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NORMATIVE RATIONALISM

So far in this book I’ve been harping on about the Disparity, the respects in which we humans are different from homo philosophicus. I’ve suggested that how we reason and form and revise our attitudes is very different from how homo philosophicus would do these things and that we are a long way from being model epistemic citizens. I’ve also suggested that this is a problem for rationalism about self-knowledge and maybe for rationalism more generally. In the last chapter I discussed and ultimately rejected a response which objects that I have exaggerated the extent of the Disparity. This Psychological Rationalist response says that we aren’t as different from homo philosophicus as I’ve suggested because we can’t be. This is the transcendental damage limitation strategy recommended by the likes of Davidson, Dennett, and McDowell. Their thought is it’s a condition on having propositional attitudes at all that our attitudes are more or less as they ought rationally to be. 

In this chapter I want to consider an alternative response to the Disparity. This response doesn’t question the extent of the Disparity but rather its relevance. It recognizes the dangers of basing rationalism about self-knowledge on claims about what we humans are actually like and doesn’t lay itself open to empirical refutation in the way that Psychological Rationalism is open to empirical refutation. Even if you argue transcendentally that we are a certain way because we have to be that way you can still be refuted by evidence that suggests that we aren’t the way you think we have to be. What kind of rationalism can possibly avoid this problem? How can the Disparity so irrelevant to rationalism that it’s not necessary for the rationalist to question the extent of the Disparity?

Here is one answer to this question: suppose we interpret rationalism not as a theory about what human beings are actually like but about how humans ought to be or how they are supposed to be. This is not Psychological but Normative Rationalism, and the Disparity is not problem for Normative Rationalism because saying that humans ought to be a certain way is perfectly consistent with admitting that they aren’t in fact that way. For example, you could think it’s some kind of normative requirement on us that our attitudes are responsive to our reasons or evidence without thinking that they are always responsive to our reasons or to our evidence. From this standpoint there is simply no need to question the extent of the Disparity because the actual Disparity between homo sapiens and homo philosophicus doesn’t affect the idea homo sapiens ought to be, or should be, like homo philosophicus. 
Normative Rationalism is related to but not the same as what I referred to in chapter 1 as compatibilism. Compatibilism says that despite the Disparity between homo philosophicus and homo sapiens TM is still a viable source of self-knowledge for the latter. So far I haven’t represented Normative Rationalism as saying anything about TM. So we now have two basic questions about Normative Rationalism and its relevance for TM, bearing in mind that TM is at the heart of rationalism about self-knowledge:

1. Is there any justification for the view that we humans ought to, or are supposed to, approximate to homo philosophicus?

2. If we ought to approximate to homo philosophicus, does that mean that we can know our own attitudes by employing the Transparency Method?

The first of these questions asks what there is to be said for Normative Rationalism, while the second asks whether Normative Rationalism supports compatibilism. If it does, then that also helps rationalism about self-knowledge.
What lies at the basis of Normative Rationalism is a certain view about the nature of philosophy. The view I have in mind says that philosophy is primarily a normative rather than a descriptive discipline. For example, when it comes to reasoning the main aim of philosophy is not to describe how we do reason but to tell us how we should reason. How we do reason is a matter for empirical psychology not for philosophy. What this means is that we shouldn’t think of homo philosophicus as a mythical species whose operations have nothing to do with us. Rather we should think of the idea of homo philosophicus as a regulative ideal, as setting the standard for homo sapiens: in stipulating how homo philosophicus does reason we are also saying something about how homo sapiens should reason. And if we humans think and reason as we should then it would be possible for us to know our attitudes by employing TM. To concentrate on our intellectual shortcomings is to miss the point of philosophy, which is to help us to overcome our shortcomings.

