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Nor nati ve, Descriptive, ldealized: Metaphilosophical Reflections
on Epi st enol ogy

I nt roduction
Traditionally, epistenology is regarded as a normative rather than

a descriptive discipline'. Neverthel ess, papers and nonographs in
epi stenol ogy often criticize the works of other epistenol ogists
for being too unrealistic in one respect or other. The goal of the
present paper is to articulate what ways exist in order to

eval uate an epi stenol ogi cal work for relevance to actual agents?.

This paper will consist of three parts. The first part wll

consi st of a discussion of how the "extrene views" do not do the
work we want and nove into a nore general discussion. A second
part will discuss the difference between idealizations and
normativity. Athird section will attenpt to | ocate sonme resources
to answer the questions we have raised. Since this paper is only
intended to raise a problem we shall be content with only this

di scussion, leaving a nore definitive solution of it for another
time. Nevertheless we briefly canvass sone possi bl e approaches to
solutions in section three.

Broadly speaking, our project is a first blush at one of
consilience sensu Wewell or Wlson (1998). W wi sh to know how to
integrate epistenology with the other fields that study reasoning,
belief, and so forth.

' W shall remain agnostic on whether there is legitimately a descriptive

portion to epistenology (or indeed, a normative one). This paper will
hopefully clarify the problens with claimng too nuch for either side of this
(to be argued, false) dichotony.

> There are sone epistenologists who claimthat their work is also applicable
to other things besides humans. For instance Giardenfors (1988) clains the
possi bl e applicability of his work to databases. Churchland (2002) discusses
the possibility of her work being applicable to other aninmals. W shall renain
agnostic on this point throughout, though we will have the opportunity to
di scuss points at which the category the agent falls under m ght nmake an
approxi nate difference.
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Before we begin, however, we nust forestall one major source of
di sagreenent. It has occurred to the present author that many of
the facets of the debates discussed in this paper mght very well
have questions related to the debates over realism as overtones.
We do not wish to enter this issue at the present tine and wll

| eave it be with a single remark. W have nothing to say to
someone who would claima nmassively antirealist or non-reali st
position. That is, we take it for granted that there is sone
attenpt, even in normative or idealized epistenology to "get
things right." (The realist can substitute "true" for "right" in
t he above vague expression, but should not hinge her answers in
t he debates bel ow on this notion.)

Part 1: Locating the Problem

The problemwe are concerned with can be raised as follows. W are
interested in demarcating psychology (or "cognitive science"
broadly construed) from epistenol ogy, and al so to see what sorts
of resources are available to argue for or against adopting
certain theses in epistenology. Recent programs such as
"Bayesi ani snt are attractive, but raise questions of idealization
and so forth that are difficult to tackle without a well devel oped
met aphi | osophy.

W note that issues simlar to our concerns have been raised by

Wi nberg, Nichols and Stich®. They suggest that there is a grave
problemin traditional approaches to normativity in epistenol ogy.
They put this as follows (italics in original):

"Reflective equilibrium strategies and other Intuition Driven Romantic strategies all
yield as outputs claims that putatively have normative force. These outputs tell us
how people ought to go about forming and revising their beliefs, which belief
forming strategies yield genuinely justified beliefs, which beliefs are warranted, which
count as real knowledge rather than mere opinion, etc. But there is a problem lurking
here — we’ll call it the Normativity Problem: What reason is there to think that the
output of one or another of these Intuition Driven Romantic strategies has real (as
opposed to putative) normative force? Why should we care about the normative
pronouncements produced by these strategies? Why should we try to do what
these outputs claim we ought to do in matters epistemic? Why, in short, should we
take any of this stuff seriously? "

* W note that one does not need to adopt the extrene epistemc relativism

pronoted by Stich to agree with his conclusion in the present passage.
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The inmportant part of Weinberg, N chols and Stich's remarks for us
is their "normativity problenmt. Wiy should we adopt a particul ar
nor mati ve pronouncenent, considering there are nmany conpeting
claims to the "correct” answer? Winberg, N chols and Stich go on
to show that psychol ogi cal investigation denonstrate the
possibility is not nerely conceivable, but one that actually
obtains. (W do not endorse all of the argunents these authors
provi de against their critics: sone are off topic. For exanple,
the possibility that the subjects' judgnments are not reflective
enough or result from enough discussion can be dism ssed agai nst

t he subjects of this paper. This reply would sinply be ad hom nem
agai nst professional philosophers and other researchers, and is
such not pertinent.)

Anot her somewhat rel ated concern has been raised recently by
Patricia Churchland (2002). She has pointed out the difference
bet ween what she calls the Platonic strand in epistenol ogy as
opposed to the Aristotelian. The former is characterized by
specul ation and a priori investigation; the latter by actua

i nvestigation of what cogni zes, perceives, etc. These positions
are best understood as extrenes and (as she realizes) do not

conpl etely accurately describe the historical Plato and Aristotle.
Note al so that this division does not necessarily divide into
normative/ descriptive in quite our fashion. Neverthel ess her
enphasi s that one should be careful about a priori investigation
is apt. (O course, we do not assune that normative prograns in
epi stenol ogy are necessarily a priori in any particular sense the
reader may have in mnd. We do not wish to investigate the thorny
hi story of that term)

