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Abstract

This article discusses the arguments against aangiepistemic responsibility with the ordinary
notion of agency. | examine the various “Kantiariéws which lead to a distinctive conception of
epistemic agency and epistemic responsibility airtigular the one proposed by Pamela Hieronymi
(2007). 1 try to explain why we can be held resjidador our beliefs in the sense of obeying norms
which regulate them without being episterents

Key words: agency , belief, responsibility, reasons, Higran(P.)

1. Introduction

We often blame people for what thelyjeve — for instance for believing weird,
stupid or nasty things. In such cases we disapprextain contents of thoughts, which we
think that a rational, or simply an honest, persbould not have. When a person expresses
racist beliefs for instance, it is not clear whetive blame the beliefs or the person who is
susceptible of having such beliefs. As Lichtentsaigl: “Do not blame people for what they
believe, but for what their beliefs have made ehth. But in other cases we blame the way
beliefs are formed and the believing itself. We &t someone should have, on the basis of
the relevant evidence, believed this or that, at ke should not have believed this or that,
given that it does not follow from his other betiefit is the latter context which seems to
licence our talk of epistemic obligations and objple being responsible for what they believe
or do not believe, or for what they know or do kieow. Of the president of the bank who
tells us that he did not foresee the financiali€riwe say that he should have known, given
his position, or that he should have had belietaiathe state of the market. Talk of praise
and blame for our beliefs, and of epistemic oblayat and responsibility, implies, however,
that one can make sense of their being epistenaictagcapable of controlling their beliefs.
But the idea that we can control our beliefs isoniously problematic, at least if we mean by

this the kind of of control that we have ordinarmly our actions. Hence the following well



known “anti-voluntarist” argument (Feldman 2000aexgt deontologism in epistemology and

the associated notion of epistemic responsibility:

(1) If there are epistemic obligations, then beliaimsler voluntary control
(2) Belief is not under voluntary control

(3) Therefore there are no epistemic obligations

There are various ways of resisting this argumént)e wants to maintain the idea that we
can be responsible for our beliefs. One can denthét the existence of epistemic obligations
implies a voluntary control over belief. One camyl€?) that belief is not under voluntary
control. And one can deny that epistemic respolitsilentails the existence of, and
conformity to, epistemic obligations.

One of the presuppositions of both the defesdéthe anti-voluntarist argument and of its
opponents is that epistemic obligations imply teeqgrming of certain actions, and that the
epistemicoughtshave the same, or a relevantly similar, meanintp@snoralought But this
presupposition is questionable. Beliefs, and epigtattitudes in general, if they are
regulated by certain obligations, need not obegstibr arought to dowhich prescribe what
an agent should do. Moreover, if there is episteagency at all, it need not be of the same
nature as ordinary agency. So a number of writave hecently argued that there is a sense of
the notion of agency which applies to the epistemoimain and which is distinctive of it. The
proponents of this line of thought have suggedtatiwe need naict, in the usual sense of
the term, in order to be epistemic agents and &ubgect to a kind of responsibility which is
distinctively epistemic. They reject the idea tthe falsity of doxastic voluntarism implies the

wreck of the notion of responsibility. For instandehn McDowell writes:

“Judging, making up one’s mind what to thirdksomething for which we are, in principle,
responsible — something we freely do, as opposedrtething that merely happens in our lives. Of
course a belief is not always, or even typicalg tesult of our exercising this freedom to do what
think. But even if a belief is not freely adoptéds an actualization of capacities of a kind, the
conceptual, whose paradigmatic mode of actualizasian the exercise of freedom that judging is.
This freedom, exemplified in responsible acts digjag, is essentially a matter of being answertble
criticism in the light of rationally relevant codsirations. So the realm of freedom, at least takrre

of freedom of judging, can be identified with thgaese of reasons.” (Mc Dowell 1998: 434 )



It is easy to recognise here a concept of@gesich can be characterised as Kantian, in
the sense that it involves the idea that that the &f responsibility that we have over our
beliefs and in the epistemic domain is based upimnna of autonomy which consists in our
being able to answer the specific kind of reasoniglivgovern the theoretical domain. This
kind of agency is different from the ordinary netim that it does not involve voluntary act of
the will, and locates our epistemic freedom in @iflective capacity to think ourselves as
agents. There are, of course, several versiortsoheo-Kantian view, among which Richard
Moran'’s (2000) conception of beliefs as commitmeRishard Feldman’s (2000) modest
deontologism, and Pamela Hieronymi’'s (2006, 20@nception of evaluative control. In the
present article, | shall focus on Hieronymi’s versi because it is explicitly based on the
distinction between two kinds of agency, and betwee different notions of responsibility,
among which only one is relevant to the episteroimdin.

Although | agree with this broadly speaking Kan line about the need to frame a specific
concept of responsibility for the epistemic domaidisagree with its proponents when they
claim that it implies a form aigency When we answer reasons for believing, and follow
epistemic norms, we do not act, neither in ther@gdi sense nor in some special sense, and a
conception of correct belief and knowledge doesmety any kind of conformity to norms
which could result in our acting in some way.

