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Acceptance Does Not Entail Belief Andrei A. Buckareff Marist College [email protected] (Forthcoming in International Journal of Philosophical Studies) Abstract: D.S. Clarke has defended the claim that accepting that p entails believing that p. He refers to this thesis as “the entailment thesis.” In this paper I argue that we ought to reject the entailment thesis. Many philosophers have defended the claim that acceptance and belief are different types of mental states, or, at the very least, that there are ways of accepting propositions that are distinct from doxastic acceptance.1 Many would claim that belief and non-doxastic acceptance differ in some or all of the following six ways. First, belief aims at truth, while acceptance aims at utility or success. Second, belief is shaped by evidence; acceptance need not be shaped by evidence. Third, belief is contextindependent insofar as it is not shaped by an agent’s purposes, but acceptance is often context-dependent and shaped by an agent’s purposes. Fourth, belief is subject to an ideal of agglomeration, and acceptance is not regulated by any such ideal. Fifth, belief comes in degrees while acceptance is all or nothing. Finally, belief is not subject to direct voluntary control, while acceptance can be under our direct voluntary control (some holding that acceptance is also a mental action type). Not all of those who claim that there is a real difference between (non-doxastic) acceptance and belief take it that all of six of these are real distinctions between the two types of attitudes. And some take ‘acceptance’ to be a rather broad type that includes attitudes such as assuming, having faith, hypothesizing, imagining, trusting, and believing as ways of accepting propositions.
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The distinctive position of each of these authors regarding the nature of acceptance is not important. What is common to most of them is that the second, third, fourth, and sixth difference between (non-doxastic) acceptance and belief are genuine differences. But what is most important for what I shall focus on in this paper is that many who have defended the distinction also claim that it is possible for an agent to accept that it is the case that p without believing that p. David S. Clarke is among those who have defended the claim that acceptance and belief are different types of attitudes for many of the same reasons endorsed by others (specifically, the third, fifth, and sixth distinctions enumerated above).2 But, unlike many others, he has argued that acceptance that p entails belief that p. I intend to show in this note that Clarke defends an untenable thesis and that the distinction between belief and acceptance demands that no such relation obtains between the two types of attitudes. 1. Clarke’s Defense of the Entailment Thesis Clarke calls the thesis that acceptance entails belief the ‘entailment thesis’.3 The converse, however, does not hold, according to Clarke. That is, belief does not entail acceptance. Clarke writes: “Since many beliefs are acquired through inculcation or are the effect of causes beyond our control, we have them without ever having accepted their propositional content.”4 Clarke’s most forceful objections are to the work of Robert Stalnaker and L. Jonathan Cohen.5 Cohen has already provided a convincing response to Clarke’s criticisms of his work in a published reply to Clarke.6 So I will focus on responding to Clarke’s argument against Stalnaker and, in so doing, consider some features of his positive argument for acceptance entailing belief and expand on a response offered by Cohen.7
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Clarke considers the following sort of Stalnaker-scenario meant to establish the context-dependence of acceptance. I measure a table with a ruler to a sixteenth of an inch. I determine the length of the table to be 3 feet and 11 and 7/16 inches long. I believe that the table is this long based upon my evidence acquired by measuring the table. However, when I go to purchase a tablecloth I accept as true that the table is 4 feet long. For Stalnaker, according to Clarke, I would accept it is true that my table is 4 feet long while not believing it is four feet long. Clarke concludes that according to Stalnaker, “The field I choose for acceptance . . . whether inches or sixteenth of inches, will vary with purposes that may change from one situation to another, but global belief will be in the most accurate description to me.”8 The upshot is that one can accept