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Lecture 5 Wrap-up

This week

− Pascal’s suggestion that practical considerations can mandate
holding beliefs that ‘go beyond’ the evidence

− Brief presentation of decision theory, incl. risk vs uncertainty

− Pascal’s first argument, from weak dominance
− Weak dominance isn’t sufficient to mandate wagering for God

(cases in which E entails Pr(¬G) = 1)
− It also may not be sufficient to simply further require that E not

entail Pr(¬G) = 1 (cases in which E says nothing about Pr(¬G))
− Why Pascal’s presentation of the problem requires state/act

independence

− Pascal’s second argument, from ‘expectation’ and criticisms
thereof

− A remark about the weirdness of Pascalian decision problems

Group discussion

In small groups (�-�) discuss
the following questions (and
then we’ll have a whole class
discussion):

(�) The “Many Gods” objection to Pascal’s Wager goes something
like this: Pascal presumably thought of his argument as providing
reasons to wager for the god of Catholicism. However, as Mackie
(����: ���) writes: “The church within which alone salvation is
to be found is not necessarily the Church of Rome, but perhaps
that of the Anabaptists or the Mormons or the Muslim Sunnis or
the worshippers of Kali or of Odin”. What do you make of this
complaint? Is it effective? If so, why so? If not, why not?

Group discussion (ctd)

(�) Give an example (different from the one given in the lecture!) of a
decision problem in which the probabilities of the relevant states
of nature are unknown and in which the rules of Indifference
and Maximin would yield different recommendations. Provide
(i) an informal description of the situation, (ii) a decision table
with numerical values for the payoffs associated with the act/state
pairs and (iii) the relevant calculations/considerations that show
that the recommendations of the two rules would be different.



Group discussion (ctd)

(�) Without making any calculations, just off the bat, which of the
two following gambles would you initially be inclined to choose?

− Gamble �: Get ���M for sure
− Gamble �: Get ���M with ��� probability, ���M with ���

probability, or �� with �� probability
And what about if the choice was between the following?

− Gamble �: Get ���M with ��� probability, or �� with ���
probability

− Gamble �: Get ���M with ��� probability, or �� with ���
probability

Explain your reasoning as clearly as you possibly can, in your own
words.
Are your choices in line with the recommendation that one
should choose the act that maximises expected value? Justify your
answer with a quick calculation.

Next week

− Topic: Rational belief and practical interests - Clifford vs James +
The Limits of Knowledge, Part I

− Required reading:
− Pojman, L. & M. Rea ����. The Philosophy of Religion: an

anthology (5th Edition). Thomson Wadsworth. Section VIIa ‘The
Pragmatic Justification of Religious Belief ’: sections VIIA.� ‘The
Ethics of Belief ’ and VIIA.� ‘The Will to Believe’, pp. ���–���.

− Pritchard, D. WTK, Ch. ��, except final section titled
‘Contextualism’.
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