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Abstract
On an evidentialist position, it is epistemically rational for us to believe propositions that are (stably) supported by our total evidence. We
are epistemically permitted to believe such propositions, and perhaps even
ought to do so. Epistemic rationality is normative. One popular way to
explain the normativity appeals to epistemic teleology. The primary aim
of this article is to argue that appeals to epistemic teleology do not support that we ought to believe what is rational to believe, only that we are
permitted to do so. In arguing for that, I defend an epistemic teleological
position that is radical in nature. It involves no commitment to aiming
at the truth. I conclude by dispelling some worries that have been raised
about my position.
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Introduction

1.1

Evidentialism and the Normativity of Epistemic Rationality

Given the body of evidence that climate scientists have collected, there is no doubt that
it is epistemically rational for the scientists to believe that there is human-induced climate change. If you agree, this might be because you accept something like the following
evidentialist position:
Evidentialism It is epistemically rational for an agent s to believe a proposition p given
s’s total evidence es just in case es supports p.1
∗

The present article is the sequel to my article “Epistemic Teleology for Evidentialists”.
I am concerned with propositional rationality with respect to a single proposition—as opposed to both
doxastic rationality and rationality with respect to a set of propositions. Here, I understand the distinction
between propositional and doxastic rationality analogously to the well-established distinction between
propositional and doxastic justification. (Smithies (2016) and Williamson (2017) apply the distinction to
rationality as well.)
1
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Evidentialism is popular but does not hold in general; it therefore needs revision.2 If
evidential support is relevant for whether believing a proposition is epistemically rational,
then it should not disappear as soon as one believes the proposition. Mere evidential
support does not suffice alone: the evidential support for the proposition has to be stable—
at least in the weak sense that does not allow for the support disappearing when one
believes the proposition. By adding that the support has to be stable, one excludes that it
is rational to believe propositions that are supported by the total evidence but are no longer
supported the instant one believes them. Such propositions cannot be stably supported by
the total evidence. Accordingly, I propose to replace Evidentialism by EvidentialismS :
EvidentialismS It is epistemically rational for an agent s to believe a proposition p given
s’s total evidence es just in case es stably supports p.
Given the understanding of stable evidential support in question here, our total evidence
stably supports that there is human-induced climate change. Given EvidentialismS , it is
thus epistemically rational to believe that there is human-induced climate change. However,
it is not only epistemically rational for us to believe that there is human-induced climate
change. From an epistemic perspective, it also seems to be permitted to believe it. The
following position is commonly accepted:
Permitted If it is epistemically rational for an agent s to believe a proposition p given
s’s total evidence es , then s is epistemically permitted to believe p given es .
Moreover, it might even be that we epistemically ought to believe that there is humaninduced climate change. In addition to Permitted, the following might also hold:
Ought If it is epistemically rational for an agent s to believe a proposition p given s’s
2

That Evidentialism is in need of revision becomes apparent when one considers cases in which the
proposition that is supported by the total evidence is no longer supported the instant one believes the
proposition. In such cases the proposition is supported by the total evidence and according to Evidentialism
it is rational to believe the proposition, but one loses the support simply by believing the proposition in
question. For instance, consider cases where the total evidence supports that one’s performance in some
task will be successful, but by believing this one becomes overconfident and loses the support. Although
it is rational for one to believe that one’s performance will be successful, the belief is not rational because
one loses the evidential support by holding the belief. (For discussions of such cases and the challenge
they pose for Evidentialism, see among others Conee 1994 and Odegard 1993. On the basis of such cases,
I argue in detail for EvidentialismS in the prequel of this article.) There are at least two ways to revise
Evidentialism to avoid such problems. One can restrict Evidentialism to propositions that do not lose their
support as soon as one believes them, or one can add a further condition to evidential support. Instead
restricting the scope, which would in effect be to ignore the problem, I opt for the latter option.
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total evidence es , then s epistemically ought to believe p given es .3,4
It is commonly assumed that epistemic rationality is epistemically normative and that Permitted or even Ought holds. The normativity may be merely pro tanto and, in particular
situations, the normativity might be defeated or trumped by other forms of normativity, for instance by all-things-considered or ethical normativity. However, rationality is
commonly considered to be epistemically normative. Different approaches are adopted in
arguing for the epistemic normativity of epistemic rationality. Some epistemologists think
that the normativity is based on some kind of reasons that pertain to the case in question.
Others adopt an epistemic teleological position and think that the epistemic normativity
of epistemic rationality is based on the conduciveness to a valuable epistemic end. In this
article, I concentrate on the latter option and take it as a staring point.
3

Epistemologists who see epistemic rationality as going hand-in-hand with what we (epistemically)
ought to believe include Brössel, Eder, and Huber 2013, and Kelly 2003 and 2007. Nelson 2010 seems
to have a principle such as Ought in mind when he argues against positive epistemic duties. One might
be tempted to constrain the following Ought by making it dependent on the subjective intellectual interests of the agent or, alternatively, on whether they form any attitude at all towards the proposition
in question (and, indeed, a referee of this article seems tempted to do so). Since many discussants in
the literature—such as those mentioned above—do not make epistemic norms or epistemic normativity
depend on subjective intellectual interests or whether the agent forms an attitude towards the proposition,
I address the unrelativised Ought. I leave it for another occasion to investigate relativised versions of it.
Section 4 gives hints concerning which relativised versions of Ought might hold.
4
Some epistemologists might reject Ought or even the weaker Permitted right away. They might, for
instance, think that it is always rational for one to believe a logical truth, but that there are logical truths
that are so complex that one is never able to form or ground one’s belief in them in an adequate way, or
that one has defeating higher-order evidence that prevents one from forming or grounding one’s belief in
an adequate way (see, e.g., Smithies 2015). They could argue that since one is not able to form or ground
one’s belief in these logical truths in an adequate way one is not even permitted to believe them. Other
epistemologists might think that it is sometimes rational to believe a Moore-paradoxical proposition such
as of the form ‘p and I believe ¬p’, but that one can never form or ground one’s belief in such a proposition
in an adequate way (see, e.g., Smithies 2016). Thus, they could argue that one is not permitted to believe
them. The same objections speak against Ought since it is stronger. Such objections include the implicit
assumption that it can be (propositionally) rational for an agent to believe a proposition although the agent
is not able to form the respective (doxastically) rational belief, for instance, by grounding it adequately.
One can avoid such objections by revising Permitted and Ought through adding a further condition to the
antecedent: for example, that the agent is in principle able to form or ground the belief in question in an
adequate way. One can also avoid such objections by thinking of Permitted and Ought as ceteris paribus
principles. I am sympathetic to both strategies of avoidance. Mutatis mutandis, my argument would also
apply to such revised versions of Permitted and Ought. Furthermore, some epistemologists might argue
against Permitted and Ought as follows: for being permitted or even required to believe the proposition
that is stably supported by the total evidence, one needs to be aware of the evidential support the total
evidence lends to the proposition. Evidential support without such awareness is not sufficient for being
permitted or even required to believe. However, one could avoid such an objection by adding as a further
condition to the antecedent of Permitted and Ought that the agent is aware of the evidential support. I
do not think that such awareness is required. Young children are hardly aware of the evidential support
even in cases where it is certainly rational for them to believe a given proposition. In any case, most—if
not all—of what I argue for is independent of whether one adds this further condition to the antecedent.
For simplicity, I stick to Permitted and Ought.

