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PHIL 540 Winter I 2026-27  Pragmatist Epistemology (Core)* 
Mondays: 2 – 5 p.m. (Sept 14 to Dec. 7) Buchanan D314 

 
Instructor: Chris Stephens Office: Buchanan E356 email: chris.stephens@ubc.ca 
Office  Hours: Tuesdays 11 a.m. to noon; Wednesdays 1:15 p.m. to 2:15 p.m., or by appointment 
 
“It wrong always, everywhere and for anyone to believe on insufficient evidence.” W. K. Clifford, “The Ethics of Belief” 
 
“The wise man proportions his beliefs to the evidence.” D. Hume, Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion 
 
“Where am I, or what? From what causes do I derive my existence, and to what condition shall I return?... I am confounded by 
these questions, and begin to fancy myself in the most deplorable condition imaginable, environed with the deepest darkness, 
and utterly deprived of the use of every member and faculty…. I dine, I play a game of backgammon†, I converse, and am 
merry with my friends. After three or four hours’ amusement, I would return to these speculations, they appear so cold, and 
strained, and ridiculous, that I cannot find in my heart to enter into them any farther.” D. Hume, An Inquiry Concerning Human 
Understanding. 
 
“Truth is ugly. We possess art lest we perish of the truth.” F. Nietzsche, Will to Power, sec. 822. 
 
“[O]nce we have a clear view on the matter, most of us will not find any value, either intrinsic or instrumental, in having true 
beliefs.” S. Stich, The Fragmentation of Reason.  
 
Introduction 
Philosophers such W. K. Clifford (and, at least sometimes, Hume) argue that we should form our beliefs on the 
basis of the evidence. The hard part is then figuring out what the evidence indicates about the standard litany of 
philosophical questions: does God exist? Do we have free will? Can I know external world skepticism is false? Is 
morality objective? In contrast, pragmatist inspired philosophers such as Pascal, James, Nietzsche, Stich, (and, 
perhaps sometimes, Hume) argue that we should ask: am I better off believing in God or free will or an external 
world, even if – or especially if - the evidence is inconclusive? What if, as Nietzsche suggests, the truth about 
something is just too terrible to believe? If the evidence conflicts with what would be good (either morally or 
prudentially) for me to believe, what should I believe? Do pragmatic reasons for belief even make sense? 
 
The first part of the course will focus on a historical thread of pragmatic style arguments that begins with Pascal’s 
wager and goes through Nietzsche, Clifford & James and the Carnap-Quine debate. 
 
In the second part of the course, we will focus on contemporary philosophers who have either defended or 
criticized pragmatic style arguments for belief: Can a pragmatic approach help us deal with external world 
skepticism? Are we better off believing we have free will, regardless of whether we have any? Some philosophers 
think that friendship & love can require us to violate the norms of epistemic rationality. Others disagree. Some 
moral philosophers argue that virtue can require us to believe things about others that are unsupported by the 
evidence. What should we make of their arguments? Finally, how does evidence from social psychology about so 
called “positive illusions” bear on what is good to believe? Could delusions and illusions benefit us? 
 
Our over-arching goal throughout the course is to think about these apparent exceptions to the idea that true beliefs 
or believing on the basis of the evidence is always good for us. Can we provide a general defense of the pragmatic 
value of evidence and truth? 
 
 

