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SUBSTANTIAL SELF-KNOWLEDGE

I’m no barefoot philosopher. I’m wearing a pair of socks and know and believe that I’m wearing socks. If you ask me whether I believe I am wearing socks I hear you as asking me whether I am wearing socks. And that’s a question I have no difficulty answering. It takes special effort, or a peculiar frame of mind, to hear your question as concerned with my state of mind, with what I believe. Perhaps I will hear your question that way if you follow up with “Is that what you really believe?”. Unless there is something quite odd about the context of our dialogue I will probably be puzzled by your asking me this but the answer is still obvious: yes, I believe I am wearing socks. It’s plausible that I answer the question “Do you believe you are wearing socks?” by answering the question “Are you wearing socks?”, but that might be because I hear the first of these questions as a funny way of asking the second question.

Only a philosopher would think of calling my knowledge that I believe I am wearing a pair of socks “self-knowledge”; it’s certainly far removed from anything that the ancients or, for that matter, ordinary humans would recognize as self-knowledge. Still, if I have the belief that I am wearing socks, and I know that I have that belief, then it’s undeniable that I thereby know something about my “state of mind” vis-à-vis my state of dress. If we want to call this “self-knowledge” that is fine, but it seems a pretty boring and trivial example of self-knowledge when compared with what I referred to in chapter 1 as substantial self-knowledge. If I know that I have a talent for baking or that I’m prone to prolonged bouts of self-pity then I have what looks like substantial self-knowledge, self-knowledge worth having, but why should anyone care why or how I know that I believe I am wearing socks?

No doubt philosophers have their reasons for concentrating on trivial self-knowledge – I will discuss these reasons in the next chapter- but a prior issue is whether there is anything to the distinction between trivial and substantive self-knowledge. One philosopher who says something about this is Eric Schwitzgebel. In his paper ‘Self-Ignorance’ he mentions what he calls ‘fairly trivial attitudes’ such as a preference for vanilla ice cream over chocolate or one’s general belief that it does not rain much in California in April (2012: 191). The Delphic oracle’s injunction to “know thyself” was presumably not concerned with knowledge of such attitudes: ‘to the extent the injunction to know oneself pertains to self-knowledge of attitudes, it must be attitudes like your central values and your general background assumptions about the world and about other people’ (ibid.). About such matters, Schwitzgebel argues, our self-knowledge is rather poor.

Schwitzgebel’s discussion raises two obvious questions:

1. What would count as substantial, as distinct from trivial, self-knowledge?

2. What makes a given piece of self-knowledge substantial?

Here are some examples of substantial self-knowledge: 
· Knowing that you are generous (knowledge of one’s character). 
· Knowing that you are not a racist (knowledge of one’s values). 
· Knowing that you can speak Spanish (knowledge of one’s abilities). 
· Knowing that you are a good administrator (knowledge of one’s aptitudes).
· Knowing why you believe a controlled demolition brought down the World Trade Centre on 9/11 (knowledge of one’s attitudes in the ‘knowing why’ rather than in the ‘knowing what’ sense).
· Knowing that you are in love (knowledge of one’s emotions).
· Knowing that a change of career would make you happy (knowledge of what makes one happy). 
The distinction between ‘substantial’ and ‘trivial’ self-knowledge is a matter of degree rather than hard and fast, and the self-knowledge in some of these examples is more ‘substantial’ than in others Still, if there is a substantial/ trivial distinction then it seems a reasonable supposition that the items I have listed are at the more ‘substantial’ end of the spectrum.

To understand why this might be, we need to turn to the second of my two questions. There are many different characteristics of substantial self-knowledge (SSK). To get the ball rolling I will list ten. Although I will occasionally refer to these characteristics as ‘conditions’ of substantial self-knowledge, the way to think about them is not as constituting a set of  strict necessary and sufficient conditions but rather as giving a rough indication of the sorts of consideration that are relevant to determining whether a particular kind of self-knowledge is substantial. The point of saying that knowledge of, say, your own character is substantial self-knowledge is to indicate that it has at least some of the characteristics I have in mind. The more of these characteristics it has the more substantial it is.