3

To be more precise, I focus on direct epistemic teleological positions that agree on the
following:5
Epistemic Teleology If it is epistemically rational for an agent s to believe a proposition
p given s’s total evidence es , then s’s believing p adequately serves (or would serve)
the appropriate epistemic end given es .
To start with let’s be neutral and assume that the end is adequately served when it is
actually served or when it is probably served given the agent’s total evidence. My first
criticism of specifications of Epistemic Teleology holds in both cases and is neutral in this
respect. Later, however, in Section 2.4, I will no longer be able to remain neutral, and will
specify when the serving relation is adequate.
Here, Epistemic Teleology is not understood as a characterization of epistemic rationality.
Epistemic rationality is characterised by EvidentialismS . Epistemic Teleology is understood
as a position that promises to be able to explain the epistemic normativity of rationality.
This leads us to the following question:
Main Question Does Epistemic Teleology support Permitted or even Ought; and, if so,
which?

1.2

Aim and Plan

In this article, my primary aim is to answer the Main Question from an epistemic perspective that adopts EvidentialismS and Epistemic Teleology. (In this article I do not challenge
Epistemic Teleology and EvidentialismS . I think they are plausible enough to be the basis
of further investigation.) I answer the Main Question by claiming that Epistemic Teleology supports Permitted but not Ought. To argue for my answer I proceed as follows:
first, in Section 2, I discuss and criticise specifications of Epistemic Teleology that refer to
two popular epistemic ends that are discussed in the literature. These ends are: the end
of having a large set of beliefs with the best possible ratio between true and false beliefs
(the ratio end ), and the end of believing a proposition if and only if it is true (the end
of inquiry). I argue that if the appropriate epistemic end referred to by Epistemic Teleology is one of these ends, the normativity of epistemic rationality can only be established
as being conditional, stipulated, or semi-epistemic. While I do think that such kinds of
normativity can play an important role in epistemology, I go a step further and explore
whether there is a less restricted account of the normativity. In Section 3, I present and
endorse my radical specification of Epistemic Teleology. This specification allows for such
a less restricted account. According to my specification, the appropriate epistemic end
referred to by Epistemic Teleology is the end of believing a proposition only if it is true
(the end of avoiding falsity). In the subsequent section, Section 4, I provide an answer
to the Main Question by arguing that my specification of Epistemic Teleology (together
5

For a discussion of indirect epistemic teleological positions, see for example Berker 2013.
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with a plausible principle) supports Permitted but not Ought. It is thereby crucial that
my position, and my answer to the Main Question, does not exclude that some further
principles—for example, principles that are not teleological in spirit—might be added and
so provide support for Ought. I conclude Section 4 by dispelling some worries that have
been raised about my position. Concluding, I review my results in Section 5.
(Since I am primarily concerned with epistemic rationality and epistemic normativity, in
the following, I often skip the reference to the epistemic dimension.)

2

The Ratio End and the End of Inquiry

2.1

The Ratio End

Epistemic Teleology claims that if it is rational for an agent s to believe a proposition p
given s’s total evidence es , then s’s believing p adequately serves the appropriate epistemic
end given es . It is often assumed that the epistemic end in question is valuable and one is
committed to pursuing it. The normativity of rationality is then based on the value of this
end. The question thus arises: What is the appropriate epistemic end? There is no room
here to discuss all candidate ends. However, before I present my preferred end, I focus
on two popular ends that come readily to mind: first, the ratio end, which is the global
epistemic end of having a large set of beliefs with the best possible ratio between true and
false beliefs, and, second, the end of inquiry, which is the local epistemic end of believing
a proposition if and only if it is true.6 I begin by introducing and quickly dismissing the
specification of Epistemic Teleology that refers to the ratio end. I then focus in more detail
on a specification that refers instead to the end of inquiry. Eventually, I will also dismiss
this specification and replace it with my own.
Let’s start with the following end:
Ratio End The ratio end is the global epistemic end of having a large set of beliefs with
the best possible ratio between true and false beliefs.

2.2

A First Specification of Epistemic Teleology

Specifying Epistemic Teleology in terms of the ratio end gives us:
Epistemic TeleologyRE If it is rational for an agent s to believe a proposition p given
s’s total evidence es , then s’s believing p adequately serves the ratio end given es .
6

For literature that shows that the ratio end or variants of it are accepted by many epistemologists,
see Douven 2008, sect.2. For a discussion of a number of truth-related epistemic goals see David 2014. My
distinction between local and global epistemic ends traces back to Kelly 2003. Kelly distinguished between
local and global “cognitive aims”, where the former concerns specific propositions. Similarly, David (2014,
sect.II) distinguishes between “individual relativized [true-belief] goals, one for each proposition” and
“collective true-belief goals”.
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It is easy to present counterexamples to Epistemic TeleologyRE where the proposition in
question is stably supported by the total evidence and, given EvidentialismS , it is rational
to believe the proposition in question, but believing the propositions does not serve or does
not probably serve the ratio end given the total evidence. Such examples show that the
antecedent of Epistemic TeleologyRE can be satisfied even if its consequent is not satisfied.
Think of cases where by believing a proposition that is stably supported by your total
evidence you are led to believe a lot of false beliefs such that you end up having a large
set of beliefs with a ratio between true and false beliefs that is worse than the ratio before
you believed the proposition. The following example is such an example:
Demon Example Demon wants Christine to believe that he is caring. Christine has
grown up with him and has acquired a body of total evidence that [stably] supports
that he is not caring. Demon threatens Christine that if she believes that he is not
caring, he will make a lot of her current beliefs false. Christine is aware that he has
the power to do this and that he is honest despite being not caring.
Examples such as this show that specifications of Epistemic Teleology that are couched
in terms of the global ratio end and initially seem plausible have trade-off problems and,
thus, are not that plausible after all.7 Let’s see whether specifications in terms of the local
end of inquiry do better.8

2.3

The End of Inquiry

The local end of inquiry (with respect to a proposition) consists of two components: first,
the local end of including truth, which is the end of believing a proposition if it is true;
and, second, the local end of avoiding falsity, which is the end of believing the proposition
only if it is true. This amounts to the following characterisation of the end of inquiry:
End of Inquiry The end of inquiry with respect to a proposition is the local epistemic
end of believing the proposition if and only if it is true.9
Before we focus on a specification of Epistemic Teleology in terms of the local end of inquiry,
note that although I often speak—for the sake of simplicity—as if there were only one such
end, strictly speaking there are as many ends of inquiry as propositions. Each of the ends
corresponds to a specific proposition.
7

Demon Example is a modification of Christensen’s (2004, ch.1) three-fingered alien example. Similar
examples that concern trade-off problems are also discussed in Ahlstrom-Vij and Dunn 2014, Berker 2013
and 2015, David 2014, Firth 1981, Fumerton 2001, and Goldman 2015. The examples there, however, are
presented as counterexamples to other teleological positions. In the prequel of this article, I discuss the
crucial differences between these teleological positions and counterexamples, and Epistemic Teleology and
my counterexamples.
8
See, similarly, Fumerton 2001.
9
See also David 2014 for a discussion of such local ends.
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2.4

