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Abstract
The debate between permissivists and impermissivists – which concerns the question of
whether there is at most one epistemically rational doxastic attitude to adopt toward a
proposition given a body of evidence – has been a focus of discussion in the literature.
However, this debate has occurred almost exclusively within an internalist context. I aim to
change that by introducing an externalist perspective into the debate. In particular, I will
consider what a process reliabilist should think about the debate. Since process reliabilists
do not typically talk about evidence, I will show how the debate can be translated into
process reliabilist terms. In light of this translation, I will argue that process reliabilists
should be permissivists. I will also argue that process reliabilism is a plausible version of
permissivism because it can successfully respond to common objections to permissive
views.
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1. Introduction

The question of whether there is at most one epistemically rational doxastic attitude to
adopt toward a proposition given a body of evidence has been a focus of discussion in
the literature.1 Impermissivists hold that rationality recommends at most one doxastic
attitude toward a proposition for a body of evidence, while permissivists hold that
rationality sometimes permits more than one such attitude. Surprisingly, however, the
debate between permissivists and impermissivists has taken place largely within a
context that presupposes an internalist view of justification. This paper seeks to change
that by exploring what an externalist – more specifically, a process reliabilist – should
think about the debate. My argument consists of two parts: first, I will argue that process
reliabilists should be permissivists. Then, I will argue that this process reliabilist version
of permissivism is superior to its internalist alternatives.
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terms of the Creative Commons Attribution licence (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits
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1From here on, I will simply use “rationality” to refer to epistemic rationality.
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In Section 2, I will begin by describing the basics of the uniqueness/permissivism
debate. In Section 3, I will introduce the value problem and briefly outline a pair of
responses by Schoenfield (2018) and Horowitz (2014). Since the debate between per-
missivists and impermissivists has so far excluded process reliabilism, Section 4 will
explore how reliabilism can be translated to fit the debate. Based on my proposed
translation, I will argue in Section 5 that process reliabilism is permissive. In particular,
process reliabilism naturally gives rise to a view of rationality that is (1) interpersonally
permissive in that different agents can use either the same reliable belief-forming process
or different ones, and these processes sometimes yield different doxastic attitudes
toward the same proposition, and (2) intrapersonally permissive in that there are cases
where the same agent can rationally believe that p or believe that ∼p. Then, in Section 6,
I will briefly consider some objections to permissivist views and show that they do not
pose a significant problem for process reliabilist permissivism. In Section 7, I will show
that process reliabilist permissivism accounts for the value of rationality better than
versions of either permissivism or uniqueness with internalist commitments. I will
conclude by summarizing my argument and noting some of its broader implications.

2. Background

The relevant question in the debate between permissivists and impermissivists is
whether every body of evidence determines at most one rational doxastic attitude, where
potential candidates for doxastic attitudes include credences and belief states.2 While my
proposal will be flexible enough to understand doxastic attitudes as either credences or
belief states, I will stick to belief states for ease of explication. Note, however, that there is
ambiguity in whether a body of evidence determines at most one rational doxastic
attitude for some particular agent or for all agents. To account for this, we can dis-
tinguish between intrapersonal and interpersonal versions of permissivism as follows:3

Intrapersonal Uniqueness: Every body of evidence picks out at most one doxastic
state that is epistemically rational for a particular subject S to adopt toward a
proposition p.

Intrapersonal Permissivism: It is not the case that every body of evidence picks
out at most one doxastic state that is epistemically rational for a particular subject
S to adopt toward a proposition p.

Interpersonal Uniqueness: Every body of evidence picks out at most one doxastic
state that is epistemically rational for any subject S to adopt toward a proposition p.

Interpersonal Permissivism: It is not the case that every body of evidence picks
out at most one doxastic state that is epistemically rational for any subject S to
adopt toward a proposition p.

The default use of “uniqueness” and “permissivism” in the literature is in the inter-
personal sense, where the issue is whether different agents with the same evidence can

2I follow Feldman (2006) and Kopec and Titelbaum (2016) in using the phrase “at most one” rational
doxastic state to account for rational dilemmas in which there is no rational doxastic state.

3See Kopec and Titelbaum (2016: 190–1).
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rationally hold different doxastic attitudes. So, for the sake of continuity, “uniqueness”
(or “impermissivism”) and “permissivism” will be used to refer to interpersonal
uniqueness/permissivism unless otherwise noted.

Notice that the uniqueness/permissivism debate presupposes that evidence plays a
key role in determining whether one’s belief is epistemically rational/justified.4 The
central question is whether more than one doxastic attitude is rationally permitted given
a body of evidence. To illustrate with a more concrete example, consider a classic case of
disagreement – the jury case:

Suppose Sanjay and Maria are members of a jury charged with deciding whether
Elijah is guilty of murder. Upon listening to the case from both the defense and the
prosecution, Sanjay and Maria have the same evidence. Sanjay forms the belief that
Elijah is not guilty, but Maria forms the belief that Elijah is guilty. This raises the
following question: Can Sanjay’s belief and Maria’s belief both be epistemically
rational? Or is it always the case that at least one of them is holding a belief that is
irrational?

It is understood here that Maria and Sanjay have the same evidence, where what counts as
evidence – as Kopec and Titelbaum (2016) point out – is to some extent up for debate (191).

Since the uniqueness/permissivism literature typically presupposes internalism, it
will help to define internalism and externalism. The debate between internalists and
externalists deals with the question of what determines justification.5 On internalist
accounts, as I will understand them, an agent’s justification for her belief supervenes
solely on her non-factive mental states. On externalist accounts, justification supervenes
on more than an agent’s (non-factive) mental states (Pappas 2014). My focus will be on
one particular kind of externalism, process reliabilism. In its most basic form, process
reliabilism says that a belief is justified if and only if it is the product of a reliable belief-
forming process. Process reliabilism is an externalist account of justification because
although mental states often serve as inputs to belief-forming processes, it is – as Pappas
points out – the reliability of these processes that determines whether the resulting belief
is justified (2014). And reliability depends not only on features of one’s mental states and
processes but also on features of the world.

3. Why should we want to be rational?

A general challenge posed in the uniqueness/permissivism literature is the value
problem, which deals with the question of why we would want to be rational given that

4Although I will use “rational” and “‘justified” synonymously in this paper, some philosophers hold that
they are not interchangeable. Siscoe (2021) argues that “rational belief” and “justified belief” are not
synonymous because they occupy distinct semantic categories. According to Siscoe, “justified belief” appears
to involve a contextual threshold, but “rational belief” does not. Moreover, “completely justified” does not
pick out a maximal degree of justification, but “completely rational” does pick out a maximal degree of
rationality (71–8). (See Sylvan (n.d.) and Jackson (2011) for other defenses of the view that there is a
difference between rationality and justification.) Within the context of the uniqueness/permissivism debate,
however, it is largely assumed that rationality and justification amount to the same thing. Ballantyne and
Coffman (2011), for example, use “rational” and “justified” interchangeably in their definition of uniqueness
(1). But those who want to maintain a distinction between rationality and justification (like Siscoe) can
simply understand the claims I make about justification in this paper as claims about rationality.