Here is my list:

i. The Fallibility Condition: with substantial self-knowledge there is always the possibility of error. It’s not just a theoretical possibility that you are mistaken about, say, whether you are generous but an actual, real life possibility. There isn’t even a presumption that you aren’t mistaken about such things because it might be a psychological fact about us humans that we are generally prone to thinking of well ourselves even if an objective view of the evidence would support a harsher assessment. It’s comforting to think that you are a generous person even though your close friends can hardly fail to have noticed your tendency to make yourself scarce when it’s your turn to buy the next round of drinks.
ii. The Obstacle Condition: the possibility of error in such cases is a reflection of the fact that for humans there are familiar and reasonably well-understood obstacles to the acquisition of substantial self-knowledge. Such obstacles include repression, self-deception, bias and embarrassment. Some of us find it hard to be honest with ourselves about our own limitations and that can made it hard to acquire some types of substantial self-knowledge.

iii. The Self-Conception Condition: the existence of such obstacles to substantial self-knowledge is related to the fact that, as Schwitzgebel puts it, this kind of knowledge often ‘tangles with’ a person’s self-conception. To know that you have a particular character you have to believe you have that character, and it might be hard for you to believe that if your having that character is at odds with your self-conception.
iv. The Challenge Condition: substantial self-knowledge can be challenged even in normal circumstances. For example, if you assert that you have an aptitude for dealing with difficult colleagues or that a change of career would make you happy there is room for the question, ‘Why do you think that?’, or for the retort ‘You must be joking’. No doubt you have your reasons for thinking you have an aptitude for dealing with difficult colleagues, but your reasons are not immune to criticism and correction.
v. The Corrigibility Condition: substantial self-knowledge is corrigible, and its corrigibility is related to the fact that we are not necessarily authoritative about the matters to which such knowledge relates. You may not be in the best position to know about such matters and others might know better; your spouse may well have a much deeper insight into your character than you do.
vi. The Non-Transparency Condition: substantial self-knowledge can’t be got by employing the Transparency Method (TM). You can’t determine whether you are kind by determining whether you ought rationally to be kind, just as you can’t determine whether you are really happy with your new apartment by determining whether you ought rationally to be really happy with it. Maybe you ought to be really happy with it but aren’t.

vii. The Evidence Condition: substantial self-knowledge is based on evidence. Many different kinds of evidence bear on substantial self-knowledge. If the question is whether you are in love with X, the evidence might include how you behave in the presence of X, how you feel in their presence (does your heart go pitter patter?) and what people who know you tell you about your state of mind. If the question is whether you are a racist the evidence will include how you behave towards, and think about, people who belong to racial groups different from your own.
viii. The Cognitive Effort Condition: acquiring substantial self-knowledge requires a degree of cognitive effort. For example, you don’t “just know” your own character or aptitudes; you have to work it out by reflecting on the behavioural evidence and on what other people tell you about you. The level of effort may be different in different cases but substantial self-knowledge can’t literally be effortless. If it were it would scarcely be ‘substantial’
ix. The Indirectness Condition: in the terminology of chapter 1, substantial self-knowledge is neither psychologically immediate nor epistemically immediate. It isn’t psychologically immediate because, as the Cognitive Effort Condition suggests, it requires conscious reasoning or inference. It isn’t epistemically immediate because it depends on your having justification for believing other, supporting propositions. For example, you can’t know that you are generous if you aren’t justified in believing a range of supporting propositions about your actions. To know that you are generous it isn’t enough that you act generously; you also need to believe, and be justified in believing, that this is how you act.
x. The Value Condition: substantial self-knowledge matters in a practical or even a moral sense. If you are planning a trip to Spain it helps to know whether you can speak Spanish. As King Lear discovered, not knowing what will make you happy can result in your making bad choices, and we think of some forms of self-ignorance not just as cognitive but also as moral defects. Being unkind is bad in itself but made morally worse if it is combined with the belief that one is kind.