a proposition without believing it. Clarke thinks this is a mistake. Clarke asserts that the plausibility of the foregoing reasons for taking acceptance not to entail belief is due to “the vagueness of the concepts of acceptance and belief used in its formulation.”9 Clarke argues that the result of relating these concepts to language is the implausibility of taking belief not to be entailed by acceptance. Clarke correctly notes that one gets an instance of Moore’s paradox if one utters, “The table is four feet long, but I believe that it is 3 feet, 11 and 7/16 inches long.” If someone asserted that, “The table is four feet long” we would “choose his form of language with its degree of exactness” and describe his belief by “S believes the table is four feet long.”10 Even if aware of the prior measurement, Clarke suggests, we would not describe S’s belief by “S believes the table is 3 feet, 11 and 7/16 inches long.” Clarke writes: “In reporting the belief we are thus guided by the same purposes he had in making his assertion. In this respect the belief ascriptions we make of others are just as dependent on purposes as are
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the assertions on which they are based.”11 In terms of the content of the acceptance, Clarke takes it to be more plausible that S be described as accepting that the table is four feet long plus or minus one inch. He writes that, “What varies from context to context, it would seem, is acceptance of an implied degree of accuracy, the interval of an acknowledged possible error.”12 If this is right, according to Clarke, there is a belief consistent with what is accepted. The agent accepts that the table is four feet long give or take an inch while believing the description of the table as 3 feet, 11 and 7/16 inches. So what is accepted entails that one believes what is accepted. 2. The Case Against the Entailment Thesis What should be evident from the foregoing is that Clarke has taken speech acts like asserting and the mental events like accepting to be more similar than they may really be. Another type of mental event may be a more proper mental analogue of asserting, however. An explanation of what I mean and its importance are in order. First, clarification about the relation between belief, assertion, and acceptance is necessary. If I believe that p, I am disposed to assert that p. My asserting that p is meant to report some fact(s) about the world—viz., that it is the case that p and that I believe that p. On this I agree with Clarke. Moreover, it seems reasonable to hold that if I believe that p, then I am disposed to accept that p. One must keep in mind, of course, that while if I am not disposed to assert that p, then I do not believe that p, it does not follow that if I am disposed to assert that p, then I believe that p—similarly with acceptance. So while if I say that the table is four feet long, one may assume that I believe that it is four feet long (my assertion being evidence for my having the belief in question), it may still be true that I do not believe that it is four feet long. Admittedly, my
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acceptance that p may similarly dispose me to assert that I accept that the table is 4 feet long, or I may assert something that I neither believe nor accept (perhaps because of some other purposes I may have). But what I hope is not in dispute is that I can assert that the table is four feet long while believing that it is 3 feet, 11 and 7/16 inches long. If asked whether I believe that the table is four feet long I may report that I do not believe it is four feet long, but I accept that it is four feet long in the interest of reasoning about what size of table cloth to get and to ease finding a cloth that will fit over the table. So if I assert that it is four feet long (with the proper proviso about my accepting that it is this length) and then report that I believe it is shorter, we do not have an instance of Moore’s paradox. This brings me back to what I mentioned a little while ago. Clarke seems to take asserting to be the speech act equivalent of the mental act of accepting. But I can do something like what I do when I assert that p in my head that is not the same thing as accepting that p. For if I assert that p it does not follow that I am disposed to premise that p for the purposes of theoretical and/or practical reasoning as I would be if I accept that p. Failing to be so disposed does not imply that I am not asserting that p—you hear me assert that p if I utter that it is the case that p. But failing to be so disposed would imply that I do not accept that p. So asserting that p does not seem to dispose one to behave in the same way accepting that p does, so it does not seem to be the speech act equivalent of accepting (although I can assert what I accept). I can, however, perform some mental action where I report to myself what it is that I believe and what putative fact about the world the content of my belief represents. Call such a mental action a ‘metalevel assenting’ or just a mere ‘assenting’.13 If I assent to p, then it is the case that if I think to