5Of course, the internalism/externalism debate can be framed in different ways, and this is just one example.
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we want to be accurate. If rationality entailed accuracy, of course we would want to be
rational. If, however, being rational does not guarantee that one will be more accurate,
why does rationality matter? The value problem is motivated partly by the idea that we
should care about rationality because being rational will help get us to the truth. The
value problem is taken by people like White (2005) and Horowitz (2014) to be an issue
for permissivism in particular. Part of the issue Horowitz andWhite are capturing is that
if rationality permits more than one response to a body of evidence, it is unclear how
being rational helps us to be more accurate. Initially, then, it seems that the burden of
proof is on the permissivist to demonstrate how their view accounts for the value of
rationality.

Internalist responses to the value problem do not take into account what the world is
like. Internalist accounts hold that an individual’s belief is rational on the basis of
features internal to them. An individual has a true belief, however, when that belief
matches the world. On internalist accounts, then, what makes a belief rational (i.e., one’s
mental states) is not directly connected to what makes that belief true (i.e., the world).
So, even though internalists often believe (or at least hope) that being rational will lead to
the truth, they need to explain why we should care about rationality insofar as our
primary aim is more accurate doxastic attitudes.

One such internalist response to this question comes from Schoenfield, who is a
permissivist. On Schoenfield’s account, the credences one judges to be rational are those
they judge to be compatible with the cognitive properties they endorse (2018: 296).
Cognitive properties are properties of the system through which an agent responds to
evidence by forming doxastic attitudes, and they (a) can be captured solely in descriptive
terms and (b) supervene on an agent’s non-factive mental states (288). Examples of
cognitive properties include believing whatever is logically entailed by your evidence and
believing that p when it perceptually appears to you that p (288). Schoenfield says that to
endorse a set of cognitive properties is to regard those properties as accuracy-conducive.
If Schoenfield’s account works, it seems to explain why one would want to be rational
when their primary goal is accuracy – namely, one should adopt the credences they
judge to be rational because they judge these credences most likely to be accurate
(2018: 296).

As an impermissivist, Horowitz gives a different internalist response to the value
problem (2019: 238). Horowitz (2014) argues that rationality requires regarding the
credences recommended by one’s epistemic rule as maximizing expected accuracy (44,
47). Suppose Wilma is a rational agent who knows she is rational and knows that her
way of responding to a body of evidence is rational. Since Wilma also knows that
impermissivism is true, she knows that her way of responding to the evidence is the only
rational way – so any rational agent will respond the same way. Moreover, any rational
agent must regard the credences recommended by this uniquely rational epistemic rule
as maximizing expected accuracy given a body of evidence (2014: 46). So, on Horowitz’s
account, rationality is valuable because being rational maximizes expected accuracy.

Both Schoenfield and Horowitz only establish that if one is rational, then by their own
lights, they will expect their credence in a proposition p to be most accurate. So they only
provide a connection between rationality and expected accuracy. When we are con-
sidering the value of rationality, however, we care about more than just expected
accuracy. We want it to be objectively likely that what rationality tells us to believe is
true. To do this, I argue, we need an externalist view like process reliabilism. I will also
argue that process reliabilism is permissive – and recall that the value problem is thought
to be an issue for permissivism in particular. So, one upshot of my argument is that there
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is a permissivist response to the value problem that is more satisfying than permissivist
responses that presuppose internalism.

4. Process reliabilism and the uniqueness/permissivism debate

It might not be obvious that standard process reliabilism is permissive because it has
largely been excluded from the debate between permissivists and impermissivists.6 To
see how a process reliabilist might understand the debate, consider Alvin Goldman’s
account. Goldman (1979) says that the justification of a belief comes from the reliability
of the process or processes that cause the belief – and a process is reliable if it tends to
produce true beliefs rather than false ones (1979: 11).7 Goldman notes several sug-
gestions for determining the truth-conduciveness of a process, but for the purposes of
this paper, I will assume that a process is truth-conducive just in case it has a general
propensity to produce true beliefs in the world in question.8,9 There is also the question
of how reliable a belief-forming process must be to confer justification (Goldman, 1979:
11). Goldman says that some vagueness is expected here, but it seems clear that perfect
reliability is not required. Many (but not all) belief-forming processes include other
beliefs as inputs. For example, tokens of memory process types often involve beliefs
about past experiences (Goldman, 1979: 13). Goldman says that in cases where some of
the inputs to a belief-forming process are other beliefs, the reliability of the process
depends in part on the justification of these input beliefs. If the input beliefs are not
justified, a process involving those beliefs does not count as reliable (1979: 13).

To sum up: Whether one’s belief is justified depends on the reliability of the process
that produced the belief and, where relevant, whether the input beliefs are themselves
justified.10 One need not know that the process is reliable or be justified in believing that
the process is reliable for the resulting belief to be justified.

Notice that the process reliabilist view I have highlighted has not yet mentioned
evidence. In fact, when Goldman (1979) presents his initial process reliabilist view, he
deliberately avoids appealing to evidence because he wants his theory to be free from
normative epistemic terms (2). Since the debate between permissivists and impermis-
sivists assumes that evidence is relevant when determining what it is rational to believe,

6One notable exception to this is a brief passage in Ballantyne and Coffman (2011) in which they list
evidence-rationality bundles that conflict with impermissivism. Among such bundles are those containing
views of rationality that depend on reliability (7).

7As Goldman acknowledges – and as is expanded upon by Conee and Feldman (1998) – process
reliabilism faces a generality problem in that any given process token can be typed in different ways, and
different types can have different degrees of reliability (1979: 12). So, the process reliabilist must specify
which way of typing a belief-forming process should be privileged and why.

8Part of the reason I take a general and somewhat loose stance for the sake of this paper is that I want my
argument to be flexible enough to extend to multiple versions of process reliabilism.

9Goldman himself raises the objection that this way of determining the truth-conduciveness of a process
yields counterintuitive verdicts. It would entail that beliefs formed via, say, wishful thinking would be
justified in a possible world if wishful thinking were reliable in that world (1979: 16–7).

10This is an example of process rationality (as opposed to state rationality) because the focus is on the
process through which a subject arrived at their belief. Goldman’s account of justification is also an account
of doxastic (rather than propositional) justification because it requires that one believes that p on the basis of
a reliable process. Moreover, “rationality” in this context refers to bounded (or non-ideal) rationality.
Bounded norms concern what is rational given limited time, limited memory, limiting processing capa-
bilities, etc.
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we will need to translate the process reliabilist view to square it with the debate.
Unfortunately, the question of what a process reliabilist means by “evidence” is not easy
to answer. For example, Kornblith (2015) – who is a proponent of process reliabilism –
argues that we should take seriously the possibility that evidence should not play as large
a role in our epistemological theorizing as we often think (238).

One plausible strategy for the process reliabilist is to consider “evidence” as inputs to the
belief-forming process(es).11AsGoldman andBeddor (2021) point out, even though process
reliabilistsdonotoftencall inputs tobelief-formingprocesses “evidence,” thereseemstobeno
reason precluding them from doing so. For one thing, this proposal meets Goldman’s
stipulation that if the term “evidence” is to be used, it must be fleshed out in non-epistemic
terms (Goldman and Beddor 2021). Since inputs are typically things like doxastic attitudes
and perceptual or memory experiences, they seem to meet this requirement.