With this list in mind, it’s easy to see why knowing you have a preference for vanilla over chocolate ice cream doesn’t look like a substantial piece of self-knowledge. It’s not that there is no possibility of being mistaken about whether you prefer vanilla but it’s a lot harder to imagine circumstances in which get this wrong than circumstances in which you have mistaken beliefs about your own character or aptitudes. If it is regarded as bad form to prefer vanilla in your social group then that might make it harder for you to believe, and so to know, that you prefer vanilla but there aren’t usually obstacles to knowing that you prefer vanilla. Your preference for a particular flavour of ice cream is unlikely to be a significant part of your self-conception, and it would be fairly unusual for others to challenge your assertion that you prefer vanilla. It would be presumed that you know best about such matters. It’s true that you cannot come to know that you prefer vanilla by asking whether you ought rationally to prefer vanilla but that doesn’t make knowing that you have a preference for vanilla a trivial piece of self-knowledge. All it does is to bring out the limitations of TM even with respect to non-substantial self-knowledge. Your knowledge that you prefer vanilla is usually effortless, relatively direct, and not based on behavioural evidence or what other people tell you. As for the value of knowing your flavour preferences, not knowing which flavour you prefer, might be a practical problem for you when ordering dessert but it’s hardly be a moral defect. 
Turning now to substantial self-knowledge, how do the various examples given above fare in relation to the ten characteristics? It would be tedious to go through each of the examples in relation to each of the ten characteristics but there are a few points that are worth noting. With regard to knowledge of one’s character, one view that there is no such thing as character, understood as something that explains one’s choices and behaviour. If there is no such thing as character then there is of course no such thing as knowing one’s character but that still doesn’t preclude one from having beliefs about one’s character and knowing what one’s beliefs are. However, knowing that one believes that one is generous is a very different thing from knowing that one is generous. This isn’t really the place to get into a debate about the pros and cons of scepticism about character but the existence of this form of scepticism can’t be ignored by anyone who wants to make the case that knowledge of one’s own character is an example of substantial self-knowledge. I will have more to say about this in part IV.

The next question concerns the suggestion that knowledge of one’s values is a form of substantial self-knowledge. Can this be right? Here is one reason why one might think not: to have knowledge of your values is to have knowledge of your beliefs and desires, in what I’ve called the ‘knowing what’ sense. But knowing what you believe or want isn’t substantial self-knowledge, so how can knowledge of your values be substantive self-knowledge? There are two answers to this question: firstly, knowledge of your beliefs, desire and other attitudes is necessary but not sufficient for knowledge of your values. Take the case of knowing that you are not a racist. Not being a racist isn’t just a matter of believing that all races are equal or having the appropriate desires. It also has to do with how you act, that is, with whether you treat people differently according to race. So knowing that you aren’t a racist is also partly a matter of knowing how you act, of knowing whether you put your money where your mouth is. But knowledge of how you treat people of different races can only be substantial, and that is why knowing that you are not a racist qualifies as substantial self-knowledge.

This is fine as far as it goes, but there is one respect in which it is too simple. The story so far suggests knowledge of your values has two components: knowledge of what you believe and desire and knowledge of how you act. There is the further implication that these two components are distinct and that only knowledge of the second, behavioural, component is substantial. However, knowing that you genuinely believe that all races are equal also has some of the characteristics of substantial self-knowledge. Whether you genuinely believe that all races are equal doesn’t just depend on whether you say that all races are equal but also on your unguarded behaviour, implicit assumptions, and spontaneous emotional reactions. You may confidently ascribe to yourself the belief that you are not a racist but your self-ascription is neither infallible nor incorrigible. It can be challenged if there is evidence that it is at odds with your behaviour, assumptions, and spontaneous emotional reactions, and you only count as knowing that you believe in racial equality if you have taken these factors into account. Taking these factors into account requires cognitive effort and means that any resulting self-knowledge is based on evidence. In all of these respects, knowing that you believe that all races are equal is very different from knowing that you believe you are wearing socks; the latter might be trivial self-knowledge but knowing that you believe that all races are equal is anything but trivial. What this shows is that there is no rule that knowledge of your own beliefs in the ‘knowing what you believe’ sense is always trivial; it all depends on the content of the belief, just as knowing what you want can be trivial or substantial depending on the content of your desire; knowing that you want vanilla rather than chocolate ice cream is no big deal from an epistemological standpoint but figuring out whether, say, you want another child is unlikely to be quite as straightforward. 

