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THE TRUTH PROBLEM FOR PERMISSIVISM*

pistemologists often assume that if rationality is worth pursuing,
it must bear some sort of connection to the truth. What exactly
this connection amounts to is mysterious, but the thought that
there must besuch a connection seems to limit our theory of rationality
in various ways. For instance, a classic objection to coherentism is that
the view seemingly has no safeguards against rational believers who get
things very wrong—so, one might think, the demand for a truth-
connection favors externalist views over internalist views. In formal
epistemology, various understandings of the truth-connection have
been used to argue for formal norms such as probabilism and con-
ditionalization. This paper will examine the truth problem as it relates
to pefmissivism.] If rationality is a guide to the truth, can it also allow
some leeway in how we should respond to our evidence?
In the first half of the paper I will look at a particular strategy for
connecting permissive rationality and the truth, developed in a recent

*Many thanks to David Christensen, Elizabeth Harman, Hilary Kornblith, Matt
Mandelkern, Miriam Schoenfield, Henry Swift, and audiences at the University of Tor-
onto, Fordham University, SWIP-Analytic, and UT Austin for valuable discussion and
suggestions. I would also like to thank two anonymous referees for their helpful and
extensive comments.

' The relationship between permissivism and the truth-connection has been discussed
in a few recent papers. See Sophie Horowitz, “Immoderately Rational,” Philosophical
Studies, cLxv11, 41 (January 2014): 41-56; Benjamin Anders Levinstein, “Permissive Ra-
tionality and Sensitivity,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, Xc1v, 2 (March 2017):
342-70; Sinan Dogramaci and Sophie Horowitz, “An Argument for Uniqueness About
Evidential Support,” Philosophical Issues, xxv1, 1 (October 2016): 130-47; Daniel Greco
and Brian Hedden, “Uniqueness and Metaepistemology,” this JOURNAL, cX111, 8 (August
2016): 365-95; and Miriam Schoenfield, “Permissivism and the Value of Rationality: A
Challenge to the Uniqueness Thesis,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research (2018).
Roger White discusses some related issues; see Roger White, “Epistemic Permissiveness,”
Philosophical Perspectives, X1x, 1 (December 2005): 445-59. This paper will most closely
engage with the arguments in Schoenfield, “Permissivism and the Value of Rationality,”
op. cit., and Horowitz, “Immoderately Rational,” op. cit.
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paper by Miriam Schoenfield. This strategy says (roughly) that there
are limits on what we regard as rational, and therefore there are also
limits on the extent to which we should regard rationality as leading to
the truth. However, Schoenfield argues, there is a sense in which
permissivism can deliver a truth-connection. 1 will argue that this
limited truth-connection is unsatisfying, and the version of permissiv-
ism-that supports it faces serious challenges; so, for mainstream per-
missivism, the truth problem is still unsolved. In the second half of the
paper T will look at a strategy available to impermissivists, according to
which rationality bears a quite strong connection to truth. I will argue
that this second strategy is successful.
I. PERMISSIVISM AND TRUTH

Permissivism, as 1 will understand it, is roughly the view that there can
be rational disagreements on the basis of a single body of evidence.
According to impermissivism (also called “Uniqueness”™), this is not
possible: there can be no reasonable disagreements without differences
in evidence. I will define impermissivism more precisely as follows:

ImpeeErMISSIVISM: For any body of evidence £ and proposition 7, there is
at most one doxastic attitude toward Pthat is consistent with being ideally
rational and having £ as one’s total evidence.,

Permissivism, then, is the view that impermissivism is false: sometimes,
multiple doxastic attitudes toward P are consistent with being ideally
rational and having £ as one’s evidence.”

OF course, no plausible theory of rationality can guarantee a truth-
connection. Evidence is sometimes misleading, and rational beliefs are
sometimes false. The arguments I will focus on each set their sights a
bitlower, claiming that we should defeasibly expect rationality (according
o some given theory) to lead us to the truth. In this section I will
mtroduce one attempt to show how, given a certain permissive notion
ol rationality, we can expect rationality to give us accurate beliefs.

Fhe permissivist argument I will examine starts with a thought
commonly taken to motivate permissivism: that rationality only takes us
so far. In some circumstances, rationality recommends one belief state

Various participants in the literature understand “permissivism” and “impermissiv-
s insubily different ways. The definition I will use here is based on Schoenfield’s
definition (see Schoenfield, “Permissivism and the Value of Rationality,” op. cit.) with one
difference. Where Schoenfield defines impermissivism as always requiring a unique
doxastic atttude toward any proposition, my definition leaves it open that for some
propositions, no doxastic attitude is ideally rational. For discussion of the differences
hetween vanous forms of permissivism and impermissivism, see Matthew Kopec and
Michael Tuelbaum, “The Uniqueness Thesis,™ Philosophy Compass, N1, 1 \pul 2016)
159200
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or another, but in other circumstances it does not. If rationality only
takes us so far, it can only take us so far toward anything, including the
truth. So, someone might endorse the following rough picture of how
rationality is connected to truth:

PERMISSIVIST ARGUMENT (VERY ROUGH PASS): Sometimes, rationality tells us
what to believe. In those circumstances we should expect that it is pointing us
to the truth. But other circumstances are beyond the scope of the rational
rules, and so, rationality does not tell us what to believe. We should therefore
endorse the following sort of connection between rationality and truth: In-
sofar as it points anywhere, rationality points to the truth.

To defend this permissivist argument, one must give support for the
following two claims:

CLAIM 1: When rationality tells us what to believe, usually what it tells us to
believe is true.

CramM 2: Rationality often does not tell us what to believe.

The first claim is about the truth-connection itself; the second is one
way of stating permissivism. (I am using “belief” here to include cre-
dences as well. One could reformulate Claims 1 and 2 to be about
credences and accuracy rather than belief and truth.) To see how one
might support both claims together, let us turn to the picture de-
veloped recently by Schoenfield. In the next section I will evaluate t.his
general permissivist strategy, as well as Schoenfield’s more specific
version of it. J

Schoenfield’s defense of these two claims can be broken down into
three pieces. Together I will call them the “Endorsement Argument.”
(What follows is my reconstruction of her argument.) The first piece is
a purported data point, which is that we (meaning, literally, you and I)
endorse certain belief-forming rules.” These might include logical
rules like modus ponens, or more substantive rules such as “trust your
perception,” “reason inductively rather than counterinductively,” and
so on. (It does not matter what the rules are, as long as there are
some.) To “endorse” these rules, in the relevant sense, is to regard
them as truth-conducive: these rules are what we prefer from an
accuracy-seeking perspective. (Throughout, I will use “accuracy” to
denote closeness to the truth, and sometimes switch between talk of

3Schoenfield calls these “cognitive properties.” She specifies that they must be
“specifiable in purely descriptive language” and that they must “[supervene] on t%le
agent’s non-factive mental states” (Schoenfield, “Permissivism and the Value of Ratio-
nality,” op. cit, p. 3). The point of these requirements is to make sure th:at rules like
“believe rationally” and “believe truly” do not count. Cognitive properties include spe-
cific attitudes as well as belief-forming rules or methods.
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accuracy and talk of truth.) Note that endorsement is a feature of our
preferences; it need not be conscious or explicit.*

The second piece is another purported data point: that the rules we
endorse are not exhaustive. Instead, they sometimes do not yield any
answer about what to believe. For example, Schoenfield asks: what is
your credence that it will rain in Honolulu next New Year’s Day?
Plausibly, she argues, you have no precise credence here, and there is
also no credence that you think would be particularly accurate or
truth-conducive. This means that the rain-in-Honolulu case is per-
missive: many possible attitudes toward rain-in-Honolulu are compat-
ible with following the rules you endorse.

The last piece of the Endorsement Argument associates endorsing
with regarding as rational. On this view, what you judge to be rational is
Jjust what you judge to be compatible with all the belief states and
belief-forming rules that you endorse. Seeing endorsement and ra-
tionality judgments as closely connected fits nicely with certain meta-
epistemological views, such as expressivism. Although Schoenfield
does not explicitly defend taking this step, it is strongly suggested at the
end of her paper. (More precisely, she argues that we would not want
to make rationality judgments that go beyond endorsement—that is,
we would not want to judge something to be uniquely rational without
also endorsing it.) Since I am primarily interested in the general
permissive strategy that holds Claims 1 and 2, from above, I will focus
on wha[.we might say if we associate endorsement with regarding as
rational.’

If we put together the three pieces above, we can support Claims 1
and 2. It is easy to see how we get Claim 1. If the epistemic rules and
belief states that we regard as rational just are those we regard as truth-
conducive—or compatible with the epistemic rules and belief states
that we regard as truth-conducive—then of course we should hold that
rationality tends to lead to the truth. Claim 2 is straightforward as
well: rationality does not always tell us what to believe simply because
the rules we endorse do not extend to all cases. For example, these
rules deliver no judgment about how likely it is to rain in Honolulu on

Y We'll say that an agent endorses a set of cognitive properties, C, if she prefers, when her
only gua[ is accuracy, any cognitive system that instantiates all of the properties in C, to a
('ognlli\'c system that lacks some of these properties.” (/bid., p. 3.)

'Note that this is not the view that whatever we endorse is rational. Schoenfield draws
an analogy with expressivism here: for an expressivist, having some moral judgment
entails having some other attitude, such as approval or disapproval. However, Schoen-
field points out, “[T]he expressivist is not a relativist” (ibid., p. 4). Schoenfield's aim is
therefore to bring out some features of what we endorse, and what we judge to be
rational, rather than to draw direct conelusions about mtlonality (self,
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such-and-such future date. This appears to give us what we were after: a
connection between permissive rationality and truth.

II. TWO OBJECTIONS AND A QUESTION FOR THE PERMISSIVIST ARGUMENT

The strategy outlined above seems promising. However, as we will see,
it is not the good news for permissivism that it might appear to be. The
connection between rationality and truth is relatively weak—meaning
that while rationality and truth are conceptually linked, on this view,
rational agents should not think that rationality is always better than
irrationality for the purposes of getting to the truth. More worryingly,
the truth-connection offered by this argument is only available to a
narrow class of permissive views, which are independently unattractive.
These two limitations, which I will discuss in sections II.1 and I1.2,
stem from a common source: the fact that holding some doxastic atti-
tude necessarily involves regarding that attitude as more accurate than
the alternatives. (Believing that Pinvolves regarding Pas true; it would
therefore be incoherent for someone to believe P but also regard the
belief that ~P as more accurate than the belief that P.) This thesis,
called “Immodesty,” is widely held by epistemologists (including
Schoenfield, in situations in which our credences are precise“); formal
epistemologists often take Immodesty as a constraint on acceptable
accounts of accuracy. Immodesty can help explain why, for example, a
rational agent with .6 credence in P will prefer to stay at her .6 cre-
dence (absent new evidence) rather than switch to a different cre-
dence. Extending this thought beyond an agent’s cirrent credences to
her epistemic rules or plans, rational agents will also expect their re-
sponses to various bodies of evidence (assuming those conform to
their plans) to maximize expected accuracy, given the evidence.”

° Ibid., pp- 45,9, and 11 (note 16). Though she does not use the term “Immodesty,”
Schoenfield discusses, with approval, the idea that someone who adopts a certain dox-
astic attitude should regard that attitude as optimal with regard to accuracy. In an earlier
paper, Schoenfield appeals to Immodesty more directly. (Miriam Schoenfield, “Per-
mission to Believe: Why Permissivism Is True and What It Tells Us About Irrelevant
Influences on Belief,” Noiis, xrviir, 2 (June 2014): 193-218.) In cases of imprecise or
“mushy” credences, Schoenfield has argued that Immodesty does not hold. (Miriam
Schoenfield, “The Accuracy and Rationality of Imprecise Credences,” Nois, L1, 4 (De-
cember 2017): 667-85.) My focus here will be in applying Schoenfield’s more recent
proposal (in Schoenfield, “Permissivism and the Value of Rationality,” op. ciL.) to possible
permissive situations in which we do have precise credences. I discuss this further at the
end of this subsection.

