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Introduction

From waking confused, wondering where one is, to theorizing about the nature of the cosmos, perplexity is a common feature of human life and the life of any organism with mental capacities. Though there are moments of experience with no apparent mysteries, nothing that baffles or befuddles, where responses are so unhesitatingly quick as to mimic instinctual behavior, the perplexity revealed by hesitance and the accompanying drive to deliberate and reflect is part of what is involved in being the kind of organism for which mental capacities help explain survival and flourishing. To be sure, there are those who don’t hesitate, who don’t wonder whether first reactions are right, but they are rare and nearly certain to find occasion for reflection on the wisdom of such inflated self-confidence. For perplexity is both natural and fitting, a central component of the egocentric predicament that every cognitive organism faces.

This perplexity of the egocentric predicament generates a fundamental concern about what to do and what to think. When such perplexity is resolved for a given individual, the resolution involves a decision that is best expressed in imperatival mode: get out of bed, endorse her loyalty, reject his offer of friendship, take him at his word, trust the senses, discount intuitive attitudes. The conclusions one reaches are imperatival conclusions, conclusions about what to do and what to think. We may, if we wish, put these conclusions in indicative mood, and when we do, it is natural to introduce the language of obligation and other forms of normativity: we should get out of bed, we ought to trust, reject, change our opinion, or be suspicious.

It is this perplexity and imperatival resolution that prompts the present inquiry. For out of these imperatival resolutions comes normative evaluation, and it is within the general arena of normative evaluation that the present inquiry is found: what makes a conclusion a good one about what to do and what to think?

We begin with a basic distinction between descriptive and non-descriptive cognitive features. At the descriptive level, human beings (among other things) are rational animals, not in the sense of never being irrational, but in the sense of having a capacity at least occasionally displayed in thought and behavior. When we consider displays of this capacity, we enter the non-descriptive realm. The display of this capacity can be casual or carefully controlled, but in neither case is there any guarantee that things will go well just because the capacity in question is on display. The goal of this work is to inquire into the interstices of the three dimensions just employed: the descriptive realm of what people typically do and the capacities they have, the normative realm of what they should or shouldn’t do, and the evaluative realm of what is good for them to do.

These same dimensions are present not only in the arena of human behavior, but in cognition itself. Here is the natural home of the notion of epistemic appraisal. Among the things that people do are cognitive things: they think, they infer, they form beliefs, they make and reject assumptions, they hypothesize, theorize, conjecture, and judge. Whether epistemic appraisal applies outside of this domain and whether it applies only to parts of the cognitive order, I leave open at this point. All we need to notice is that there are three dimensions here as well: the descriptive realm of how people go about making sense of things, the normative realm about how they should or should not do so, and the evaluative realm of better and worse ways to do it.

The Dilemma

This distinction between the evaluative and the normative will play an important role here, but our first concern is with the notion of normativity itself, and how to identify it. Here, the notion of the normative contrasts with that of the descriptive, but since the evaluative realm contrasts with the descriptive as well, that means of identifying the normative realm is insufficient. For those familiar with work in ethics, the distinction is easy to describe: it is the distinction between the theory of value and the theory of obligation. At least at this initial stage, this characterization is sufficient for focusing our attention on the central phenomenon which this work aims to understand, that of epistemic normativity. Put in the context of the impetus for our theory, there are things that are good to do and think, and there are obligations regarding what to do or think. Both of these domains fall outside the domain of the descriptive, and we can identify each at this initial stage in terms of the evaluative and normative realms, respectively.

Regarding normativity itself, our normative interaction with the world around us involves two quite different parts. First, there is the aspect of cognition shared with the beasts, which involves cognitive responses to our environment resulting from impingement on the senses and the adaptive responses we develop as we mature. Second, there is our reflective side, displayed when we attempt to improve our success rate in responding to what we observe, and when we question the adequacy of the way in which our cognitive equipment informs us about the universe in which we find ourselves. A full understanding of rationality will involve both dimensions.

The primary difficulty in understanding the first dimension is whether rational sense can be made of it. Let me explain. It is clear that there is causal interaction between human organisms and their environment, and it is also clear that this causal interaction prompts certain patterns of response in human beings, both in terms of action and in terms of cognition. For the time being, let us think of cognitive responses in terms of belief: part of our responses to sensory input is patterns of belief formation and sustenance. How are we to understand this connection? Perhaps we can do no better than to employ the language of dispositions: upon causal interaction involving a given sensory input, the organism in question is disposed to form or sustain a belief with a given content.

