Admittedly, in this paper, I haven’t given a rigorous definition of ‘an arbitrary reason’
in a choice of beliefs or standards; I’ve only said that a reason is arbitrary just when it’s
epistemically irrelevant. But this rough characterization is enough to make us worry
whether one can find a non-arbitrary reason to favor one’s own standard – presumably,
all paradigmatically epistemically relevant properties are closely connected to truth-
conduciveness or rationality in one way or another. (For instance, ‘reliability,’ ‘sensitiv-
ity,’ and ‘safety’ are arguably all closely connected to truth-conduciveness; ‘reasonable-
ness’ and ‘manifesting good epistemic dispositions’ are arguably closely connected to
rationality.)

Here is a second difficulty: C2 and C3 taken together seems inconsistent with your
being in a known standard-permissive case. More exactly, if C2 and C3 are satisfied, it’s
hard to see how you can ever learn that standard R2 is also rational. C3 says that you can
believe ‘only R1 has F’ even if your standard were R2. But if F is an epistemically desir-
able property as C2 says, then, even if your standard were R2, you can believe ‘R1 is epis-
temically better than R2 given that only it has F.’ That is, R2 is self-undermining in some
sense: a person holding R2 can believe that a particular competing standard is epistemi-
cally better. This casts doubt on whether R2 is really a rational standard.14

Here is a third difficulty: even if we have found a property F that meets the three
conditions, so that you can keep your standard non-arbitrarily by claiming that only
it has F, it’s difficult to generalize this way of avoiding arbitrariness to other known
standard-permissive cases. For there is no guarantee that a condition similar to C1

13Strictly speaking, all occurrences of the sentence ‘only R1 has F’ in the three conditions and in my
arguments that follow should be replaced by the longer, conjunctive sentence ‘only R1 has F, and it’s
not the case that only R2 has an epistemically desirable property F* that is equally important as or more
important than F.’ This is because, if you merely believe ‘only R1 has F’ without also believing the longer
sentence, it seems that you cannot rationally believe that your standard R1 is overall epistemically better
than R2 and thus you cannot rationally favor R1. But for simplicity of presentation, I run my arguments
with the shorter sentence ‘only R1 has F.’ Thanks to a referee for making me realize the issue here.

14More exactly, R2 cannot be contained in a rational standards system – a system containing R2 will vio-
late the widely accepted principle of Immodesty (which says that a rational standards system should be self-
recommending), since it will recommend believing that another system that contains R1 instead of R2 is
better.
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will hold for every rational person in a known standard-permissive case. That is, there is
no guarantee that any rational person in such a case can believe that it’s his own stand-
ard, rather than the other standard, that has this epistemically desirable property F.

To see the above difficulty more clearly, consider a candidate of standard-independent
reason that has been offered in the literature. It has been argued that one can favor one’s
own standard because it’s more ‘catered to one’s own cognitive abilities’ (Simpson 2017).
For instance, suppose that you and your friend are two detectives working on the same
criminal case. Your common evidence consists in a group of witness’s testimonies and a
group of car traces. In response to the evidence, you and your friend reach different con-
clusions as to whether the suspect is guilty. This is because you two follow different stan-
dards: your standard gives much less weight to witness’s testimonies and more weight to
car traces than your friend’s standard does. You prefer your standard because, in general,
you are not good at analyzing testimonies but very good at analyzing car traces; your
friend’s cognitive capacities might be the opposite. Given your cognitive limit, it’s better
for you not to give testimonial evidence substantial weight.

A problem with this way of avoiding arbitrariness is that it’s not generalizable, even
granting that ‘my standard is most catered to my cognitive abilities’ is a non-arbitrary rea-
son for you to favor your own standard. This is because it’s not the case that any person
who possesses the standard ‘if E, believe p’ is committed (rationally or constitutively) to
thinking that this standard is most catered to his cognitive abilities. (In contrast, as
explained above, any person who possesses the standard ‘if E, believe p’ is constitutively
committed to thinking that following ‘if E, believe p’ is most truth-conducive.) For
example, we can imagine a person whose cognitive abilities are perfect in all respects,
such that he wouldn’t find one rational standard more catered to his abilities than another
one. Given this possibility, ‘my standard is most catered to my cognitive abilities’ is not a
reason available to all rational persons in a known standard-permissive case. It’s especially
worrisome that the reason is not available to cognitively perfect agents so that such agents
couldn’t avoid arbitrariness while ordinary agents ironically can.