In what follows, | shall first summarise thg@aments against associating epistemic
responsibility with the ordinary notion of agentghall then examine the various “Kantian”
(or proto-Kantian) views which lead to a distinetivsonception of epistemic agency and
epistemic responsibility. | shall then try to explashy we can be held responsible for our
beliefs in the sense of obeying norms which regullaém without being epistemagents

2. Compatibilism about epistemic responsibility

The reasons which motivate the second prenfidee@nti-voluntarist argument, to the
effect that belief is not under the control of thid, are well known, and | shall not try to
rehearse them héreThey conclude that, since belief is not undercietrol of the will, we
cannot be deemed responsible for them. To thisameoppose two distinct lines of argument.
The first consists in rejecting the second premase, in arguing that belief is indeed under
the control of the will (Ginet 2001, Steup 2000he second line consists in attacking the

1 williams 1973, Alston 1989, Bennett 1991, Ent@d9



presupposition of the anti-voluntarist argumendt amarguing for the compatibility of the
involuntariness of belief and of responsibility.oBe who defend this line (the
“compatibilists”) remark that the arguments agaduwstastic voluntarism are premissed upon
a conception of responsibility and free agency Wwhasts upon what is sometimes called the
notion of “dual control”, that is the power to bgiabout voluntarily two or more
incompatible results. These arguments are alsoipegihupon the principle thatightimplies
can If we drop these presuppositions, we can, asahgatibilists argue, reconcile
responsibility for believing with the non voluntaeiss of belief (Levy 2007). Let us briefly
consider the main proposals on this compatibilg.s

a) The principle thatughtimpliescanhas been contested, focusing on examples of
cases where the obligation remains although thdittons of realising it are not met, e.g of
promises which one is no longer in position toifBinnot-Armstrong 1984, Ryan 2005). In
order to accommodate the intuition thatoaughtmight still commit one although the agent
may not be in position to do the relevant actiétishard Feldman’s (2000, 2007) has
proposed that theughtswhich regulate beliefs are not such that an aigesupposed to do
something, intentionally or voluntarily, but sudtat the agent has to fill a certawie. On
this view, just as it is the role of a teacher éocbmpetent and to grade appropriately his
students’ work, it is the role of a believer torfobeliefs according to certain prescriptions, in
particular the prescription to believe on the bas$ithe evidence that one has. One can fulfil a
role, and in this sense be responsible and acdalentaithout actually being able to perform
certain actions relevant to it. The problem witts uggestion, as it has been remarked
(Kornblith 2001, Levy 2007), is that role obligat®are distinct from ordinaigughts Role
obligations, such as those attached to a profesarerspecialised, and they involve
presumably conditional or hypothetical prescripsidif you are to be a teacher, you ought to
do such and such) whereas the obligations to whedikf is subject are fully general, and
categorical. Moreover one does not choose to lediever, whereas one can choose to be a
teacher.

b) Another compatibilist proposal, in defené@adorm of deontologism, is Steup’s (2000)
distinction between the evidence that one hasvauaof believing that P (which gives rise to
a belief, which he calls the “verdict” belief) atite actual belief that P. On Steup’s view, the
agent deliberates about whether P is justifiecherbiasis of enough evidence (and thus forms
a verdict belief), and decides, on that basisneutake the belief (“the object belief”) that P.
This distinction is close to Descartes’ idea thatinderstanding presents a proposition as a

possible object of judgement to the will which jedgvhether P or suspends judgement



(Cottingham 2003, Engel 2002). The decision to nfo the verdict belief to the object
belief looks thus very much like the result of agircal deliberation. But, as Neil Levy

(2007: 142) notes, this proposal faces two objestid would multiply our decisions beyond
necessity (if every actual object belief had tocpded by a decision to believe upon a verdict
belief, most of our routine beliefs would have #the outcome of such decisions, which is
implausible) and there is a risk of a regress (dar’ need to take a decision upon whether we
believe the verdict belief, in which case it beceraad object belief and requires another
verdict belief to be undertaken, etc.?).

c) A well known compatibilist line has often bbetaken by those who remark that although
direct doxastic voluntarism is implausible, indirgoluntarism is very likely to be true: we
can perform actions which have the effect of cayissto believe something, and we can be
perfectly responsible for these actions. Just asamecause someone to believe that P (say, by
presenting him some evidence leading to the biefP), we could cause ourselves in such a
way to have certain beliefs. We can actually tasponsibility for such indirectly acquired
beliefs for all kinds of reasons, which range frpradential ones (it would be good to have
these beliefs) to epistemic ones (having them weunltance our knowledge). Why should
there be less responsibility in these kinds ofdfébrmation than there is in the case of
ordinary indirect actions, such as, for instanegising someone to do a certain action (if |
hire a gunman to kill you, | am as responsibleyfmur death than he is)?