Such an approach makes no rational sense of the interaction, providing no intelligible link between the inputs and outputs. On such a story, if one’s sensory appearance is that of a Bengal tiger, we have no story as to why believing there is a Bengal tiger nearby is an appropriate doxastic response as opposed to believing something else, other than to say that nature has so designed us that we are disposed toward the latter on the basis of the former. Such a story provides an explanation of the interaction, but does not make the connection between the two intelligible: from the point of view of the agent forming the belief in question, the mechanisms involved are impenetrable black boxes. There is no specific story as to why believing there is a Bengal tiger nearby is an appropriate response to the sensory input in question. There may be a general story of why this is appropriate. For example, perhaps it is part of a divine design plan for human beings that they respond in this way, or perhaps the presence of such disposition in our ancestors is part of the explanation of why they enjoyed reproductive success enough for us to exist. But these stories are not specific stories. They do not point to some connection between the individual appearance state in question and particular resultant belief content that explains why that very belief content is appropriate to that specific appearance state, an explanation that makes it intelligible or understandable why that very belief content is a fitting, or the fitting, response to that precise appearance state.

The first motivation, then, for the present project is to explore this topic of natural rationality, but regardless of the conclusions arrived at, there is a deep dilemma facing any theory of natural rationality. If we suppose we can find a specific account that makes understandable why some beliefs are more fitting in a given circumstance than other beliefs, there is still the possibility of the organism in question reflecting on the situation in question and coming to the conclusion that a different belief is better in those circumstances. Such an organism may even engage in cognitive training, so that believing something else becomes a habit. If all we have is a theory of natural rationality, we must conclude that such an organism is believing irrationally, in spite of following the light of reason as best it can.

In schematic terms, the dilemma is this. The theory of rationality, if wholly constituted by the theory of natural rationality, yields fully general, unrestricted rules for what to believe under what circumstances. Yet, one of the distinctive features of human rationality is the ability to reflect, and among the things we reflect on are the rules that guide us. Among the things we learn about are not only the features of the universe we inhabit, but the features of our own cognitive systems and how their functioning might be improved. But if the theory of natural rationality is theory enough, it is hard to avoid attributing irrationality to a large part of our reflective pursuits, since they often lead us to view our initial response styles as inappropriate and best replaced by more sophisticated response styles.

It is my own fascination with these two aspects of human beings that leads to the present project. We are animals, and whatever cognitive functions we display fit into the natural order of things. And yet, we are reflective creatures as well, and display our rational capacities in admirable ways when we move beyond the beastly level, assessing how we behave and why, in order to improve. Two dangers arise here in an attempt to understand human rationality, both reductive. One makes the theory of natural rationality all the theory that is needed, with an accompanying burden of having to classify much of our reflective adaptations as irrational. Another makes such deliberative and reflective adaptations controlling, with the danger of over-intellectualizing the notion of rationality, denying that ordinary doxastic responses to sensory input, from early infancy on, count as rational. The present project aims to show how to avoid both forms of Procrusteanism. The goal is to find a middle way between two extremes, one in which intellectualism reigns and the other in which reflection is discounted in favor of identifying rationality with that of the beasts. I defend a perspectivalist response to this dilemma, arguing for a full honoring of the perspectival character of rationality that takes into account both the beastly and the reflective dimensions of rationality. For those who prefer labels, one might term the theory in question a version of Perspectivalism.

A word of caution is needed at this point, however, concerning the notion of rationality involved and the normativity of it. First, I use the notion as a term of art, rather than one of ordinary language. I need a term to refer to non-descriptive features of the epistemic landscape that have their source in the need for determining what to do and what to think. For that purpose, I will use the language of rationality, and its features will emerge in the course of our inquiry, not from the ordinary meaning of the term. Second, the language of obligation involved in the normativity of rationality derives from the fundamentally imperatival nature of the predicament regarding what to do and what to think. The primary implication here is that one must not begin with the assumption that is common in epistemology of describing the normativity in question in terms of obligations to believe, disbelieve, or withhold. Instead, we must think, initially, in less restrictive terms. We should think that the imperatival origins generate intellectual obligations of some sort or other, and that our theory of rationality should characterize these obligations. But we should leave open whether the obligations apply to specific beliefs, for as we shall see, there are grounds for thinking that the only obligations to be found here are less specific than that.



Value-Driven Theory and Meta-theory

The subtitle of this work shows that a full theory of rationality is not the singular goal of this work. The goal is not simply an account of what to think, but also a meta-theoretical one concerning how to go about determining a good answer to the question of what to think. Our inquiry will generate an account regarding what to think, but it is an answer derived from the more fundamental issue about how to think about what to think. Our project thus has two distinct tasks. The final goal of the project requires an articulation of schematic principles concerning the nature of epistemic rationality, principles that together constitute a theory of rationality in the sense of identifying the moving parts of the story of rational belief. The defense and explanation of this view, however, cannot be successfully undertaken without attention to meta-theoretical issues. We seek a theory that informs us about what to do and what to think, but we also seek understanding of what makes a theory appropriate for addressing this issue. In fact, I will argue, if we do not attend to the prior question of what makes a theory appropriate for addressing the issue in question, we will not be able to appreciate why the theory developed here is the right one for the job. For the reader is likely to be assuming one of the two dominant meta-theoretical stances from recent epistemology, and neither one guides this project.

