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Being Knowingly Incoherent
Richard Foley 

Rutgers University

1. Probabilistic incoherence and Dutch books
Suppose that your degree of belief in p is twice as great as your degree of belief 
in its negation, while your degree of belief in q is the same as its negation. Sup
pose also that p implies q. Since a proposition cannot be more probable than a 
proposition it implies, your degrees of belief violate one of the rules of the 
probability calculus; they are probabilistically incoherent. If you post odds that 
reflect these incoherent degrees of belief—i.e., if you post 2:1 odds on the truth 
of p and 1:1 odds on the truth of q—you will be vulnerable to a Dutch book, 
which is to say that your opponent can make a series of bets against you such 
that you will suffer a net loss, no matter how the events you are betting on turn 
out. For instance, your opponent can bet $1.50 on the truth of q and $1 on the 
falsity of p. If q is true, you will lose $1.50 on q. You still could win the $1 bet 
on p, but even if you do, you will suffer a net loss of $.50. On the other hand, if q 
is false, you will win $1.50 from your opponent’s bet on q. But since p implies q, 
p is also false. So, you will lose $2 to your opponent on p. Thus, once again you 
will suffer a net loss.

This result can be generalized. It can be proved that if your degrees of belief 
violate the probability calculus and you are willing to post odds that reflect your 
degrees of belief, then a skillful enough opponent can make a Dutch book 
against you. (Ramsey, 1964; Definetti, 1964) This makes it tempting to infer that 
it is always irrational to have incoherent degrees of belief. And in fact, many 
philosophers have inferred that this is always irrational. But it is important to 
note that there is no proof of this latter claim.1 There is no proof even if we 
assume that it is always irrational for you to make yourself vulnerable to a Dutch 
book. For even with this assumption, what follows is that it is irrational to accept 
bets at odds that reflect your degrees of belief when these degrees are incoherent. 
What degree of confidence it is rational for you to have in a proposition is one 
matter, what odds if any it is rational for you post on it is another.2
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Moreover, it doesn’t help to stipulate that the situation is one in which you are 
forced to bet in accordance with your degrees of belief, for then the conclusion is 
that it is irrational for you to have incoherent degrees of belief if you find 
yourself in this kind of forced betting situation. Another argument would be 
needed to show that this is irrational when you are not.

Besides, any assumption about your being willing or being forced to bet in 
accordance with your degrees of belief brings in considerations that are 
irrelevant to your epistemic concerns. It brings in pragmatic considerations. 
(Chihara and Kennedy, 1979; Pollock, 1986) These considerations may give you 
a reason not to have incoherent degrees of belief, providing that you are willing 
or are forced to bet in accordance with them, but the reasons are not epistemic 
ones. Rather, they are the kind of reasons that, according to Pascal, everyone has 
to be a theist.

But if an appeal to Dutch books cannot be used to prove the thesis that it is 
always irrational to have incoherent degrees of belief, how exactly is it relevant 
to the thesis? Ultimately, I will argue that it is not relevant at all, but this is 
getting ahead of the story. For now it will do simply to point out that if we are 
going to use Dutch books to argue for the thesis, then the argument will be some
thing short than a proof. A natural way to think of the argument, for example, is 
that it is an argument from analogy. It begins with the assumption that it is 
irrational for you to allow Dutch books to be made against you. Or at least this is 
so for the normal case, where your goal is to win rather lose money on your bets. 
It is next noted that there are important structural similarities between a situation 
in which you allow book to be made against you and one in which you have 
incoherent degrees of belief, the hypothesis then being that the features that 
make the former irrational also make latter irrational.

What are these features? Here is one suggestion. If the odds you post are 
incoherent and if as a result book is made against you, you will lose money 
however the events you are betting on turn out. Thus, you can know in advance 
that your betting goals will be frustrated. But it is irrational to do that which 
you know cannot possibly be an effective means to your goals. Hence, it is 
irrational to post incoherent odds. This is irrational in a practical sense, since the 
goal that you would be frustrating is a practical one. Analogously, it is irrational 
to have incoherent degrees of belief. As with Dutch books, you can know in 
advance that if you have incoherent degrees of belief, a goal of yours will be 
frustrated, only now the goal is an intellectual one—namely, that of having 
degrees of belief that are not only comprehensive but also accurate. Since the 
goal you would be frustrating is an intellectual one, the irrationality is epis
temic, not practical.

The intellectual goal here is the counterpart of the goal that traditionally 
minded epistemologists have used to characterize epistemic rationality. They 
classify doxastic attitudes into a simple three-fold scheme: either you believe a 
proposition or you disbelieve it or you withhold judgement on it. Their project, 
then, is to describe which of these three attitudes it is rational for you to take
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towards a proposition, given that your goal is to believe those propositions that 
are true and not believe those propositions that are false—i.e., given that your 
goal is to have accurate and comprehensive beliefs. But if our concern is with an 
epistemology of degrees of belief rather than an epistemology of beliefs 
simpliciter, the goal needs to be modified accordingly. The goal is to have 
accurate and comprehensive degrees of belief.

What is it for degrees of belief to be accurate? Unlike beliefs simpliciter, 
degrees of belief are not straightforwardly true or straightforwardly false. So, 
their accuracy cannot be a matter of their being true. But a promising idea about 
how to understand their accuracy was first hinted at F.P. Ramsey and has been 
more recently developed by Bas van Fraassen: they are accurate insofar as they 
correspond to the objective probabilities. (Ramsey, 1964; van Fraassen, 1983) 
The idea, in other words, is that objective probabilities play the same role within 
an epistemology of degrees of belief that truth plays within an epistemology 
of belief.

To be sure, this leaves us with the problem of saying what these objective 
probabilities are, and there are those who so despair of finding a satisfactory 
solution to this problem that they have made themselves content with the idea 
that there are only subjective probabilities. Indeed, much of the classic work on 
rational degrees of belief is inspired by the prospect of getting along without 
objective probabilities. But this turns out to be not so easy. Our best ways of 
understanding the world seems to require some notion of objective probability. 
We want to be able to discuss, for example, the probability of a tritium atom 
decaying within six months. Besides, there is no reason why those philosophers 
who endorse probabilistic coherence as the central normative requirement gov
erning our degrees of belief cannot also endorse an objective notion of proba
bility. And an increasing number of these philosophers are doing precisely that.3

In any event, the core idea here is so simple and appealing that it demands 
tolerance. The idea is that there are objective probabilities as well as subjective 
degrees of belief and that one of our intellectual goals is to have our subjective 
degrees of belief conform to the objective probabilities, however exactly these 
are to be understood, whether as frequencies or as propensities or in some other 
way. We want in this sense to be calibrated with the objective probabilities.4 The 
further suggestion is that this explains why it is irrational to have incoherent 
degrees of belief: if your degrees of belief are incoherent, you can know that this 
goal will be frustrated however things turn out. You can know in advance that 
calibration is impossible.

Thus, at least at first appearance, there does seem to be a useful analogy 
between the two proposed requirements of rationality—that you not post inco
herent odds and that your degrees of belief not be incoherent. Indeed, the 
analogy is close enough that the same general assumption about rationality can 
apparently be used to explain why each is a requirement of rationality. The 
assumption that it is irrational for you to do or to believe—if you are able to 
know in advance that—cannot possibly be an effective means to your goals.
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But despite first appearances, this explanation won’t really do. Indeed, it 
won’t do to explain either of the two proposed requirements. After all, you aren’t 
always able to recognize incoherency. Hence, you aren’t always able to recog
nize when a Dutch book is being made against you. As a result, it won’t always 
be the case that you can know in advance that your betting aims will be frus
trated. Similarly, you aren’t always able to recognize when your degrees of belief 
are incoherent. Thus, you won’t always be able to know in advance that your 
intellectual aims will be frustrated. A being who is capable of being a perfect 
calculator of probabilities is always able to know these things. Such a being is 
always able to detect assignments of probabilities that violate the probability 
calculus and accordingly is always able to detect incoherent degrees of beliefs 
and Dutch books.