The main objection to this line of thoughthat although indirect voluntarism gives us a
perfectly acceptable sense in which one can bens#igle of one’s beliefs in the same sense
as one can be responsible of one’s actions, tisigllisiot a case aépistemicagency and of
epistemiaesponsibility. For there to be agency and resditgiwhich would be properly
epistemic, one would have to answer directly antstitutivelyepistemiaeasons. One thing
is to have reasons to want to believe, and to eetalzause or to manipulate oneself into
believing, and another thing is to have reasom®et@ve. The former are typically practical
reasons, and call for the performance of actiohgyTare epistemic reasons only by courtesy,
or extrinsically, in that epistemic states of bigliare their outputs. But they are not
constitutively, or intrinsically, epistemic. Coristive reasons for believing are reasons why
bear directly on the question whether P is trud,iasue directly into believing that P.
Extrinsic reasons are reasons which one has teveelhat P independently of whether P is
true or justified, and which bear on the questibwloat kind of state of affairs one can bring
about to make it the case that one believes thatg®od test for recognizing a reason for a

belief as extrinsic is that it is instrumental be trealisation of a certain aim or goal which one



intends to reach ( say, being happier, or feelingentomfortable) whereas intrinsic reasons
do not involve any kind of instrumental or means-eglation between the believer and his
goal. When | believe something on the basis ofewe, | do not ask myself whether it would
be good, or beneficial, to believe on the basisvidence. | believe on the basis of evidence
because evidence is constitutive of what it isdlelve for a reason. Even when | set myself
the goal of having only true beliefs, or of acquiyknowledge, my relationship with the goal
is instrumental (I commit myself to doing whatelesads to it) in a way in which my simply
believing that P because | take it to be true tso

It seemgprima faciethat this distinction reinforces the anti-volumgaposition, since the
anti-voluntarist claims that our beliefs are n@pensive tgractical reasons. But in fact it
threatens the voluntarist position as well, fortbkintarist, at least in the version defended

by Steup, wants to say that

“There is a reason-responsiveness in either. @dmes there is a stromyima faciecase for thinking
that there is voluntary control in either caseagponents of doxastic freedom wish to resist this bf
reasoning, they need to justify the chauvinist pserthat responsiveness to epistemic reasons does

not count as freedom grounding kind of responsissii8teup 2008:388 )

But if the distinction between constitutive aadrinsic reasons for believing is a real one,
the reason responsiveness is not the same in aaehAnd we cannot say that beliefs can be
the objects of voluntary control even when theyaersepistemic reasons, for either there is
no control at all, or it cannot be the same kindaritrol.

It is at this point that another option is npH epistemic responsibility cannot rest upon
the notion of voluntary control, either of a directof an indirect kind, it is still open to us to
say that it rests upon another notion of controft EBefore that, it would be useful to say more
about what could count as epistemic agency.

3. Epistemic agency

There seems to be little doubt that a numbepaftemic terms designate actions. Verbs

and phrases likpidging deciding reasoning calculating conjecturing supposing

2 There are several ways of explaining this distimgtwhich is implicit in Williams’ (1970) seminalrticle, by
Bennett (1991) when he distinguishes between reabai bear on what to make true ( extrinsic) ahdtw
makes true ( instrinsic), and which has been eltbdrby Owens (2000), Shah (2003) and Hieronyn0%20
2006, 2007). The present remark is an allusiohdéd'transparency” feature of belief elaborated hgts See
below.



assumingguessingaccepting presumingmaking up one’s mindmagining remembering

and their corresponding nominalisations seem t@date actions, things that we do, rather
than things that simply happen to us, at leastnoraber of cases. Although these epistemic
episodes are clearly mental actions, or involvetalections, which do not issue necessarily
in a bodily movement, they seem to be closer tagactions than such events as tripping on
the carpet, sliding on a wet floor, sneezing orgtong. The latter are, in a loose sense, things
that we do, but they are not intentional actions. &e the former intentional? Certainly
engaging into certain intellectual tasks, like sujva problem, deliberating about one’s next
destination for a holiday, are intentiomalionsin their own right. But it is not clear that
reasoning or calculatinglwaysinvolve an intention to reason or to calculate] #re same is
true of guessing and of supposing. | can find nfyssjjaged in a guess or a supposing
without having intended to do so, although it isrect to say that in such cases | am not
completely passive. It seems to be obvious thaethee unintentional actions, actions which
are neither the product of a decision nor of aantion like scratching one’s head, walking
across the room while one talks or crossing oregis Such mental actions as being attentive,
for instance, have an obvious epistemic relevamaethey are not obviously, or at least not
always, instances of intentional actions. Thesdlangs that we do, but that we do not do on
the basis of an intention. We can call thastvitiesrather than actioisThese mental

actions and these activities share, however, vathly actions, a certain phenomenology: the
agent is aware, in the first person mode, andamtiesent tense mode, that he is performing
the action, and he can also have the experientgiof to ¢ (one can try to be attentive, to
calculate, to guess, or to imagine just as ondrgary to reach for an object or to play a
sonata). These shared phenomenological featuresléasome thinkers to claim that mental

actions are actions in their own right. Thus Cpsier Peacoke says:

A thinker's awareness of those of his mental evirasare mental actions is a species of action-
awareness. If mental actions are literally actidnshould not be surprising that a subject’'s awass

of them is of the same kind as other examples tifraawareness. (Peacocke 2007:)

Such claims raise at least three qoestiln the first place, even if it were true (and
think it is true) that mental actions and actigt@isplay a number of the features of ordinary
actions, it is not clear that the same can beaaidit belief and knowledge, for a familiar

reason. Belief and knowledge are more readily doedeas states than as acts, and more