In conclusion, the Permissivist’s attempt to block arbitrariness in beliefs by invoking
standards is unlikely to succeed, because it’s difficult to block the arbitrariness in stan-
dards. If the Permissivist claims that we have a standard-dependent reason to favor our
own standards, then he must accept certain viciously circular reasoning. If he claims
that we have a standard-independent reason to favor our own standards, he will face
the three difficulties discussed above. Since Standard-Permissivism is a representative
Inter-personal Permissivist position, I conclude that to distinguish Inter-personal
Permissivism from Intra-personal Permissivism cannot answer AA.

In the following section, I argue that such a distinction is not necessary to answer
AA. This is because even the Intra-Personal Permissivist has a good response to AA:
he doesn’t need to block arbitrariness in beliefs, because the arbitrariness is acceptable
in a known permissive case. That is, the Intra-Personal Permissivist can reject premise
P2 in AA. (For simplicity, ‘Permissivism’ hereafter will refer to ‘Intra-Personal
Permissivism’ – I will not be concerned with Inter-Personal Permissivism because, pre-
sumably, if P2 in AA is false then P2* in SAA is also false.)

5. A more promising response: denying P2
5.1. Denying P2: arbitrary beliefs compared to arbitrary actions

So far, P2 in AA has received little attention in the literature.15 This is surprising, given
that P2 is very strong: it says that, in any situation, a belief is irrational if it can only be

15An exception is Schoenfield (Forthcoming). I explain her defense of arbitrariness in note 17. Besides,
Brueckner and Bundy (2012: 173) have mentioned in passing that a claim like P2 is contestable.
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chosen arbitrarily. Admittedly, it’s intuitive that choosing a belief arbitrarily is normally
problematic. Normally, we should only consider epistemically relevant properties. But
it’s much less intuitive that it’s never rational to choose a belief arbitrarily, not even
when we learn that the two attitudes we choose from are both rational.

In what follows, I argue that we should allow arbitrariness in beliefs in those known
belief-permissive cases. My argument consists of two steps. First, in a known action-
permissive case, it seems acceptable to choose an action arbitrarily; second, arbitrarily
choosing a belief in a known belief-permissive case is analogous to arbitrarily choosing
an action in a known action-permissive case, which means that if the latter is allowed
then the former should also be allowed. In what follows, I will defend these two claims.
Then I will answer some objections against this comparison, objections motivated by
the idea that beliefs aim at the truths.

For starters, we need to clarify what it is to choose an action arbitrarily. We have
defined choosing a belief arbitrarily as choosing according to some epistemically irrele-
vant properties of the belief. Similarly, we can define choosing an action arbitrarily as
choosing according to some practically irrelevant properties of the action, where prac-
tically relevant properties are those that practical-rationality theorists typically work
with: promoting desires-satisfaction, conforming to practical norms, being recom-
mended by an ideal advisor, etc. Again, a typical example of choosing an action arbi-
trarily is to choose randomly by flipping a coin.

Can you sometimes choose an action arbitrarily? The answer is positive. It’s true
that, normally, choosing an action arbitrarily is problematic. Normally, we should
choose actions according to their practically relevant properties. But it’s much less intui-
tive that it’s never acceptable to choose an action arbitrarily, not even when you learn
that the two competing actions you are choosing from are both rational (hereafter, I call
these cases ‘known action-permissive cases.’) For instance, when you learn that driving
home and walking home are both rational because they are equally good means to get
home, it seems that you can choose arbitrarily. Or, when you are sitting in a restaurant,
knowing that ordering steak and ordering pizza are both rational because you like them
equally well, it seems that you can choose arbitrarily.