Unfortunately, you are not a perfect calculator. Nor can you be. Neither can I 
and neither can any other creature who is recognizably human. Some logical 
and probabilistic relations are so complex that we are not capable of under
standing them. This is so even if in principle all such relations could be broken 
down into simpler ones that we can understand. Combinations of these simpler 
relations can still exceed our capacities. Thus, at least some violations of the 
probability calculus will be beyond our ken. So, if your betting odds or our 
degrees of belief were incoherent in one of these ways, we wouldn’t be capable 
of knowing in advance that posting these odds and having these degrees of 
belief will frustrate our ends—our betting ends in the one case and our intellec
tual ends in the other.

Besides, even for those violations that are not entirely beyond our ken, not all 
will be such that we can reasonably be expected to discern them. Sometimes it 
would simply take too much of our time to do so. Think of Dutch books, for 
example. Suppose that you have unknowingly posted incoherent odds and hence 
have unknowingly made yourself vulnerable to a Dutch book. Let us also grant 
that you would have discovered the incoherency if you had devoted all of your 
time and resources to thinking about the odds. But of course, you didn’t do this. 
Even so, you may have been reasonably careful and thoughtful. Perhaps you 
even consulted with expert odds-makers. You were worried about the possibility 
of posting incoherent odds, and so you wanted to take this extra precaution. But 
even the expert advice didn’t help. The odds that the experts advised you to post, 
unbeknownst to you and the experts themselves, were incoherent. After all, even 
experts make mistakes. But this doesn’t mean that it wasn’t rational for you to 
rely on their advice. It is often rational to defer to expert opinion, even when the 
opinion turns out to be mistaken. But then,' it can be rational for you to post 
incoherent odds. If in no other way, expert testimony can make this rational for 
you. Analogously, expert testimony can also make it rational for you to have 
incoherent degrees of belief.

Or consider mathematical propositions. If I have done my calculations on a 
complex problem carefully and if I have checked my results against those of 
other competent mathematicians, then I can reasonably have a high degree of
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confidence in these results. I can also reasonably bet on their truth. This can be 
reasonable even if, unbeknownst to me and my mathematician friends, these 
results are necessarily false and hence have an objective probability of 0.

Thus, it is not an utterly strict requirement of rationality that we avoid Dutch 
books and incoherent degrees of belief. These might be strict requirements for 
someone who was capable of omniscience about matters of logic and probability 
and who had unlimited time to think about them. But of course, real human 
beings are not like this. Real human beings can make reasonable mistakes even 
about matters of logic and probability, and any account of rational belief or 
decision that implies otherwise must be dismissed as inadequate. It is inadequate 
as an account of human rationality.

2. Necessarily flawed but rational strategies
Neither probabilistic coherence not the avoidance of Dutch books is a strict con
dition of rationality. Still, it might always be irrational to violate either of these 
conditions knowingly. Think of Dutch books, for example. Granted, you might 
unknowingly post incoherent odds and hence unknowingly make yourself 
subject to a Dutch book. This is understandable, since you have limited abilities 
and limited time. But if your goal is to win money, isn’t it always irrational to 
post such odds if you recognize that they will result in a Dutch book being made 
against you? Any by analogy, if your goal is to have accurate degrees of belief, 
isn’t it also always irrational for you knowingly to have incoherent degrees 
of belief?

Assume for the moment that the answer to the first of these questions is ‘yes’. 
Even so, that doesn’t commit us to answering the second question ‘yes’. On the 
contrary, the analogy between having book made against you on the one hand 
and having incoherent degrees of beliefs on the other is a weak one. The distin
guishing feature of the first is that no matter how the events you are betting on 
turn out, you will suffer a net loss. The distinguishing feature of the second is 
that no matter how the world turns out, your degrees of beliefs will be less than 
ideally accurate. If your degrees of belief are incoherent, not all of them can be 
calibrated with the objective probabilities, whatever these probabilities may be. 
But to say of a belief strategy, a decision strategy, or any other kind of strategy 
that it is sure to produce a less than ideal outcome is not yet to say that it is sure 
to be irrational. In fact, it often isn’t. Moreover, there are betting situations that 
provide clear illustrations of this.

The betting situations I have in mind are ones in which you agree to a series 
of bets despite the fact that you are guaranteed to lose at least one of them. 
Nonetheless, it can be rational for you to agree to the series. Indeed, the series 
may even be optimal for you. It may be optimal even if it is not ideal. The ideal 
would be to win each and every bet, but your situation may be such that the 
necessarily flawed strategy is preferable to any that keeps open the possibility of 
an ideal outcome.
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Imagine that you are given the opportunity to play the following game. There 
are ten cups on a table, numbered 1-10, and you know that nine of the ten cups 
cover a pea. You are asked to predict of each cup whether or not it covers a pea. 
For each correct answer you receive $1 and for incorrect answer you pay $1.

What is the best strategy for you in this game? Bet ‘pea’ on each cup. The 
payoff from this strategy will be $8, with your winning nine of the bets and 
losing one. What are your alternatives? One alternative is to guess which cup 
doesn’t have a pea under it and to bet ‘non-pea’ on it. By doing so, you keep 
open the possibility of an ideal result, one in which you win every bet, but your 
estimated payoff is only $6.40.5 Another alternative is to bet ‘pea’ on nine of the 
cups while refusing to bet on some arbitrary cup. This strategy precludes the 
possibility of an ideal outcome, since you do not even try to win every bet. 
However, it does leave open the possibility of a flawless outcome, one in which 
you win each of your bets. Nevertheless, the estimated payoff of $7.20 is still 
below that of betting ‘pea’ on each cup.6 Finally, if you were to refuse all the 
bets, the payoff would be $0.

The lesson is that it can be rational to prefer a strategy that precludes an ideal 
outcome over one that does not. This is as true of doxastic strategies as it is of 
other strategies, and because of this, it can be rational for us to have degrees of 
belief that we know to be incoherent.

Consider, for example, the discovery of a logical paradox. Suppose there is a 
set of propositions, numbered from #1 to #10, each of which, you realize, is 
either necessarily true or necessarily false. You think that each is necessarily 
true. Indeed, each of the propositions strikes you as being self-evident. Accord
ingly, you believe each with maximal confidence. But then, you discover the 
paradox. You come to see that the denial of any of these propositions can be 
deduced in a surprising way from the others. Thus, you realize that at least one is 
false. For simplicity, assume also that you know that at most one is false. You 
commit yourself to finding a solution, but for the moment you cannot see which 
one is the culprit. Each is equally plausible, seemingly equally undeniable. What 
should your attitudes be in the interim, given that your goal is to have accurate 
and comprehensive degrees of belief?

A natural suggestion is to believe each with great but no longer maximal con
fidence. In particular, since the number of such propositions is ten and all but one 
is true, it is natural to believe each with 0.9 degree of confidence. However, these 
degrees of belief are incoherent. Suppose that you realize this. You realize that 
what is necessarily true has a probability of 1 and what is necessarily false has a 
probability of 0. You are aware, then, that these degrees of belief cannot possibly 
conform to the objective probabilities. Even so, need it be irrational for you to 
have 0.9 degrees of confidence in each? First appearances would suggest not. 
But if not, you can knowingly but rationally have incoherent degrees of belief.