It is also inportant to note that we do not intend to argue there
should be a "Berlin wall" of separation between epistenol ogy and
psychol ogy. Instead we are concerned that appeals to idealizations
or to normativity may hide unrealistic epistenological prograns.
O, worse still, give us no principled neans to evaluate clains
(for or against) of unrealism This latter point applies to both
descriptive attenpts and attenpts to provide normative accounts. A
descriptive account does presuppose sone normative ideals. W turn
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to sone cases to this effect now

Sonetinmes it is said that it is relatively straightforward to
(e.g.) demarcate psychol ogy from epi stenol ogy because the forner
does not deal with normative questions. This is not quite right,
as Haack (2000 [1978]) pointed out in the context of logic. (As we
shall see belowthere is a parallel between our question about

epi st enol ogy and questions about |ogic.) Psychol ogy does nake
normative judgnments, for instance about illusions of perception.
(It mght be argued that these considerations presuppose sone

epi stenol ogi cal views, e.g. a denial of radical skepticismor that
t hey presuppose a weak realism W grant this, however, this just
makes the problem of |ocating epistenology in the "intellectual
map" nore acute.) This extends even to social psychol ogy, where

t heories of cognitive dissonance require sonme notion of
conflicting belief. Conflict here is usually taken in sonme usually
ill-specified | ogico-semantic sense.

Furthernore, there are fields strongly related to psychol ogy that
are also normative, but in a different sense. Such fields m ght

i ncl ude psychiatry (both technol ogy and practice*), clinical
psychol ogy (again, both technol ogy and practice) education,

mar keti ng, managenent, etc. It seens pretheoretically (unless we
wish to play "Hunpty Dunpty” with the term "epi stenol ogy”) that

t hese disciplines are al so not what we have in mnd by our

subj ect. Epistenology (to the extent that it is) is normative in a
di fferent sense. Any answer to our problem nust account for this,

* Fol | owi ng Bunge (1983) we recogni ze the exi stence of the psycho- and soci o-

technol ogies listed. Further, we also classify the design of nedica

procedures as a biotechnology. This is inportant as it reinforces the

plausibility of the existence of psychotechnol ogi es provi ded one believes

there is an inmportant biol ogical conponent to psychol ogy. See al so Dougl as

2002 for nore on psychotechnologies froma slightly different perspective.
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even if only to ultimately dism ss the distinction®.

It is probably safe to say that if we value epistenology at all we
will not be content with pure description®. This should be rather
obvi ous, given that we cannot realistically describe wthout sone
sort of framework (or better, theory) to describe what we are
observing. On the other hand, the other extrenme, doing

epi stenol ogy of a perfectly omiscient knower is also an

unreal i stic nove.

But what is considered an "adequate" position has changed over the
years. Plato in (e.g.) the Meno at 85b-d stresses the inportance
of the individual and goes so far as to claimthat know edge is
all "internal" in a very radical (to the contenporary reader, at

| east) sense:

"Socrates: What do you say of him, Meno? Were not all these answers given out of
his own head?

Meno: Yes, they were all his own.

Socrates: And yet, as we were just now saying, he did not know?
Meno: True.

Socrates: But he still had in him those notions - had he not?

Meno: Yes.

® There is a practice (which we shall not discuss further) called

"phi | osophi cal counseling" which clainms to replace or supplenment traditiona
psychiatry and the like. It is the view of the present author that this
practice anpbunts to quackery, but this is a story for another time. However,
it is inportant nevertheless to point out that this field would further nuddy
the normative-descriptive waters in so far as it purports to provide "world
vi ew' counseling and other nodi fi cati ons of behavi our and beli ef.

® Even Patricia Churchland (2002; see above) is interested in normative
guestions in epistenol ogy. She, however, feels it is very inportant to get the
details of the descriptive questions as correct as possible before normative
guestions are put on the table. Her book is (in part) an attenpt to show what
sorts of details mght be necessary from neuroscience in that respect.
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Socrates: Then he who does not know may still have true notions of
which he does not know.

Meno: He has.

Socrates: And at present these notions have been stirred up in him, as in a dream;
but if he were frequently asked the same questions, in different forms, he would
know as well as anyone, at last?

Meno: | dare say.

Socrates: Without anyone teaching him he will recover his knowledge for himself, if
he is only asked questions?

Meno: Yes.

Socrates: And this spontaneous recovery of knowledge in him is
recollection?"

Plato has Socrates say that coming to learn is recollection, that
done within individual in hinself with a mniml of outside

i nfl uence. He even says that the slave boy will come to know (and
for Plato that is a very strong condition indeed!) with a m ninal
anmount of outside influence.

Descartes' approach, at least in the Meditations and simlar
writings was anal ogous’. This enphasis on the solitary inquirer
(despite his large correspondence!) was criticized inplicitly
avant la lettre by Bacon (in the New Organon and the New Atl antis,
with their calls for scientific societies) and yet continued by
bot h himand those who foll owed such as Locke, Hune, Berkel ey and

"It is not clear to the present witer if the nore scientific witings of
Descartes (e.g. Le Monde, Dioptrique, La Géonetrie etc.) are as
individualistic in their epistenology as the epistenol ogy espoused in the nore
traditionally phil osophical works. For lack of time in the current project,
the author will renmmin agnostic over this point.
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Kant®. Thus this view of epistenology was shared by those | abel ed
by history as rationalists and by those called enpiricists alike.