 
* From the UBC Philosophy Department Graduate Regulations “Core courses are taught at a suitable level for first-year graduate students. 
They should be broad enough to cover some central topics in the relevant area, but need not be general surveys. They are aimed at preparing 
students for further graduate work in an area of philosophy.” This means that I will not presuppose prior knowledge of these topics, though I 
will assume some general philosophical sophistication typical of graduate students. This course is intended for philosophy graduate students. 
If you are not such a student, please check with me to see if this course is appropriate. 
† Participation in the end of term backgammon tournament is optional.  
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Course Requirements 
(1) Presentation Paper (20%) Each student is expected to give an in-class presentation (with an associated 
presentation paper of about 1,500 words) once during the term. I will post a sign-up sheet on Canvas. Presentations 
should not be “read” – they should be presented! This may mean slides or a handout, or the use of the board. We 
will discuss this. 
(2) Weekly Participation (10%) You are expected to write a short (1-2 pages, double-spaced) paper each week 
(except for the first & last week, and the week of your presentation) on some issue in that week’s readings as well as 
participate actively in class discussion (including asking questions about the other students’ presentations).  Weekly 
papers should be posted on Canvas the day before the relevant class and are marked on a “pass-fail” basis. You 
should do 8 of these. 
(3) Term Paper (70%) You must write an approximately 5,000 to 6,000-word term paper on some issue 
concerning pragmatist epistemology. (It does not have to be on one of the topics on the syllabus, but should be 
related to the course theme).  The topic of your term paper must be approved by Nov 16th.  Students will present a 
draft of their term paper in class on December 7th.  You should also submit an (at least) 3,000-word draft on 
December 7th. Final papers are due by Wednesday, December 23rd at the latest, though keep in mind that if you 
turn your paper in on that day I will likely not provide grading and feedback until January. If you ask (please ask), I 
will grant you an extension until Wednesday, Jan. 6th. I know many of you are busy with end of term marking.  
 
Schedule of Topics and Readings (all primary readings are available on Canvas) 
Week 1: Sept. 14‡  Pascal’s Wager 
Primary Readings: 1. Pascal’s Pensées, part III, section 233. 
  2. Mougin & Sober “Betting Against Pascal’s Wager”; Nous XXVIII, 382-395. 
 
  Optional Background & Further Readings:   
  Lycan and Schlesinger “You Bet Your Life: Pascal’s Wager Defended” 
   https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/pascal-wager/ 
  Pascal’s Wager, eds. Bartha and Pasternack, CUP 2018. 
  M. Hossain “Pascal and al-Ghazālī” Seventeenth-Century French Studies, 6:1, 151-163 (1984) 
  B. Finnigan “The Buddha’s Lucky Throw and Pascal’s Wager,” Australasian Journal of Philosophy, 102:3,  
  561-580 (2024).  
 
Week 2: Sept. 21  Nietzsche on Art, Illusion and the Value of Truth 
Primary Readings:  1. Nietzsche, Beyond Good & Evil 24; The Genealogy of Morals Preface & III, 25; The Gay Science 107  
  (bk. 2) and 299 (bk. four) & book five (esp. 344) 
  2. Landy, J (2002) “Nietzsche, Proust and will to ignorance” Philosophy & Literature, 26 (1) 1-23. 
  3. T. Jollimore “Miserably ever after: Forgetting, Repeating and Affirming Love in Eternal Sunshine  
  of the Spotless Mind,” in Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind, ed. C. Grau, Routledge 2009, p. 31-61. 
 

Optional Background and Further Readings 
  https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/nietzsche/ 
  L. Anderson “Nietzsche on Truth, Illusion and Redemption” European Journal of Philosophy 2005, 185- 225. 
  J. L. Borges “Funes the Memorious” 
  J. Landy Philosophy as Fiction: Self, Deception and Knowledge in Proust, Oxford University Press, 2004. 
 
Week 3: Sept. 28 The Ethics of Belief: Clifford v. James 
Primary Readings:  1. W. K. Clifford “The ethics of belief” (1877) 
  2. W. James “The will to believe” (1896) 
     
  Optional Background and Further Readings 
  https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/ethics-belief/ 
  P. Van Inwagen (1996) “Is it Wrong, Everywhere, Always and for Anyone to Believe Anything on  
  Insufficient Evidence?” Jordan and Howard-Snyder, eds., Faith, Freedom and Rationality  
  Rowman & Littlefield, 137-154. 
  Mitova, V. (2010) “Why W. K. Clifford Was a Closet Pragmatist.” Philosophical Papers, 37, 471-489. 

