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Dissertation Summary
My dissertation, which consists of three connected papers, concerns the question of how
much leeway agents have in forming rational beliefs. There is some intuition that rationality
gives agents at least some leeway – it seems that two agents can rationally disagree about some
topic even with the same evidence. If this is right, then rationality is permissive. Despite the
intuitive appeal of permissivism, there are theoretical obstacles in formulating a plausible version
of the view. In the dissertation, I argue that the best way to defend permissivism is to embrace
the existence of epistemic supererogation – which allows agents to form one of multiple beliefs,
even if some of the beliefs are rationally superior to other rationally permissible ones.
The uniqueness thesis is the claim that in any given evidential situation, there is only one
rational belief that an agent can form. Permissivism can be seen as the denial of uniqueness.
Broadly speaking, there are two types of permissive theories. One form of permissivism is
interpersonal permissivism – the view that two different agents may be rational in holding
different beliefs even on the same evidence. Intrapersonal permissivism is stronger: it holds that
the same agent can be rational in holding one of two different beliefs on the same body of
evidence. If intrapersonal permissivism is true, then even from the point of view of a particular
agent, there are epistemic situations where the agent can go one of two ways, and be rational
either way.
The most popular form of permissivism is what I call the Epistemic Standard View
(ESV). This is the topic of the first paper. The ESV claims that agent can have different
“epistemic standards,” which encode different ways to form beliefs in response to evidence.
Since different epistemic standards may rationalize different doxastic states on the same body of
evidence, this view gives us a form of permissivism. From the perspective of any one agent,
however, there is only one doxastic response to any body of evidence.
Though it is central to their theory, proponents of the ESV have paid surprisingly little
attention to what it means to have a particular standard. I argue, however, that the motivations
for the ESV impose requirements on an adequate theory of standard-possession. Then I argue
that no extant view manages to satisfy these requirements, and that there are reasons for
pessimism about whether the requirements can be jointly satisfied. Thus, there is a serious
obstacle to formulating a complete and satisfying version of the ESV.
With the failure of the ESV – a form of interpersonal permissivism – the second paper
turns its attention to intrapersonal permissivism. This view, however, seems to face a serious
problem: the arbitrariness objection. In short, if an agent is in an intrapersonally permissive
situation, and she knows it, then forming any of the permitted beliefs seems arbitrary from the
agent’s own perspective. The agent seems to have no reason for any one belief over the other.
After all, she will end up with a rational belief no matter which one she picks. Forming beliefs
for no reason, however, seems patently irrational. But if the agent is not rational in forming
either belief, then the situation cannot be rational in the first place. So we arrive at a paradox.
Nonetheless, I argue that there are ways for intrapersonal permissivists to respond to the
arbitrariness objection. They all involve allowing agents to be in a certain type of ignorance
about their situation. Unfortunately, the ignorance required in these responses seem a priori
preventable – and therefore, irrational. At the very least, the doxastic states of these ignorant
agents cannot be maximally rational. If such states are still epistemically permissible, then we

clearly need a to allow for the possibility of beliefs which are less than maximally rational, yet
rationally permissible nonetheless. But this requires a conception of epistemic supererogation,
since it would require the existence of beliefs that are better than some other rationally permitted
belief available to the agent. Thus, I argue that intrapersonal permissivists need a conception of
epistemic supererogation.
The final paper develops a positive theory of epistemic supererogation. Though moral
supererogation is an often-discussed phenomenon, the epistemic analogue has never been
posited. Exploring such a possibility, at the very least, will elucidate structural analogies
between the two fields. My theory of epistemic supererogation – which is modeled on a popular
theory of ethical supererogation – involves thinking about two separate epistemic virtues. The
first virtue is the more everyday virtue of correctly assessing the support relationships between
various hypotheses and a body of evidence, while the second virtue involves coming up with the
hypotheses themselves. The proposal, roughly, is that epistemic rationality only requires agents
to successfully evaluate whether a given hypothesis is well supported by the evidence. It does
not require agents to come up with new hypotheses. But since it is epistemically better to come
up with hypotheses that are well supported by the evidence, doing so is epistemically
supererogatory.
Defending this theory of epistemic supererogation allows us to adopt an understanding of
rationality consistent with permissivism while also embracing a certain limited form of
uniqueness. For any body of evidence and any set of hypotheses that an agent is already
entertaining, there is only one doxastic state the agent can form that is consistent with full
rationality. But since different agents who have come up with different hypotheses can
rationally form different beliefs on the same body of evidence, we still end up with a permissive
theory. The end result is a view that fulfills theoretical desiderata on both sides. Thus, this
theory of epistemic supererogation stands as a compelling and plausible form of permissivism.