Unproved mathematical theorems provide further illustrations of this. The 
theorems are necessarily true or necessarily false, and so have an objective prob
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ability of either 1 or 0. However, you cannot prove which. But of course, even if 
you lack a proof for a proposed theorem, you might have good reasons to be 
confident of its truth. No one has proved Goldbach’s conjecture, but on the other 
hand, since no one has ever succeeded in finding an even number greater than 
two that is not the sum of two primes, there are reasons to have confidence, 
albeit not full confidence, in its truth. There are reasons, in other words, to have a 
degree of belief in it that you know cannot possibly be accurate.

It is the same even with truth-functional tautologies. Not every tautology is 
one that you will recognize as such. Some will be too complex. Suppose then 
that you are confronted with a complex statement and that you know that either 
it or its negation is a tautology. You try to prove which but fail to do so. How
ever, a friend tells you that she has succeeded in proving its truth, but at the 
same time she warns you that her calculations were so complicated that she 
herself has doubts about their accuracy. Her testimony does not give you a 
reason to have full confidence in the proposition’s truth, but it may very well 
give you reason to have more confidence in its truth than its falsity, although 
once again you know that this degree of belief cannot possibly be the accurate. 
You know the objective probability is either 1 or 0.7

3. Attempts to side-step the problem
One way of trying to explain away examples of the above sort is to search for 
some contingent proposition to serve as a surrogate for the necessarily true or 
necessarily false proposition. For instance, in the example involving the 
discovery of paradox, distinguish the propositions #1- #10 from the following 
proposition: that a proposition chosen at random from this set of ten propositions 
is true. This proposition is contingently true if true at all. It is contingent, since 
the randomly chosen proposition might be the one false proposition in the set. 
So, perhaps it is the failure to distinguish propositions #1- #10 from this contin
gent proposition that creates the appearance that it might be rational to have 0.9 
degree of confidence in the former propositions. Each of the former is either 
necessarily true or necessarily false. Thus, none of them can have an objective 
probability of 0.9, but this contingent proposition might.

This simply changes the subject, however. We divert attention from proposi
tions #1- #10 and toward some other proposition, despite the fact that the 
puzzlement is about what attitudes it is rational for you take towards #1- #10. 
You know that each has an objective probability of either 1 or 0 but you are not 
sure which. Nevertheless, you are not without ideas. By hypothesis you know 
that nine of the ten propositions are true. And yet, if coherence is a prerequisite 
of rationality, it cannot be rational for you to have 0.9 degree of confidence in 
these propositions. In an attempt to explain away the apparent implausibility of 
this result, the present suggestion is that we cast about for some other proposition 
that you could legitimately believe with 0.9 confidence. However, the only
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motive for looking for another such proposition is that you know that none of the 
propositions #1- #10 can possibly have an objective probability of 0.9, but 
precisely the question at issue is whether this in itself is sufficient to make a 0.9 
degree of confidence in them irrational.

A related tack is to insist that it is not possible for you genuinely to under
stand a necessarily true proposition and yet not realize that it is true. Correspon
dingly, it is not possible for you to understand a necessarily false proposition and 
yet not realize that it is false. If we assume that this is so and assume also that 
you understand each of the propositions #1- #10, then contrary to the above 
hypothesis, you must know which one is false. On the other hand, if we grant 
that you do not know which one is false, you must not understand them all. But 
if you do not understand a proposition, you cannot have any degree of belief in it 
whatsoever.

The appearance to the contrary—i.e., the appearance that you do have degrees 
of belief in each of the propositions #1- #10—is to be explained away in terms 
of your believing some closely related linguistic propositions. Suppose that the 
sentence 1* in the present context expresses proposition #1, the sentence 2* 
expresses proposition #2, and so on. Then it is possible for you to believe with 
0.9 confidence the proposition that sentence 1* is true. You can do so because 
this proposition is either contingently true or contingently false. It is not a neces
sary truth that sentence 1* expresses proposition #1. Similarly, it is possible for 
you to believe with 0.9 degree of confidence the proposition that sentence 2* is 
true, and so on for propositions corresponding to each of the other sentences. If 
you have these degrees of belief, you must be ignorant of some crucial informa
tion, but your ignorance need not be of the sort that results in a violation of 
probability calculus. It is semantical ignorance.

The most obvious difficulty with this tack is that it presupposes an implau
sibly strong theory of understanding. The claim is that you don’t really 
understand a necessarily true proposition unless you see that it is true. This may 
have some plausibility for very simple necessary truths, but as a general claim, it 
has the appearances of an overly convenient stipulation, although its stipulative 
character is partially disguised by the word ‘really’. Think of the skeptic who 
claims that you cannot really know that you are now seated at your desk. The 
insertion of ‘really’ has the effect of raising the standards of knowledge beyond 
the normal ones. The skeptic first points out that you are not ideally situated to 
determine the truth of this proposition. It is at least conceivable that you are 
being deceived. It is then claimed that this is enough to show that you cannot 
really know that you are at your desk. Knowledge has come to involve absolute 
and utter certainty.

Only an analogous shift in standards can make the above thesis concerning 
understanding look respectable. The presupposition is that if you ideally 
understood a proposition that is necessarily true, you would see that it is true. 
Thus, if you don’t see this, you must not really understand it. Genuine under
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standing of a proposition thus comes to involve something like a complete and 
perfect grasp of its implications, or at the very least a grasp of something suffi
cient to identify its truth value. But of course, this is beyond what we normally 
expect. What, then, is the difference? It is hard to resist the thought that the 
difference is mere convenience. The higher standards help rule out embarrassing 
cases of incoherence.

Nor is this kind of strategy made any more plausible by embedding it within a 
broader theory of beliefs and propositions—e.g., one according to which you 
cannot help but believe everything that is implied by a proposition that you 
believe. (Stalnaker, 1987) This has the effect of making it impossible for igno
rance of necessary truths to produce probabilistic incoherence, since there is no 
ignorance of necessary truths. You believe with full confidence everything that is 
implied by that which you fully believe, and accordingly if you fully believe 
anything at all, you fully believe all necessary truths. And so, you cannot help 
but believe with full confidence nine of the above ten propositions—viz., the 
nine that are necessarily true—and likewise you cannot help but believe with full 
confidence the negation of the tenth.8 Appearances to the contrary are once again 
to be explained away linguistically. What appears to be logical ignorance is 
really semantical ignorance.

There is a sense of magic to this solution. We theorize logical ignorance out 
of existence, replacing it with semantical ignorance, despite the fact that 
antecedently it would have seemed implausible to claim that we cannot help but 
believe all of the implications of what we believe. This seems especially implau
sible in light of the fact that we sometimes believe the negations of propositions 
that are implied in complex ways by other propositions we believe. One might 
try responding that this only illustrates that we believe explicitly contradictory 
propositions far more often than what would seem to be the case at first glance. 
We believe a proposition p and a proposition not-q, but since p implies q we 
must also believe q, even if for all appearances we are not aware of the connec
tion between p and q and even if we would sincerely assert that q is false.9

However, this only re-inforces the feeling that extreme consequences are 
being embraced for reasons of theoretical convenience. We rule out logical 
ignorance. We decree that when it comes to questions of logic, there are no 
mistakes of omission, but we do so only by making the most blatant kind of 
logical mistake of commission a common occurrence—beliefs in explicitly 
contradictory propositions.

