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Problema)c	  a,tudes	  
� Many	  epistemic	  attitudes	  described	  in	  
cognitive	  anthropology	  cannot	  be	  captured	  
by	  the	  concept	  of	  belief	  
� «	  Believing	  in	  »	  God	  (Needham,	  
1972,Pouillon,	  1982,	  Southwold,	  1983,	  	  
Stringer,	  1996)	  

� 	  Believing	  in	  spiritual	  survival	  of	  dead	  
relatives	  (Astuti,	  2007,	  Astuti	  &	  Harris,	  
2008)	  
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Astu)	  and	  Harris	  (2008):	  understanding	  
of	  death	  in	  the	  Vezos	  

� Do	  bodily	  (e.g.:	  eyes,	  legs,	  heart	  workings)	  and	  mental	  
processes	  (e.g.:	  seeing,	  hearing,	  remembering,	  
missing,	  etc.)	  continue	  after	  death?	  

� Responses	  depend	  on	  the	  narrative	  used	  for	  asking	  
this	  question:	  
�  after	  a	  factual,	  naturalistic	  narrative	  («	  corpse	  »	  story,	  
about	  illness	  and	  death),	  35%	  adults	  	  tend	  to	  claim	  that	  
dead	  people	  are	  unable	  to	  have	  both	  	  bodily	  and	  mental	  
processes	  
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Astu)	  and	  Harris	  (2008):	  understanding	  
of	  death	  in	  the	  Vezos	  

Ø 	  After	  a	  factual,	  naturalistic	  narrative	  («	  corpse	  »	  story,	  
about	  illness	  and	  death),	  35%	  of	  adults	  	  tend	  to	  claim	  
that	  dead	  people	  are	  unable	  to	  have	  both	  	  bodily	  and	  
mental	  processes	  

Ø 	  After	  a	  narrative	  involving	  rituals	  and	  ancestors	  
(«	  tomb	  »	  story,	  about	  tomb	  building)	  this	  tendency	  is	  
reduced	  to	  17%.	  
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Astu)	  and	  Harris	  (2008):	  understanding	  
of	  death	  in	  Vezo	  

Explanation	  offered:	  Vezos	  have	  two	  different	  
conceptions	  of	  death:	  

� As	  a	  biological	  breakdown	  of	  vital	  functions	  
� As	  the	  beginning	  of	  a	  different	  form	  of	  
existence	  	  
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Are	  beliefs	  merely	  context	  
dependent?	  

�  «	  Although	  such	  different	  conceptions	  might	  be	  
regarded	  as	  objectively	  incompatible	  with	  one	  
another,	  it	  is	  unlikely	  that	  Vezo	  experience	  tension	  or	  
inconsistency	  »	  (733)	  

�  «	  Each	  conception	  is	  activated	  in	  different,	  non-‐
overlapping	  circumstances	  ».	  

à Beliefs	  seem	  to	  depend	  on	  the	  context	  of	  action	  
(funeral/business	  as	  usual)	  

à 	  	  If	  truth	  depends	  on	  utility,	  the	  rationality	  and	  
coherence	  of	  beliefs	  	  are	  jeopardized	  
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Alterna)ve	  proposal:	  not	  beliefs,	  but	  	  
acceptances	  are	  context	  dependent	  	  

� Velleman	  (2000)	  regarding	  a	  proposition	  P	  as	  true,	  
even	  though	  it	  may	  not	  be	  "really	  true”	  	  

�  	  Cohen	  (1992):	  "a	  policy	  for	  reasoning,	  (..)	  the	  policy	  
of	  taking	  it	  as	  a	  premise	  that	  P”.	  

