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Generally, in 20th-century epistemology, belief was considered an
involuntary state based on evidence, and its formation was not subject to
the subject's will or decision. In the 21st century, various attempts have
been made to defend voluntarism in belief (doxastic voluntarism).
According to one group of these attempts, voluntarism is defensible, at
least under specific conditions and for a limited range of beliefs. This
includes situations where there is a special relationship between the
voluntary act of believing and the truth of the belief's content, such that
the truth of the belief is guaranteed either conceptually or due to specific
circumstances upon believing. This article examines different versions of
this idea in the works of David Velleman and Rick Peels (based on self-
fulfilling beliefs) and Andrew Reisner (based on epistemic suspension).
Subsequently, Gregory Antill's critique against these efforts is analyzed,
and it is shown that this critique, in its current form, lacks sufficient force.
Finally, Antill's critique is reinforced, and it is argued that self-fulfilling
beliefs and situations of epistemic suspension cannot serve as evidence
for doxastic voluntarism. Consequently, the defense of voluntarism, even
for specific and limited cases, faces serious problems.
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Extended Abstract

The question of whether human beings possess the capacity to believe at will
constitutes one of the most fundamental inquiries in the philosophy of mind,
epistemology, and the ethics of belief. At its core, the problem addresses whether an
agent can, merely through an act of will or decision, acquire a belief in the truth of a
proposition, or whether belief is strictly an involuntary response to evidence.
Throughout the dominant tradition of 20th-century analytic philosophy, the answer to
this question was overwhelmingly negative. This position, known as Doxastic
Involuntarism, posits that belief is not under the direct control of the agent’s will.
While we may voluntarily decide to study a subject or focus our attention—actions
that indirectly influence belief—we cannot simply decide to believe a proposition in
the way we decide to perform a physical action. This view was cemented by influential
figures such as William Alston, Bernard Williams, and Richard Feldman. Williams
argued that the very nature of belief aims at truth; to decide to believe regardless of
truth would reduce belief to a mere utility, incompatible with its internal logic and its
primary function of matching reality. Similarly, Alston utilized psychological analysis
to demonstrate that humans lack "direct voluntary control" over their propositional
attitudes. He argued that because we cannot believe at will, we cannot be held
deontologically responsible for our beliefs in the same way we are for our actions,
based on the principle that "ought implies can". Consequently, the consensus
established that belief is a passive cognitive reaction to evidence, not an active choice.

However, despite the historical dominance of involuntarism, the 21st century
has witnessed a significant revival of Doxastic Voluntarism. A new wave of
philosophers has attempted to demonstrate that, at least in specific circumstances and
for a limited scope of beliefs, the will can and does play a decisive role. This
resurgence is largely driven by the analysis of "self-fulfilling beliefs," where the act
of believing itself acts as a catalyst for the truth of the proposition. Prominent among
these defenders is David Velleman, who challenges the traditional view by
introducing scenarios where belief guarantees its own truth. Velleman illustrates this
with the example of a trustworthy billionaire who promises to pay a specific individual
one million dollars if, and only if, that individual believes they will become a
millionaire. In this scenario, the proposition "I will become a millionaire" becomes
true solely because the agent believes it. Velleman suggests that in such cases, the
agent possesses "epistemic license" to believe. Since the belief will result in a truth,
the agent is cognitively permitted to adopt it. Furthermore, because the evidence is
neutral prior to the belief, "practical reasons"—such as the desire for the money—can
legitimately break the tie, allowing the will to determine the belief. Velleman
distinguishes between two aims of belief: the "state-centric" aim (having a belief that
is true) and the "proposition-centric" aim (believing a proposition because it is true).
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He argues that self-fulfilling beliefs satisfy the state-centric aim, thereby allowing the
agent to "jump" to a conclusion that their own will renders true.