In any event, whatever there is to be said for the theory of propositional belief 
that is at work in these suggestions, the strategy of turning logical ignorance into 
semantical ignorance does not affect the most basic epistemological issue that is 
at stake here—the issue of whether it is always irrational for you to have degrees 
of belief that you know to be inaccurate. I claim that this is not always irrational 
and that there are various cases that plainly illustrate this, including ones 
involving the discovery of logical paradox and ones involving unproven mathe
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matical theorems, such as Goldbach’s conjecture. Moreover, this is so even if 
your ignorance in these cases is best construed as semantical ignorance. The 
same problems still arise, although in a somewhat different form.

To see how, suppose we adopt the above theory of belief. Then in the above 
example you cannot believe propositions #1 - #10 with 0.9 degree of confidence. 
However, you can believe the sentences 1* - 10* with 0.9 degree of confidence, 
where ‘believing sentence 1* with 0.9 degree of confidence’ is shorthand here 
for ‘believing with 0.9 degree of confidence the proposition that sentence 1* is 
true’. These degrees of belief need not be incoherent. Your semantical ignorance 
shields you from incoherence.

On the other hand, your avoidance of incoherence is now less interesting, and 
it is less interesting precisely because logical ignorance has been turned into 
semantical ignorance. The result is that semantical ignorance now begins to 
function epistemically in much the way that logical ignorance had been thought 
to function. It puts you into similar sorts of binds. If you believe sentences 
l*-10* with 0.9 degree of confidence but do not know what proposition each 
expresses, then you can avoid incoherence. Nevertheless, you still do know that 
there is an important sense in which these degrees of beliefs cannot possibly be 
accurate. You know that this is so relative to the correct semantics for these 
sentences. You don’t know what the correct semantics is, but by hypothesis you 
do know that given it, the objective probability of all but one of the sentences is 
1.0 while the objective probability of the remaining one is 0. Moreover, this has 
familiar consequences. If you believe each of these sentences with 0.9 degree of 
confidence and if you are willing or are forced to post odds on the truth of these 
sentences corresponding to your degrees of belief, then an appropriately skilled 
opponent—viz., one who knows the correct semantics—will be able to make 
bets against you that you cannot help but lose.10

So, with respect to epistemic matters, there is little to choose between your 
incoherently believing each of the propositions #1- #10 with 0.9 degree of 
confidence and your coherently believing each of the sentences 1*- 10* with 0.9 
degrees of confidence. In either case you know in advance that you cannot help 
but be guilty of a certain kind of inaccuracy, and in either case you know that 
posting odds in accordance with your degrees of beliefs will make you 
vulnerable to bets that you cannot help but lose. In the first case your opponents 
only need the appropriate logical knowledge (or more generally, the appropriate 
knowledge of necessary truths) to be able to make such bets against you, and in 
the second case they only need the appropriate semantical knowledge. However, 
on the theory of propositional belief in questions, this is really no difference 
whatsoever, since what we had previously regarded as logical knowledge is 
really semantical knowledge. (Stalnaker, 1987, Chapter 5) The perfect logician is 
really just the perfect semanticist.

Thus, the most basic epistemological issue here is unaffected by such theories 
of belief. For this issue it doesn’t really matter whether one adopts such a theory 
or a more traditional theory, one which allows for logical ignorance. If there
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were good reasons, given a traditional theory, for insisting that it cannot be 
rational to have 0.9 degree of confidence in propositions #1- #10, then there 
would be equally good reasons, given a theory that turns logical ignorance into 
semantical ignorance, for insisting that it cannot be rational to have 0.9 degree of 
confidence in sentences l*-10*. If, for example, the reasons are ones that require 
you to avoid degrees of belief that you know in advance to be mistaken, these 
reasons would cut the same way in both cases. Similarly, if the reasons are ones 
that require you to avoid degrees of belief that could be exploited in a betting 
situation, they once again would cut the same way in both cases.

So, if someone wishes to introduce a theory of propositional belief that 
attempts to explain away what is commonly taken to be ignorance of necessary 
truths as semantical ignorance, then so be it. Such theories may be metaphys
ically interesting. They will be interesting for what they tell us about the nature 
of belief. But for epistemology, they will have little relevance. Like other basic 
epistemological problems, the one here cannot be solved by metaphysics—in this 
case a metaphysics of beliefs and propositions. The problem merely re-appears 
in somewhat altered form.

Nor can the problem be made to go away by insisting that the epistemological 
project is to describe what ideal cognizers would believe and by insisting also 
that ideal cognizers have the ability to distinguish necessarily true from neces
sarily false propositions. (Stalnaker, 1987, p. 84; Ellis, 1979) For such beings, 
propositions #1- #10 would present no special problem. It would be rational for 
them to believe all but one of the ten propositions with full confidence and to 
believe the negation of the remaining member with full confidence.

But this solution to the problem is either inapplicable to you or implausible. 
Since by hypothesis there is nothing within your current perspective that 
indicates which of the ten propositions is false, the recommendation would seem 
inapplicable to you. On the other hand, if someone were to insist that it does 
apply to you, the proposed solution is implausible. It would be arbitrary for you 
to believe nine of the propositions with full confidence and the negation of the 
remaining one with full confidence, for you have no idea how to pick out the one 
that is necessarily false. Indeed, the nature of the case is such that you fully 
realize that you are not an ideal cognizer. You realize, in particular, that your 
capacity to distinguish necessarily true from necessarily false propositions is 
limited. Moreover, you realize this not just in a general way, not just as a pious 
recognition of your fallibilism. Rather, you are aware of it concretely. You 
realize that the ten propositions, each of which you previously took to be self
evident, collectively lead to paradox. Thus, they cannot possibly all be true.

Your ultimate aim, of course, is to discover which of the ten propositions is 
false, but for the moment each of the propositions, considered individually, 
seems equally undeniable. So, the pressing question is what you should believe 
in the interim. The question is not, what would ideal cognizers believe about 
these propositions? It is rather, how much confidence it is rational for you, given 
your limited abilities, to have in these propositions?
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There is no way that the appeal to ideal cognizers can help with this latter 
question. In particular, it is of no help to say: “Of course we are not ideal 
cognizers, and there is no way that we can be. Nonetheless, we ought to strive for 
perfection. No doubt there are many situations in which we unknowingly have 
incoherent degrees of belief. This is perfectly understandable. What cannot be 
excused is knowingly having incoherent degrees of belief.”

This is of no help, because in the case here you know that your degrees of 
belief are incoherent and you know how to avoid being knowingly incoherent. If 
you believe with full confidence nine of the ten propositions as well as the 
negation of the tenth, you will not know that your degrees of belief are incoher
ent. Thus, you can avoid being knowingly incoherent. It’s just that it is not 
rational for you to do so.

None of this to say that the discovery of incoherence is epistemically irrele
vant. It obviously isn’t. Incoherency among your degrees of belief is always a 
sign of inaccuracy. Because of this, it will be important for you not to base 
inquiry upon degrees of belief that you know to be incoherent. Doing so would 
risk spreading the inaccuracy. Thus, you must try to avoid incoherence among 
those propositions that you want to use as evidence. Moreover, it ordinarily will 
be rational for you to try to avoid it among your other degrees of belief as well. 
My point is simply that there are exceptions. It is not always and everywhere 
irrational to be knowingly incoherent. This is not an epistemic categorical 
imperative, and we should not allow considerations of theoretical convenience to 
convince us otherwise.

4. Analogies between betting situations and degrees of belief
Just as we should not allow considerations of theoretical convenience to 
convince us that it is always irrational to be knowingly incoherent, so too we 
should not allow analogies with betting situations to convince us of this. Any 
such analogies will encounter familiar complications—e.g., what if you are not 
willing to post odds, or if we suppose you are forced to do so, what do the odds 
that it is rational for you to post indicate about the degrees of belief that it is 
rational for you to have when you are not being forced, and so on. But for 
purposes here, I want to ignore all of these problems. I grant that analogies with 
betting situations can be useful in thinking about questions of rational degrees of 
belief. Even so, the real force of these analogies is in the opposite direction. They 
help re-inforce the idea that you can knowingly but rationally have incoherent 
degrees of belief.