The first stance is conceptual or linguistic analysis and the second is naturalized epistemology. The second requires that, in some important sense, epistemology is continuous with natural science. The first asks that we spend our time providing sets of necessary and sufficient conditions for something in the general area of the content of the central epistemological concepts or the meaning of the central terms in question.

Conceptual analysis is the natural offspring of ordinary language philosophy from the middle part of the twentieth century and the empiricist tradition deriving especially from the work of Hume. In this heritage, one finds the embarrassment of locating a home for philosophical discourse. The naturalistic movement in philosophy and epistemology shares a common origin in Hume. The mantra “philosophy of science is philosophy enough” derives from the sentiments at the heart of logical positivism and logical empiricism, sentiments that trace easily to a Humean picture of the world in which all but science and mathematics belongs in the flames.

I will not spend any time arguing against the latter approach, since I have some sympathies for the project when properly circumscribed, and when done appropriately, there will be ways to incorporate such a project under the approach I want to recommend here. But I want to distance myself from the former project, that project that recommends investigating epistemic normativity by taking ordinary language, or common intuitions, as the evidentiary basis for determining the logical features of the spaces in question. Such approaches have been taken in the past, most notably in Alston (2005) and Wedgwood (2007). What they have in common is a finding of multiplicity: when we ask about the logical space of normativity or epistemic normativity, we find multiple notions at work in ordinary language and common intuitions.

Findings of multiplicity are a cause for despair in the present context. We face a predicament regarding what to do or think, and an approach that ends with multiplicity can only say this: from this perspective, do A and believe B; from this other perspective, don’t do A and don’t believe B. Such a response to the predicament is rightly met with a throwing up of the hands, lamenting the uselessness of the counsel.

Here I resist multiplicity by starting elsewhere. Instead of starting with ordinary language and common intuitions, I begin by asking about the significance of normative talk and why we would want to theorize about such dimensions in the first place. As I see it, this source is of a most ancient heritage, motivating philosophical reflection in its very origins in service of the good life. In common with naturalized approaches to epistemology, I begin by looking for the source (or sources) of normativity. While it is theoretically possible that non-descriptive features of reality are free-floating, inexplicable in any way in terms of the descriptive, it is a promising idea to try to locate the source of the non-descriptive in the needs and interests, central desires and purposes, of sentient beings. In the face of plausible accounts of this sort, claims that there are normative or evaluative truths of some other sort, inexplicable in terms of any descriptive features of the world, lose their attraction, even if deeply embedded in ordinary features of thought and talk. As we will see, the theory of rationality developed here will counsel changing a significant amount of ordinary thought and talk concerning the epistemic realm, and it is a mark in favor of this more ancient source of philosophical reflection that it has the capacity of playing such an ameliorative role regarding ordinary thought and talk. For how we think and speak can both contribute to achieving the good life and leave us in the shackles of the cave as well.

So I seek a source of normativity that is value-driven, explaining where normativity comes from or that in which it is grounded, but in a way that makes obvious why such inclinations are deeply important. The guiding principle here is that the importance of the egocentric predicament is obvious, and that it provides an important and central ground of normativity. I thus intend to pursue a value-driven approach from this starting point, tracing out its implications, and issuing a challenge to those who think the results are too narrow or problematic in some way to find some other, important source for their normative judgments.

There are ways to develop a value-driven approach that differ from the way I will develop it. A natural way to do so is to think of rationality in terms of a project of doing one’s best to avoid criticism, either from others or in terms of self-criticism. That path I will not follow, for the variety of criticisms that might be raised about any aspect of human behavior and thought is seemingly endless. A decision can be insensitive, unseemly, unsavory, inept, prejudiced, biased, narrow-minded, hideous, repulsive, revolting, appalling, and involve a slew of other negativities as well. A way of thinking can be unrealistic, antiquated, half-baked, quixotic, preposterous, strained, bizarre, dubious, far-fetched, even fishy. If our approach to the egocentric predicament is to find decisions and thoughts that are not criticizable in any way, the project, I suggest, will be hopeless. There are too many ways to count, and we can always invent a new way should we wish to criticize an attempt at an exhaustive list of ways to criticize: as Ernest Sosa memorably reminds us, human beings are “zestfully judgmental” (Sosa, 2007, p. 70). So we don’t want to begin—indeed, we cannot begin—our inquiry by identifying the domain in question as one involving immunity from criticism either from others or ourselves, for human beings can find a basis for criticism in almost anything. Even if what we say is true, the tone can be wrong; even if we know what we are talking about, maybe nobody from Texas should be saying or thinking such a thing; etc. Humans are not only zestfully judgmental, they are eagerly creative in inventing new ways of finding fault. The arena of epistemic normativity is, to be sure, an arena in which the finding of fault is possible, but that latter landscape is of nearly infinite variety and complexity, and capable of enlargement at the slightest whiff of offense.