�  	  Stalnaker	  (1987):	  “Sometimes	  it	  is	  reasonable	  to	  
accept	  something	  that	  one	  knows	  or	  believes	  to	  be	  
false”	  

�  	  Bratman	  (1999):	  “Acceptances	  conjoin	  epistemic	  
and	  practical	  goals”.	  	  
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Alterna)ve	  proposal	  

� In	  acceptance,	  epistemic	  norms,	  on	  the	  one	  
hand,	  and	  instrumental	  and	  rationality	  
(decision-‐theoretic)	  norms,	  on	  the	  other,	  
are	  simultaneously	  involved	  

Bratman	  (1999),	  Dretske	  (2000),	  Gibbard	  
(2003).	  
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Astu)’s	  problem	  not	  really	  
solved	  

If	  one	  may	  have	  context-‐dependent	  beliefs,	  then:	  
�  	  the	  norm	  of	  truth	  no	  longer	  applies	  to	  beliefs	  as	  a	  
system,	  	  

�  	  revising	  beliefs	  when	  confronted	  with	  
contradicting	  evidence	  becomes	  superfluous	  
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Astu)’s	  problem	  not	  really	  
solved	  

If	  one	  may	  have	  context-‐dependent	  acceptances,	  
one	  is	  invited,	  in	  given	  contexts,	  to	  decouple	  ‘real	  ’	  	  
truth	  from	  what	  it	  is	  convenient	  to	  ‘consider	  as	  
true’.	  
How	  can	  truth	  survive	  a	  combination	  with	  utility	  ?	  
This	  combination	  is	  unintelligible.	  
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Outline	  

1.  Why	  is	  acceptance,	  as	  traditionally	  
understood,	  problematic?	  

2.  Epistemic	  norms	  and	  their	  relation	  with	  
mental	  actions.	  

3.  A	  two-‐tiered	  view	  of	  acceptance	  
1.  Complex	  mental	  actions	  
2.  Instrumental	  selection	  of	  epistemic	  	  norms	  
3.  Epistemic	  evaluation	  autonomous	  
4.  Strategic	  acceptance	  	  
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Puzzles	  about	  acceptance	  

The	  lottery	  paradox	  (Kyburg,	  1961,	  p.	  197)	  arises	  
from	  considering	  a	  fair	  1000	  ticket	  lottery	  with	  one	  
winning	  ticket:	  	  

�  	  It	  is	  rational	  to	  accept	  that	  some	  ticket	  will	  
win,	  while	  also	  accepting	  that	  ticket	  1,	  2	  etc.	  will	  
not	  win.	  	  

à	  Aggregating	  acceptances	  	  results	  in	  
inconsistency	  
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The	  preface	  paradox	  	  
	  

� A	  writer	  may	  rationally	  accept	  that	  each	  
statement	  in	  his	  book	  is	  true,	  while	  at	  the	  
same	  time	  rationally	  accepting	  that	  his	  
book	  contains	  at	  least	  one	  error	  (Makinson	  
1965).	  	  

à	  Aggregating	  acceptances	  	  again	  results	  in	  
inconsistency	  
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A	  slippery	  slope	  between	  truth	  
and	  u)lity?	  

� Some	  authors	  seem	  to	  consider	  that	  
acceptance	  conjoins	  epistemic	  and	  
instrumental	  norms,	  which	  questions	  the	  
very	  notion	  of	  having	  epistemic	  norms	  in	  
the	  first	  place	  (what	  if	  truth	  can	  be	  
accommodated	  according	  to	  utility?)	  

� Bratman	  (1999),	  Dretske	  (2000),	  Gibbard	  
(2003)	  	  
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Why	  is	  accep)ng	  contextual?	  

� It	  is	  left	  unclear	  how	  a	  context	  of	  
acceptance	  can	  be	  construed	  in	  a	  way	  that	  
justifies	  applying	  fluctuating	  epistemic	  
standards.	  
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«	  For	  almost	  twenty	  years	  there	  have	  been	  
signs	  that	  the	  theory	  of	  rational	  acceptance	  
suffers	  from	  deep	  foundational	  difficulties.	  	  
These	  difficulties	  ultimately	  call	  into	  
question	  the	  very	  intelligibility	  of	  what	  we	  
are	  saying	  when	  we	  say	  of	  someone	  that	  
she	  accepts	  a	  proposition	  ».	  
	  