This is apt to seem surprising given Dutch book theorems. However, it begins 
to look less surprising when two points are made. First, it is not always irrational 
to make bets that you know will result in a net loss. This is so even if we set 
aside any case in which your goal is to lose. Thus, I’m assuming that you value 
money. Even so, it need not be irrational for you to make a bet that you know 
you will lose. Whether or not this is irrational depends on what the alternatives 
are. Second, the odds it is rational for you to post vary with the nature of betting
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situation. Thus, insofar as the odds it is rational for you to post are supposed to 
be indicative of the degrees of belief it is rational for you to have, everything will 
depend upon the rationale for using one kind of betting situation rather than 
another as providing the proper analogy.

Begin with the former point. When might it be rational for you to make a bet 
that you are sure to lose? A situation in which you have no alternative but to do 
so is one such case. Suppose that you are forced to choose between two betting 
options, each of which cannot help but lead to losses but one of which is 
nonetheless superior to the other. “Yes,” you may say, “but as long as I have 
another options, ones that don’t guarantee a loss, it is irrational for me to make 
bets that I’m sure to lose.”

This isn’t so either. Keeping open the possibility that you won’t lose 
sometimes involves unacceptably high risks. But if so, it may be preferable to 
accept bets that guarantee modest losses.

Here is an example. When I was an undergraduate, my friends and I some
times played a 7-card poker game with several special rules. One was that a 
player could not fold on the first round of betting. Three of the seven cards were 
dealt face up. The player to the right of the dealer began the betting. All the other 
players, including the dealer, were compelled to match the opening bet, which in 
effect was a variable ante (although there was an upper limit on its size). On the 
first round the dealer was the only one with the option of raising the initial bet. If 
the dealer refused to raise, the other players were called, in which case the best 
of the dealt hands won. On the other hand, if the dealer raised, this gave all of the 
players the option of discarding one of their unexposed cards and drawing 
another. This was followed by a second round of betting in which each player 
has the usual poker options—to fold, match, or raise.

These rules sometimes presented me as dealer with a situation in which I 
knew, from the exposed cards, that at least one of the other players had a better 
hand than I. Hence, I knew that if I called, I was guaranteed to lose an amount 
equal to the opening bet. On the other hand, if I raised, there was a chance that I 
would win. The raise gave me an opportunity to improve my hand in the draw, 
and if the raise was aggressive enough it might even bluff some of the other 
players into folding during the second round. But of course, while opening up the 
possibility of a win, this strategy also opened up the possibility of even greater 
losses. In such situations, I sometimes opted to call, foregoing the possibility of a 
win and guaranteeing modest losses. Was I being irrational? Not always. 
Sometimes it is rational to accept losses with the idea of limiting them.

Keeping this in mind, suppose we grant that the odds it is rational for you to 
post on the truth of various propositions are indicative of the degrees of 
confidence it is rational for you to have in these propositions, and suppose we 
then show that the posting of a certain combination of odds is certain to lead to 
losses. In itself this is not enough to show that posting these odds is irrational, 
and hence it is not enough to show that it is irrational to have degrees of belief 
corresponding to these odds. What has to be shown is that posting such odds
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would have unacceptable consequences in comparison with the alternatives. This 
is where the second of the above points becomes relevant. What consequences 
you can expect from the posting of a set of odds depends upon the nature of the 
betting situation.

Recall the case involving the discovery of logical paradox. Suppose that you 
are forced to assign probabilities to the ten propositions that generated the para
dox and that you are then forced to accept bets on the truth of the propositions. 
The betting is carried on by selling and buying $1 tickets with the cost of the 
tickets determined by your assignment of probabilities. If you assign 0.9 to the 
proposition #3, you are setting 9:1 odds on its truth, and thus your opponent can 
buy from you a ticket on #3 for $.90, hoping to secure the $1 payoff if #3 is true. 
Alternatively, your opponent can sell you such a ticket for $.90, hoping to avoid 
a $1 payoff to you. On the other hand, if you assign a probability of 0 to #3, you 
must be willing to give away for free (or as close to free as you please) a ticket 
that would entitle your opponent to collect $1 from you if #3 is true. If you 
assign a probability of 1, you must be willing to buy for $1 (or as close to $1 as 
you please) a ticket that will pay you $1 if #3 is true.

You know that nine of these ten propositions are necessarily true with the 
tenth being necessarily false, but you do not know which is the false one. What 
assignment of probabilities would be best for you? It depends. It depends against 
whom you are betting and the nature of the betting situation.

Suppose the betting situation is such that after you determine the odds for 
each of the ten propositions, your opponent determines not only which side of 
the bets she will take but also the number of the bets. On these matters she has 
complete discretion. Suppose also that your opponent is logically omniscient and 
that you realize this. In particular, you realize that whenever a proposition is 
necessarily true, she knows that this is so. Then you should try to avoid betting 
altogether, since you opponent has a tremendous advantage. But if you must bet, 
you have no choice but to opt for a probability of 1 for nine of the ten 
propositions and a probability of 0 on the remaining proposition. Of course, you 
do not know which proposition is necessarily false, and hence you do not know 
which proposition should be assigned 0. Still, you must guess, even though from 
your point of view—i.e., relative to your background information—you have 
only a 10% chance of guessing correctly. You must guess because any other 
strategy guarantees that your opponent can win as much as she pleases from you. 
This is the only strategy that has any chance at all of making your probability 
assignments coherent, and hence it is the only strategy that has any chance at all 
of limiting your losses against a logically omniscient opponent who can choose 
the side and the number of bets.

However, suppose we limit the number of $1 tickets that your opponent is 
allowed to buy or sell. She is limited to a single bet on the truth or falsity of 
each of the ten propositions. What odds are best for you post in this kind of 
betting situation?
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Suppose you assign 0.9 to each of the propositions. Nine of the propositions, 
you know, have an objective probability of 1. Your opponent, being logically 
omniscient, knows which propositions these are. So, she will bet on their truth, 
playing $.90 for a ticket and collecting $1, for a profit of $.10 on each. The 
remaining proposition has a probability of 0. So, your opponent will bet against 
it, selling you a $.90 ticket. Her total gain and your total loss = $1.80. You can 
know in advance that this is exactly what you will lose. Still, the fact that you are 
sure to incur this loss does not in itself show that such a strategy is unacceptable. 
That can only be determined by a comparison with your other options.

One of these other options is to assign a probability of 1 to nine of the ten 
propositions and a probability of 0 to the tenth. If you guess correctly, there will 
be a $0 payoff, but you realize that you have only a 10% chance of your getting 
every assignment correct. If you do not, there is one proposition to which you 
assign 1 whose real probability is 0 and one proposition to which you assign 0 
whose real probability is 1. You are committed to buying for $1 a ticket on the 
latter; so you lose $1. Moreover, you are committed to giving away a ticket on 
the former that has a payoff of $1; so you again lose $1. There are then two 
possibilities: from your point of view there is 90% chance of a $2 loss and a 10% 
chance of a $0 loss. Your total estimated loss is $1.80.

So, from your point of view, there is little choose between these two strategies, 
the assignment that you know to be incoherent (the one that involves assigning 
0.9 to each proposition) will result in a loss of $1.80. This is exactly equal to the 
estimated loss you will incur from the assignment that, relative to what you 
know, keeps open the possibility of coherence (the one that involved assigning 1 
to all of the propositions but one and assigning 0 to the remaining one).