A Second Specification of Epistemic Teleology

A specification of Epistemic Teleology in terms of the end of inquiry results in the following:
Epistemic TeleologyEI If it is rational for an agent s to believe a proposition p given
s’s total evidence es , then s’s believing p adequately serves the end of inquiry with
respect to p given es .
A moment’s reflection reveals that—in contrast to Epistemic TeleologyRE —this specification does not suffer from trade-off problems because the epistemic end is relativised to the
proposition in question.
Without further qualification, however, Epistemic TeleologyEI has another problem. I have
been neutral with respect to whether the ratio end is adequately served just in case it is
actually served or just in case it is probably served. However, if we remain neutral, we
still run into problems. The former understanding of the serving-the-end relation is to
be rejected. If Epistemic TeleologyEI is to be taken seriously, the end is certainly not
adequately served just in case it is actually served. This becomes clear as soon as one
considers cases where the proposition in question is false but stably supported by the total
evidence.10 Given EvidentialismS it is, then, rational to believe the proposition although
the end of inquiry with respect to the proposition is not actually served (given the total
evidence) because the proposition is false. Believing a false proposition certainly does
not actually serve the end of believing this proposition just in case it is true. If Epistemic
TeleologyEI is further specified in terms of actually-serving-the-end, such cases with respect
to false propositions show that the antecedent of Epistemic TeleologyEI can be satisfied
without the consequent being satisfied.11

2.5

A Third Specification of Epistemic Teleology

If one specifies Epistemic TeleologyEI in terms of evidential probabilities in the following
way, one avoids the problem of Epistemic TeleologyEI just mentioned:
Epistemic TeleologyEI
P If it is rational for an agent s to believe a proposition p given s’s
total evidence es , then s’s believing p probably serves the end of inquiry with respect
to p given es .12
Epistemic Teleology runs into problems when a false proposition is stably supported by the
total evidence and the local end of inquiry with respect to the proposition is adequately
served (given the total evidence) just in case it is actually served (given the total evidence).
10

Such cases are obviously impossible if evidence is factive and evidential support is exclusively deductive. However, I certainly do not want to assume that evidential support is always deductive.
11
See also Maitzen 1995.
12
As understood here, something is probable just in case the probability of it is equal to or above the
appropriate threshold t, where t is above .5.
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This is so because the end is never actually served when the proposition is false. This is
independent of whether it is rational to believe the proposition. One might think that
Epistemic TeleologyEI
P has a similar problem—one might think, perhaps, that the probability referred to in Epistemic TeleologyEI
P is low as soon as the proposition in question is
false, and that this results in a similar problem as before. However, the problem does not
arise if one understands the probability referred to in Epistemic TeleologyEI
P as evidential
probability. And this is exactly how the probability in question is understood here—as
evidential probability (see also Eder forthcoming). The evidential probability of a proposition given the total evidence reflects how strongly the evidence supports the proposition.
It can be understood as Brössel’s (2012) and Brössel and Eder’s (2014) reasoning commitments, which trace back to Levi’s (1980) confirmational commitments, Maher’s (2006)
inductive probabilities, or Williamson’s (2000) objective evidential probabilities.13 If one
understands the relevant probability as evidential probability in this way, the evidential
probability of a target proposition is not low as soon as the proposition is false. Unless
the total evidence correctly specifies the truth-value of the proposition, the truth-value
of the proposition usually does not have an influence on the evidential probability. (It is
different—of course—when the truth-value of the proposition is logically determined. In
such a case, the evidential probability is also logically determined.)
In many respects, I am sympathetic to Epistemic TeleologyEI
P as a specification of Epistemic
Teleology. Indeed, in the prequel of this article, I defend Epistemic TeleologyEI
P against objections that have been presented against it. In the following, I take a closer look at the
normativity that comes with this specification. I argue that if the appropriate epistemic
end referred to by Epistemic Teleology is the end of inquiry, the normativity of epistemic
rationality is merely conditional, stipulated, or semi-epistemic. To be more precise, I argue
that with Epistemic TeleologyEI
P we can only establish the normativity as being conditional,
stipulated, or semi-epistemic. There is nothing wrong with the normativity being conditional or semi-epistemic. However, if in addition we hope to establish the normativity of
rationality as also being less restricted, as some epistemologists do,14 we should go a step
further and look for another specification of Epistemic Teleology. This is what I do in the
next section, but first let’s take a closer look at the normativity associated with Epistemic
TeleologyEI
P .
With the help of specifications of Epistemic Teleology such as Epistemic TeleologyEI
P , we
want to explain the epistemic normativity of rationality. And we want to explain it by
arguing that believing propositions that are rational for one to believe probably serves
the appropriate epistemic end, which is valuable and one is committed to pursuing. The
epistemic normativity of rationality then traces back to the valuable epistemic end. The
13

Since the epistemic status of evidential probabilities does not depend on particular worlds, Epistemic
TeleologyEI
P doesn’t fall prey to a new evil-demon-style example. This is also true for the specification of
Epistemic Teleology that I discuss next. I am grateful to a referee of the previous version of this article
for prompting me to make this clear.
14
See, for instance, Kelly 2003.
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end might be valuable because it is the aim of an agent, since it is valuable for the agent;
or the end might be valuable in general and independent of single agents.
In the following, I focus on the value of our particular end under consideration here, the
local end of inquiry (with respect to a proposition). First, let’s consider the case where
the end of inquiry is the aim of an agent and as such is valuable for the agent. After that,
I focus on the possibility that the end of inquiry is valuable in general and independent of
single agents.
If the end of inquiry is the aim of an agent, one can explain the value of it in a simple,
straightforward way, and based on this one can explain the normativity of rationality. The
aim seems to be valuable for the agent and the agent is committed to pursuing it.15 However, if the end of inquiry is not an aim of an agent, then the normativity of rationality—
which is what we are trying to explain—is only conditional, namely conditional on the
end being pursued as an aim by the agent. As an analogy, consider financial rationality
and the corresponding end of increasing one’s riches. If one does not pursue this end,
then an action can be financially rational without it being of any value for one. Financial
rationality for one does not have any normative force, and would be only conditionally
valuable and normative: if one adopted the end of increasing one’s riches, then it would
become unconditionally valuable and normative.16 The same seems true here. Epistemic
TeleologyEI
P does not necessarily have the advantage that it helps to explain the normativity
of rationality, since the agent might not be committed to pursuing the end of inquiry, which
might not even be valuable in general. If Epistemic TeleologyEI
P refers to an epistemic end
that is only conditionally valuable, that is, valuable conditional on being pursued as an
aim, the normativity of rationality, or rationally believing, is also only conditional on that.
In the hope of establishing a less restricted account of epistemic normativity, I proceed
to examine whether one can show that the end of inquiry is valuable in general and independent of single agents. The hope is that the normativity of rationality is not merely
conditional on the end of inquiry being pursued as an aim, and that the end is a valuable
end that one is committed to pursuing.
Recall that the local end of inquiry (with respect to a proposition) consists of two components: first, the end of believing a proposition if it is true (i.e., the end of including truth);
second, the end of believing the proposition only if it is true (i.e., the end of avoiding falsity). For the time being let us adopt the second component unchallenged, on the proviso
that we shift our focus to it in due course (in Section 3). I can think of four accounts that
are promising for establishing the end of including truth as an end that one is committed to
pursuing and that is valuable in general—valuable, that is, independently of whether one
actually pursues it as an aim. In the following, I present and discuss the accounts. In my
15
16