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myself, ‘I believe that not-p’ and assent to p, then I will then simultaneously think, ‘It is the case that p but I believe that not-p’. If that is the case, then we have an instance of Moore’s paradox, only it is in my head. Is it the case that ‘assenting’ and ‘accepting’ are identical? I believe the answer is no. If I assent that p, I report what I believe to myself, or, better still, I perform a mental action that is the mental equivalent of asserting, both of which I am disposed to do given that I believe that p. I am also disposed to perform the mental action of accepting that p if I believe that p. However, I can still perform the mental action of accepting that not-p without generating any contradiction. This can be the case when I accept that p in the process of reasoning or for some other purposes (as in the case of my purchasing a table cloth). If there is some act of assenting that I can perform that provides strong evidence for my believing that to which I assent, then there is a suitable candidate for a mental action that plays a mental role equivalent to that of the speech-act of asserting. Acceptance, on the other hand, is something I can do without having in mind any of the considerations that may guide that to which I assent. Specifically, if I assent to it being the case that p, then I am reporting some fact about the world to myself. I need not be taken to be doing any such thing in accepting a proposition. As a matter of fact, I may both assent to and accept the same proposition, but pragmatic goals may guide my accepting that cannot similarly guide my assenting. And it is this pragmatic feature of some acceptings that can make room for the sort of context-dependence Stalnaker claims acceptance has that belief lacks. If my purposes are best served by accepting that p, while I believe that not-p, then my accepting and believing diverge. The two converge in instances where I rationally accept and believe that p, where the rationality in question is
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epistemic. Nevertheless, my accepting something different from what I believe may be guided by a desire for success in accomplishing practical goals—like purchasing a tablecloth that fits. Whether such acceptance ought to be described as theoretically irrational is not obvious to me, but that is not what I am concerned with here. What is important is that I may also elect to assent to p when I accept that not-p in such instances. So I can think to myself ‘It is the case that p, but I accept that not-p’. No paradox looms. My commitment in such a case to not-p that is implied by accepting that not-p is a practical commitment that is instrumental in my reasoning and acting to achieve practical goals I may have. If I wanted to accept something in the interest of my theoretical goals, then I would accept that to which I also assented. In either case, what I accept, even if expressed by an utterance, is not equivalent to what I assert or assent with regard to what I believe. Cohen adds two points to what I have argued above. One is related to what I have argued, the other is not and is weaker, but worth noting. First, regarding Clarke’s claim that accepting is a kind of internalized asserting, Cohen writes as follows. “When the term ‘assertion’ is used in ordinary language (and not in philosophers’ jargon) it implies, as ‘acceptance’ does not, the declaration of a claim and some expectation of its recognition or some insistence on its validity.”14 I take it that pragmatic uses of acceptance allow acceptance not to entail any such features as one expects from asserting. But even if we grant that acceptance is an internalized form of assertion, it still does not follow that acceptance presupposes belief in the way assertion does. Cohen writes that, “if acceptance were an internalized act of assertion or assent, it would be as voluntary as any speech-act of assertion or assent, and then the belief that was presupposed by this act