So, it seems that you can choose an action arbitrarily in a known action-permissive
case. But this gives us a reason to think that you can choose a belief arbitrarily in a
known belief-permissive case. Suppose that I am a Permissivist because I think that
belief p is rational just in case p best explains one’s evidence and that there is no
uniquely rational way to balance virtues of an explanation – e.g., I think that prioritizing
simplicity over adequacy to data is as rational as prioritizing adequacy to data over sim-
plicity. Then suppose that I encounter two competing theories that can explain my data
equally well, one of them slightly simpler and the other slightly more adequate to data.
In this case, why cannot I choose arbitrarily between the two theories? Arbitrarily
choosing a theory is normally problematic because normally I don’t know that the
two theories I choose from explain my data equally well. But once I know that two the-
ories explain my data equally well, it doesn’t seem problematic to arbitrarily choose one.

Now, a natural way for the Uniquer to resist the above analogy between arbitrary
belief and arbitrary action is to point out a crucial difference between belief and action:
beliefs aim at the truth – when one forms a belief about p, one must aim that one
believes that p if and only if p is true. And between two opposing attitudes (believing
p and believing not-p), only one can satisfy this aim. In contrast, two opposing actions
can both satisfy the aim of action. For example, driving home and walking home can
satisfy my desire of getting home equally well.

This is a serious worry for the analogy. However, granting the truth-aim hypothesis
about belief, it’s not immediately clear how this hypothesis explains that beliefs can
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never be arbitrary even though actions sometimes can. So, in the next sub-section, I dis-
cuss three possible ways in which a Uniquer might use the truth-aim hypothesis to
mount an objection against arbitrarily choosing a belief in a known permissive case,
and I argue that the Permissivist can answer all of them satisfactorily.

5.2. Three objections

Objection 1: An arbitrary belief-forming process is not reliable. The first objection to
arbitrarily choosing a belief is simple: Insofar as beliefs aim at the truths, rationality
requires reliability. That is, a rational belief-forming process must be reliable. But arbi-
trarily choosing a belief is not a reliable belief-forming process. For instance, if you
choose your belief by flipping a fair coin, there is only 50% chance that you would
end up with a true belief: if p is true, you have 50% chance to get the truth because
you have 50% chance to believe p; the same holds if not-p is true. Since arbitrarily
choosing a belief is not a rational process, a belief chosen arbitrarily is irrational.

Response: This objection assumes that a rational belief-forming process must be reli-
able. This assumption is problematic because it begs the question against Permissivism.
Here is why.

Suppose you have evidence E and you are deliberating whether to believe p or to
believe not-p. If you believe p, it’s natural to interpret your belief-forming process as
‘believing p-like propositions on the basis of E-like evidence’; and if you believe not-p,
it’s natural to interpret your belief-forming process as ‘believing not-p-like propositions
on the basis of E-like evidence’ (where ‘not-p-like propositions’ are propositions of the
same type with not-p). But these two processes cannot both be reliable. If the former pro-
cess is reliable, it means that, in most cases in which E-like evidence obtains, a p-like
proposition is true. If so, it cannot also be the case that, in most cases in which E-like
evidence obtains, a not-p-like proposition is true. That is, it cannot be the case that the
latter process is also reliable. Therefore, two competing processes with the same evidence
as inputs cannot both be reliable. Thus, assuming that a rational belief-forming process
must be reliable will imply that two competing beliefs in response to the same evidence
couldn’t be both rationally produced. If so, Permissivism should be rejected directly, even
if there is no fancy argument from arbitrariness.16

It’s worth noting that the assumption that reliability is necessary for rationality pre-
sumably underlies White’s ‘quick-and-dirty’ argument against Permissivism (2005:
447). The argument says that Permissivism must be false because, first, one’s belief p
is rational given one’s total evidence E just in case E supports p, and second, it cannot
be the case that E both supports p and supports not-p. White doesn’t say much about
the second premise. A reasonable guess is that this premise is motivated by the assump-
tion that E supports p only if the objective probability of p given E is high – it’s natural
to think that the same evidence cannot make two competing beliefs both objectively
likely to be true. If this guess is correct, then it’s no wonder that Permissivists have