% Martine Nida-Rumelin (2008) has an extensive asialgf these episodes



easily classified among dispositional states thraoreg mental episodeBacethose who
claim that there is a distinctive phenomenologpelfeving®, it is difficult to apply
Peacocke’s criteria to belief: there is no distwewareness of believing in the first person
present tense ( except perhaps for beliefs abasgedf) , and no distinctive phenomenology
of trying to believe (unless one identifies, wrondielief and judgement). This sets an
important limitation to the claim that epistemititades fall under the scope of the notion of
agency. In the second place, although Peacockembbetaim that mental actions involve
any sort of responsibility, we can ask whether ttleynvolve responsibility, and the answer
is negative for a wide range of mental actionsi&iely certain mental actions like judging,
deciding, deliberating and other clearly intentiomantal actions can be ascribed to an agent
who can be praised, blamed, or criticised for hgyutdged, decided or deliberated about
something, but it is far less clear that one ipoesible, for instance, for (all of ) one’s
imaginings, guessings or rememberings, includingmihey manifest a form of activity. In
the third place does the existence of a commongryhenology shared by ordinary bodily
actions and mental actions show that mental epsssdeh as judgings, reasonings or
guessings are mental actions in their own right@img¢pthe feeling that we act is one thing,
actually acting is another (compare: we may haedebling of knowing something, but it
does show that we actually kndwWe need to invoke stronger criteria of agency.

Besides the criterion of awareness — an ageappically aware of his own actions and
capable of reflecting upon them - the ordinaryeciiin for an action is the familiar (more or
less Davidsonian) one of the presence of a reastiofaan intention which causally produces

a bodily movementi,e an agent Ags if :

1) A has a reason tp which is at least constituted of an intentiorpto

2) the reason and the intention cause in the apijate way a bodily movement

but this definition is notoriously defective, peplsecircular, and as we have just seen it does
not apply to activities. Now if we include the ot of intention and voluntariness among our
criteria, not only it is not clear that it appli@ssuch episodes like judging, guessing or
reasoning, but also it is, for the familiar reasor applicable to beliefs. More substantial

conceptions of action are not applicable eithee @hti-voluntarist arguments applies as well

* For recent accounts of this kind, see Straws8841Schwitzgebel 2002 .
® See the numerous studies on the “feeling of kngivéind the “tip of the tongue” phenomenon, e.gi&ior
2005



against more demanding conceptions of action, asatonceptions which require that an
agent be capable of having second-order motivesifurt 1969) or conceptions which
require that an agent should stand behind his m®i{jVelleman 2000): doxastic voluntarism
does not presuppose that we can be agents witbatetspour beliefs in such demanding and
strong sens@sThese conceptions, however, certainly correspoork closely to our

ordinary conception of responsibility, which img@ithat our actions are ascribed to an agent,
who is supposed to be in control of his actionsl, amswerable for them, so that they can be
praised or blamed for them.

It is not clear what is required for distinely epistemicagency We seem to be stuck
between two equally unsatisfactory conceptionggehay: on the one hand, if all that we
require for being an agent is that he performsagedctivities which fall short of being
intentional , our concept of agency is to weaktiply that the agent can be responsible for
his actions, and if, on the other hand, we usécehnotion of agency involving second-
order motives or the full-blooded notion of an ag&ho projects himself in the future, only a
very small range of mental actions will fall undleis categorisation. There certainly are
epistemic episodes, such as accepting a hypothaisisg something for granted, adopting a
theory, which manifest all the full-blooded featsid agency, and which, for this reason,
have been taken rightly to belong to the active pbthe mind, and which qualify clearly as
epistemic actions (Cohen 1992, Engel 2000). Bigtfeir less clear for belief.

At this point the Kantian notion of freedoeess to offer the promise of the intermediary

view that we need.

4. TheKantian stance

| call Kantian, although it would be bettetled quasi- Kantian, a conception of agency
and autonomy which insists, in both the practical the epistemic domain, upon two main
features: (a) an agent is responsible only if ebmanswerable in the sense that we can be
asked for his or heeasonsand ( b) the agent is capablerefiectionupon his or her reasons.
These two features are quite common Kantian reougings in the domain of actions. What
interests me here is whether they can be deferaddtd epistemic domain too. They are
clearly emphasised by McDowell about beliefs indhete given above in § 1. His point is
that an agent is free and responsible of what imkghn the sense of holding to his reasons in

® One conception actually presupposes such a fadidsld concept of agency: Mark Heller’s « Hobartian
voluntarism » (2000). But precisely, Heller expihmow it differs from ordinary voluntarism.
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a reflective mode. They have been equally emphasiseepistemic domain by a number of
writers, among whom: Burge (1995), Pettit and Sr{ii®06) , Scanlon (1998), Moran (2000),
Hieronymi (2005, 2006). But not all of them lay @masis in the same way upon the two
features. In particular they do no answer in threesaay the following question: “Does the
fact that an agent is attentive to the reasonkifobeliefs and reflectively aware of them in
the epistemic domain in general implies that hgeisuinely active and fraa the sense in
which he can be said to be so in the practical domacDowell seems to answer positively.