Building on this foundation, Rick Peels attacks the claim that voluntary belief
is conceptually impossible. He proposes scenarios of "Truth-Dependence on Belief"
(TDB) to show that believing at will involves no logical contradiction. To provide a
rigorous framework, Peels outlines eight conditions often cited as necessary for
voluntary belief, including the subject's awareness of their ability (C1), the intention
to form the belief (C6), and the stability of the belief after the decision (C3). He argues
that only the eighth condition—independence from truth (C8)—is unnecessary, as
voluntary belief does not require self-deception. Peels introduces the thought
experiment of "Dr. Transparent," a mind-reader who offers a financial reward if an
agent can form a specific belief within a minute. The agent, realizing that forming the
belief guarantees the reward (and thus the truth of the belief), can deliberately bring
about this belief. This challenges the "doxastic involuntarism" dogma by showing that
voluntary belief is possible, even if rare in everyday life.

Similarly, Andrew Reisner defends a "limited doxastic voluntarism" by
criticizing "strict evidentialism". He argues that when epistemic evidence is
insufficient or neutral, agents are permitted to rely on non-epistemic reasons to form
beliefs. Reisner utilizes the "Alice and the Numbers Game" thought experiment in
two versions. In the "Single-Point Game," Alice’s belief directly determines the
number displayed on a screen; only the number "2" remains stable because if she
believes "2," the screen shows "2". In the "Multi-Point Game," two stable points exist
(e.g., "2" and "-2"). Here, theoretical reason provides no preference for one over the
other, creating a situation similar to Buridan’s Ass. Reisner argues that Alice
possesses "normative knowledge": she knows that believing "2" will make "2" true.
This knowledge justifies the "leap" to belief even in the absence of independent
evidence.

Despite the ingenuity of these voluntarist arguments, they face a formidable
critique from Gregory Antill. Antill leverages Velleman’s distinction between aims to
argue that the structure of belief is inherently proposition-centric; it seeks to discover
truth, not merely manufacture a mental state that coincides with truth. In self-fulfilling
cases, while the agent knows that believing will result in a true state, they do not have
evidence for the proposition itself prior to the act of believing. Antill contends that
relying on practical reasons to form a belief "bypasses" theoretical reasoning rather
than concluding it. Even if the agent knows the belief will become true, the selection
is based on preference, not on a discovery of truth. Antill concludes that knowing a
belief will turn out true is fundamentally different from knowing what is currently
true.
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While Antill’s critique is powerful, it requires further reinforcement. This
article argues that two supplementary considerations—one conceptual and one
temporal—are necessary to establish that what is described by voluntarists is not
genuine belief. The first consideration involves distinguishing between "believing a
proposition" (propositional belief) and "committing to a proposition" (doxastic
commitment). Many scenarios cited by voluntarists describe a state of acceptance or
commitment—acting as if a proposition were true for practical purposes—without
actually believing it in the psychological sense. As noted by J.L. Schellenberg and
Pamela Hieronymi, one can commit to an idea for the sake of argument or confidence
without the involuntary cognitive assent that characterizes genuine belief. When an
agent "decides" to believe in a self-fulfilling scenario, they are likely engaging in a
performative act of commitment to trigger the outcome.

The second consideration concerns the "temporal dimension of epistemic
justification". For a belief to be epistemically justified, the evidence for its truth must
exist simultaneously with the formation of the belief. In self-fulfilling scenarios, the
"evidence" i1s generated after the belief is formed. Referencing Ernest Sosa and
Timothy Williamson, the article argues that epistemic justification cannot be
prospective; a belief is only "apt" or justified if it responds to facts available at the
time of belief. This "temporal mismatch" proves that even if the belief eventually
becomes true, it was irrational at the moment of adoption.

In conclusion, the contemporary attempt to revive doxastic voluntarism through
self-fulfilling beliefs fails. While Velleman, Peels, and Reisner present sophisticated
scenarios, they either conflate commitment with belief or violate the temporal logic
of evidence. The traditional view of Doxastic Involuntarism remains the most accurate
description: belief is a response to evidence, not a creation of the will. Preserving the
distinction between practical and theoretical reason is essential for the integrity of
epistemic responsibility.
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