16Note that the point in this paragraph assumes that, for a Uniquer who thinks that reliability is necessary
for rationality, belief-forming processes should be individuated in a way such that a process’s input consists in
one’s evidential states, a way defended by Comesaña (2010). That is, if a person believes p in response to his
evidence E, his belief-forming process is ‘believing p-like propositions on the basis of E-like evidence,’ not
some evidence-insensitive mechanism like clairvoyance. This way of individuation is not only plausible but
also congenial to a Uniquer who thinks that reliability is necessary for rationality – Uniquers are also eviden-
tialists, so a Uniquer who thinks that reliability is necessary for rationality must be an evidentialist reliabilist
and, as far as I can see, the best way to be an evidentialist reliabilist is the one defended by Comesana (2010).

For further discussion of how the debate on Permissivism connects to the debate on epistemic external-
ism, see Ballantyne and Coffman (2011).
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quickly resisted this ‘quick-and-dirty’ argument, claiming that it’s question-begging in
assuming a notion of evidential support that the Permissivists won’t accept (Kelly 2014:
308). That is, when the Permissivist claims that the same evidence can support a pair of
competing beliefs, what he is saying is not that the same evidence can make two com-
peting beliefs both objectively likely to be true, but that the same evidence can make one
belief likely to be true from some rational subjective perspective and make the other
belief likely to be true from another rational subjective perspective.

Objection 2: You often have good reason to think that an arbitrary belief-forming pro-
cess is unreliable. We have seen that posing an externalist criterion such as reliability on
rationality would beg the question against Permissivism. Motivated by this thought, a
Uniquer might revise his objection into a more internalist-friendly one. He can say
that, an arbitrary belief-forming process is problematic not because it’s in fact unreliable
but because you have reason to think it’s unreliable – after all, it’s very easy to know that
a belief-forming process like coin-flipping is unreliable. So, the objection is that, for a
belief-forming process to be rational, you must lack reason to think that it’s unreliable,
and this necessary condition is not satisfied by an arbitrary belief-forming process.17

Response: This objection is better than the last one, since posing ‘lacking a reason to
think that the process is unreliable’ as a necessary condition of a rational process
wouldn’t beg the question against Permissivism. Presumably, two competing processes
can both satisfy this necessary condition – you might lack reason to think that a process
that produces belief p given E is unreliable and also lack reason to think that a process
that produces belief not-p given E is unreliable, even though you know that one of the
two processes is unreliable (compare: you might lack reason to think that belief p is false
and also lack reason to think that belief not-p is false, even though you know that one of
the two beliefs is false). However, the Permissivist has a good answer to this objection.

For starters, is ‘lacking reason to think that the process is unreliable’ a plausible
necessary condition of a rational process? It’s tempting to answer ‘yes,’ and it’s natural
to explain this answer by appealing to defeat: reason to think that a process is unreliable
defeats the rationality of beliefs produced by the process. However, this explanation
should be qualified: reason to regard a process as unreliable is not in itself a defeater;
it’s a defeater only coupled with a reason to think that an alternative process is more reli-
able. Suppose you originally rationally believe p. Then an epistemological oracle tells you
‘your belief-forming process is unreliable, but alternative belief-forming processes –
including those that would produce suspending judgment in your situation – are no

17Schoenfield (Forthcoming) has discussed a similar objection against arbitrarily choosing a belief in a
credence framework, a framework where belief is reduced to a high credence, say, a credence higher than
0.5. The objection is that if a person initially lacks a belief about p, then his prior credence in p is 0.5. But if
our measure of accuracy is ‘strictly proper,’ the objection continues, then relative to this prior, the proced-
ure of arbitrarily choosing a belief has less expected accuracy than staying 0.5 and is thus irrational.

In response, Schoenfield (Forthcoming) points out that a person’s initial state of lacking a belief can also
be represented as an imprecise prior ‘lacking an opinion,’ a state in which the person is not more confident
in p than in not-p, not more confident in not-p than in p, and is also not 0.5 confident in p. She then argues
that there is no reason to think that, relative to this imprecise prior, arbitrarily choosing a belief is less
expectedly accurate than keeping lacking an opinion.