7T will not defend Immodesty here for reasons of space, but for further discussion of
Immodesty in this context, see Horowitz, “lmmoderately Rational,” op. cit. Immodesty is
typically accepted in the literature on epistemic utility theory. See, for example, James M.
Joyce, “Accuracy and Coherence: Prospects for an Alethic Epistemology of Partial Be-
lief,” in Franz Huber and Christoph Schmidt-Petri, eds., Degrees of Belief (Dordrecht, the
Netherlands: Springer, 2009), pp. 263-97; Hilary Greaves and David Wallace, “Justifying
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Because of Immodesty, notice that a rational agent will take just one
attitude toward a given proposition (her own attitude) to be the best in
terms of accuracy. And this means she will only “endorse” one attitude,
in Schoenfield’s sense. Insofar as she regards other attitudes as more
or less accurate, she will give better marks to attitudes that are closer to
her own. (For example, if her credence in Pis .6, then she will regard a
credence of .61 as more accurate than a credence of .7.) These im-
plications of Immodesty will make trouble for the Endorsement Ar-
gument, both in articulating a strong connection between rationality
and truth, and in accommodating “acknowledged permissive cases.“/

Before proceeding, let me make a note about my focus here. [ am
interested in cases where agents have precise credences in response to a
permissive body of evidence. In taking this focus I am departing
somewhat from Schoenfield’s discussion, which for the most part fo-
cuses on cases in which we have either imprecise credences or no
credences at all in response to a permissive body of evidence. How-
ever, Schoenfield does not rule out the possibility that we will some-
times hold precise credences in permissive cases." More importantly,
other permissivist epistemologists typically focus on cases in which wf
have precise credences. For instance, Kelly argues that permissivism
becomes more plausible when one thinks of belief in a fine-grained
way.” And others routinely assume, either in examples or in offhand
comments, that it can be permissible to have precise credences in
these cases."” For those reasons, I take it that permissivists in general

Conditionalization: Conditionalization Maximizes Expected Epistemic Utility,” Mind,
CXV, 459 (July 2006): 607-32; and Richard Pettigrew, Accuracy and the Laws of' Credence
(Oxtord: Oxford University Press, 2016). The argument [ am presently ('01lsidei‘i11g from
Schoentield also accepts Immodesty as applied to precise credences. The distinction
between beliefs and plans or rules is not always so clear—for example, one’s plan to
adopt the belief that all emeralds are green, after seeing n green emeralds, should be
closcly related to one’s belief about how much variability there is in emerald color—so it
makes sense for Immeodesty to apply to both.

*See especially Schoenfield, “Permissivism and the Value of Rationality,” op. cit., p. 11,
fn 16. There, she discusses which rationality judgments one might make if one has
adopted a precise credence in a permissive case.

"Thomas Kelly, “Evidence Can Be Permissive,” in Matthias Steup, John Turri, and
Ernest Sesa, eds.. Contemporary Debates in Epistemology, 2nd ed. (Malacn. MA: Wiley-
Blackwell, 2014), pp. 298-312. '

"To take Just a few examples, see the fine-grained “Reasoning Roeom” case from
Michael Titelbaum and Matthew Kopec, “When Rational Reasoners Reason Differently,”
in Magdalena Balcerak-Jackson and Brendan Balcerak-Jackson, eds., Reasoning: Fssays on
I'heoretical and Practical Thinking (Oxford: @xferd University Press, forthcoming); “Case
3" and “Case 4" from Themas Kelly, “Peer Disagreement and Higher-Order Evidence,”
in Richard Feldman and Ted A. Warfield, eds., Disagreement (Oxdord; Oxford Universin
Press, 2010), pp. 111-74; and discussion of Kelly's example and others in Nathan
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should be interested in what Schoenfield’s argument has to say about
such cases; if this argument turns out to lead to problems, this will give
mainstream permissivists reason not to take it on board."

Throughout sections 1.1 and I1.2 I will assume, as Schoentfield does,
that this version of permissivism is compatible with probabilism as a ra-
tional constraint. [ will examine this assumption more closely in section
I1.3. (So II.1 and II.2 will contain objections; I1.3 will raise a question.)

1. 1. The Connection between Permissive Rationality and Truth. Schoen-
field writes that “it’s ne mystery” why one would want to be rational in
her permissive sense: being rational just amounts to believing in ac-
cordance with the rules that one takes to be truth-conducive." But as I
will argue in this section, there is still a bit of mystery left: the con-
nection between rationality and truth (on Schoenfield’s permissive
view) is not very strong. Rationality is a way to get to the truth, but nota
very good way. I will bring this out by showing that if we are rational, it
will not always be the case that we expect particular rational credences
supported by our evidence to be more accurate than particular irra-
tional credences."”

As an example, consider the perspective of a rational agent, Ruth,
who has precise opinions regarding two propositions Pand Q. Ruth’s
evidence is impermissive regarding P (perhaps it includes information
about objective chances) and permissive regarding ). Suppose Ruth
knows that her credences in Pand Q are rational, and also knows that
some other credences in Q are rational besides her own. (In section
I1.2 T will question how she can hold this lattér attitude, given
Schoenfield’s picture, but let us assume she can for now.) Finally,

Ballantyne and E. J. Coffman, “Conciliationism and Uniqueness,” Australasian Journal of
Philosophy, xc, 4 (2012): 657-70.

"'t is also important to note that I do not intend my arguments here to apply to cases
in which we have imprecise credences or no credences at all. That is because, as
Schoeenfield has argued elsewhere (see Schoenfield, “The Accuracy and Rationality of
Imprecise Credences,” op. cil.), imprecise credences do not suppert Immodesty.
Schoenfield writes, “[1]f imprecise credal states are made rational by a certain kind of
evidence, this is not a fact that can be explained by our interest in having doxastic states
that accurately represent the way the world is” (ibid., p. 680). She also suggests that we
might want to deny that imprecise credences can ever be rational (or even rationally
permissible). So while a permissivist could sidestep the arguments here by denying that
we are ever permitted to have precise credences, this strategy is not without its challenges.
Thanks to an anonymous referee for pressing me to clarify this issue.

?Schoenfield, “Permissivism and the Value of Rationality,” op. cit., p. 7. At this point in
the paper Schoenfield is discussing a stipulated property, “rotionality,” but she later
suggests that retionality and rationality are equivalent.

"The argument in this section is based on a similar argument from Horowitz, “Im-
moderately Rational,” op. cit., p. 50. That argument is directed toward a different sort of
permissive view, but the same kind of objection seems to apply here.
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suppose Ruth is immodest. She takes her own attitudes to have the best
shot at accuracy; she regards alternative attitudes to be less accurate
the farther they are from her own.

Now let us suppose Ruth’s two friends, Adam and Roma, share her
evidence regarding Pand Q. Roma shares Ruth’s credence in Pbut has
a significantly higher, though also rational, credence in Q. Adam
shares Ruth’s rational credence in Q but has a very slightly different
credence in P. If Ruth compares her credences to her friends’ cre-
dences, she will come to the following conclusion: Roma is more ra-
tional than Adam, but Adam is more accurate than Roma." If you are in
Ruth’s position, it is indeed a mystery why you would prefer Roma’s
credences over Adam’s, for any accuracy-related reasons.

If one endorses a set of belief-forming rules that allows for both
impermissive and permissive cases, then situations like Ruth’s will be
inevitable. Rational agents will sometimes regard irrational responses
to a given body of evidence as more accurate than rational responses."”

What this means is that while the Endorsement Argument secures a
connection between rationality and truth, for permissivism, it turns
out that rationality is still not a very good way to get to the truth. (It is
the best we can do, according to this argument, but the best we can do
is not great.) So while what is good about rationality is not a mystery,
one might stll wonder what is especially good about rationality.

14 s 2.5 ) ) =
For a more concrete example, we can assign some numbers. (Adam’s credence in
Pis the only irrational credence of the six listed.)

Credence in P Credence in Q
Ruth .6 i
Roma .6 D
Adam .61 .1

It is easy to set up situations like this. Ruth will regard Adam’s credences as more
expectedly accurate than Roma’s if the difference in expected accuracy (from Ruth’s
point of view) between Ruth and Roma, regarding @, is greater than the difference in
expected accuracy between Ruth and Adam, regarding P. In this example, assuming that
all three agents have probabilistic credences, then, using the Brier score: from Ruth’s
point of view, the expected inaccuracy of Adam’s credences is (.2841+.09) /2 = .18705
and' the expected inaccuracy of Roma’s credences is (.24+.25)/2 = .245.

"In fact, such situations might come about even if one’s permissive rules did not allow
lfn’ any impermissive cases. Someone who only endorsed probabilism could end up in a
situation like Ruth’s, regarding some nonprobabilistic (and hence irrational) credences
as more accurate than some probabilistic (and hence rational) credences. I thank an
anonymous referee for raising this point. I focus on this sort of case because I am unsure
how to best understand someone who endorses only probabilism on this kind of view.
See section 113 for further discussion of how we might defend probabilism (or other
consistency requirements) in the context of the Endorsement Argument.
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(Compare: suppose I say to you, “It’s no mystery why someone would
want to eat a peanut butter sandwich. Peanut butter sandwiches are
healthy and taste good!” You might reply that it is still mysterious why
someone would choose to eat a peanut butter sandwich, or make a
peanut butter sandwich for a friend, if there are other available op-
tions. This is because many foods are both healthier and more de-
licious than a peanut butter sandwich. Similarly, if Ruth cares about
accuracy, she will be able to say something good about Roma’s cre-
dences. But Adam’s will look even better.) This is of course not a fatal
flaw by itself—for all we know so far, perhaps this permissive strategy
is the best we can do. However, it does give us reason to look for
something better.

11.2. Acknowledged Permissive Cases. A more interesting and pressing
problem for this version of permissivism has to do with the possibility
of knowing that one is in a permissive situation.” (In the previous
subsection I assumed that the Endorsement Argument was compatible
with the existence of acknowledged permissive cases; now it is time to
question that.) One of the main benefits of permissivism is its pur-
ported ability to explain situations in which people can “agree to
disagree”—about politics, religion, jury verdicts, and so forth—yet still
respect one another’s epistemic credentials.'” If permissivism is to reap
this benefit, it must be able to explain how rational agents can some-
times judge that their own belief about some matter is just one of
several permissible options. In this section I will show why permissivists
will have trouble accommodating both acknowledged permissive cases
and Schoenfield’s Endorsement Argument.

'“Though for an exception, see Stewart Cohen, “A Defense of the (Almost) Equal
Weight View,” in David Christensen and Jennifer Lackey, eds., The Epistemology of Dis-
agreement: New Essays (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), pp. 98-117. Schoenfield
(Schoenfield, “Permissivism and the Value of Rationality,” op. cit.) says that she is offi-
cially “neutral” on this issue but does suggest a way in which rational agents could regard
their own positions as permissive. See Ballantyne and Coffman, “Conciliationism and
Uniqueness,” op. cit; and Titelbaum and Kopec, “When Rational Reasoners Reason
Differently,” op. cit., for further discussion of acknowledged permissive cases.