One response to such supposedly ‘hard’ cases of knowing what you want or believe might be to argue that they confuse two quite different things. What is hard in these cases is the forming of the belief or desire, not knowing your formed belief or desire; in other words, it is making your mind up that requires cognitive effort, not knowing your own mind once it is made up. If you already have children and the question arises whether you want another child you may well find it hard to decide what you want. But once you have decided that you do want another child, knowing that this is what you have decided requires no extra cognitive effort. The same goes for knowing what you believe. The really hard question in some cases is whether to believe that P, and the difficulty of figuring out whether to believe that P should not be confused with the difficulty of establishing whether you believe that P given that this is what you believe.

Here is how to respond to this line of thinking: the question whether to believe that P is the question whether, given the evidence available to you, you ought rationally to believe that P. Take the case in which this is an easy question for you to answer; for example, you ought to believe that all races are equal and you know that this is what you ought to believe. In this sense, you have no difficulty working out whether to believe that all races are equal. However, the question that remains whether you do believe that all races are equal, that is, whether your recognition that you ought rationally to believe that all races are equal has the appropriate impact on your thinking and behaviour. You don’t get the answer to this question for free, but not because you find it a hard question whether to believe that all races are equal; you don’t find this a hard question, so there is no risk of confusing the difficulty of answering one question with the difficulty of answering another. In other cases, deciding what you want or believe might be much harder but the challenge of knowing your mind is still additional to the challenge of making up your mind. I’ll come back to this point later in this book, because it has direct bearing on a certain way of understanding TM.
The notion that knowledge of your abilities is substantial self-knowledge also raises some interesting questions. A character in a P. G. Wodehouse novel is asked whether she can speak Spanish and replies “I don’t know: I’ve never tried”. The point here is that in order to know that you can’t speak Spanish you don’t need to have tried and failed to speak Spanish. You know without trying that you can’t speak Spanish (assuming you can’t), and this might lead to the idea that knowledge of your abilities is insubstantial at least to the extent that it isn’t based on evidence. You “just know” that you can’t speak Spanish, or that you can speak English, and it is far from obvious what might stand in the way of your knowing these things. So isn’t there a case for removing knowledge of one’s abilities from the list of ‘substantial’ self-knowledge?

It certainly wouldn’t be a disaster if this is how things turn out as there is no shortage of other examples of substantial self-knowledge. Still, it’s important not to exaggerate the extent to which you “just know” that you can’t speak Spanish. To know that you can’t speak Spanish you don’t need to have tried and failed to speak Spanish but what if you know that you can’t speak Spanish on the basis that you have been learned Spanish or been brought up to speak it? If you know that you have never learned Spanish that is evidence that you don’t speak Spanish, and it’s not incoherent to suppose that you know that you don’t speak Spanish at least in part on the basis of that evidence. You can certainly be wrong about whether you speak Spanish well, and even wrong about whether you can speak Spanish at all. Perhaps you are fluent in a language which you take to be Spanish but which is actually Portuguese. In the case of other abilities, the possibility of error is even more straightforward. You think you can swim because you had swimming lessons some years ago but when you jump into the water you soon discover that you can no longer swim. Or you think you can’t swim, perhaps because you have never been taught to swim, and yet when thrown into the deep end you find yourself swimming. In these, and in other respects, knowledge of your own abilities (or lack of them) has a lot in common with other, more straightforward examples of substantial self-knowledge, even if it has one or two epistemological peculiarities which are certainly worth noting.
The remaining examples of substantial self-knowledge are relatively straightforward, in that they all display a significant proportion of what I have identified as the characteristics of substantial self-knowledge. With respect to each example of substantial self-knowledge we can ask the same four basic questions that can be asked about self-knowledge generally: 

· The Sources Question- what is its source? 

