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HOMO PHILOSOPHICUS
Suppose you have carefully examined the evidence for the view that the recession will be over before the next general election. You find the evidence convincing so you form the belief that the recession will be over before the next general election. You then reflect that if the recession will be over before the next general election the present government will be re-elected. So you conclude that the present government will be re-elected. In arriving at this conclusion you form a belief about the government’s election prospects. You believe that the government will be re-elected because that is what you think the evidence points to. 
If I ask you whether you believe that the present government will be re-elected you have no trouble answering my question. You know you believe the government will be re-elected. And if I ask you why you believe that the government will be re-elected you have an answer: your reason for believing it will be re-elected is that the recession will be over before the election. So you know what you believe and you know why you believe it. You have self-knowledge.
It turns out that I have new and more accurate data about the prospects for economic recovery. My new data, which I share with you, suggest that the recession will go on beyond the next election. You study the new data carefully and realize that you are no longer justified in believing that the recession will be over before the next election. As a result, you no longer believe that the recession will be over before the next election. Since that belief was your only reason for believing that the government will be re-elected you abandon your belief that the government will be re-elected. Pending further evidence about the economy, or evidence that the present government’s re-election doesn’t depend on economic recovery, you are now agnostic about the outcome of the next election.

In the unlikely event that this is how you think, not just in the present case, but all the time, then congratulations: you are homo philosophicus, a model epistemic citizen. If you are homo philosophicus then at least the following things are true of you:

1. Your reasoning is what Tyler Burge calls ‘critical reasoning’, which means it is ‘guided by an appreciation, use, and assessment of reasons and reasoning as such’ (1998: 246). You always evaluate your reasons and reasoning, and when you carry out a proof you always check the steps and make sure the inference is valid.
2. Your beliefs and other propositional attitudes (desire, fears, hopes etc.) are as they rationally ought to be. You believe what you rationally ought to believe, you want what you rationally ought to want, you fear what you have good reason to fear, and so on. When you had good reason to believe that the present government will be re-elected that is what you did believe. As soon as you realized that you no longer had good reason to believe the government will be re-elected you stopped believing it. Your beliefs and other attitudes are responsive to reasons, to changes in what you have reason to believe, and that is why they are as they rationally ought to be. They are not the product of non-rational processes of belief-formation such as wishful thinking. Even if you are a supporter the government you believe it will be re-elected because that is what the evidence points to and not because you want it to be re-elected.      

3. Your beliefs and other propositional attitudes are known to you. You know what you believe, desire, fear, and so on, and you know why you have the particular attitudes you have. You know why you believe the government will be re-elected, why you want it to be re-elected, and why at some point you fear that it won’t be re-elected. Self-ignorance is not something you suffer from, and you never make mistakes about your attitudes. Your self-knowledge is exhaustive and infallible. 
If you are homo philosophicus how do you know your own propositional attitudes? For example, how do you know that you believe that the government will be re-elected? One possibility is that you know this by using what I’m going to call the Transparency Method, or TM for short. It’s worth spending a little time on this because there are philosophers who think that ordinary humans also use TM to acquire knowledge of their beliefs and other attitudes, and that the resulting knowledge is a fundamental form of self-knowledge. Whether or not that is plausible, it’s easy to see that using TM would enable homo philosophicus to discover what he believes; TM is tailor made for homo philosophicus.

What exactly is the Transparency Method? The best and most influential account of TM is to be found in Richard Moran’s Authority and Estrangement. Moran bases his account on a famous passage from Gareth Evans’ book The Varieties of Reference, so let me start my account of TM by quoting Evans:
If someone asks me “Do you think there is going to be a third world war?”, I must attend in answering him to precisely the same outward phenomena as I would attend to if I were answering the question “Will there be a third world war?”. I get myself into a position to answer the question whether I believe that P by putting into operation whatever procedure I have for answering the question whether P (…) If the judging subject applies this procedure, then necessarily he will gain knowledge of one of his own mental states; even the most determined sceptic cannot find here a gap in which to insert his knife (1982: 225).
The question ‘Do I believe that P?’ is an inward-directed question. The question ‘Is it the case that P?’ is an outward-directed question. What Evans in saying is that I can answer the inward-directed question by answering the outward-directed question. As Moran puts it, the question whether I believe that P is in this sense transparent to the question whether P is true. How can that be? Evans doesn’t say but Moran does: I answer the question whether P by considering the reasons in favour of P, and I am entitled by assume that what I believe regarding P is ‘determined by the conclusion of my reflection on those reasons’ (2003: 405). For example, suppose that reflection on the reasons in favour of the proposition that there will be a third world war leads me to judge that this proposition is true. If I judge that there will be a third world war, and I have the concept of belief together with the concept I, then I can also conclude that I believe that there will be a third world war; I can’t coherently think ‘There will be a third world war but I don’t believe there will be a third world war’.
So far so good, but how does TM account for self-knowledge of attitudes other than belief? I can’t answer the question whether I desire that P by answering the question whether P; even if I conclude that there will be a third world war I obviously can’t conclude on this basis that I want there to be a third world war. Fear is another problem for TM: I can’t answer the question ‘Do I fear that P?’ by answering the question ‘Is it the case that P?’. In this case, the inward-directed question is manifestly not transparent to the outward-directed question. So it looks as though TM will have to be modified if the object of the exercise is to account for knowledge of what one wants and fears. But modified how? This is David Finkelstein’s recasting of TM:

The question of whether I believe that P is, for me, transparent to the question of what I ought rationally to believe – i.e. to the question of whether the reasons require me to believe that P. I can answer the former question by answering the latter (2012: 103).

On this account, which is the one I’m going to adopt, the key to TM is the appeal to reasons. If I’m asked whether I believe there will be a third world war I can answer this question by answering the question: ‘Do the reasons require me to believe that there will be a third world war?’. What is good about Finkelstein’s proposal is that it extends TM to attitudes other than belief. I can answer the question whether I want X by answering the question whether I ought rationally to want X. Similarly, I can answer the question whether I fear X by answering the question whether I ought rationally to fear X. As long as my attitudes are determined by my reasons, and I am also entitled to assume that they are so determined, I can determine what my attitudes are by determining what they rationally ought to be.
The same goes for you. Suppose that each of the following is true:

(i) What you believe is what you ought rationally to believe, what you want is what you rationally ought to want, what you fear is what you rationally ought to fear, and so on.

(ii) You know or justifiably believe that what you want is what you rationally ought to want, what you fear is what you rationally ought to fear, and so on.
If what you believe is what you ought rationally to believe, and you know that this is so, then you can determine whether you believe that P by determining whether you ought rationally to believe that P. If what you fear is what you ought rationally to fear, and you know that this is so, then you can determine whether you fear that P by determining whether you rationally ought to fear that P.
It’s all very well saying that you can use the Transparency Method to determine your own attitudes if (i) and (ii) are true of you but this raises an obvious question: are they true of you? This obvious question has an equally obvious answer, at least on the assumption that you are homo philosophicus. Part of what it is for you to be homo philosophicus is for your attitudes to be as they rationally ought to be, and this is what (i) says. I’ve also stipulated that, as homo philosophicus, you don’t suffer from self-ignorance. Not knowing that your attitudes are as they ought rationally to be would be a form of self-ignorance, so we can also take it that (ii) is true. And if (i) and (ii) are both true then there is nothing to stop you using TM to establish what you believe, desire, fear, etc. Indeed, what TM gives you is not just a way of knowing what your attitudes are but also a way of knowing why they are as they are. For example, if reflection on the reasons in favour of P leads you to conclude then P is true, then you are not only in a position to know that you believe that P but also why you believe that P: you believe that P because you recognize that the reasons require you to believe that P. This, then, is the sense in which TM is tailor made for homo philosophicus: TM only works on the basis of quite specific assumptions about the way your attitudes are is determined by how they rationally ought to be, and these assumptions are guaranteed to be correct if you are homo philosophicus.
Of course, just because it is possible for you to know your own attitudes by using TM it doesn’t follow that this is how you do in fact come to know your own attitudes. One reason for being careful about assuming that TM is what homo philosophicus relies on is this: TM describes a notably indirect route to self-knowledge but many philosophers have the intuition that knowledge of your own beliefs and other attitudes is normally direct or immediate. You normally know what you believe without any conscious reasoning or inference, which means that your self-knowledge is psychologically immediate. There is also the intuition that your knowledge of your own attitudes is epistemically immediate, that is, not dependent on your having justification for believing other, supporting propositions. But the self-knowledge you acquire by employing TM doesn’t seem immediate in either sense. It looks as though you have to reason your way from your judgement that you ought rationally to believe that P to the conclusion that you believe that P. In addition, your justification for believing that you believe that P depends on your being justified in believing that what you believe is what you ought rationally to believe. If this is right, then the self-knowledge which TM gives you turns out to be inferential, psychologically and epistemically, rather than immediate.
Another concern about TM is this: suppose that you have moderately strong evidence that P but that you are aware that there is also evidence that goes the other way. The truth or falsity of P is a question about which reasonable people can differ but you come down on the side of P. It’s surely not right in a case like this to say that the reasons require you to believe that P. Nor would it be correct to say that it is irrational to believe that P on the basis of less than conclusive grounds. Even if you are homo philosophicus you might end up believing that P even though you recognize that the reasons don’t require you to believe that P. In that case, answering the question ‘Do the reasons require me to believe that P?’ won’t be a very sensible way of answering the question ‘Do I believe that P?’. It’s not hard to imagine that the answer to the first of these questions is no whereas the answer to the second question is yes.
This points to a deeper concern about the very idea of what your attitudes ‘rationally ought to be’. The concern is that it can be very much clearer whether you do believe or hope or fear that P than whether you ought rationally to believe or hope or fear that P. Suppose you believe that the recession will be over before the next election and that if the recession is over before the next election the government will be re-elected. Should you believe that the government will be re-elected? Maybe, but suppose you also know that the government is far behind in the opinion polls. In that case, far from concluding that the government will be re-elected, the rational response might be to question the conditional ‘if the recession is over before the next election the government will be re-elected’. Or suppose that you buy a lottery ticket with tiny odds of winning. You hope that it is a winning ticket but what are we to make of the idea that you ought rationally to hope that it is a winning ticket? If a close friend has cancer and you fear you will get cancer, is your attitude as it ought rationally to be? In such cases, the question ‘Do I believe/ hope/ desire/ fear that P?’ might be much easier to answer than the question ‘Ought I to believe/ hope/ desire/ fear that P?’. This makes TM look a little strange. Usually when we are faced with a hard question we try to answer it by finding a related question that is easier; Daniel Kahneman calls this ‘substitution’. But TM gets things back to front; it represents homo philosophicus as answering an easy question by answering a harder question. This assumes, of course, that questions like ‘Do I believe that P’ and ‘Do I fear that P?’ are normally easy to answer, but isn’t that in fact the case?