However, by the late 20th century, we (finally?) arrive at texts
such as Gol dman's Know edge in a Social Wrld (1999) which stress
t he community of knowers as playing decisive roles®. It is now
(nmore or less) accepted that the epistemc community is of vita
phi | osophi cal consi deration. How nuch so is of course subject to
sone debate, but all the matters for the present purpose is the
change in the idealization. Interestingly enough, this may have
arisen as a result of a change in epistemc norns wthin know edge
conmunities - i.e. the increase in the necessity of collaborative
research in science, etc. as problens becone nore and nore
chal l enging. This historical point would be an interesting way to
further extend this research, but not one that the author has any
time to explore in enough depth at the present tine.

Wiile we have illustrated our thesis by neans of the socia
context of know edge, it is applicable to any epistenol ogi cal
concern. W shall adopt the famly of views called "Bayesi ani snf
as a point of departure for sone of what follows, as it can
illustrate a great deal of issues surrounding idealization,
normativity and other concerns, as we shall see.

® The Royal Society (and perhaps other scientific societies) was inspired by
Bacon's soci al proposals. Neverthel ess, the individuals conmmonly regarded as
phi |l osophers in the (approxi mately) Baconian tradition did not adopt this

vi ewpoi nt. Increasingly, however, figures nore on the scientific canp (Boyle,
Hooke, etc.) felt this was a good idea and thus formed the Society. (O
course, it rmust be said that not all the scientists of the period even in
Engl and recogni zed its useful ness: Newton's support seens to have been

gr udgi ng.)

°It is sonetinmes stated that the fashionable view (in some circles) of
stressing the social network as the only thing of epistenological relevance
(e.g. by Bruno Latour and the so-called "Strong Progranmme" of Barnes and
Bloor) is the equally extrene counter reaction to the extrene individualist
epi st emol ogy of previous centuries. There is insufficient information (and
inclination at this time on the part of the present author) to investigate
this at this tinme, but it would neverthel ess prove interesting.
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For purposes of this paper, (following Arl6-Costa's report on
Seidenfeld, private conmunication) we shall take "Bayesianisni to
be the famly of views which assert that:

(Bl) An agent's belief state is represented by a coherent,
finitely additive conditional probability™ P[K] (.].)

(B2) P[K] (.].) is relativized to background evidence K
(consistent and cl osed under entail nent).

(B3) As regul ated by Bayes' theorem for conditional probability
P[K] (.]. &e) is the agent's hypothetical belief state for the
hypot hesi s that he accepts only the new consistent evidence e,

i.e. under the hypothesis that Kis enlarged by addition of e (and
its consequences given K).

As is well known, there are nunmerous places in which this

remar kably broad spectrum of viewpoints is criticized. One way is
that it if "subjective probabilities" are elicited from nost
agents, they fail to neet requirement (a), as has been repeatedly
noted in the literature. (See, for exanple, Osherson's [1998
{1995}] review article.)

Parti sans of the Bayesi an approach have retreated fromthe
descriptive claimand claimthat although it appears humans are
very far from being Bayesi an agents, they neverthel ess ought to be
in sone sense. Here we have a typical nove of the kind we are
concerned with. Is this nove acceptabl e?

Part 2: Normativity and ldealizations

As noted above, the Bayesi an rescues his hypotheses by claimng
they are normative. In particular, he tells us that the Bayesian
program can even show that the individual "ought" to tailor the
strengths of his beliefs in the "probabilistic" way the view
suggests. He presents the Dutch book argunment (or sonething

 This characterizati on does hide that a |arge nunber of very different
under st andi ngs of probability - even frompurely the formal perspective - are
at work here in different Bayesian prograns.

Page 8 of 26



simlar) to suggest that our rationality (as determ ned
pretheoretically') is at stake, and so forth.

But is this a hypothesis of normativity or one of idealization?
Bot h seem pl ausi bl e, and yet both potentially run into problens.

One problemw th the claimof normativity concerns idealization
itself. The nmove fromnormativity to idealization is illustrated
next. In the sense that an ommi scient being would know a superset
of the set of all human know edge, human know edge coul d be

i dealized in sonme contexts to be assunmed to be perfect. If this
strikes the reader as a ridicul ous assunption to make, she shoul d
recall that in some contexts it is made in select domains. For

i nstance, typical presentations of "belief dynam cs" (e.g.
Girdenfors 1988) presuppose | ogical omiscience on the part of the
agents described. Girdenfors justifies this postulate in the
follow ng way (pp. 22):

"It is clear, however, that the two criteria are not realistic as descriptions of individuals
actual sets of belief. In particular, this is the case for the requirement of including logical
consequences - because of the limitations of our mental powers, we often do not
see all the consequences of what we accept. | still believe, however, that the criterion
is useful, at least as an ideal of rationality."

Is this so? Girdenfors' system al so abstracts away fromthe tinme
variable. If that is to be considered inportant in an

epi stenol ogi cal nodel, it is not imrediately clear that being
logically omiscient is always an ideal of rationality because of
the so-called "frane problem" (See Dennett 1998 [1984]%.) W
shall return to these and other considerations later in our
“"laundry list" bel ow

" Nota bene! This condition is a great exanple of the subject of this paper
The Dutch Book argunent presupposes that being a "noney punp"” is irrational
or that one who rejects certain kinds of bets is irrational. (l.e. the
argunent presupposes that the agent will bet on anythi ng what soever.)

