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REALITY CHECK

So far in this book I have talked a lot about the Disparity, that is, the respects in which homo sapiens and homo philosophicus are different. Homo philosophicus is, of course, a mythical species. Members of this species are model epistemic citizens who reason critically, believe what they ought rationally to believe and don’t suffer from self-ignorance. I have talked about the many respects in which real human beings aren’t like this, and have claimed that the distinction between homo sapiens and homo philosophicus matters a great deal not just for the philosophy of self-knowledge but for philosophy more generally. It’s tempting when thinking about self-knowledge to assume that humans and homo philosophicus have much more in common than they really do, and this can distort our understanding of the kinds of self-knowledge which humans actually have and the kinds of self-knowledge they think it is worth having.

To see how the distinction between homo sapiens and homo philosophicus might matter for a proper understanding of self-knowledge we need look no further than TM. The idea behind TM is that you can determine whether you believe that P by determining whether you ought rationally to believe that P. Since this assumes that what you believe is what you ought rationally to believe I suggested in chapter 1 that the Transparency Method is tailor made for homo philosophicus. Since homo philosophicus only believes what he rationally ought to believe he can use TM to determine what he believes. The resulting knowledge of his own beliefs may not be direct, since it is the product of reasoning, but it’s still knowledge. However so-called Rationalists about self-knowledge think that TM is not only a pathway to self-knowledge for homo philosophicus, it is also a pathway to self-knowledge for us. And surely that we can true only if we are in the relevant respects like, or sufficiently like, homo philosophicus, that is, only if our attitudes are as they rationally ought to be. But we aren’t in this respect like homo philosophicus; the implication of the Disparity is that our attitudes are not always, or even mostly, as they ought rationally to be, so TM is not a pathway to self-knowledge for humans. 

The underlying point is that any account of human self-knowledge, and indeed other kinds of human knowledge, needs to be subjected to a reality check. The question that always needs to be asked is: is the proposed account of human knowledge, or human self-knowledge, psychologically realistic? Does it presuppose a conception of how humans think, reason and form attitudes that accords with what we actually know about how humans think, reason and form attitudes? If not, then that’s a major problem. The objection to Rationalism about self-knowledge is that it ignores or underestimates the Disparity and so ends up with a highly unrealistic conception of human self-knowledge. It fails as an account of self-knowledge for humans because it doesn’t pass the reality check.

As we saw in chapter 1, there is quite a lot that Rationalism can say in response to this line of attack. It can question both the extent and the significance of the Disparity, and I will have more to say about each of these strategies in a moment. However, I’d like to begin by noting how my account of the philosophical relevance of the distinction between homo sapiens and homo philosophicus is similar to an account of the relevance for economics of the parallel distinction between homo sapiens and homo economicus. Economics tries to model and explain human behaviour. In particular, it tries to model and explain the economic behaviour of humans, and the question is whether economics makes psychologically realistic assumptions about the human economic subject. As Thaler and Sunstein put it in their book Nudge, ‘many people seem at least implicitly committed to the idea of homo economicus, or economic man – the notion that each of us thinks and chooses unfailingly well, and thus fits the textbook picture of human beings offered by economists’ (2008: 7). The problem is that this picture of human beings seems obviously false. We don’t think and choose unfailingly well. Real human beings can’t think like Einstein and they lack the willpower of Mahatma Gandhi; In Thaler and Sunstein’s terminology, they are not Econs but Humans. 
Recognition of the disparity between Econs and Humans has led in recent years to the development of a new approach to economics. This approach tries to increase the explanatory power of economics by ‘providing it with more realistic psychological foundations’ (Camerer and Loewenstein 2004: 3). It calls itself ‘behavioural economics’ and sees itself as a rival to neo-classical economics. Here is an amusing account of the rise of behavioural economics:

The discipline of economics is built on the shoulders of the mythical species Homo economicus. Unlike his uncle, Homo sapiens, H. economicus is unswervingly rational, completely selfish, and can effortlessly solve even the most difficult optimization problem. This rational paradigm has served economics well, providing a coherent framework for modelling human behaviour. However, a small but vocal movement has sought to dethrone H. economicus, replacing him with someone who acts “more human”. This insurgent branch, commonly referred to as behavioural economics, argues that actual human behaviour deviates from the rational model in predictable ways. Incorporating these features into economic models, proponents argue, should improve our ability to explain observed behaviour (Levitt and List 2008: 909).
In my terminology, the basic claim of behavioural economics is that neoclassical economics is in need of a reality check, and that the way to improve the explanatory and predictive of economics is to take on board the disparities between Humans and Econs. What we should be after is an economics for Human, and that means an economics that doesn’t represent us as living embodiments of homo economicus.