So, if we begin from the notion of opening oneself up to criticism, one will first have to mention that some criticisms are legitimate and important and some not. But then we’ve already landed ourselves in the territory of normativity, rather than helping ourselves to locate that territory in the first place. Where I begin, then, is that within the arena of zestful judgment, some criticisms connect with, arise out of, fundamental human concerns and some do not. In the arena of cognition as well as the arena of action more generally, we all face a fundamental human predicament. We often cannot tell what to do or think, what to be or become. We experience perplexity. When we begin investigating the non-descriptive aspects of reality, we can do no better than to begin with such fundamental concerns and the realities that arise either out of or in connection with these concerns. We can employ normative language to describe the phenomenon in question, should we wish to do so: we can describe a resolution of the perplexity concerning what to do or think as a “rational” one, for example. I will use such language here as well, but will remind the reader again that the use of such language is meant to be taken as a term of art, one whose meaning is fixed, if fixed at all, by the source of the investigation and the theory that results from it rather than by one’s favorite lexicon, philosophical or otherwise.

There is some hope in such an approach of avoiding the disappointment that results from approaches that end with a finding of multiplicity of normative notions. Instead of ending up with the blooming, buzzing confusion that would result from an indiscriminate embracing of all dimensions and notions of normative evaluation that can be found in ordinary thought and talk, we may find a normative notion that shows what a resolution of the egocentric predicament looks like and which has the power to explain all that really needs explaining. There is, of course, no pre-theoretical guarantee of success here. It may be that our condition is simply hopeless, that nothing we can defend can satisfy the stricture of having a theory that will speak with a single voice. But that kind of theory is what is needed and what we seek.

Perhaps the best way to see what this beginning point implies is to notice what won’t count as a good objection to the theory that results. Once we see the schematic character of the theory that results, it will be obvious that the theory implies that much of ordinary talk involving the concept rationality is mistaken. This fact is not (all-things-considered) evidence against the theory, since the theory is generated out of the fundamental human predicament concerning what to do and what to think, and not out of some concern for the concept employed in ordinary thought and talk. In this way, the resulting theory can serve as a corrective for ordinary thought and talk, to the extent that the source of the current approach is clearly as important as any other source could be. What is left open, of course, is to find some other source for defending what is involved in the parts of ordinary thought and talk rejected here, and such attempts are not ruled out by the present approach. What is ruled out, however, is the mere conservative bias in favor of ordinary thought and talk over a disciplined value-driven approach to the subject matter.

Completion of this present project will thus leave open the possibility of other normative theories that impose additional restrictions and permissions on cognition. But I do not leave this question open without a challenge. For if some other, different theory is developed, it is legitimate to ask what makes such a theory true. Why should we think that those theories are characterizing any actual feature of reality, and what descriptive features of the world could possibly be the source of such? On the latter question, my opinion, which I won’t argue for here, is that there is no possible story to be told except one that adverts to features of people and other cognizers. So what we should expect, if I’m right, is that there are other fundamental concerns or features of persons that explain these other normative aspects of reality, if there are such. It is not difficult to think of possibilities here: perhaps there is a need for cooperation that gives rise to distinctively moral norms; perhaps there is some type of consistency in willing that generates the panoply of moral requirements for rational agents; or perhaps the existence of a personal creator, with expectations for that which is created, imposes such. Those projects I leave to the side in favor of the present one, noting that none of these more general ways of seeking a source for normativity look especially adept for the project of locating a source of epistemic normativity. Though I won’t defend the following here, it may be that the source of epistemic normativity identified here is fundamental, and the attempt to find a source for any other kind of normativity will require an antecedent grounding of epistemic normativity itself. One route to this conclusion is to think that other notions of normativity all need to be defined in terms of epistemic normativity.1 But whether such a position is ultimately defensible, the challenge remains: if the implications of the present approach leave one unsatisfied, the proper response is to identify some further source for epistemic normativity that can explain why the present approach is not theory enough.

This value-driven approach to the egocentric predicament in epistemology forms a central element in a larger project, and before beginning our search for a theory of normativity conceived in this fashion, it is worth noting its place in this larger project.



The More General Project

Any approach to the discipline of epistemology begins by identifying the domain of inquiry in terms of something connecting mind and world. But not just any connection will do: we want a connection that is successful, one that matters from a certain point of view, the point of view involving our natural predilection to make sense of the world around us independently of the issue of whether or not the results we achieve connect with any other human concerns. It is natural, thus, to begin a value-driven approach to the issue of successful connections between mind and world from the starting point of true belief. In order to defend this beginning point, however, a defense is needed for the idea that true belief is a connection between mind and world, and one worth having.