Y The gist of the argunent here is that one should not be |ogically omiscient
as one woul d spend one's tinme deriving irrel evant consequences from one's
bel i efs and never act.
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If the Bayesian wants to postulate a parallel ideal of
"probabilistic omiscience", she also runs into simlar issues.
For instance, she nust confront whether the idea of conputing
posterior probabilities via (say) Bayes theorem or Jeffrey
conditioning etc. is realistic. After all, humans do not
explicitly calculate these sorts of things very often. O course,
t here have been clains about different forns of conputation going
on wi thout our awareness of such in various works fromthe usual
fornms of "conputational theory of mnd" to Marr's (1982) extrene
(but interesting) claimthat the visual system "conputes” a
convol ution and a gradient.

In short, by claimng that her postulates are normative, the
Bayesi an runs quickly into the (admttedly vague) Kantian
principle famliar to students of ethics: "ought inplies can.”" In
other words if it is (grossly) unrealistic® to expect an agent to
be capabl e of doing sonething, he surely cannot be faulted for not
trying. Hence, we nust be very careful when claimng normativity
to save a system of postul ates.

Thus if the claimis instead that the Bayesian postul ates are an

i deal i zation, rather than normative in character, she runs into an
anal ogous series of problens. In particular, she nust ask what
exactly is being idealized. For instance, the usual Dutch Book
argunment is synchronic; diachronic Dutch books (which thus involve
the time variable and are nore realistic in sone respects) are
racked with conceptual difficulties even for those who are "nore
Bayesi an" than the present author. (See, for exanple, Levi 2002

[ 2000] .)

Focusi ng on just the Bayesian approach can yield a suitable
laundry |ist of assunptions that in principle could be challenged
by the enterprising critic. We list these to illustrate the

¥ What "can" is supposed to mean in the principle is the primry source of
vagueness. In particular, it is not clear how much an agent has to be
"capabl e" of doing to count as fulfilling this requirenent. For exanple, both
in the ethics case and the epistenoplogical one it runs afoul of the free wll
vs. determ ni smdebate, and in particular such issues as the "could have done
ot herw se" maxim
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di versity of possible points of disagreenent, and to show how t he
guestion we are debating is very much an issue.

The laundry list is not meant to be a list of things that

epi stenol ogi sts as a whol e have forgotten. The questions are

rat her: which of these features are necessary to have an

appropri ate epi stenol ogi cal theory? Wiich of these are legitimte
i deal i zations (for any given use) - say for normative

consi derati ons?

The first of these is sinply the psychol ogi cal observation that
the structure of credences does not match the axions of the
probability cal culus, as we previously noted. This point needs
further el aboration. W nake three interrel ated remarks:

(a) We acknow edge the existence of (for exanple) what Kahneman
and Tversky (1979) have called "prospect theory"” which attenpts to
descri be the behavi our of decision making under risk and the
"deformation' to probability functions that results. Cearly we do
not nmean to inply that Bayesians are unaware that the axi ons of
the the probability cal culus are being used as an idealization (or
per haps as a normative consi deration).

(b) The above said, however, it is inportant to note that the
critical question with idealization still remains, even with
prospect theory on the table. W ask again: why do we think that
t he Bayesi an approach (i) is sufficiently "close" to what real
agents can do that it is a good idealization, and (ii) hence why
do we think it m ght have normative force.

(c) Hence al so how do we eval uate debates over these issues? It is
true that Kahneman and Tversky (for exanple) recognize the

di fference between idealized (and hence possibly normative) and
descriptive. But they do not address the question of whether the
idealized is "close enough."” A decision theoretic exanple may make
this clearer. Suppose' that soneone invented a decision theory
that woul d give correct answers to any decision problem (i.e. a

“ The author is indebted to brief discussions with his colleague, Jiji Zhang,
for devel oping this exanple.
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conpl etely utopian notion), but was such that no matter how it was
used (by conputer or people or whatever) it could only yield its
answer after the choice was in fact made. It seens reasonabl e that
this decision theory would be regarded as normatively correct (ex
hypot hesi) but otiose or useless.

A second is the assunption (used even if Bayesianismis taken
normatively or as an idealization) that credence strength suitably
gets mapped linearly to the interval [0,1]. Another assunption is
that credence strength is a continuous quantity (or at least, is
sufficiently "close" to one so as to not produce |large errors.)
Anot her concerns the lack of the tinme variable in the theory of
probability proper. (To many, this raises i mediate suspicion that
it woul d have nothing to do with anything factual w thout further
ado.) We also are not told what credences are (or "subjective
probabilities”) or what their change is. A behaviourist would no
doubt want themto be sone form of disposition to behave as is her
usual wont; a nore neuropsychol ogically inclined individual would
suggest they are certain types of brain processes; a functionali st
that they are a species of functional organization, and so forth.

W see with this exanple that epistenological hypotheses are not
even isolated within epistenology. The |ast consideration above
qui ckly runs into netaphysical concerns. The stuff of which the
credences are properties (etc.) can be of vital inportance if one
is theorizing as to their changes, even phenonenalistically. (That
is, wthout regards to nmechanism the ideal gas law famliar from
freshman science classes is a phenonenalistic equation.)

In addition to this, there is a conputational question: each tine
t he agent needs to update "her" probability function, she nust
perform a cal cul ati on unconsciously. This seens to commt the
Bayesian to a weak formof conputationalismin the phil osophy of
m nd.

