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An Informationally Novel Sense of Triviality
for Harman’s Clutter Principle

JoserH RASMUSSEN

1. Introduction

n the second chapter of Gilbert Harman’s book Change in View, Harman
argues that logic has no special relevance to our theory of reasoning.
More precisely, he argues that

(1) Some logical consequences are in some
sense trivial. (Premise)

) One ought not clutter one’s mind with
trivialities. (Premise)

3) Thus, one ought not believe all the

logical consequences of one’s beliefs. (Conclusion)

If the two premises are true, then Harman has made it far more difficult
to create a normative bridge between logic and reasoning than had
previously been thought. This is significant because of wide acceptance of
the following norm:!

! Logical Closure follows roughly from Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason and was not substantially
disputed until Harman.
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Logical Closure: If ¢ is a logical consequence of
one’s beliefs, one ought to form the belief that ¢.

However, the truth of the two premises is not so clear. Harman’s defense
of premise 2 (henceforth the Clutter Principle) relies on the fact that
“one’s cognitive resources are limited” and that the extent to which they
are limited is such that “one ought not waste one’s cognitive resources
by forming beliefs that are in some sense trivial” (1986, 12). But it is not
entirely obvious that even if our cognitive resources are limited in the
relevant Harmanian manner (most recently challenged by Amelia Kahn,
2024), that we are required not to waste them. With a limitation of space,
however, this will not be the focus of this paper.

Assuming the Clutter Principle holds, I defend the first premise in
light of recent challenges raised by Jane Friedman, David DiDomenico et
al., and Amelia Kahn. These evaluators assume that the sense of triviality
used in “some logical consequences are in some sense trivial” is an interest-
driven sense of triviality.? I show in section 2, however, that this sense of
triviality contradicts a plausible epistemic norm. In light of this, Friedman,
DiDomenico et al., and Kahn keep this sense of triviality and change
Harman’s Clutter Principle to a zetetic norm:

Zetetic Clutter: If the question whether ¢ is
trivial to you, then you ought not ask or consider
whether ¢.

Restructuring Harman’s argument using this principle appears to be
problematic, since Logical Closure is not a zetetic norm, and so there
is no direct contradiction between this restructured argument and
Logical Closure.’

[ avoid the zetetic approach and instead reassess the sense of triviality
used in Harman’s argument. In section 3, I construct a new sense that
avoids many of the problems that befalls the interest-driven one, and show
how it works harmoniously with Harman’s argument to contradict Logical
Closure. Ultimately, I conclude that Harman’s argument holds if we accept

? Under an initial reading of Harman, this interest-driven sense of triviality seems obvious.
Because of the challenges raised in this paper, however, a different sense of triviality suits his
argument better, as will become apparent.

3 Amelia Kahn (forthcoming) attempts to transform Logical Closure into a zetetic norm in order
for Harman’s argument to succeed using Zetetic Clutter and has been unable to find a way to
do so. She concludes that there might be a way that she did not consider, but at the very least, it
is difficult to find it. Thus, my point in this paper stands that perhaps we are perhaps better off
not interpreting Harman’s argument in the zetetic normative realm.
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as our sense of triviality roughly the following: ¢ is trivial for subject A if
and only if forming the belief of ¢ provides A with no novel information.

2. The Problems with an Interest-Driven Sense of Triviality

Jane Friedman’s account of junk is perhaps one of the most widely
known accounts of Harman’s argument, and so it is there that [ will begin.
She writes the following about Harman’s use of the word “trivialities” in
his presentation of clutter:

This terminology is somewhat unfortunate since it
easily brings to mind trivial truths or trivial logical
consequences. But Harmanian trivialities needn’t be
true or logical consequences of other beliefs, and trivial
truths and consequences needn’t be trivialities. Harman
also describes trivialities as “useless,” “pointless,” and
“matters in which one has no interest.” Rather than
call these matters “trivialities,” I'm going to call them

“junk.” (2016, 3)

Friedman acknowledges here that Harman’s original usage of “trivialities”
is teleological but imprecise with regards to which end it is aimed at. To
clarify what kind of end the Clutter Principle is aimed at, she relabels
“trivialities” as “junk” in roughly* the following manner: A given subject-
matter is junk for an agent A (at world w and time t) just in case no interest
of A’s at w, t is served by having beliefs or knowledge about that subject-
matter. The Clutter Principle in terms of junk then becomes:

Junk Avoidance-Strong:® Necessarily, if ¢ is junk
for A at w, t, then A must not believe ¢ at w, t.