· The Character Question - what is its character)?

· The Obstacles Question - what are the obstacles, if any, to our acquiring or having it?
· The Value Question - what is its value?
There clearly isn’t a single answer to the Sources Question that works for all substantial self-knowledge. How one knows one’s character might be different from how one’s knows one’s abilities, and there are multiple pathways even to knowledge of any one of these things. Still, it’s striking how much we rely on testimony, inference and reflection in acquiring different kinds of substantial self-knowledge. You gain a much better understanding of your character, aptitudes and values by talking to people who know you well and learning how they perceive you. Inference plays a part because of the role of evidence in substantial self-knowledge. You infer from your judgement that all races are equal that you believe that all races are equal, and you infer that you are a poor swimmer from the fact that you have never been taught to swim. Your inferences in these cases are inferences from the evidence available to you, and the idea that your self-knowledge in these cases is inferential goes with the idea that it requires effort to acquire it. As for reflection, the idea here is that in order to know your own values or what will make you happy you usually need to think about it. You don’t “just know”, and what I’m calling ‘reflection’ is the kind of slow thinking that is normally required for substantial self-knowledge.  

The answer to the Character Question is relatively straightforward and implied by my list of characteristics of substantial self-knowledge. When people talk about the ‘character’ of self-knowledge they are usually talking about its supposed epistemic privileges. The standard list of epistemic privileges includes infallibility (you can’t be mistaken), incorrigibility (you can’t be corrected), first-person authority (you know best), and immediacy (your knowledge is immediate or direct). The interesting questions are about the extent to which different kinds of substantial self-knowledge are fallible, corrigible, and so on. Perhaps you are more likely to be wrong about whether you are good at dealing with difficult colleagues than whether you are in love but in neither case is there immunity to error or correction. You might be the sort of person who finds it hard to figure out how you feel about another person, and it might be much more obvious to X than it is to you whether you love her. Substantial self-knowledge requires self-insight, and this is not something which all humans possess to the same degree.

Just as there are different pathways to substantial self-knowledge so there are different obstacles to substantial self-knowledge; there isn’t a single answer to the Obstacles Question. For example, the possibility of self-deception or repression might be more of a threat to some kinds of substantial self-knowledge than to others; thus, with respect to any given example of substantial self-knowledge there is scope for an investigation of what might prevent us from having it. Of course, such an investigation is only worth the effort on the assumption that the self-knowledge in question is worth having and therefore that the obstacles to our having it are worth overcoming. This brings us to the Value Question. I have assumed that substantial self-knowledge is valuable and that its value is either moral or practical or both. There are variations in how different kinds of substantial self-knowledge matter to us, and in how much they matter to us, but it is difficult to conceive of substantial self-knowledge being totally worthless. Perhaps the hardest case is knowing why you have a particular belief or desire. What is the value of that? The thought here is that it matters to us to have the attitudes we have for the right reasons; we don’t want to be like Oliver, the conspiracy theorist who believes a particular theory about what happened on 9/11 for all the wrong reasons. What we value is precisely the kind of self-insight that Oliver lacks, and the hard question is not whether it’s important for us to have this kind of insight into our own attitudes but whether it is possible for humans to have this kind of insight. I’ll come back to this question in part IV.

This, then, is where we have got to: starting with an intuitive distinction between so-called trivial and substantial self-knowledge I’ve tried to explain the basis of this distinction and make the case that substantial self-knowledge includes knowledge of things that actually matters to ordinary humans. There is much more to be said about why it is important to know one’s own character, values, abilities and fundamental attitudes but easy to see that it matters. Given the wide range and intrinsic importance of substantial self-knowledge one might have thought that it would be the focus of the philosophy of self-knowledge. In fact, nothing could be further from the truth. Instead, the recent philosophy of self-knowledge has concentrated on explaining such things as knowing that you are in pain or knowing that you believe that it is raining. This is a little strange, and it’s worth asking why the focus has been on trivial self-knowledge. This is next question I want to address.                   
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