See, similarly, Brössel, Eder, and Huber 2013.
See, similarly, Brössel, Eder, and Huber 2013.
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criticism of the first two accounts, I lean heavily on Grimm’s (2009) instructive discussion
of them. The fourth account is the one that he himself suggests.
Regarding the first account, the end of including truth is intrinsically valuable. As Grimm
(2009) notes, many epistemologists think that it is intrinsically valuable to believe true
propositions. They often argue for this on the basis that we value believing true propositions not only because of their practical usefulness, but because as curious human beings
we are simply interested in the truth. However, this is certainly not true for all propositions. Grimm rightly points out that there are so-called trivial truths that we usually do
not value. Consider for example trivial truths such as whether or not the number of grains
of sand on Lomas de Arena is even.17 For such propositions, it does not seem that we are
committed to pursuing the end of including truth. We do not value believing propositions
just because they are true. It is therefore unconvincing to refer to our curiosity in order
to argue that believing true propositions is intrinsically valuable. Admittedly, that we do
not value all true beliefs does not entail that they are not valuable simply because they
are true. However, we are still lacking an argument in support of the claim that believing true propositions is intrinsically valuable. I am not aware of any good argument that
establishes that for any true proposition—including trivial truths—to believe it is intrinsically valuable. However, without such an argument there is no reason to assume that
believing true propositions is intrinsically valuable and, thus, that we are committed to
pursuing the end of including truth. My point here is not that the end of including truth
cannot be intrinsically valuable; it is rather that it is not clear how we can establish that
it is. I think the following description of a scenario presented by one of the referees of the
previous version of this article comes close to establishing the intrinsic value of believing
true propositions:
[C]ompare two beliefs in trivial truths; stipulate that nothing practical hangs
on either, but one is false and one is true. Which belief would it be better to
hold? Which belief is better from an epistemic point of view? If truth is of no
intrinsic value, it should make no difference in value to which belief the subject
held. But it seems that of the two beliefs, the true one is more valuable. We
value the true over the false; we value the authentic over the fake, even when
nothing else hangs on it.
One is certainly often tempted to value true beliefs more than false beliefs in a setting such
as that described here. However, I am not sure this is always the case. Sometimes one
might be indifferent among the beliefs, for instance when the true proposition is a trivial
truth. But even if it were true that we always value true beliefs more than false beliefs
in scenarios just as that described above, I do not see how one could establish that what
is valued is intrinsically good (or bad) merely by appealing to what we de facto value (or
disvalue). Furthermore, arguing that the value of true belief is higher than the value of
17

This example is my variation of stock examples for trivial truths. Lomas de Arena are sand dunes in
Santa Cruz, Bolivia.
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false belief does not suffice to establish the intrinsic value of true beliefs. If true beliefs are
intrinsically valuable, then holding them is better than not holding them. It is not clear
how one can establish this in support of the account in question. If, however, appeal to
our value judgements is a legitimate tool for establishing the intrinsic value of believing
true propositions, as the referee seems to suggest, then we would always value true beliefs
over no belief. However, as discussed above, this does not seem to be the case with respect
to trivial truth. We still lack an argument that establishes that the end of including truth
is intrinsically valuable.
In the absence of an argument that establishes the intrinsic value of the end, we are left
with the option of merely stating or assuming the value. And merely stating or assuming it
is tantamount—or at least comes close—to stipulating it. We might as well have stipulated
that rationality, or rationally believing, is normative without trying to explain it with the
help of Epistemic Teleology. Some epistemologists think that believing true propositions
and achieving the end of inquiry is intrinsically valuable and that there is no need to explain this. This is not satisfactory if one is in search of something more elucidating. Let’s
see whether we can do better.
According to the second account, which traces back to Sosa 2007, the end of including
truth is valuable within the epistemic domain, even if it is not necessarily valuable outside
that domain—just as the end of monetary gain is valuable in the financial domain. This
would be to assign such ends a value which is independent of whether monetary gain is
valuable outside the respective domain. Sosa even defends the view that truth in general
is the fundamental value within the epistemic domain, “the ultimate explainer of other
distinctively epistemic values” (2007, p. 72). Many epistemologists assume that it is constitutive of epistemology that the end of including truth is valuable; indeed they often do so
not only without argument, but without an argument to establish that one does not need
an argument. Even if there were a good argument in favor of this account, the normativity
associated with it would be restricted to the epistemic domain, since truth would only be
valuable within the epistemic domain. I agree with Grimm (2009), who criticizes Sosa’s
account for not being able to explain the special status of epistemic evaluations outside
the domain, since it does not account for the binding force of epistemic evaluations which
they exert independently of the domain, or outside the domain. At best, it provides a label
for a domain in which we value believing true propositions—that is, the epistemological
domain. It does not provide a reason to engage in the epistemological domain or to adopt
the end of including truth in the first place. Grimm remarks that “even though we can
evaluate beliefs relative to countless different domains, the end of realizing the truth enjoys
a special sort of status when it comes to the evaluation of belief” (2009, p. 256).
One can admit that the normativity is restricted to the domain and think that this is fine
since we are always epistemic beings and our beliefs can always be judged within this domain. There is nothing wrong with that. However, the normativity would still be restricted
to the domain even in the case that we always judge it as within the domain. To offer
11

an analogy, we are always biological beings and we can always judge ourselves or what we
do within the domain of biology; however, this does not establish any kind of normativity
outside the domain.
I hope to establish the normativity of rationality as also being less restricted. So let’s try
to go a step further and look for an account that allows for this. One could indeed simply
stipulate—without explanation—that the end of including truth has a binding force that
makes epistemic evaluations based on it somehow special outside the domain; however, let
us—again—seek a more illuminating approach.
The third account claims that the end of including truth is of value for agents because true
beliefs help agents to act successfully by achieving their practical aims; it is of practical
use to believe true propositions. This account is commonly attributed to Kornblith (1993).
Without going into much detail, let me distinguish two variants of the present account:
according to the first, the end of including truth is of value because each true belief helps
an agent to act successfully by achieving the agent’s particular aims. In contrast, according
to the second variant, the end of including truth is of value because true beliefs in general
help agents to act successfully in general, even if it is not the case that each particular
true belief helps in this way.18 Let me begin by focusing on the first variant of the present
account, and then turn to the second.
Initially, it seems promising to assume that the end of including truth is valuable because
each true belief helps an agent to act successfully by achieving the agent’s particular aims.
No doubt there are situations where achieving the end of including truth with respect to a
proposition is valuable because believing the truth about this particular proposition helps
one to act successfully with respect to a particular aim—hardly anyone disagrees here. For
instance, it may be valuable for an agent to form a true belief about whether or not stock
prices will rise tomorrow because having a true belief about this can help the agent to reach
the practical aim of increasing riches. However, in line with Kelly (2003) and Papineau
(2013), there are many propositions for which there is no such relevance for our actions and
practical aims. It may be true, for example, that the number of grains of sand on Lomas
de Arena is even and that the true belief in this proposition is for all intents and purposes
irrelevant to anyone’s practical aims. We sometimes lack the relevant practical aim; even
worse, as Papineau (2013) notes, believing the truth about a proposition might sometimes
stand in conflict with one’s practical aims. Consider the following example, which is my
slight modification of Nozick’s (1993) famous grieving mother example:
Grieving Mother Example A grieving mother whose beloved son has recently died
receives pieces of evidence such that her total evidence stably supports that her son
was a brutal criminal who caused much suffering. It is rational for her to believe that
her son was a brutal criminal who caused much suffering. However, believing this
18

