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WEATHERSON ON BELIEF 
 
1. ‘Pragmatic Encroachment’ 
 

1.1. Lottery cases (e.g., Hawthorne, Knowledge and Lotteries) 
 

• If Joanna is thinking about what she is going to do this summer then (if the details 
are filled in in the required way) it is natural to say that she knows that she will not 
have enough money to go on (African) safari this summer.  

• But it is not natural to say that she knows that she will not win a major lottery this 
spring.  

• But surely she knows (or is at least in a position to know) that if she wins a major 
lottery this spring then she will have enough money to go on safari this summer.  

 
One response is to deny closure (i.e., to deny that Joanna can extend her knowledge by 
modus ponens in this case).  
 
Another response is to say that what Joanna knows depends on features of her practical 
environment (= ‘pragmatic encroachment’). E.g., if she is thinking about whether to buy or 
sell a lottery ticket, then she does not know that she is not going to have enough money to go 
on safari; but if she is planning her social calendar, then she does know this, and she also 
knows (in this situation) that she will not win a lottery; either way, closure is retained.  
 
Another response is to say that knowledge-ascriptions are context sensitive: but Weatherson 
seems more interested in subject-sensitive responses (i.e., responses of the second variety).  
 
Weatherson’s hope seems to be to accept that there is pragmatic encroachment, but explain it 
purely in terms of belief (or, strictly speaking, in terms of belief, together with the fact that 
belief is necessary for knowledge). So (the essential idea would be) when Joanna is thinking 
about social plans, she believes that she won’t have enough money etc.; but when she is 
thinking about lottery tickets she doesn’t believe this.  
 
Other cases of pragmatic encroachment… 
 
1.2. Bank cases (e.g., Stanley, Knowledge and Practical Interests) 
 

• If nothing (much) turns on whether or not Hannah and Sarah deposit their pay 
cheques on Saturday, then it seems true for Hannah to say, ‘I know the bank will be 
open on Saturday, because I was there two Saturdays ago, so we can deposit our 
cheques then.’ 

• But if a lot turns on whether the cheques are paid in before Sunday, then the 
following exchange sounds fine:  

Hannah: the bank was open two Saturdays ago. 
Sarah: OK. But banks do every now and then change their hours. 
Hannah: You’re right, we don’t know it will be open on Saturday.  
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Again: a variety of responses are available, but Weatherson is sympathetic to the pragmatic 
encroachment response; however, he hopes to implement it at the level of belief, rather than 
at the level of knowledge.  
 
1.3. Local and express case 
 

This is the only case that Weatherson actually mentions. This case is for justified belief 
rather than knowledge (or so I take it: it is does not seem terribly natural to say that either of 
the subjects in this case know that the train is a local).  
 
Again, though, one response focuses on the ‘justified’ in ‘justified belief’, whereas 
Weatherson wants to focus on the ‘belief’ in ‘justified belief’.  
 
2. Weatherson’s Account 
 

He starts from the functionalist idea: 
 

(B) S believes that p iff S prefers as if p. 
 
So, the idea seems to be, S believes that p iff she has the preferences that it would make 
sense for her to have (given her interests, her other beliefs, etc.) if p were the case. E.g., if p 
is the restaurant is down fork A, and S wants to get to the restaurant, then (B) says that if S 
believes that p then she will prefer going down fork A than fork B. And so on.  
 
The basic picture is that degrees of belief are basic, and binary belief-ascriptions are made 
true by these.  
 
The ‘pragmatism’ kicks in at the degrees of belief to binary belief stage. That is, whether 
someone’s degree of beliefs are justified does not depend (in the relevant way) on facts 
about her practical environment. But whether or not these degrees are sufficient to make it 
the case that she has a binary belief that p does depend on such pragmatic factors.  
 
Thus, in the local and express case, each subject is justified in having just the same degrees 
of belief in the relevant propositions; but only one is justified in having the binary belief that 
the train is a local; and that is because (on Weatherson’s account) only one of the subjects 
even has a binary belief that the train is a local.  
 
So, subjects can have the same degree of belief in p, without one (binary) believing that p iff 
the other does. (E.g., in the local and express case).  
 
Now, one way of thinking of beliefs in terms of degrees would be to adopt some sort of 
threshold view: in any given situation, you belief something iff you belief it above some 
threshold (where, perhaps, the threshold can be vague, and can vary from situation to 
situation, etc.).  
 
But Weatherson has two arguments against such accounts: 
 

(a) any particular threshold can seem arbitrary; and 
(b) you can have cases where you can (with justification) believe p and q to degrees 

above the threshold, but (again with justification) believe p ∧ q to a degree below the 
threshold.  
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(Is either argument convincing?)  
 
