
 

 

Propositional Attitudes 
PHIL 434/634, Week 1: 11 Jan. 2012 

 

Bruno Whittle 
 
• The seminar is about propositional attitudes, such as believing, desiring, hoping, 

regretting, suspecting, … 
• Why? Fundamental mental states; and enduring source of philosophical problems.  
• First part of the seminar: we’ll look at (one of?) the classic philosophical 

problem(s) relating to propositional attitudes: Frege’s puzzle.  
• We’ll do this (in part) by looking at a recent approach to this problem by Kit Fine 

(Semantic Relationism).  
• Second part: some different problems relating in particular to belief. 
• Third part: desire and other attitudes. 
 
Part I. Frege’s Puzzle/Rival Conceptions of Propositions 
 

One way to think about Frege’s puzzle is this… 
 

• When you believe that the Eiffel tower is tall, you are believing something of the 
Eiffel tower, and of the property of tallness; 

• so maybe the object of your attitude is simply made up out of that tower and that 
property? (Russellian propositions) 

• But it seems that this can’t be right: because you can apparently believe that 
Hesperus is Hesperus without believing that Hesperus is Phosphorus.  

• So you might think that the solution is a more fine-grained account of 
propositions (Frege, e.g.). 

• But (on second thoughts) there are reason to question whether that is the right way 
to go (Pierre, e.g.). 

 

Fine attempts to solves Frege’s puzzle (and many related problems) in an essentially 
‘Russellian’ way. The idea, very roughly, is… 
 

• The object of belief in the h = h case is different from that in the h = p case. 
• But not in virtue of the fact that the propositions are built up out of different 

constituents.  
• Rather, the thought is that in one case the two occurences of Hesperus (i.e., the 

planet) are ‘linked’; while in the other case they are not.  
• Of course: linked propositions can’t be the whole story (because…).  
• But the hope is that a slightly more general strategy—with links between different 

thoughts—is. 
 

Will also spend some time on the possible worlds conception of propositions: important 
conception of propositions; also might be instructive to consider post-Fine.  
 
Part II. Belief and its Function 
 

One of the issues I plan to talk about is the following. Here are two apparently plausible 
ideas about belief. 
 

(I) Beliefs are our means of storing information. 
(R) If S believes that p, then she will be willing to use p in reasoning.  
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But these principles cannot both hold, because of examples such as… 
 

This sort of example has been much discussed in connection with knowledge; but perhaps 
people have (to at least some extent) been thinking about these examples in the wrong 
way?  
 

So want to ask what this example tells us about belief.  
 

One possibility: belief should be understood in terms of degrees.  
 

But perhaps there is no way in which to do that? In which case perhaps the puzzle 
necessitates a new picture of belief.  
 

Will also in this part look are the paradox of the preface.  
 
Part III. Desire and Other Attitudes 
 

Desire seems to be an under-explored topic in philosophy. More precisely: 
 

• it is regarded as a very fundamental concept; 
• e.g., it is very commonly asserted that if you want to explain someone’s 

behaviour, then you need to appeal to both their beliefs and their desires. 
• But: there has been relatively little discussion of what desire is; i.e., of what it 

means to desire that p.  
 

What I mean is…  
 

• Suppose that I want a ham sandwich—what does that mean?  
• Problem: there are all sorts of ways in which this proposition (I have a ham 

sandwich) can be true. 
• Presumably: for me to count as wanting a ham sandwich requires me to like the 

idea of at least some of these; but exactly which is far from clear. (All? No Some? 
No…) 

• Very natural strategy: try to give an account in terms of possible worlds.  
• Why? Because there are attitudes to worlds with no comparable 

intricacy/unclarity; e.g., preferences between worlds. 
• So natural to take (something like) preferences between worlds as basic, and try to 

give an account of desire in terms of these.  
 

There have been attempts in this vein. E.g., Heim proposes something along the lines of: 
 

• S wants p (to be true) iff 
(a) for every p-belief-world w, S prefers p to its nearest ¬p-alternatives; and 
(b) for every ¬p-belief-world w*, S prefers w*’s nearest p-alternatives to w*. 

 

Back to the ham sandwich example.  
 

But this account has problems: ‘I want this weekend to last forever’; or: ‘I want ice cream 
but I don’t want coffee flavour’.  
 

So perhaps this account is not quite right…  
 

Thus, one thing will look at in this part: how one might give an account of desire of this 
general sort.  


