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In Search of the Foundations of Rationality
Garrett Cullity

The theory of rationality laid out in Robert Audi’s The Architecture of Reason has five main components.
 


The first of them is a distinctive foundationalism about theoretical rationality. Certain beliefs of ours are basic, in the sense that they are not actually inferred from other beliefs, nor do they derive their justification from their inferrability from other beliefs. These basic beliefs, however, are justified: the grounds of their justification lie in the experiences provided by four main sources: perception, introspection, memory and reason (13-16). Our experiences are not themselves justified, but they are justifiers. Although we should think of them as the justifying grounds of our basic beliefs, Audi prefers not to call them reasons. Reasons are conceptual; experiences need not be: the expression of the experiential grounds of one’s beliefs will be conceptual, but that does not mean that the experiences themselves are conceptual (17-18).


Justification and rationality, Audi insists, are not the same thing (49-55). Rationality, but not justification, can be a global property of a person, as well as a property of individual states or actions of a person; and moreover, the rationality of a belief does not entail its justification, since opposing beliefs may both be rational but cannot both be justified. However, it does seem that if a belief is justified, it is rational. So Audi’s foundational account of the justification of belief amounts to a foundational account of theoretical rationality.


This account shares the main attraction of foundationalist over coherentist views in epistemology: it avoids the worry that an internally coherent network of beliefs might fail to be justified, through failing to bear the right relationship to the world. However, it also avoids the problems with the epistemology of self-evidence that afflict traditional foundationalist views. The foundations on which Audi’s view bases our knowledge are not unjustified beliefs: our basic beliefs are themselves justificationally grounded in experience. And it allows that the justifications for our basic beliefs may be defeated: justifications can be adequate without being infallible (20-21, 40-43).


So Audi’s foundationalism about theoretical rationality is attractive. His ambition in the rest of the book is to use it as a model for a complete theory of rationality.


The second component of his theory is a parallel treatment of practical rationality. In broad terms, the structural parallel is this. Desires stand to experiences and actions as basic beliefs do to experiences and inferential beliefs (62-3). Desires are themselves justificationally grounded in experiences which do not in turn admit of justification; and they justify the actions that are appropriate responses to them. Desires, on Audi’s view, express our reasons for action (63).


The third component is an account of the extent to which moral concern and action are rational. Audi argues that someone who fails to recognize that others’ pleasures and their avoidance of pain are good, or who fails to desire this intrinsically, is not fully rational (although he thinks it would be too strong to say that someone who fails to do this is irrational). Two arguments support this. The qualitative character of my experience that grounds the rationality of desiring it does not include its being mine, so it is equally rational to desire experiences of others with the same qualitative character (136-41, 148). To this he adds an argument from the integration of evaluative belief and motivation: believing that others’ enjoyable experience is good ought to be accompanied by motivation, in a rational agent (143-4, 148). So altruistic desires are rationally demanded. However, that does not mean that altruistic action is rationally demanded. A rational agent will often have stronger desires for her own good; and when all else is equal, the stronger of two competing desires provides the stronger reason (145-7).


With this, we have a treatment of the rationality of beliefs, desires and actions. Intentions, according to Audi, derive their rationality from the rationality of desires (108-11). This leaves the other main object of rational assessment – emotions – the treatment of which supplies the fourth major component of Audi’s theory. Again, the leading thought is that these are justificationally grounded in experience. Distinguishing emotions from feelings, he treats the latter as the experiential grounds supporting our rational emotions (202-4).


The final component of Audi’s theory is a drawing-together of these various elements into a unified account of what it is for a person to be globally rational. This involves two things. One condition for counting as a rational person is that a suitably large proportion of one’s beliefs, desires, emotions and action tendencies must be individually rational – where this is a matter of being appropriately responsive to their experiential grounds in the way he has spelt out (196-207). The other condition is that these individually rational states must be connected to each other in a coherently integrated way (207-10). Thus the normative role of coherence in Audi’s theory lies not in the justification of individual beliefs or desires, but in determining the overall rationality of a person.


This adds up to an account of rationality that is impressively ambitious, stimulating, and full of fascinating detail and insight. However, I want to use this essay to raise briefly some concerns about each of its five components.

I. Foundationalism about Theoretical Rationality.

Crucial to Audi’s foundationalism is the distinction between inferentially and non-inferentially justified beliefs. What makes his view a version of foundationalism is that justification is transferred from basic, experientially grounded beliefs to the non-basic beliefs that are inferrable from them. For a belief to be inferentially justified, it is not required that it is actually inferred from more basic beliefs; but it must be the case that one has internalized rational standards guiding its formation (33). The form of an explicit inferential justification must be available to me, and its availability to me must be appropriately (if not consciously) guiding the formation of my non-basic belief, in order for that belief to be inferentially justified.


Bearing this in mind, I want to press a question that has great importance for the success of Audi’s project. In virtue of what do experiences justificationally ground basic beliefs? It seems clear that those experiences must be causal grounds of the beliefs they justify: it needs to be the case that I have formed the beliefs because of the experiences in order for those experiences be what justify the beliefs – it had better not be the case that I would have formed the beliefs irrespective of my having those experiences. However, equally clearly, causation is not sufficient for justification. What do we need to add in order to explain what it is about the experiential grounds of our beliefs that justifies them?