The idea that rationalism should represent itself as normative rather than descriptive is based on an important strand in the history of philosophy from Descartes to Alvin Goldman. For example, Descartes’ Rules for the Direction of the Mind is explicitly not concerned with what people have thought but with the direction of our mind so as to enable it to form ‘solid and true judgements’. In a similar vein, what Goldman calls ‘epistemics’ aims to ‘regulate or guide our intellectual activities’ and ‘lay down principles or suggestions for how to conduct our cognitive affairs’ (1978: 509). However, the guidance that epistemics provides doesn’t come out of thin air; it must be grounded in a conception of how we ought to conduct our cognitive affairs, and that is what Normative Rationalism tries to flesh out. 

On this view, psychology isn’t irrelevant to philosophy’s normative project but it only plays a subsidiary role. As Goldman points out, since ‘ought’ implies ‘can’, advice about how we ought to reason must take account of what is possible for us: ‘it must take account of the powers and limits of the human cognitive system, and this requires attention to descriptive psychology’ (1978: 510). In addition, to the extent that the regulative enterprise is concerned to correct flaws in human reasoning, it has to know what the flaws are. This again is where descriptive psychology might have a part to play. Nevertheless, descriptive psychology can’t tell us how we ought to conduct our cognitive affairs or, for that matter, what counts as a flaw. These are things only normative philosophy can do.

In assessing the merits of Normative Rationalism, it’s worth noting that this doctrine comes in two different varieties. It’s one thing to talk about how we are supposed to conduct our cognitive affairs and another to talk about how we ought to conduct our cognitive affairs. One version of Normative Rationalism, call it NR1, says that we are supposed to approximate to homo philosophicus in our thinking and reasoning. The other version, call it NR2, says that we ought to approximate to homo philosophicus. The difference is subtle but will become a lot clearer once the notion of how humans are ‘supposed’ to operate has been explained. My aim in this chapter is to explain the difference between NR1 and NR1, explain why there are serious problems with both forms of Normative Rationalism, and argue that neither form of Normative Rationalism is of much use to rationalism about self-knowledge. To put it another way, I will be arguing that the answer that the answer to questions 1 and 2 is ‘no’. 
Starting with NR1, Matthew Boyle’s paper ‘Essentially Rational Animals’ helps to clarify what I have in mind. In this paper Boyle discusses what he refers to as the Classical View of man. One element of this view is that human beings are essentially rational animals or, as Boyle puts it, that “rational animal” belongs to ‘the specification of the essence of humankind’ (2012: 399). Boyle points out that the claim that man is a rational animal ‘is not meant as some sort of statistical generalization’. It is rather ‘a claim about our essential nature, about what it is to be a human being, and to say that it is in our nature to be rational is not necessarily to say that most members of our species draw rational inferences most of the time’ (2012: 422). The underlying point is that to say what it is to be a human being is not to describe properties of individuals that make them human beings but rather to characterize the nature of the kind human being.
As Boyle observes, this mode of description is familiar from nature documentaries. Suppose you are watching a documentary about grizzly bears in which the voiceover says: “The grizzly bear digs a den under rocks or in the hollow of a tree, or in a cave or crevice. It goes into its den between October and December and stays there until the early spring. It has a protective layer of fat that allows it to stay in its den while the weather is cold. It does not really hibernate and can be easily woken up in the winter…”. Boyle comments:

These sentences describe, not what this or that grizzly bear does (….) but what is done by “the grizzly bear”, or by grizzly bears in general – where “in general” is heard in a special register. These sentences do not necessarily describe what holds of most grizzly bears: it may be, for instance, that, given human encroachment on their habitat, most actual grizzlies are not in a position to build up the layer of fat that allows them to survive the winter. Even so, it would be a true description of how “the grizzly bear” lives to say that it goes into hibernation with a protective layer of fat. This truth seems to belong to a story about how things are supposed to go for grizzlies…. Recognizing this, we might try saying that the sentences describe how things “normally” or “properly” go for grizzly bears (2012: 404).