These are all perfectly good questions about TM, but they none of them amounts to a knockdown objection to the idea that if you are homo philosophicus you know, or can know, your own attitudes by employing TM. On the issue of whether TM only gives you indirect self-knowledge you might bite the bullet and say that it’s that assumption that self-knowledge is normally immediate, rather than we assumption that we get it by using TM, that needs to be questioned. Maybe, as homo philosophicus, you have perfect insight into what your ought rationally to believe, want, and so on, and using TM wouldn’t mean that you are substituting a harder for an easier question. In the case in which you have evidence both for and against P you ought to be agnostic about P and so will be agnostic about P. In any case, it’s not clear whether, as Finkelstein’s version of TM assumes, ‘you ought rationally to believe that P’ is equivalent to ‘the reasons require you to believe that P’.

Whatever the merits of these attempts to rehabilitate TM – and I will have more to say about the pros and cons of TM later in this book- there is one issue they don’t address: I have represented TM as tailor made for homo philosophicus on the basis that homo philosophicus is a model epistemic citizen who can, at least in principle, determine what his attitudes are by determining what they rationally ought to be. As I have just indicated, there may be all sorts of practical difficulties with this proposal, but at least it’s possible to see in outline how TM might be a viable source of self-knowledge for a being like homo philosophicus. However, it will not have escaped your notice that homo philosophicus is not homo sapiens. Humans are not model epistemic citizens and it’s far from obvious that their attitudes are as they ought rationally to be. In that case, how can we determine what our attitudes are by determining what they rationally ought to be? It’s not, or not just, just that there are practical difficulties that stand in the way of humans acquiring self-knowledge by employing TM. It’s more that that the idea that TM is a pathway to self-knowledge for humans seems flawed in principle.  
Here is a homely illustration of the problem: suppose that you are frightened of spiders. In particular, you are afraid of the spider sitting in your bathtub right now but also you know that it is quite harmless and that there is no reason to be scared of it. Knowing that you have no reason to be scared doesn’t alter the fact that you are scared. Yours attitude is, in this sense, recalcitrant. What is more, you know that you are frightened, but you can’t come to know this by asking yourself whether you have any reason to be frightened of the spider. Of course, if you were homo philosophicus there would be no mismatch between what your attitude is and what it rationally ought to be, but I take it that you are not homo philosophicus. Even if your fear of spiders is an alien force which affects your life rather than an attitude that is under your rational control, this doesn’t alter the fact that you are afraid of spiders and know that you are afraid of them. This is a piece of self-knowledge which TM can’t account for.