Weatherson’s alternative account starts from the following idea: 
 

 If you prefer A to B given q, and you believe that p, then you also prefer A to B 
given p ∧ q.  

 
So (in symbols): 
 

(1) Bel(p) ↔ ∀A∀B∀q(A ≥q B ↔ A ≥p ∧ q B). 
 
However, the quantifiers have to be restricted (Weatherson argues): otherwise no one would 
ever believe anything contingent.  
 

• E.g., suppose I am offered a bet on which I win eternal live in paradise if the statue in 
front of me waves back at me, and on which I lose a penny otherwise. 

• Now, let A be that I take the bet, B be that I don’t, q be 0 = 0, and p be that the statue 
does not wave back.  

• Then A ≥q B but not A ≥p ∧ q B.  
 
So what are the restrictions? 
 

• ‘A’ and ‘B’ range over options that are both live (i.e., genuinely possible) and salient 
(i.e., something the agent takes seriously in deliberation).  

 
A proposition is relevant if the agent is disposed to take it seriously, and conditionalizing on 
it or its negation changes some of the agents’ preferences over live, salient options. 
(Weatherson says that the second part of this definition does not do a great deal of work.) 
 
A proposition is salient if the agent is currently considering whether it is true.  
 
(So: salience does not imply relevance because you can consider whether something is true 
without taking that proposition seriously?) 
 
Finally, a proposition is active relative to p iff it is a (possibly degenerate) conjunction of 
propositions that are either relevant or salient, and it is consistent with p.  
 
Thus: 
 

• ‘q’ ranges over active propositions. 
 
So that is the basic account. (Although it will be modified below.) But how does what we 
have so far handle the pragmatic encroachment examples?  
 
E.g., local and express cases. It would be nice to be able to give the following story: 
 

• on Weatherson’s account, one of the subjects of the case believes that the train is a 
local while the other does not; 

• for let A be taking the train in front of them, let B is taking a local that leaves in a 
few minutes; and let q be 0 = 0, and p be the proposition that the train in front of 
them is a local. 
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• Then, for Louise: A ≥q B and A ≥p ∧ q B. 
• But for Harry: B ≥q A but A ≥p ∧ q B. 
• Thus, Harry does not count as believing that the train is a local (while Louise does, is 

the idea).  
 
The problem, however, is that this q (i.e., 0 = 0) is presumably not active (relative to p). 
Perhaps q could instead be…? Is it so easy to find a q that will give the desired result…? 
 
(Would it not be simpler to have A ≥ B and A ≥p B in the statement of the account? But that 
would perhaps lead to problems?) 
 
But, ignoring that issue for the moment, it would seem that similar stories to the above can 
be given for the other pragmatic encroachment cases. 
 
3. Inconsistent Beliefs 
 

The most obvious problem with Weatherson’s account as stated so far is that it leads to 
inconsistent beliefs. For if p is some proposition such that neither p nor ¬p will make any 
difference to my preferences between live salient options, then (B) will hold for both p and 
¬p. (E.g., Weatherson gives the example of the proposition that Caesar ate breakfast the day 
he crossed the Rubicon.) 
 
This requires a somewhat complicated fix, that has it as a necessary condition for believing 
that p that one believes it to degree > 1/2. Thus, we will never count as believing both p and 
¬p (as long as our degrees of belief in these are as they should be, i.e., summing to 1).  
 
Is there not a danger that it will still be too easy to believe things (even if this will not now 
extend to the point of inconsistency)? For example, suppose that I know that a lottery is 
going to take place, with tickets numbered 1–11. Then, plausibly, my credence that an odd 
numbered will win will be 6/11 > 1/2. But surely I do not believe this!  
 
(Or can this result be avoided in some way? Details on p. 424…) 
 
4. Pragmatic Encroachment with Ignorance? 
 

Another issue, independent of the details of Weatherson’s account, is this: can it (or anything 
like it) account for cases of pragmatic encroachment in which the agent in question is 
ignorant of the relevant pragmatic factors. E.g., Stanley’s ‘ignorant high stakes’ cases: 
 

• A lot turns on whether or not Hannah and Sarah deposit their checks by Sunday. 
However, they do not realize this.  

• As in the first case, Hannah says, ‘I know the bank will be open on Saturday, because 
I was there two Saturdays ago, so we can deposit our cheques then.’ 

• Our intuition in this case is supposed to be that in this case Hannah’s utterance is 
false.  

• But with respect to the sort of things that Weatherson is building in to his account 
(salience, relevance, etc.) nothing has changed.  

 
In general, if belief is tied to action, or to reasoning, then this sort of case would seem to 
suggest that pragmatic encroachment cannot always be explained purely in terms of belief.  