 
‡ Because this seminar meets on Mondays on which there are a number of holidays, we only have 11 meetings. This means you should read 
the Pascal and Mougin and Sober for the first meeting. We want to hit the ground running. 
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Week 4: Oct. 5 Frenemies Carnap & Quine: What is pragmatism, and what could it be? 
Primary Readings:  1. R. Carnap (1950) “Empiricism, Semantics and Ontology” in Meaning and Necessity   
  2.  W. V. O. Quine (1953) “Two Dogmas of Empiricism” From a Logical Point of View. Harvard 
  University Press, 1953. 
 
  Optional Background and Further Readings       
  Quine “On Carnap’s views on ontology” in Ways of Paradox and Other Essays (1966) Harvard U Press. 
  R. Creath “Every dogma has its day” Erkenntnis (1991) 35: 347-389. 
  E. Sober “Quine’s Two Dogmas” (2000) Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, vol. 74: 1, p. 237-280. 
 
(Oct. 12 is Thanksgiving: no class) 
 
Week 5: Oct. 19 Pragmatic Approaches to External World Skepticism 
Primary Readings:  1. R. Pasnau “Snatching Hope from the Jaws of Epistemic Defeat” Journal of the American Philosophical  
  Association 2015, 257-75. 
  2. S. Rinard “Pragmatic Skepticism” Philosophy & Phenomenological Research (2022), vol. 104: 2 p. 434-453. 

 
  Optional Background and Further Readings 

 E. Olsson “Not giving the skeptic a hearing: pragmatism and radical doubt,” Philosophy and Phenomenological 
Research (2005), vol. LXX, no. 1, January. 

  D. Pritchard “Wittgenstein’s On Certainty and contemporary anti-scepticism,” in D. Moyal-Harrock & W. H. 
  Brenner (eds.) Investigating On Certainty: Essays on Wittgenstein’s Last Work. Palgrave-Macmillan (2005). 
  S. Rinard  (2019) “Believing for Practical Reasons” Nous vol. 53, issue 4 (2019), p. 763-784. 
  D. Christensen (2021) “The Ineliminability of Epistemic Rationality,” Philosophy and Phenomenological 
  Research, 103: 501-517. 
  
Week 6: Oct. 26 Pragmatic vs. Epistemic Reasons: what should I believe? Can there be pragmatic reasons for belief? 
Primary Readings:  1. Reisner, A. (2023) “Welfarist Pluralism: Pluralistic Reasons for Belief and the Value of Truth,” Philosophical  
  Topics 51, no. 2, pp. 53-72.  
  2. Schmidt, S. (2022) “On Believing Indirectly for Practical Reasons,” Philosophical Studies 179: 1795 - 1819. 
 
  Optional Background & Further Readings 
  Harman, G. (1999) “Pragmatism and Reasons for Belief” in Harman Reasoning, Meaning and Mind. Oxford U. 
  Press, 93-116. 
  Berker, S. (2018) “A Combinatorial Argument Against Practical Reasons for Belief,” Analytic Philosophy, 59,  
  527-540.  
  McCormick, M. S. (2020) “Can Beliefs Be Based on Practical Reasons?” in A. J. Carter & P. Bondy (Eds.),  
  Well-founded Belief (pp. 215-234). Routledge. 
 
Week 7: Nov. 2 Free will Illusionism  
Primary Readings:  1. P. F. Strawson (1962) “Freedom and Resentment” in G. Watson (ed.) Proceedings of the British Academy,  
  vol. 48. Oxford University Press, 1-25. 
  2. S. Smilansky (2001) “Free Will: Nature to Illusion,” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, vol. 101, p. 71-95. 

  
  Optional Background and Further Readings 
  W. James “The Dilemma of Determinism” (1884) reprinted in The Will to Believe and Other Essays. 
  P. Russell (1992) “Strawson’s Way of Naturalizing Responsibility,” Ethics 102: 2, pp. 287 – 302. 

S. Smilansky, (2000) Free Will and Illusion. Oxford University Press. 
  T. Nadelhoffer & Matveeva (2009) “Positive illusions, perceived control & the free will debate,” Mind &  
  Language, 24, 495-522. 