If we understand evidence this way, then for the process reliabilist, the uniqueness/
permissivism debate concerns whether a set of inputs determines at most one rational
doxastic attitude. On Goldman’s view, there are many cases in which some of the inputs
to belief-forming processes are other beliefs (1979: 13). This means that for agents to
have the same inputs, they must not only take in the same information, but they must
also have the same initial beliefs that are relevant to the question at hand.12,13 I suggest
that a process reliabilist can understand the permissivism/impermissivism debate in
terms of the following statements:

Intrapersonal Uniqueness: Every set of inputs picks out at most one doxastic state
that is epistemically rational for a particular subject S to adopt toward a propo-
sition p.

Intrapersonal Permissivism: It is not the case that every set of inputs picks out at
most one doxastic state that is epistemically rational for a particular subject S to
adopt toward a proposition p.

Interpersonal Uniqueness: Every set of inputs picks out at most one doxastic state
that is epistemically rational for any subject S to adopt toward a proposition p.

Interpersonal Permissivism: It is not the case that every set of inputs picks out at
most one doxastic state that is epistemically rational for any subject S to adopt
toward a proposition p.

At this stage, it is worth asking whether introducing a process reliabilist notion of justi-
fication to the uniqueness/permissivism debate is changing the subject. It seems like people
involved in the debate care about what is rational, and it is not clear how a process reliabilist
account of justification is supposed to capture the notion of rationality. But an internalist

11Perhaps a process reliabilist could define “evidence” as both inputs to the belief-forming processes and
the belief-forming processes themselves. While this is a possible move, it is not plausible given the
uniqueness/permissivism debate as traditionally formulated (see Weisberg (2020)).

12Note that something like this may be true for some internalist views as well – especially ones that
include one’s beliefs as part of one’s total evidence.

13Since reliable belief-forming processes are needed anyway to determine rational attitudes, it will not
make a significant difference for my purposes whether the debate is construed in terms of a set of inputs or a
set of non-doxastic inputs (i.e., inputs that are not beliefs).
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conception of justification as determined by reasons that are cognitively accessible to an
agent presumably does capture a core feature of rationality. So, one might worry that even if
process reliabilism provides a more satisfying response to the value problem than inter-
nalist alternatives (as I will claim), it does not address what it is to be rational.

In response to this worry, I accept that equating a process reliabilist account of
justification with rationality is changing the subject. However, this change of subject is
motivated partly by the value problem itself. Insofar as we are concerned with the value
problem, we have reason to prefer an externalist notion that builds in a direct connection
between what makes a belief rational and what makes that belief true. Additionally,
before the uniqueness/permissivism literature came to fruition, most people – including
process reliabilists – were assuming the truth of uniqueness. Thus, an argument (like the
one I will put forward) showing that process reliabilism lends itself to permissivism
encourages people (especially process reliabilists) to rethink this assumption. Finally,
introducing an externalist perspective into an internalist-dominated debate may pave
the way for the inclusion of other externalist voices.

5. A defense of process reliabilist permissivism

With this background of process reliabilism in mind, we are now in a position to ask
whether process reliabilism is permissive or impermissive. I will argue that it is per-
missive regardless of whether all reliable processes are deterministic.

For a process reliabilist, there is a question of whether all reliable belief-forming
processes are deterministic. In other words, does every reliable process always yield the
same output given the same inputs? Weisberg (2020), for example, argues that evidence-
processing can be stochastic. Specifically, he claims that there may be some randomness
in how a body of evidence is processed such that different agents with the same evidence
(or the same agent given her evidence) may believe either p or ∼p depending on how
their processing of this evidence goes.14 Moreover, either belief would be rational
provided that it would be rational for an agent who arrived at that belief to use that
process (2020: 9). Weisberg illustrates this point by way of a case in which an agent is
trying to determine whether more than half of her friends wear glasses. Her body of
evidence includes memories of her friends’ faces, and she processes this evidence by
taking a random sample of those faces. On this occasion, many of her glasses-wearing
friends come to mind, so she believes that more than half of her friends wear glasses.
However, the random sampling could have gone differently for her in that she could
have instead recalled more friends that do not wear glasses and thereby believed that less
than half of her friends wear glasses. Nevertheless, assuming the agent is rational in
using this method, she is in a permissive case because given her evidence, she could
either rationally believe that more than half of her friends wear glasses or rationally
believe that less than half of her friends wear glasses (2020: 9).

If Weisberg is correct in thinking that evidence-processing is stochastic (i.e., that not
all reliable processes are deterministic), it is easy to see how process reliabilism is an
intrapersonally permissive view.15 Suppose there are cases where a reliable process can

14Weisberg also argues that there is ample empirical support for the claim that people in fact do often
process evidence stochastically (see especially: 11–14).

15I diverge from Weisberg, however, by denying that there are facts about what propositions are
supported by inputs alone (see section 6.2 of this paper). Weisberg endorses what he coins the Univocity
Thesis, which holds that evidential support is a two-place relation between a body of evidence E and a
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yield different outputs given the same inputs. More specifically, suppose that Sanjay’s
inputs and reliable belief-forming processes yield the belief that Elijah is not guilty 90%
of the time. The other 10% of the time, however, the same inputs and belief-forming
processes yield the belief that Elijah is guilty.16 Recall that on the process reliabilist
account under consideration, rational belief is determined by the reliability of the belief-
forming process. So, if there are cases where the same reliable process can yield p on
some occasions and ∼p on others, an agent using that process is permitted to believe
either p or ∼p. Of course, this does not entail that the agent is permitted to believe p and
∼p. Rather, their belief that p is rational if the reliable process yields the belief that p, and
their belief that ∼p is rational if that process yields the belief that ∼p. Nevertheless, this
can be classified as a version of intrapersonal permissivism because each of p and ∼p can
be rational for the same agent depending on the outcome of their input processing.
Thus, in cases where Sanjay’s inputs and reliable belief-forming process produce the
belief that Elijah is not guilty, that belief is rational. In cases where those same inputs and
reliable processes produce the belief in Sanjay that Elijah is guilty, that belief is rational.

Similar reasons hold for thinking that if some reliable processes are indeterministic,
process reliabilism is a form of interpersonal permissivism. If not all reliable processes
are deterministic, there are cases in which different agents with the same inputs and
processes can rationally adopt different doxastic attitudes. Suppose again that given the
same inputs, a reliable process yields the belief that p 90% of the time and the belief that
∼p the other 10% of the time. Given a set of inputs, it is possible for one agent who uses
that process to rationally believe p, but for another agent who uses that process to
rationally believe ∼p.17 With respect to the jury case, suppose Sanjay and Maria have the
same inputs, and they use the same reliable belief-forming process. Nevertheless, these
inputs and processes sometimes produce the belief that Elijah is guilty and other times
produce the belief that he is not guilty. On this occasion, Sanjay’s process given his
inputs yields the belief that Elijah is not guilty. When Maria uses that same process given
the same inputs, however, it produces the belief that Elijah is guilty. Since Sanjay and
Maria’s beliefs are both the product of a reliable belief-forming process, their beliefs are
both rational according to process reliabilism.