This variant is certainly more in the spirit of Kornblith.
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about her son does not increase her happiness, and rather causes her more suffering.
She definitely does not want to commemorate her son in this way, but rather as a
decent human being—whatever this might be.
Her believing the truth about her son’s guilt does not serve the mother’s practical aims of
commemorating her son as a decent human being. Two possible replies come to mind.
First, one could reply that believing the truth about his guilt is not immediately relevant
with respect to the mother’s commemoration of her son as a decent human being, but it
might turn out to be relevant later in her life with respect to other practical aims. While
such a reply seems tenable concerning the grieving mother, an analogous reply concerning
the grains of sand on Lomas de Arena does not seem tenable.19
Second, one could reply that even if a particular true belief with respect to a particular
proposition might never turn out to be relevant for an aim any agent might have, the end
of including truth with respect to the proposition might have some default value. While
I am sympathetic to this appeal to a default value,20 defendants of it have to cope with
the challenge that sometimes one might simply know about a particular proposition that
believing it is and never will be relevant to anyone.21 There is much more to say about the
appeal to a default value, but since it plays—at best—hardly any role for what I argue for
in the end, I will not explore this any further here.
Let’s move to the second variant of the account. According to this variant, the end of
including truth is of value because true beliefs in general help agents to act successfully in
general. It is thereby not required that each belief in a particular proposition helps us to
act successfully in order for the end of including truth to be valuable. The end of including
truth gets its value in virtue of true beliefs being of a valuable type.22 Very roughly, the
end of including truth is valuable because many or most true propositions are of practical
19

Papineau makes in essence the same point and presents an example that is similar to the example
here. His example shows that holding false beliefs can be of value:
Sometimes there will also be a positive value to having false beliefs. Suppose some quite
untreatable form of cancer is common in John’s family and that he indeed has it. There is
a simple enough test, but John doesn’t take it, because he is confident that he doesn’t have
the cancer. (He feels great!) As a result, he avoids the distress and unhappiness that would
be occasioned by his learning the truth. Now, John hasn’t bothered to check his belief, and
as a result has persisted in a falsity. But, supposing this makes no practical difference to
anybody (the cancer is untreatable, remember), I say that he has done nothing wrong at all.
I recognize no doxastic offence that weighs against the advantage of his avoiding the truth.
(Papineau 2013, p. 68)
20

For a similar account that regards the end of inquiry—or a variant of it—as a default goal, see Brössel,
Eder, and Huber 2013.
21
See also Papineau 2013.
22
See Goldman and Olsson 2009 for a similar turn when they explain the value of beliefs that are formed
by reliable processes.
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use, which makes true propositions of a valuable type. There is no requirement that all
true beliefs be of such use.
This variant and the former variant of the present account have in common that they
can only explain a semi-epistemic value of the end of including truth. I refer to it as
semi-epistemic because the end of including truth is an epistemic end which is valuable
due to non-epistemic factors. Unfortunately, I am not in a position to draw a sharp line
between the epistemic and non-epistemic dimensions. Recent literature suggests that this
is difficult.23 However, it should be clear that, given the present account and Epistemic
TeleologyEI
P , the normativity of rationality is also influenced not only by epistemic but also
by non-epistemic factors, which makes them semi-epistemic as well.
I consider this third account to be more attractive than the first two accounts. Recall that
according to the first, the end of including truth is intrinsically valuable; and according
to the second, it is valuable within the epistemic domain. The first two accounts are—or
come close to being—tantamount to stipulating the value of the end of including truth and
are hardly illuminating: therefore, they are not helpful in explaining the normativity of
rationality.
Now let’s consider an alternative account, the fourth account, which traces back to Grimm.
According to it, we should change our perspective “away from the standard first-person
question about the value of true belief—wherein we ask (as Goldman, Alston, and Lynch
asked) about the value of true belief in terms of our own intellectual aims or well-being—
and by moving instead towards a more communal or social view of the value of truth”
(Grimm 2009, pp. 257-258.). Thus, the relevant end should be one that is valuable for
society, even if it is not valuable to all members of society with respect to all propositions at all times. Grimm claims that “given our nature as information-dependent and
information-sharing creatures, we have an obligation not just to be sources of information
for others but to be good sources of information” (2009, 259). While Grimm focuses on
believing the truth in general, what he says can easily be applied to the end of inquiry
or—to be more precise—to its first component. Accordingly, we can consider the end of
inquiry to be a common good that is of value for society because it fosters the well-being
of society. The present account is certainly attractive. For instance, it helps to explain the
value and normativity associated with believing the truth about human-induced climate
change. Even if this true belief were not of any value concerning one’s personal practical
aims, to believe the truth about climate change is certainly of high value for society. However, there still might be true beliefs that are irrelevant for the well-being of society.24 As
mentioned before, the truth about whether or not the number of grains of sand on Lomas
de Arena is even seems to be a good candidate for such a proposition. I can think of two
possible replies, and they are analogous to the replies we saw earlier concerning the third
23
24

See Cohen 2016.
See, similarly, Papineau 2013, sect.4 and sect.10
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account and the Grieving Mother Example.
First, one could claim with Grimm (2009, sect.6) that even if a particular proposition initially seems to be irrelevant for the well-being of society, achieving the end of including
truth with respect to it might turn out to be relevant for society as a whole or for some
members of it, and, therefore, for society. If one think that sometimes one simply knows
that believing a particular proposition is not relevant at all, this reply is not convincing.
This is similar to what I said before concerning the third account. However, while it was
plausible that one can know that the truth of a proposition won’t play a role for a specific
agent, it is not clear that one can know that it won’t play a role for any agent at any
time.25 Anyhow, the end might still have a default value for the well-being of society. We
are left with a debate similar to before.
Second, one could claim, also similar to before, that the end of including truth is valuable
because it is of a valuable type. This is so because true beliefs are in general valuable for
the well-being of society, even if a particular end of including truth or a particular true
belief is not.
Either way, the resulting value of the end of including truth turns out to depend on nonepistemic factors about society’s well-being—as Grimm himself emphazises. The value is
once again semi-epistemic: it traces back to an end that is epistemic but valuable due to
non-epistemic factors. Although both variants of this fourth account are attractive, I now
proceed to see whether we can present another account that allows the value of the end of
including truth not to be influenced by non-epistemic factors.
Up till now, it seems, one is left with accounts according to which we can only establish the value of the end of including truth as being merely conditional, stipulated, or
semi-epistemic. Without further specifications—and perhaps further principles—Epistemic
TeleologyEI
P can only explain the normativity of rationality as merely conditional, stipulated, or semi-epistemic. Let’s see whether there is an alternative specification of Epistemic
Teleology, according to which the normativity is less restricted. In exploring a less restricted
version, I do not mean to indicate that there is something wrong when the normativity
is merely conditional, stipulated, or semi-epistemic. However, as mentioned before, it is
common for epistemologists to believe in or look for an epistemic normativity that is less
restricted. For this reason, instead of stopping here I go a step further, and explore another
specification of Epistemic Teleology according to which the normativity associated with it
is less restricted.
25

