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STALNAKER/POSSIBLE WORLDS PROPOSITIONS 
 
Stalnaker’s account of propositions: a proposition is function from worlds to truth-values; 
and P is true at w iff P(w) = t. Here possible worlds are abstract objects, rather than 
Lewisian concrete worlds. 
 
Why think that propositions are such functions? One argument: from animals and 
children. E.g., we say that Fido the dog believes that there is a meaty bone in the garden. 
But surely Fido does not have concepts quite like our concepts meaty, bone, and garden 
(to say the least). Thus, if the proposition that there is a meaty bone is the garden is made 
up out of these concepts, then it is hard to see how it can be correct to attribute a belief in 
this proposition to Fido.  
 
Similarly for the case of the child who believes his daddy is a doctor: he does not seem to 
have quite our concept doctor, for example.  
 
How does the possible worlds account of propositions help here? The idea is that both 
Fido and the child have some mechanism for representing and distinguishing between 
possibilities. These mechanisms will then give rise to a function from worlds to truth-
values (say). Further, in any given context there is a set of relevant alternatives: i.e., a set 
of worlds that we are treating as relevant in that context. It is then correct to say ‘Fido 
believes that p’ in this context iff Fido’s ‘belief state’ (his function from worlds to truth-
values) agrees with our proposition that p on the relevant alternatives. Similarly in the 
child case. Thus, in this way, we can make sense both of the way in which our beliefs are 
the same as Fido’s/the child’s, and the sense in which they are not (i.e., the functions do 
not agree on all worlds).  
 
One could try to mimic this account on a view on which propositions are structured. 
Thus, one could that say although Fido’s propositions and the child’s will be built up out 
of different concepts (or…) and so will, strictly speaking, be different from our 
propositions; nevertheless, we can attribute beliefs in our propositions to them as long as 
their propositions agree in truth-value with ours across all of the relevant alternatives. It 
might be held that it is less clear on a structured view why this is motivated.  
 
The Problem of Deduction 
 

The most obvious problem with this account of propositions, however, is that it identifies 
necessarily equivalent propositions (i.e., propositions that are true at the same worlds). 
Thus, for example, any two mathematical truths will express the same proposition, and so 
it seems that (on this view) John (who knows nothing about mathematics) believes that 
there are infinitely many prime numbers.  
 
Stalnaker’s response: I need not concede that (on my account) it is true that John believes 
this. Rather, I simply need a more sophisticated theory of belief attribution (to go with my 



 2 

account of propositions). On this theory, it will be true to say ‘John believes that there are 
infinitely many prime numbers’ only when he believes some other (non-trivial, i.e., 
contingent) proposition. In particular, this belief attribution will be true iff John believes 
something semantic: that the sentence ‘there are infinitely many prime numbers’ 
expresses the (unique) necessarily true proposition.  
 
This solution to the difficulty might seem promising in the Cicero/Tully case. For Cicero 
= Tully also expresses the unique necessarily true proposition; but it is nevertheless far 
from universally true that S believes that Cicero = Tully. So (applying Stalnaker’s 
solution to this case) the thought will be that ‘S believes that Cicero = Tully’ will be true 
iff John believes something semantic: e.g., that ‘Cicero’ and ‘Tully’ corefer. Thus, in this 
case there does seem to be some semantic belief that is driving when we do and when we 
do not say that S believes that Cicero = Tully.  
 
There are, however, clear prima facie difficulties in the mathematical case. For consider 
the claim that John believes that 29 × 37 = 1073. Clearly sometimes (intuitively) John 
fails to believe this. But can we say that in this case what he lacks is a certain piece of 
semantic information? Of course we could try to say that he does not believe the 
proposition that ‘29 × 37 = 1073’ expresses the necessarily true proposition. That non-
belief attribution certainly seems to be intuitively correct.  
 
The problem, however, is that the contingency of this semantic proposition stems simply 
from the fact that ‘29’, ‘37’, ‘×’ etc. could have denoted different objects, operations, etc. 
But surely John does know which objects and operations these words denote. Thus, it is 
hard (prima facie) to see how (on Stalnaker’s account) he does not (after all) end up 
believing the semantic proposition, and hence that it does not (after all) end up being true 
that John believes that 29 × 37 = 1073. (Since, presumably, all of the worlds in John’s 
belief state are such that his semantic beliefs are true in them; but that means that ‘29 × 
37 = 1073’ will express the necessarily true proposition in all of them; contradicting what 
Stalnaker wants.)  
 
Thus it seems that Stalnaker’s account is going to need something else if it is to 
satisfactorily solve the problem of necessarily equivalent propositions.  
 
The ‘something else’ he proposes is multiple, compartmentalized belief states. Thus, 
what an agent believes is (for Stalnaker) determined by the something like their 
dispositions to action (i.e., someone is in a certain belief state if their actions would serve 
their interests/desires if this belief state was true). But, of course, it might be that an agent 
to disposed to act one way in a certain type of situation, and another way in another type 
of situation. So, in that case, they might have multiple, compartmentalized belief states.  
 
The thought is that an ideally rational agent would not have compartmentalized belief 
states; but that we, imperfectly rational creatures, do.  
 
Now, one of Stalnaker’s aims in introducing these multiple belief states is to solve the 
problem of deduction; and thus (since he thinks that only if we have these multiple belief 
states can he solve that problem) he wants us to have them. However, in some ways this 
is unfortunate: because actually you might have thought that Stalnaker’s general picture 
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would be able to give a very natural and economical account of apparent 
compartmentalization.  
 