Now, if belief is reducible to a high credence, then the Uniquer can put his objection against arbitrari-
ness in the above way as ‘arbitrarily choosing a belief doesn’t maximize expected accuracy,’ and the
Permissivist can respond to this objection by relying on Schoenfield’s strategy. But if we don’t make this
assumption about belief-credence connection, the Uniquer must look for alternative ways to formulate
his objection and the Permissivist correspondingly must look for alternative responses. My discussion of
Objection 2 provides a way of seeing how the debate might go if we don’t assume the belief-credence
connection.
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better.’ That is, the oracle merely tells you that your process is unreliable, without telling
you that an alternative process is more reliable. It seems that, in this case, you can ration-
ally keep your belief p – after all, you have no reason think that changing it to believing
not-p or to suspending judgment would better serve your truth goal.

So, for reason to regard a process as unreliable to make the process irrational, you
must have reason to think that an alternative process is more reliable. This point can
explain why arbitrarily choosing a belief is normally problematic. For normally, arbi-
trarily choosing a belief means choosing a belief without examining one’s evidence,
and we do have reason to think that an alternative process – for example, forming
beliefs by carefully examining evidence – is more reliable than arbitrarily choosing a
belief without examining evidence. But the question is whether this is also true for arbi-
trary choices in a known permissive case. Suppose that, after carefully examining your
evidence about p, you find that the evidence both makes belief p rational and makes
belief not-p rational (because, say, the two competing theories can explain your data
equally well). Do you have reason to think that there is a belief-forming process that
is more reliable than the process of arbitrarily choosing a belief? Since the only non-
arbitrary belief-forming process in this case would be one that produces suspending
judgment, our question becomes this: Do you have reason to think that the process
that produces suspending judgment in a known permissive case is more reliable than
arbitrarily choosing a belief in the case?

Answering this question would be tricky, because it’s unclear what makes a process
of the form ‘if C( p), suspend judgment on p’ reliable. We cannot say that its reliability is
determined by the truth ratio, given that its outputs don’t have truth-values. However,
since suspending judgment is a way of balancing the benefit of a true belief with the risk
of a false belief, a natural way of defining the reliability of such a process is to appeal to
epistemic decision theory – although suspending judgment doesn’t have truth-values, it
can figure in epistemic-utility ranking in which it’s worse than a true belief but better
than a false belief. So, we can say that this process is more reliable than a competing
process if it’s more epistemic-utility conducive, that is, if it tends to produce attitudes
with greater epistemic utility. If so, then our question in the last paragraph becomes
this: Do you have reason to think that the process that produces suspending judgment
in a known permissive case is more epistemic-utility conducive than an arbitrary pro-
cess is?

The Permissivist can answer this question negatively. He can say that, there are
plausible measures of epistemic utility that imply that processes producing suspending
judgment in a known permissive case are not more epistemic-utility conducive than an
arbitrary process. Just consider a measure that values truths and falsehoods symmetric-
ally – that is, a measure that says that a true belief is better than suspending judgment to
the same degree in which suspending judgment is better than a false belief. For example,
consider a measure U that has U(True Belief) = 1, U(Suspension) = 0, and U(False
Belief) =−1. Then a process of the form ‘If C( p), suspend judgment on p’ would
produce 0 utility on average in C-like situations, while a process of the form ‘if C( p),
arbitrarily pick a belief about p’ would also produce 0 utility on average in C-like situa-
tions (for 50% times it produces 1 and for another 50% times it produces −1). If this
symmetric measure is plausible,18 the Permissivist can conclude that there is no reason

18In practical life, people often value avoiding falsehoods more than getting truths. This might be due to
the fact that the practical cost of having a false belief often exceeds the practical cost of merely missing out
on a true belief (i.e., the practical cost of suspending judgment). For example, a doctor who has a false belief
about the position of a patient’s tumor will cause an unsuccessful surgery, whereas a doctor who suspends
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to think that the process that produces suspending judgment in a known permissive
case is more epistemic-utility conducive.

