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draft for Fribourg, March 2 2009 Irresistible reasons Elisabetta Lalumera Università di Milano-Bicocca 1. Introduction Reasons are what we talk about when we evaluate or justify our own and other people’s beliefs; as standards of correctness they make our beliefs correct or incorrect, justified or not. Reasons are also what makes us believe, or move us to believe when a certain evidence is given; as ingredients of our processes of belief formation, they somehow make beliefs happen. How do reasons make us believe? What is their motivational force? And what is the relationship between their motivational force and their role as standard of correctness? One way to approach these very deep questions is to start by considering a smaller, but closely connected issue, namely the possibility of cases in which reasons seem to fail to exert such motivational force, and we apparently resist them, and believe against them. These are cases of epistemic akrasia, characterized as the state of rationally believing something, while acknowledging that there are no sufficient reasons for so believing (or that there are sufficient reasons for an incompatible belief). Epistemic akrasia is the epistemic analogue of a widely debated phenomenon in the practical domain, namely weakness of will, or acting against one’s own acknowledged best practical or moral reasons. Weakness of will has long been a test of theories of the motivational force of moral and practical reasons. Mutatis mutandis, epistemic akrasia can be a test of theories of the motivational force of epistemic reasons. Philosophers who recently discovered this possibility of inquiry tend to converge on the negative conclusion that epistemic akrasia is not a 1 genuine phenomenon (Owens, 2002, Smith and Pettit 1996, Adler 2002) . In this paper I agree with this. We cannot resist our own best epistemic reasons. This squares well with the phenomenology of belief. It is very difficult to conceive of good examples of believing against one’s epistemic reasons; on the contrary, it seems to us that usually reasons compel us or move us to believe – if I look up out of the window and see the blue sky I cannot but form the belief that the sky is blue, and if I have gathered enough evidence that someone is sincere and reliable, 2 then I cannot but believe that she is sincere and reliable: to see her as such, we would say . The mere difficulty of describing a convincing case, however, is not yet an argument for the impossibility of epistemic akrasia. An argument for such a conclusion ought to explain why there are no convincing cases by pointing to some general and essential characteristics of the concepts involved. Existing arguments may be seen as falling into to two broad kinds. On the one hand there are what I will call ‘external relation arguments’, which start from the consideration that believing according to reasons is a three-step process, involving acknowledgement of reasons, a further motivational state – say, a judgement, or an act of will – and belief, and conclude that such ingredient is inadequate to play the required explanatory role in alleged akratic cases, because of some characteristics of belief or theoretical reasoning. On the other hand there are what I will call ‘internal relation arguments’, which core idea is that there is no intermediate step – no extra motivational state – between acknowledging one’s own best reasons for p and believing p, and that is precisely the reason why epistemic akrasia is not possible.



The specific aim of this paper is to defend a version of internal relation argument. In order to do so, I will first assess what I take to be the paradigmatic external relation arguments against akrasia, and say why they are not sufficient to a proper explanation of the impossibility of epistemic akrasia, though I agree with their bottom line. Then I will consider two ways of articulating the idea behind internal relation arguments, which makes it implausible. Finally I will propose my own version of an internal relation argument, according to which there is an internal but non trivial relation between acknowledging one’s own best reasons for belief, and forming the corresponding belief. These are two different kinds of states. The non-trivial internal relation follows from accepting some general characteristics of our conceptual system (Peacocke 1992, 2009) and of our status of rational subjects (Burge 1993, 1998). Together with these general facts, the internal relation explains the motivational force of reasons, and the impossibility of epistemic akrasia. In the conclusion I will consider one prima facie objection to this proposal, as well as some of its consequences for our understanding of the notion of epistemic reason. 2. Epistemic Akrasia Let us say that normally we form beliefs for reasons. Some of these reasons may be more clear to us, because we explicitly recall them from memory and reassess them in the process of belief formation. For example I come to believe that 35 x 35 is 1225 because I recall from memory a certain rule of thumb for the mental calculation of the squares of multiples of five whose last figure is five, and which are smaller than 100: the rule I recall is the reason for me to believe that the square of 35 is 1225. Other reasons may be more difficult to recognize and to formulate explicitly, as when I look up out of the window and believe that the sky is blue, or when I come to believe that a certain person is sincere and reliable on the basis of my long acquaintance with her. In the first case the route to the belief is somehow too short, and it takes philosophical reflection to find out that it involves reasons at all. In the second case the route to belief may be very long and complicated, and it takes introspection to see how many reasons it involves. However apparent or difficult to discover they may be, in this paper I will talk of reasons as satisfying two conditions: an (epistemic) reason is a circumstance that3 according to S makes it correct to believe p, and that is also capable of moving S to believe p . So, for example, my visual experience of a blue sky speaks to me in favour of believing that the sky is blue, and it also makes me believe that it is so. This characterization of epistemic reasons is programmatically incomplete in at least two respects. First, it does not specify what sorts of entities can play the role of reasons. Second, it does not specify the nature of the epistemic relation between the subject and her reasons – how evident and accessible to the subject reasons should they be, provided that they are to some degree. So I will speak of ‘acknowledgement’ of reasons from the subject’s part, leaving it open what sort of epistemic state it specifically amounts to. These issues are surely relevant for an understanding of the motivational force of reasons, but not at this stage of the discussion, so I’ll come back to them later when necessary. It should be clear, however, that I use the term ‘reason’ where other4 philosophers writing on akrasia have used ‘acknowledged evidence’ or ‘best judgement’ . If normally we believe out of reasons, it is equally clear that sometimes we don’t. Sometimes we pass over reasons, we misapply rules, we make mistakes. There are many ways of going against