"For example, consider this quotation from Rosen (Gideon Rosen, “Nominalism,
Naturalism, Epistemic Relativism,” Philosophical Perspectives, XV, 1 (2001): 69-91, at pp.
71-72): “It should be obvious that reasonable people can disagree, even when con-
fronted with a single body of evidence. .. .Paleontologists disagree about what killed the
dinosaurs. And while it is possible that most of the parties to this dispute are irrational,
this need not be the case. To the contrary, it would appear to be a fact of epistemic life
that a careful review of the evidence does not guarantee consensus even among
thoughtful and otherwise rational investigators.” Presumably these paleontologists have
systematic differences in their scientific commitments, rather than one-off random
disagreements. Schoenfield’s earlier work also takes religious disagreement as a para-
digmatic example of permissivism. (See Schoenfield, “Permission to Believe,” op. cit.)
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I will look at two ways i which a permissivist might make sense of
weknowledyed penmissive eases. The first way is available to many dif-
ferent permissivist views but cannot appeal to the Endorsement Argu-

ment The second is compatible with the Endorsement Argument but

leads us to animplausible view about acknowledged permissive cases.
For hoth eptions, let us focus on a specific (purported) permissive

caser again, the proposition that it will rain in Honolulu next New

Year's Day. Call that “H.” Suppose a rational agent, Petra, has evidence
E, has adopted some rational attitude toward H (one of the many
rational attitudes), and is now considering whether her evidence is
permissive regarding H. If Petra’s current situation is an acknowledged
permissive case, then she should be able to reach the conclusion that her
own belief is just one of many permissible alternative beliefs. (For the
arguments in this section it does not matter whether Petra can know
what those other beliefs are.)

The first option is one I will call “Personal Rules” permissivism. In the
literature this is sometimes referred to as the view that rationality is
“interpersonally permissive, but intrapersonally impermissive.” For each
person, on this type of view, rationality mandates a specific response to
any given body of evidence. But this response varies from person to
person. Personal Rules permissivists may allow for a large number of
impermissive situations, where all rational rules agree on what the evi-
dence supports. But they also allow for situations in which different
agents’ personal rules disagree; those are the permissive cases, where
rationality by itself does not dictate how one should believe.

Examples of Personal Rules permissivism include subjective Baye-
sianism (according to which each agent must update by conditionaliza-
tion, starting from her own initial credences) as well as some informal
permissive views, according to which rationality allows a range of ways to
respond to one’s evidence determined by priorities regarding believing
truth and avoiding error, “power” versus “reliability,” and so forth." It
also fits well with the view that we have our own “epistemic standards,” as
developed in an earlier defense of permissivism by Schoenfield."”

Personal Rules permissivists can explain acknowledged permissive
cases precisely because they see a distinction between an agent’s judging
a belief to be rationalin response to some evidence and judging it to be
accurate given that evidence. Let us return to Petra. If Petra’s belief
about H is rational, according to Personal Rules permissivism, that is

"“See, for example, Kelly, “Evidence Can Be Permissive,” of: cit; and Hartry Field,
“Apriority as an Evaluative Notion,” in Paul Boghossian and Christopher Peacocke, eds.,
New Essays on the A Priori (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), pp, 11749,

""Schoenfield, “Permission to Believe,” o cil.
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because it accords with Petra’s personal rule. And because of Immod-
esty, Petra should take her attitude in H to be the most accurate one,
given her evidence. But since this is a permissive case, it is one where
Petra’s personal rule goes beyond the rational requirements. If Petra can
recognize this fact, then she should be able to acknowledge that she is in
a permissive case: her own attitude toward H is permissible, but so are
others. This strategy can explain how someone like Petra can recognize
herself as being in a permissive case (she can see that many options are
rational) and yet maintain her own belief in response to her evidence
(she sees others as less accurate). In fact, Schoenfield’s earlier work uses
this very argument to explain acknowledged permissive cases.

However, this argument is incompatible with the Endorsement
Argument—oprecisely because the Endorsement Argument requires that
endorsing-as-accurate entails endorsing-as-uniquely-rational. If an agent
has her own personal rules, then those are the rules she will “endorse” in
Schoenfield’s sense; therefore, in any situation that is governed by an
agent’s personal rule, the agent will take that situation to be impermissive.”

This means that the Endorsement Argument is not available to views
that are interpersonally permissive but intrapersonally impermissive.
Since interpersonal permissivism and intrapersonal impermissivism
are a popular combination, this limitation is significant.”

Let us turn to a different possibility for accommodating acknowl-
edged permissivism. This one is eompatible with the Endorsement
Argument—it is Schoenfield’s own suggestion. Remember that
Schoenfield’s preferred version of permissivism is‘one on which, in
permissive cases, the rules we endorse do not determine what we
should believe. So if Petra happens to adopt some attitude about H, it
will come about through some non-rule-governed process: a bump on
the head, random guessing, or something like that. In other words,
Petra’s attitude about H is not recommended by any of the epistemic
rules that she endorses. However, once again because of Immodesty,
once Petra has a precise opinion about H, she will endorse that opinion
as accurate (and hence regard it as rational). So how can Petra rec-
ognize that her case is permissive?

To allow for acknowledged permissivism in situations like
Petra’s, Schoenfield suggests a slight modification to her account of

* Schoenfield expressly does not defend this view in her “Permissivism and the Value
of Rationality.”

%See, for instance, Christopher ]J. G. Meacham, “Impermissive Bayesianism,”
Erkenntnis, LXX1X, Supplement 6 (June 2014): 1185-217; and Kelly, “Evidence Can Be
Permissive,” op. cit., for discussion of the difference between interpersonal and in-
trapersonal permissivism. Both authors defend permissivism, and both suggest that in-
terpersonal permissivism is more plausible than intrapersonal permissivism.
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endorsement. She writes that if Petra sets aside her opinion about H,
she will be able to recognize that there are many belief states, including
her opinion about H, that are not ruled out by any of the rules she
endorses.” So she will regard her situation as permissive. Let us call
this the “Setting-Aside Strategy.”

The Setting-Aside Strategy gives us a way to allow for acknowledged
permissive cases and accept the Endorsement Argument. But per-
missivists should be hesitant to accept the resulting view. That is be-
cause, while this suggestion delivers acknowledged permissivism in
onc-off cases like the rain-in-Honolulu example, it does not work in
many of the paradigmatic (purported) permissive cases that many
cpistemologists want to recognize. As [ mentioned above, permissivists
often argue that many permissive cases involve entire sets or systems
of beliefs: religious or political worldviews, scientific traditions, or
methods of weighting various broad types of evidence. Permissivism is
(according to many epistemologists) supposed to legitimize a certain
kind of epistemic tolerance in the face of such systematic disagree-
ment. Thus, it is bad news if our view says that such situations are
permissive but that we cannot acknowledge them as such.

To see why broader, acknowledged permissive cases are impossible,
using the Setting-Aside Strategy, suppose that Petra has a compre-
hensive set of religious beliefs, which comprise one of many rationally
permissible religious belief systems. Now suppose Petra picks out just
once of her religious beliefs, R, and asks herself whether her own epi-
stemic situation is permissive regarding R. Since she already has an
opinion, she needs to set it aside to see whether she endorses it in-
dependently of holding it suppose she does set it aside. What will
happenz Well, if her religious beliefs are at all systematic, it seems that
she will be able to recover the set-aside belief, R, by using the rest of her
beliels—just as she would be able to recover beliefs formed through the
rational rules. The rest of Petra’s beliefs, and in particular the religious
behiefs that she has not set aside, will favor her set-aside belief over the
alternatives. So she will regard her evidence about R as impermissive.

l'o take a more concrete example, suppose Petra’s religious beliefs are
roughly those recommended by Catholicism, and R is the proposition
that the Holy Communion is literally the body and blood of Christ. The
result that most permissivists want is for Petra to be able to say something
like this: “I believe that Holy Communion is literally the body and blood
ol Christ: however, I recognize that others with my very same evidence
may rationally believe that itis merely an expression of faith, or a symbolic

Sce Schoenfield, “Permissivism and the Value of Ratonalin . op o T none 11
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reenactment of the Last Supper.” But if the Setting-Aside Strategy is how
Petra is to check whether this case is permissive, we will not get the result
permissivists want. The Catholic view of Holy Communion is of a piece
with the rest of Catholicism (the authority of certain figures, the in-
terpretation of other sacraments, and so forth); therefore, Petra’s other
religious beliefs will point toward her interpretation of the Holy Com-
munion over others. This means that if she sets aside just this one belief,
she will still conclude that her situation is impermissive.

At this point, one might suggest that all Petra needs to do is set aside
more of her beliefs. Instead of just setting aside her belief about R, she
should set aside all of her religious beliefs. If she follows this
strategy—call it the Expanded Setting-Aside Strategy—she will recog-
nize that there are many religious worldviews compatible with the
epistemic rules that she endorses. More broadly, then, we might sug-
gest the following setting-aside test: My belief B is but one of many per-
missible alternatives iff it belongs to some collection of beliefs B+ such that,
setting aside B+, my epistemic rules do not recommend B over the alternatives.

The Expanded Setting-Aside Strategy, however, overgeneralizes in
an unacceptable way: it delivers the conclusion that all of our beliefs
are permissive. This is because for any belief or collection of beliefs B,
there will always be some collection of beliefs B+ such that you rec-
ognize the following: setting aside B+, the belief-forming methods
that you endorse do not privilege .B over the alternatives. In the lim-
iting case, B+ is the set of all our beliefs. If we set aside all of our beliefs
at once, we would recognize that there is nothing to rfecommend them
over other total belief states we could have had—skepticism, counter-
inductivism, and obscure conspiracy theories would all be permissible.

But this conclusion is false: there are some rational requirements,
and not everything is permissible. So the Expanded Setting-Aside
Strategy is not a good one.

Neither possibility for accommodating acknowledged permissivism
looks good. The first possibility (Personal Rules permissivism) only
worked by eliminating an important part of the Endorsement Argu-
ment. The second possibility, the Setting-Aside Strategy, works only if
we are willing to accept an implausible view about acknowledged
permissive cases: either that they do not exist at all, that they are very
rare, or that every case is permissive. Some permissivists might, of
course, be happy to take one of these options and accept the En-
dorsement Argument. But most mainstream permissivists will not want
to do this. For these permissivists, there is still work to be done.

I1.3. A Question about Consistency Requirements. So far I have worked
under the assumption that Schoenfield’s view can allow probabilism
(or some similar coherence constraint) as a rational requirement. This
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seems to be both plausible on its face and the obvious and charitable
reading of Schoenfield.” Probabilism is also a popular candidate for a
rational requirement, which many permissivists will want to defend.
However, it is not entirely clear to me how we can accept probabilism,
given the Endorsement Argument as it is currently stated. So before
moving on, I want to briefly look at how a defense of probabilism
might go. Doing so will open up some questions for permissivists who
wish to accept the Endorsement Argument: how exactly should we
formally characterize this notion, and under what conditions do we
endorse certain rules or belief states?*

The most obvious route to defending probabilism, of course, is to
say that probabilism is one of the rules or methods that we endorse.
("We,” here, means just those of us who think probabilism is rationally
required.) But is probabilism semething that we endorse? Recall
Schoeentfield’s definition of endorsement: to endorse a set of cognitive
properties is to prefer, when our only geal is accuracy, any cognitive
system that instantiates all of those properties to a cognitive system that
lacks some of these properties.” Scheenfield suggests that if the
agent’s credences are probabilistic, we might understand endorse-
ment in terms of expected accuracy. Under this interpretation, to
prefer a set of cognitive properties C is to be such that, for any cog-
nitive system S, EA(S|S satisfies C) > EA(S|~(S satisfies C)).?