This view seems to be shared by Tyler Burge:

“To understand fully the fundamental notions assteci with reason, including the notion of
reasoning, judgment, change of mind, propositiatiztide, point of view, one must have and
employ a first person concept.... A subject, or #it@l reasoner’ in this full sense not only must
understand the evaluative norms that provide stasdhat count reasoning good or bad, but also
that a subject who is able to understand thesesiofmeasons must ‘immediately be moved by
reasons.’ To understand reasons one must undetsigindorce and application. So to be aware of

these norms involves a tendency to be immediatelyvated by them.” (Burge 1995: 249, 252).

But in what sense can we say that being anfoee’s reasons for reasoning, judging, or
believing involves a form adgency Burge says that they involve a “tendency to be
immediately motivated by them”, but it is not cl¢lat this tendency amount to having, in the
required sense for agency, a control over the mitipas which are attended to reflectively in

judging, reasoning or believing. Burge, howeveinkh it does:

One must be susceptible to the force and implemembative evaluations in guiding thought and
other acts that fall under such those evaluati@h(Bnunderstand reasoning), one must regard reason
as effective in one’s judgements. Doing so amotm&écknowledgement of one agencyn..

recognizing the effect of reasons on one’s judgesiand inference, one cannot think of oneself as

powerless.ibid)

In what sense does the fact that one caeatafibon one’s attitudes give one any control
over one’s attitudes? Consider the familiar situatf becoming conscious of those one’s
beliefs that one was not previously aware of. Retance | have plenty of perceptual beliefs,
which | do not notice when | have them, and whiahmaly come to attend consciously if |
attend to them. Or | may discover that | am sueatisf P being the case, and infer from this

that | actually believed that not P, and refleampvhy | had this belief. Or I may find, that,
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on reflection, my belief that P is based on ingigint evidence. In all such cases, my
attending to my belief that P gives me a kindaitcol over my beliefs, in the sense that my
being aware of them gives me a grasp of thesefbalieich | did not have when they were
merely tacit and when | did not attend them consslio Indeed in the case where | think that
my belief is based on insufficient evidence, | aonnmally led to doubt the truth of my belief,
and perhaps to revise it or to withdraw it. But sltieat amount to having a control over my
beliefs in the sense of, to speak like Burge, beiolg to “move my mind” and “not to be
powerless”? On the Kantian-or quasi Kantian vieat the are considering, the very fact that
one is conscious of one’s first-order belief, aodfs a second-order one, is enough for
controlling the belief, and the recognition of th@ms which it obeys gives the subject a
sense of his autonomy. But is it enough?

Is it enough to ascend to a second-orderfiatié to attend to one’s reasons in order to
control it? Certainly, awareness of reasons israngon feature of actions, as we have seen.
But in what sense can this ascent to a reflectalieband one’s awareness of a reason can
affect what one believes in a sense which woulteqaired for agency? The mere fact that |
become conscious of my belief or attend to it domsn itself make me an agent with respect
to my belief. In particular the psychological piexdeself-reflection does not make me change
my belief. It can make me change my belief, howeWémiscover that, upon confronting it
with my other beliefs and with the evidence at ngpdsal, this belief is unjustified. If | form
the second -order belief that my first order bebefinjustified, | certainly am disposed to
revise it, in so far as | comply by the requirenseitrationality. Ifthisis what the Kantian
view means, there is clearly a sense in which llasaid to control my beliefs in this way.
But does that mean that | control my own mind? &tatll, since, my belief that that evidence
goes against my first-order belief is forced upar as well as the requirements of rationality.
In this kind of episode one can be said to be “givapone’s mind” with respect to P or to be
“making up one’s mind” whether P, and these phrasggest activity on the part of the agent.
But does it show that the agent is in control sftheliefs? Not at all, if only in a purely
metaphorical sensé.

Let us focus more specifically on the comutit{a) of answerability to reasons and of
attending to one’s reason. A number of Kantianinespwriters suggest that our attending to
reasons in the reflective mode is what makes usgeaic responsible agents. For instance
Pettit and Smith write:

"I here concur with David Owens in his criticismtbé principle of reflection, in Owens 2000. Sesodtngel
2002, 2007
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“Responsible believers and desirers are orthonorsobigcts, in the sense that their recognise certai
yardsticks of right belief and right desire and caspond to the demands of the right in their own
case” (Pettit & Smith 1996: 430)

The condition that responsible belief requires thatagent has reasons for his beliefs is

indeed a mandatory one. As Judith Thomson say< digase of inferential beliefs:

. . . it might be asked why a man who sapssbq must believe thap is a reason for g. . . . ‘Surely
he must believe thatis a reason fog or he can’t mean his “so”.” ‘So’ (and its cognataesdes out a
guess. But if he does not believe this then heliest guessing. For, for all he knows, it wouldabe
accident ifg, and a stroke of luck for him if he were rightsiaying thaty. His ‘conclusion’ is

not a conclusion at all (Thomson 1964 : 296).

But the fact that an agent is aware of certain @bira standards (say, those of logical
inference), and that he conforms to them is noptioeuct on any decision on his part. If it
were, we would be stuck in the familiar Carrolli@gress: forming a higher-order judgement
about the norms does not in any sense allow us edvedto a conclusiof.