See Grimm 2009, sect.6.
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3

The End of Avoiding Falsity

3.1

The End of Avoiding Falsity

The end of inquiry with respect to a proposition consists of two components: first, the
end of including truth; second, the end of avoiding falsity. So far we have not managed to
establish the first component as an end to which we are committed and whose value is not
merely conditionally, stipulated, or semi-epistemic. What, then, of the second component,
which I refer to as the end of avoiding falsity (with respect to a proposition)?
End of Avoiding Falsity The end of avoiding falsity with respect to a proposition is
the local epistemic end of believing the proposition only if it is true.
Why should we adopt this end as the appropriate end referred to in Epistemic Teleology?
It seems natural to evaluate a belief by considering whether it satisfies a primary end of
believing. A primary end—if not the primary end—of having a belief is that the belief
represents the world correctly, that is, that the believed proposition is true. I think that
to believe a proposition is to take this proposition to be true. The value of believing a
proposition then depends on whether or not the proposition is true. This idea about the
end of beliefs accounts for the value of the end of avoiding falsity itself, as shall become
clear in the following paragraphs.26
My position has some similarities with Wedgwood’s (2002). He endorses the following,
which he takes to be the fundamental epistemic norm: roughly put “a belief is correct if
and only if the proposition believed is true” (2002, p. 268, and pp. 272-273, 289). According to Wedgwood, the term ‘correct’ “expresses a normative concept”. Related to this
concept he “propose[s] that certain concepts are normative because it is a constitutive feature of these concepts that they play a regulative role in certain practices” (2002, p. 268).
He “argue[s] that the concept of ‘rational belief’ is normative for the practice of theoretical
reasoning” (2002, p. 271). Whereas I am neutral with respect to constitutive features of
the concept of rational belief and constitutive features of belief, Wedgwood (2002, sect.2)
focuses on such constitutive features. But I agree with him that a belief is to be evaluated
with respect to whether it is true. From this, however, one cannot establish that to believe
a true proposition is always valuable. Similar to him, I think that whether one engages in
a practice of believing is relevant for whether true belief is valuable. It is not valuable per
se. Even if a belief is correct just in case it is true, this does not imply that true beliefs are
valuable per se, rather they are valuable given that one engages in the practice of believing.
26

To some extent, the relation between belief and the end of avoiding falsity might be even stronger. I
am sympathetic—but not committed—to a view according to which we would call a propositional attitude
‘a belief’ only if the agent thereby is committed to pursuing the end of avoiding falsity with respect to
that attitude; a propositional attitude without such a commitment might be a hope, a wish, or something
similar, but it is not a belief. (See Papineau 2013 for criticism of variants of such a view. Papineau also
discusses the function of beliefs and criticises an account that is in the vicinity of my account here with
respect to the end of beliefs. There is no room here to compare his account with mine.)
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However, false beliefs are to be avoided. We are only committed to pursuing the end of
avoiding falsity: to believe a proposition only if it is true.27
I think something is wrong when one engages in a practice—such as believing—that is
not bad, and yet the practice’s end is not fulfilled. To fulfil the end seems in one way or
another to be good. From an epistemic point of view there is nothing wrong in engaging in
the practice of believing, and it is the epistemic dimension we are interested in here. If you
engage in the practice of believing, then your belief better be true! The end of avoiding
falsity is valuable and we are committed to pursuing it. However, there is no commitment
and nothing particularly good or bad about engaging in the practice of believing in the
first place. We are not required to form beliefs just because they are true or because they
are probably true given our total evidence.28 Similarly, Wedgwood says: “Admittedly, if
p is an utterly tedious or trivial truth, then it may be a complete waste of time even to
consider p. But the fundamental epistemic norm says nothing about whether or not one
should consider p, since this norm only concerns propositions that one actually consciously
considers” (2002, p. 273).29 We are not committed to pursuing the end of including truth
(i.e., the first component of the end of inquiry), but we are committed to pursuing the end
of avoiding falsity.
Note that the end of avoiding falsity with respect to a proposition can easily be served by
not forming any doxastic attitude toward the proposition in question. This has important
implications for our answer to the Main Question, as we observe in the following.
27

This is in a similar spirit to what Wedgwood conveys with the following analogy: “For example,
engaging in the ‘ordinary practice of playing chess’ presumably involves aiming to win a game of chess by
making only legal moves” (2002, p. 268). I think this is close to the truth. The practice commits one to
aiming to win the game but it does not involve aiming at winning. Sometimes one plays chess without
aiming to win. Parents can play chess with their children without aiming at winning. But if they did it
correctly, they would aim at winning and they are committed, or required, to aim at winning. However,
similar to believing, there is no commitment to engage in the practice of playing chess.
28
Steglich-Petersen 2011 makes a related point but on different grounds. There is no room here to
compare his approach with mine, since his is couched in a different framework and mainly in terms of
reasons.
29
Wedgwood’s position and my position share some similarities, some of which I indicate above. To
compare the positions in further detail must be left to another occasion, especially since the focus in
his case is different. His focus is more on what is constitutive for belief, fundamental epistemic norms,
practical considerations, reliabilist positions, and whether and when something counts as rational belief in
the first place—all topics that don’t play such a primary role in my account. Wedgwood does not present
his account in terms of the value of truth but rather as whether a belief is correct just in case it is true.
He evaluates a belief in the context of considering the proposition in question. Wedgwood is interested
in finding the most fundamental norm of all norms, while my focus is more narrow. I am concerned with
whether the correct specification of Epistemic Teleology speaks in favour of Permitted or Ought.
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3.2

A Radical Specification of Epistemic Teleology

In the light of what was said above, I propose a specification of Epistemic Teleology which
is—I think—the best we can do on behalf of advocates of Epistemic Teleology who want
to explain the normativity of rationality, or rationally believing, and try to establish it as
being not merely conditional, stipulated, or semi-epistemic:
Epistemic TeleologyEAF
If it is rational for an agent s to believe a proposition p given
P
s’s total evidence es , then it is probable that s’s believing p serves the end of avoiding
falsity with respect to p given es .
(The probability is again understood as evidential probability.)
Once we assume Epistemic TeleologyEAF
, the normativity of rationality is no longer merely
P
conditional, stipulated, or semi-epistemic. The epistemic normativity of rationality traces
back to the value of the end of avoiding falsity, which is not merely conditional, stipulated,
or semi-epistemic.
With Epistemic TeleologyEAF
framed in terms of the end of avoiding falsity, we can now
P
turn to the Main Question. In the following section, I look for answers to the specification of
the question that refers to Epistemic TeleologyEAF
: Does Epistemic TeleologyEAF
support
P
P
Permitted or even Ought; and, if so, which?