We can now ask what it would mean to endorse probabilism itself,
given this more precise understanding of endorsement. If probabilism
is just one of several rules or methods that an agent endorses, it must
be the case that the following inequality holds:

EA(S]S satisfies conditions n, n + 1... and probabilism) >

EA(S]S satisfies conditions n, n + 1... but not probabilism)

“"I'hroughout the paper, Schoenfield suggests ways to understand her claims in terms of
expected accuracy (see much of section 3, as well as note 4, note 16, and elsewhere), which
presupposcs that an agent’s credences are probabilistic. This suggests that she intends her
view to at least be compatible with probabilism as a requirement of rationality.

‘I thank an anonymous referee for helpful comments on this point, which inspired
this section of the paper.

“Ibid., p. 3.

“Ibid., p. 3, note 4. Note that since expected accuracy is assessed relative to a prob-
ability tunction, it seems that an agent can only endorse cognitive properties in this sense
if she herself has some credences. This is a realistic assumption for ourselves, of course,
but it seems to rule out the possibility that someone could endorse only probabilism, or
only some other consistency constraint. If such an agent had ne credences, expected
accuracy would net be defined for her. But it she did have some credences, then she
would endorse those credences, thereby contradicting the assumption that she only
endorsed probabilism. In order to make room for such an agent we would need a
ditferent way to understand accuracy-directed preferences.
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That is, among the options left open by the rest of what one endorses,
the probabilistic options have, on average, higher expected accuracy
than the nonprobabilistic optiens.

It is an interesting question why and whether this inequality would be
true. It is not at all obvious to me that it would be true given what /endorse.
Given one way of reading the formal statement abeove, in a toy case where
one’s credence in H and in ~H are both completely unconstrained, and
anything between 0 and 1 is permissible, it seems that the inequality fails.
This means that given this conditional expected-accuracy interpretation of
endorsement, many of us probably do not endorse probabilism.”

’Suppose we interpret this statement, “EA(S|S satisfies C) > EA(S|~(Ssatisfies C)),” as
saying the following: for an arbitrary cognitive system S, the expected accuracy of §
conditional on S satisfying Cis higher than the expected accuracy of S conditional on §
not satisfying C. In other words, Csatisfying cognitive systems do better on average than
those that do not satisfy C. (I will consider another interpretation in a minute.) Now let
us consider a toy case in which ene’s credence in P, as well as one’s credence in ~P, is
unconstrained by the rules or methods that one endorses. Let “Pair” be an arbitrary pair
of credences consisting of a credence in Pand a credence in ~P. We want to know: is
EA(Pair|Pair sums to 1) > EA(Pair|~(Pair sums to 1))?

Let us use “x” to denote your credence in P, and “y” to denote your credence in ~P,
without assuming that these sum to 1. Without loss of generality, suppose Pis true. (I am
assuming, as is plausible, that accuracy measurements do not depend on which world we
are in.) Then, using the Brier score, we can define the inaccuracy of a pair of credences
(x, y) as follows: Inaccuracy(x, y) = (1 —x)’2 + 2.

Suppose we pick an arbitrary pair of credences from a uniform distribution, not
assuming this pair is probabilistically coherent. We can find the expected accuracy of this
pair of credences by taking the integral of our inaccuracy function, between 0 and 1 for

both x and y. v
oI 2
_ 2 ‘Z —
JJ{(I x) +)}dxdy 3

00

The average value of our inaccuracy function for all possible (x, y) pairs is 3.

If (x, y) is probabilistically coherent, x + y = 1. So the inaccuracy of this pair of
credences will be as follows: Inaccuracy (y, 1-y) = (1-(1—-y))* + 2 = 2)2. Now suppose
we pick an arbitrary pair of coherent credences—credences such that x and y sum to
1—froem a uniferm distribution. To find the expected accuracy of this pair of credences,
we can again take the integral:

The expected value of a probabilistic pair of credences is exactly as good as the expected
value of a nonprobabilistic pair of credences. (Note that this argument built in a couple
of assumptions, such as our choosing the pair of credences from a uniform distribution;
one avenue for permissivists to respond might invelve arguing that this toy case should be
set up differently. I will leave these possibilities aside for now, as my main point is to show
that defending probabilism via endorsement is not as straightforward as we might wish.)
An anonymous referee drew my attention to another way we could understand en-
dersement. Rather than spelling it out in terms of cenditional expected accuracy, as
I do above, we could adopt this stronger interpretation: if an agent endorses some set of cognitive
properties C, then for all S, S such that S satisfies C and S' does not, EA(S)> FA(S'). This means
that all (isatistying cegnitive systems are better, expected-accuracy-wise, than all others.
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One option here is to expand our understanding of endorsement,
s0 as to include dominance reasoning or perhaps other ways of val-
uing or pursuing accuracy. This would allow us to make use of, for
example, dominance arguments for probabilism from Joyce and
others.™ This strategy is certainly open to a defender of the En-
dorsement Argument, but it points to a further line of questioning:
exactly what does it take to count as purely having concern for ac-
curacy, and what count as legitimate ways of pursuing accuracy? And
does it make sense to rely on expected-accuracy reasoning at one
time and dominance reasoning at another—or should we do away
with the expected-accuracy understanding altogether?® 1 will not
attempt to develop this response in detail but leave it as a question
for permissivists who are interested in adopting the Endorsement
Argument. These permissivists should not take it for granted that
they will end up endorsing probabilism.

A second strategy for vindicating probabilism (or, again, similar
coherence requirements) might come not from the content of the
rules endorsed but from the form of endorsement itself. Certain formal
requirements do seem to fall out of the nature of endorsement. For
example, suppose rule A recommends credence .5 in P, and rule B
recommends credence .6 in P (under the very same circumstances). Is
it possible to endorse both rules A and B? It seems that no single system
could instantiate both rules simultaneously, so it is not possible to en-
dorse a set of rules that contains both A and B. It is also not possible to
simultaneously endorse a system that contains A (but not B) and a

I'lcave itas an open question what will be the full consequences of adopting this reading
rather than the other. However, notice that this interpretation of endorsement rules out
situations like Ruth’s, which I discussed in the last section. Ruth cannot regard irrational
Adam as more (expectedly) accurate than rational Roma, given this stronger in-
terpretation of endorsement. This seems to me to be a reason for permissivists not to
adopt the stronger interpretation: we would have to give up some initially plausible views
about what permissive requirements could look like. For instance, we could not endorse
both the Principal Principle (which will yield impermissive requirements, if we learn the
objective chances) and also a permissive view about, say, responding to visual or testi-
monial evidence. Giving up this possibility is a big cost for mainstream permissivists. (Of
course, another way permissivists could respond to Ruth’s situation is to say that, contrary
o my assumptions in section IL.1, acknowledged permissive cases are not possible. But this
is a big cost too, as L argued in section 11.2.) So permissivists should not rush to accept this
alternative interpretation of endorsement.

“For example, Joyce, “Accuracy and Coherence,” op. cit.

“'One might think that it makes sense to rely on dominance reasoning (or Maximin,
Minimax, and so on) in situations where we have no credences and hence cannot make
expected-accuracy calculations, and to rely on expected accuracy in cases where we have
credences. But that argument would not help us here. In this case (see note 27, above)
we do get a result from expected-accuracy calculations, but it is just not the right result.
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system that contains B (but not A), since this pattern of endorsement
would require incoherent preferences. Perhaps with further devel-
opment, an argument like this could be extended to show that any-
thing an agent endorses must be probabilistic. To argue this way, we
would need to show that our preferences would need to be in-
consistent (or something along these lines) if we endorsed, for ex-
ample, rules that simultaneously recommended .5 credence in P and
.6 credence in ~P.

This second strategy also shows some promise. Notice that if we take
this strategy, we are changing the role of probabilism in the resulting
view. Probabilism would no longer be a rational requirement itself but a
necessary property of rules that we judge to be rational.

For all T have said here, either of these strategies could turn out to be
a successful way of defending probabilism. So I do not take the dis-
cussion in this section as an objection to the Endorsement Argument,
or to the permissive strategy that it supports; rather, I take it as a call for
further clarification of the notion of Endorsement. Which strategy
permissivists pick could also have interesting consequences for ques-
tions about what sorts of rules or belief states we actually endorse, as
well as questions about what sorts of rules or belief states it is even
possible to endorse. For now, we can just notice that probabilism does
not obviously come out of the Endorsement Argument as stated so far:
it seems that defending it will require either reinterpreting or modi-
fying the argument.

I1.4. Summing Up. So far we have examined a permissive strategy for
connecting rationality and truth. This strategy says that since ratio-
nality only gets us so far, we should only expect # weak connection
between rationality and truth. We have also looked at one particular
strategy for establishing that weak connection: Schoenfield’s En-
dorsement Argument. That argument succeeds in linking rationality
and truth. However, as I have argued, mainstream permissivists—in
particular, those who hold that multiple, precise credences can some-
times be rational in response to permissive bodies of evidence—have
reason to reject the Endorsement Argument. First, the Endorsement
Argument has the consequence that rational agents should sometimes
expect some irrational responses to their own total evidence to be
more accurate than some rational responses. Second, the Endorse-
ment Argument seems to be incompatible with a plausible view on
acknowledged permissive cases, according to which such cases are
widespread and include religious, political, and scientific disagree-
ment. Finally, I raised a question: how should we understand en-
dorsement, and what would it take for us to endorse coherence
requirements like probabilism?
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But however limited the Endorsement Argument may be, perhaps it
is the best we can do. Can we do better? I will turn to that question in
the next section.

III. CAN IMPERMISSIVISM DO BETTER?

In this section I will turn to a way in which impermissivists can connect
rationality and truth. The impermissivist strategy I will discuss is in
some respects simpler than the permissivist strategy. It relies on Claim
I, from before:

Cramv 1: When rationality tells us what to believe, usually what it tells us to
believe is true.

However, it rejects Claim 2:
Cramv 2: Rationality often does not tell us what to believe.

For impermissivism, Claim 2 is false.” So if impermissivists can establish
Claim 1, they will have a strong connection between rationality and truth.

[ will start by looking at an impermissivist argument for Claim 1 from
my 2014 paper, “Immoderately Rational.” I will then discuss a line of
objection to this argument. Fortunately for the impermissivist, I will
argue that the objection can be met; impermissivists do have a viable
toute to Claim 1.

[n “Immoderately Rational,” I set out an argument for Claim 1,
kiven from the point of view of an agent who is rational according to
Al impermissive view of rationality. The basic idea is similar to the
Fndorsement Argument, in that it connects the rules or epistemic
methods that a rational agent regards as truth-conducive with those
she tegands as rational. However, the connection between the two
does notrely on any sort of metaepistemological view about the
Mature ol rationality judgments. Instead, it uses the thesis of
’MPH missivism itself. There I argued that because of Immodesty, a
tutlonal agent will expect her own epistemic rules or methods to
ead 1o the vuch, If she knows that rationality is impermissive, she
will know that her own methods are the only rational ones out there.
Ao, ahe will expect rationality itself to lead to the truth.

Here i the argument as previously presented:

PMPRUMINRIy 1N T ARGUMENT:
Whers I i any hody of total evidence, and C is any credence function:

. . . .
Fhere b ann ignoning cases like liar sentences, where the rational requirements (on an
WN‘NMM view) nght be indeterminate. Tassume that such cases are rare.
Pheweneits  bnnnoderately Rational,” op. cil.
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P1. If Cis any rationally permissible response to E, then my epistemic rule
will recommend C, given E.
P2. If my epistemic rule recommends C, given E, then C maximizes
expected accuracy given E.

C. If C is a rationally permissible response to E, then C maximizes
expected accuracy given E.*

As we can see, the conclusion of this argument is a version of Claim 1: it
says that rationality maximizes expected accuracy. Let us go through
the premises, seeing what is required for them to be true, as well as
what is required for the person giving the argument to know that they
are true.