An attractive starting point in this project is that suggested by James (1897), that human beings are motivated by two primary concerns, a concern for not being duped and a concern for not missing out on something important. The first concern is relevant to the issue of whether truth has anything to be said on its behalf over mere empirical adequacy. If we adopt the literary device of a narrator commenting on various scenarios, we find something of an answer to this question. If one of the scenarios is the evil demon world and the other the actual world (as we suppose it to be), with the narrator being the very same person as the individual in these scenarios, the narrative will almost certainly treat the evil demon scenario as disturbing in comparison to the actual scenario, precisely because one is being duped in the former but not in the latter. The proper explanation of this response is that we find getting to the truth valuable in virtue of our concern for not being duped. But there are causes for concern here, coming from constructive empiricists such as van Fraassen (1980) as well as from the deniers of the value of truth (e.g., Rorty (1989)). Perhaps hope can be derived from various defenses against these opponents, along the lines of Williams 2002, Blackburn 2005, Lynch (2004), and Boghossian (2006), but even if such responses are successful, the focus on true belief faces another challenge as well. The second concern, the concern for not missing out on something important, raises a further problem, the problem of whether all truth is intrinsically valuable or only the important truths (see Sosa (2003)). My own sympathies lie in the direction of full generality for the value of truth (see Kvanvig (2008)), but challenges to the value of true belief as well as to its full generality are essential to the larger project of which the present approach to rationality is but a part.

Even if defensible, however, the fully general value of truth does not exhaust that which matters from a purely intellectual or cognitive point of view. What else matters? We can get at this issue with a few examples.

You are sitting in a logic class. Your instructor informs you that not every truth in a formal system can be proved in that very system, and that this fact is one of the most important discoveries in the twentieth century. You believe your instructor and are correct in your belief. But you are lost in darkness: you cannot see that the claim is true, you have no understanding of the reasons why it is true, and you do not grasp the significance of this truth.

Another story: you are sitting on the peak of a precipice, looking at the scenery below. You marvel at the distance you can see, and in doing so, detect motion in the distance. You cannot make out what is happening, so you use your binoculars. You see animals running, some bison, some horses. Most of the horses have humans sitting on their backs, holding long sticks in one hand. You have acquired a vast array of true beliefs, but you do not understand the scene in front of you; you do not understand what is going on.

Still another story: you are sitting in your backyard when an object lands in your yard, three feet from your feet. It is silver in color, cylindrical in shape, and about four inches long. Living in an age where terrorism is a concern, you immediately conclude it is an explosive device, but the only explosive devices you’ve ever encountered are bullets and firecrackers. Your belief is true, it turns out, but you cannot connect the visual features of the object with what you believe.

In each of these ways, one can have true beliefs and yet miss out on something quite important, something worth having. In each case, we can easily resort to visual metaphors to describe what is missing: we can’t see what is going on, even though there is nothing wrong with our visual apparatus. The visual metaphor concerns a certain type of intellection that is lacking and worth having. What, exactly, is it that we are after in such cases but do not have?

What we want in such cases cannot be explained in terms of adding more true beliefs. A trivial reason is that one can add more true beliefs by performing logical operations on present beliefs, ad infinitum. What we want cannot be explained in terms of adding more logically independent true beliefs about the scenario, either. There are infinitely many truths about each of the scenes described that, even if learned, would still leave us in the dark. Take the second story for example. Some of the horses have black hooves and some white. Some of the horses are galloping on a left lead, some on a right. Some horses are sorrel, some chestnut; some paints, some not. The list can go on and on, and never relieve us of the sense of being blind to what is happening.

It is this idea of having made sense of things that is important in a way independent of the importance of true belief. We should not assume, of course, that there is one thing that is missing in these examples, since the truth may be that there are a number of things missing. It is useful nonetheless to notice the ways that we describe what is missing. We do so in visual or tactile terms: what is going on is not obvious; it is not transparent; you don’t see what is going on; it is not clear or evident to you what is happening; you have not yet grasped what is occurring. We also describe what’s missing in more intellectual terms: one has not understood, or comprehended, or fathomed the setting. These missing elements point to the importance not only of getting to the truth, but doing so intelligibly. We legitimately want not only to find the truth and avoid error, but to see that we have done so. What we want, therefore, is account of some property or properties of beliefs that are intelligibility-rendering, not merely truth-indicating.