epistemic reasons, spanning from perceptual errors, lapses of memory, chemically induced 5 states, self-deceit, and wishful thinking . Epistemic akrasia is one particular kind of not believing out of reasons, the kind in which reasons are not simply passed over or ignored, but appreciated 6 as reasons for (or against) a certain belief that is, nevertheless, explicitly rejected (or embraced) . In cases of epistemic akrasia reasons are inert, they don’t exercise their motivational force, they don’t move us to believe. Subjectively, we are left cold by them, though we see them as reasons. The problem is whether such cases really exist. There are several slightly different definitions of epistemic akrasia in the literature, which correspond to the above informal description of the phenomenon. I’ll concentrate on just one of them, sometimes called ‘full-blown akrasia’. Following Heil (1984: 65) I’ll therefore adopt the following definition: S believes p akratically if and only if: i) S takes p as incompatible with q ii) S acknowledges R and R’ as good or sufficient reasons for p and q respectively iii) S acknowledges that R’overweights R iv) S believes p, and does not believe q. A few points of clarification. Clauses (i) and (ii) ensure that S is rational, namely, not inconsistent and reason-sensitive – therefore sufficiently ‘free’ from brute overriding causal forces. As Owens puts it quite dramatically, the akratic (believer) “freely and deliberately gives in to [epistemic] temptation”(2001: FIND PAGE). In particular, clause (ii) may be rephrased as containing a normative commitment, namely 7 iib) S acknowledges that given R, she ought to believe p, and given R’, she ought to believe q . The qualification of 'good' or 'sufficient' reason is meant to exclude cases where, for lack of information, the subject takes herself to be not in an adequate epistemic state to form a belief, but just an hypothesis. Finally, in clause (iii), the intuitive idea is that a reason may be overweighted by another in many different respects, from being directly defeated, to being less conclusive with respect to the corresponding belief. In any case, epistemic akrasia according to this characterization can be also 8 described as believing on the grounds of one’s outweighted reasons . This latter formulation signals an analogy with the discussion of practical or moral akrasia, which is precisely the kind of cases in which the subject acts on outweighted reasons. For example, suppose I have reasons for eating a bar of chocolate (say, expected pleasure), and reasons for not eating it (say, avoiding unhealthy food), and I value my expected pleasure less than my resolution to avoid unhealthy food. I act akratically if I nevertheless act on the 9 outweighted reason, namely, expected pleasure, and have my chocolate bar . Let’s move eventually to an alleged example of epistemic akrasia. A subject S, say Simon, is faced with sufficient reasons to believe that Anna is guilty. The testimony of the eyewitness to the crime is sufficient to establish her guilt, and Simon recognizes that such evidence is more plausible than Anna’s own alibi (Anna’s alibi is outweighted by the eyewitness’s testimony). Simon acknowledges that he ought to believe that Anna is guilty, but he believes that Anna is innocent. That is to say, Simon is left cold by his own best reasons, and believes, so to say, in the 10 teeth of them, and on the grounds of his outweighted reason . Notice that what matters to the story is not what Simon decides to do, or declares about Anna, or how he decides to behave towards her. What matters is what he sincerely believes, namely, his personal endorsement of the content of an all-or nothing judgement. For there is a way to render



the example trivially plausible by playing with the meaning of ‘belief’ – which would not make it a case of full-blown epistemic akrasia. Simon acknowledges that he ought to believe that Anna is guilty but behaves as if Anna were innocent. He declares that she is and, more importantly, he acts as though she were in all relevant respects. From the third-person perspective, an observer would say that he believes her to be innocent in spite of his best reasons. Now, it is11plausible that many times we believe akratically from the point of view of people who observe us . But the the point of view is relevant here - akrasia is not about third-person perspective, with explanatory reasons and attributed beliefs. It is about first-person perspective, motivating reasons and endorsed beliefs. The distinction would vanish only with a strictly behaviouristic sense of ‘belief’, which I take to be out of question. 3. External Relation Arguments and Others As I said, my aim here is not to argue that epistemic akrasia is impossible, but rather to assume the point, and try to understand what is the best argument for explaining why. Accordingly, I will not criticize arguments in favour of akrasia, but assess arguments against it that have been proposed so far. Let’s start with the weaker ones, the paradox argument, and the no-cases argument. G. E. Moore famously argued that an assertion of the form ‘I believe p, but not p’ would reflect a paradoxical state of a rational subject. It is tempting to see cases of akrasia as steps on a continuum of cases obtained from Moore’s paradox by dropping the emphasis on the linguistic act of assertion, and by slightly weakening the formulation – steps represented by sentences like 12 ‘I believe p, but I ought not to believe p’, or ‘I believe p, but if q then not p, and q’ . Let us grant, for the sake of the argument, that there is such a continuum of epistemically infelicitous states. To claim that epistemic akrasia is paradoxical because Moore’s assertion is, however, would amount at best to a sorites fallacy, and at worst to an error, because it is difficult to claim that the concept of paradox is vague. So the possibility of dismissing epistemic akrasia together with Moore’s assertion is not viable, though the comparison between the two phenomena might be somehow illuminating. A further way to dismiss epistemic akrasia is the no-cases argument. It consists in discussing alleged cases and saying how and why each of them can be redescribed as not meeting one or more of the defining conditions of epistemic akrasia – thereby concluding that there are no cases. One may wonder why the supporter of epistemic akrasia has the burden of proof