In case you think that fear is unusual, here is a different example which makes much the same point: you believe the government will be re-elected on the basis that the recession will be over before the next election. Later, I present you with convincing evidence that the recession will continue beyond this next election but you continue to believe the government will be re-elected. The psychologists Richard Nisbett and Lee Ross call this phenomenon ‘belief-perseverance after evidential discrediting’ (1980: 175). Intuitively, you ought to abandon your initial belief about the government’s election prospects but the belief persists. You know what you believe, but not by asking whether you ought rationally to have the belief that the government will be re-elected. The problem is that your belief in this case is not as it rationally ought to be.

One response to such examples would be to argue that they aren’t a problem for TM because in cases of belief-perseverance you still believe what you ought rationally to believe by your own lights. Maybe you continue to believe the government will be re-elected because you have forgotten that your sole reason for believing this was your belief that the recession will end before the election. That is why you don’t automatically revise your belief about the government’s election prospects when presented with new evidence about the length of the recession. Relative to your sense of your grounds for believing that the government will be re-elected it’s not obviously irrational for you to hang on to this belief, and you can still come to know that you have it by asking what you ought rationally to believe.   

This attempt to reconcile TM with the phenomenon of belief-perseverance is a form of what might be called compatibilism. The question being addressed is the following sources question:

(SQ) What are the sources of self-knowledge for humans?

The compatibilist wants to argue that despite the disparity between homo philosophicus and homo sapiens TM is still a viable source of self-knowledge for the latter; we can still come to know our own attitudes by using the Transparency Method. Compatibilism may be motivated in part by the suspicion that the disparities between homo philosophicus and homo sapiens are less extensive than I have suggested. It might be suggested, for example, that our attitudes must by and large be as they ought to be, and that this allows TM to function as a reliable, but not infallible, guide to our attitudes. Thus, faced with the following character question:


(CQ) What is the character of self-knowledge?

some compatibilists might be prepared to give up the idea that knowledge of our attitudes is infallible. If you are homo philosophicus and you use TM to determine what you believe you can’t go wrong. If you are humans and you use TM to determine what you believe you can go wrong but that doesn’t mean that TM doesn’t give you knowledge; knowledge doesn’t have to be infallible.      
I will discuss compatibilism, as well as the true extent of the disparity between homo philosophicus and homo sapiens, in later chapters. However, I’d like to conclude this chapter by asking the following question: why all the fuss about TM? One reason might be that a number of philosophers distinguish between ‘Rationalist’ and ‘Empiricist’ approaches to self-knowledge, and that TM is associated with Rationalism. Indeed, a basic tenet of Rationalism is that knowledge of our own attitudes acquired by using TM is a fundamental form of self-knowledge. So if you are interested in assessing the merits of Rationalism then you ought to be interested in TM. However, this only serves to raise a more basic question: why all the fuss about knowledge of our own attitudes? Indeed, while the range of attitudes is extensive, and includes such attitudes as fearing that P, desiring that P, intending that P and hoping that P, the usual focus of philosophical attention is knowledge of what you believe. The only other self-knowledge that has attracted so much philosophical attention is knowledge of one’s own sensations, and it’s a good question why philosophical accounts of self-knowledge have been so narrowly focused.

Even when it comes to knowledge of what you believe, it’s striking how bland the usual philosophical examples of this form of self-knowledge tend to be. Apart from Evans’ case of knowing whether you believe there will be a third world war, another much discussed example is knowing whether you believe that it is raining. Even if TM can account for this knowledge, the plain fact is that even moderately reflective humans tend not to be terribly exercised by the question ‘How do you know that you believe that it is raining?’, any more than they are exercised by the question ‘How do you know you are in pain?’. Intuitively, knowing that you believe it is raining is a relatively trivial and boring piece of self-knowledge. Clearly, even boring self-knowledge needs explaining, and of course it might turn out on reflection that there is value to knowing that you believe that it is raining. Nevertheless, it’s worth contrasting the kinds of self-knowledge which have tended to be of interest to philosophers of self-knowledge with the kinds of self-knowledge that tend to be of interest to reflective humans. 
Here are some examples:

Am I a racist?

How well am I coping with being a new parent?

Why do I think my boss doesn’t like me?

Do I really love her or is it a passing infatuation?

Am I any good at handling conflict in my personal and professional life?

Would a change of career make me happy?

To know the answers to these questions would be to have forms of self-knowledge which no one could reasonably describe as boring or trivial. Knowledge of one’s values, emotions, abilities and of what makes one happy are all examples of what might be called substantial self-knowledge. It’s easier to see the value of substantial self-knowledge than the value of knowing that you believe it’s raining. For most humans, substantial self-knowledge is hard to acquire, and there is little temptation to suppose that it can be acquired by using TM. That is not a criticism of TM, just a comment about its limitations. Once we think about the sheer variety of our self-knowledge it seems obvious that it has a great many different sources. These sources might include TM but there is no excuse for obsessing about TM if the aim is to explain the self-knowledge that is of greatest interest to humans. 