Anot her col |l ection of considerations (of the ones dreant up on the
spot by the present author) concerns the hypothesis that each
agent possesses only one probability function. Conceivably, each
agent could have two or nore domains with each their own
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probability functions. This nodel would explain why sonme peopl e
have different epistemc standards in different domains (e.g.
scientific and religious beliefs). One m ght al so wonder about
devel opnental concerns: when does a hunman bei ng acquire her
probability function®? How? O her concerns that one m ght have
pertain to the domain over which the probability functions are to
be applied: propositions, sentences, events®, etc. If the domain
of the probability function is taken to be sonething sentence-
related (i.e. either sentences or propositions) then the question
of whether non-sentence-like itens (enotions, percepts, etc.) can
have any bearing on it also arises.

Before turning to approaches that m ght solve our problem we nust
exam ne briefly another suggestion on our thenme. Arl6-Costa
(personal communi cation) has suggested that:

"Epistemology deals centrally that deals with the theory that permits the agents to
‘see’ that their judgments were incorrect.”

We think this is right, but doesn’t quite solve our problem
because it still does not specify the “difficulty” of the
standard. Again, |ogical omiscience would be nice, and nost
peopl e who are taught |ogic recognize that |ogical ommiscience is
thereby a standard to attenpt to live up to' . But just because
one recogni zes that in one case a certain normis the correct one
and that one cannot |live up to it conpletely, it does not follow
t hat any normwe cannot |live up to and recognize our errors in
terms of is legitimate w thout further ado.

* Piaget, for instance, raised the question of the relationshi ps between the
adul t knower and the child.

* Here "event" is taken in its netaphysical sense, not as the generic termfor
what ever is in the domain of the probability functions. See Douglas 2001 for
nore on this potential confusion in the literature.

' In certain contexts! The frane problem (di scussed above) nakes living up to
the logically omiscient ideal problenmatic. W teach this constrained aspect
to logic to students as well when we tell themthat not all inferences are
worth drawing in a given context.
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Arl 6-Costa is right to suggest we need nornmative background theory
to tell us when agents nake errors. But what sort shall we choose?
How many errors are they “allowed to make” and of what character?
Many people criticize other proposals in epistenology because they
do not neet certain broadly speaking “enpirical” considerations.
For exanpl e, Haack (1993) discusses the infinite regress argunent
that is supposed to provide the inpetus to foundationali st
approaches in epistenol ogy. She points out (inplicitly) that
infinite epistemc regresses are only a problemfor finite agents.
So, is it an error that one comts when one does not have

epi stem c resources to finish solving a problenf

O course humans are comonly thought to be finite (including by
the present author!). But that does not entail (w thout further
ado at any rate) either that (a) nodeling us as infinite is
undesirable or that (b) those who thought us to be infinite” are
(again, without further ado) conpletely m staken. Haack (1993, pp.
107) al so di scusses whet her we (humans) have beliefs about col our
patches in our visual field. Sone people would regard this

speci fic consideration about our beliefs to be irrelevant to

epi st enol ogy.

Sone might argue that there is no real debate about the above
consi derations*, so let us take an exanple where there is nuch

di sagreenent about specifics. Consider reflecting on the nature of
choice - why should we think that “nmere” reflection gets us to the
right place? This is the Stich et al worry. Well, of course if
near univocality can be obtained, that would work. But this

obvi ously doesn't occur, with no end of debates in sight, we think

* &del, fanously, though that it mght be possible that the human nental
states could diverge to infinity over its (infinite) existence. (See, e.g.,
Wang 1974, 1987.) Gidel believed in life after death, so this infinity is not
a problemon his grounds; but here again we run into a nmetaphysical question
i nfecting epi stenol ogi cal considerations.

¥ It should be noted that the fact that one could disagree in principle on
the Iines given should be enough to denonstrate the point. W neverthel ess
nove to other exanples to illustrate the variation of problens we are
concerned with.
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this proposal is a bit of a pipe dream It mght be argued that
the basic principles are agreed upon and details are what is
debated. The problens with this claimare: (a) how nany peopl e
have to agree that we've (for now) captured the right notion -
there are dissenters to "the" theory of rational choice, for

i nstance; (b) what counts as basic principles in order for us to
tell when agreenent (of the appropriate degree) is reached? In
ot her words, we have nerely pushed the problem back a step. An

i nprovenent, but we are not out of the woods yet under this

pr oposal .

As for people comng to see that they nade an error, this is an

i nteresting approach. O course, it is a bit vague. How does one
tell this? Qoviously if a subject in an experinment spontaneously
volunteers that she sees that she was in error, and that she
failed to live up to sone normative principle or other, that’'s a
pretty decent indicator of the appropriate sort of seeing. But
what about other cases? Do we do a “forced choice” experinent
after a belief experinent to determ ne whether or not people felt
t hey should have “seen” sonething? This has sone nerit - it would
tell us at |east what people feel they ought to be capable of.
This of course is rather different fromwhat they ought. It does
not even tell us that the principle is reasonable, though.

Consi der the parallel case of a religious ethical systemthat
postul ates that all humans are depraved sinners and yet
neverthel ess should aspire to be norally perfect. Many religious
believers such feel this way. (l.e. that the striving is what is
regarded as inportant, etc.) To those those who do not share such
religious beliefs such an approach is sonetines regarded as
dehumani zing and in itself immoral because (for exanple) of the
cognitive di ssonance it provokes.