here, and not vice versa. I think a plausible answer could be that the burden of proof, and the consequent dialectical disadvantage, of the supporter of epistemic akrasia comes from the fact that her position is revisionary, or phenomenologically weak. Akratic belief is not something we experience frequently (compare, for contrast, the experience of facing a moral dilemma or the experience of acting at will). When we obtain beliefs from perception, testimony, deductive inference, and rule-following we rather experience the fact of being moved by reasons. It might be that this is also an asymmetry with akratic action, which is somehow more familiar, at least under a certain description. If taken as a fact about us, the familiarity of the experience of being moved by epistemic reasons suffices for the dialectical fairness of a no-cases argument, because it gives the burden of proof to the supporter of epistemic akrasia. Though maybe not dialectically unfair, the no-cases argument suffers from lack of generality. Obviously, to show that a certain phenomenon does not happen is not yet to say why it is so (or



why it could not happen). According to this line of thought, epistemic akrasia might still be interesting as a logical or coneptual possibility, somehow independently of the examples. This is what some writers in fact hold: It is, of course, always possible that an agent who seems to manifest incontinence does not really believe what he professes to believe, or that he does not deep down take his belief to be unwarranted in the manner described. It is equally true that what I have characterized as incontinence shades imperceptively into ordinary forms of insincerity and self-deception…If the notion of doxastic incontinence seems strange, it is more strange, surely, to suppose that the phenomenon is logically impossible (Heil 1984: 68). So I’ll take the mere possibility of epistemic akrasia as worth discussing, and accordingly 13 consider the arguments against such modal claim . I will discuss external relation arguments first. My aim is to show that, though each of them arrives at a partial true conclusion, they fail to provide a general explanation of why akrasia is not possible. So at best they are steps of a complete argument. Let me first introduce some terminology. If there is some state a subject is in, in virtue of which he is motivated to believe p, 14 having acknowledged R as reasons for p, I'll call it a “motivational state” . If there is a motivational state between reasons and beliefs, then the (motivating) relation between them is external, namely, it holds only in virtue of the occurrence of that motivational state. Let’s call this the ‘external relation view’. It is easy to see that the external relation view fits well with a defense of the possibility of epistemic akrasia. Once you have allowed for a necessary step or ingredient between reasons and corresponding beliefs, akrasia can be represented as the kind of cases where the necessary ingredient is missing or altered. In fact, this is the common structure of arguments in favour of 15 epistemic akrasia . However, the external relation view is also common to some arguments against epistemic akrasia. In these cases, the core idea can be put as thus: akrasia calls for an akratic motivational state, but there are no adequate akratic motivational states. Let's say, then, that a motivational state is akratic when it makes the subject believe p even though his own best reasons are in favour of q. Thus, external relation arguments are aimed at showing that there are no akratic motivational states, and therefore, epistemic akrasia is not possible. More precisely: i) If S believes q and not p in spite of the fact that his reasons for p outweight his reasons for q, there must be some motivational state α he is in, which makes him believe q. ii) States of kind α are inadequate as akratic motivational states. iii) Epistemic akrasia is not possible. For example, an external relation argument against akrasia may be centered on testing desire as an akratic motivational state. Consider this elaboration of Simon’s example. Simon loves Anna imagine he is her father, or partner, or best friend. He wants to keep his relationship with Anna as before, but knows that that would be impossible if he believed that Anna were guilty. He therefore wants to believe that Anna is innocent, because it is the best means to his end. Simon’s desire is to form such belief, so he forms it. Now the question is: is that possible? Could desire act as the akratic motivational state, endowed with the power to move Simon’s epistemic inclination from the good reason to the outweighted reason? The answer is negative. Desires are idle with respect to beliefs. There is no route from “I desire that I believe p” to “I believe p”. This is because beliefs are primarily aimed at



representing veridically. If a state is a state of believing, it is so partially in virtue of its semantic 16 relation with the world, which individuates at least partially its content . If such relation is in place, the state in question is already a belief, and the fact that I desire it plays no role. If such relation is not in place, the state in question is not a belief, and the fact that I desire is equally incapable of changing this (metaphysical) fact. This is not to deny that some beliefs are more desirable than others for the effect they might have on one’s overall state of mind, or quality of life. That Anna is innocent is a desireable belief for Simon, just like that God exists and takes care of us is a desireable belief to have for most people. Being desireable, however, is definitely different from being obtainable just by desiring (just try and check with each of your own desires). A second candidate akratic motivational state is will. An external relation argument may be constructed by testing will as the missing ingredient that would sway the subject from his own best reasons. Simon’s story with ‘will’ is the same as before, except for the bottom line. Simon wants to believe that Anna is innocent, it is the best means to get what he aims for. So he decides to believe it, and believes it out of an act of will. Is that possible? Would will score better than desire? As many writers have argued, not quite. Here is a well-known remark by Bernard Williams: If, in full consciousness, I could will to acquire a "belief" irrespective of its truth, it is unclear that before the event I could seriously think of it as a belief, i.e., as something purporting to represent reality (1973, FIND PAGE). In its details, the argument proceeds just like in the case of desire. In the story, Simon can surely decide and - by will - to act as if Anna were innocent. But, being rational, he could not think that the state he decides to enter in, and obtains through an act of will, is really a belief. Being rational is