Mark	  Kaplan	  (1981)	  
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To	  address	  the	  difficulty	  
one	  should	  
� 	  consider	  the	  fact	  that	  acceptances	  are	  
cognitive	  actions	  

and	  
� 	  scrutinize	  the	  relation	  between	  
cognitive	  actions	  and	  epistemic	  norms	  
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Mental	  ac)ons	  
� =	  ways	  of	  controlling	  one’s	  cognitive	  activity.	  
� Examples:	  

� 	  controlled	  memory	  (versus	  automatic	  
memory)	  

� Perceptual	  attention	  (vs	  passive	  registering)	  
� Accepting	  (versus	  automatically	  believing)	  
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Examples of mental actions 
Purely Epistemic 

 

Perceptual attending  
Directed reasoning 
Directed memory 

retrieval 
Directed visualizing 
Directed imagining 

     Non purely epistemic 
 
Planning 
Reflective deciding 
Controlling emotion 
Preference management 
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Epistemic	  norms	  determine	  which	  mental	  
ac)on	  is	  being	  performed	  

� Example	  from	  Koriat	  &	  Goldsmith	  (1996):	  
�  	  trying	  to	  remember	  accurately	  who	  was	  there	  at	  a	  
meeting:	  correction	  requires	  no	  false	  positives,	  but	  
tolerates	  omissions.	  

�  Trying	  to	  remember	  exhaustively	  who	  was	  there	  at	  a	  
meeting:	  correction	  tolerates	  false	  positives,	  but	  	  
requires	  no	  omission.	  

à	  two	  distinct	  cognitive	  actions,	  which	  respond	  	  to	  
different	  norms:	  accurate	  truth,	  exhaustive	  truth.	  
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Metacognitive	  monitoring	  and	  Epistemic	  
norms.	  
	  Sensi)vity	  to	  epistemic	  norms	  is	  to	  be	  found	  in	  
metacogni)ve	  ac)vity:	  

	  
� when	  predic'ng	  one's	  cogni)ve	  disposi)ons	  (in	  order	  to	  
control	  one’s	  cogni)on)	  (Can	  I	  recall	  X?	  	  

� When	  retrospec'vely	  evalua'ng	  the	  epistemic	  outcome	  
of	  one’s	  cogni)ve	  performance	  (Am	  I	  confident	  of	  being	  
correct?)	  
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Norms	  for	  metacogni)ve	  control	  
and	  monitoring	  

� Accuracy	  (memory,	  reasoning)	  
� Comprehensiveness	  or	  exhaustivity	  (memory,	  
reasoning)	  

� Coherence	  (fiction,	  demonstrative	  reasoning)	  
� Consensus	  (negociation,	  deference	  to	  authority	  )	  
� Relevance	  (conversation)	  
�  Intelligibility	  or	  fluency	  (perceptual	  judgment,	  
epistemic	  vigilance)	  

� Plausibility	  (reasoning,	  problem	  solving,	  
conversation)	  

Joëlle	  Proust	  -‐	  IWCogSc-‐12	  	   24	  



What	  are	  epistemic	  norms?	  
� The	  normative	  feature	  of	  epistemic	  norms	  derives	  
from	  the	  structure	  of	  cognitive	  action	  being	  polarized	  
(success	  vs	  failure)	  

	  
� The	  computational	  and	  semantic	  properties	  
underlying	  the	  various	  norms	  derive	  from	  the	  various	  
dimensions	  of	  information	  which	  can	  be	  profitably	  
controlled	  and	  monitored	  in	  mental	  agency	  (through	  
metacognition)	  
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Toward	  a	  solu)on	  

Maybe	  acceptance	  is	  a	  generic	  attitude?	  
� Agents	  might	  in	  fact	  be	  sensitive	  to	  
different	  epistemic	  norms	  according	  to	  the	  
task	  at	  hand.	  

� They	  might	  accept	  a	  proposition	  as	  true-‐
accurate,	  true-‐exhaustive,	  intelligible,	  
coherent,	  relevant,	  plausible	  etc.	  