Suppose, on the other hand, that all reliable processes given a set of inputs are
deterministic. Under these conditions, any reliable process given a set of inputs will
always produce the same doxastic attitude toward a proposition p. One might think this
would make process reliabilism an impermissive view. If all reliable processes are

proposition p. However, Weisberg is still a permissivist because he thinks facts about evidential support do
not determine what an agent is permitted to believe. Rather, what an agent is permitted to believe also
depends on how they process the evidence – and there can be cases in which evidence-processing yields the
belief that p, but could have instead yielded the belief that ∼p (2020: 10–1).

16One way this could happen is if Sanjay uses a process that is a token of a reliable random sampling
process type (like in Weisberg’s example). Suppose that 90% of the time, if Sanjay were to use this process
given his inputs, information like witness statements showing that the crime is not consistent with Elijah’s
character would be brought to Sanjay’s mind more readily than information like the presence of Elijah’s
beanie and car at the crime scene. Under these conditions, this random sampling process would yield the
belief that Elijah is not guilty. But the other 10% of the time, using this same process would result in the latter
information being brought to Sanjay’s mind more easily than the former, which would yield the belief that
Elijah is guilty.

17For the sake of simplicity, I talk throughout the paper about an agent “using” a process. But strictly
speaking, this might suggest that they have more control than most process reliabilists would want to say
they do. So, the process reliabilist might instead think in terms of a process occurring within an agent.
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deterministic, the only way process reliabilism can be permissive is if there are cases
where multiple belief-forming processes are available given a set of inputs. If all reliable
processes are deterministic and every set of inputs is such that there is only one rational
way of processing them, it follows that every set of inputs determines at most one
rational doxastic attitude – which makes process reliabilism impermissive. But I will
argue that a process reliabilist should not think there can only be one reliable process
available to an agent given a set of inputs. Rather, she should think there are cases where
there is more than one reliable process available to an agent given their inputs, and they
may rationally adopt a different doxastic attitude depending on which process
they use.18

I already noted that there is disagreement among process reliabilists with respect to
how reliable a process must be for a belief formed by way of that process to be justified.
There is also disagreement about whether this threshold is vague or precise. Some
process reliabilists – including Goldman (1979) – think that the threshold for justified
belief is vague in the sense that there is no clear point at which a process type is reliable
enough, but there are clear cases of processes that are reliable enough and ones that are
not.19,20 Luckily, my argument does not require us to settle either of these disagreements.
My argument will go through regardless of the answers a process reliabilist gives to the
questions of how reliable a process must be and whether this threshold is clear or vague.
The important issue for my purposes is not what the threshold is like, but whether a
process r beats the threshold, because the latter is what determines whether a belief
produced by r is justified. And I will argue that a process reliabilist should accept the
claim that there are cases where multiple belief-forming processes cross the threshold.
As a result, if one of these processes produces the belief that p, this belief is justified. And
if another one of these processes produces the belief that ∼p, this belief is also justified.

One reason there will be cases where multiple processes are reliable enough to
produce a justified belief is that different belief-forming process types can have an equal
propensity to produce true beliefs and thus be equally reliable. For example, given a set
of inputs, it is possible for there to be more than one reliable process available that is, say,
92% reliable. Moreover, there can be occasions in which these equally reliable belief-
forming processes yield different outputs given the same inputs. Since reliability is a
property of types, even if two processes r and r’ are equally reliable, there is still the
possibility that on some specific occasion, given the same inputs, r will yield the belief
that p, and r’ will yield the belief that ∼p.

Another reason there will be cases where multiple processes cross the threshold is
that, regardless of whether the threshold is vague or precise, there will be justification-
conferring processes with slightly different degrees of reliability. If the threshold is
vague, there will be clear cases of processes that are reliable enough to produce a justified
belief but differ in terms of their reliability. For instance, a process that is 91% reliable

18In saying there are cases where multiple processes are available to an agent, I am not suggesting that the
agent needs to be aware of this fact (or that she consciously chooses between these processes). On a process
reliabilist framework, agents do not even need to be aware of the reliability of the belief-forming process they
actually use, let alone the reliability of a process they could have used instead. I would like to thank an
anonymous referee for pressing me to clarify this.

19This is similar to the idea that there are clear cases and non-cases of baldness even though there is no
clear line separating baldness from non-baldness.

20For instance, a belief-forming process obviously needs to be more than 50% reliable to yield a justified
belief, but a process that is 51% reliable is surely not reliable enough to produce a justified belief. But a
process that is 99% reliable definitely is justification-conferring.
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intuitively yields a justified belief, and so does a process that is 89% reliable. If the
threshold for justification is precise, any process that crosses this precise threshold will
produce a justified belief. And processes with slightly varying degrees of reliability will
cross the threshold.21 So, even if all processes are deterministic, there could still be
situations where one reliable way of processing a set of inputs yields the belief that p
while another reliable way of processing those same inputs yields the belief that ∼p.

Therefore, process reliabilism is still interpersonally permissive even given the
assumption that all reliable processes are deterministic. It is interpersonally permissive
because there will be cases where different agents with the same inputs can use different
justification-conferring processes. And it could be that, given these inputs, one reliable
process r produces the belief that p, but another reliable process r’ produces the belief
that ∼p. As we have seen, one way these justification-conferring processes (r and r’)
could be different is if they are equally reliable but are tokens of different process types.
Another way that r and r’ could be different is if they have marginally different degrees of
reliability. Either way, there will be cases where r yields the belief that p while r’ yields the
belief that ∼p.22

The view that rationality is interpersonally permissive because different agents with
the same evidence can use different truth-conducive processes bears some similarities to
Simpson’s (2017) proposal. Simpson illustrates his view via a hypothetical case involving
fictional detectives Nancy Drew and Veronica Mars. In this scenario, Drew and Mars are
investigating a crime together where X and Y are the main suspects. Upon carefully
examining the same evidence, Mars believes it is 70% likely that X committed the crime
and 30% likely that Y committed the crime. Drew, however, believes it is 30% likely that
X is the culprit and 70% likely that Y is the culprit. On Simpson’s view, Mars and Drew
can both be rational in holding different doxastic attitudes about X and Y’s guilt. This is
because Mars and Drew’s respective doxastic attitudes are formed via epistemic
standards (i.e., methods for forming beliefs) that reliably produce true beliefs given their
cognitive abilities, which are the skills they implement when applying their epistemic
standards (531).23 But Mars and Drew possess different cognitive abilities. Mars is skilled
at correctly identifying insincere testimony, while Drew is very good at making holistic
judgments about large bodies of evidence. So, Drew and Mars are cognitively well-
equipped to apply different epistemic standards. While Mars examines each piece of
testimonial evidence separately, Drew interprets all of the testimonial evidence as a set.

Although a process reliabilist version of permissivism (given determinism about
processes) also involves different agents forming different beliefs via distinct truth-
conducive processes, my proposal goes beyond Simpson’s in at least two ways. First,
process reliabilism sets a minimum threshold on how truth-conducive a process must be

21Suppose a process must have a propensity to produce true beliefs at least 88% of the time for it to yield a
justified belief. Under those conditions, an 89% reliable process would yield a justified belief, so would a 92%
reliable process, and so on.