being somehow aware of the conceptual connection between belief and truth. A state one enters in through an act of will can't be a belief, unless it is already a belief in virtue of its being properly connected to the world through a semantic relation which determines its content. It is this semantic relation that is essential to the belief and partially individuates it, while other relational non-content preperties - such as being desireable – are not essential to its being a belief (nor to being the belief it is). As before, some qualifications are needed here. This is not to say that will has no place in the way in which we plan our epistemic conduct. People voluntarily look for and expose themselves to certain kinds of evidence in order to be in the best epistemic state to acquire certain desireable beliefs, or to strengthen the connections of such desireable beliefs with other beliefs they already hold. If I want to become a vegetarian because I value the idea of having the belief that the best thing to do about food is to avoid meat, I'd go to conferences, read books, and search the Internet in order to find evidence in favour of vegetarianism. I'd try to be in the best epistemic position to form such belief by acquiring the best reasons I can get. This part – the gathering of evidence – and not belief formation, can be subject to acts of will. Think of this example: one cannot catch a cold by an act of will. What can be done voluntarily is to put oneself in the best position to catch a cold, for example by closing one's umbrella under the pouring rain, or by sleeping in the garden in winter. This part – exposing oneself to draughts – and not the virus attack itself, can be an act 17 of will . One more candidate akratic motivational state - before leaving external relation arguments for good - is a second-order judgement of the form of a practical 'ought'. Suppose once more that Simon's desired end is to preserve his relationship with Anna. Rationalizing his own situation,



Simon judges that he ought to believe that Anna is innocent, for that would be the best way (maybe the unique way) to achieve his goal. Thus, in light of the eyewitness’ testimony, Simon judges he ought to believe that Anna is guilty, but in order to pursue his own personal goal, he judges he ought to believe that Anna is innocent. Is second-order practical (or moral) ought an 18 adequate akratic motivational state? Owens (2002) persuasively argues that it is not . Practical reasoning does not exert this kind of control over the formation of our beliefs. Practical reasons are idle with respect to belief formation, just like desires and acts of will. Though belief can be described as goal-directed, it is always and necessarily directed to one goal only, namely, 19 representing what is true . The disclaimer, once more, is that this is not to deny that our practical goals may strongly direct our epistemic practices, just like20in the previous case of will, by motivating us to gather certain kinds of evicence and not others . What are we to make of all this? I have shown that external relation arguments, taken individually, soundly conclude that desire, will, and second-order practical judgement are not akratic motivational states. They are not states a subject may enter in and which have the power of making him believe on the grounds of his outweighted epistemic reason. Moreover, taken collectively, these external relation arguments compose an argument by elimination for the conclusion that there are no akratic motivational states, if we assume, quite plausibly, that will, desire, and second-order judgements exhaust the plausible candidates. Yet, in both cases – the individual and the collective - external relation arguments do not provide an explanation of such general feature of epistemic rationality – the impossibility of akratic motivational states. In fact, two questions remain unanswered. What do desires, acts of will, and practical oughts have in common, which makes them idle with respect to rational belief formation? More generally, what is it about epistemic reasons and corresponding beliefs, that makes it impossible for some other state of the subject to intervene, and severe the connection? 3. Internal relation arguments, the trivial reading To the first questions, the internal relation view about epistemic reasons and belief gives a straightforward answer. What proposed akratic morivational states have in common, which makes them idle with respect to beliefs, is precisely the property of being motivational states. There is no motivational state between reasons and corresponding beliefs. (Acknowledged) reasons per se are capable of moving subjects to believe, and nothing else can. There is an internal relation between one’s own best reasons, and entertaining the corresponding beliefs. Epistemic akrasia is impossible because a rational subject cannot but believe on the basis of her best reasons. Though it may seem quite natural at this point of our discussion, the internal relation view is always difficult to spell out without making it seem either trivial, or questionable, or explanatorily idle. Is it not just a re-statement of the phenomenon of the impossibility of epistemic akrasia? In fact, I still need to say why there is an internal relation between epistemic reasons and beliefs, and why it should be sufficient to explain the motivating relation, and the specific phenomenon of the impossibility of akrasia. This is how I will proceed in these remaining two sections. First, I will discuss two ways in which the internal relation view should not be articulated, on pain of being (respectively) false or unclear. Then I will propose that the internal relation view is explanatory with respect to the motivational force of epistemic reasons



because it depends on general facts about minds and subjects, which re also psychologically active factors in the minds of subjects. Let us consider the two unsatisfactory articulations first. To repeat: according to internal relation views, a rational subject cannot but believe on the basis of his best epistemic reasons. It follows that a subject cannot believe on the grounds of outweighted reasons, that is to say, epistemic akrasia is not possible. One way to articulate the idea that there is an internal relation between acknowledging reasons and believing is that the two states are in fact identical. Any individual state entertains a trivially internal relation with itself. This is somehow implicit in passages like the following: My recognition that the evidence for some proposition p, is compelling is not one stage in a process that leads me eventually to hold p. My recognition that p stands in this relation to the 21 evidence in my possession just is to adopt p . Here, the idea is that there is one single state, namely, acknowledging a sufficient reason R for p/believing p. So we