Pl is true for the person giving this argument—call her “Irene”—if
Irene is rational and rationality is impermissive. Therefore, Irene’s own
epistemic rule is just the (unique) rational epistemic rule. Irene can know
P1 if she knows that she is rational and that rationality is impermissive.

P2 is true if we accept an additional assumption: rational agents will
be immodest. Again, this means that rational agents will take their
own beliefs to have the best prospects for accuracy. How will Irene
know P2? According to my argument in “Immoderately Rational,” to
know P2, Irene must know what rationality requires in every cir-
cumstance.” But it is not very plausible that Irene could come to have
knowledge of P2 in this way.-(In fact, Schoenfield rejects this
impermissivist argument for precisely this reason: she holds the view
that we can sometimes be rationally uncertain about what it is ra-
tional to believe.”) However, there is another possibility for coming
to know P2: Irene might simply know that rationality requires Im-
modesty. Since (as we have already said) Irene knows that she is

*This is taken from Horowitz, “Immoderately Rational,” op. cit., pp. 46-47. The dis-
cussion that follows, however, goes beyond and in some cases disagrees with that original
presentation of the argument. In that paper I did not come out strongly in favor of
impermissivism over “extreme permissivism,” for which I offered a different type of
argument. For our present purposes, I will focus on the argument for impermissivism.

* Ibid., p. 46. This could happen; maybe the rational requirements are a priori, and
since Irene is ideally rational, she knows them all. She could then go through all possible
situations one by one, like this:

“If Eis ¢, then rationality requires ¢;.” [mental calculation] “¢; maximizes expected
accuracy given ¢ If Eis &, then rationality requires ¢. ..”

This calculation will work out, of course, for the same reason that P2 is true: Irene is
ideally rational and immodest. So if rationality requires ¢, then Irene’s epistemic rule
also requires ¢;; and if Irene’s epistemic rule requires ¢;, then she will take ¢; to maximize
expected accuracy. If there were a finite number of possible bodies of evidence, Irene
could come to know P2 by surveying all of them in this manner.

"'Schoenfield, “Permissivism and the Value of Rationality,” op. cit., p. 2.
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rational, she therefore can also know that she is immodest. This can
get her directly to P2.

We have now seen what it takes to get this impermissivist argument
off the ground. Impermissivism must be true; Immodesty must be a
rational requirement; and the argument must be given from the point
of view of a rational agent who knows these things and knows that she is
rational.

IV. AN OBJECTION TO THE IMPERMISSIVIST ARGUMENT

Let us grant for the moment that rationality is impermissive and that
rational agents will be immodest. If both of these are true, it is plau-
sible enough that a rational agent could come to know them a priori
(for instance, by doing some epistemology). And let us imagine that
the agent giving this argument is rational. How could she come to
know that she is rational? This is not so clear. It is certainly not a priori;
whether any given person is rational is an empirical fact about the
world, and so whether a person knews she is rational depends on what
evidence she has. Furthermore, most of us have good evidence to doubt
that we are rational. So, one might object to the impermissivist argu-
ment on these grounds.”

In this section I will look at a couple of different ways in which this
objection might unfold. Articulating the objection will help us better
understand the impermissivist argument. In the next section I will
argue that given a new interpretation of the argument, the objection
fails.

IV.1. We Cannot Make This Argument for Ourselves. We are now con-
sidering how one might ebject to the impermissivist argument, on the
grounds that it requires the person giving the argument to know that
she is rational. As a first pass, one might spell out the objection as
follows: “If I am going to believe an argument’s conclusion on the basis
of its premises, I had better believe the premises. I do not believe that I
am ideally rational, and so I do not believe P1 of the impermissivist’s
argument. Therefore I reject the argument.”

This first objector has a point. For instance, consider:

BANANA ARGUMENT
PI1. I am hungry.
P2. When I am hungry, it is a good idea for me to eat a banana.

C. Itis a good idea for me to eat a banana.

“This is slightly different from Schoentfield’s objection to the impermissivist argu-
ment. Scheentield argued that it is implausible to claim that rational agents can always
know what ratienality requires. However, as discussed above, the impermissivist argu-
ment does not rely on this implausible claim.

THE TRUTH PROBLEM FOR PERMISSIVISM 2507

This is a valid argument, but I just had lunch. I do net believe P1. So it
would be silly for me to accept the Banana Argument’s conclusion on
the basis of its premises. (It does no good to insist: “But the argument is
given from the point of view of someone, ‘Irene,” who is hungry!” This
will not prompt me to accept the conclusion as it applies to me.) Is the
impermissivist argument like the Banana Argument? Maybe: most of
us do not knew that we are rational, so we do not know the imper-
missivist’s first premise. If the impermissivist argument is one that we
are supposed to make for ourselves, coming to the conclusion on the
basis of premises that we believe, then it fails.

However, the fact that some people do not know or believe certain
premises is not the kiss of death for an argument. Consider this
argument:

APPLE ARGUMENT

P1. We had five apples this weekend.

P2. We made applesauce, using four apples (and have net obtained or
lost any more apples).

P3.5-4=1

C. There is only one apple left.

This is a good argument, and the premises are even true. But my twe-
year-old son does not accept it. It is not the argument’s fault that he does
not accept it—it is just that my son does not know how to subtract. If he
were ideally rational (and informed about this weekend’s applesauce
project), arguably, he would believe the premiseé.

IV.2. We Might Not Be Able to Make the Argument, Even If We Were
Rational. What if we do not accept the impermissivist argument net
because its premises are false, as in the Banana Argument, but because
it is like the Apple Argument, and we are (in some respects) like
epistemically unsophisticated toddlers? Here is a new hypothesis, then:
if we were ideally rational, then not only would the argument’s pre-
mises be frue of us, but we would beliecve them, too.

This is certainly a possibility for the impermissivist. She could argue
that we are rationally required to believe the premises of the Imper-
missivist’s Argument, and so we are also rationally required to believe
the conclusion. However, as previously discussed, this response re-
quires the impermissivist to defend a strong and implausible view to
the effect that rationality requires knowing that one is rational, which is
likely false.

IV.3. Who Cares What This Person Thinks? In light of these first two
objections, one might ask: “So who is supposed to deliver this imper-
missivist argument, anyway? We have established that it is net me, and it is
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not necessarily a rational version of me, either. We can imagine a fictional
character, Irene, who has the knowledge required to give the argument.
But Irene knows things that we do net know and cannot be expected to
know. Who cares about Irene, and who cares about her argument?”

We have now landed on what I take to be the most powerful ob-
jection to the impermissivist argument: it must be given from a par-
ticular perspective, and that perspective requires particular empirical
knowledge. But the reply to it, I will suggest, gives the impermissivist a
way out. Roughly, the impermissivist should reply that Irene is an
(imagined) expert, to whom we should defer. Seeing the argument
this way helps us understand why it makes sense to require that Irene
knew that she is rational.

V. DEFENDING THE IMPERMISSIVIST ARGUMENT

I will argue here that we can accept the impermissivist argument if we
interpret it as a case of expert deference. I will argue that Irene—an
agent who knows certain a priori truths about rationality and knows
that she is rational—is someone to whom we should defer. So if we
knew that an agent like Irene can argue for a certain thesis, we should
accept that thesis.

Why should we defer to someone like Irene? It is easy to see why we
would want to defer to someone who knows various important a priori
truths—such as, in this case, that rationality is impermissive and re-
quires Immodesty. But to give the argument, Irene must also know that
she is rational. The rationale for this argument is harder to see.

Te provide that argument, let us back up and consider a different
question, which might at first seem unrelated. Should we defer to
experts when we have more information than they do, regarding the
question at hand?®* For example, imagine that we have an expert
meteorologist at our disposal to ask questions about the weather. We
ask her whether it will rain an hour from new, and she gives us her
answer based on all the latest models and projections. Her answer is: it
is very unlikely. Should we believe her? Intuitively, yes. But now add
this detail to the story: the meteorologist is working in a windowless
reom and does not see that storm clouds are approaching from the
west. We can see out the window. Now should we believe her? No!
What we should do is tell her about the storm clouds, and allow her to
add that information te her body of evidence—or perhaps we should
go back and ask abeut her conditional credence in rain, given that there

®Ax will immedia mmﬂ here follows Adam Elga, “The
Puzzle of the Unm Reflection Principle,” Philosophical

Studien, CLx1v, | (May
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are storm clouds approaching. Only then should we defer to her pre-
diction. The general lesson: if we are going to defer to experts, we should
make sure that they do not lack relevant information that we have.

Now let us ask another question: should we defer to experts who do
not know that they are experts? Adam Elga argues that we should not: the
fact that somebody is an expert is, plausibly, a relevant piece of in-
formation that we have when we are deferring to that person. We have
this information if we are deferring (presumably, this is why we are
deferring). And it is relevant because having the information affects
what we believe. Just as information about storm clouds outside might
change one’s rational credences about the weather, information about
one’s own expertise might change one’s rational credences in all sorts
of things. So, Elga argues, we should only defer to experts who share
our knowledge that they are experts.27

We can use Elga’s insight to explain how we should interpret the
impermissivist argument. The impermissivist argument is not one that
we can, or should be able to, make on our own: it is one made by an
expert to whom we should defer. The person making the argument, by
assumption, knows some relevant a priori truths about rationality (that
it is impermissive and that it requires Immodesty). This person also
knows that she is rational. We build in this latter piece of knowledge
not because it is rationally required that the agent know it, but in order
to make sure the agent is trustworthy.

This interpretation allows the impermissivist to present her argu-
ment without making the controversial assumption that rationality
requires us to know that we are rational. What the impermissivist
should say, instead, is this: if impermissivism is true and we defer to a
trustworthy, rational expert’s view of the value of rationality, we can
come to accept a strong connection between rationality and truth.

The most obvious apparent problem with the impermissivist argu-
ment is now taken care of. But ene might worry that casting the

7 Or alternatively: we should only defer to an expert’s conditional credences, con-
ditional on the proposition that she is an expert. Here is the argument from Elga (ibid.,
pp. 10-11):

Consider [a panel of purported experts] named Cassandra, Merlin, and Sherlock.
Conditional on Sherlock being the true expert, what credences should you have? It
is tempting to answer: the ones that Sherlock has. . . .But that answer is not correct.
For Sherlock himself might be uncertain who is the true expert. And conditional
on Sherlock being the true expert, you should not be uncertain who the true
expert is....[Y]our credences, conditional on Sherlock being the true expert,
should equal Sherlock’s credences conditional on Sherlock being the true expert.

Elga uses this argument to motivate a principle of deference to rationality itself, which
he calls “New Rational Reflection.” He models this on Hall’s “New Principal Principle.”
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argument in terms of expert deference creates a new problem. It is
easy to understand why we should accept a valid argument that we
make for ourselves, or that we should be able to make for ourselves. But
what reason do we have to trust this imagined rational agent? What
reasoning might lead ws, with the beliefs that we actually have, to
accept someone else’s conclusions?

I propose that the impermissivist answer this objection by adding a
rational deference or level-bridging principle to her view. A natural
candidate would be something along the lines of Elga’s New Rational
Reflection (though I will not defend it here): our credences should
match our expectation of the rational credences, conditional on those
credences being rational.

NEw RaTioNAl REFLECTION: P(H|P' is ideal) = P'(H|P' is ideal)™

If something like New Rational Reflection is true, then it is true that we
should defer to agents like Irene. So if we can show that Irene would
believe P on a priori grounds, conditional on the fact of her own
expertise, we have a good argument that we should believe P as well.
I'his is precisely what the Impermissivist Argument does: it is an ar-
cument that Irene can make on a priori grounds, given the assump-
tion that she is rational. So we should believe the conclusion of the
argument.