22Suppose that in one variation of the jury case, Maria uses a process with a propensity to produce true
beliefs 92% of the time, and Sanjay uses an equally reliable process. Suppose that in another variation, Maria
uses an 89% reliable process, and Sanjay uses a 91% reliable process. In both variations, Maria’s process
yields the belief that Elijah is guilty, and Sanjay’s process yields the belief that Elijah is not guilty. Under
process reliabilism, Maria has a justified belief in both variations, and so does Sanjay because their beliefs are
produced via processes that are reliable enough to confer justification.

23Simpson’s appeal to epistemic standards builds on the work of Schoenfield (2014).
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to produce justified beliefs.24 However, Simpson’s account seems to leave open the
possibility that an agent’s doxastic attitude can be rational if it is produced via epistemic
standards that are not likely to yield accurate doxastic attitudes. It could be that an agent
is employing the epistemic standards that are maximally truth-conducive for her given
her cognitive abilities, but those standards are still bad at producing accurate doxastic
attitudes.25 Second, Simpson’s account is interpersonally permissive, but he does not
specify whether it allows for permissive cases at the intrapersonal level as well.26

I will explicitly argue, however, that process reliabilism is intrapersonally permissive
even if we assume determinism about reliable processes. There will be cases where the
same agent has different reliable processes (call them r and r’) available to them given
their inputs, and r produces the belief that p while r’ produces the belief that ∼p. Again, r
and r’ could be equally reliable but be tokens of different process types, or r could be
slightly more reliable than r’. And if an agent uses r, they will justifiably believe p, but if
she uses r’, she will justifiably believe ∼p. Consider Sanjay in the jury case. Suppose his
inputs include things like information taken in from lawyers’ arguments and different
hypotheses about what best explains this information. Suppose that in one variation of
this scenario, there are two processes available to Sanjay, r and r’, that are both 93%
reliable. In another variation, reliable processes r and r’ are available to Sanjay, and r
yields true beliefs 92% of the time, while r’ yields true beliefs 90% of the time. In both
variations, if Sanjay uses r, he will justifiably believe that Elijah is not guilty, and if he
uses r’, he will justifiably believe that Elijah is guilty. So, Sanjay can justifiably believe
either that Elijah is guilty or that Elijah is not guilty.

In practice, one way that agents could use justification-conferring processes with
different degrees of reliability given a set of inputs is if reliability and other desirable
epistemic features are balanced differently. To see why, note that process reliabilists are
not committed to thinking that an agent must always use the most reliable process
available to her. In fact, this stipulation would introduce idealizations into the reliabilist
picture that may be unwanted insofar as the goal is a non-ideal account of justification.
Rather, in addition to reliability, many process reliabilists may take into account features
like what Hartry Field (1982) calls “power,” which is something like the capacity to
generate beliefs (565). Field gives an example of a maximally reliable belief-forming
process that only generates beliefs in tautologies (1982: 565). He points out that if a
person used this process, they would have beliefs about very few things, which suggests
that it is not epistemically good to focus exclusively on reliability. Although this example
illustrates a bad way to balance reliability and other desirable values like power, perhaps
there is more than one good way to make this tradeoff. Indeed, a process reliabilist might
hold that there are multiple rational ways for the same agent and different agents to

24As I noted, although there is disagreement among process reliabilists about what this threshold is and
whether it is vague or precise, the important point is that there is a threshold and that this threshold is clearly
above 50%.

25It would be consistent with Simpson’s account to stipulate a minimum threshold for the truth-
conduciveness of epistemic standards, but Simpson does not explicitly do so.

26The idea that rationality is intrapersonally permissive may still be compatible with Simpson’s account.
Namely, it seems like there could be two (or more) sets of epistemic standards that are equally truth-
conducive for the same agent A given her cognitive abilities. If that is true, then on Simpson’s view, A could
rationally adopt either set of standards. And on some such occasions, one set of epistemic standards S could
yield a doxastic attitude d given a body of evidence E, while a distinct set of epistemic standards S* could
yield d’ given E, where d’≠ d.
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weigh epistemic goals.27 Additionally, different ways of making the tradeoff between
reliability and other epistemic values will result in the use of processes with marginally
different degrees of reliability. An agent who is more cautious on a particular occasion
may use a process that is 91% reliable, but that same agent on a different occasion may
use a process that is 89% reliable.

In the context of the jury case, it is certainly valuable to take precautions to avoid
falsely believing that the defendant is guilty. Nevertheless, there does not appear to be
just one epistemically good way of taking these precautions.28 Although agents should
not gravitate toward the extremes of taking zero precautions or being so cautious that
they never believe someone is guilty, there might be more than one reasonable way to
make this tradeoff. To illustrate, suppose Sanjay and Maria have the same inputs, and
their doxastic attitudes – including their input beliefs – are formed via reliable processes.
However, their respective reliable belief-forming processes differ. Maria’s belief-forming
process is an instantiation of a reasoning process type that is less scrupulous than
Sanjay’s. Suppose the reliable reasoning process instantiated by Maria on this occasion is
such that she makes good inductive inferences as well as deductive ones. The reliable
reasoning process instantiated by Sanjay is such that he is slightly more hesitant to draw
inductive inferences, instead requiring more information to do so. For instance, Maria
infers that Elijah was at the crime scene based on the presence of his beanie and his car.
Sanjay’s reasoning process, however, is such that he does not draw the same inference
from that information alone. Moreover, Sanjay and Maria differ in terms of how
trustworthy they perceive certain witnesses to be. Maria is slightly more confident than
Sanjay that several witnesses testifying for the prosecution are credible. Suppose these
witness statements include claims to have seen Elijah’s car fleeing the scene, psychiatric
evaluations, and character testimonies. Given how many witnesses there are, it is not
difficult to see how differences in perceived credibility could impact Sanjay and Maria’s
beliefs about Elijah’s guilt. If Maria views the witnesses for the prosecution as a bit more
trustworthy than Sanjay does, then she is more likely to form the belief that Elijah is
guilty than Sanjay is even though they have the same inputs. Relatedly, although Maria
and Sanjay both trust the lab results suggesting that the blood found on Elijah’s shirt
belonged to the victim, Sanjay gives more weight to the possibility that the results are
mistaken. We can imagine that due to these kinds of discrepancies, Maria’s reliable
belief-forming process yields the belief that Elijah is guilty, but Sanjay’s reliable belief-
forming process yields the belief that Elijah is not guilty. So, Sanjay and Maria have the
same inputs, but their divergent reliable belief-forming processes lead them to adopt
different beliefs. And, since both of their belief-forming processes are reliable, their
beliefs are both rational by process reliabilist standards.

To put all the pieces of my argument together, a process reliabilist framework is a
version of permissivism that would say something like the following about the jury case:
given the same inputs, it is possible for Sanjay and Maria to rationally form different
doxastic attitudes toward the proposition that Elijah is guilty. This could in principle
happen in a scenario where their beliefs are the result of the same reliable process, but

27Note that with respect to the value problem as I have framed it, accuracy is an important goal, but not
the only goal. Additionally, there seems to be a plausible way of understanding accuracy under which it is
better from the standpoint of accuracy to have, say, millions of true beliefs and a few false ones than it is to
have ten true beliefs and no false ones.