4
4.1

Permitted but not Ought
In Favor of Permitted

According to Epistemic TeleologyEAF
, if it is rational for an agent s to believe a proposition
P
p given s’s total evidence es , then it is probable that s’s believing p serves the end of avoiding
falsity with respect to p given es . The epistemic normativity of rationally believing p, or
rationality, then, traces back to this epistemic end—which is a valuable end—that we are
committed to pursuing. What serves or probably serves something valuable that we are
committed to pursuing is permitted. This comes down to the following:
Avoiding Falsity and Permission If it is probable that an agent s’s believing a proposition p serves the end of avoiding falsity with respect to p given s’s total evidence
es , then s is (epistemically) permitted to believe p given es .
Before I move on, let me note two things.
First, note that it is not required that the probability is the highest possible of all alternatives. It suffices that it is probable (i.e., equal to or above the appropriate threshold t,
where t is above .5). I think that it is safe to say that we are often permitted to do all
sorts of things even if for some alternatives it is more probable that they lead to the end
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in question. We are often permitted to do things because it is highly probable that they
lead to relevant ends. I think various alternatives can be permitted at the same time even
though the probabilities of them leading to the end in question are not equally high. As
long as the probability is high enough this suffices for permission. Compare this to a case
of practical permission. Consider the following case: You are contractually committed to
the end of arriving for work at 9 a.m. Nevertheless, you are permitted to arrive there by
car even though there is a higher probability of arriving at work in time via public transportation. It suffices that the probability of arriving at work on time given that you take
your car is high enough. Similarly, you are epistemically committed to the doxastic end of
not believing false propositions. You are permitted to believe what it is rational to believe
even though there is a higher probability of satisfying the doxastic end if you choose the
alternative, i.e., not holding any doxastic attitude towards the proposition in question.
Second, note that there might also be cases where to do what is permitted according to
Avoiding Falsity and Permission leads to some conflicts. However, by endorsing Avoiding
Falsity and Permission one is not committed to the view that the permission in question
is strict and holds under every circumstance. As mentioned before, the permission may be
mere pro tanto permission, may be defeated or trumped by other permissions or obligations, or it might even be in conflict with other permissions or obligations. That said, we
can now turn to the answer to our Main Question.
Avoiding Falsity and Permission together with Epistemic TeleologyEI
P imply:
Permitted If it is epistemically rational for an agent s to believe a proposition p given
s’s total evidence es , then s is (epistemically) permitted to believe p given es .
Epistemic TeleologyEAF
(together with a plausible principle) supports Permitted. The
P
question arises whether Ought holds as well. Recall, Ought claims the following:
Ought If it is epistemically rational for an agent s to believe a proposition p given s’s
total evidence es , then s (epistemically) ought to believe p given es .
In order for the consequent to hold, believing p must be the only permitted alternative
when it is rational to believe p. However, without further principles there might still be
permissible alternatives to believing the proposition: namely, not forming any doxastic attitude towards the proposition whatsoever.30 This alternative always probably serves the
end of avoiding falsity. This is so no matter what the total evidence is. The probability
is as high as it can be, 1. Nothing excludes that this alternative is, in the absence of any
further principled considerations, permitted. My position does not exclude nor support
that such a permission holds. Epistemic TeleologyEAF
(together with Avoiding Falsity and
P
30

Note that this alternative does not amount to suspension of judgement, since suspension of judgement
involves an attitude with respect to the proposition in question. For appealing accounts that understand
suspension of judgement as an attitude see Friedman 2017, Raleigh 2019, and Sturgeon 2019.
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Permission) does not exclude that one can be permitted not to believe a proposition even
if it would be rational for one to believe the proposition. At the same time Epistemic
TeleologyEAF
also does not support Ought, but is still compatible with it. It is crucial to
P
note, however, that this does not exclude that some further principles—for example, principles that are not teleological in spirit—might be added and so provide support for Ought.
The epistemic teleological position here, then, would only partly explain the normativity
of rationality: namely, only why it is permitted to believe the proposition for which it is
rational to believe it.
Some worries have been raised concerning my position. In the following, I introduce and
allay them.

4.2

First Worry – Skepticism

One might worry that my position commits me to a skeptical position with respect to contingent propositions. The skeptical worry is that it is never or seldom permitted to believe
such propositions.31 The reasoning behind the worry is the following: consider the difference between believing a proposition and not forming an attitude towards the proposition.
The second alternative does at least as good as the first with respect to the end of avoiding
falsity. The evidential probability of this alternative serving the end is as high as it can
be, 1, and, thus, usually higher than the evidential probability of believing the proposition
serving the end of avoiding falsity. This is worrisome in combination with the idea that it is
a necessary condition for permission that there is no alternative that more probably leads
to the end in question; because then not believing a contingent proposition is mostly—if
not always—to be preferred. If this line of reasoning were correct, it would indeed leave us
with a skeptical position. There are two things to say in reply to proponents of such a worry.
First, what we have said so far does not commit us to a skeptical position. Our Avoiding
Falsity and Permission does not commit us to accepting that it is a necessary condition for
permission that there is no alternative that more probably leads to the end in question. As
mentioned before, according to Avoiding Falsity and Permission, it is a sufficient condition
for being permitted to believe the proposition in question that it is probable that believing
the proposition serves the end of avoiding falsity with respect to it (all given the total
evidence). A high evidential probability that believing the proposition in question serves
the end of avoiding falsity (given the total evidence) suffices for permission; the evidential
probability does not need to be the highest. We do not need to adopt a skeptical position.
Second, even if one rejected Avoiding Falsity and Permission, the consequence is not as
bad as it might seem at first sight. Adopting the skeptical position presented above is not
31

This worry is not to be mistaken with the worry that it is never or seldom rational to believe such
propositions. This second worry can be easily dispelled. Given EvidentialismS , which we assume in this
article, it is rational to believe a proposition when the proposition is stably supported by the total evidence.
As soon as there is this support, it is rational to believe the proposition.
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as unattractive as it may seem. Note that the skeptical position would only claim that it is
never or seldom epistemically permitted to believe contingent propositions. From a semiepistemic point of view—that, in addition to epistemic factors, also takes non-epistemic
factors into account and endorses the end of inquiry—one can avoid the skeptical result.
From such a point of view, which allows for the end of inquiry to be the adequate end
referred to in Epistemic Teleology, one is still semi-epistemically permitted to believe contingent propositions, indeed arguably one even ought to do so. In what follows I explain
why.
I am sympathetic to positions that allow for a semi-epistemic value for the end of inquiry.
One can argue that the end of inquiry is semi-epistemically valuable due to non-epistemic
factors—for instance, because achieving this end helps us to act successfully in general or it
fosters the well-being of society in general. This can be so even if not each particular true
belief helps in this way. In line with this, one accepts Epistemic TeleologyEI
P , which helps
to explain the semi-epistemic normativity of rationality. Analogous to Avoiding Falsity
and Permission, if it is probable that an agent s’s believing a proposition p serves the
end of inquiry with respect to p given s’s total evidence es , then it is permitted that s
believes p given es . However, now there is no other alternative that probably serves the
end of inquiry with respect to p given the total evidence es . Thus, believing p is the only
permitted alternative. A moment’s reflection reveals that this is so because if it is probable
that an agent s’s believing a proposition p serves the end of inquiry with respect to p given
s’s total evidence es , then not believing p does not probably serve the end given es . The
following holds:
Inquiry and Ought If it is probable that an agent s’s believing a proposition p serves
the end of inquiry with respect to p given s’s total evidence es , then s ought to believe
p given es .
The end of inquiry referred to in Inquiry and Ought is semi-epistemically valuable. In
accordance with this the ought referred to in Inquiry and Ought is semi-epistemic as well.
Considerations about our individual aims or the well-being of society can save us from the
skeptical position that is described above.