 Nadelhoffer, T., Shepard, J., Crone, D., Everett, J., Earp, B., & Levy, N. (2020) Does encouraging a belief in  
 determinism increase cheating? Reconsidering the value of believing in free will. Cognition, 203, 104342.
  

(Nov. 9 – 11: Fall Break: no class) 
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Week 8: Nov. 16 Moral Faith and Self-effacing theories 
Primary Readings:  1. R. Preston-Roedder (2013) “Faith in Humanity,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research (3) 664-687. 
  2. Sidgwick’s Methods of Ethics, ch. V (“The method of utilitarianism – continued”) p. 475 – 495. 
  3. de Lazari-Radek and Singer (2010) “Secrecy in Consequentialism: A Defence of Esoteric Morality,” Ratio 
  XXIII 1 March, pp. 34 – 58. 
 
  Optional Background and Further Readings 
  J. Driver (1989) “The Virtues of Ignorance,” The Journal of Philosophy Vol. 86, No. 7, pp. 373-384. 
  R. Adams (1995) “Moral Faith,” Journal of Philosophy Vol. 92, No. 2, pp. 75-95. 
  R. Preston-Roedder “Three Varieties of Faith,” Philosophical Topics (2018) 46: 1, pp. 173-199. 
   
Week 9: Nov. 23 Friendship and Love 
Primary Readings:  1. S. Keller (2004) “Friendship and Belief” Philosophical Papers 33:3, p. 329-351. 
  2. S. Stroud (2006) “Epistemic Partiality in Friendship” Ethics vol. 116 (3) 498-524. 
  3. T. Jollimore (2011) Love’s Vision, ch.  3 & 4. Princeton University Press. 
 
  Optional Background and Further Readings 
  K. Hawley “Partiality and Prejudice in Trusting” Synthese (2014) (191) 2019-2045. 
  S. Goldberg “Against epistemic partiality in friendship: value-reflecting reasons,” Philosophical Studies (2019) 
  176: 8, p. 2221-2242 
  N. Arpaly and A. Brinkerhoff (2018) “Why Epistemic Partiality is Overrated,” Philosophical Topics, vol. 46, 
  no. 1, pp. 37 – 51. 

G. Fletcher & P. Kerr “Love, Reality, and Illusion in Intimate Relationships” in The Oxford Handbook of Close 
 Relationships, OUP 2013. 

   
Week 10: Nov.30 Positive Illusions   
Primary Readings:  1. Taylor & Brown (1988) “Illusion & Well Being” Psychological Bulletin (103) 2: 193-210. 
  2. L. Bortolotti (2015) “The epistemic innocence of motivated delusions” Consciousness and Cognition 33: 490- 
  499. 

 
  Optional Background and Further Readings 
  Dufner, Michael; Gebauer, Jochen E.; Sedikides, Constantine; Denissen, Jaap J. A. (2018). “Self enhancement  

and psychological adjustment” Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin. 
  Schütz, A., & Baumeister, R. F. (2017). Positive illusions and the happy mind. In M. D. Robinson & M. Eid  

(Eds.), The happy mind: Cognitive contributions to well-being (pp. 177–193). Springer International  
Publishing/Springer Nature. 

L. Bartolotti The Epistemic Innocence of Irrational Beliefs (2020) OUP.  
  L. Bartolotti Why Delusions Matter (2023) Bloomsbury. 
 
Week 11: Dec. 7  Term Paper Presentations 
You will have 10 minutes to present some part of your term paper idea. This will be followed by 5 minutes of Q and A from 
your fellow students. You should also turn in a draft of your term paper on this day. 
 