Note al so that there are differing reports about the degree to
whi ch peopl e recognize their (putative) errors. Dawes (1988, pp.
36) reports that people stand by their choices in experinents
designed to elicit fram ng effects. On the other hand, Raiffa
(1961), did see that he would change his mnd in face of the

evi dence that he was incoherent. (O rather, he said he would act
differently in a situation involving real noney, which is
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sonething rather different.) Raiffa had studied the Allais paradox
prior to his experience, which mght account for the difference
here. Perhaps the two different sorts of studies are sufficiently
different that people react different to normative considerations
in both cases. However, the fact that there are sone cases where
agents do not "grasp the normative force" is sufficient for sone
doubt.

O course, these reports and other considerations do not directly
consi der epi stenol ogi cal nodeling but instead theories of rationa
choi ce. However, due to the fact that they involve (for instance)
psychol ogi cal considerations relating to probability judgnents,
they thus infest our theme in that way. The aforenmentioned
consideration is especially inportant for the Bayesian, for

obvi ous reasons. (W have taken the Bayesian fam |y of

epi stenol ogies as a test case for some remarks, but our aimis

br oader.)

Part 3: Debating Solutions and a Tentative Suggestion

W have focused on epi stenol ogy previously, but the concerns of

t he present paper could be extended to other fields one m ght

t hi nk have a normative vs. descriptive vs. idealization "issue" as
well. There are at least two others in this category: logic and
ethics. Ethics will take us too far afield, and too far outside
the present author's expertise. However, the conparison with |ogic
is apt, and does have a reasonably substantive literature. This
section will start with this conparison then debate sone other
solutions to our problem

W begin with Haack's remarks. As noted above in section one,
Haack (2000 [1978]) has tried to explore the normative/descriptive
di chotony in the context of |logic. W have suggested previously

t hat both normative and descriptive aspects to epistenol ogy al so
require another ingredient, idealization. Like epistenology, |ogic
al so has idealizations in both its normative and descriptive
aspects.

For instance, taken as a description of how we ought to reason,
the first order predicate calculus is adequate in the sense that
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we teach it with that in mnd to undergraduates around the world
in hundreds of colleges and universities. But even here®* we run
into i ssues we have di scussed previously, in particular

“conput ationalisni, "propositions", etc. In fact, Haack points out
that the usual view that logic is about propositions seens to run
into problens of subjectivism Propositions are understood to be
"private" entities, sentences nore public, so she suggests instead
usi ng sentences as the domain of |ogical |aws produces a certain
way in which logic can be rendered nore objective®.

But does this help us understand our concerns in epistenol ogy?
Sinply saying that there are anal ogous problens in | ogic does not
hel p. It does propose one solution, however. That is, it suggests,
along the Iines of the teaching |logic to undergraduates, that the
probl enms are apparent, not actual. W nanage to teach logic, so
the problens (if there are any) are not genuine problens. This of
course is just a "sweep it under the rug" solution, and is of
course exacerbated by the fact that there is | ess consensus on
what constitutes el enentary epistenol ogy. Another possibility that
it suggests is noving nore of the epistenol ogical concerns "out in
public view " It is not clear how one woul d go about doing this

W t hout presupposing sonme sort of weak | ogical behaviourism (that
beliefs are just "manifest on the surface"), and, as m ght be
surm sed, that would be severely question begging.

Anot her possibility, also suggested by logic, would be to |ist al
of the presuppositions of one's epistenol ogical account®. This is
unsati sfactory for several reasons. First, it presupposes that one
can do so in a reasonable anbunt of tine and space: the |aundry
list assenbl ed above shows how an apparently sinple principle can
have many presuppositions. Second, it presupposes we know exactly

® ].e. even ignoring the conplications raised by nodal |ogics, paraconsistent

| ogi cs, higher order logics, etc.

* Of course, this creates other problens that we do not need to go into in the
present paper.

* For instance, one could axiomatize it. This does raise regress problens of
the sort that axiomatics in |ogic produces, but we shall not deal with this
here.
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what the presuppositions are, which is far fromtrue in nmany
cases. Third, even if we could list all the presuppositions, it
woul d not solve the problem It would sinply give the critics of
the "unrealisnm a place to "look up” the points at which they

di sagree, not give thema principled way in order to do so. A nore
"axi omatic" approach to epistenology would suffer fromthe sane
flaws, regardless of its other substantial benefits.

Let us now turn away fromlogic for suggestions and | ook at other
possibilities. Another possible answer would be sinply to drop
either the normative or the descriptive end of epistenology®. No
one has seriously proposed the latter®; we need not consider it
for that reason. However, the nove to drop the normative is (on
one interpretation at |east) the goal of the school of
"naturalized" epistenology which stens fromthe work of Quine®.

The attraction here would be that one always rules out projects
that are normative; this way there would be no arbitrariness in
the judgment of the realismin that respect of projects and so
forth. However, it would suffer fromthree problens. The first
problemwoul d be that it sinply nmakes epistenol ogy itself otiose.
The second objection would lie in that it is arbitrary to rule out
all normative epistenology to begin with. The third, and best
argunment, is the argunent presented by Kim (1993 [1986]).