Joëlle	  Proust	  -‐	  IWCogSc-‐12	  	   26	  



Solu)on	  of	  loZery	  puzzle	  
� An	  agent	  acceptsat	  (as	  accurate	  truth)	  that	  
there	  is	  one	  winning	  ticket	  in	  the	  one	  
thousand	  tickets	  actually	  sold	  

� She	  does	  not	  need	  to	  accept	  pl	  (as	  plausible	  
or	  likely)	  that	  the	  single	  ticket	  she	  wants	  to	  
buy	  will	  be	  the	  winning	  one.	  

� There	  is	  no	  contradiction	  between	  the	  two	  
acceptances,	  because	  they	  respond	  to	  
different	  epistemic	  norms.	  
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Solu)on	  of	  the	  preface	  puzzle	  
� The	  author's	  epistemic	  goal	  is	  one	  of	  offering	  an	  
ideally	  comprehensive	  presentation	  of	  his	  subject	  
matter:	  

�  	  she	  can	  acceptct	  (comprehensive	  truth)	  that	  her	  book	  
includes	  all	  the	  truths	  relevant	  to	  her	  subject,	  while	  
acceptingpl	  (accepting	  as	  plausible	  or	  likely)	  that	  one	  
of	  her	  claims	  is	  false.	  	  

� Hence,	  a	  mental	  act	  of	  acceptancect	  does	  not	  allow	  
aggregation	  of	  truth,	  because	  its	  aim	  is	  exhaustive	  
(include	  all	  the	  relevant	  truths)	  rather	  than	  accurate	  
truth	  (include	  only	  truths).	  	  
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Remaining	  puzzle	  

� How,	  then,	  are	  epistemic	  and	  instrumental	  
norms	  regulating	  the	  various	  types	  of	  
acceptance?	  
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Although	  a	  simple	  mental	  action	  
cannot	  be	  subject	  both	  to	  epistemic	  
and	  non-‐epistemic	  norms,	  a	  complex	  

action	  can	  
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How	  do	  epistemic	  ac)ons	  contribute	  to	  
world-‐directed	  ac)on?	  
� An	  epistemic	  action	  is	  usually	  
embedded	  in	  an	  instrumental	  (world-‐
directed)	  action.	  For	  example:	  

� In	  order	  to	  shop	  for	  food,	  I	  need	  to	  
remember	  the	  items	  on	  the	  list	  (which	  
I	  forgot	  to	  bring	  with	  me).	  	  
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Cogni)ve	  ac)ons	  are	  embedded	  in	  
instrumental	  ac)ons	  

Cognitive	  action:	  
Trying	  to	  remember	  the	  shopping	  list	  

	  

Instrumental action: shopping 
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The	  epistemic	  norm	  guiding	  a	  mental	  
action	  is	  selected	  on	  the	  contextual	  basis	  of	  
the	  ultimate	  goal	  of	  the	  world-‐directed	  
action	  in	  which	  it	  is	  embedded	  
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Example:	  

�  The	  particular	  strategy	  of	  remembering	  
(exhaustivity/accuracy)	  is	  selected	  for	  
instrumental	  reasons.	  
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Embedded	  forms	  of	  
norma)vity	  
Cognitive	  action:	  
Epistemic	  norm(s)	  

	  

Instrumental action: norm of utility 
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Context	  of	  acceptance	  
� As	   seen	   above,	   a	  wide	   variety	   of	   epistemic	  
norms	  are	  available	  to	  control	  and	  monitor	  
cognitive	  activity.	  

� A	   task-‐context,	   however,	   is	   always	  
implicitly	  associated	  with	  a	  given	  epistemic	  
norm	  	  
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How	  context	  determines	  kind	  
of	  acceptance	  

� Accuracy	  (memory,	  reasoning)	  
� Comprehensiveness	  or	  exhaustivity	  (memory,	  
reasoning)	  

� Coherence	  (fiction,	  demonstrative	  reasoning)	  
� Consensus	  (negociation,	  deference	  to	  authority	  )	  
� Relevance	  (conversation)	  
�  Intelligibility	  or	  fluency	  (perceptual	  judgment,	  
epistemic	  vigilance)	  
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Ac)on	  selec)on	  &	  Context:	  boZom-‐up	  
selec)on	  determines	  context	  

