
Is believing p ever an intentional action?

 One way to address this question is to divide the question into cases.

Forming a belief that p despite 
recognition that oneʼs 
evidence  counts against p

Forming a belief that p despite 
recognition that oneʼs evidence  
does not count either for or 
against p

Forming a belief that p on the 
basis of an explicit judgement 
that oneʼs evidence counts in 
favor of p

Forming a belief that p on the 
basis of the evidence, but 
without explicitly judging that 
oneʼs evidence counts in favor 
of p

Types of belief formation

One canʼt do this, since no 
state which did not aim at the 
truth could be a belief. It is 
impossible to simultaneously 
believe p and believe that one 
has no justification for believing 
p. Taking there to be no reason 
to think that p is true just is 
disbelieving p. (Williams)

But does one believe that 
evidence E makes p likely to be 

true, or not?

Yes

No
There is no gap between positively 
assessing the evidence for p and 
believing p; no gap between judging 
that p is quite likely to be true and 
believing p. So this sort of belief 
formation can be intentional only if 
the judgements on which it is based 
are. But then we can ask about the 
relationship between these 
judgements and the evidence, 
which forces us back to the choice 
between one of the blue boxes. 
(Setiya)



Objections

1. How about intentionally forming a belief by way of hypnosis, etc? This is something we can do intentionally, and it can end with the formation of 
exactly the belief that we intended to acquire.

a. Suppose that we decided that beliefs formed in this way were formed intentionally. This is a pretty atypical case of belief formation, so it 
would not secure much autonomy in our beliefs.

b. Moreover, while, e.g., going to the hypnotist clearly might be an intentional action, it is not clear that forming the belief would be. This is 
different than other examples of intentional actions, like running a marathon, which are such that one cannot perform them “at will” but 
must do other things in order to do them. Consider running a marathon: not only is running the marathon an intentional action, but 
taking the very last step is also an intentional action. But in the case of hypnosis-based belief, we have not seen how the last step -- 
actually forming the belief -- could be an intentional action. It is more like jumping off of a cliff. One canʼt decide, a few inches before the 
ground, whether or not one is going to hit it -- but wouldnʼt we still say, e.g., that the act of killing oneself was intentional? 

c. A distinction which might be relevant here is one Setiya (sec. II) discusses between two different cases in which one does A by doing B, 
where B is some intentional action. In one case, B is a cause of A, but not part of the process of doing A -- Setiyaʼs example of causing 
oneself to blush by dropping oneʼs trousers in public. In these cases, even if B is intentional and one does B because one wants to do 
A, we do not count A as a genuine example of nonbasic intentional action. In cases of genuine nonbasic intentional action, one does A 
by doing B, and B is part of the process, or an instance, of doing A. Hypnosis seems like a cause of forming the belief, not part of the 
process of forming the belief. Is this contrast clear? How would this apply to the case of jumping off the cliff?

2. How about cases in which I intentionally set out to form the belief that p iff p is true? Setting out to get evidence to help me on this question can 
clearly be an intentional action.

a. See Setiyaʼs discussion of “epistemically benevolent self-management” (50).  This gets us back into the nature of genuine intentional 
nonbasic action, as discussed above.

3. How about cases analogous to examples of weakness of the will? Canʼt I give it in to the temptation to believe, even when I know that the 
evidence counts against it? Think about kids who believe in Santa Claus a bit too long.

a. Again, we can say that this is a marginal kind of belief formation, and that even if this sort of belief formation does turn out to be 
intentional, that this does not get us quite as much autonomy over our beliefs as we might have thought: on this view I can only decide 
to believe things when I am being irrational.

b. Lots of times, this sort of thing does not seem to be intentional. One keeps the belief out of a kind of inertia, or forms the belief without 
attention to what one is doing.



4. How about cases in which one forms a belief p on the basis of judgements that q, and if q, then p. Isnʼt it, for all we have said, possible to 
believe p on the basis of these judgements -- and so in response to evidence -- without making the prior judgement that if q and if q then p are 
true, then forming the belief that p would be forming a true belief? (Avoiding this prior judgement avoids Setiyaʼs worry that this prior judgement 
would amount to already holding the belief that p.) Doesnʼt this sort of thing have to be possible, to avoid a regress? 

a. Setiya discusses this possibility at the end of his paper. Here is what he says:

Whatʼs the argument here? Is it true that evidence “presenting itself as an appropriate means” must always involve already having the 
relevant belief?

5. Shah on the analogy between “believing at will” and “lying at will.” Why this makes it intelligible how believing in response to evidence could be, 
in at least some cases, intentional but believing without regard to evidence never intentional. The analogy between an argument that one 
cannot intend to x on the basis of an intention to intend to x, and the argument that one cannot believe p on the basis of an intention to believe 
p on the basis of good reasons for the truth of p. If this does not show that we cannot intentionally intend something, why should the parallel 
argument show that we cannot intentionally believe something? Can we intentionally form intentions? Shahʼs suggestion that 
good:intention::true:belief. 

.............

A separate question concerns our responsibility for our beliefs. Suppose that we conclude that forming a belief is never an intentional action. 
Would it follow that we are never responsible for our beliefs? Are there other examples of unintentional actions for which we are responsible? 
Could we understand responsibiity for belief in terms of these?

be correct to f without intending to do it. Is there something special about correct
belief?24 But our present concern is more mundane. How to make sense of belief-
formation governed by the intention to believe the truth, and (allegedly) therefore
governed by one’s tacit assessment of the evidence? There is an obvious objection:

Reasoning cannot aim at issuing in an acceptance of p if and only if that
acceptance would be correct in virtue of p’s being true, because pursuit of
that aim would entail first ascertaining whether p is true; and ascertaining
whether p is true would entail arriving at a belief with respect to p, as an
intermediate step in deliberating whether to believe it. (Shah and Velleman
2005, 519–20)

We cannot be required to form the belief that p as a precursor to judging that p,
if judgment is intentional belief-formation.