* The mechanics of her construction are mostly irrelevant for my argument. The important detail is
that the sense of triviality Friedman uses for Harman'’s Clutter Principle is based on a subject’s interest.
> Friedman allows for the existence of weaker forms of a junk norm:

Junk Avoidance-Weak: Necessarily, if ¢ is junk for A at w, t, then A is not

required to believe ¢ at w, t.
She writes, however, that this weakening of Junk Avoidance is counter to the spirit of Harman’s
argument and that “Harman’s compelling thought isn’t that you don’t have to believe all that
junk, but that it’s perfectly rationally permissible for you to, rather his thought is that you should
avoid believing junk” (Friedman 2016, 7). The stronger norm is what gives credence to the
argument presented by Harman in the question of the normativity of logic. In this paper, similar
to Friedman, I only consider strong versions of the Clutter Principle. To what extent and in what
manner we can construct a weaker version of the Clutter Principle using an interest-driven sense
of triviality is, however, an interesting endeavor. Despite lacking the force of a stronger Clutter
Principle, the weaker would appear to also restrict Logical Closure to some extent. Perhaps an
interest-driven Junk Avoidance-Weak is more easily defensible.
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Note that Friedman’s precisification of the Clutter Principle has now restricted
it to be aimed at an agent’s interests. Thus, we can call her sense of triviality in
the Clutter Principle an example of an interest-driven sense of triviality.

[ will frame most of section 2.1 as a response to Friedman’s account
of triviality. At the end of section 2.1, however, I make note that the
argument is an argument against all interest-driven accounts of triviality
applied to the Clutter Principle.

2.1 Conflict with Excellent Evidence

Following Ariana Falbo, DiDomenico, and Amelia Kahn (among
others), I accept an epistemic norm that I call Excellent Evidence. I present
two versions of this norm (strong and weak). I then show that both versions
of the norm produce a conflict with Jane Friedman’s interest-driven “sense
of triviality.” At the conclusion of this section, [ show that this conflict will
occur with any interest-driven sense of triviality.

The two versions of Excellent Evidence are the following:

Excellent Evidence-Strong: If one has excellent
evidence for ¢ at t, one ought come to believe

that ¢.

Excellent Evidence-Weak: If one has excellent
evidence for ¢ at ¢, it is permissible for one to
come to believe that ¢.

These norms are illustrated in the following cases:

Suppose John is studying French at a university. One
day, John happens to pass by a mathematics professor
from whom he had taken an introductory algebra
class. After taking that class, John decided that he
never wanted to touch mathematics again, and found
it perfectly reasonable to assume that he will never have
any interest in or use for mathematics beyond simple
arithmetic used at the grocery store or while cooking,
etc. As he passes this professor, however, John overhears
the professor talking with another student about some
obscure branch of mathematics (about which John
knows nothing and in which he has no interest):

T: “The Riemann zeta function is meromorphic
in the region of sigma greater than zero with a
simple pole at ‘s’ equals 1 with residue 1 and no
other singularities.”
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This is a theorem that holds absolutely no interest to
John whatsoever. He does, however, trust his professor’s
knowledge of mathematics and accepts the theorem as
being true, forming the belief of such.®

Consider the Theorem Case in light of Excellent Evidence-Strong. It would
certainly be irrational for John to believe that =T given the strong evidence
that T. And since the testimony from the math professor is one that John
trusts, he has excellent evidence that T. If he suspends judgment whether
T or not after hearing the professor, it would seem that he is doubting
the testimony of the professor. But he trusts his professor’s mathematical
testimony and so forms the belief that T, despite having no interest in
whether T or -T. For the purposes of space, this is all the argument I
will provide in favor of Excellent Evidence-Strong; for further defense of
this stronger norm, I defer to the arguments provided by Kahn (2024)
and DiDomenico et al. (2023). It suffices my purposes to merely accept
Excellent Evidence-Weak; both versions of Excellent Evidence produce
a contradiction with Junk Avoidance-Strong.” And Excellent Evidence-
Weak is clearly true in light of the fact that John is not liable to criticism
for forming the belief of T.®