believe p as soon as we acknowledge R, and we believe p whenever we acknowledge R, and there can’t be a state of acknowledging R without believing p, but just in the trivial sense according to which we can’t be in a certain state without being in that very same state. I think this trivial version of the internal relation view depends on a questionable assumption. Let’s see why. In order to be identical to beliefs, states of acknowledgement of reasons ought to be nothing but beliefs. Are they beliefs? This is surely a big question. As I said in section 2, the topic of this paper is neither the ontology of reasons (what kind of entity they are), nor the epistemology of reasons (what epistemic relation a subject entertains with such entities, for them to count as his reasons), but rather the relation reasons bear to beliefs, or their motivational force. However, this is the point where at least epistemology comes to bear on the latter issue. If they were beliefs, acknowledgements of reasons would be beliefs of the form 'R is my reason for believing p' or 'Given R, I ought to believe p', or maybe also some version of 'p because R'. Now these beliefs surely enter in an adult's own reconstruction of her own epistemic conduct. So at least the disposition to assent to beliefs of such forms seems to be a sensible requirement to put on the very possession of the concept of reason - this is, to anticipate, part of what I'll say in the next section. But the identity claim of reasons and acknowledgements of reasons says more than that. The identity claim is a point about how reasons move us, not just about how reasons make our beliefs correct or incorrect. So it says not simply that the beliefs in question must be accepted as a rational reconstruction, but rather that all acknowledgements of reasons have the form of such beliefs within our processes of belief formation. This is a very strong assumption, and I don't think there are sufficient grounds to hold it. Phenomenologically, this is not what seems to happens. Most of the time we don't form belief states about reasons, when we use reasons as reasons. Think of perceptual-based beliefs, and how they guide behaviour: I stop the car because I believe that the traffic light turned red, not because I also believed that, given my state of perception, I ought to believe that the traffic light turned red. Or think of how we form beliefs about other people's feelings and emotions just by looking at them. It seems that the sole cases where we actually form beliefs about reasons is when we face some difficulty or doubt there is some process of inquiry going on, rather than a quick on-the-spot process of belief formation. Thus, Simon in our example might believe explicitly that he ought to believe that Anna is guilty, precisely because he is somehow reclutant to the belief. Reasons, so to say, are explicitly called in by doubts.



A supporter of the trivial internal relation - the view that acknowledgements of reasons just are beliefs - might object that in the cases I mentioned the belief was implicit, or below awareness. I think this would be an uninteresting move to make. To extend the meaning of belief so to cover other kinds of representational states would just weaken her position - and the further question could be raised: how can be an implicit and unconscious belief identical to an explicit conscious one? Surely the view of the epistemology of reasons I have just sketched and relied on needs to be spelled out in much more detail. Yet, what I needed here was to establish some ground for claiming that the trivial internal relation view of reasons and belief is objectionable. I think the ground is sufficient for such limited goal. Acknowledgements of reasons need not be beliefs, so in this sense the relation is not trivial. Now I would like to consider a somehow more elusive version of the internal relation view, a 23 phenomenological version. It can be extracted from passage by Smith and Pettit : Imagine that your beliefs run counter to what evidence and fact require. In such a case, your beliefs will not allow those requirements to remain visible because the offending beliefs themselves will not allow those requirements to remain visible because the offending beliefs themselves give you your sense of what is and what appears to be. You are therefore denied an experience whose content is that you are believing such and such in defiance of the requirements of fact and evidence (1996: 448). Here, Smith and Pettit seem to claim that believing p and acknowledging reasons for p are phenomenologically identical states. If R is a reason for p and R’ is a reason for q, you can’t have both the experience of believing p, and the experience of acknowledging R’. For the experience of believing p is identical to the experience of acknowledging R, the experience of acknowledging R’ is identical to the experience of believing q, and the experience of believing p and the experience of believing q are incompatible. More precisely, Smith and Pettit’s view can be seen as involving two claims. The first, the incompatibility claim, is a sort of Gestalt point. As in a Gestalt picture – imagine Wittgenstein’s duck-rabbit – where you can’t both see the picture as A and as B, because one experience switches off the other, so in rational belief formation you can’t entertain a belief and see the outweighted reason as a good and sufficient reason, because one experience switches off the other. This may be seen as the phenomenological equivalent of Williams’ point, according to which we have no epistemic regrets: a belief and the outweighted 24 reasons against it are phenomenologically incompatible . But Smith and Pettit’s view features a further claim, the identity claim, namely, that entertaining a belief and acknowledging the corresponding reasons have the same phenomenological properties – they are phenomenally identical. This identity claim may be read as a version of the trivial internal relation view. It is at least plausible that any state is phenomenally identical to itself. If this is so, the problem of the trivial internal relation view discussed above carry over to Smith and Pettit’s phenomenological version. But it need not be so. The identity in question may just be phenomenological identity. The idea might just be that acknowledging epistemic reasons and entertaining the corresponding belief are states with identical phenomenological properties. Now, is that true? An answer to that question would involve a discussion of the existence and proper theory of the phenomenological properties of states like beliefs, which would definitely 25 lead us astray from our main line of argument . Still, we may suppose or assume that it is true. Yet another question can be raised, namely, would that phenomenological identity be sufficient to establish the impossibility of epistemic akrasia? The answer to this question is more readily