In conclusion, it’s true that arbitrarily choosing a belief is normally problematic,
because we normally have reason to think that an alternative process such as forming
beliefs by examining evidence is more reliable. But in a known permissive case, you
know that examining evidence can only take you so far, so that if you don’t choose a
belief arbitrarily, you will have to suspend judgment. And since you have no reason
to think that suspending judgment better serves your epistemic goal (at least according
to some plausible epistemic-utility measures), it’s not irrational for you to choose a
belief arbitrarily in a known permissive case.

Objection 3: An arbitrarily chosen belief allows you to make an instrumentally
irrational plan about your future beliefs. So, the Uniquer’s first two objections to arbi-
trarily choosing a belief in a known permissive case can be answered. I now turn to the
third possible objection, which I think is the most serious one. A distinctive feature of
this objection is that it specifically aims to explain why it’s irrational to arbitrarily
choose a belief in a known permissive case. Here is the basic idea.19

First, given the truth-aim hypothesis, whenever you form a belief, you aim to form a
true belief. But this implies that, once you believe that p, you should ‘bind’ yourself to
continue to hold this belief at those future moments with no new evidence about p.
That is, if you believe that p, then you shouldn’t plan to change this belief at those future
moments when you don’t gain new evidence, on pain of instrumental irrationality. Given
that you aim at the truth, it would be instrumentally irrational of you to plan to change
your belief without new evidence: from your current point of view according to which p
is true, you would be changing your belief into a false one.20

But the problem is that, if arbitrarily choosing a belief in a known belief-permissive
case were (epistemically) rational, you would be allowed to be in the above instrumen-
tally irrational mental state. To see why, consider this example. Suppose that, at t0, I
learn that it’s both rational to believe that (r) it’s going to rain and rational to believe
not-r, and I arbitrarily choose the former. Now, suppose that, at a later moment t1, I
face a choice about whether to keep belief r, and I haven’t gained any new evidence
about the weather. As I am deliberating at t1, I remember that I arbitrarily chose at
t0 to believe r. Assuming that my goal at t1 is to hold a true belief about the weather,
am I required to keep believing r? It seems not. After all, according to my memory,
my earlier choice was made quite arbitrarily (say, by flipping a coin), so that remember-
ing what this arbitrary choice was doesn’t give me any evidence that the chosen belief is
more likely to be true. If so, why let this earlier arbitrary choice constrain my current
choice on whether to believe r? But this means that, at t0, I can foresee that my future
belief-formation at t1 is not constrained by my current arbitrary belief-choice at t0.
Then, at t0, I can plan to change my belief at t1 – If you foresee that an action is rational

judgment will merely cause the surgery to be delayed for some time. However, the fact that in practical life
we tend to focus more on avoiding falsehoods doesn’t mean that the intrinsic, or the epistemic, disvalue of
falsehoods exceeds the epistemic value of truths. Also see Steinberger (Forthcoming), who argues that there
are no purely epistemic considerations (or ‘accuracy-based considerations’ in his own terms) for the claim
that the epistemic disvalue of falsehoods exceeds the epistemic value of truths.

19The basic idea is inspired by Greco and Hedden’s discussion on whether Permissivism can account for
the role of rationality in planning (2016: 382−4). However, it’s different enough from their original argu-
ment, such that a convincing criticism of their argument doesn’t apply to it. See note 21 below.

20This raises an interesting question of whether you can plan to change your belief at those future
moments when you do gain new evidence about p. The question is the well-known ‘dogmatism puzzle.’
Here, I assume that a good solution to this puzzle doesn’t need to deny the point in this paragraph.
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at a future moment with no new evidence, then it seems that you are allowed to plan to
do it at that future moment.