The question of whether T or =T is entirely uninteresting to John,
given that no interest of his is served by having a belief of either T or =T. In
fact, John may very well rather not believe either T or =T. Thus, both the
subject matter whether T or =T is junk to John and so T as a belief is junk
to John. Since T is junk to John, however, it falls under the purview of the
Junk Avoidance-Strong norm. Junk Avoidance-Strong requires that he
not form the belief that T.

A potential worry that one could have with this case is that the theorem requires too much
cognitive effort to bother forming the belief of it. While this may be a worry about The Theorem
Case in particular, it is not a worry that befalls other similar cases where the proposition requires
little or no cognitive effort whatsoever to form a belief of. Take for example, the following
parallel case, which I will call the Mongolian Case:
Suppose John also has no interest whatsoever in Mongolia (particularly its politics), but he
happens to know who the Mongolian professor is by sight. Later that same day (the same
day he had learned and forgotten the Riemann zeta function theorem), he walks past the
Mongolian professor and overhears:
M:“The Mongolian President is dead.”
Once again, John has no interest in whether the Mongolian president is or is not dead. He
trusts the evidence presented to him, however, and forms the belief that the Mongolian
President is dead.
" Note that Junk Avoidance-Weak and Excellent Evidence-Weak do not contradict. As stated
earlier, however, I leave an exploration of the weaker clutter norms for another day.
8 Ariana Falbo (2023) provides a far more robust defense of Excellent Evidence-Weak.
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Thus, it is permissible for John to form the belief that T by Excellent
Evidence-Weak, but it is impermissible for John to form the belief that T by
Junk Avoidance-Strong. The two norms are, therefore, incompatible with
one another and we must revise one of them. Weighing their comparative
plausibility, we privilege Excellent Evidence over Junk Avoidance, so we
revise the Junk Avoidance norm. Note, however, that very little of this
conflict came from any of the particular construction of what we mean by
junk except that it is a proposition not interesting to a subject. Thus, the
conflict generalizes to a conflict between Excellent Evidence-Weak and all
interest-driven senses of triviality in the Clutter Principle.

There are two routes one can take in revising the interestdriven Junk
Avoidance norm. Didomenico et al. retained the interest-driven sense of
triviality and took a zetetic turn, transforming the norm into a norm on
inquiry (or the non-doxastic stages of belief formation) rather than keeping
the norm strictly related to propositions and subjects. This route is thought
provoking, but it loses much of the power in Harman’s overall argument using
the Clutter Principle; Logical Closure is a norm on propositions themselves,
not on inquiry. The second route we can take in revising our Junk Avoidance
norm is by changing the sense of triviality away from a subject’s interest
and instead adopting a different sense of triviality altogether. In section 3, I
present an alternate sense of triviality.

3. An Informationally Novel Sense of Triviality

The previous sections presented a problem with interestdriven senses
of triviality applied to Harman’s argument. In this section, I will present and
defend another sense of triviality that we may apply to his argument.

3.1 Pure Logical Triviality

Triviality is rather ambiguous—hence Friedman’s change of term
to “junk”—and in the literature has been taken to describe various
phenomena. For example, Wittgenstein described triviality as “things
which we all know already” (Moore, pt. I1I). Despite being things we already
know, however, Wittgenstein thought trivialities very difficult to get a
“synopsis” of, and considered triviality ill-formed. A full theory of triviality
would be difficult to construct, and I will make no attempt to do so. For the
purposes of this paper, we only need our version of triviality to suit Harman’s
argument. In particular, we need to define the set of Harmanian trivialities
that satisfactorily undermine Logical Closure without coming at odds with
other epistemic norms. As Friedman noted, Harman’s intentions when
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writing “trivialities” are unclear. Let us try to get a grip on what particular
propositions are trivial.