Thus, suppose that in one type of situation I am willing to act as if P, whereas in another 
type of situation I am not. (But this is not a case where I am changing my mind; these 
dispositions are stable etc.) Now, one way of accounting for this is to say that I just have 
multiple ‘compartments’, each determining its own set of worlds, and the compartment 
that was active in the first situation only contains p worlds, while the compartment that 
was active in the second contained some not-p worlds.  
 
But suppose that you have the general picture that whether ‘S believes that p’ is true iff 
S’s belief state agrees with p on all of the relevant alternatives. This general idea can 
apparently explain compartmentalization, as follows. 
 

• So suppose that in one type of situation I am willing to act as if P, whereas in 
another type I am not. 

• Then one (vaguely Stalnakerian) explanation of this appeals to multiple belief 
states.  

• But an apparently more economical, and perhaps more natural, explanation, is as 
follows. 

• I only have one belief state. But in different situations I am willing to take for 
granted (‘accept’ in some sense) different things. So what I take for granted 
determines a relevance set (a set of relevant alternatives). Then presumably one 
single belief state can explain my different actions. 

• For I will act as if P iff P is true at all of the relevant worlds in my belief state. 
Then my different dispositions can be explained purely in terms of my taking 
different things for granted in different situations, and not by my being in any 
sense imperfectly rational.  

 
Thus, Stalnaker’s framework seems potentially to be able to give a nice account of 
compartmentalization. And this seems like it might be able to give accounts of lots of 
cases of compartmentalization that have been discussed by philosophers. E.g., in some 
situations I am willing to act as if my bank is open on Saturdays, in others I am not, etc.  
 
But back to Stalnaker’s intended use of his framework… So the basic idea is that, in the 
case of mathematical/semantic beliefs (i.e., the sort of beliefs that Stalnaker thinks we are 
attributing when we say things like ‘John believes that there are infinitely many prime 
numbers’) we have lots of compartmentalized belief sets: one believes one such 
proposition, another another, and that the relevant consequence (e.g., that ‘29 × 37 = 
1073’ expresses the necessary proposition) can only be arrived at by putting these 
different beliefs together; so the fact that they are compartmentalized gives the sense in 
which we fail to believe the consequences of the beliefs.  
 
It is, however, slightly difficult to see how this will ultimately work. For there are a 
relatively small number of mathematical/semantic propositions that are sufficient to entail 
that any true sentence of the language of arithmetic (‘29 × 37 = 1073’ or the claim that 
there are infinitely many primes or…) expresses the necessary proposition. And it is hard 
to see how these beliefs would not form part of any belief state active when I am doing 
mathematics.  
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An alternative option, however, would seem to be to allow ‘impossible’ worlds. This 
would apparently yield an account with the same structure but without this problem of 
necessarily equivalent propositions.  
 
Thus, if there were impossible worlds, then there could be impossible worlds at which 
there are only finitely many primes (e.g.) and so the proposition that there are infinitely 
many primes would no longer be the trivial proposition. But, also, you would have 
thought that many of the supposed advantages of Stalnaker’s theory would be retained. 
E.g., the stuff about animal and child beliefs: none of that seemed to turn on what exactly 
the worlds in question that we use to represent belief states are.  
 
So what is wrong with an impossible worlds account of propositions? One apparent issue 
is this. Suppose that the proposition that S expresses is some function P (from worlds to 
truth-values). Then you would have thought that the proposition expressed by not-S 
would be the function that sends w to t iff P(w) = f. But now suppose that S and not-S are 
both true at some world w. Then both the function expressed by not-S and P send this 
world w to t. That might seem unfortunate: but perhaps it is the price you need to pay to 
solve the problem of deduction!  
 
There may however, be further problems with impossible worlds… 
 
Stalnaker also uses the notion of a set of relevant alternatives to give a sense in which 
belief, desire, etc. are not closed under necessary entailment—even if they are analyzed 
in terms of possible worlds.  
 
Thus, William III believed (in 1700) that England could avoid war with France; but 
(intuitively) he did not also believe that England could avoid nuclear war with France. 
But of course this latter proposition is entailed by the proposition that he does believe (so 
must be satisfied by all of the worlds in the relevant belief state). Further, moving to 
semantic beliefs does not seem quite right here (the problem isn’t that William III does 
not know what ‘nuclear’ means, e.g.; and this is even clearer in other examples of this 
phenomenon, such as the detective/butler/chauffeur case).  
 
Thus Stalnaker introduces the notion of an active belief: S actively believes that P iff P is 
true of all the worlds in his belief state, and it distinguishes between relevant alternatives. 
(Or, an alternative way to put it: it distinguishes between the worlds that satisfy S’s tacit 
presuppositions.) 
 
So William III does not actively believe that England could avoid nuclear war with 
France because this does not distinguish between any relevant alternatives (England does 
not engage in nuclear war with France in any of those worlds).  
 
And a similar idea is suggested about wants. The comparable initial problem is this. You 
can want to get well without wanting to have been sick in the first place (but getting well 
entails having been sick). So the suggestion is (something like?): S wants that P iff (a) S 
prefers relevant P worlds to relevant not-P worlds; and (b) P distinguishes between the 
relevant alternatives. Thus, I do not want to have been sick (in the sort of context in 
question) because I am sick in all of the relevant alternatives. Similarly for the case of 
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wanting to know who the murder was committed by without wanting the murder to have 
occurred.  
 
In the believe case, however, a worry is that the notion of active belief does not seem to 
track what we are talking about when we say that William III does believe one thing but 
not another: because we surely would be happy to say that he believes lots of the things 
that he is presupposing; e.g., that England does not share a border with France. Thus is 
not clear that even in this case the problem of deduction has been solved. (Would 
impossible worlds help? Perhaps?) 