The present project aims to address this sense-making concern, but by itself, will not provide a full answer to it. For even if we can identify the types of cognitive attitudes that answer to the concern of the egocentric predicament regarding what to think, we may not achieve the full understanding of the situation we find ourselves in, an understanding that addresses fully this sense-making concern (for further discussion, see Kvanvig (2013)). The present project fits into this larger one in virtue of providing a necessary, but not sufficient, condition for such understanding, in much the same way that many epistemologists have defended the importance of giving a theory of justification on grounds that it is necessary, but not sufficient, for knowledge. What distinguishes the present approach to epistemology is the focus on the theory of understanding rather than on the theory of knowledge, as well as on the theory of rationality arising out of the egocentric predicament as opposed to the theory of justification and whatever motivates it (whether a functional one, in terms of its role in the theory of knowledge, or a substantive one, in terms of the required connection to truth (as argued in Cohen and Lehrer (1983)) and analogies between justified belief and justified action (as argued in Audi (1983))). It remains an interesting question what the connection is between an adequate theory of justification and the theory of rationality developed here, but that is not a question I will address, since it is not central to the current project or the larger project of which the present one is a part.

Once we connect an interest in truth with this notion of sense-making, a quite natural human concern for guarantees of truth is certain to arise. We want not only to be correct in our intellectual assessments and our attempts to make sense of ourselves and the world around us, we want to be able to do so in a way that eliminates every possibility of error. While I agree that such an achievement would be wonderful indeed, it isn’t a realistic goal, and the present project is developed from a starting point that admits this point in full generality. The standpoint underlying the present theory is a fully general fallibilism, a standpoint that insists that we theorize in a way that presumes no safe refuge from the possibility of error.



The Structure

As described, this work involves both meta-theoretical and theoretical aspects. Since the theoretical task is developed in explicit recognition of the meta-theoretical constraints on a theory, we turn first to the meta-theory in chapters one and two. In chapter one, we take up the issue of the nature of the non-descriptive feature that is the object of our theory, the epistemic dimension itself. What is epistemic appraisal and where is it to be found? Chapter two then turns to the background setting for the theory to be developed beginning in chapter three. That setting is one of fully general fallibilism: the theory that we develop needs to be compatible with the idea that there is nothing, or nearly nothing, regarding which we are infallible. Making clear what this assumption involves is the topic of chapter two. Chapters three and four then sketch out an approach to the dilemma chronicled previously: an approach to rationality that is guilty neither of being overly intellectual nor overly beastly. The sketch is turned into full theory in chapter seven, but the sketch itself provides the basis for important implications about the nature of rationality that are worth noting in their own right. So in chapters five and six, the sketch is used to show how to resolve disputes about the possibility of rational disagreement as well as disputes about whether there are such things as obligations regarding what to believe. We begin the project, then, with the general idea of epistemic appraisal itself. What is it that we evaluate when we engage in the kind of evaluation that is epistemic?

Some of the material in this work was first published in other places, and I want to acknowledge these publications and thank the publishers for permission to reprint parts of these essays here. This material includes: “The Basic Notion of Justification,” Christopher Menzel, co-author, Philosophical Studies 59 (1990), pp. 235–61; “Propositionalism and the Perspectival Character of Justification,” American Philosophical Quarterly 40.1 (2003), pp. 3–18; “On Denying a Presupposition of Sellars’ Problem: A Defense of Propositionalism,” Veritas 50 (2005), edited by Claudio de Almeida, pp. 173–90; “Two Approaches to Epistemic Defeat,” Alvin Plantinga: Contemporary Philosophy in Focus, Deane-Peter Baker, ed., (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), pp. 107–24; “Propositionalism and the Metaphysics of Experience,” Philosophical Issues 17 (2007), edited by Ernest Sosa and Enrique Villanueva, pp. 165–78; “The Rational Significance of Reflective Ascent,” Evidentialism and Its Discontents, edited by Trent Dougherty, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), pp. 34–54; “Perspectivalism and Reflective Ascent,” The Epistemology of Disagreement, edited by David Christensen and Jennifer Lackey, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), pp. 223–43; and “Epistemic Normativity,” Epistemic Norms: New Essays on Action, Belief, and Assertion, edited by John Turri and Clayton Littlejohn, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, forthcoming 2014).







1 For argument to this effect, see Foley (2001) and Fumerton (2004).




1

 Epistemic Appraisal

Our project begins from the egocentric predicament regarding what to do and what to think, and abstracts from it. In particular, we note that a resolution of the perplexities involved in this predicament will be an all-things-considered resolution, issuing in imperatives such as, “Get up and go to work,” “Quit doubting Obama’s citizenship,” “Commit to the idea of promoting democracy around the world,” etc. Epistemic appraisal is just one dimension figuring into such all-things-considered directives, and before we can theorize about it, we need some idea of its scope and reach.

Though this topic is interesting in its own right, it is especially important in the context of our value-driven inquiry. For one threat to our project is the idea that multiplicity reigns in the domain of epistemic normativity. If multiplicity reigns, we will not be able to find an input that factors into all-things-considered resolutions of the egocentric predicament regarding what to do and what to think from the epistemic realm, for there will be no such single factor. So the beginning point of our inquiry will be to identify the epistemic landscape in question and defend a meta-theoretical account of its features that leaves open the possibility of a theory that speaks with a single voice.