It seems here that the Kantian view confuaesthings: being actually an agent in control
of one’s beliefs, and the necessary conditionsdich a control. If epistemic agency is to be
conceived upon the model of moral agency, the ¢tfle condition on reasons which the
Kantian emphasises is indeed justified. But ittisest a necessary, and certainly not a
sufficient condition in the epistemic case, thatratg are aware of their reasons for believing
and capable of reflection. Indeed it seems thatany cases one can be sensitive to reasons
without being necessarily aware of them. For insan reasoning, in the sense of inferring
one belief from another, we do not attend reflelyite norms or rules, but someone who
reasons correctly can certain be saitldoe arrived at his beliefs responsibly through a
correct appraisal of the reasons for this beligheut having any reflective awareness of
them.

5. Evaluative control

8 Carroll 1895, For a recent account of the probieth respect to responsible believing, see Leit@72@&nd
Engel 2005
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Pamela Hieronymi’s (2005, 2006, 2007) propasateant to remedy these difficulties,
and to avoid both the pitfalls of the view whiclendifies epistemic agency to a kind of
voluntary control and of the Kantian view. This imeg, according to her, an account of a
distinctive kind of control.

Hieronymi takes her starting point from theiow of responsibility as answerability which
she shares with the Kantian account. To be resplenfsir one’s beliefs is to be able to be
asked for one’s reasons, in the minimal sense ahawer to the question “Why did yga”,
and by being able to take into account one’s reasbm intentionallyp for certain reasons is,
in her phrase, to have settled the question whéthgfor those reasons (Hieronymi
2008:360). But “settling a question” is very diat from bringing it about, causally, that one
¢s. One can make it the case, for a given reasanpttegs, by performing a certain action.

In such cases, we do indeed control the resultthsitontrol is, in Hieronymi’s phrase,
merely “manipulative” or “managerial”. In the emstic case, one can set oneself to believe
that P through various causal routes (drugs, imohatton, etc.), or simply by performing
actions of which one knows that they will leadlte tesult that one believes that P. In some
cases, the reasons upon which one acts in ordentool one’s beliefs can be practical (these
beliefs will bring relief, or comfort, for instangdn other cases they can be epistemic in the
ordinary sense that they conform to evidence. kgtance one can manipulate oneself into
believing that Rome is a beautiful city by simpbjirgg there. But in neither case this kind of
voluntary control amounts to “settling a questievtiether P. We cannot control our beliefs
and other epistemic attitudes in the way we cartrobaur actions because our epistemic
attitudes embody a distinct kind of question. Tettle a question whether P”, in the epistemic
domain, is to determine whether P for reasons wbiehtakes to bear on the truth of P, and
be able to answer by giving these reasons if oasked. This involves undertaking a

commitmentowards P. As Hieronymi puts it :

“If an attitude embodies our answer to a questiosed of questions, then it seems we will form or
revise such an attitude in forming or revising answers to the relevant question(s). if you become
convinced thap, and so settle for yourself the question of wheghgou thereinijpso factg believep.
Likewise, if you settle (positively) the questiohvehether top, you thereinipso factg intend tog.
Moreover, if you change your mind about whethap,tor about whethep, in such a way that you are
no longer committed t@-ing or to the truth op, then you no longer intend ¢oor believe thap. We

might say that we control these aspects of our slbetause, as we change our mind, our mind
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changes—as we form or revise our take on thinggpwe or revise our attitudes” (Hieronymi 2008,

ms)

According to Hieronymi, this involves a distitve kind of control and of agency, which
she callsevaluative controlin forming our beliefs by making up our mind,ahanging and

revising them we are not passive:

“Because our attitudes embody our take on the worldvhat is true or important our worthwhile in
it, we control them by thinking about the worldpabwhat is true or important or worthwhile in it.
Because our minds change as our take on the wioaldges — because our minds change as we change

our minds — we can be said to be “in control” of oommitment- constituted attitudes. (2008a : 370)

It may seem that Hieronymi’s account is justaant of the Kantian view, and this talk of
“take” on the world might well seem as metaphorasmthe notion of control of the Kantian
view. But it is distinct from it in two importanespects. First she insists on the fact that the
control that we exercise in the evaluative mode, tae commitments that we undertake about
our beliefs, are not the product of an intentiomioa decision, as it can be the case with a
promise for instance. The attitude which is theiltesf this commitment is not taken through
any kind of decision. In this respect, believing@ voluntary, and it is more like feelings
and emotions such as fearing, being grateful, gasirresenting (Hieronymi 2008: 367). So
the existence of control and agency here is comlgatiith the essential passivity of the
attitude. Second Hieronymi insists that our atiegdio the reasons which “bear upon a
guestion” that we “settle” does not involve anyhegorder reflective judgment as whether
the proposition believed conforms to certain stasslalrhe agent simplgrrivesat the

judgement in the first-personal mode, but not tgtoan intermediary mental state:

“The appeal to “settling the question” is natant to introduce a new mental state or event. By
“settling the question” | do not mean, e.g conssipentertaining the question. The mental state or
event that corresponds to settling the questiortlvend® is nothing over and above than believing P.
The claim simply makes explicit the uncontroversmahceptual connection between believing P and a
positive answer to a certain question — whethéndafar as one agrees that one’s belief reprebent t
wrold as one takes it to be, and that the questtoether P asks whether the world is as P would have
it, then one should have no trouble with the cltiat to believe that P is to have settled for olfiese
the question of whether P.” (2008: 360)
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Here Hieronymi obviously takes her inspoatfrom the feature of belief which a
number of recent writers have called “transparerfEyans 1981, Moran 2002, Shah 2003,
Shah and Velleman 2005). Beliefs have this featukgrtue of the fact that when one
ascribes oneself the belief that P one does nataly ask oneself, in the second-order mode:
“Do | believethat P”, but simply by asking oneself : “Is P tlase”, or more simply : “P?”. In
other words when one settles for oneself the questhether P, one does not ascend to the
second-order belief whether one believes that Poibe asks oneself whether P. Since the
truth of P is a property — the most paradigmatic omelevant to one’s having epistemic
reasons for believing that P, whethasRhe caseés so relevant. It is only when one wants to
attend tootherproperties than the truth of the belief or its ewvitlal status (whether P is
desirable, worth having, etc.) that one needsderasto a second order belief about one’s
reason’s for believing that P. In the evaluativatoal we do not need to reflect upon the
extrinsic reasons for which we might believe thaaid we do not even need to reflect upon
the intrinsic ones: they are, so to say, directspnt in our deliberation (Shah 2003).

Hieronymi explicitly advocates a “minimalbtion of responsibility as answerability,
which is actually quite close to Scanlon’s (1998: &) notion of “attributively” and
“jludgement sensitivity”. She distinguishes cleaHhis notion of responsibility from the claim
that responsibility entails voluntariness (see dMswan 2000: 120). To be responsible for a
belief is to be sensitive to the appropriate kihdeasons and to be able to assess it through an
“evaluative control”. One is responsible for thdiéfs for which one has “settled for oneself
the question that it answers. To “settle for orfésleé question whether P is not voluntary,
but it is not involuntary either. It is active, tine sense that one undertakes a commitment
towards the belief.

But, like with the Kantian conception, andspite of the differences between this
conception her account, it is hard to understarvd the commitment implies an active control
of one’s beliefs. Hieronymi uses the metaphor ef‘thke” that one has on this. But here the
doubts raised above about the Kantian conceptinbeaeproduced. If one “controls” one’s
belief through being sensitive to the constitutieasons which justify it, and if one is “active”
when one changes one’s mind in the light of newl@wte, it is difficult to see how there be
here a form of “agency” at all. Perhaps one caretstdnd the commitment which one
undertakes as a voluntary or intentional act, sikFomise. Some descriptions by Shah and
Velleman (2005) of this commitment seem to sugtiest a subject, in “deliberating” about
whether to believe that Becidedo qualify his attitude as a belief that P. Thisuld be
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closer to a mental act likejadgementhan to a belief’ If one wants to keep the two attitudes
separate — as | think that one should — then osdéétier not describe things in this way.
Actually other writers who use the notion of commeit, like Moran, explicitly deny that the
responsibility that one exercises over one’s atétuimplies a form of “control”, although he

takes it too as a form of activity.

6. Epistemic responsibility without epistemic agency

At this point three options, apparently, arfe &pen. We can try to propose another
conception of epistemic agency and epistemic respiity. There are important candidates
for such accounts within virtue epistemology. Alilgb | cannot discuss this here, it is not the
option which | shall take, and | shall stick to siens which suppose that epistemic
responsibility is associated to a form of speaibemativity which goes with belief. A second
option consists in denying that we have any episteesponsibility over attitudes such as
belief, knowledge and other mental episodes sughdagng. This is a venerable tradition,
from Spinoza and Hume to Dennett (for a recent oéthis kind, see Levy 2007). It is most
plausible for a very large majority of our beliefghich are caused in us in ways which we
cannot control at all, and of which we cannot gdsd said to be responsible. But the non-
responsibility account is also is very implausiiéh respect to a perhaps limited, but
significant set of our beliefs. So we are lefthwat third option: we can be responsible for our
beliefswithout beingepistemic agents at all.

As | said at the beginning, some of our ghesuch as those which manifest racism,
malignity and other attitudes that are the objécu blame- are taken to be under our
responsibility when they have a direct or an inditeearing over our actions, or because they
express our character. But then it is not cleardhareprobation for the beliefs is not of the

moral, rather than the epistemic kind, as the lbbehberg quote given above implies. The

® See Shah and Velleman 2005: “ Some philosopheadl@@e [2001], 10, Korsgaard [1997], 248, Moran(2p
52) have tried to express the normative relatidwben belief and truth by saying that believing fhavolves
acommitmento the truth of. We find this locution less than perspicuous olfnenitting oneself to the truth of
p meangdoing something—performing a mental act—then it sodadss like a judgment that not a belief that
p. If committing oneself to the truth pfmeans accepting the norm of truth in applicationrte’s attitude
towardsp, then it would rule out toddlers and lower aninfadsn having beliefs, as they don't have the reitgiis
normative concepts. The way to avoid this consecgiénto locate the commitment to truth, interpiess
acceptance of a norm, in thenceptf belief: unless one accepts the norm of truthofoe’s acceptance thatit
will fail to be a belief thap in one’s own eyedut failing to be a belief in one’s own eyes @& the same as
failing to be a belief in the eyes of the univeidaking the commitment to truth a condition @nceivingan
attitude as a belief rather than a condition oattitude’sbeinga belief wouldn’t exclude toddlers and lower
animals from having beliefs; it would just rule aheir being able to classify their beliefs as Sugh)
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kind of responsibility we are interested in is épmsic, and it is distinct from the moral one,
and results in a distinct kind ofight otherwise it makes no sense.