However, there are still other options, one of which is to assign 1 to each of 
the ten propositions. This too is an assignment that you know to be incoherent, 
and moreover at first glance it would seem to be a strange one. It in effect 
ignores the fact that you have discovered paradox among the ten propositions. 
You continue to assign a maximum probability to each. On the other hand, you 
know that nine of these assignments are correct. Hence, you are guaranteed to 
lose only $1, as opposed to the $1.80 you are guaranteed to lose if you assign 0.9 
to each and as opposed to the $1.80 you are estimated to lose if you assign 1 to 
nine of them and 0 to the tenth.

Thus, assigning 1 to all of the propositions is your best option in this kind of 
betting situation. Why is this so? Why does it fare so well, despite the fact that 
initially it might seem implausible? Because it is the assignment of probabilities 
that allows your opponent the least flexibility to take advantage of her superior 
knowledge. It allows her the least room for maneuvering, the fewest opportu
nities to exploit you.

Notice that two of the above three options—the one in which you assign 0.9 
to each of the 10 propositions and the one in which a probability of 1.0 to each— 
are such that you are aware in advance that you are going to suffer a net loss. On
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the other hand, if you assign 1 to nine of the propositions and 0 to the tenth and if 
you guess right about which proposition is necessarily false, you will break even. 
Thus, of the three options it is only this last one that provides you with any hope 
at all of avoiding losses. However, not even it gives you any hope of winning. 
Moreover, from your viewpoint it has a 90% chance of generating greater losses 
for you than either of the other two options. So, even though this is the only 
option that gives you any hope at all of avoiding losses, in the present context 
that is not much of recommendation.

These two kinds of betting situations, the one in which your logically superior 
opponent has discretion with respect to the side and number of bets and the other 
in which the number of bets is limited, illustrate that insofar as the odds it is 
rational for you to post on the truth of propositions #1- #10 is supposed to 
indicate by way of analogy the degrees of confidence it is rational for you to 
have in these propositions, everything will depend upon the nature of the betting 
situation that is chosen for the analogy. Different betting strategies are best, 
depending on the situation. Of course, the two kinds of situations also illustrate 
that if you are forced to bet against a superior opponent, you are going to have 
problems no matter what.

However, suppose we drop this assumption. Then matters change once again. 
In particular, suppose you are betting against a peer, someone who is no more 
knowledgeable than you. She too knows that 9 of the 10 are propositions are 
necessarily true and that one is necessarily false but she does not know which. 
Both you and she are forced to bet on each of the ten propositions, with you 
determining the odds and then she being allowed to pick the side. What conse
quences can you expect of your various options in this kind of betting situation?

If you assign 0.9 to each proposition and your opponent decides to buy tickets 
from you, betting on the truth of each of the propositions, she will win 9 of the 
bets (at a $.10 profit on each) and lose one (at a loss of $.90). So, your payoff = 
$0. You can know this in advance. If she sells tickets to you, she will win one (at 
a profit of $.90) and lose nine (at a loss of $.10 on each). So, your payoff once 
again will be $0. If she mixes her bets, buying tickets from you on some of the 
propositions and selling tickets to you on others, then regardless of the mix, your 
total estimated payoff = $0.

Suppose you assign a probability of 1 to nine of the propositions and a 
probability of 0 to the remaining one, and suppose also that you guess correctly 
about which one is necessarily false. Your opponent will sell you $1 tickets on 
the nine propositions to which you assign 1 and will take your free ticket on the 
remaining proposition. Since you have guessed correctly, you will win back $1 
on each of the nine tickets that you have bought and you won’t have to pay on 
the ticket that you have given away. So, there will be a $0 payoff. But from your 
point of view, there is only a 10% chance of your guessing correctly. There is a 
90% chance of your assigning 1 to a proposition that has a probability of 0 and 
assigning 0 to a proposition that has a probability of 1. Thus, there is a 90% 
chance of your losing $2. So, your total estimated loss = $1.80. Suppose, on the
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other hand, that you assign 1 to all of the propositions. Then your opponent will 
accept all of your free tickets and she will win $1 from you.

Thus, in this kind of betting situation, it is best for you to assign 0.9 to each of 
the propositions #1- #10. Indeed, it alone among your options is neither guaran
teed nor estimated to lead to a loss.

We now have three kinds of betting situations in which you are forced to post 
odds on propositions #1- #10, and it is best for you to post different odds in each 
of the three situations. Where does this leave us? It leaves us yet again with the 
lesson that if betting situations are to help us think about what degrees of belief it 
is rational for you to have—the assumption being that the odds it is rational for 
you to post indicate by way of analogy the degrees of belief it is rational for you 
to have—everything will depend upon the nature of the betting situations that it 
is appropriate to use.

There are two ways of reacting to this lesson. One is to give up entirely on the 
idea that betting situations can be of much help in thinking about rational degrees 
of belief. The other is to meet the challenge by arguing that some of these betting 
situations are more appropriate than others for thinking about questions of ratio
nal belief. This is what I will be arguing. Specifically, I will be arguing that bet
ting situations in which we conceive our opponent to be logically omniscient are 
the betting equivalents of evil demon and brain-in-the-vat hypotheses and that as 
such they do not provide an appropriate test of the rationality of our opinions.

5. Pessimistic scenarios
Skeptical conjectures convince no one, but they are nonetheless influential, and 
the influence takes various forms. Sometimes, for example, the fear of skepti
cism provokes epistemologists into endorsing antecedently implausible 
metaphysical positions. It provokes them into endorsing the idea that the nature 
of truth or the nature of belief or, in older traditions, the nature of God guarantees 
that our opinions are largely accurate. But the influence can also be more subtle. 
In the face of skeptical threats, epistemologists often enough find themselves 
retreating into an overly defensive position—a position from which it can look as 
if coherence is the least that rationality requires of us.

The connection is this: if we grant there is no way of marshaling our resources 
that will provide us with non-question begging assurances that skeptical 
hypotheses are false, it can seem as if we are condemned to proceed defensively. 
There is no intellectual strategy that can assure us of success, but there are 
strategies that we know will result in error. It thus becomes tempting to think that 
rationality minimally requires that we avoid these strategies. It requires that we 
avoid certain error.

This is Cartesianism stood on its head. The certainty of success eludes us. 
However we marshall our cognitive resources, there are no guarantees of truth 
or even likely truth. Nevertheless, we should at least try to protect ourselves 
against the certainty of failure. We can do so by not having have degrees of

This content downloaded from 128.122.149.154 on Tue, 03 Jan 2017 20:09:41 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms

http://about.jstor.org/terms


198 NOUS

belief that we recognize to be in violation of the probability calculus. Other
wise, we would be knowingly foregoing the opportunity of having degrees of 
beliefs that conform to the objective probabilities. We would be involving 
ourselves in certain error.

The implicit message of such epistemologies is a defensive one. Whatever 
positive things there are for us to do intellectually must be secondary to our 
defensive strategy. We must first put up our barricades with the idea of staving 
off certain intellectual defeat. It is only within the confines of this defensive 
posture that we are to wield whatever offensive intellectual strategies we might 
have at our disposal.

What is the certain defeat that we stave off by being coherent? Only this— 
that of having something less than an altogether flawless belief system. Is this 
really such a crushing defeat? It is hard to think so, especially since it is so 
unlikely that our belief systems will be altogether flawless in any event. After all, 
we are not logically and probabilistically omniscient. So, even if we were never 
knowingly incoherent, we are likely to be incoherent nonetheless. And of course, 
there is always contingent error.