The question [ pose first is whether there is some essentially logical
feature common among all Harmanian trivialities. In order to do this, we
will model an agent’s interaction with a logic system (assume here some
kind of classical logic). Let ' be the set of propositions that agent A inputs
into logic system S. Let us write the results of A inputting I" into S as

SI(T) := {p: ¢ follows from applying rules in S to

one or more propositions in I'}.

For example, suppose Jake knows that P and that P— Q, so I'={P, P — Q}.
Let Smp be the subsystem of classical logic that only includes modus ponens.
Jake may input I" into Smp,” and the result is Q. We see, then, that SmpI(I')
={Q}. If Smp, A includes both modus ponens and conjunction introduction,
then we see Smp, AI(I') ={Q, (P = Q) A P}. This is another way of describing
the firstorder logical consequences that I defined in section 2. If T := B(A)
and S is no longer restricted to just a couple rules and is instead all of
classical logic, SI(T') is now the set of all firstorder logical consequences
of A’s beliefs. To extend this now to all i"order logical consequences, let
us define

S2(T') := {p: ¢ follows from applying rules in S to
one or more propositions in S1(I)},

Si(T') := {p: ¢ follows from applying rules in S to
one or more propositions in Si-1(I')},

S(I) o= {p: ¢ € SiD), Vi € N+).

Now consider some of the most obvious Harmanian triviality
examples such as (¢ = @) and (p vV ~¢). Regardless of which (if any)
propositions A inputs into S, these propositions are tautologous. For
example, if [ were to input into S the proposition “It is raining and it is not
raining,” which must always be false, then the proposition “If it is raining
and it is not raining, then it is raining and it is not raining,” is still true.
So, even if we were to know precisely nothing about the truth value of any
particular proposition but accept all the rules and axioms of S, then we
would still know that (¢ = ¢) and (p V =¢). S’s ability to form tautologies
without regard to the truth values of any other propositions is purely logically

 Note that it is not a requirement that Jake know the propositions in order to input them into the
system. An agent may input propositions into a system whose truth value is unknown to the agent.
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generative. Perhaps it is this generative power that § has irrespective of any
input into S that makes certain propositions trivial. So, we may tentatively
say the following.

Trivial Gen. S(@):° Any proposition ¢ that is
generated by a system S irrespective of the truth
conditions of any inserted propositions is trivial.

Notice that Trivial Generation S(@) generates a finite number of propositions
for each Si(@), but generates an infinite number of propositions for $(@).
For example, using disjunction introduction alone, we see the following.

S@) ={p Vg (Va9 V- @V VeV
o). . )

There are, however, further Harmanian trivialities not captured by this
pure systemic generation. For example, let us examine (¢ V ) and (p A ¢).
These require A to input a proposition ¢ into S. Once A has done so, we see
that again, an infinite number of propositions are generated by S({p}) using
disjunction introduction alone.

S@) < Shp) ={(pVe),@VeVy),..}

Furthermore, if we assume that ¢ is logically basic or atomic (i.e. no
logical move can dissect or partition ¢ in any way), then all propositions
in S({p}) are Harmanian trivial. Likewise, those propositions generated
by S({¢}) using conjunction introduction, conditional introduction,
double negation introduction, and all other rules that may affect a single
logically basic proposition ¢ are also Harmanian trivial. Thus, we can
perhaps extend Trivial Generation S(@).

Trivial Gen. S({¢}): Any proposition generated by
S respective of the truth condition of one or fewer
inputted (logically basic) propositions is trivial.

Once again, this does not yet sufficiently grasp all Harmanian
trivialities. Further trivialities occur when A inputs into S two logically
basic propositions ¢ and . Similar to before, another infinite number of
propositions are generated by S({g, ¥}), and S(?) € S{p)) & S(p, ¥). So,
we extend Trivial Generation S({¢}) further.

Trivial Gen. S({g, ¥}): Any proposition generated
by S respective of the truth conditions of two or

10 We also call S(@) the set of all tautologies, each of which is trivially true.
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fewer inputted (logically basic) propositions is
trivial.

This argument will continue inductively, and we can conclude
that any number of logically basic propositions inputted into § will only
generate trivialities. Let us then write the following.

Trivial-Basic: If T' consists only of logically basic
propositions, then every proposition in S(I') is
trivial.