available, and I think it is negative. Whatever phenomenal properties are (and independently of whether beliefs possess them), they surely come into two varieties: essential and non essential ones, with respect to the state that possesses them. Now, to claim that that belief and acknowledgement of reasons stand in an internal relation on the basis of the premise that they have identical phenomenal properties may work only with the additional premise that those phenomenal properties are essential to both beliefs and reasons. If they are not, then nothing about beliefs and reasons follows from their phenomenal properties. Without a proper case for such premise, the argument I reconstructed from Smith and Pettit is at best incomplete. Let’s sum up before proceeding. What I have said so far about the internal relation view on epistemic reasons and beliefs is that it is not convincing in its trivial reading, and it is incomplete as an explanation of the impossibility of akrasia in the phenomenological reading. What we are left with is the idea of a non-trivial internal relation between epistemic reasons and beliefs, namely, a relation between two non-identical states, but which nevertheless cannot but hold. This is what makes epistemic akrasia impossible. In the next section I suggest how this idea might be supported. 4. Towards an explanation of the internal relation We are back to our initial question – how do reasons move us, if not with the intermediation of a motivational state of sorts? Why are they irresistible, so that believing akratically is not possible? Having discarded the idea that acknowledging epistemic reasons and forming the corresponding beliefs are one and the same state, we are left with the picture of two (kinds of) states, such that one necessarily leads to the other. To move from the level of description to the level of explanation now requires pointing to some more general condition or feature from which this phenomenon would somehow follow. In this latter task I will draw upon views elaborated by Peacocke on the nature of concepts (1992, 2009) and by Burge on the nature of rationality and the human mind (1998, 2003). These views involve two ideas that, taken together, may be combined in an explanation of the irresistible force of epistemic reasons. The first idea is that to have a concept is to be, inter alia, immediately sensitive to some canonical or basic grounds for its application. For example, to have the concept of red one has to be immediately sensitive to a certain range of visual experiences as conditions in which it is correct to form the belief ‘This is red’. While perceptual mistakes and other unfavourable conditions are always possible, once they are excluded, a subject who possesses the concept of red and acknowledges a certain experience cannot but form the corresponding belief, if any. Likewise, a subject who possesses the concept of addition and is presented with a certain sum, cannot but form a belief with the correct result (if she forms any belief at all). Viceversa, it is impossible for someone who possesses the concept of red to rationally form the belief ‘This is green’, having acknowledged a visual experience of red, and it is impossible for someone who masters the concept of addition to sincerely believe that 5+7 is 11, once mistakes and unfavourable conditions are excluded. In Peacocke’s terms (1992), to possess a concept is to feel some beliefs as ‘immediately compelling’ given certain grounds. The idea here is that the state of having concepts explains why some epistemic reasons are irresistible, and why some cases of epistemic akrasia are impossible. In virtue of the state of having certain concepts, we cannot but see some circumstances as grounds for rationally forming a certain belief. Notice that my point here is not that the possession of concepts immediately



justifies a certain range of basic judgements and beliefs containing them. The normative role of reasons is not directly at issue here. The point is rather that the state of having concepts explains why at least in certain cases, we are immediately motivated or moved by some kinds of epistemic reasons. Why would this qualify as an explanation of the motivating force of epistemic reasons? First, because having concepts is a psychologically real condition of a subject (according to Peacocke it is at least sometimes a state of implicit knowledge), and therefore it can be active in the process of rational belief formation. Second, it is a more general condition of a subject than the state of acknowledging certain reasons and forming the corresponding beliefs. Concepts are general precisely in that possessing a concept is being able to entertain a virtually infinite range of beliefs containing that concepts given appropriate circumstances. Finally, having concepts is not a motivational state in the sense envisaged by the external relation view. It is not a state the subject enters in when she acknowledges a reason, and which mediates between reasons and beliefs by moving the subject to believe. It is a presupposition of the motivating relation, not a part of it. Being a general and psychologically real condition, and not a motivational state, the state of concept possession qualifies as explanatory with respect to the internal relation between epistemic reasons and beliefs. The explanation based on the possession of concepts is, however, only a partial explanation of the internal relation view. It covers one kind of cases only. Consider the case in which I form the belief ‘This is red’ on the basis of the verbal information ‘This is the scarf you bought in Valencia last November’. It is plausible that the information that red is the colour of the scarf I bought in Valencia last November is not part of my concept of red. My concept of red, described here as an implicit representation of rules for its correct application, can’t be a list of all the red items I have known so far. It is rather a representation of the basic cases of correct application, from which the others may follow. So my possession of the concept of red per se does not account for the fact that I cannot but believe that this is red, on the grounds that this is the scarf I bought in Valencia. The features of the concept do not suffice for making my belief compelling, when that circumstance is given to me as a reason. Analogously – to go back to our core example - Simon’s concepts of innocence and guilt are plausibly not defined (not even implicitly) by Anna’s case. Simon does not draw just on his possession of the concept of guilt in order to find the belief that Anna is guilty compelling on certain grounds. This is to say that, obviously, not all 26 the true and rational judgements are basic cases of concept-application . Many true and rational judgements involve other information, which