This argunent is worth examning in some detail as it speaks not
only to the current consideration, but the considerations of our

# 1t is interesting to note that "logic" in English is slowy losing its
descriptive neaning, whereas in French it is less strange to say phrases |ike
"l ogi que de |l a paix" and so forth.

* To be fair: Richard Rorty has arguably defended dropping all of
epi stenol ogy, so a fortiori he has defended droppi ng descriptive epistenol ogy
as well. We will not address this here.

® Patricia Churchland (see above) considers herself in that tradition, but
even she does not go so far as to repudiate nornmati ve epi stenol ogy al t oget her
as we have noted previously. Even Qine hinmself is deeply anbi guous on this
poi nt. See Haack 1993 for a discussion
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present paper as a whole. First, Kimconsiders belief to be an
action of sorts. This yields imedi ately the consequence that
assuni ng we want normative ethics®, we want normative

epi st enol ogy, because nornati ve epistenology is just a focused
portion of normative ethics. Kimtakes normative epistenology to
be focused on justification, and attenpts to show further that if
justification is lost (as it would be in a purely descriptive

epi stenol ogy), know edge itself would di sappear from

epi stenol ogy' s consi deration. An epistenology w thout the concept
of know edge woul d be a rather strange epistenol ogy i ndeed”.

Ki m expl ai ns that Quine's approach focuses on causal relations, as
opposed to evidential ones. Since this radically changes the
subject, Kimcontinues, it is not clear how one (traditional vs.
natural i zed epi stenol ogy) could be in conpetition with the other,
never m nd one be a replacenent for the other.

W can extract another noral fromKims argument. First is the
interesting consideration of action. Kimis not the only one to
Iink know ng and doing; the thene is a well known approach of the
pragmati st schools. This suggests the approach that any proposal

of (normative) epistenology nust explain howit is to be used.
This m ght appear to make epi stenol ogy nore technol ogi cal (see
Dougl as 2002) than m ght be previously thought. However, since the
proposal s for action are not for other ends but (perhaps) for the
sake of knowi ng, we need not draw this conclusion. This has the
pseudoPopperian nerit that we can then see what would verify or
fal sify the epistenol ogical program W ask of the nodel questions
like: "Does this allow the agent to mnimze error?" or the |ike
and investigate it as if it were a theory of science. This
recovers sone of Quine's proposals for naturalized epistenol ogy,

* An assunption which the present paper will not even begin to attenpt to
def end. W neverthel ess remark on the assunption (one not noted by Kim
hinself!) in order to play by our own rul es.

* Though not unheard of; Pyrrhonian skepticismis arguably one such. O

course, this school has as a view that there is no know edge, not that

know edge is not worth investigating. Richard Jeffrey (1968) is arguably one

nodern partisan of this viewpoint, so it is not nerely of historical interest.
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as testing theories in epistenology would require good nodels in
psychol ogy. Further, as desired by sonme (the present author; Bunge
[1983]) this would suggest no clear dividing |ine between

psychol ogy and epi stenol ogy. This latter result m ght be regarded
as a reductio or at least an unfortunate feature. W shall not
pursue this matter here®.

It should be noted that this proposal links up nicely with
Dennett's (1998 [1988]) suggestion that artificial intelligence be
regarded as both a branch of engineering and as a branch of

phi | osophy. H's suggestion to take (certain) attenpts at Al to be
attenpts to validate epistenological? hypot heses dovetails as a
speci al case of the above proposal

Anot her proposal that mght work to solve our problemto sone
degree is suggested by Kelly (1990 [1985]). He tells us (pp. 120)
that we can build nodels of idealized agents who incorporate in
themtheories of their very limtations. For exanple, he takes
standard conputability theory (sensu Turing, for instance) to

i nclude such. Presumably the proofs of the unsolvability of the
halting problemand other limtative results are what he has in
mnd. He puts it this way (pp. 121):

"The moral is this: if you insist on advising the public to hitch its wagon to a star, you
ought to provide a way to characterize which broken wagons came closer to the
stellar rendezvous than others and to explain why coming closer is better than not
trying at all.”

(Pace Kelly, we do not take it as necessary that one proves
results about the limtations of an approach, however.) Further,
Kelly al so echoes Dennett's remarks which link artificial

*® Hopefully, this work shall continue in a sequel to the present paper where
this objection will be answered.

* They al so validate (or invalidate) netaphysical hypotheses concerning the
nature of nental states, etc. as well, but that's another story for another
time. That said, it is inportant to realize that netaphysical hypotheses will
enter into the test of epistenological ones, and it may prove difficult to
extricate the two contributions in certain cases. W shall postpone this
consideration to the sequel of this paper
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intelligence with epistenology. In fact, Kelly goes so far as to
suggest that Al itself is nore creditable when interpreted as
investigations in effective (his term nol ogy) epistenol ogy.
Nevert hel ess, there may be some who find fault with this approach.
W find it likely, however, that there would be a netaphysical
character to these debates. Suppose soneone were to build a nodel
of an agent who could use a |l earning-theoretic algorithmwith,
say, a polynomal running tinme to denonstrate, pace sone

phil osophical critics, that the learnability considerations of a
gi ven vi ewpoi nt was indeed feasible. This raises the nmetaphysica
questi on of whether human | earning nechanisns are sufficiently
like the (so-called) von Neumann nmachine architecture that the
running time cal cul ations were applicable®*. Mre on netaphysica
consi derations |ater.