However, S(I') may also contain Harmanian trivialities when I' contains
logically complex propositions. So, Trivial-Basic cannot describe all
Harmanian trivialities. Unfortunately, to describe trivialities that stem from
logically complex propositions inputted into S, we cannot continue in exactly
the same manner we have thus far proceeded in. Let us examine, for example,
agent A inputting propositions ¢ and (¢ — ) into system S. Notice that all of
the logical consequences (of sufficiently high order) of ¢ and (¢ = w) are also
all the logical consequences of ¢ and y, and vice versa.!' So, S{p, ¢ — y}) =
S({e, w)). But while the logical consequence w € S({p, ¢ = ) is precisely
the same logical consequence w € S{g, y}), the two may be quite different
from the perspective of the agent A. In order for A to input ¢ and y into S,
A must already know w. On the other hand, A inputting ¢ and (p = y) into
S does not require knowledge of . In the latter case,  may potentially be
a nontrivial proposition for A. Thus, S({p, ¢ = w}) does not always result
in trivial propositions.

We have now exhausted a purely logical understanding of triviality.
When dealing with complex propositions, the system S alone is too blind,
so to speak, to say which propositions are trivial and which are not. Like
Friedman then, we will turn to a subjective theory of triviality. Since we
can no longer merely appeal to the generative feature of S, we must move
the focus of our attention to 1) A’s relationship with the set of propositions
I they input into S and 2) A’s relationship with the propositions generated
by S(I'). Our theory of Harmanian triviality must be, at least in part,
dependent upon these relationships.

"' We see this by transforming ¢ and y into ¢ and ¢ = w (and vice versa). For example:

1l.g Premise

2.y Premise

3.y Vg 2, Addition
4.mpVy 3, Commutation

5.0y 4, Conditional Introduction
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We have seen, however, that describing trivialities using the agent’s
interest presents epistemic complications for Harman. So we will need
another subjective tool to understand why Trivial-Basic only generates
trivialities, and why complex propositions inputted into S generate both
trivialities and potential nontrivialities. My proposal in this paper is that ¢
€ S(I') is (Harmanian) trivial to A if and only if ¢ contains no additional
informational content for A.

3.2 What is Information?

When considering the information of ¢ relative to A, we delve into
the proposition ¢ and, rather than considering the structural make-up of
the proposition, we consider the semantic content of ¢. The information
contained in ¢ is the semantic content of ¢ relative to agent A. Thus, to give
a full account of what information is would require an account of meaning,
which I will not do here. To give a partial account of information, however,
I will highlight some important differences between a proposition and the
information contained in that proposition relative to agent A.

Let I(A, I') denote the information contained in a set of propositions
[' relative to the agent A. For example, let us consider the following
simplified cases of triviality generation.

(1) Suppose John'’s set of beliefs is nearly depleted such
that B(John, t) = {[S produces true propositions], (I like
dogs), [I like dogs] = [I should buy a dog]}. Then John
may input B(John, t) into system S and receive a great
number of new propositions, including ([I like dogs] A [I
like dogs]). Since this proposition is not in B(John, t), it
is a novel proposition to John. It also, however, contains
no new information for John. He is already aware that he
likes dogs, and transforming the propositional structure
of the information to a conjunction does not change any
part of his awareness of the information that he likes
dogs. So, ([I like dogs] A [I like dogs]) does not provide
any novel information to John and we see I(John, {[I like

dogs] A [I like dogs]}) = I(John, {[I like dogs]}).

(2) Jed believes that God exists and that if God exists,
then he will go to heaven. Jed also believes the logical
system S produces truths. He inputs his two beliefs into
S and receives the following proposition: [God exists| V
[God exists]. Jed is unsatisfied, however, for although he
agrees that this is true, this has not given him any novel
information about his beliefs—it is a trivial result. He
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decides to query S again and receives this time [Jed will

go to heaven]. This is novel information for him.

In both cases, we see that an agent A may enlarge B(A, t) propositionally
by adding a new proposition ¢ while I(A, B(A, t)) remains identical. It is
clear that if ¢ is a new proposition, but contains the same informational
content as y relative to A, then ¢ is trivial to A. Let us adopt this theory
of informational redundancy as a preliminary theory of triviality. A
proposition ¢ is informationally novel with regard to set of propositions I’
and agent A if and only if I(A, ') € I(A, T U {g)). If I(A, T) = (A, T U {g)),
then ¢ is informationally redundant.