28Similarly, see Kelly (2013) for a defense of the view that there is no uniquely correct way of balancing
the goals of getting the truth and avoiding error.
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this process produces different output beliefs. More substantively, multiple justification-
conferring processes may be available to Sanjay and Maria, and these processes may
yield different doxastic attitudes toward the proposition that Elijah is guilty. These
justification-conferring processes may either be different processes that are equally
reliable or be processes with marginally different degrees of reliability. And, provided
that all of Maria’s and Sanjay’s input beliefs are reliably produced, both of their beliefs
would be rational.

Another important issue is the degree to which process reliabilism allows for cases
where agents with the same evidence rationally hold different doxastic attitudes toward
the same proposition while seeing each other’s doxastic attitudes as rational – which
Smith (2020) calls “acknowledged permissive cases” (158).29 To illustrate, suppose the
jury deliberates and Sanjay and Maria learn that they disagree about Elijah’s guilt. They
also each recognize that the other person formed their belief via a reliable process. So,
Sanjay sees that Maria’s belief is rational and vice versa.30 Some permissivists claim that
in cases like this, Sanjay and Maria can maintain their beliefs while still viewing the other
person as rational, which would constitute an acknowledged permissive case. But if
agents in a situation like Sanjay and Maria’s must always revise their beliefs in light of
the disagreement, there may be no acknowledged permissive cases.

The extent to which a process reliabilist posits the existence of acknowledged per-
missive cases depends largely on how they deal with defeat. When two (or more) agents
learn that they disagree, it is plausible to think they have each acquired a defeater for
their original belief. Namely, the disagreement indicates either that one of them used an
unreliable process or that all of their processes were reliable, but one produced a false
belief. Assuming none of the agents have reason to think that someone else is wrong or
used an unreliable process, this seems to undermine their justification. Accounts of
defeat in which justification is not undermined under these conditions allow for many
acknowledged permissive cases because agents can rationally hold onto their original
beliefs. But accounts of defeat that hold that justification is undermined in these cases
only leave room for acknowledged permissive cases if they also allow agents who
disagree to still end up with different beliefs after revising them.31

Unfortunately, however, the topic of defeat is highly controversial among process
reliabilists. There is no generally agreed upon process reliabilist account of defeat that
sufficiently captures the notion while respecting the goal of providing a theory of
justified belief solely in non-epistemic terms.32,33Additionally, many process reliabilist

29I would like to thank an anonymous referee for bringing up the question of whether process reliabilism
allows for acknowledged permissive cases.

30The case of Sanjay and Maria as described is a case of peer disagreement because they are each justified
in believing they are epistemic peers. However, some epistemologists who work on peer disagreement argue
that cases where the parties lack justification for believing one of them is in the better epistemic position
should also be treated like cases of peer disagreement (see Frances and Matheson 2026).

31If a process reliabilist adopts an account of defeat under which agents who disagree must always
suspend judgment, there will be no acknowledged permissive cases because suspending judgment would be
the uniquely rational doxastic attitude in such cases. On the other hand, accounts of defeat that leave room
for agents to end up with different beliefs after revising them will allow for acknowledged permissive cases
because these different beliefs would then be rational.

32See Beddor (2015) for more on the problems that defeat poses for process reliabilism.
33See Goldman (1979, 1986) and Lyons (2009) for accounts that appear to assume that disagreement acts

as a defeater in such a way that agents cannot rationally hold different beliefs. For an externalist treatment of
defeat that would plausibly allow for acknowledged permissive cases, see Lasonen-Aarnio (2014). See
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accounts of defeat seem to presuppose uniqueness.34 But if what I have argued here is
correct, that presupposition is false. These views would therefore need to be extended or
revised to account for the full range of cases that process reliabilism must account for.
A full treatment of process reliabilist defeat in permissive cases is beyond the scope of
this paper, so I will leave it as a question for future research.

6. Other common objections to permissive views

Thus far, I have argued that standard process reliabilism is a permissive view and that it
is an open question to what degree it allows for acknowledged permissive cases. It is also
worth considering some common objections to permissivism in the literature to see
whether a proponent of process reliabilism can successfully respond. I will examine two
such objections and show that they do not ultimately pose a problem for process
reliabilist permissivism.

6.1. Belief-toggling
A classic worry for permissive views of rationality is the belief-toggling problem. This
objection has been articulated in the literature based on a passage from White (2005).
One version of White’s objection seems to be something like this: If there really are cases
in which an agent can rationally believe p while acknowledging that believing ∼p would
also be rational, then it seems like it is rational to flip-flop between believing p and
believing ∼p (2005: 449–50). But surely it is not rational to do so. One way to formulate
the objection is as follows:

1. If an agent can rationally believe p while recognizing that believing ∼p is also
rational, then it is rational for her to flip-flop between believing p and believ-
ing ∼p.

2. It is not rational for her to flip-flop between believing p and believing ∼p.
3. An agent cannot rationally believe p while recognizing that believing ∼p is also

rational.35 (1, 2 MT)

Constantin (2020) for another view of defeat that potentially leaves space for some acknowledged permissive
cases.

34To take one example, consider Goldman’s (1979) view that an agent’s belief that p at a time t is not
justified if there is some reliable process available to her that, had she used it in addition to the process she
used, would have resulted in her not believing p at t. This view seems to say the following about the jury case:
When Sanjay discovers that he and Maria disagree, there is an additional process available to him that
involves giving weight to the disagreement. If he had used this process, he would not have believed that
Elijah is innocent. So, his belief that Elijah is innocent is not justified. This account appears to presuppose
that there is only one reliable process (or set of reliable processes) available to an agent for processing
potentially defeating evidence. But it seems like there could be multiple reliable processes available to Sanjay
that involve giving weight to the disagreement. If so, Sanjay would be permitted to use any of these reliable
processes, and it is not obvious that they would all result in him giving up his belief that Elijah is innocent.

35As formulated, this argument does not deny the existence of permissive cases altogether. Instead, it
denies the existence of acknowledged permissive cases. Of course, by rejecting one of the premises, process
reliabilists are not thereby committing themselves to the existence of acknowledged permissive cases (which
is important to note given my earlier discussion). Rather, they are simply claiming that the belief-toggling
argument does not provide a basis for rejecting acknowledged permissive cases.
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The process reliabilist response to the belief-toggling argument will depend on whether
flip-flopping between believing p and believing∼p is the result of a reliable process. If flip-
flopping isnot the result of a reliable process, the process reliabilist should reject premise 1.
To understandwhy, suppose an agent rationally believes p on the basis of a reliable process
r while recognizing that she could have rationally believed ∼p if she used r’ or r on a
different occasion. Suppose also that there is no reliable process that would produce flip-
flopping. Under process reliabilism, it would not be rational for this agent to flip-flop
between believing p and believing∼p because these beliefs would not be reliably produced.

However, if flip-flopping is the result of a reliable process, the process reliabilist
should reject premise 2.36 Initially, rejecting premise 2 might appear odd because flip-
flopping intuitively seems objectionable. But even if the process reliabilist rejects premise
2 and thereby denies that flip-flopping is irrational, they can accommodate the intuition
that flip-flopping is problematic by appealing to considerations other than rationality
(like doxastic instability).37 Since either premise 1 or premise 2 will be false according to
process reliabilism, the belief-toggling objection does not provide reason to reject a
process reliabilist version of permissivism.