In conclusion, here is the objection:

(Q1) Given the truth-aim hypothesis, it’s instrumentally irrational for you to [believe
p while planning to change this belief at a future moment with no new evidence].
(Q2) If arbitrarily choosing a belief in a known belief-permissive case were epistemi-
cally rational, you would be allowed to [believe p while planning to change this belief
at a future moment with no new evidence].
Therefore,
(Q3) Arbitrarily choosing a belief in a known belief-permissive case is epistemically
irrational – presumably, being epistemically rational won’t lead one to being instru-
mentally irrational, when one’s aim is the truth in question.21

This argument can explain how actions are dissimilar with beliefs in a way such that the
former can sometimes be arbitrary but the latter cannot – premise Q1 cannot be
extended to action. To illustrate, suppose that I am deliberating on whether to order
pizza or to order steak for today’s lunch, knowing that I like the two kinds of meals
equally well. And suppose that I arbitrarily pick pizza. Given my choice this time, is
it instrumentally irrational if I plan to order steak next time when I face the same deci-
sion problem in the same situation? The answer is clearly negative. Knowing that I like
steak equally well, it’s instrumentally rational to order pizza this time while planning to
order steak next time. So, unlike the case of belief, arbitrarily choosing an action in a
known action-permissive case won’t lead one to instrumental irrationality.

Response: First, in principle, a Permissivist could resist Q2 of the above argument by
citing norms of diachronic coherence (such as conditionalization) – planning to change
belief without new evidence is planning to violate such norms and thus planning to be
irrational. However, I won’t take this line of response here, because I agree with a lot of
scholars that norms of diachronic coherence are not intrinsically normative; so, I don’t
think that such norms are binding in every case. Particularly, I find it hard to explain
why such norms are binding in those cases where one knows that one’s earlier beliefs
are arbitrary.22 But if there are cases where one can rationally be diachronically incoher-
ent, it’s hard to explain what’s wrong with planning to be diachronically incoherent in
those cases. One might think that a plausible explanation involves instrumental ration-
ality – it seems instrumentally irrational to plan to change belief without new evidence.
And this is exactly what premise Q1 says. Therefore, my following discussion primarily
focuses on resisting Q1.

23

Although Q1 looks plausible, it should be rejected. It’s not always instrumentally
irrational to plan to change belief without new evidence, even though you now think
that this plan would lead you to a false belief. More specifically, it’s not instrumentally
irrational to plan for a belief change in known permissive cases.

21Meacham (2019: note 22) has criticized (convincingly in my opinion) Greco and Hedden’s argument
that Permissivist’s rationality is unsuitable for planning. However, as far as I can see, his criticism doesn’t
threaten the argument from Q1 to Q3. First, the argument from Q1 to Q3 doesn’t have the problem of ‘mis-
matching deontic operators.’ Second, it doesn’t presuppose ‘Evidential Inputs,’ because it could be easily
adapted into an argument about arbitrarily choosing a standard in a known standard-permissive case.
The plan would be a plan to change standards in the future.

22For a list of scholars who have argued that norms of diachronic coherence are not intrinsically nor-
mative, see Greco and Hedden (2016: note 40).

23Thanks to a referee for urging me to explain why I concede Q2.
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My reason for making the above exception to Q1 is inspired by the recent debate on
‘transformative experience.’ (See Paul 2014, 2015; Pettigrew 2015.) A crucial feature of a
piece of transformative experience is that undergoing this experience will ‘transform’
you in the sense that it will change your values.24 A typical example discussed in the
literature is the experience of having a child. When you don’t have a child, you
might not like having a child because you value career more than family, but when
you become a parent, you probably will value family more than career.

Due to this feature, it’s an interesting question as to whether it’s instrumentally
rational to plan to undergo a transformative experience. Suppose that you don’t have
a child now, and currently you hate having a child, but you also know that you will
value the opposite once you have a child. Is it rational for you to plan to have a
child? At first thought, this plan seems irrational: given your current value that ‘career
is more important than family,’ carrying out the plan would lead you to a ‘bad’ value.
But this plan would not be irrational if it’s viewed from the valuative point of view that
you would adopt once you carry out the plan. From that future point of view, the cur-
rent plan to have a child is a very wise one. And as Pettigrew (2015) has argued, it’s
unclear why you should assess actions from your current point of view as opposed to
that future point of view; in other words, it’s unclear why instrumental rationality
must always focus more on your current value-satisfaction than on your future value-
satisfaction. So, if we want to accommodate our intuition that a decision to undergo
transformative experience is sometimes instrumentally rational, or at least sometimes
not instrumentally irrational, we should say that it’s sometimes not instrumentally
irrational to adopt a plan that would lead to a ‘bad’ value from your current valuative
point of view.