The “normally” in this formulation isn’t statistical. Let’s say that what is Normal (with a capital N) for grizzly bears is how things are supposed to be for grizzlies. What is normal (lower case n) is how things generally do go for them. In these terms, Boyle’s point is that what is Normal for grizzly bears might not be normal.

The same goes for humans. The claim that it is in our nature to be rational can either be interpreted as the claim that humans are Normally rational or as the claim that they are normally rational. The first of these claims is unaffected by empirical arguments for the existence of widespread irrationality among humans. For example, in a paper called ‘Could Man Be an Irrational Animal?’ Stephen Stich argues against the view that man is a rational animal on the grounds that human subjects ‘regularly and systematically invoke inferential and judgemental strategies ranging from the merely invalid to the genuinely bizarre’ (1985: 115). Boyle objects that Stich’s own argumentative strategy here is itself flawed. Stich wrongly assumes that the idea that man is a rational animal must be taken as ‘a claim about how most men think’ (2012: 421). If it isn’t taken this way, how could it be an objection to the Classical View that humans regularly make invalid inferences? However, the Classical View of man is not concerned with how most men think. It is a view about our essential nature, and so rejects the ‘Quantificationalist Assumption’ that statements about the nature of a certain kind of living thing ‘must be read as involving an implicit quantification over (all or most) individuals of that kind’ (2012: 422-3).
With Boyle’s discussion in mind, we are now in a better position to understand NR1. When NR1, says that we are supposed to approximate to homo philosophicus in our thinking and reasoning what this means is that it is Normal (but not necessarily normal) for humans to think and reason like homo philosophicus. So, for example, critical reasoning is Normal for us but self-ignorance, belief-perseverance and attitude recalcitrance are not. When things go as they supposed to go we know our own attitudes, they conform to our judgements and they do not survive evidential discrediting. If, for whatever reason, things don’t go as they are supposed to go the result is a Disparity between homo philosophicus and homo sapiens but the Disparity is no more a problem for NR1 than the fact grizzly bears don’t always hibernate in the winter is a problem for the view that grizzlies are “supposed” to hibernate in the winter. Whether or not we want to characterize the various elements of the Disparity as amounting to examples of irrationality – I say more about this in the next chapter- they have no bearing on Normative Rationalism as I am now interpreting this doctrine.

The obvious next question is: is NR1 actually correct? However, before tackling this question I want to say something about NR2. What is the difference between saying that we are supposed to think and reason like homo philosophicus and saying that we ought to reason like homo philosophicus? If it is Normal for us to think and reason in a certain way then there is a sense in which we “ought” to reason that way. This is a teleological “ought”, the point being that we ought to do what it is Normal for us to do, or what it is in our nature to do. However, not all “oughts” are like this. For example, the suggestion that we ought to give money to charity doesn’t depend on thinking that it’s in our nature to give money to charity. This “ought” is a moral ought, and there are many other examples of “oughts” which needn’t be grounded in a conception of what is Normal for us: we ought to exercise regularly whether or not it is Normal for us to do so in anything like the way that it’s Normal for grizzly bears to hibernate in the winter. If this is right then you could think that humans ought to reason like homo philosophicus regardless of whether this is what we are “supposed” to do. This is what NR2 says, and the challenge is to explain what kind of ought is at issue here if it isn’t a teleological ought.
We can now return to the question whether NR1 is any good, before going on to ask the same question about NR2. Consider, to begin with, critical reasoning. If you are impressed by the Disparity then you will be happy to acknowledge the extent to which critical reasoning isn’t prevalent among humans. Much of our thinking is fast rather than critical. In response, NR1 says: well, that may be so, but it’s still true that critical reasoning is Normal for us, and that “proper” human reasoning is critical reasoning. But why should we think that? If we realize that humans have limited time and intellectual resources it’s hard not to conclude that fast thinking is not just normal but Normal for us. This is the implication of Kahneman’s view that the human mind contains a fast thinking, automatic, System 1 as well as a slow thinking and effortful system 2. As Kahneman writes, ‘when all goes smoothly’ System 2 adopts the suggestions of System 1 with little or no modification (2011: 24). ‘Goes smoothly’ means goes as things are supposed to go, and it’s no great mystery that when even our minds operate as they are supposed to operate much of our thinking and reasoning still isn’t critical. There is no mystery because the division of labour between System 1 and System 2 is highly efficient: ‘it minimizes effort and optimizes performance’ (Kahneman 2011: 25).