� Utility	  	  objectively	  dictates	  that	  a	  given	  
norm	  should	  be	  used	  to	  control	  one’s	  
cognitive	  activity	  given	  one’s	  ultimate	  goal	  
(e.g.:	  exhaustiveness)	  	  

� A	  context	  of	  acceptance	  is	  determined	  by	  
the	  cognitive	  action	  de	  facto	  selected	  as	  
relevant	  to	  one’s	  ultimate	  goal.	  (Ex:	  I	  am	  
now	  trying	  to	  remember	  exhaustively/	  to	  
accept	  consensually,	  etc.)	  
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Ac)on	  selec)on	  &	  Context:	  top-‐down	  
influence	  of	  context	  on	  ac)on	  selec)on	  

� Reciprocally,	  a	  given	  social	  context	  can	  
automatically	  determine	  the	  selection	  of	  a	  
given	  cognitive	  action.	  

� See	  Vezo	  acceptances	  about	  death:	  
� In	  a	  religious	  context:	  participants	  accept	  
under	  a	  norm	  of	  consensus	  that	  p	  

� In	  a	  naturalistic	  context,	  they	  accept	  under	  a	  
norm	  of	  truth	  that	  not	  p.	  
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A	  cognitive	  action	  is	  successful	  iff	  the	  
corresponding	  epistemic	  norm	  is	  actually	  

satisfied.	  
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Selec)ng	  a	  norm	  for	  instrumental	  reasons	  
does	  not	  influence	  correctness	  of	  ac)on	  

� Agents'	  epistemic	  confidence	  in	  acceptingn	  P	  
(accepting	  P	  under	  norm	  n)	  is	  not	  influenced	  by	  
the	  cost	  or	  benefit	  associated	  with	  being	  wrong	  or	  
right:	  the	  epistemic	  content	  is	  not	  influenced	  by	  
utility.	  

�  	  Thus	  we	  don't	  need	  to	  endorse	  the	  view	  that	  an	  
epistemic	  acceptance	  of	  P	  is	  yielding	  to	  utility	  
considerations	  (againts	  Dretske,	  2000).	  

Joëlle	  Proust	  -‐	  IWCogSc-‐12	  	   42	  



From	  epistemic	  to	  strategic	  
acceptance	  
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Why	  strategic	  acceptance	  ?	  
� A	  subject	  may	  decide	  to	  act	  or	  not	  on	  his/her	  
epistemic	  acceptance,	  depending	  on	  the	  risks	  
and	  benefits	  at	  stake.	  
à	  Utility	  does	  not	  only	  influence	  the	  
selection	  of	  certain	  epistemic	  norms	  of	  
acceptance.	  	  
à	  Utility	  	  also	  influences	  the	  decision	  to	  act,	  
in	  a	  way	  that	  may	  depart	  greatly	  from	  the	  
cognitive	  output	  of	  epistemic	  acceptance.	  	  

Joëlle	  Proust	  -‐	  IWCogSc-‐12	  	   44	  



Joëlle	  Proust	  -‐	  IWCogSc-‐12	  	   45	  



Conceptual	  argument	  
� The	  existence	  of	  an	  autonomous	  level	  of	  
epistemic	  acceptance	  enables	  agents	  to	  have	  a	  
stable	  epistemic	  map	  that	  is	  independent	  from	  
local	  and	  unstable	  instrumental	  
considerations.	  	  

� à	  It	  is	  functionally	  adaptive	  to	  prevent	  the	  
contents	  of	  epistemic	  evaluation	  from	  being	  
affected	  by	  utility	  and	  risk.	  	  
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	  Argument	  from	  metacogni've	  studies	  

(Koriat	  and	  Goldsmith,	  1996)	  
� In	  situations	  where	  agents	  are	  forced	  to	  
conduct	  a	  cognitive	  task,	  strategic	  acceptance	  
is	  ruled	  out:	  agents	  merely	  express	  their	  
epistemic	  acceptance.	  