I will conclude this section with a final observation about this
nnpermissivist argument, cast as a case of deference. There might
scem o be something peculiar about accepting the conclusion of this
particuln argument, given that it is put in terms of expected accuracy.
I'xpecied accuracy is assessed relative to a particular probability
functon—in this case, Irene’s. Irene’s credences are different from
ours since she s ideally rational and we are not. So how can we accept
A condcluston that is assessed in terms of Irene’s credences?

I'his queston brings up a more general issue about how to defer to
cxports when what they are telling us has probabilistic content. Such
content s alwavs assessed relative to some probability function (or
luncions) soal thisis a genuine problem, we should expect it to arise
oy contexts besides this one. T will not attempt to get into this
e here but Twill mention some reasons to think that the problem is
totmtactablesitis plausible that we can explain deference in this case

Mot e EE Tocthies context one might worry that such a principle begs the question
st o, sice 1 more than one credence function is ideal, New Rational
Hotleonon boads tomcoherence. Butwe can fix this by specifving that the right deference

provcple apphes i nmpenmissive cases only. Since most permissivists agree that some
coames e mpermessive sand sinee the presentargument assumes inpermissivisin anwa

s b crcstcnon shouald not canse a problem.
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using whatever theory of probabilistic deference turns out to be true.
One possibility is to say that in asserting “Probably P (and by exten-
sion, making assertions about expected value or expected accuracy),
one is making a recommendation that one’s audience adjust their
beliefs in such a way as to also endorse “Probably P Deferring to an
expert on this type of view would just amount to taking her recom-
mendation. A related possibility, defended by Sarah Moss, says that
when we regard somecone as an expert, we take her to know the con-
tents of her assertions (including probabilistic contents). So if we take
this expert to know something like “Probably P.” we can infer “Prob-
ably P” for ourselves. " Building on one of these approaches, we could
develop a rational deference principle that tells us exactly what def-
erence amounts to in the present context.

For now, I will remain neutral on what exactly it means to defer to
Irene’s conclusion about expected accuracy in this case. For now the
upshot is: the impermissivist argument is best understood as a case of
expert deference. If impermissivism is true, then an expert—someone

to whom we should defer—can conclude that rationality maximizes
expected accuracy. This gets the impermissivist a strong connection
between rationality and truth.

VI. CONCLUSION

We began by asking whether rationality can be a guide to the truth and
also allow some leeway in what we can believe. We then looked at two
arguments purporting to draw a connection between rationality
and truth: one available to permissivists and one available to imper-
missivists. As we have seen. the impermissivist argument establishes a
stronger connection between rationality and wuth than the permis-
sivist argument. However, the strength of the truth-connection is not all
that matters. In closing I will discuss another difference between the
two arguments and summarize what I take to be the state of the debate.

This difference appears to favor the permissivist argument, at least
initially. That is: the permissivist argument is pitched at you. the reader,
and (if it works) takes you to its conclusion, mostly relying on premises
you already believe. The impermissivist argument, on the other hand,
requires you to buy into a complete “package deal” in order to reach

“See Eric Swanson, “The Application of Constraint Semantics to the Language of
Subjective Uncertainty,” Journal of Philosophical Logic, X1.v, 2 (April 2016): 121-46, for an
expressivist view that supports this thought; and see Matthew Mandelkern, “How to Do
Things with Modals.” forthcoming in Mind and Language, for a contextualist view with
similar consequences.

"Sarah Moss. Probabilistic Knowledge (Oxford: Oxtord University Press, 2018). Sce

espectally secnon Hod
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its conclusion: you must accept impermissivism, and Immodesty,
and a rational deference principle. Because of this, it looks like the
permissivist argument will be more dialectically effective than the
impermissivist argument. Because dialectical effectiveness is so clearly
a goal of Schoentield’s Endorsement Argument, we should spend
some time discussing it directly. Although the Endorsement Argument
is designed for dialectical effectiveness, in the end I do not think this
consideration favors it over the impermissivist argument.

One reason is that dialectical effectiveness is not a very impor-
tant virtue of an argument. In philosophy we are not Jjust trying to
convince one another. And a very broad demand for dialectical
clfectiveness—say, one that says we need to convince not only the
rational or mostly rational, but also toddlers and other people with
serious rational pathologies—would be both impossible to meet and
useless to aim for. Even an audience only of mostly rational adults is
hard to target: what will convince one overall-reasonable person may
net convince another at all.

Still, let us focus on you, and assume that you are more or less

reasonable. Whether an argument is dialectically effective for you will
depend on whether you accept its premises. A little less obviously,
dialectical effectiveness depends on whether vou accept the conclusions
that the argument commits you to (one reader’s modus ponens is
anoether's modus tollens, and so forth). I do not know you or what you
believe. But | predict that if you are a mainstream impermissivist, you
will be happy with the impermissivist argument discussed here. Its
commitments (impermissivism, Immodesty, and a rational deference
principle) arc ones you should be happy to accept. If you are a
malnstream permissivist, however, I predict that you will not be happy
with the Endorsement Argument. This argument most crucially relied
on a specific view about the nature of rationality judgments, which
does not sit well with “Personal Rules,” or intrapersonally impermis-
sive, versions of permissivism. And the Endorsement Argument was
ilso Incompatible with plausible views about acknowledged permissive
emses, In this respect, the endorsement argument does not seem to do
0 well on dialecncal clfectiveness after all.
"~ Te sum Ups mainstream impermissive views can explain how ratio-
pality ba connected o auth. But the truth-connection provided by the
Endorsement \igument comes at a steep price for mainstream per-
Wsalviats. For permissivism, the oruth problem remains unsolved.

SOPHIE HOROWITZ
Undversity of Massachusetts, Amherst
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CAUSAL DECISION THEORY AND DECISION INSTABILITY*

n the face of new information, your deliberation about what to do

may change course. Sometimes this can happen when your only

new information comes from your deliberation itself and from the
course it has taken so far. Sometimes deliberation’s path follows turns
and switchbacks, and a stable decision may be hard to find. One of the
best-known illustrations of this, the story of the man who met death in
Damascus, appeared in the infancy of the subjective theory of rational
choice known as causal decision theory. Causal decision theory and
treatments of decision instability have long been linked.' Causal de-
cision theory is much discussed presently, and objections to it come in
several forms, old and new. The theory is in excellent health, but that is
not my present topic. Here I will explore the use of causal decision
theory, when you deliberate about what to do in Death in Damascus and
in similar decision problems.

A straightforward and general understanding of the scope of causal
decision theory is presented here. We can call it unadorned causal
decision theory, but really, causal decision theory is already a fine term.
When it is applied to problems like Death in Damascus, we will find
that the interplay of your rational assessments and your rational beliefs
during deliberation is a fascinating topic, but not a source of difficulty
for causal decision theory.

In what follows, 1 use the Death in Damascus problem to
illustrate decision instability and deliberation dynamics. Then |
consider a purported counterexample to causal’decision theory,
representative of others, namely Andy Egan’s Murder Lesion

*Thanks to Shyam Nair, Brian Skyrms, Simon Huttegger, Peter Vanderschraaf,
Steven Reynolds, and especially to Jim Joyce for helpful discussions of this paper. My
views about topics discussed here have benefited from many conversations and ex-
changes with others. Particular thanks te William Harper, Christopher Hitchcock, Paul
Weirich, Alan Hajek, Susan Vineberg, Danny Hintze, Jaemin Jung, and Wes Anderson.
Special thanks to Jim Joyce, and most of all, to Brian Skyrms.

"Causal decision theory and the story of the man who met death in Damascus were
both introduced in Allan Gibbard and William Harper, “Counterfactuals and Two Kinds
of Expected Utility,” in C. A. Hooker, |. |. Leach, and E. F. McClennen, eds.. Foundations
and Applications of Decision Theory, Volume [: Theoretical Foundations (Dordrecht, the
Netherlands: D. Reidel, 1978), pp. 125-62; reprinted in W. L. Harper, G. A. Pearce, and
R. Stalnaker, eds., Ifs (Dordrecht, the Netherlands: D. Reidel, 1981), pp. 153-90. Brian
Skyrms’s example of the mean demon shares the form of Death in Damascus, and it
appears in his early discussion of deliberation dynamics in “Causal Decision Theory,” this
JOURNAL, LXXIX, 11 (November 1982): 695-711.

0022-362X/19/1605/263-277 © 2019 The Journal of Philesophy, Inc.
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problem.” A simple response on behalf of causal decision theory, called
the Simple Response, shows how Murder Lesion and similar problems fail
to be counterexamples, and it clarifies the general use of the theory in
problems of decision instability. I then compare unadorned causal de-
cision theory and the Simple Response to previous treatments by Frank
Arntzenius and by Jim Joyce.” There are differences among the three,
and I recommend the unadorned theory and the Simple Response. But
there is also much agreement among them, particularly in the practical
import of adopting them. The present effort does not press on to con-
sider other objections to causal decision theory, but it makes room for
better discussions of their merits.

I. DECISION INSTABILITY AND DELIBERATION DYNAMICS

Allan Gibbard and William Harper considered the issue of stability in
rational choice, illustrated by the example of the man who met death
in Damascus:

Consider the story of the man who met death in Damascus. Death looked
surprised, but then recovered his ghastly composure and said, ‘I am
coming for you tomorrow’. The terrified man that night bought a camel
and rode to Aleppo. The next day, death knocked on the door of the
room where he was hiding and said, ‘I have come for you’.

‘But I thought you would be looking for me in Damascus’, said the
marn.

‘Notatall’, said death ‘that is why I was surprised to see you yesterday. [
knew that today I was to find you in Aleppo’.

Now suppose the man knows the following. Death works from an ap-
pointment book which states the time and place; a person dies if and only
if the book correctly states in what city he will be at the stated time. The
book is made up weeks in advance on the basis of highly reliable pre-
dictions. An appointment on the next day has been inscribed for him.
Suppose, on this basis, the man would take his being in Damascus
the next day as strong evidence that his appointment with death is in
Damascus, and would take his being in Aleppo the next day as strong
cevidence that his appointment is in Aleppo.'

“Andy Egan, “Some Counterexamples to Causal Decision Theory,” Philosophical Re-
coea, v (January 2007): 93-114.

Frank Airntzenius, “No Regrets, or: Edith Piat Revamps Decision Theory,” Erkenninis,
v 2 (March 2008): 277-97. James M. Joyce, “Regret and Instability in Causal De-
cston Lheon ™ Synthese, crxxxviag, 1 (July 2012): 123-45.

"Cabbard and Harper, “Counterfactuals and Two Kinds of Expected Utility,” op. cit.,
P 150 8600 The stonvis avariant of one told by W. Somerset Maugham in Sheppey (1933)
el alluded o m the tde of John O'Hara's Appointment in Samarra (1934). Other ver-
aone ol the stony are L older, dating 1o the ninth century and probably carlier; see
When Dol Coome 1o Baghdad™ in Idvies Shah, ed., Tales of the Deroishes (London:
ol Cape 1967 Ditlerent cities appear i various carlier versions of the story.
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To evaluate his options with causal decision theory, the man uses
states of the world that form a K-partition. Each such state is one he
takes to be outside his causal influence and sufficiently specific
given his interests. Let Kp and K, be ‘Damascus is inscribed’ and
‘Aleppo is inscribed’; they form a K-partition. If, for example, he
believes it is Damascus rather than Aleppo, and his belief pr(Kp) is
greater than '%, then causal decision theory endorses going to
Aleppo.” But that decision seems unstable: when the man comes to
believe he is about to go to Aleppo, he has new information that
influences his other beliefs, including his beliefs about what is
inscribed, about Kp and K,4. Since he takes death’s appointment
book to be based on reliable predictions, his anticipation that he
will go to Aleppo raises his belief that Aleppo is inscribed after all, so
pr.(Ky) is greater than %, and pr,(Kp) is less, which makes Dam-
ascus the better option. But when the man anticipates he is about te
choose Damascus, that newer information again influences his be-
liefs, so pr,,(Kp) exceeds "4, which makes Aleppo the better
option.. ., and so on.