Suppose, on the other hand, that we refuse to conceive of intellectual success 
in absolute terms. Grant instead that something less than perfection is required 
for success. This makes room for intellectual strategies that deliberately court 
error. It can be rational for us knowingly to allow ourselves to be drawn into 
error if there are benefits to be won by doing so. And often enough there are 
benefits to be won. We want our beliefs to be both comprehensive and accurate, 
and only those who are obsessed with avoiding error will not be prepared to 
allow some trade-offs between the two.11 The rest of us will sometimes be 
willing to put up with opinions that we know to be less than perfectly accurate in 
order to have some opinion about the matters in question.

Strategies in which we deliberately court a less than ideal outcome are often 
rational in non-intellectual contexts. Indeed, this is understating the case. They 
are often indispensable. Our choice is often between such a strategy and one that 
holds out the hope of a flawless outcome only because it is either far too cautious 
or far too daring.

Recall the betting situation in which nine of the ten cups on the table have 
peas under them and you are asked to predict of each cup whether or not it 
covers a pea. For each correct answer you receive $1 and for each incorrect 
answer you pay $1. The best strategy is to bet ‘pea’ on each of the ten cups, but 
this won’t result in a flawless outcome. You are sure to lose one of your bets. 
Nevertheless, all of the options that keep open the possibility of a flawless out
come are overly daring or overly cautious. If you bet ‘not-pea’ on one of the 
cups, the chances are good that you will lose two bets instead of just one, and if 
you refuse to bet on one of the cups, the chances are good that you will still lose 
one bet and in addition you have passed by a bet that you were likely to win. 
Either way your estimated payoff is lower. So, your choice is between a strategy
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that is sure to be somewhat flawed and one that might possibly turn out to be 
flawless but whose estimated return is inferior.

The example is not an isolated one. Our lives are filled with such situations. 
As a result, our strategies of finance and politics and even love are commonly 
ones in which we deliberately forego the opportunity of securing a flawless 
outcome. We do so because we recognize that any strategy that holds out the 
hope of such an outcome is either unduly cautious or unduly risky. Thus, we 
balance our investments. Some of them have prospects of high returns but with 
a correspondingly high risk. Others are secure but have only modest returns. 
Some will do well in times of high inflation, others in times of low inflation. 
The package as a whole protects us against what we take to be unacceptable 
risks, but the cost of such protection is that we forego a chance of having all of 
our investments do well. Similarly, we often opt for moderate political reforms, 
ones that we recognize will work to the disadvantage of some. We do so despite 
there being radical proposals that have at least some small chance of working to 
everyone’s benefit. Still, we prefer the moderate course, since we judge the 
risks of the more radical reforms to be unacceptably high. Likewise, we live 
with our imperfect relationships, patching them up as we go along rather than 
force the kind of confrontation that might possibly remove the misunder
standings. We do so because we realize that such a confrontation might also 
altogether end the relationship.

It is not always rational to prefer the moderate but necessarily flawed strategy 
over the possibly flawless one, but it is not always irrational either. This is a 
modest enough point, but sometimes it is a difficult one for us to keep in mind. 
There is even experimental evidence of our difficulty. Julian Feldman describes 
experiments in which subjects are presented with a random series of X’s and 
O’s, 70% of which are X’s. Subjects are then asked to make predictions about 
the next string of symbols and are rewarded for making correct ones. The best 
strategy is always to predict X’s, but subjects rarely do this. They usually try to 
anticipate when an O will come up. (Feldman, 1963)

This same tendency shows up in our theories of rationality and especially in 
our theories of rational belief. We insist upon coherence, because we are 
reluctant to be content with an outcome that we know in advance will involve us 
in error. This is so even if all of the other options would force us to be unduly 
cautious or unduly daring. Recall the set of ten propositions, each of which, you 
know, is necessarily true or necessarily false, and one of which, you also know, 
is false, only you don’t know which. If rationality required you to avoid to 
certain error, then you must not be knowingly incoherent. However, the only 
way for you to do this (while having opinions about each of the propositions) is 
to believe nine of the ten propositions with maximum confidence and the tenth 
with minimum confidence. But this forces you to be unduly daring.

Nor can such consequences be made to look more palatable by analogies with 
betting situations. Even if it is granted that our degrees of belief cannot be
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rational unless posting odds in accordance with them would be rational, nothing 
immediately follows about the irrationality of our knowingly having incoherent 
degrees of belief. This follows only if we make pessimistic assumptions about 
the nature of the betting situation. If we assume that we are in a hostile betting 
situation, one in which we face logically superior opponents who are able to 
exploit their superior knowledge without limit, then it will be irrational to be 
knowingly incoherent. But this is merely the pragmatic counterpart of skeptical 
hypotheses. Evil demons have been replaced by superior betting opponents who 
can bet as much as they please against us, but the effect is precisely the same. It 
is to induce an overly defensive attitude in us, one that encourages us to design 
our epistemologies with the worst possible case in mind. For Descartes the result 
was a search for certainty, a search for propositions of whose truth he could be 
assured in even the most hostile environment. For today’s epistemologists the 
result is a search aimed at a more negative goal. It is the search for degrees of 
belief that we could use even in hostile betting environment without fear of book 
being made against us.

The danger of such scenarios is the danger of all overly pessimistic assess
ments. They either intimidate us into being unduly cautious or they lure us into 
taking desperate risks. Of course, sometimes we have no alternative. Think of 
the maximin principle of decision making. There are conceivable situations in 
which the kind of conservatism that this principle calls for is appropriate. 
Suppose you are aware that when you make your decision, your enemy will 
have immediate access to it and will be able instantaneously to arrange the 
world so as to ensure that the decision will have its worst possible outcome. 
You would then have good reasons to be defensive. It would be rational for you 
to adopt a barricades mentality.

On the other hand, in a desperate enough situation it may be rational for you 
to take risks that in other situations would be reckless. Suppose all of your 
options are bad. Each is such that it almost surely will result in an unacceptable 
outcome. However, one option holds out a significant but low probability of a 
satisfactory outcome, but it does so at the likelihood of even greater losses than 
the other options. Still, the kind of daring that a maximax principle of decision 
making calls for might be appropriate in such a situation. It might be rational for 
you to pick the option whose best possible outcome is at least as good as the best 
possible outcome of any other option.

No one suggests that in general it is rational to act in accordance with a 
maximin principle or a maximax principle. There is no reason to suppose that 
your situation in general is equivalent to one in which your enemy will have 
control over the states of the world that will determine the outcome of your 
decisions, and there is no reason to suppose that in general your situation is so 
desperate as to make it reasonable for you to go for broke,

Analogously, there are perhaps some intellectual situations in which extreme 
caution or extreme daring are appropriate, but in general our intellectual situa
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tions are not of this sort. It is necessary to keep this in mind when using betting 
situations as epistemological models—models that are to help us think about 
what degrees of belief it is rational for us to have. To be sure, if we know that a 
betting situation is stacked against us, this will affect the odds that it is rational 
for us to post. We will need to find a way to protect ourselves as best we can. 
Exactly how to do so will depend upon the way in which the situation is stacked 
against us. If our betting opponent is logically omniscient but empirically 
ignorant, it will not be so important to avoid contingent error in the odds we post, 
but it will be rational for us to go to great lengths to avoid logical error. By 
contrast, if our opponent is superior to us with respect to identifying contingent 
truths, it can be rational for us to go to what would otherwise be extreme lengths 
to avoid contingent error.12

But insofar as we are interested in what it is rational for real human beings in 
real situations to believe, all these pessimistic scenarios are beside the point. In 
thinking about what confidence it is rational for us to have in various proposi
tions, it may occur to us that the world is somehow conspiring against us, but this 
should not be our working assumption. The relevant question is not what degrees 
of belief we should have, given that nature behaves as if it were a malevolent 
demon. If this were our assumption, there might be a point to the idea that the 
degrees of confidence it is rational for us to have in propositions correspond to 
the odds that it would be rational for us to post on them were we betting against a 
vastly superior opponent. But this is not our assumption, and because it is not, 
this whole idea is misconceived. Our degrees of confidence are more naturally 
construed as bets that we make against ourselves rather than against a vastly 
superior opponent. To assume otherwise is to construe our intellectual projects in 
an overly defensive manner, encouraging the equivalent of a siege mentality for 
our intellectual life. In the name of rationality it would require that we be obses
sively concerned with the kind of mistakes that would allow a superior opponent 
to take advantage of us.