The same goes, in some ways, for belief-perseverance and self-ignorance. As we saw in chapter 2, belief-perseverance after evidential discrediting is made possible by our failure to keep track of the justification relations among our beliefs, and it’s not obvious that this failure constitutes a departure from how we are supposed to operate, or from what is Normal for humans. It is both impractical and inefficient for us to keep track of all the justification relations among our beliefs and, as Nisbett and Ross speculate, it might turn out that belief-perseverance serves a range of ‘higher order epistemic goals’ (1980: 191). Clutter avoidance is one such goal. Maintaining stability in one’s belief system might be another. A degree of self-ignorance might also serve a range of epistemic and non-epistemic goals in such a way as to make it Normal for humans; we are not “supposed” to know all there is to know about our attitudes, aptitudes, character, and so on. Knowing all there is to know about these things would consume vast amounts of energy and storage, and would serve no obvious purpose. In contrast, it’s easy to see how, for beings as psychologically fragile as humans tend to be, a degree of self-ignorance might serve a useful purpose: there are some things about ourselves we are better off not knowing. I will have more to say about the self-protective role of self-ignorance in later chapters.
What this discussion brings out is just how difficult it is to make the case that we are supposed to think and reason like homo philosophicus. If, cognitively speaking, so much of what is Normal for us would be far from Normal for homo philosophicus how can it possibly be true that we are “supposed” to be like homo philosophicus? All the indications are that it is not in our nature to approximate to homo philosophicus and that it is in our nature not to be, or even come close to being, model epistemic citizens. Does this mean that we have to reject the Classical View of man as essentially a rational animal? Not at all. What I have just been arguing is not at odds with this view, which is not to say that it is one we should go out of our way to endorse.

There are a couple of points to notice. The first is that the elements of the Disparity I have been describing as Normal aren’t all forms of irrationality. For example, neither belief-perseverance nor fast thinking are irrational, though a person whose belief that P persists after evidential discrediting might be open to rational criticism for continuing to believe that P. If fast thinking isn’t irrational, then the fact that it is Normal for humans has no bearing on whether man is a rational animal. A different case is continuing to believe that P even when one recognizes that one isn’t warranted in believing that P. This really is irrational but even if it is Normal for some of our attitudes to be “recalcitrant” in this sense it still wouldn’t follow that we aren’t essentially rational; it would only follow that it isn’t in the nature of man to be perfectly rational.

It’s also worth noting that the Classical View, at least as Boyle understands it, doesn’t directly support NR1. On Boyle’s reading, the key to the Classical View is that it doesn’t see rationality as a particular power that rational animals are equipped with. Rationality is rather a distinctive manner of having powers. Here is an example: both rational and non-rational animals have the power to act but ‘there is a sense of “doing something” that applies only to rational creatures’ (2012: 414). Only rational creatures can act intentionally, where this is a matter of acting knowingly. A rational creature acts knowingly and intentionally ‘in virtue of exercising its power to determine what ends are worth pursuing and how to pursue them’ (ibid.). Belief is another concept that applies differently to rational and non-rational creatures; non-rational animals have beliefs, but the ascription of beliefs and other attitudes to rational animals presupposes an ideal of rationality. This doesn’t mean that a rational animal’s beliefs are for the most part rational but that the fundamental employment of concepts like belief and action ‘is one in which they figure in representations of a subject as believing and acting for adequate reasons, grasped as such, as exercising powers to get things right in the distinctive way in which rational creatures can get things right’ (Boyle 2012: 423).
From the fact that we are essentially rational animals and that rationality is a manner of having powers rather than a power in its own right it doesn’t follow that we are supposed to approximate to homo philosophicus or that it’s Normal (or normal) for us to think and reason like homo philosophicus. Homo philosophicus isn’t just rational but hyper-rational, and there is no reason to believe that rational animals are “supposed” to be hyper-rational, or that having powers in the distinctive manner that rational animals have powers means that we “should” be like homo philosophicus when nothing else gets in the way. Like other rational animals (if there are any), humans are not homo philosophicus manqué, and the respects in which we aren’t like homo philosophicus are quite Normal (as well as normal) for creatures like us. 