3.3 An Informationally Novel Sense of Triviality

Using informational redundancy, we are now in a position to define
a new sense of triviality:

Trivial Information: A proposition ¢ is trivial if
and only if it is informationally redundant with
regard to B(A, t) and agent A.

Using this sense of trivial in Harman’s argument gives us a revised Clutter Principle:

Clutter Principle-Revised: One ought not clutter
their mind with informationally redundant
propositions.

Let us examine how this sense of triviality works for agent A and
their set of beliefs. The idea is that what makes a proposition trivial for A is
its informational content relative to the informational content contained
in the set of the agent’s beliefs. Formally from the definition, a proposition
¢ is trivial for A at time t if and only if I(A, B(A,t)) = I(A, {p} U B(At)).

We will assume for the moment that A is a sufficiently capable
practitioner of § and that A believes § to produce truths. In order for
A to believe that § produces truths, however, there might be a worry
that S(@) € B(A,¢). In other words, A might already have to believe every
system-generated proposition irrespective of propositions inputted into
S (the tautologies), which seems too strong a supposition. I address this
in sections 3.4 and 3.5. Let us assume for now, however, that at the very
least, I(A, S(@)) € I(A, B(A,t)). Then, if A inputs no propositions into S, by
our Trivial Generation $(@) we see that every proposition in S(@) is trivial
to A. So all tautologies are trivial to A.

If B(A,t) consists only of logically basic propositions and A inputs
B(At) into S, then I(A, B(A,t) = (A, S(B(A,1)) as we saw in 3.1. Thus, all
propositions in S(B(A,t)) are trivial and Clutter Principle-Revised tells us
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not to add them to B(A,t). But B(A,t) will rarely, if ever, consist only of
logically basic propositions. For example, if ¢ inputted into § contains a
conjunction, then the simplification of the conjunction results in potential
informationally novel propositions.

E.g, ¢ :=Q A(Q— D) can simplify to (Q = D), and
it could be the case that I(A, {}) = I(A, {Q — D}).

And if some of those conjunctions contain conjuncts or conditionals,
then we can apply further logical operations to produce further potential
informationally novel propositions.

E.g, ¢ := Q A (Q — D) can simplify to D and it
is likely to be the case that I(A, {p}) = I(A, {D}). In
fact, if I(A, {Q}) = I(A, {D}), then I(A, {p}) = I(A,
{D}) is certain.

Merely by examining the propositions themselves, it is unclear where
trivialities will occur—it is a purely subjective matter whether the resulting
propositions contain any information novel for A.

Only the agent can judge whether the resulting propositions are
trivial or not. For example, let me reiterate this case from section 2:

Jacob believes that there is a grand design for the
universe. He also believes that if there is a grand design
for the universe, then God exists. He has not yet,
however, done the requisite logical step to find out that
his beliefs already lead to a belief of God’s existence.

B(Jacob, t) does not contain the information that God exists. So, after
inputting his belief, “There is a grand design for the universe” and “If there
is a grand design for the universe, then God exists,” it is informationally
novel to him that he also believes that God exists from the resulting logical
consequence, “God exists.”

And if we were to rewrite this case in the following manner:

Jacob believes that there is a grand design for the
universe. He also believes that if there is a grand design
for the universe, then God exists. He has not vyet,
however, done the requisite logical step to find out that
these two beliefs lead to a belief of God’s existence. He
already, however, believes that God and Mary are divine
and inseparable beings.

In this case, if Jacob were to input B(Jacob, t) into S, he would still result in
“God exists” from his first two beliefs. This would, however, be informationally
redundant to B(Jacob, t) since B(Jacob, t) already contains the information that
God exists from “God and Mary are divine and inseparable beings.” Note
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that ¢ := [God and Mary are divine and inseparable beings] is actually much
stronger than the resulting logical consequence of the other two propositions
and I(A, {[God exists]}) € I(A, {¢p}). Thus, the result is trivial.