Anot her approach would be to build fromthe bottom up: develop a
nodel that was so mninmal that everyone would agree that it
describes the | east powerful epistemic agent. This is the approach
taken by Cherniak (1986). Fromthere one could conceivably add
refi nements piecewi se, debating each as they cone to publication
debate and so forth

Thi s approach, while initially attractive, returns us to one of
our earliest concerns in this paper: what constitutes an agent.
Further, it raises the question of whether the power of epistemc
agents even be ordered in a relevant respect. For instance, sone
phi | osophers woul d consider only nentally conpetent adult hunmans
(i.e. not adults in a persistent vegetative state) to be agents in
t he appropriate sense; sonme would include children or even
infants. O hers would include various nonhuman ani nmal s: ot her
primates; all other mammals; sone m ght include birds. O her

® W do not nmean to suggest that any particul ar epistenologist (or Al
researcher) is guilty of this error. Nevertheless, it is inportant to renmenber
that (at least) two assunptions are built into the argument our imaginary
| earning theorist is making. First, that "conputationalisni, is broadly
speaking a correct way of understandi ng how humans | earn. Second, that the
assunptions that go into running tine calculations are correct for the "human
conputer." These assunptions do vary depending on the architecture of the
conputer in question (Cornen, Leiserson and Rivest 1990).
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chordates m ght be included or not; sone biologists would say that
cephal opods (squids, octopuses, etc.), are nore epistem c agents
than reptiles, anphi bians or bony fish, so they should be

i ncl uded. And of course sonme phil osophers woul d i nclude sone
conputers, or their prograns, or robots, or

Merely trying to find an ordering principle to include all of

t hese above, neverm nd one that would allow everyone to agree on
the mninmnum is a tall order. If such were actually done, we would
reconsider this issue. Until then, however, we regard this problem
as a substantial obstacle to the above proposal.

Anot her nonograph on our thene is Goldman's (1986) volune. He
makes sone useful remarks that we should attenpt to integrate in
our discussion. The first of these is on page 5. He argues for the
i mportance of understanding for epistenology how actual cognitive
agents do perceive, renmenber, reason and so forth. This centers
around their evaluation first and forenost. This seens to be the
usual normative consideration. But these quickly run into
qguestions of what is being evaluated. In order to see if our
beliefs are structured in a certain way, it nust be possible in
the sense that our beliefs are the sorts of things which could
have such a structure. So epistenol ogists nust pay attention to
cognitive science in order to |learn and anal yze what sorts of
things beliefs are. This seens right, except for the fact that the
notion of "possibility" here is a bit vague. Assum ng one had
access to a well devel oped theory of (say) nonvol ogica

possibility, this approach would do the job in this case. As
before, epistenology thus has an interesting netaphysi cal
dependence. Gol dnman admts as nmuch when he says that this approach
ties his inquiry to topics in the philosophy of m nd.

Further, Goldman (pp. 24) tells us that normative standards nust
also tell us when they apply. This seens useful, and fits in with
t he Dennett-Kelly point we have raised earlier. Finally, Coldman's
di scussi on of "wi nner-take-all" neural networks as an alternative
to the usual Bayesian nodel of coherence is interesting, and is
noti vated by sone of the sane considerations that the present

aut hor (2001) has raised concerning the |latter approach.
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Rel ated to the above proposals would be to tie our normative

epi stenol ogy to the nonvol ogi cal state space of the appropriate
system This (like any nodel) woul d involve an idealization.
However, by suitably tying to the nonol ogically possible states of
an epi stem c agent one woul d obtain normative principles that were
appropriate to it. W recognize the followng problens with this
proposal that would have to be solved for it to be worth while.
One is that it nmakes explicit netaphysical conmmtnents as to the

| awf ul ness of epistem c agents. This m ght prove probl ematic on
sonme phil osophies of mnd (e.g. that of Davidson 1980 [1974]).

Two, the relevant tinme and space bounds m ght prove contentious,
but at |east they would be explicit. For exanple, the Turing
formal i sm (see Douglas forthcom ng) can be seen as normative in a
certain respect: it tells us the normative standards of effective
conputability. But it does this through the inmposition of (for
exanple) finite (although unbounded) tine of operation. (W
presuppose here that any statespace for an epistem c agent wll be
nodel ed at least inplicitly) with tinme and space vari abl es.)

Three, it requires that one agree on an understandi ng of | aw,
which is by no neans an easy task. Four, it quite |ikely
presuppose nuch work in philosophy of mnd, the cognitive sciences
and so on that is just not available, or would be highly
contentious if used.

The conciliatory parts present in this approach to our problem
make it interesting. Alas due to the reasons we have canvassed
above it is problematic for the sanme reasons.

Anot her, final, approach to solving our problemwould be sinply to
deny that one should find a solution to the problem Instead, one
woul d | eave everything as it is, and hope that tacit principles
would allow us to settle the matter eventually. W dislike this
approach as it goes against the principle of conscilience that we
are working with, but if none of the other proposals above are
successful we will have to deal with this possibility.

Concl usi on
We have | ocated our problem debated its rel evance and proposed
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sone first attenpts at solving it. Future work shall expand upon

t hese solutions and develop themfurther. W note in passing that
two areas of inportance (netaphysics, historical consideration)
requi re substanti al devel opnent outside of epistenology proper and
may very well require nore attention to nore netaphil osophica

than this paper has touched upon.
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