What should the man do?* The sense of instability in problems like
Death in Damascus arises when he can reevaluate his options in light of
information arising from his deliberations. This is a good setting for
the theory of deliberation dynamics, where updates of your beliefs
inform your continuing deliberations, leading to new assessments of
your options that in turn provide reasons for further belief updating.

"Here I use the K-expectation version of causal decision theory due to Skyrms,
“Causal Decision Theory,” op. cit. Causal decision theory endorses going to Aleppo in
the sense that going to Aleppo’s expected utility {/is maximal, and U represents his
preferences. To say that causal decision theory endorses action A is to rely on a
principle that enderses actions that maximize . | follow other discussions in
accepting that principle; my concern here is the proper application of the principle in
extended deliberation. To say that causal decision theory endorses acting at a par-
ticular moment ¢, or when one is in a particular epistemic state ¢, is to rely on another
principle. More about that below.

One plausible answer is toss a coin, or adopt some internal method of randomizing
his choice, thereby pursuing a mixed strategy; see William Harper, “Mixed Strategies and
Ratifiability in Causal Decision Theory,” Erkenntnis, xxiv, | (January 1986): 25-36.
Neither pure act (remain in Damascus, go to Aleppo) is ratitiable, but a 50-50 mixture of
those acts is. A good idea, perhaps, but suppose that mixed strategies are ruled out as
viable options—if the man were to use one, death would know, and would interrupt his
appointment-keeping te find the man wherever he is, as in Paul Weirich, “Decision
Instability,” Australasian Journal of Philosophy, 1 X111, 4 (December 1985): 465-72. Fancitul
examples aside, problems that forbld or penalize mixed acts thereby impose a restrictive
exogenous constraint en the decllonanaker’s options. Having said that, however, we
should be caretul ubout “solving” a decision problem by altering it with additional
options and offering a solution to the tevised problem
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The theory can be applied to deliberations about many sorts of de-
cision problems, simple and (tomplex.7

Deliberation dynamics applies to deliberation that takes place over
time.® At each moment, your beliefs about states of the world (for
example, Damascus is inscribed) underwrite your current assessments
of your options. Those assessments conform, let us suppose, to sub-
jective rational decision theory; throughout this discussion, causal
decision theory is the theory in use. If we assume that the values you
attach to outcomes (for example, life, death) are not shifting, then
when your beliefs are stable, so are your assessments of your options.
But as in the case of the man who met death, your beliefs may not be
stable. At a given moment, your current assessments may give you
reason to change your beliefs about what you will do, and to change
your beliefs about states of the world that matter to the outcome of
doing it. The new beliefs underwrite new assessments, and we can
entertain the trajectories of your repeatedly revised beliefs and as-
sessments over time. Sometimes those trajectories may display oscil-
lations, as we imagined in the case of the man who met death.’

The trajectory of your beliefs will depend on the details of your
dynamics. How do your beliefs about what you will do depend on the
values you attribute to each option?'"” You recognize at { that one action
A looks better than its alternative B, that U,(A) > U/(B); perhaps you
also recognize the difference between them, or the ratio U,(A) / U/(B),
on some particular U, scale. How much does that lead you to increase

'See Skyrms, “Causal Decision Theory,” op. cit., pp. 701-06. In later work, Skyrms
developed an important connection between dynamic deliberation and well-founded
solution concepts for noncooperative games among Bayesian players. See Brian Skyrms,
The Dynamics of Rational Deliberation (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1990). In
decision problems with more than two options, deliberation can be significantly more
complex than in Death in Damascus. Arntzenius, “No Regrets, or: Edith Piaf Revamps
Decision Theory,” op. cit., and Joyce, “Regret and Instability in Causal Decision Theory,”
op. cit., cach imvoke Skyrms’s deliberation dynamics in their treatments of Death in
Damascus and similar problems, as we will see.

" This includes intermittent deliberations: the offer expires on the day after tomorrow;
the election is on Tuesday; a plan must be in place next week; I have one hour to make a
move; and so on. When deliberation takes time, further news may arrive and sway its
course. But effects of outside news are ignored here.

"When vou deliberate about different sorts of problems, your changing beliefs and
evaluations follow different sorts of paths. When causal decision theory is used to eval-
uate your options in a Newcomb Problem, for example, deliberation may vyield straight-
forward convergence to high confidence that you will take both boxes, and that the
opaque box will be empty, since an increasing confidence that you will take both boxes
does not lead you to think it would be better to do otherwise.

"Also, how much do your beliefs about what you will do depend on your assessments
of those values? We might explore the idea that your beliefs respond to other influences
too, but here leave that for another occasion, and suppose that the belief changes are
dinven only by your shifting assessments of your options.
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your belief at ¢; that you will do A, your pr,. (A)? The answers to such
questions throughout your deliberation might be given by a dynamical
rule. Many such rules are possible; among them are rules that seek the
good, according to which you raise your probabilities that you will per-
form actions exactly when you currently regard those actions as better
than their alternatives, or more precisely, as better than the status quo,
which is your current expectation of the outcome of the problem you
are deliberating about." If at some moment ¢ your beliefs lead you to
regard your options as equally good, so that U(A) = U(B), then your
assessments give you no reason, under dynamics that seek the good, to
alter those beliefs and assessments. You are at an equilibrium of the dy-
namics. Since you then regard each action as equally good, to choose
one or the other is to break a tie, or “pick” among the tied options.
Returning to Death in Damascus, then, suppose that during his
deliberation, the man is attentive to his evaluations of his options, and
that they inform his beliefs about what he will soon do as well as what is
inscribed in Death’s appointment book. Suppose that at time ¢ during
his deliberation, he regards going to Aleppo as the better action, so
that U,(A)> U, (D), and he realizes that he does; he then raises his
belief that he will go to Aleppo, pr,(A) > pr, (D), and also that death will
be waiting for him there, pr,(Ky)> pr,(Kp)."” Then, when he reeval-
uates his options at & with those new beliefs, he sees Damascus as the
better action, U, (D) > U,(A), which gives him reason to revise his be-
liefs again. Under plausible assumptions, in the Death in Damascus
problem deliberation that seeks the good will eventually lead the
man’s beliefs to a stable equilibrium, where he sees neither act as
better than the other.” At that point, his tied evaluations give him no

"' The idea of dynamics that seek the good is Skyrms’s; see Dynamics, op. cit., p. 30. Such
dynamics must also raise the sum of the probabilities of all the actions better than the
status quo. Both Arntzenius and Joyce require that dynamics for rational agents seek the
good; see Arntzenius, “No Regrets, or: Edith Piaf Revamps Decision Theory,” op. cit.,
p- 293, and Joyce, “Regret and Instability in Causal Decision Theory,” op. cit., pp. 132-33.

"The dynamic rule expresses the change in his beliefs about what he will do, pr,(A)
and pr, (D). Accompanying changes in his beliefs about what is inscribed, pr, (K1) and
pru(Kp), satisfy Jeffrey-conditionalization if his conditional probabilities such as
pr(K4/A) are stable and there are no further complexities.

“In general, given sufficient time, we can expect convergence to equilibrium from
reasonable starting points. For Death in Damascus, continuous deliberation dynamics
that seek the good are guaranteed to converge to equilibrium, but they will not display
the oscillations I have described. Discrete-time dynamics that seek the good may well
display oscillations; with plausible properties such as a dampening in the learning over
time, convergence to equilibrium can be guaranteed. See Skyrms, Dynamics, op. cit.;
and William Harper, “Decision Dynamics and Rational Choice,” forthcoming in Billy
Dunaway and David Plunkett, eds., Meaning, Decision, and Norms: Themes from the Work of
Allan Gibbard (Ann Arbor, MI: Maize Books). See also Greg Lauro and Simon Huttegger,
“Decision Dependence and Causal Decision Theory,” manuscript.
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reason to further adjust the beliefs that underlie them. At the equi-
librium state in the original Death in Damascus problem, pr,,(K4) and
Pr.s(Kp) are both ', as are pr,,(A) and pr,,(D). His action will be the
outcome of some way of dealing with the tie between A and D. A
general feature of equilibrium states, whether your deliberation leads
you to them or not, is that you see your available options as equally
choiceworthy, as having equal expected utility. It may also happen that
you then believe that you are as likely to do one act as the other, but
that need not be so in problems that lack the symmetry of Death in
Damascus.

Why should the man embark on this deliberative journey? There is
at least this reason: a rational choice should be based on all of your
relevant beliefs at the time you make it. So, ifyou believe at time ¢ that
death is more likely to go to Aleppo than to Damascus, pr(K,) >
pr(Kp), your evaluations at ¢ of your options, U,(A) and U/(D), must
use those beliefs. Or, to put it another way, a rational decision theory,
such as causal decision theory, is properly used only when those
evaluations do so. Is it incumbent upon you to possess such beliefs in
the midst of deliberation? We will return to that question soon.

The original version of Death in Damascus is a symmetric problem,
but asymmetric versions are easily given; just add an incentive against
travel that makes the outcomes of staying in Damascus a little better
than the corresponding outcomes of traveling to Aleppo."* Or, imag-
ine that death’s appointment book more reliably predicts the trav-
eler’s presence when he is in one city than when he is in the other.

Decision instability has become prominent in work on causal de-
cision theory. One reason is that it displays the wider scope of the
theory, beyond problems where causal-dominance reasoning applies.
Another is that problems displaying instability have been offered as
counterexamples to causal decision theory.

II. MURDER LESION AND THE SIMPLE RESPONSE

Andy Egan challenged causal decision theory with a set of examples
that he judged to be counterexamples to the theory, and his challenge
has received wide attention. One of the examples is the Murder Lesion
problem:

Mary is debating whether to shoot her rival, Alfred. If she shoots and hits
[S & H], things will be very good for her. If she shoots and misses [ S & M],
things will be very bad. (Alfred always finds out about unsuccessful as-
sassination attempts, and he is sensitive about such things.) If she doesn’t

"Reed Richter, “Rationality Revisited,” Australasian Journal of Philosophy, LX11, 4 (De-
cember 1984): 392-403.
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shoot [~S], things will go on in the usual, okay-but-not-great kind of way.
Though Mary is fairly confident that she will not actually shoot. . .she
thinks that it is very likely that if she were to shoot, then she would hit
[So— H]. So far, so good. But Mary also knows that there is a certain sort
of brain lesion that tends to cause both murder attempts and bad aim at
the critical moment. If she has this lesion, all of her training will do her no
good—her hand is almost certain to shake as she squeezes the trigger.
Happily for most of us, but not so happily for Mary, most shooters have
this lesion, and so most shooters miss. Should Mary shoot?'®

Following Egan, let the utility of shooting and hitting (S & H) be 10,
the utility of shooting and missing (S & M) be -10, and the utility of not
shooting (~S) be 0 throughout.'” Mary’s initial beliefs are that she is
unlikely to shoot, p7;(S) < .5. She also thinks that if she did, she would
hit, pr;(S8— H) >.5. Her belief in that causal conditional is dependent
on whether or not she shoots, since shooting is correlated with having
the lesion; so pr;(S 0— H/ S) < .5. However, her initial unconditional
belief in that conditional is high, as just specified, since she initially
thinks S is unlikely.