4.3

Second Worry – not Believing What Is Rational to Believe

There is another worry. Examples such as the following have been presented as arguments
against my position:
Climate-Change Example Climate scientists such as Mary have collected a huge body
of evidence that stably supports that there is human-induced climate change. Given
EvidentialismS , it is certainly rational for Mary to believe that there is humaninduced climate change. Mary is not just permitted but indeed ought to believe
that there is human-induced climate change; her total evidence stably supports that
there is human-induced climate change.
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One might worry that the example is threatening to my position because my position allows for the case that it can be rational for Mary to believe a proposition and it still be
permitted for her not to believe it. In the following, I present three replies that should
dispel this worry.
First, as mentioned before, further principles—for example, principles that are not teleological in spirit—might be added to my position. Such can confer support to Ought such
that Mary epistemically ought to believe that there is human-induced climate change. I
don’t see why my position should not be compatible with such an addition. Sure, it does
not support Ought, but it is still compatible with it. I am not committed to the position
that Ought does not hold, and that one can be permitted not to believe a proposition even
if it is rational to believe it. Admittedly, my position does not exclude that there is such
a permission, but it is not committed to it either.
Second, one can read ‘ought’ in different ways, for instance, as an all-things-considered
ought, an ethical ought, or—as a referee of this article pointed out to me—an ought that
is due to one’s professional responsibility. In this example it is plausible to read ‘ought’
in those three ways. One can certainly maintain my position and argue that the climate
scientist Mary ought all-things-considered to believe that there is human-induced climate
change, argue that Mary ethically ought to believe that, or argue that she ought to believe
that in virtue of her role as a scientist. Goldberg (2017) endorses a position that is in
line with the latter way of understanding ‘ought’ in the example above. He discusses an
example by Kornblith (1983) that is similar to Climate-Change Example, that deals with a
physicist who ignores his colleague’s criticism of his position. With respect to this example
Goldberg says the following:
So, where EC is the further evidence or considerations his [the physicist’s] colleague expressed in her criticisms of his views, and where [p] is the proposition
that captures that evidence (and those considerations), we might then say that
he should have known that p. Indeed, we might go beyond what Kornblith
himself had to say about this case. We might think what the physicist “should
have known” is not merely the state of the evidence possessed by his colleague,
but also the state of the evidence available to the field more generally, where
what is available to the field more generally is itself determined by the prevailing practices within the physics community itself. Where E+ is the state of the
evidence available to the field more generally (where this includes, but may not
be limited to, the evidence in EC ), and where [p+] is the proposition capturing
E+, we might think that the young physicist should have known that p+. The
idea is that it is in virtue of his professional responsibilities as a scientist, that
we expect the physicist to be aware of the state of the evidence in the field
overall—as he was under a professional obligation to keep up with the field.
(Goldberg 2017, p. 2873).
While I think that a comprehensive account of normativity that concerns what we ought
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to believe has to engage with various ways of understanding ‘ought’ and how they are
interrelated, I am only concerned with the epistemic normativity (and semi-epistemic normativity) of rationality. Here I have not engaged with all-things-considered normativity,
ethical normativity, or the normativity that arises due to one’s professional responsibility.
My position is silent with respect to these kinds of normativity.
Third, one might still think that there is a sense of epistemic ought according to which
Mary is doing something she ought not to do by not believing that there is human-induced
climate change. That one thinks this way can be explained by reference to our everyday
talk, where we do not draw a sharp line between epistemic and semi-epistemic normativity.
In such talk we do not distinguish the epistemic from the semi-epistemic ought. While one
can maintain that Mary is permitted not to believe that there is human-induced climate
change in an epistemic sense of ‘permission’, one can at the same time admit that she ought
to believe that there is human-induced climate change in a semi-epistemic sense of ‘ought’.
One only needs to accept Inquiry and Ought as introduced above. I am happy to accept that
in Climate Change Example Mary ought to believe that there is human-induced climate
change. Mary semi-epistemically ought to do so. My position, which focuses on epistemic
normativity, is compatible with such a view with respect to semi-epistemic normativity.

5

Conclusion

In this article, I started by adopting the following principles:
EvidentialismS It is epistemically rational for an agent s to believe a proposition p given
s’s total evidence es just in case es stably supports p.
Epistemic Teleology If it is epistemically rational for an agent s to believe a proposition
p given s’s total evidence es , then s’s believing p adequately serves the appropriate
epistemic end given es .
Assuming that rationality is normative—as is common—I investigated the relation between
Epistemic Teleology and the following two claims:
Permitted If it is epistemically rational for an agent s to believe a proposition p given
s’s total evidence es , then s is epistemically permitted to believe p given es .
Ought If it is epistemically rational for an agent s to believe a proposition p given s’s
total evidence es , then s epistemically ought to believe p given es .
The primary aim was to provide an answer to the following question from a standpoint
that already takes up EvidentialismS and Epistemic Teleology:
Main Question Does Epistemic Teleology support Permitted or even Ought; and, if so,
which?
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Before I proposed my answer to the question, I had to review specifications of Epistemic
Teleology. I started by considering a specification in terms of the global ratio end (i.e.,
the end of having a large set of beliefs with the best possible ratio between true and
false beliefs). Since such a specification suffered from a trade-off problem, I moved on
to investigate a specification that refers to the local end of inquiry instead (i.e., the end
of believing a proposition if and only if it is true). An appeal to this end leads to the
normativity of rationality being established merely as conditional, stipulated, or semiepistemic. Hoping for a less restricted account of the normativity, I finally suggested a
more radical specification that is in terms of the local end of avoiding falsity (i.e., the end
of believing a proposition only if it is true). According to this specification the following
holds:
Epistemic TeleologyEAF
If it is rational for an agent s to believe a proposition p given
P
s’s total evidence es , then it is probable that s’s believing p serves the end of avoiding
falsity with respect to p given es .
Adopting and defending Epistemic TeleologyEAF
, I went on to answer the Main Question.
P
I answered the question by showing that Epistemic TeleologyEAF
supports Permitted but
P
not Ought. As emphazised, my position does not exclude that some further principles
might be added and so provide support for Ought. Finally, I dispelled two worries that
have been raised against my position.
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