We might begin as follows. The qualifier ‘epistemic’ gives us a clue. Whatever type of appraisal is involved in the kind of normativity to be addressed here, it is a type connecting to the enterprise of epistemology. That enterprise, at its most general level, is about the connection between mind and world: what types of connections, if any, are there between what is real and what we take, think, and believe to be real, and which of these connections count as successful or worth aiming for? The standard answers here are ones in which truth and knowledge appear: our goal is, or should be, to get to the truth, and the gold standard for success in this effort is knowledge. Whether or not these standard answers are correct is not the issue here, however. What matters instead is the general nature of the subject, the issue of the connection between mind and world. When thought of in this way, a natural starting point would thus be to carve off that part of the egocentric predicament concerning what to think from that part concerning what to do, and to identify epistemic appraisal with the former domain. We would conclude, that is, that epistemic appraisal does not apply in the realm of actions. Moreover, it applies only to one part of the mental realm. When we consider the connections between mind and world, there are two possible directions of fit to be considered. With respect to cognitive attitudes such as belief, the idea is to get the belief to map onto, or mirror, or be patterned after the way the world is. With respect to conative or affective attitudes such as desires and preferences, the guiding principle is in the other direction, where the idea is to get the world to conform to the attitude itself. So, given such a starting point, it is relatively easy to see how to get to this conclusion: epistemic appraisal applies to all and only cognitive states such as beliefs.

This story is roughly the approach recommended by Roderick Chisholm. He writes,


We may distinguish epistemic requirements from other normative requirements by noting certain general features both of the objects of epistemic requirements and of their substrates. I will first put the matter somewhat loosely. Then I will present a more precise formulation.

So far as the objects of epistemic requirements are concerned, there is a sense in which they all may be said to be “doxastic.” We will say that a state of affairs imposes a doxastic requirement provided only that it requires a believing or a withholding of a believing, or that it requires that one prefer certain believings or withholdings to other believings or withholdings. (Chisholm, 1991, p. 122)



There are several reasons for concern about this approach, however. The first involves the substance of the Chisholm–Firth debates about the ethics of belief, for as Roderick Firth argued, there can be reasons for belief that are not epistemic reasons for belief.centerfn1 Examples of this sort should not surprise: they can be found in Pascal’s Wager Argument (Pascal,1966[1669]) for believing that God exists and in William James’s argument (James, 1897) against W. K. Clifford (1877[1999]) that when faced with live, forced, and momentous options, it is rational to believe even without adequate evidence. But there are other reasons for concern as well. Recently, there has arisen a cottage industry on epistemic constraints concerning assertion sparked by Williamson (1996) (see, e.g., DeRose (2002), Hawthorne (2004), Stanley (2005), Weiner (2005), Lackey (2008), Brown (2008), and Kvanvig (2009, 2011a), and it is an easy step to make to think that the Chisholmian view is overly restrictive: that epistemic appraisal applies not only to doxastic items but to certain types of actions, such as assertion, as well.

In addition, there is the final element in the earlier Chisholmian quote that can strike one as mysterious. Chisholm counts a type of preference between doxastic states as itself a doxastic state: to prefer believing to withholding is counted among doxastic states. But if we take the usual approach to the distinction between cognition and conation, preferences are to be classified along with desires, hopes, and fears as conative states, answering to a direction of fit from mind to world, rather than cognitive states, such as belief, which answer to a direction of fit from world to mind. If we become convinced that Chisholm has misclassified here, but really does want some conative states to be subject to epistemic appraisal, why not more? Why not speak, for example, of epistemically justified fears or hopes or wishes?

I believe the Chisholmian approach has resources for addressing these concerns, but that there is a further concern it cannot handle. I’ll defend the Chisholmian approach in the first section from the objections just raised, before introducing this further concern in the following section and tracing its implications for our topic. As we will see, the lessons to be learned by seeing the failure of the Chisholmian approach have dramatic implications for the theory of rationality to be developed here as well as for any substantive theory of justification (i.e., one motivated in ways that go beyond characterizing some notion that plays a functional role in the theory of knowledge).

1.1 Defending a Chisholmian Approach

The Chisholmian approach contained in the earlier quote claims that epistemic requirements can be distinguished from other requirements by pointing out two things: the first, noted previously, is the objects of epistemic appraisal and the second is the substrate of such requirements. In the passage quoted earlier, I included only the part about the objects of epistemic appraisal, and what he says about the objects in question leaves the view open to the concerns expressed previously. Once we attend to what he says about the substrate of such requirements, however, we can see how to address these concerns.

