
NORMS OF BELIEF AND NORMS OF ACTION:  

NEW FRAMEWORK ARGUMENT DIGEST 

 

1. Underlying project and overview of the argument 

Main question: How the norms of belief relate to the norms of action:  

Overview: normative notions of both action and belief (aiming at success and aiming at the truth): both are attractive 

but until now no compelling story of how the norms of the one relate to the norms of the other.  

Ambition: to provide such as story. Strategy: identify, explore and ultimately address a challenge to having an interesting 

connection between the two domains: positive illusions (demands toward us as believers and demands toward us as 

agents seem to pull in different directions).  

Central claim: two-way connection thesis: succeeding in virtue of getting it right but also getting it right it virtue of 

succeeding.  

Argument structure. 1) set out notions of action and belief by reflecting on the pair of metaphors and outline why a one-

way connection looks intuitive; 2) outline the challenge from positive illusions and then sharpen it with a vignette of 

something that looks like positive delusions: pattern of false beliefs that seem to non-accidentally lead to success in 

action; 3) explore two responses to the challenge from so-called wrong kind of reasons argument and show they are not 

satisfactory. 4) make a case for a two-way connection: Two main elements: practical knowledge: non-observational and 

causally efficacious with respect to successful actions and a wide-scope reading of the truth norm of belief. 

2. Section 1: Linking the norms of belief and the norms of action: succeeding in virtue of getting it right.  

Belief aims at the truth: beliefs are correct only if they are true. 

teleological but also normative interpretations of the metaphor: fundamental epistemic norm grounding the assessment 

of both beliefs and believers.  

Action aims at success: Success as a completion or satisfaction condition on an agent’s intention. Intention as trying 

that may or may not be successful. Aristotelian idea of actions as various kinds of achievements. Instances of practical 

irrationality, weakness of will and procrastination: satisfaction condition on intention has not been met: qualified 

ignorance of what one is doing. When this condition is met though, practical knowledge: ‘prior to its objects’ and without 

observation: different interpretations but also points of convergence: active role of agents in ensuring the fit between 

actions and what they intend/know them to be: practical knowledge is instrumental in sustaining achievement as the 

action unfolds.  

Q: Is aiming at the truth always consistent with aiming at success? We are both believers and agents and so how are the 

two kinds of requirements to be reconciled? 

Natural thought: one-way connection: from truth to success but not the other way around. Railton(1997): being in the 

belief business is a pre-condition of agency. Only if belief is held to account to truth and evidence can it reliably lead to 

success in action. Advantages: clear priority order: first get it right then get things done.   

3. Section 2: Positive illusions or positive delusions: succeeding in virtue of getting it wrong? 

What can challenge the one-way connection thesis? Only a reliable correlation between false beliefs and success in 

action, not one-off cases. Positive illusions seem to offer just that: overrating oneself. 

Unrealistically positive self-evaluations, exaggerated perception of control and unrealistic optimism’: (1) non-

pathological (prevalence in non-clinical population), (2) beneficial (enhance performance and support success), (3) mild 

distortion of reality only: responsive to overwhelming evidence, in contrast to delusions (esp. of grandeur) – also self-

enhancing but not so beneficial.     

Challenge as positive illusions look like false beliefs that are beneficial and yet are not about something peripheral but 

about the believer’s own agency (paradigm case for one-way connection thesis).  

Possible way out: dismiss the challenge: relative accuracy is what makes them beneficial to agency not relative 

inaccuracy.  



Let’s strengthen then the challenge with a case of possible delusions: where the distortion of reality is extreme. A 

vignette, Simon: malpractice lawsuit against him started by a group of his colleagues, he begins experiencing direct 

communication with God, this experience is not validated by his community, he perseveres, follows what he takes to be 

divine guidance, defends himself against his colleagues, wins his case and continues as a very successful legal 

professional (Fulford and Radoilska 2012).  

Religiously motivated delusions of grandeur in a situation of great professional and personal hardship and risk, self-

enhancing effect not only psychological but on agency. Are the delusions false beliefs? Yes, they are case of ‘believing 

badly’: inform behaviour not ‘make believe’. 

4. Section 3: Could success in action be the wrong kind of reason for belief? 

Wrong kind of reasons argument: only reasons that show p to be true are reasons to believe p. Anything else is a reason 

of the wrong kind. Two versions: (1) stronger and (2) weaker. 

(1) A specific version, addresses positive illusions directly (Adler and Hicks 2013): Two distinctions: belief vs. 

commitment; evidential vs. non-evidential reasons to believe. Aiming at the truth means tracking the available 

evidence and sticking to it (that’s what belief does, but not always believers). Commitment is more relaxed form 

of cognitive engagement: this is where positive illusions belong. Solution to the challenge: it doesn’t affect 

belief and its overarching norm. Problem for the solution: no interesting connection b/n norms of belief and 

action. 

(2) Hieronymi (2005) Doesn’t address specifically positive illusions but looks at the underlying problem of how to 

place both belief and action in the same normative framework: Answerability for settling a question whether to 

believe p, whether to ɸ: reason (practical or theoretical) is a piece of reasoning that bears on a question. 

Constitutive vs. extrinsic reasons: belief as a clearer case that also shows how to think about action: aiming at 

success is modelled on aiming at the truth. Solution: easies the pressure from the challenge. Problem for the 

solution: doesn’t explain why extrinsic reasons for belief correlate with success in action in positive illusions. 

Also: looking at the vignette, Simon’s delusional beliefs don’t seem to fit within the distinction b/n constitutive 

and extrinsic reasons. They exhibit features of both categories. Look for a better solution beyond the wrong 

kind of reasons framework. 

 

5. Section 4: Getting it right in virtue of succeeding 

A new alternative: satisfying the norm of belief by satisfying the norm of action in addition to what the one-way 

connection says (i.e. satisfying the norm of action by satisfying the norm of belief).  

Practical knowledge (non-observational and causally efficacious): the question of whether p (and so whether to believe 

that p) can be appropriately settled by settling the question to ɸ when ɸ-ing brings about reliably that p.  

What’s new here? The truth norm of belief is still the only standard of correctness. However, it is given a wide-scope 

as opposed to narrow-scope reading. That means: tracking the available evidence is but one way of aiming at the truth. 

Another is to engage the believer’s agency is settling the question of whether p (by making it true).  

Background: a debate on rationality. Whether something being a rational requirement gives us a reason to satisfy it or 

not. Broom (2007) Narrow scope:  Necessarily, if you believe you ought to ɸ, then rationality requires you to intend to 

ɸ. Wide scope: Necessarily, rationality requires you that, if you believe you ought to ɸ, you intend to ɸ. Two ways to 

satisfy the latter only one to satisfy the former. No definitive argument against narrow scope, but a better way of dealing 

with conflicts of rationality, e.g. when you believe that you have contradictory obligations.  

Back to the challenge from positive illusions/delusions: explained away. They are instances of getting it right by 

succeeding, not of succeeding by getting it wrong.    
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