goes beyond what is represented as a possession condition for some concept. That’s why the state of possessing concepts is one part of the explanation of the internal relation between epistemic reasons and beliefs, and covers one level of cases only. What about the other cases? Why in general are epistemic reasons irresistible? The second idea is to rely on an even more general condition of subjects, and it comes from Burge. The condition is the possession or understanding of the concept of reason, intended in a broad sense, so to coincide with the property of being a rational subject. Intended in a narrow or explicit sense, an understanding of the concept of reason would involve, for example, a capacity to describe explicitly some conditions as reasons when asked to, and to state what it takes for a belief to be reason-based. This is surely a difficult state to reach. But in the broad sense, the state of possessing the concept of reason is something we enjoy before doing philosophy, and plausibly we share with children. The idea is in fact very simple. Possessing the concept of reason (being a



rational agent) is (inter alia) having the tendency to be moved by reasons. The motivational force is an essential part of the concept of reason, together with the normative import. So, in Burge's terms, to understand reasons one must know how to use reasons, and indeed actually use them, to support or change one's own attitudes in one' own thinking practice. To understand the notion of reason, one must be susceptible to reasons. Reasons must have force for one, and one must be able to appreciate that force...Understanding what a reason is is partly understanding its motive force, as well as its evaluative norms (1998, 250-51). The normative and the motivational role of reasons are not two disconnected features of our concept of reason. For us to have and understand reasons with a normative force requires having and understanding reasons with a motivational force. If it is granted that we do use and understand reasons for evaluating our own and other people's beliefs, then it must also be that we have the tendency to be naturally moved by reasons (as a conceptual condition). The same point could also be put as thus. Imagine a creature who enters into representational states, say p and q, and who is also able to mark the epistemic relations between such states, say 'p defeats q'. But this creature is not able to eliminate q from her set of information. If its cognitive system aims at representing reality, just like ours, we'd say that it doesn't work properly. The creature entertains a false or defeated belief. However, our idea of falsity for a representation we entertain implies the need of correction, and the possibility of correction. The creature in question does not have the possibility of correcting her beliefs. So we'd better say that its cognitive system works properly, but it's not like ours - the creature does not share with us the concept of reason, right and wrong. Our right and wrong, of representational states, come with acceptance and refusal, employment or discharge of beliefs and contents, in the light of other beliefs and contents. And accepting or refusing, employing or discharging are what being moved by reasons amounts to. This is to say that the normative role of reason cannot be disentangled from the motivational role. Whenever there is reason for us there is right and wrong, but also whenever there is reason there is motivation. Our grasp of the concept of reason, taken broadly as our state of being rational, comprehends both a sensitivity to the normative force of reasons, and a sensitivity to the motivational force of reasons. Enjoying such a state explains why epistemic reasons are naturally irresistible for us. To sum up: the original task was to find a general explanation of the motivational force of reasons by looking at the phenomenon of the impossibility of resisting one's own best epistemic reasons. I claimed that the motivational relation holding between epistemic reasons and beliefs is an internal relation: it cannot but hold, and there is no further motivational state we should enter in for it to obtain. This, in itself, is just a way of redescribing the impossibility of akrasia. It qualifies as an explanation only when it is connected to more general facts about us - I claimed that these facts are the possession of concepts in general, which makes us immediately sensitive to some kinds of grounds, and the possession of concepts in particular, which gives us a natural tendency to be moved by reasons. Being psychological facts or conditions, they both qualify as explaining another psychological fact, namely motivation. One very last remark. The explanation I suggested for the motivational force of epistemic reasons with respect to beliefs relies on facts about our minds and our representational systems. It is not obvious that these facts be relevant to en explanation of the motivating force of practical



and moral reasons with respect to actions. Therefore, though the similarity between the practical and the epistemic domain is striking, the considerations developed here do not speak in favour of a unified solution to the problem of the motivational force of reasons.
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1Majority is not unanimity, see eg Scanlon (1998), Engel (2001), Mele (1987), and Hookway (2001) for a slightly different phenomenon, akrasia of inquiry. 2The example is taken from Scanlon (1998). 3I therefore assume, following Williams (1973), that epistemic reasons are internal reasons, in thet they belong to a subject’s “motivational set”, and they have a motivational force, but their motivational force is not disconnected from the normative force they have for the subject. The problem of epistemic akrasia crucially bears on the issue of what is the source of the motivational force of epistemic norms. 4See footnote 6 below. Moreover, epistemic akrasia is also known as doxastic incontinence. 5The boundary between epistemic akrasia and wishful thinking are sometimes vague, as Heil (1984) and Hookway have remarked (2001). In fact, Mele’s (1987) example of a wife who neglects the evidence in favour of the belief that her husband is having an affair is most easily read as a case of wishful thinking – plausibly, as the example is described, Mele’s wishful wife does not fully endorse the belief that her husband is faithful, but rather entertains the hope that he is, and acts consequently - thus not satisfying clause (iv) of the definition of full-blown akrasia spelled out below. I am not going into the details of the difference between the two phenomena, however. In what follows I will assume that, though there might be borderline cases belonging to the intersection between akrasia and wishful thinking (and maybe also self-deceit, if interpreted as another different phenomenon), clear-cut cases of akrasia, and clear-cut cases of wishful thinking are at least conceivable. 