Chisholm writes,


And what about the substrates of epistemic requirements? Oversimplifying slightly, we may say that every such substrate includes something that imposes only a doxastic requirement. But we should make a slight qualification. Presumably everyone who is required to do anything is subject to such negative requirements as that of not inflicting needless pain and suffering. Hence it would be somewhat more accurate to say that, if an epistemic substrate imposes a requirement that does not include a doxastic requirement, then that requirement is imposed by anything that imposes a requirement. For example, there are considerations which (1) require me to believe that I am in a room with other people and which (2) do not impose any other requirement upon me—except for those requirements that are imposed by the fact I am a rational and responsible being. (Chisholm, 1991, p. 122)



This approach contains Chisholm’s response to the Firthian challenge. Firth held that epistemic appraisal was analogous to, but independent of, moral appraisal, pointing to examples where a belief was morally required but epistemically irrational. Chisholm agreed that there are such cases, but held that this point is compatible with epistemic appraisal being a type of moral appraisal. He thus held that Firth’s conclusion does not follow from his premises. To sustain this charge, Chisholm must be able to provide an account of epistemic duty, one that goes beyond merely implying that epistemic duties are duties but different from moral duties. As he says,


Can we say what an epistemic duty is without falling into a circle? It is not enough to say only that an epistemic duty “is not an ethical duty” or to say that an epistemic duty is one that “pertains to believing reasonably.” And it would be obviously circular if we were to characterize epistemic duty in epistemic terms. (Chisholm, 1991, p. 121)



To resist the Firthian conclusion, Chisholm begins with a worry about how to characterize epistemic normativity in non-circular terms, and begins with the claim that epistemic normativity pertains to believing reasonably. He knows, however, that this remark is insufficient to identify epistemic normativity, since the justification of belief can have both an epistemic and an ethical (as well as a practical) dimension. The task of characterizing epistemic normativity thus takes the following form for Chisholm: begin from the starting point that it applies only to beliefs and other doxastic states, and then let the account of the substrates of epistemic requirement do the rest of the work.

There is a side issue here concerning Chisholm’s view that the objects of epistemic appraisal are doxastic states that I want to note before proceeding to the main issue between Chisholm and Firth. There is no good reason to think that all cognitive states are doxastic states, and so no reason to adopt Chisholm’s restrictive view that the objects of epistemic appraisal are all doxastic states. Here are some other cognitive states that a generalized version of Chisholm’s view ought to include among the objects of epistemic appraisal: degrees of belief (credences), confidences (intervals on the degree of belief scale), assumptions, presuppositions, acceptances, what we assent to unhesitatingly, intuition, etc. And beyond these is the generic notion of a cognitive commitment, which one can make without certainty. Given the possibility of complexity here in our understanding of what it is to be a cognitive state and exactly which kinds of states are going to end up counting as cognitive states, there is no reason to be Procrustean here, assuming that everything cognitive can be forced on to the doxastic bed. But there is little to be gained for an epistemological project in pursuing these issues in the philosophy of mind and psychology. So I will speak of the cognitive realm as Chisholm does, using the language of belief and doxastic states, in spite of recognizing that the prospects may be dim for the reductive project of explaining the entirety of the cognitive realm in terms of belief. For the central present issue for the Chisholmian project does not concern what he says about the objects of epistemic appraisal, but rather what he says about the substrates of such.

Chisholm’s claim about the substrates is indirect. He doesn’t tell us what these things are but merely identifies them as the kinds of things that “impose” requirements. The simplest idea would be that certain substrates impose only doxastic requirements, and then we could distinguish moral grounds for belief from epistemic grounds merely by pointing out the different substrates in question. But Chisholm worries about moral absolutes: he presumes that anything that imposes any requirement at all also imposes any morally absolute requirement, such as not inflicting needless pain and suffering. So he grants that epistemic substrates impose requirements on things other than doxastic states.

But, he thinks, this is a merely technical problem. For there is nothing special here about epistemic substrates. Everything that imposes any requirement of any sort also imposes the requirements involved in moral absolutes. So we are entitled to refine the position to exclude this apparent counterexample. How do we do so? Chisholm seems to claim that we should say something conditional: ES is an epistemic substrate if and only if, if ES imposes a requirement that does not include a doxastic requirement, then that requirement is imposed by anything that imposes a requirement. But that is not Chisholm’s intention: things like my truck don’t and wouldn’t and can’t impose any requirements at all, and yet, for all that, are not appropriately classified as epistemic substrates. Instead, Chisholm says,


We will say, then, that a state of affairs imposes a pure doxastic requirement provided only (1) that it imposes a doxastic requirement and (2) that it includes no non-doxastic requirements other than those that are imposed by anything that imposes a requirement. (Chisholm, 1991, p. 123)



It is thus more plausible to attribute to Chisholm the following: ES is an epistemic substrate if and only if (i) ES imposes a doxastic requirement and (ii) if ES imposes a requirement that does not include a doxastic requirement, then that requirement is imposed by anything that imposes a requirement.

How does this account help in avoiding the Firthian conclusion? The idea, I think, is that the Firthian challenge is to explain how a person can be required to hold a belief on insufficient evidence, if epistemic requirements are a species of moral requirement.
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