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NASSLLI Student Session June 2022
California Universities Semantics and Pragmatics Conference May 2022

Hedging and settled inquiry (with Peter van Elswyk)
Nature of Inquiry Conference March 2020

https://www.brianhaas.net
https://dornsife.usc.edu/ling/profile/adam-woodnutt/
http://petervanelswyk.com


Yasha Sapir 3

Comments
Jingzhi Chen, “The Epistemic Rationality of Grit” April 2026
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Pragmatics (John Hawthorne)

Vagueness (Andrew Bacon)
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Critical Theory* (Karen Ng)

Feminist Epistemology and Identity Politics* (Emily Tilton)

Public Reason and the Pursuit of Justice* (Blain Neufeld)

Metaphysics & Mind
Composition and Metaphysical Explanation (Joshua Spencer)

Intentionality (James Van Cleve)

The Passage of Time (Joshua Spencer)

Bounds of Possibility* (John Hawthorne)

The Metaphysical Toolkit* (Joshua Spencer)
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Logic
Modal Logic (Gabriel Uzquiano)

Fundamentals of Formal Logic (Joshua Spencer)

Linguistics
Semantics (Deniz Rudin)
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Conditionals* (Andrew Bacon and John Hawthorne)
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The Social Epistemology of Inquiry (Peter van Elswyk)

Epistemic Normativity* (Ralph Wedgwood, John Hawthorne, Maria Lasonen-Aarnio)
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Uses and Abuses of Truth in Society* (Eleanor Gordon-Smith)
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Dissertation Summary

How should you change your beliefs when you learn something new? According to Bayesian orthodoxy, your
new beliefs ought to be a function of (i) what you just learned and (ii) what your beliefs were prior to the learning
event. But what if what you just learned is vague? And what if it’s not transparent to you what your prior beliefs
were?

Chapter one tackles the issue of vagueness by introducing a data point that I call the shape intuition. Often, when
you learn something vague, your posteriors will look like a pyramid when plotted. So, for example, if you learn
that the minute hand of a clock has been positioned to roughly minute mark 10, you’ll be more confident the
minute hand is at mark 10 than mark 9, and more confident that it’s at mark 9 than mark 8. Meanwhile, you’ll
be more confident the minute hand is at mark 10 than mark 11, and more confident that it’s at mark 11 than
mark 12. In short, your posteriors will be pyramid-shaped, with a peak at mark 10. I argue that to explain this,
Bayesians must posit that propositions can be vague. And I show how this suggestion can be squared with the
thought that reality is precise (or at least not vague). In particular, on the picture I put forward, Bayesians should
regard propositions, not as states of affairs, but as items that represent states of affairs. The chapter concludes with
an explanation of the shape intuition that leverages this picture.

The phenomenon of vague learning should thus push Bayesians to accept that propositions can be vague. But
even if what’s been learned is precise, it might not be transparent to you what your priors were. What then?

Chapters two and three show that this second complicating factor ought to cause Bayesians more concern than
is currently appreciated. According to Bayesian orthodoxy, it’s always in expectation better to gather more
information before making a decision, at least if you can gather that information for free. But in chapter two, I
show that this orthodox claim is false in settings where agents are uncertain of what they believe. In fact, I go
one step further. I prove that the only condition on new information that guarantees the practical rationality of
gathering it for free is the condition of it being certain that the new information teaches you either absolutely
nothing or absolutely everything.

Next, in chapter three, I show that if it’s possible for agents to be unsure of their priors, then this also complicates
a standard justification of conditionalization, the operation that Bayesians believe agents should perform when they
change their beliefs. A popular justification of conditionalization is that agents should conditionalize because it
is the operation that, in expectation, makes the agent’s beliefs as close to the truth as possible, i.e., as accurate
as possible. But I show that, so long as an agent’s beliefs are not fully transparent, conditionalization is not in
expectation the most accurate update rule. I then show that this problem is extensive, and impacts arguments for
non-standard update rules as well.

Lastly, in chapter four, I show that the issues addressed in chapters two and three are in fact deeply related. In
particular, I show that the kind of value at issue in claims concerning when it is rational to gather information –
practical value – is structurally analogous to the kind of value at issue in claims concerning which update rule is
optimal – namely, accuracy. Consequently, claims about when it is practically rational to gather more information
for free can be recast as consequences of claims about which update rule is accuracy-maximizing. It is thus no
surprise that a common factor – that agents needn’t be certain of what they believe – causes trouble in both
domains.
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