With those initial beliefs, a causal decision theory calculation will
yield U;(S) > Uy(~S) = 0, since the better outcome of S, namely S & H, is
weighted by the high probability pr,(S0— H), while the worse outcome
S & M is weighted by the low probability pr;(S 6= M). So causal de-
cision theory endorses shooting. Egan regards that as a flawed
endorsement:

It’s irrational for Mary to shoot. . ..In general, when y’ou are faced with a
choice of two options, it’s irrational to choose the one that you confi-
dently expect will cause the worse outcome. Causal decision theory en-
dorses shooting. ...In general, causal decision theory endorses, in these
kinds of cases, an irrational policy of performing the action that one
confidently expects will cause the worse outcome. The correct theory of
rational decision will not endorse irrational actions or policies. So causal
decision theory is not the correct theory of rational decision.!”

" Andy Egan, “Some Counterexamples to Causal Decision Theory,” Philosophical Re-
view, CXV1, 1 (January 2007): 93-114, at p. 97. Notation added.

'“There is symmetry in these payoffs, but perhaps not in the beliefs: most shooters have
the lesion, but whether the same proportion of non-shooters lack it is unsaid; it is nearly
certain that those with the lesion miss; in light of her training, Mary thinks it is very likely
that she would hit. Nothing I say here depends upon the problem being as symmetric as
Death in Damascus. In what follows, we might identify states of a K-partition (have the
lesion, do not have the lesion) and use the K-expectation version of causal decision
theory, as before. But here I follow Egan, who uses causal conditionals as in the
Gibbard-Harper version of causal decision theory.

"Egan, “Some Counterexamples to Causal Decision Theory,” op. cit., pp. 97-98.
Phrases referring to a different example have been omitted.
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The act of shooting is intuitively irrational, Egan says, and widely
judged to be so.

...we have (or at least my informants and I have) clear intuitions that it’s
irrational to shoot or to press, and rational to refrain in The Murder

; 18
Lesion. . .

There is a response to Egan’s view of the example. Egan’s case for
the irrationality of causal decision theory’s endorsement (that Mary
shoot) is the intuitive irrationality of shooting. No basis for the in-
tuition is offered, but it is not hard to feel, nor hard to explain. What is
happening? Mary begins with the beliefs that she lacks the lesion and
that shooting would be effective; based on those beliefs causal decision
theory endorsed shooting."” That is the right endorsement given her
beliefs and values at that time. But in preferring shooting, she probably
has the lesion and will very likely miss. So Mary comes to confidently
expect, and we who contemplate her problem come to confidently
expect, that shooting will cause the worse outcome. That is what the
first step in the deliberative process tells her. What is Egan’s intuition,
if not the result of taking that step? At that point, however, when Mary
has that belief, causal decision theory endorses r¢fraining; that is what
Mary’s current utilities will tell her. Egan applies the endorsement that
causal decision theory makes at one time (shoot) to a decision at a
later time, after Mary’s beliefs have changed, and he sees a flaw where
there is none. The error is in the supposition that causal decision
theory is forever committed to its endorsement under Mary’s initial
beliefs.

The resulting theory enjoins us to do whatever has the best expected outcome,
holding fixed our initial views about the likely causal structure of the world. The
following examples show that these two principles come apart, and that
where they do, causal decision theory endorses irrational courses of
action.”

What causal decision theory really endorses is what has the best
expected outcome, given our current views about the likely causal

" Ibid., p. 98.

"It is worth remarking that users of causal decision theory are no more prone to
murder, premature death, disease, or psycho-killing than anyone else. The window
dressings of our examples should be more varied; outcomes might be prizes or penalties,
large or small, rather than death. Many games exhibit instability: Battle-of-the-Sexes-with-
a-Twin, for example. The theoretical issues apply to small stakes as well as large, a point
worth remembering when deliberation has a cost.

“Egan, “Some Counterexamples to Causal Decision Theory,” op. cit., p. 96. Emphasis
Egan’s.
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structure of the world.” This applies to us in the first person, as
deliberators (use our current beliefs), and in the third person, as
judges of what causal decision theory says about others (use their
current beliefs). Egan’s argument suffers from a mistake about what
causal decision theory endorses.”

A second issue is that an intuition that refraining is uniquely rational
has doubtful reliability. We are invited to deliberate a little bit, but not
very far, about what to do, and to stop the deliberation at an arbitrary
point, with no motivation given for stopping there. If Mary correctly
assesses her options at that point, when she thinks she has the lesion,
refraining is better. But that provides her reason to think that, as a
refrainer, she likely lacks the lesion, and that belief makes shooting
the better option after all (according to her)...and so on. Even if the
mistake about causal decision theory’s endorsements were absent, the
example would at best indicate a problem with joining causal decision
theory to a special unmotivated assumption about when deliberation
must end. It establishes no problem for causal decision theory, which is
consistently a good guide to rational action. So says this line of re-
sponse; let us call it the Simple Response.

What, then, does causal decision theory endorse in the Murder Lesion
problem? If you have Mary’s initial beliefs and deliberate no further, it
endorses shooting. If you have a different initial belief, that you
probably have the lesion, it endorses refraining. If you have access to
and appreciation of your deliberative states, and’.»your beliefs and

*' Egan actually states the principle correctly later in his paper in a different context
(ibid., p. 102), butit is clear that he relies on the incorrect version throughout the paper.
Without it, what is the purported counterexample?

1 say that the result of the first deliberative step in Murder Lesion explains Egan’s
intuition that refraining is rational and shooting is irrational. But accounting for intui-
tions about particular examples is an uncertain project, and there may also be other
intuitions in play. One might be uneasy about instability itself, for example. Why use a
theory that makes an endorsement, then retracts it, then reinstates it, and so on? The
retraction suggests that the endorsement should not have been made in the first place.
But the second recommendation is not a retraction of the first endorsement, it is an
update, in light of new information. It is one thing to have an advisor who wavers in his
advice for no discernable reason, another thing when the advice changes as he receives a
stream of relevant information. At some point, though, you will stop listening. In any
case, it is hard to see how an aversion to instability points to the rationality of one specific
option rather than the other, how it points to refraining as rational, and shooting as not.
Egan’s intuition, and his informants’, appears to be different. Joyce suggests that framing
and loss aversion may be at work, and that could be so; see Joyce, “Regret and Instability,”
op. cit., p. 135. But Egan’s example emphasizes what Mary comes to confidently expect,
rather than her great aversion to the worse outcome. . .I think the best explanation of the
intuition Egan describes is the one given with the Simple Response. Whether or not that
is so, the error about what causal decision theory endorses, when your rational beliefs
shift during your deliberation, remains. Thanks to an anonymous referee for raising
questions concerning intuitions about these problems.
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assessments interact in extended deliberation, causal decision theory
makes a succession of endorsements at each stage of your self-
reflecting dynamical deliberation. The endorsements may change, but
each one is correct for your beliefs and values at the moment it is
made. Your deliberation may end in a variety of ways. You may get
tired, you may have other things to do, the world may interrupt, or you
may reach equilibrium. If your deliberation ends in action, the ratio-
nal action to perform is the one endorsed by your current beliefs,
when deliberation ended. Recall that if you reach equilibrium, you see
your options as equally worthy, and you shoot or refrain by dealing
with the tie. There is no single action, for every deliberator, that use of
causal decision theory requires or leads to. So goes the Simple Re-
sponse to Murder Lesion and to similar purported counterexamples.
And in general, when deliberation is unstable and wavers between
options, so says unadorned causal decision theory.

III. DOES THE EQUILIBRIUM RULE?

According to the preceding account, causal decision theory delivers
assessments of your options at each moment of your deliberative
process, whether or not you are at an equilibrium. In the company of
a principle that endorses actions with maximal causal expected
utility U, at each moment of your deliberative process, unadorned
causal decision theory endorses the action or actions that currently
have maximal U. Further constraints on use of causal decision theory
are neither imposed nor needed. In particular, no requirement is
made that you must reach an equilibrium, or that you must look to an
equilibrium prior to reaching it, in order for causal decision theory
to endorse one, or some, of your options. Of course, if you do reach
stable equilibrium, causal decision theory will deliver stable evalua-
tions of your options, and will equally endorse those tied with max-
imal U,,.”

Contrasting accounts given separately by Frank Arntzenius and Jim
Joyce disagree. Each of their accounts offers an adornment to causal

“Since application of causal decision theory does not depend on your arriving at
equilibrium, the issue of whether your starting point and your dynamics will lead you to
equilibrium is interesting, but not crucial to using the theory. This idea, and more, is also
expressed by Skyrms, in Dynamics, op. cit., pp. 36-37: “It is possible—perhaps likely—that
deliberation will have reached an equilibrium by the moment of truth, in which case her
decision will be a best response. On the other hand, in the absence of special knowledge,
it is no more likely if the moment of truth arrives before equilibrium that she will make a
worse response rather than a better one. The present expected utilities just calculated
may not be the ones which will obtain at the moment of truth, but they are in a sense the
decisionmaker’s best estimate of them.” In earlier work, Weirich considers, but too
quickly rejects, the idea that causal decision theory applies at each moment of extended
deliberation. See Weirich, “Decision Instability,” op. cit., pp. 466-67.
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decision theory, and each argues that the equilibrium state is the
unique perspective from which to ascertain your rational action. In a
nutshell, Arntzenius’s view is that, in decision problems like those we
are considering, you should be in the equilibrium state when making
your decision. Joyce’s view is that epistemic rationality will lead your
deliberation to the equilibrium state, and it is only then that you are in
a satisfactory epistemic position to make assessments that should guide
your choice. Joyce would say that what causal decision theory endorses
all along, even before you reach equilibrium, is what it endorses then,
when your epistemic state is satisfactory and you rank each viable
option equally.

Let us look briefly at Arntzenius’s treatment first. It is developed in
the company of his suggestion for understanding how you might
perform a mixed strategy, an option that is a probabilistic mixture of
your pure options (go to Aleppo, remain in Damascus). Arntzenius
associates mixed acts with states of belief; to act when your rational
belief that you will go to Aleppo, pr(A), is xand your belief that you will
remain in Damascus, pr(D), is 1-x, is to perform the mixed act (xA,
(1-x)D).** After showing that deliberation that seeks the good will
eventually arrive at the equilibrium state, Arntzenius asks,

Must one really model a rational person as a deliberator who changes his
credences during the deliberation? No, one need not. Indeed it is a little
bit awkward to do so. After all, if one is ideally rational, then how could
there be any stage at which one has the ‘wrong’ crederfces?”

His second question might suggest sympathy for a treatment like the
one I am advocating, but Arntzenius instead recommends that we set
aside non-equilibrium beliefs:

So, as long as we are idealizing, let us simply say that a rational person
must always be in a state of deliberational equilibrium. The dynamical
model of deliberation that I gave can be taken to merely amount to a
crutch to make us realize that there always exists a state of deliberational
equilibrium.”

*Performance of the mixed act yields one or the other of the pure options. The
connection between your equilibrium beliefs and the option you take raises interesting
questions; I save them for another occasion.

® Arntzenius, “No Regrets,” op. cit., p. 294.

* Ibid. Arntzenius argues for the existence of the equilibrium under continuous dy-
namics that seek the good. The decision problem he explicitly considers, Psycho Johnny, is
based on one of Andy Egan’s examples. Johnny has two options, and its complexity is
similar to that of Death in Damascus. More generally, in problems with more than two
available options, the existence of stable equilibria under a given dynamical rule is a
complex issue and not always guaranteed. See Lauro and Huttegger, “Decision De-
pendence,” op. cit., section 4.