The solution, according to Shah and Velleman (2005, 520), is that judgment
“cannot aim at truth directly [ . . . ] one cannot aim in the first instance at accepting
p if and only if it is true; one must aim at following some truth-conducive method
that will lead to its acceptance.” But this is ambiguous. Are we to picture the
indirection of judgment as a matter of taking further means, which are designed to
issue in true belief? One tries to find supporting evidence, on the basis of which
one will come to believe that p if and only if it is true that p. Such truth-conducive
means will usually take a more specific form: looking and listening, asking someone
else, performing an experiment, examining arguments. But since these means are
productive, not constitutive, of belief-formation, they are not ways in which one can
form the belief that p intentionally, even as a nonbasic action.25 What we have
described is not the mental act of judgment, but epistemically benevolent self-
management. It is good to acknowledge this possibility and its importance in our
epistemic lives, but wrong to think that, in doing so, we are describing the capacity
to judge.26

It follows that the indirection of judgment must be explained in some other
way. Perhaps it lies in the fact that judgment is performed for what we might call
“indirect reasons.” One does not judge that p on the ground that p, having already
formed that belief. Instead, one adverts to facts that one takes, implicitly, as evi-
dence that p. In a simple case, I judge that p on the grounds that q and that if q, p.
The problem is that, if I am to form the belief that p intentionally as a way of
forming a true belief about the question whether p, forming that belief must
present itself to me as an appropriate means. Unless I conclude, on the grounds that
q and that if q, p, that forming the belief that p would be forming a true belief, this
will not be so. And since the latter proposition is factive, drawing that conclusion

24. For Shah and Velleman (2005, 510–11), the answer to this question lies in a form of
“expressivism” about correctness for belief.

25. See the beginning of section II.
26. A further objection: If judgment is taking productive means to belief-formation, and its

deployment of the concept of belief requires that one intend to believe the truth, we leave no room
for the deliberate induction of false beliefs by productive means. What about hypnosis and
conditioning?
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amounts to having already formed the belief that p. We are back with the original
difficulty.27

As things stand, then, we have failed to arrive at a plausible model of
judgment as forming a belief intentionally on the basis of putative evidence,
whether the assessment of evidence is explicit or not. Perhaps there is some other
way to make sense of this: The present discussion cannot claim to be exhaustive.
But it suggests a moral drawn by Gilbert Ryle, in The Concept of Mind:

We must distinguish clearly between the sense in which we say that someone
is engaged in thinking something out [and] the sense in which we say that so
and so is what he thinks [ . . . ] In the former sense we are talking about work
in which a person is at times and for periods engaged. In the latter sense we
are talking about the products of such work. The importance of drawing this
distinction is that the prevalent fashion is to describe the work of thinking
things out in terms borrowed from descriptions of the results reached. We
hear stories of people doing such things as judging, abstracting, subsuming,
deducing, inducing, predicating, as if these were recordable operations actu-
ally executed by particular people at particular stages of their ponderings.
[ . . . The] words “judgement,” “deduction,” “abstraction,” and the rest prop-
erly belong to the classification of the products of pondering and are mis-
rendered when they are taken as denoting acts of which pondering consists.
(Ryle 1949, chap. IX, sec. 2)

On the one hand, there are the ordinary intentional actions––looking and listening,
asking someone else, performing an experiment, examining arguments––that con-
stitute inquiry. And on the other hand, there are the products of inquiry, which are
states like judgment, knowledge, and belief. We cannot form a belief intentionally
“irrespective of its truth.” And even when we care about truth and evidence, there
is no act of judgment, in which a belief is formed.28

27. For similar reflections, see Müller (1992, 177–78)––though he persists in thinking of
judgment as “intended to be true” (Müller 1992, 176): judgment is “purposeful and intentional but
not performed for a reason” (Müller 1992, 179). It is hard to know what to make of this. Why not
say instead that judgment is purposive, in that it is somehow aimed at truth, but not intentional or
the execution of one’s intention to believe the truth, precisely because it is not performed by
taking means to that end? One alternative here is to think of making a judgment as intentionally
forming-a-belief-about-the-question-whether-p though not intentionally forming the belief that p
or the belief that not-p, as one might intentionally pick a straw without intentionally picking any
particular one. It is hard to imagine, however, what constitutive means we could take to this oddly
indeterminate act, and the proposal in any case forgoes the primary virtues of conceiving judgment
as intentional action. It no longer explains what is active about my attitude to p when I make the
corresponding judgment, or how I know what I am coming to believe. Instead, we get a view on
which it is possible to make a judgment whether p while having no idea which judgment one has
made.

28. For comments on earlier versions of this material, I am grateful to Cian Dorr, Marah
Gubar, Peter Railton, Nishi Shah, to audiences at the Universities of Minnesota, Michigan and
Ohio State, and especially to Matt Boyle and Evgenia Mylonaki.
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The special challenge posed by belief about what is right and wrong.

Why worries about the responsibility we have for our beliefs threatens to generalize to worries about the possibility of intentional action more 
generally, if some view which analyzes intentional action partly in terms of causation by a belief is true.