There are obvious parallels between what I have been saying about the right way to explain self-knowledge and what behavioural economists say about the right way to explain observed behaviour. There are also parallels between how Rationalism responds to the threat of the Disparity and how neoclassical economists have responded to the rise of behavioural economics. In both cases there are questions about the true extent and the relevance of the differences between Humans and their rational counterparts. Starting with the economic case, sceptics about behavioural economics object that many of its central claims human behaviour are based on empirical evidence drawn from laboratory experiments and that ‘there are many reasons to suspect that these laboratory findings might fail to generalize to real markets’ (Levitt and List 2008: 909). In the real world, these critics allege, the behavioural anomalies between homo sapiens and homo economicus are less extensive than behavioural economists assume. And if they are less extensive than behavioural economists assume then they must also be less relevant from the perspective of economic theorizing; the behaviour of humans in real markets at least approximates to the behaviour of homo economicus.
It’s interesting to compare Levitt and List’s response to behavioural economics with Daniel Dennett’s response to the question ‘How rational are we?’ in his paper ‘Three Kinds of Intentional Psychology’. Again, the emphasis is on the limitations of the research that has led psychologists to conclude that we are only minimally rational. Dennett objects that this jaundiced view ‘is an illusion engendered by the fact that these psychologists are deliberately trying to produce situations that provoke irrational responses’ (1987: 52). I will have more to say about Dennett in chapter 6. Rationalists in philosophy can certainly avail themselves of Dennett’s objections to arguments from empirical psychology in support of the Disparity, but they typically go further. They also question the extent of the Disparity on the grounds that the supposition of an extensive Disparity makes it hard to think of humans as having beliefs, desires and other propositional attitudes. This, incidentally, is also a theme in Dennett. 

Why do Rationalists think that there can’t be an extensive Disparity if humans are to be thought of as having beliefs and desires? Because they think that, as Bill Child puts it, ‘if a subject has attitudes at all, the relations amongst her attitudes, perceptions, and actions must be by and large rational’ (1994: 8). On this account, it is a necessary condition for humans to have beliefs, desires and other propositional attitudes that their attitudes are, or approximate to being, as they rationally ought to be. All sorts of local irrationality are intelligible but what we believe, want, fear etc. must be at least roughly what we ought rationally to believe, want, fear etc. This isn’t just how things are but in some sense how they have to be; there can’t be as large a Disparity between homo sapiens and homo philosophicus as I have claimed since this would call into question the idea that humans even have propositional attitudes. This is of course very different that people like Levitt and List argue against behavioural economics but the end result is the same: just as neoclassical economists insist that when the chips are down real humans aren’t all that different from homo economicus so Rationalists insist that real humans can’t be, and so are not, all that different from homo philosophicus.   
Here we have one kind of damage limitation exercise on behalf of Rationalism. The focus is on the extent of the Disparity between homo philosophicus and homo sapiens, and the upshot is a form of what I will call Psychological Rationalism. Whereas I have painted a picture of humans as only distantly related to homo philosophicus Psychological Rationalism regards the two species as closely related. If there can only be a relatively small gap between homo philosophicus and homo sapiens then that obviously limits the damage the Disparity can do to Rationalism. This is damage limitation with a “transcendental” twist. The twist is that Psychological Rationalism bases its conception of the relationship between homo sapiens and homo philosophicus on what it sees as conditions of the possibility of having beliefs, desires and other such attitudes. The implication is that Rationalism is not psychologically unrealistic and so has nothing to fear from a reality check. I will discuss Psychological Rationalism in the next chapter.

If it’s true that I have exaggerated the extent of the Disparity then that would also be a reason for questioning the relevance of the Disparity for Rationalism. However, there are also independent reasons for thinking that the Disparity is less of a threat to Rationalism than I’ve claimed. There are different ways of making the point. One is to argue that Rationalism about self-knowledge is primarily concerned with what is normal for humans, with how things are supposed to go for humans, and that it’s irrelevant that things sometimes or even often don’t go the way they are supposed to go. On this interpretation, Rationalism is a normative rather than a psychological doctrine. According to Normative Rationalism, it is normally possible for you to determine what your attitudes are by determining what they ought rationally to be. I will discuss Normative Rationalism in chapter 7. 

Another way of questioning the relevance of the Disparity for Rationalism is to draw attention again to a point I first made in chapter 1. There I pointed out that in cases of belief-perseverance you still believe what you ought rationally to believe by your own lights so you can still determine what you believe in such cases by determining what you think you ought rationally to believe. Yet belief-perseverance was supposed to be an aspect of the Disparity; since homo philosophicus keeps track of justification relations among his beliefs he would realize when his beliefs are undermined. We don’t always realize when our beliefs have been undermined but this doesn’t stand in the way of our coming to know our own beliefs by using TM. This is what I called the Compatibilist response to the Disparity. I will talk about this in part III.         