One can perfectly agree with the Kantians tthe@ kind of responsibility which one can
associate to beliefs is not tied to any voluntaatdire, not only because doxastic voluntarism
is false, but also because the kind of voluntantra that one can have of one’s belief is only
indirect and “manipulative”. There can be “epistemliame” with such a kind of control, as
when a wishful believer believes contrary to evieerPerhaps, what is described as
“epistemicakrasid, the capacity to believe voluntarily that P whilelieving that one ought
not to believe that P — if it exists, which not gxane agrees upon- is similarly subject to be
blamed, by the agent own standards. But, as we $&en, it is very difficult to consider
direct or evaluative control as the manifestatibary kind of active power of the human
mind, to speak like Thomas Reid.

On the account of epistemic norms for bedibich | favour (Engel 2005, 2007), there are
specific norms for belief, which all derive frometfundamental norr®ne ought to believe
that p iff p*°. For instance the evidentialist norm that one otglelieve what is justified by
one’s evidence ( Feldman 2000, 2008) depends upsmdorm. But the norm itself is one
thing, and the way it is regulated is another thifige norm of truth is a fundamental truth
about belief. When an agent believes that P, héaditip obeys the norm, but he need not
attend to it reflectively. In order to form a béliat P, one needs to have reasons to believe
that P, which need not be conceived in the int&hsénse in which one have access to one’s
reasons. No mental act, in the form of an intemi@ommitment, is needed. In this respect
the situation is quite different from the one pre by Steup (2000) when he distinguishes
the “verdict” belief about evidence which then givese to the belief proper. Neither is there
any kind of reasoning on the part of the subjetip would contemplate the norm for belief

and reason thus :

| will believe that P iff P is true
P is true
Therefore let me believe thatP

| agree with Shah, Velleman and Hieronymi thatribem of truth is regulated by the

transparency feature : the subject asking herseflg the question whether P, and by her

1 There are important difficulties in formulatinggmorm, on which a large literature exists. BdbInot need
to go into this here.
' Shah and Velleman 2005 :
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capacity to take a positive answer to this quesi®actually yielding a belief that P. None of
this is effectuated by moving to a second or higirder kind of belief about one’s belief, nor
by consulting rules or norms explicitly. But is t8ieg the question” and becoming thus
“answerable” to questions about one’s reasonslteveethat P a form of action that a
believer takes? Is it the manifestation of any kahdgency? The neo-Kantian view here
answers in the affirmative, by distinguishing a thi@imal sense in which the agent
recognises the belief as his or hers. This may ss®ugh for the “attribuability” or
“imputability” that all writers recognise as thecessary condition for responsibility. But
otherwise the agent might have formed the beliaf Fhquite irresponsibly, for instance by
not having enough evidence for his belief. Novh# believer changes his mind does he
change his commitment and does he “therefore” ladt”not see why we would have to
describe what happens in a change of mind in thig @xcept for the most reflective kinds of
such episodes. A perceptual belief, in particidrere one first experiences things as if P
where the case, forms the belief that P, and th&ving been exposed to more evidence
changes one’s belief into a belief that not P, deesnply any more “commitment” from the
part of the subject than the minimal commitmerd f@ositive answer to the question: “Is P
the case?”. One might feel that in order to beaesible, the subject has to be an agent in
some stronger sense, in order to be able to becoldon his belief, or excused of believing it.
In this | concur with the Kantians when they sagt tihere can be responsibility without
voluntary choice. But why should one insist tharéhiscontrolandagencyhere? There is
epistemic responsibility because there is belied, @ minimal capacity on the part of the
subject to recognise his mental state as a belgkt@be sensitive to the norm for belief. In
other words, the subject is not a dumb brute, wiseoves the passing show. But that does
not imply that the believer has to be an agent @avernweak sense. Here again the example
given above of transitions from a belief to anotivéhin a logical inference is telling: a
conscious reasoner can move from premise to canolugthout having either the kind of
reflectivity which the Kantian account presupposesyith committing himself to the
propositions that he accepts or to the laws ofclogi

None of this is to deny that a more substantonception of responsibility can exist in the
epistemic domain. But it applies at another lekiahtthe level of mental attitudes like beliefs.
| take what | have said to apply to basic attitudesbelief and knowledge. They apply all
the more to knowledge that the suggestion that keaye could be voluntary or the product
of a kind of agency is even less tempting tharbfdief (and even more so if one takes belief

to aim at knowledge). But none of this is incomiplatiwith admitting that other epistemic
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attitudes than belief and knowledge can manifestehtures of agency and responsibility that
usually suit actions. Judging, accepting, takinggi@anted, hypothesizing, and many other
attitudes are indeed voluntary and intentional, land themselves easily to a description in
terms of actions. In so far aguiry is concerned, mental actions and attitudes atadsds of
which we are epistemically responsible, in way thahy writers in the pragmatist tradition
have described. But if what | have claimed is adyrihe basic attitude of belief lends itself

only minimally to the talk of responsibility and afiency”.
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