Anyway, aside from the fact that the Classical View doesn’t entail NR1 there are also questions about the merits of this view. For example, is it plausible that intentional action presupposes self-knowledge? Do we want to say that a spider painstakingly spinning its web is either not acting intentionally or acting for adequate reasons ‘grasped as such’? Neither option seems attractive. In general, it’s hard to avoid the suspicion that the Classical View over-intellectualizes the concept of an intentional action, as well as other concepts like belief and desire. However, it is not necessary to argue for this here. Whether or not the Classical view is plausible, it does not help the version of Normative Rationalism which talks about how humans are supposed to be.       

NR2 can be dealt with more briefly: the question is whether we ought to be like homo philosophicus, where ‘ought to be’ doesn’t mean ‘supposed to be’. What else could it mean to say that we ought to be like homo philosophicus? It would be absurdly moralistic to read this as a moral ‘ought’. Even if, contrary to what I’ve argued, all the elements of the Disparity are epistemic failings, epistemic failings are moral failings. It’s not a sin to think fast or to fail to revise one’s beliefs after they have been discredited by new evidence. Perhaps, in that case, the ‘ought’ in NR2 is a pragmatic ‘ought’: we will live and work more effectively and happily if we approximate to homo philosophicus. This is just implausible. For example, fast thinking is a highly effective responsive to many of the problems we face even if it sometimes leads us astray. No doubt there are particular circumstances in which we “ought” to reason slowly and critically; as Burge points out, the ability to reason critically is crucial in enterprises such as giving a proof or engaging in debate but these are not exactly things which many of us spend a lot of time doing. Most of the time, fast thinking works just fine, and there is no general truth of the form “humans ought to reason critically”. It all depends on the circumstances.

Other elements of the Disparity are no different. Would we be better off or happier if we are never biased or self-ignorant, or if our attitudes never survive evidential discrediting? Not necessarily. I’ve already mentioned the various epistemic and non-epistemic goals served by belief-perseverance and self-ignorance, and it’s because they serve such goals that we can make sense of such phenomena. For example, a fair degree of stability in one’s attitudes is a good thing not just epistemically but also in respect of one’s psychological well-being: it’s no good being the kind of person whose attitudes are totally impervious to new evidence but it’s also disruptive and unsettling to be constantly revising one’s attitudes, however insignificant, in response to very piece of undermining evidence. There is something to be said for sticking to one’s guns (in moderation, of course) but this is something that homo philosophicus would never do in the absence of evidential support. This might not bother him but it would bother us; being a model epistemic citizen can’t be much fun, and it’s simply not clear why and in what sense we “ought” to be model epistemic citizens. Indeed, if ‘ought’ implies ’can’ and it’s not possible for humans to be much like homo philosophicus then NR2 is wrong to say that we ‘ought’ to approximate to homo philosophicus. The most that can be said is that there are specific times and contexts where we ought to behave ourselves epistemically.