7



would have to be equally voluntary, whereas Clarke agrees that belief may be wholly involuntary.”15 If acceptance entails belief, then my accepting that p voluntarily entails my believing that p voluntarily. But if one takes belief to be involuntary, as Clarke does, then it would seem that acceptance ought to be similarly involuntary. But acceptance can be voluntary, as both Clarke and his opponents agree. So something must give if we follow Clarke. The price may seem small, but it may not be worth paying. 3. Conclusion If I am right, there is good reason to reject the entailment thesis. Preserving the entailment thesis will cost more than rejecting it. The cost of preserving the entailment thesis does not seem to procure any benefits that rejecting it lacks. So it ought to be rejected.16
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For recent treatments of the differences between belief and acceptance see the following: William P.



Alston, “Belief, Acceptance, and Religious Faith,” in Jeff Jordan and Daniel Howard-Snyder, eds., Faith, Freedom, and Rationality: Philosophy of Religion Today (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 1996), 3-27; Robert Audi, “Belief, Faith, and Acceptance,” International Journal for Philosophy of Religion 63 (2008), 87-102; Michael Bratman, "Practical Reasoning and Acceptance in a Context," Mind 101 (1992): 1-15, especially 2-9; Andrei A. Buckareff, “Acceptance and Deciding to Believe,” Journal of Philosophical Research (forthcoming 2004) and “Can Faith be a Doxastic Venture?,” Religious Studies 41 (2005), 43545; L. Jonathan Cohen, An Essay on Belief and Acceptance (Oxford: Clarendon, 1992); Pascal Engel, "Believing, Holding True, and Accepting," Philosophical Explorations 1 (1998): 140-151, Robert C. Stalnaker, Inquiry (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1987), chap. 5, Raimo Tuomela, "Belief versus Acceptance," Philosophical Explorations 3 (2000): 122-137, Bas C. Van Fraassen, The Scientific Image New York: Clarendon, 1980); and J. David Velleman, “On the Aim of Belief,” in his The Possibility of Practical



8



Reason (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 244-81. While each of these authors defends the claim that there is a difference between belief and acceptance, there are important differences between each. 2



See D.S. Clarke, Rational Acceptance and Purpose: An Outline of a Pragmatist Epistemology (Totowa,



NJ: Rowman & Littlefield, 1989), especially 31-36. 3



D.S. Clarke, “Does Acceptance Entail Belief?,” American Philosophical Quarterly 31 (1994): 145-155,



145. 4



D.S. Clarke, “The Possibility of Acceptance Without Belief,” in Pascal Engel, ed., Believing and



Accepting (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 2000), 31-53, 37. 5



See Cohen’s An Essay on Belief and Acceptance, and Stalnaker’s Inquiry, chap. 5. Clarke also considers



Bratman’s arguments (in “Practical Reasoning and Acceptance in a Context”) in “Does Acceptance Entail Belief?,” (147-149). Clarke focuses narrowly on some features of probability theory that Bratman takes up in defending the contextual relativity of acceptance. But this feature of acceptance does not seem central to Bratman’s case. Clarke focuses on Stalknaker and Cohen in “The Possibility of Acceptance,” which is the more recent of his criticisms of denials of the entailment thesis. And Stalnaker is subjected to criticism in all of his work on this topic of which I am aware. Because of his focus on the work of Stalnaker and Cohen, I will ignore his criticisms of Bratman. I believe that by showing where Clarke goes wrong in his critique of Stalnaker, in particular, Clarke’s case against Bratman that bears on the entailment thesis is weakened. 6



“Why Acceptance that P Does Not Entail That P,” in Engel, ed., Believing and Accepting, 55-63.
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There are other features of Clarke’s case that I believe Cohen has shown are totally irrelevant to this



debate. Specifically, he argues for two different uses of belief ascriptions—to predict and explain behavior and to evaluate the truth of a proposition said to be believed (see Clarke, “Does Acceptance Entail Belief?,” 151-153, and “The Possibility of Acceptance Without Belief,” 44-49). These matters seem irrelevant, and Cohen has already addressed them adequately, in my opinion. See Cohen, “Why Acceptance that P Does Not Entail That P,” 55. 8



“The Possibility of Acceptance Without Belief,” 39.
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“The Possibility of Acceptance Without Belief,” 39.
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“The Possibility of Acceptance Without Belief,” 39.
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“The Possibility of Acceptance Without Belief,” 39.
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“The Possibility of Acceptance Without Belief,” 40.
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It should be noted that what I mean by ‘assenting’ is different from the concept of ‘assent’ discussed by



Ronald DeSousa in “How to Give a Piece of Your Mind: Or, the Logic of Belief and Assent,” The Review of Metaphysics 25 (1971): 52-79. Despite important differences, DeSousa’s concept of assent is in many ways more like acceptance than it is like assent as characterized here and elsewhere. 14



Cohen, “Why Acceptance that P Does Not Entail That P,” 56.
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“Why Acceptance that P Does Not Entail That P,” 56. In Rational Acceptance and Purpose, Clarke



claims that the involuntariness of belief and the voluntariness of acceptance is the source of the asymmetry between belief and acceptance. He writes that, “In contrast to acts of acceptance and rejection, belief and disbelief in a proposition seem to be psychological states over which we have no control” (p. 34). 16



I am grateful to ___________ for comments on earlier drafts of this essay.
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