Now, we can see why Q1 doesn’t apply to known belief-permissive cases. When you
have arbitrarily chosen a belief from two both rational ones, the decision about whether
to keep this belief in the future is similar to a decision about whether to undergo a cer-
tain transformative experience; The only difference is that what’s being transformed is
not your value but your belief. So, just like it’s not instrumentally irrational to plan to
undergo a transformative experience, it’s not instrumentally irrational to plan to change
your belief. It’s true that, if you rationally believe p, you would rationally believe that the
best way to hold a true belief about p in the future is to keep belief p unless you get new
evidence. But you hold this means-end belief only because you are viewing the world
from your current point of view according to which p is true. Once you carry out the
plan to change your belief, you will take an opposite point of view according to
which not-p is true. And once you take that point of view (which you now think is a
both rational point of view), you will rationally regard your original means-end belief
as false: you would think that the best way to hold a true belief about p at the moment
is to believe not-p. More importantly, just like instrumental rationality shouldn’t always
give priority to our current values in those cases involving a transformative experience,
it shouldn’t always give priority to our current beliefs in those known permissive cases.
Especially, in those cases, you cannot decide to favor your current point of view over
your future one by citing the reason ‘of course I should view the world and make
plans according to my current belief and my current value – my future opposite belief
is false and my future opposite value is bad!’ If you think so, you are already favoring
your current point of view over your future one.

24Another crucial feature is that you don’t know what undergoing this experience is like unless you’ve
had this experience. This feature is not relevant to the discussion in this section, so I will omit it.
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So, here is the lesson: Q1 doesn’t apply in known permissive cases. Q1 assumes that
we should always favor our current point of view in order to be instrumentally rational,
but it’s unclear why we should do so in known permissive cases.

This lesson also allows us to see what goes wrong in the following objection against my
resistance of Q1. According to the objection, it’s inappropriate to compare change of belief
to change of value, because correct values can be ‘objectively pluralistic.’ That is, although
relative to a certain valuative point of view, an opposite value would be bad, there is no inde-
pendent, orobjective, criterion bywhichwe can saywhich value is ‘objectively better’; In con-
trast, two opposite beliefs can never be both ‘objectively correct’ in the sense of satisfying the
independent criterion of truth, even if they can be equally good in respects like rationality.

This objection is misguided. It’s true that two opposite beliefs can never be both
objectively correct, so that if my future belief conflicts with my current one, one of
the beliefs must be ‘incorrect.’ But this doesn’t give me a reason to favor my current
belief. After all, from an objective, independent, point of view – a perspective abstract-
ing away from my current belief – I don’t have reason to think that my current belief is
more likely to be true than my future belief. And since the purpose of the above com-
parison between change of belief and change of value is merely to show that we don’t
need to always favor our current point of view, the comparison should not be resisted
on the grounds that correct values are sometimes pluralistic but correct beliefs are not.

To conclude, arbitrarily choosing a belief in a known belief-permissive case doesn’t
lead to instrumental irrationality relative to the truth aim. So, the third objection against
arbitrarily choosing a belief in a known permissive case also fails. Absent other possible
objections, I conclude that the analogy between arbitrary beliefs and arbitrary actions is
a good one: both are normally problematic, but both are not problematic when one
knows that the two options one chooses from are both rational.

6. Conclusion

In this paper, I have argued that current attempts to avoid arbitrariness are unlikely to
succeed. I have used Standard-Permissivism as a representative to explain why this is
the case. Appealing to standard-dependent reasons to avoid arbitrariness would engage
in viciously circular reasoning, and appealing to standard-independent reasons to avoid
arbitrariness would face several difficulties. Then I have argued that a better response to
AA is to simply accept the arbitrariness in known permissive cases. Once we find that
arbitrariness is not problematic in the case of actions and that there is no good reason to
reject the analogy on the grounds that beliefs aim at the truth, we can think that the
arbitrariness resulted by Permissivism is actually not problematic. In conclusion, we
should not dislike Permissivism on the grounds that it leads to arbitrariness.25
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