Thinking about substantial self-knowledge will help to concentrate our minds on two important but neglected questions about self-knowledge. One is the value question:

(VQ) What is the value of self-knowledge?

The other is the obstacles question:


(OQ) What are the obstacles to self-knowledge?

The value question is worth asking because while it might seem obvious that substantial self-knowledge is valuable it’s not obvious what makes it valuable. The obstacles question arises because we need to understand what (sometimes) prevents us from self-knowledge, whether substantial or otherwise. If the obstacles are insuperable the result is self-ignorance, and we should also consider the possibility that some self-ignorance might not be a bad thing.
Having distinguished between homo philosophicus and homo sapiens, introduced the contrast between trivial and substantial self-knowledge, and identified four basic questions about self-knowledge (sources, character, value, and obstacles) I’m now in a position to give my plan for this book. In chapter 2, I will outline some of the respects in which homo sapiens might be thought to differ from homo philosophicus, and explain why the actual extent of the disparity between them (I will refer to this as ‘the Disparity’) is philosophically controversial. Substantial self-knowledge, and its relation to knowledge of our own attitudes, will be the topic of chapter 3. This will be followed, in chapter 4, by a discussion of the recent history of the philosophy of self-knowledge. My hypothesis is that philosophical accounts of self-knowledge tend to be driven by narrow epistemological concerns rather than by what matters to humans, and that that is why the philosophy of self-knowledge seems so far removed from the questions about self-knowledge that ordinary humans find most interesting. If you start out with the idea that only epistemically privileged, that is, infallible, incorrigible or direct self-knowledge is philosophically interesting then you will end up ignoring large swathes of substantial self-knowledge because a lot of substantive self-knowledge doesn’t appear to be epistemically privileged. But why think that the considerations of epistemic privilege should set the agenda for the philosophy of self-knowledge? In chapter 5, the concluding chapter of part I, I will compare the radical reorientation of the philosophy of self-knowledge which I am recommending with the reorientation of economics proposed by so-called ‘behavioural’ economists who criticize neo-classical economics on the grounds that it is the economics of the mythical species homo economicus rather than the economics of real human beings. The challenge for philosophers and economists is to relate their theories to the way we (humans) are, and theories that fail to do this are in urgent need of a reality check.
In part II, ‘Damage Limitation’’, I will look at attempts to play down the Disparity and argue for what I will call Psychological Rationalism. I will suggest that these attempts are only partly successful. Since Psychological Rationalism is a presupposition of Rationalism about self-knowledge, objections to Psychological Rationalism are also implicitly objections to Rationalism about self-knowledge. The extent to which the latter can respond effectively to this threat is an issue which will be taken up in part III, ‘Pathways to Self-Knowledge’. In this part, I will tackle the sources question, both in relation to trivial and to substantive self-knowledge, and ask whether either Rationalism or Empiricism provides a satisfactory answer to the sources question. This is also the context in which I will examine the merits of compatibilism. Once we have an answer to the sources question, we can then answer the character question. I will argue that we should reject many standard assumptions about the character of self-knowledge. Finally, in part IV (‘Self-Ignorance), I will focus on the value and obstacles questions in relation to different types of self-knowledge and self-ignorance.
My basic thought is really very simple: we go wrong in philosophy when we forget that questions about self-knowledge, as about many other central topics in philosophy, aren’t or shouldn’t be of merely academic (in the pejorative) sense interest. What we should be after is an account of self-knowledge for humans and not an account of self-knowledge for homo philosophicus. By an account of self-knowledge for humans, I mean an account that explains how self-knowledge of different kinds is possible for creatures with our distinctively human cognitive limitations and foibles, as well as an account which tries to do justice to what it is about self-knowledge that strikes humans as valuable and important. Viewed from this angle, the most pressing questions about self-knowledge are not about its supposed privileges but its existence and limits. Of the great dead philosophers the one who placed the greatest emphasis on the epistemological privileges of self-knowledge was Descartes. The one who placed the greatest emphasis on the various obstacles to self-knowledge and the threat of self-ignorance was Nietzsche. So without wishing to become embroiled in exegetical questions, one way of making my point is this: when it comes to the philosophy of self-knowledge, it is Nietzsche rather than Descartes who should be our guiding light.                    
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