� 	  In	  contrast,	  when	  agents	  can	  freely	  consider	  
how	  to	  plan	  their	  action,	  given	  its	  stakes,	  they	  
can	  refrain	  from	  acting	  on	  the	  unique	  basis	  of	  
their	  epistemic	  acceptance.	  	  
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Argument	  from	  metacogni)ve	  
studies	  

A	  decision	  mechanism	  is	  used	  to	  compare:	  
�  	  the	  probability	  for	  their	  acceptance	  being	  
correct	  (epistemic	  confidence)	  

	  and	  	  

� a	  preset	  response	  criterion	  probability,	  based	  
on	  the	  implicit	  or	  explicit	  payoffs.	  	  
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Analysis	  of	  strategic	  acceptance:	  
Subjec)ve	  Expected	  U)lity	  theory	  
� Parameters:	  

�  Value	  
�  Probability	  
�  Expected	  Utility	  =	  value	  x	  probability	  

�  Each	  course	  of	  action	  (xi) should	  be	  evaluated	  by	  
myltiplying	  a	  subjective	  valuation	  of	  its	  consequences	  
(reward)	  u(xi) 	  	  by	  their	  	  probability	  of	  occurrence	  P(xi) 	  

Σi u(xi) P(xi)  
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Argument	  from	  metacogni)ve	  
studies	  

� Agents	  are	  then	  able	  to	  strategically	  withhold	  
or	  volunteer	  an	  answer	  according	  to	  their	  
personal	  control	  policy	  (risk-‐aversive	  or	  risk-‐
seeking),	  associated	  with	  the	  anticipated	  costs	  
and	  benefits	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

(Koriat	  and	  Goldsmith,	  1996).	  	  
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Argument	  from	  metacogni)ve	  
studies	  

� Strategic	  acceptance	  can	  be	  impaired	  in	  
patients	  with	  schizophrenia,	  while	  
epistemic	  acceptance	  is	  not	  (Koren	  et	  al.	  
2006)	  

� 	  This	  suggests	  that	  epistemic	  and	  strategic	  
acceptances	  are	  cognitively	  distinct	  steps.	  	  
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Context:	  	  also	  determined	  by	  
stakes	  

Acceptance	  is	  thus	  context-‐dependent	  for	  two	  
reasons:	  
1.  Its	  norm	  (constituting	  this	  type	  of	  accepting)	  is	  

dependent	  on	  the	  instrumental	  context	  of	  a	  plan	  
to	  act.	  

2.  The	  decision	  to	  act	  on	  its	  content	  (=what	  is	  
finally	  epistemically	  accepted)	  is	  secondarily	  
adjusted	  to	  the	  expected	  gain/cost	  of	  content	  
being	  correct	  or	  incorrect.	  	  
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Back	  to	  Rita	  Astu)’s	  work	  on	  
reasoning	  about	  death	  

When	  Vezos	  accept	  apparently	  contradictory	  
accounts	  of	  what	  happens	  after	  death,	  their	  
acceptance	  is	  context-‐dependent	  in	  the	  following	  
senses:	  
� Epistemically:	  they	  select	  the	  context-‐adequate	  
norm.	  

� Strategically:	  they	  select	  the	  context-‐adequate	  
overt	  response.	  
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Epistemic	  context	  

The	  epistemic	  norm	  they	  are	  applying	  in	  reasoning	  
about	  death	  	  depends	  on	  their	  current	  goal,	  e.g.,	  
social	  communication	  (consensus)	  vs.	  expression	  of	  
knowledge	  (accuracy):	  
	  

�  Consensus	  when	  ritual	  	  is	  salient	  
�  Accuracy	  when	  factual	  knowledge	  is	  salient	  
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Strategic	  context	  

The	  instrumental	  norm	  (expected	  utility)	  they	  are	  
applying,	  depends	  on	  the	  current	  cost-‐benefit	  ratio:	  

� May	  lead	  them	  not	  to	  express	  or	  report	  their	  
epistemic	  acceptance	  even	  though	  they	  are	  highly	  
confident	  that	  it	  is	  true	  or	  consensual.	  

Joëlle	  Proust	  -‐	  IWCogSc-‐12	  	   56	  



Ppt	  presentation	  will	  soon	  be	  available	  at	  
	  http:/joelleproust.org.fr	  