6.2. Evidential support
Another common objection to permissive views is the evidential support argument –
which also comes from White (2005). The basic idea is that if permissivism is true, it
means that a body of evidence can support p and support ∼p. But it seems like this could
never be the case. If a body of evidence supports the proposition that Elijah is guilty,
surely it cannot also support the proposition that Elijah is not guilty. Since the process
reliabilist permissivism I have been fleshing out understands evidence as a set of inputs,
a version of the evidential support argument runs as follows:

1. If a process reliabilist version of permissivism is true, then some sets of inputs can
support p and support ∼p.

2. No set of inputs can support p and support ∼p.
3. A process reliabilist version of permissivism is not true. (1, 2 MT)

As this argument is formulated, a proponent of process reliabilist permissivism would
deny premise 1. In particular, they would say that their version of permissivism does not
entail that a set of inputs can support p and support ∼p. According to the process
reliabilist permissivist, a set of inputs cannot support either p or ∼p on its own. Rather,
a set of inputs only supports a proposition if we also have a reliable way of processing
those inputs.38 In other words, for a process reliabilist permissivist, a set of inputs by itself
does not determine what is rational for an agent to believe.39 Since premise 1 is false,
the above argument does not pose a problem for the process reliabilist version of
permissivism I have presented.

36Provided, of course, that her belief that it is rational to believe either p or not-p is also reliably produced.
37I would like to thank an anonymous referee for pointing out that flip-flopping may still be epistemically

problematic even if it is rational.
38For versions of this response, see Kelly (2013) and Meacham (2013) on the idea that evidential support

is a three-place relation.
39Premise 2 may well be true under process reliabilist permissivism, but that is only because a set of inputs

cannot support a proposition by itself, so of course, a set of inputs cannot support both p and ∼p.
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7. A satisfactory response to the value problem

As I noted in Section 3, philosophers like Schoenfield and Horowitz at best establish a
connection between rationality and expected accuracy. Expected accuracy is a matter of
one thinking it is likely that their credences are accurate. Actual accuracy, on the other
hand, is a matter of one’s credences lining up with the world. Insofar as actual accuracy is
important to us, then, responses to the value problem that focus solely on expected
accuracy fall short.

Horowitz herself raises the worry that on her view, the connection between ratio-
nality and truth is subjective rather than objective (2014: 47). She points out that her
account leaves open the possibility that a rational agent could be completely wrong
about the world. Horowitz says that although this situation is possible, it is subjectively
unlikely (2014: 47).40 Namely, a rational agent will believe it is unlikely that she is vastly
mistaken about the world. Even if we grant that a rational agent will believe such a
scenario is unlikely, this does not mean it is objectively unlikely. Assuming we want
reassurance that a rational agent is unlikely to be completely wrong about the world, this
response does not dispel the worry.

On views like Schoenfield’s and Horowitz’s, agents merely believe they are likely to
form true beliefs. But the process reliabilist view I have presented makes it the case that
an agent is actually likely to form true beliefs. Instead of focusing on expected accuracy,
externalist views like process reliabilism build actual accuracy into the picture. Under
process reliabilism, the reliability of a belief-forming process is determined by its
propensity to produce doxastic attitudes that map onto the world. So, a process reliabilist
has a straightforward response to the value problem: since there are cases in which
multiple reliable belief-forming processes are available given a set of inputs, it is possible
for agents with the same inputs to use different reliable processes that produce different
beliefs. Thus, even if different agents can rationally hold different doxastic attitudes,
there is still a strong connection between rationality and truth – namely, the rational
doxastic attitudes are those that are the product of belief-forming processes that tend to
produce true beliefs. The connection I propose, then, is between what is rational and
what is truth-conducive, not just what one expects to be truth-conducive.41

One might object, however, that process reliabilism may not really secure a con-
nection between rationality and truth. To see why, note that a process may be truth-
conducive in some environments but not others. For example, it seems like many
perceptual processes have a propensity to yield true beliefs in the actual world. But if
these same processes took place within a brain in a vat, they would have a propensity to
produce false beliefs a significant percent of the time. And if a process reliabilist takes the
reliability of a process to be determined by its propensity to produce true beliefs in the
actual world, they would say that the beliefs formed via these perceptual processes are
reliably produced and thereby rational. But since most (if not all) of these beliefs are false

40The idea here seems similar to the thought that a rational agent will believe it is unlikely she is a brain in
a vat (even though it is possible that she is and thus that she is mistaken about the world).

41There remains the question of whether there is an externalist version of impermissivism that gives an
even better response to the value problem than process reliabilist permissivism. One upshot of my argument
is that even if there is such an externalist impermissivist response, it will not be a process reliabilist response
because process reliabilism is permissive. Moreover, Meacham (2013) argues that the view that yields the
highest possible actual accuracy – namely, the view that simply says “believe what is true” – is actually a
permissive one. In particular, this view needs to account for features besides evidence, but uniqueness (as
traditionally formulated) presupposes that one’s evidence fixes what they can rationally believe (28–9).
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in the brain in a vat world, there is no direct connection in this world between what is
rational and what is true.

I will make two points in response to this objection. The first is that many versions of
process reliabilism do not take the reliability of a belief-forming process to be deter-
mined by its truth-conduciveness in the actual world. As I noted earlier, I stipulate for
the sake of this paper that a process is reliable just in case it has a propensity to produce
true beliefs rather than false ones in the world in question.42 With respect to the brain in
a vat case, this means that since perceptual processes are unreliable in that world, the
beliefs that result from them are not justified.43 On this view, there is a robust connection
between rationality and truth because the rational beliefs are those that are produced via
processes that tend to yield true beliefs in the world in which the process is being used.
Thus, there is a direct link between what makes a belief rational (i.e., the tendency of a
process to produce true beliefs in some world w*) and what makes it true (i.e., w*).

Secondly, a process reliabilist who adopts the view that the reliability of a process is
determined by its propensity to produce true beliefs in the actual world still has a more
satisfying response to the value problem than an internalist. As I have already illustrated,
internalist accounts of rationality cannot secure anything beyond a connection between
rationality and expected accuracy in any world, including the actual world. Even in the
actual world, it could turn out that our non-factivemental states are not guides to the truth
(even if we think they are). On the other hand, consider a process reliabilist picture under
which beliefs are justified if and only if they are produced by processes that are truth-
conducive in the actual world. This picture guarantees a connection between rationality
and truth in the actualworld because it holds that the rational beliefs about the actualworld
w just are those that are formed via processes that tend to produce true beliefs in w.

You might worry that this view does not capture something important about the
value of rationality. On a process reliabilist framework, agents can be rational even if
they are unaware of the reliability of their belief-forming process. But it is not clear why
one should care about rationality if they are not always in a position to know that they
are rational.44 Granted, the process reliabilist picture I have developed does not explain –
and is not trying to explain – why rationality matters from the perspective of a rational
agent. Nevertheless, it does explain why epistemologists who want their theory of
rationality to be connected to truth should care about rationality. In particular, under
process reliabilism, a rational belief is likely to be a true belief.45 Moreover, if process
reliabilism is true, any agent who sees that it is will be able to appreciate this strong link
between rationality and truth.