3.4 Defenses

[ will now provide some defenses for this sense of triviality and show
that it suitably matches Harman’s original claim. The first defense I will
provide is against the following situation:

Jared’s math professor, Professor Diggle, writes a
theorem on the board. This is the third theorem the
class has been presented with that day, and each time
previously, Professor Diggle has written up a proof of the
theorem using previous lemmas used in the class. For
this final theorem, however, Professor Diggle provides
no proof and claims, “The proof is trivial.” He is also
sure to state that the theorem is extremely useful.

Thus, it becomes pertinent for Jared to form a belief of this theorem
despite its triviality from the other lemmas in class. This seems to provide
a counterexample to Harman’s clutter norm.

In response to this example, I present a parallel situation:

Jared’s Professor Diggle writes up a theorem on the
board. He provides no proof and says, “The proof is
trivial” and claims that the theorem is extremely useful.
Jared then asks Professor Diggle to provide the trivial
proof. Professor Diggle struggles for the next few minutes
before concluding that he cannot, in fact, see how the
theorem follows and tells Jared he will have to explain it
to him later. As Professor Diggle researches the theorem,
however, he finds that no proof of the theorem exists at
all. He then questions the validity of the theorem.

The parallel situation shows that the theorem is only trivial to the
mathematician who can already clearly see the proof (and therefore does
not need to query the logic system for novel information). For those who
must query the system, the truthfulness of the theorem remains in question
and after querying and finding that the theorem really does follow, we
have now added to our information.

The second defense I will provide is against the fact that sometimes for
logic proofs in logic class, a student must (or at least may) pull out of the hat some
trivial propositions in order to prove things that are also trivial. For example, in
order to prove (P — (Q v P)), which is a tautology, we do the following:
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(1) P (Assume for conditional proof)
) PV Q (Addition on line 1)
3) P - (QV P) (QED by conditional proof)

This requires the use of clear informationally redundant propositions and
then also proves a trivial proposition (because it is a tautology). This also
seems to fail Harman’s Clutter Principle.

This is, I think, the strongest case against Clutter Principle-Revised. |
respond, however, that this does not fail the Clutter Principle-Revised if we
interpret informational novelty in the correct way. This type of example is
what I will call system-extrinsic information building in section 3.5. If you
recall, in section 3.3, I stated that we assume the agent to be suitably adept
practitioner of S and holds S to be true. The very purpose of the assignhment
in the logic class to prove the tautology is to make the tautology trivial for
the student. The student is not yet a suitably adept practitioner of system S
and thus must enrich his or her information about the system itself (thus the
term system-extrinsic). | explore this notion further in section 3.5.

As a final defense of this sense of triviality, I argue that none of
the problems the interest-driven accounts of triviality fall prey to disturb
this account. If agent A has excellent evidence to believe that ¢, then the
Clutter Principle-Revised provides no barrier to A forming the belief that
@ unless A already has the informational content of ¢ in B(A,t). In the
Theorem Case in section 2.1, John does not already believe the theorem
(or something informationally equivalent), and therefore the Clutter
Principle-Revised allows him to form the belief of it.

Additionally, suppose A has excellent evidence for ¢ where I(A, {p)) S
I(A, B(A,p) and ¢ & B(A,r). Then Clutter Principle-Revised requires A not
to form the belief of ¢ and Excellent Evidence-Weak permits the belief of
@, which seemingly produces the same conflict as in section 2.1. This can
only arise, however, when A already has the semantic content of ¢. Perhaps
an argument could be made that A must be aware that they possess the
semantic content of ¢ in B(A,t) in order to rationalize the acceptance of
Clutter Principle-Revised, and since there exist beliefs that A possesses that
they are not aware of, they may rationally form the belief of . This will,
however, depend on a suitably restricted theory of meaning. I think that
we may construct a suitable theory of meaning such that it is immediately
recognizable to A when presented with a proposition ¢ that is informationally
redundant relative to their own beliefs that it is redundant. For example,
if P € B(A,t) and A has excellent evidence that P A P, A’s recognition of
informational redundancy does not depend on A’s awareness that P €
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B(A,t). Again, I leave a full account of the relationship between meaning,
information, and propositions as a later project.