Other possible topics for term papers include: 
Aristotle’s argument against the skeptic of the Principle of non-contradiction: see the SEP entry on Aristotle on Non-
contradiction for references: https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/aristotle-noncontradiction/ 
Finley (2025) “Aristotle’s Arguments in Metaphysics Γ as Prudential Reasons for Non-Contradiction,” Ancient Philosophy Today: 
DIALOGOI 7.2: 202–223 
 
The debate about whether Pyrrhonean skeptics can “live their skepticism without beliefs” – see section 3.4 of 
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/sextus-empiricus/ 
  
Kantian practical arguments for the existence of God: https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/moral-arguments-god/ as well as 

other Kantian arguments for freedom, etc.  See Chignell “Belief in Kant,” Philosophical Review 116: 323-360.  & Pasternack 
“The development and scope of Kantian belief: the highest good, the practical postulates and the fact of reason,” Kant-
Studien 102: 290-315. 
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Kierkegaard and Faith: A number of authors have been inspired by Kierkegaard’s views on faith. See, e.g.,  
R. Adams “Kierkegaard’s Arguments against objective reasoning in religion” The Monist 1976, 60 (2) 228-243. 
L. Buchak “Can it be rational to have faith?” in Chandler and Harrison (eds) Probability in the Philosophy of Religion, OUP 2012. 
J. Ichikawa “Faith and Epistemology,” Episteme 17 (1):121-140 (2020) 
 
Miriam McCormick’s book, Believing Against the Evidence: Agency and the Ethics of Belief connects debates about the ethics of belief 
to issues of agency.  The Ethics of Belief, edited by Matheson and Vitz, contains a number of interesting essays on various aspects 
of the ethics of belief controversy. 
  
There’s a substantial literature on whether beliefs are under our voluntary control, starting with classics such as B. Williams 
“Deciding to Believe” (in his 1970 book, Problems of the Self) and C. Ginet “Deciding to Believe” reprinted in Steup (ed.) 
Knowledge, Truth and Duty. 
 
In Experience and Prediction, Reichenbach famously gives a “pragmatic” justification of induction – see also Skyrms’ analysis of 
this argument in his book, Choice and Chance. See e.g., Salmon, W.C. Hans Reichenbach's vindication of induction. Erkenntnis 35, 
99–122 (1991). 
 
There’s a large literature about “evidentialism” in its various guises, with philosophers trying to sort out in what sense beliefs 
“aim at the truth” and how to ground the normativity of reasons.  Some of these are referenced in the Ethics of Belief SEP 
article. 
 
There is a debate about whether promising sometimes involves violating evidentialism, see e.g., “Promising against the 
Evidence” by Berislav Marušić. Various authors have responded to and criticized his essay. 
 
Additional Course Policies: 
Any student in this course who has a disability that may prevent him or her from fully demonstrating his or her 
abilities should contact me personally as soon as possible so we can discuss accommodations necessary to ensure 
full participation and to facilitate your educational opportunities. Please also contact the UBC Centre for 
Accessibility:  
https://students.ubc.ca/about-student-services/centre-for-accessibility 
 
Finally, please note that cheating and plagiarism are serious offenses. Your work should be your own: this means 
that you should not use LLMs or other AI devices to write your essay for you. (see 
https://academicintegrity.ubc.ca/chatgpt-
faq/#:~:text=The%20use%20of%20ChatGPT%20or,use%20in%20teaching%20and%20learning.) Doing so in this 
course constitutes academic misconduct. If you do use an LLM to aid in your paper, you should explain in your 
“references” section how you used it. I reserve the right to examine students orally about their essays. If you have any 
questions about what constitutes academic misconduct, please check with me or the University guidelines. See: 
https://academicintegrity.ubc.ca/regulation-process/academic-misconduct/ 
 
Statement of UBC values and policies: 
UBC provides resources to support student learning and to maintain healthy lifestyles but recognizes that 
sometimes crises arise and so there are additional resources to access including those for survivors of sexual 
violence. UBC values respect for the person and ideas of all members of the academic community. Harassment and 
discrimination are not tolerated, nor is suppression of academic freedom. UBC provides appropriate 
accommodation for students with disabilities and for religious and cultural observances. UBC values academic 
honesty and students are expected to acknowledge the ideas generated by others and to uphold the highest academic 
standards in all of their actions. Details of the policies and how to access support are available 
here: https://senate.ubc.ca/policies-resources-support-student-success/. 
 
 
 
 