This is the most pernicious influence of skeptical hypotheses and other pes
simistic scenarios, such as those commonly imagined in Dutch book arguments. 
They tempt us to do epistemology as if it were a matter of plotting strategies 
against a far superior opponent. What I advocate, in contrast, is a non-defensive 
epistemology, one that refuses to be either submissive or dismissive in the face 
of skeptical or other pessimistic hypotheses. It recognizes that circumstances can 
conspire against us but insists that the proper attitude towards this possibility is 
one of insolence. A non-defensive epistemology refuses to be apologetic for the 
lack of positive guarantees. It is not a prerequisite of your being rational that you 
avoid massive error. Similarly, a non-defensive epistemology refuses to be 
apologetic for the lack of negative guarantees. It is not a prerequisite of your 
being rational that you opt for strategies that avoid certain errors. A necessarily 
flawed strategy is sometimes preferable to those that are possibly flawless. 
Rationality brings with it no guarantees whatsoever, positive or negative.

This content downloaded from 128.122.149.154 on Tue, 03 Jan 2017 20:09:41 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms

http://about.jstor.org/terms


202 NOUS

Notes
1This is admitted even by many of those who want to insist that it is always irrational to have 

incoherent degrees of beliefs. Brian Skyrms, for example, admits that “the cunning bettor is simply 
a dramatic device—the Dutch book a striking corollary—to emphasize the underlying issue of 
coherence.” See Skyrms, 1984.

2Points of this sort have been especially emphasized by Henry Kyburg: “No rational person, 
whatever his degrees of belief, would accept a sequence of bets under which he was bound to lose 
no matter what happened. No rational person will in fact have a book made against him.” From this 
Kyburg concludes: “The Dutch Book argument gives excellent reasons for adopting a table of odds 
or publishing a list of preferences which conform ... to the probability calculus, but it does so at 
the cost of severing the . . . connection between odds and degrees of belief.” It severs this 
connection, according to Kyburg, because: “However irrational and strange my degree of beliefs, I 
will, under compulsion, post odds that are coherent.” See Kyburg, 1985.

3“We subjectivists conceive probability as the measure of reasonable partial belief. But we need 
not make war against other conceptions of probability, declaring that where subjective credence 
leaves off, there nonsense begins. Along with subjective credence we should believe also in 
objective chance. The practice and analysis of science require both concepts. Neither can replace the 
other. Among the propositions that deserve our credence we find, for instance, the proposition that 
(as a matter of contingent fact about our world) any tritium atom that now exists has a certain 
change of decaying within a year. Why should be subjectivists be less able than other folks to make 
sense of that?” David Lewis, “A Subjectivist’s Guide to Objective Chance,” in Lewis, 1986. See 
also D.H. Mellor, 1971.

4For van Fraassen, calibration is a matter of having one’s degrees of belief conform to actual 
frequencies. So, to take the simplest of cases, if you have degree of confidence 0.6 that it will rain 
today, you are calibrated just in case it rains on 60% of the days that are relevantly similar to today. 
What makes a day relevantly similar to today? van Fraassen suggests there is no determinate recipe 
for the selection of an appropriate reference class. Thus, on this question he departs from a standard 
frequentist program. He insists on allowing an element of subjective choice in the selection of the 
reference classes that determine the objective probabilities of an event. However, once you have 
made your choice, it is an objective matter whether or not your degrees of beliefs are calibrated with 
the actual frequencies. This depends on the world, not on you (except in the special case where the 
events are ones under your control). See van Fraassen, 1983.

5Your estimated payoff on each of the nine ‘pea’ bets - .9($1) + .1(-$1) = $.80, and your 
estimated payoff on the ‘non-pea’ bet = . 1($1) + .9(-$l) = -$.80.

6Your estimated payoff on each bet = .9($ 1) + .1(-$1) = $.80, and you make nine such bets.
7So, the problem here cannot be avoided by offering a more relaxed interpretation of what 

coherence demands—e.g., one that does not require us on pains of irrationality to believe all 
necessary truths with degree of confidence of 1 but rather only those necessary truths that are truth 
functional tautologies. Brian Skryms has suggested in passing a position of this sort in Skryms, 
1984.

8On Stalnaker’s possible worlds approach, there is only one necessarily true proposition, 
although there are many different sentences that express it. So, Stalnaker would insist that of the ten 
sentences in the above case, nine express the same proposition, the one that is necessarily true.

9Again see Stalnaker, 1987. His basic idea is that particular beliefs belong to more general 
belief-states and that it is possible to be in more than one belief-state at a time. The beliefs within 
any given belief-state are governed by a conjunctive rule. Thus, if you believe p and believe q and 
both of these beliefs are part of the same belief-state, then you believe (p & q) and anything that it 
implies. On the other hand, beliefs that belong to different belief-states are not conjunctive, and thus 
you can have explicitly contradictory beliefs without believing everything whatsoever.

10Is this a counterexample to the so-called 'the converse Dutch book theorem’, which states that 
if your betting quotients don’t violate the probability calculus, no Dutch book can be made against 
you? No; genuine Dutch bookies do not require any special empirical knowledge, but your 
opponents here do need special empirical knowledge in order to exploit your odds. On the other 
hand, the special empirical knowledge that they need is only semantical knowledge. If they know 
what propositions the sentences l*-10* express, they will be able to place bets against you that you 
cannot help but lose. They will be able to do so despite the fact that your degrees of belief are 
coherent.
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11“He who says 'Better go without belief forever than believe a lie!’ merely shows his own 
preponderant private horror of becoming a dupe.” James, 1948, p. 100.

12-Suppose that a ball has been drawn from a basket containing 100 red balls and 100 green balls 
and that you are forced to assign a probability to the proposition that the ball is red. The probability 
you assign will be used to post odds and you will then be forced to accept a bet on the proposition at 
the corresponding odds, with your opponent being free to choose both the side and the size of the 
bet. There is a hitch, however: your opponent has seen the color of the ball, whereas you have not. 
Moreover, you know this. Then of course, you should try to avoid assigning any probability at all to 
the proposition, but if you must, what should it be? Not 0.5. The posted odds would then be 1:1, and 
your opponent, with her superior knowledge, will win whatever she declares to be the size of the 
bet. If she declares the bet to be $1000, that’s what she will win. If she declares it to be $1,000,000, 
she will win $1,000,000. And so on. Your only option in this situation is to be daring. You must 
assign either a probability of 1 or a probability of 0 to the proposition, despite the fact that you 
would be merely guessing. If you assign 1 to the proposition and the ball turns out to be red, you 
will win nothing; if it is green, you will lose a sum equal to the size of the bet. If you assign 0 and 
the ball is green, you will win nothing, but if it is red, you will again lose a sum equal to the size of 
the bet. Even so, this is your best option, since it is the only one that gives you any hope of 
preventing your opponent from winning as much as she pleases from you.
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