3.5 Systemic Information and System-Extrinsic Information

‘We have stipulated that trivialities are dependent on the informational
novelty of propositions with respect to agent A. It seems as though A must
already have—and be aware of—everything that is trivial to him or her. And
yet following in the same style as the second counterexample in section 3.4,
it is clear that sometimes it takes us time to recognize that a new proposition
is not actually providing us with any new information. For example, it is
not immediately apparent that ¢ := (PV Q) = (RAP) = (X = P) v Q))
is a tautology. Thus, querying the system and proving that it is, in fact, a
tautology provides us with novel information. And yet since it is a tautology,
it would seem to have to be trivial (it adds no novel information).

However, we were not previously aware that ¢ was, in fact, not providing
us with any novel information, so the fact that it does not provide us with
novel information is itself informationally novel! Thus, the tautology itself
does not provide us with any novel information, but the knowledge that it
does not provide us with any novel information can itself be informationally
novel (and therefore not trivial). I call the agent’s awareness of truths about
the logic system § system-extrinsic information. This seems paradoxical
when faced with Harman’s Clutter Principle: we ought to form the belief
of the tautology because it adds to our system-extrinsic information, yet we
ought not form the belief of the tautology because it does not add to our
systemic information.'?

In order to resolve this paradox, let us examine where exactly the
problem lies. The systemic information determines whether a proposition
¢ is adding any novel information or not. The system-extrinsic information
determines whether the agent is aware of ¢ adding any novel information
or not. The contradiction only arises when a proposition does not add any
novel systemic information, but the proposition does add novel system-
extrinsic information. So, to resolve this paradox, we must insist that ¢
be both systemically and system-extrinsically informationally redundant
for ¢ to be trivial. And applying that to our Clutter Principle-Revised,
only when agent A forms the belief of something that is both systemically

12 This is very reminiscent of the Axiom of Choice, although I argue that the solution I lay
out in this section is both less complex and less problematic; we can separate our two types
of information (the systemic and system-extrinsic) and treat them separately in the Clutter
Principle, as I do in Clutter Principle+.
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informationally redundant and system-extrinsically informationally
redundant to B(A,t) is A breaking the norm and acting irrational. Thus, in
a final extension of Harman’s Clutter Principle, we can write the following:

Clutter Principle-IN: Agent A should not
clutter their mind with propositions that are
both  systemically and system-extrinsically
informationally redundant to B(A,t).

4. Conclusion

An interest-driven sense of triviality applied to Harman’s Clutter
Principle comes into conflict with other plausible epistemic norms such
as Excellent Evidence. Rather than turn to the zetetic, however, I present
a new sense of triviality reliant on subjective informational novelty that
appears to satisfy the problems facing the interestdriven one. One might
worry that this new sense of triviality undermines the significance of
Harman’s argument—particularly given the many instances (as Friedman
points out) where he alludes to interest being a large part of what makes
something clutter to us. I do not think this new sense actually diminishes
his argument, however. Harman’s goal was to break the strict normative
bridge between logic and reasoning that is Logical Closure. The
information-driven sense of triviality does this.

The logic systems provide us with a great number of trivialities
which Harman identified we ought not form beliefs about. With this
new sense of triviality, we can clarify that the things the logic systems
procure that we ought not believe are things that are redundant to
the information we already had. That is, we should not use the logic
system beyond the point at which all information has been obtained.
Logic systems are rationally limited, and we must cease their use once
we have saturated our informationally novel logical consequences. So,
as an extension of this argument for a later project, we can consider the
following potential norm:

Informational Maximization: Our reasoning
should use logic systems only until the point
when informational maximization has occurred.

Logical Closure requires that we form beliefs of every logical consequence
of our beliefs. Clutter Principle-IN, however, identifies trivialities created
by the logical system(s) that we ought not form beliefs of, namely the
informationally redundant ones (both systemically and system-extrinsically).
Harman’s purpose in presenting us with the Clutter Principle was to find
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logical consequences we ought not form beliefs of. Thus, I have not only
remained faithful to his principle in letter by providing a different sense
of triviality from than the interest-driven one, but I have also remained
faithful to Harman’s Clutter Principle in spirit by delineating an upper
bound for logic systems’ normativity on reasoning.
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