6Here I’m quoting from Heil (1994: 64), and substituting ‘evidence’ with ‘reason’. 7 A further issue here is which is the appropriate level of individuation of the relevant norm. There is a specific epistemic norm, expressed by (iib), but also the general epistemic norm, telling that one ought to believe on her best evidence. The same goes for cases in which logical rules are involved: the issue may be whether the relevant norm is, say, modus ponens in its general form, or rather this very instance of modus ponens. Though I think the issue is relevant for a proper understanding of how we are guided or moved by norms, I will bracket it at this point of my discussion of akratic cases. 8 From this should be clear that cases in which one believes for a non-reason (i.e. a mere cause) are not cases of epistemic akrasia. 9 This is roughly Davidson’s (1982) account of akratic action. As Williams (1973, 170) remarked, outweighted or used up reasons for action (in fact, outweighted desires, once the Humean theory of motivation is endorsed) are not inert, rather, they still exert some power over us, at least in the form of regret, after deciding for the best thing to do. This is not the case for outweighted epistemic reasons. We don’t seem to have epistemic regrets. Adler (2002) seems to think that this asimmetry between the practical and the epistemic is precisely what makes epistemic akrasia impossible. I rather think that the fact that we don’t have epistemic regrets and the apparent impossibility of epistemic akrasia are the two sides of the same coin, and both call



for a more general explanation. The question is: why we don’t have epistemic regrets and we can’t believe on outweighted reasons? The (alleged) asymmetry between the practical and the epistemic is not the answer, it’s just the second part of the same question. More on this later. 10Versions of this example are discussed in Owens (2002) and Hookway (2001). Scanlon’s (1998) example of the charming but untrustworthy friend is arguably very similar. 11I think it is also true that we often believe akratically from what I’d call a shallow first-person perspective. Suppose Simon believes that Anna is innocent and wonders why, given his prima facie endorsement of reasons for the contrary. Upon reflection, Simon comes to appreciate that his belief is in fact grounded on another, more hidden reason - say, he had intuitively detected an insincerity in the witness’ testimony, but he couldn’t spell that out at first. That was the reason on which Simon formed his belief. We may well imagine that he acknowledged such reason from the start, but not at a shallow level of introspection. As I said in the opening, it is plausible that not all of our reasons are equally easy to introspect. That is why I disagree with Heil when he remarks that the incontinent believer is “typified by the psychoanalitic patient” (1984: 69) – a subject who believes out of deep, but nevertheless existing, reasons of hers is not akratic, he is just bad at introspection. And reason yet to be fully introspected is not a missing reason. To make the point differently: with the constraint that the epistemic reasons that make us believe should be fully conscious and immediately accessible, we all turn out to be akratic believers most of the time. 12Some move in this direction is in Owens 2002, FIND PAGE NUMBERS OF THE MONIST. 13Similarly, the possibility of scepticism about the external world is worth discussing (and it is what is being discussed), though it may be true that dreams are never really indistinguishable from reality. 14In the practical and moral domain, typical motivational states are desires - according to Humean theories of motivation in ethics, a desire (with an appropriately related content) is the state a subject must be in for him to be motivated to act on the grounds of a certain reason. Though the similarity with the debate on the motivational force of practical and moral reasons is striking at this point of the discussion , I will not pursue it further. 15 The typical byproduct of the external relation view is Lewis Carrol’s paradox of Achilles and the Tortoise. Achilles gives the Tortoise two premises “A” and “If A then B”, which she accepts, but refuses to accept the conclusion, “B”. Achilles gives her a further premise, “if A and if A then B, then B”, and she accepts it, but still refuses to draw the conclusion, and so on. The fact that a basic rule such as Modus Ponens makes the case (seem) paradoxical, but it is in fact no different, from the point of view of motivation, from any other case of epistemic akrasia. The Tortoise is akratically resisting her reasons (her reasons unfortunately being nothing less than modus ponens). See eg. Blackburn 1995, Heil 1984, and Engel 2001 for these references, and for discussion. 16 I am adopting semantic externalism about beliefs here. See Burge 1979 for the first explicit formulation. 17And therefore it can be something the subject is responsible for and can be blamed of. Heil 1984: 60. 18Think of a mathematical example. I am finishing up the budget part of a long and difficult research proposal. I want the proposal to be closed and sent by noon today, otherwise I cannot be free to think about the other things that queue up on my desk. The best way to achieve such goal is to believe that the total of expenses I calculated is adequate, say, it is less than the maximum



budget allowed, which is z. If it is not, I' d have to plan and ricalculate everything from the start. However, the rule of addition gives me a good reason to believe that the total is more than z. Shall I believe what I epistemically ought to believe, and lose peace of mind, or shall I believe what I pragmatically ought to believe, and distrust the laws of arithmetic? Put in these terms, the answer is already implicit, in a way which is not in Simon's story. 19 See eg. Burge (2003) for the aim of belief. 20That epistemic inquiry, qua rational activity, is at least partially governed by desire, will and second-order practical judgement makes room for the idea of akrasia of inquiry , namely, the idea that inquiry can be conducted badly according to epistemic virtues. The phenomenon of akrasia of inquiry, different from full-blown akrasia, is described by Hookway (2001). 21 Heil (1984: 62), italics mine. Heil does not endorse this view, he just mentions it, in fact shifting from the idea of a constitutive relation between acknowledgement of reasons and belief, to an identity relation. 22 See footnote X above. 23 Smith and Pettit (1996: 48), also quoted in Owens (2002), but with a different analysis. 24 See footnote 9 above. 25 ADD REFERENCE?? 26See Peacocke (2009) for basic cases of concept-application.
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