42For other examples of process reliabilist views that do not take the reliability of a process to be
determined by its truth-conduciveness in the actual world, see Comesaña (2002) and Leplin (2007, 2009).

43I acknowledge that this version of process reliabilism cannot explain why the brain in a vat’s beliefs are
intuitively justified. However, this is only an issue insofar as one thinks that theories of justified belief must
capture our intuitions about justifiedness. But if a process reliabilist who thinks justifiedness depends on the
truth-conduciveness of a process in the relevant world wants to capture our intuitions about the brain in a
vat case, they can do so by adopting a view like the following: Comesaña (2002) distinguishes between
reliability relative to the world one is in and reliability relative to the actual world (256, 258). The brain in a
vat’s beliefs are justified in the sense that they are produced by a process that is reliable in the actual world
but not justified in the sense that this process is unreliable in the world in question.

44I would like to thank an anonymous referee for raising this worry.
45Goldman (1986) makes a similar point– namely, that if justified beliefs are beliefs formed via reliable

processes, an agent’s justified belief in p is evidence that p is true (58).
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8. Conclusion

In this paper, I have introduced an externalist perspective to an internalist-dominated
discussion. More specifically, I explored what a process reliabilist should say about the
permissivism/impermissivism debate. I have argued that process reliabilists should think
rationality is both interpersonally and intrapersonally permissive. If not all reliable
processes are deterministic, there can be cases where the same reliable process can yield
either p or ∼p given a set of inputs. Whether all reliable processes are deterministic or
not, there can be cases where multiple reliable processes are available to an agent given a
set of inputs, and these processes can sometimes produce different doxastic attitudes
from the same inputs. This consequence of reliabilism has important implications both
for the uniqueness/permissivism debate and for process reliabilists. The uniqueness/
permissivism literature must consider this previously unexplored version of permis-
sivism, while process reliabilists must change their conception of defeat to the extent that
it presupposes uniqueness.

Moreover, process reliabilism is a version of permissivism that successfully responds
to common objections to permissivism. It also provides a satisfying answer to the value
problem. For a process reliabilist, there is an objective connection between rationality
and accuracy because rational doxastic attitudes are determined by processes that tend
to produce true beliefs. Views that posit a connection between rationality and expected
accuracy, on the other hand, are limited in that all they can do is hope that expected
accuracy and actual accuracy will align. If my criticism is right, it gives one at least prima
facie reasons to prefer externalist accounts of justification to internalist ones.

Acknowledgements. I am indebted to Sophie Horowitz, Hilary Kornblith, and Chris Meacham for their
helpful comments on many versions of this paper. I would also like to thank an anonymous referee and the
attendees at the 2024 University of Rochester graduate epistemology conference for their feedback.

References
Ballantyne, N. and Coffman, E.J. (2011). ‘Uniqueness, Evidence, and Rationality’. Philosophers’ Imprint

11(18), 1–13.
Beddor, B. (2015). ‘Process Reliabilism’s Troubles with Defeat’. Philosophical Quarterly 65(259), 145–59.

https://doi.org/10.1093/pq/pqu075
Comesaña, J. (2002). ‘The Diagonal and the Demon’. Philosophical Studies 110(3), 249–66. https://doi.org/

10.1023/a:1020656411534
Conee, E. and Feldman, R. (1998). ‘The Generality Problem for Reliabilism’. Philosophical Studies 89(1),

1–29. https://doi.org/10.1023/a:1004243308503
Constantin, J. (2020). ‘Replacement and Reasoning: A Reliabilist Account of Epistemic Defeat’. Synthese

197(8), 3437–57. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11229-018-01895-y
Feldman, R. (2006). ‘Epistemological Puzzles about Disagreement’. In S. Hetherington (ed), Epistemology

Futures, pp. 216–36. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Field, H. (1982). ‘Realism and Relativism’. The Journal of Philosophy 79(10), 553–67. https://doi.org/10.

2307/2026317
Frances, B. and Matheson, J. (2026, June). Disagreement (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy). Stanford

Encyclopedia of Philosophy. https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/disagreement/
Goldman, A. and Beddor, B. (2021, June). Reliabilist Epistemology (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy).

Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/reliabilism/#Bib
Goldman, A.I. (1986). Epistemology and Cognition. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Goldman, A.I. (1979). ‘What Is Justified Belief?’ In G.S. Pappas (ed), Justification and Knowledge: New

Studies in Epistemology, pp. 1–25. Boston, MA: D. Reidel.

18 Jillian Powell

https://doi.org/10.1017/epi.2026.10167 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1093/pq/pqu075
https://doi.org/10.1023/a:1020656411534
https://doi.org/10.1023/a:1020656411534
https://doi.org/10.1023/a:1004243308503
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11229-018-01895-y
https://doi.org/10.2307/2026317
https://doi.org/10.2307/2026317
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/disagreement/
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/reliabilism/#Bib
https://doi.org/10.1017/epi.2026.10167


Horowitz, S. (2014). ‘Immoderately Rational’. Philosophical Studies 167(1), 41–56. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s11098-013-0231-6

Horowitz, S. (2019). ‘The Truth Problem for Permissivism’. The Journal of Philosophy CXVI(5), 237–62.
https://doi.org/10.5840/jphil2019116516

Jackson, A. (2011). ‘Appearances, Rationality and Justified Belief’. Philosophy and Phenomenological
Research 82(3), 564–93. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1933-1592.2011.00493.x

Kelly, T. (2013). ‘Evidence Can Be Permissive’. In M. Steup, J. Turri and E. Sosa (eds), Contemporary
Debates in Epistemology, 2nd edn, pp. 298–311. Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-Blackwell.

Kopec, M. and Titelbaum, M.G. (2016). ‘The Uniqueness Thesis’. Philosophy Compass 11(4), 189–200.
https://doi.org/10.1111/phc3.12318

Kornblith, H. (2015). ‘The Role of Reasons in Epistemology’. Episteme 12(2), 225–39. https://doi.org/10.
1017/epi.2015.10

Lasonen-Aarnio, M. (2014). ‘Higher-Order Evidence and the Evidence of Defeat’. Philosophy and
Phenomenological Research 88(2), 314–45. https://doi.org/10.1111/phpr.12090

Leplin, J. (2007). ‘In Defense of Reliabilism’. Philosophical Studies 134(1), 31–42. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s11098-006-9018-3

Leplin, J. (2009). A Theory of Epistemic Justification. Dordrecht: Springer.
Lyons, J. (2009). Perception and Basic Beliefs. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Meacham, C. (2013). ‘Impermissive Bayesianism’. Erkenntnis 79(6), 1185–217. https://doi.org/10.1007/

s10670-013-9547-z
Pappas, G. (2014, September). Internalist vs. Externalist Conceptions of Epistemic Justification (Stanford

Encyclopedia of Philosophy). Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/ju
step-intext/

Schoenfield, M. (2014). ‘Permission to Believe: Why Permissivism Is True and What It Tells Us About
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