To sum up, I’ve distinguished two versions of Normative Rationalism and argued that they are both problematic in related ways. They both respond to the Disparity by arguing that whether or not we are actually like homo philosophicus we should, in different senses of “should”, be like homo philosophicus. I’ve argued that the relevant senses of “should” are hard to pin down and that both forms of Normative Rationalism seriously underestimate the extent to which it is appropriate for human beings not to approximate to homo philosophicus. It’s easy, especially for philosophers, to be seduced by the vision of humans striving to be model epistemic citizens but there is also a downside to perfect rationality which shouldn’t be forgotten. But even if you are not convinced, there is another point which you will hopefully find convincing: even if Normative Rationalism is plausible, it doesn’t help rationalism about self-knowledge. Let me conclude this chapter by explaining why.
Rationalism about self-knowledge says that it’s possible for us to know our own attitudes by employing the Transparency Method. TM says that you can determine what your attitude is in a given case by determining what it ought rationally to be. This requires the assumption that you beliefs and other attitudes are as they ought rationally to be, but what if they aren’t? There are many ways of dealing with this problem which I’ll discuss further in a later chapter: if your attitudes are roughly as they ought rationally to be then determining how they ought to be can still serve as a more less reliable guide to how they are. Alternatively, it might be argued that determining that you ought rationally to believe that P makes it the case that you believe that P and thereby enables you to know that you believe that P. Whatever the problems with these approaches they do at least address the question raised by the Disparity between what our attitudes are and what they ought rationally to be. But pointing out that we should be such that our attitudes are as they ought rationally to be is no help at all. If we were the way that Normative Rationalism says we should be then it would be possible for us to use TM to know our attitudes but the problem is that we aren’t that way.

The point is this: rationalism about self-knowledge isn’t just a view about how in an ideal world it would be possible for us to know our own attitudes; it’s a view about how we can actually know our own attitudes. The key is therefore whether our attitudes are actually as they rationally ought to be and, if not, whether this matters to TM. In contrast, Normative Rationalism is not concerned with whether our attitudes are actually how they ought to be. It is only concerned with how our attitudes ought to be, and we can all agree that our attitudes rationally ought to be as they rationally ought to be. This is no use to TM because it doesn’t tackle the Disparity. Unlike Psychological Rationalism, Normative Rationalism doesn’t try to attenuate the Disparity. Unlike compatibilism, Normative Rationalism doesn’t try to show that TM is still useable despite the Disparity. What Normative Rationalism says is that TM would be useable by us if we approximated to homo philosophicus but that is plainly not the issue. For all that Normative Rationalism says about how humans should think and reason, it remains totally mysterious how on this account we actually are actually able to know our own attitudes
I started this chapter by asking these questions: is there any justification for the view that humans ought to, or are supposed to, approximate to homo philosophicus? If we ought to approximate to homo philosophicus, does that mean that we can know our own attitudes by employing the Transparency Method? It should now be clear that the answer to both is ‘no’. If the answer to the second question were ‘yes’ then Normative Rationalism would support what I have been calling “compatibilism”, but in reality Normative Rationalism does no such thing. Although insisting that we “should” be like homo philosophicus is compatible with admitting that we aren’t like homo philosophicus, this doesn’t explain how our not being like homo philosophicus is compatible with our being able to know our own attitudes by using the Transparency Method. These are two different types of ‘compatibility’, and they need to be clearly distinguished. 

Given the limitations of Psychological and Normative Rationalism the best bet for rationalism about self-knowledge is to explore the second type of compatibility, that is, the possibility that the Disparity is compatible with our actually being able to know our attitudes by means of TM. This is ‘compatibilism’ as I understand it, and I will have more to say about it in chapter 9. First, there is another matter that needs to be resolved. I have repeatedly said in this chapter and in previous chapters that not all the elements of the Disparity are forms of irrationality. This raises an obvious question: how exactly should the notion of ‘irrationality’ be understood? This question is worth asking because, apart from its relevance for the Classical (philosophical) View of man and rationalism about self-knowledge, it has become fashionable in recent years for non-philosophers to talk about the extent to which humans are ‘irrational’. Behavioural economists, in particular, tend to go on about this but I want to argue that the concept of rationality isn’t well understood by people who argue in this way, and that however struck we are by the Disparity we should refrain from describing human beings as constitutionally irrational.     
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