One thing this discussion brings out is that the notion of a reality check is far from straightforward in philosophy, just as in economics. It’s all too easy to criticize Rationalism and neo-classical economics on the grounds that they are psychologically unrealistic but it’s not as simple as that. In both cases it’s hard to determine the psychological facts, and it’s just as hard to figure out what assumptions about humans are strictly necessary for explanatory purposes in philosophy and economics. However, having said all that, it’s clearly right that if you want to explain the economic behaviour of humans, or human self-knowledge, you had better make assumptions about what we are actually like that bear some relation to reality. In explaining human behaviour or human knowledge a degree of idealization is inevitable, but there is also a point at which idealization tips over into fantasy. This is the also the point at which reality checks come into their own. However tricky it is to work out what whether the assumptions which disciplines like philosophy and economics make about humans are right, there is no getting away from the need to address questions about the relationship between homo sapiens and homo philosophicus or homo economicus and homo sapiens. 

I believe that reflection on the relationship between homo philosophicus and homo sapiens causes genuine problems for Rationalism in general, and specifically for Rationalism about self-knowledge. Both Psychological and Normative Rationalism face serious problems, and that neither doctrine rescues Rationalism about self-knowledge. I also have doubts about Compatibilism; it has something going for it when it comes to explaining how we know our own beliefs but little going for it as far as our self-knowledge of attitudes other than belief is concerned. Putting all this together, the inescapable conclusion is that Rationalism fails as an account of self-knowledge for humans, and that we need to look elsewhere for an account of how humans, with all their cognitive shortcomings as well as their strengths, are able to know their own minds. 

In drawing this part to a close I want to make a comment on the way I’ve been talking about ‘self-knowledge for humans’. When I claim that a particular philosophical approach such as Rationalism fails as an account of self-knowledge for humans there are several ways of understanding this. An account of self-knowledge for humans could be:

1. An account of self-knowledge that applies to humans, that is, an account that explains if and how humans have self-knowledge. This is the application sense of self-knowledge for humans. 

2. An account of how humans conceive of self-knowledge, that is, an account of what humans take self-knowledge to be or to mean. This is the conception sense of self-knowledge for humans.  
3. An account which provides guidance to humans who seek self-knowledge either by providing answers to their questions about the self or showing them how to go about answering their questions. This is the guidance sense of self-knowledge for humans.

A natural way of understanding the accusation that a philosophical theory such as Rationalism fails as an account of self-knowledge for humans is that it fails to deliver in the application sense. This is how I see things; part of the point of harping on about the Disparity is to question the applicability of Rationalism about self-knowledge to human self-knowledge given the way we humans are. However, it’s not clear that the ‘self-knowledge’ which such theories try to explain would be understood as self-knowledge in the ordinary sense. As I’ve remarked previously, only a certain kind of philosopher would describe my knowledge that I believe I am wearing socks as ‘self-knowledge’. This is not to say it isn’t self-knowledge, but it isn’t self-knowledge in the ordinary human sense. Self-knowledge in the ordinary sense is what I have been calling ‘substantial’ self-knowledge, and accounts of self-knowledge which don’t have anything substantial to say about substantial self-knowledge are neither accounts of how humans ordinarily conceive of self-knowledge nor accounts of self-knowledge as we ordinarily conceive of it. They are not accounts of self-knowledge in the conception sense.
That leaves the guidance sense of self-knowledge. By and large philosophers – or at least contemporary philosophers- who write about self-knowledge don’t see it as their job to provide humans with practical guidance or practical advice on how to attain self-knowledge; they leave that to the ‘self-help’ industry. There are exceptions; Stephen Hetherington’s book Self-Knowledge is an excellent example of an account of self-knowledge for humans in the guidance sense; it rightly sees self-knowledge as both a philosophical and a practical issue, and one of its chapters is even called ‘How Might Self-Knowledge Be Gained?’. In my view there is a lot to be said for this approach, but giving advice on how self-knowledge might be gained presupposes that (a) you conceive of self-knowledge in the same way that those you are advising conceive of it, (b) you think of self-knowledge as worth gaining, and (c) you regard the lack or absence of self-knowledge as a serious possibility. Few philosophers who talk about self-knowledge clearly satisfy all of these conditions, and that might explain their inability, as well as their reluctance, to engage with the project of developing an account of self-knowledge for humans in the guidance sense. 

My own engagement with this project will centre on the identification of pathways to substantial self-knowledge and sources of self-ignorance. When it comes to the substantial self-knowledge that really matters to humans, self-ignorance is a real possibility. By the same token, the overcoming of self-ignorance is a genuine challenge. I will have more to say about all this, and about the value of self-knowledge, in parts 3 and 4. But first I want to complete my discussion of Rationalist accounts of particular self-knowledge. Whatever one makes of the project of explaining knowledge of one’s own attitudes, it is one that has attracted a lot of philosophical interest. In addition, this kind of self-knowledge may well be indispensable for substantial self-knowledge. As I have represented things, the Disparity has a major bearing on how we know our own attitudes, as well as on other forms of self-knowledge, so it’s now time to consider in detail the damage limitation strategies in relation to the Disparity which I have been describing in this chapter.  These strategies will be the topic of part II. Part III will be about pathways to self-knowledge (substantial and self-knowledge) and part IV about the threat of self-ignorance. I hope by the end of this book to have provided at least the outlines of an account of self-knowledge for humans in all three senses.         
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