This is not a question Audi answers, as far as I can see. And that may not seem to be a problem, since at least the broad outline of a plausible answer is easy to give. In the case of, say, perceptual beliefs, the regular character of our perceptual experience makes it reasonable to form the beliefs we do about the external objects with which we are perceptually acquainted. However, there does seem to be a problem here for Audi. To say this is to give an inferential justification of our perceptual beliefs: it is to give an inference to the best explanation. Of course, it is not as if we actually pass from perceptual experiences to perceptual beliefs by engaging in episodes of inferential reasoning. But then, as we have seen, inferentially justified beliefs do not require actual inferences. They require that those inferences are available to the agent, and that their availability to the agent plays a role in explaining the formation of the beliefs. The most plausible avenue to pursue here in order to defend Audi’s view is to deny that this latter condition is satisfied in the case of perceptual beliefs. My acceptance of norms of inference to the best explanation is not part of what explains my forming perceptual beliefs; whereas my acceptance of inferential norms of reasoning is part of what explains my forming genuinely inferential beliefs (even when I do not actually run through the inferences).  


However, this leaves a gap. How do experiences justify basic beliefs, if not in this way? Given that simply having been caused by a certain experience is not sufficient to supply a belief with a justificational grounding, exactly what has to be added?

II. Practical Rationality and Desire.

Audi seeks to extend his foundationalism about theoretical rationality to a parallel treatment of practical rationality. Desires, like basic beliefs, are rationally grounded in experience; and they in turn provide the rational grounds of action. I have a worry about each of these claims.


Is it true that desires make actions rational? Audi does make this claim, although he does not hold that my wanting something is itself normally a reason for action (122-3). (He does think that where there are already equally good reasons for and against an action, the strength of my desires may tip the balance, and give me more reason to do what I want to do more.) I think we should clearly agree with him that desires are not themselves reasons (indeed, not even the kind of “tie-breaking” reasons he allows). Rather, reasons are the features of actions that make them desirable. After all, when there is a reason for me to act to get or achieve something good, it will be the same as the reason to want it. The reason for both getting and wanting a cool drink on a hot day is that it will be refreshing; and if that is what we should say, it rules out the possibility that wanting it is a reason for getting it.
 But if desires are not themselves reasons, why think they make actions rational? The thought is evidently this. It is not sufficient for an action to be rational that there is a reason for it – I might irrationally do something for which there happens to be a reason. In order for my action to be rational, I must be related to the reason in the right way. (Or maybe there is no reason, but it must at least be rational for me to think there is.) Hence the role for desire in contributing to the rationality of action: in order for my action to be rational, I must stand in a motivational relationship to the reason.


However, why not say this instead? – What makes the action rational is that it is motivated by (what it makes sense for me to think of as) the recognition of a reason. If the action does take place – if it is motivated – then (given a suitably broad usage of “desire”) it is appropriate to ascribe to me a desire to do it.
 But it is not as if the desire makes it rational. For the desire is made rational by the same thing that makes the action rational – namely, the recognition of a reason. And desires are not reasons. Thus, it looks as though the argument against identifying desires as reasons also supplies us with an argument against holding that desires ground the rationality of action.


Now turn to the claim that desires are themselves rationally grounded in experience. Earlier, I raised a question about how experiences rationally ground beliefs. Now we face the same question in relation to desires. Indeed, if the remarks I have just made are on the right lines, we really do face the same question, and not just a structurally parallel one. What is required in order for my desires to be rational is that their formation is appropriately guided by my awareness of the qualities that make their objects desirable. And that is to say that desires are rationally grounded in whatever rationally grounds our evaluative beliefs – our beliefs about what is good or worth desiring. Perhaps Audi is right that there is a sense in which all beliefs – including evaluative ones – are rationally grounded in experience. The question how desires are rationally grounded in experience turns out to be the same as the question how beliefs are rationally grounded in experience.

III. Moral Reasons.

Some malicious people enjoy the suffering of others: that is, they experience the spectacle of others’ suffering as enjoyable. As we saw above, Audi has two arguments for thinking that desiring others’ suffering involves a defect of rationality. I have some worries about these arguments.


His first argument is that qualitative character of my experience of enjoyment does not include its being mine, so the desires rationally grounded by that experience cannot be restricted to a desire for my own enjoyment. One difficulty for this argument is that the most it could show is that I rationally should desire others’ enjoyment: it will not also show that I rationally should not also desire their suffering, if I enjoy that. However, there is a deeper problem – a problem bearing on whether this argument can show that I rationally should desire others’ enjoyment. Suppose we agree that the qualitative character of my experience does not include its being mine. (After all, in one sense of  “qualitative”, this claim looks analytic.) What remains at issue is the principle that the qualitative character of experiences exhausts the way in which they rationally ground desires. Why not think that desires are rationally grounded by two features of experiences: (i) their qualitative character (ii) their subject? The remarks in Section II allow us to put this point a different way. Desires, we have seen, seem to be rationally grounded by whatever rationally grounds the corresponding evaluative beliefs. So the question we need to settle concerns the scope of the corresponding evaluative belief it is rational to form in this case. Is it that my enjoyment is good for me, or just that enjoyment is good? In fact, I agree with Audi that we should endorse the latter claim as well as the former. But a further argument is needed to show this.


The same point affects Audi’s second argument. In a rational agent, he plausibly claims, evaluative beliefs and motivation are integrated. However, as we have just seen, there is an important question here: what is the scope of the evaluative belief that it is rational to have? Is it simply that enjoyment is good, or is it that enjoyment is good for the person whose enjoyment it is? We need a further argument to settle this.

IV. Emotions and Feelings.

Audi distinguishes emotions from feelings, and suggests that the latter act as the experiential grounds of the former. On this view, feelings are not themselves subject to rational assessment, but they do serve as rational grounds of full-blown emotions:

[J]ust as the experiences grounding a rational intrinsic desire are not rational or irrational, the kinds of non-propositional, occurrent feelings that play a similar experiential role are not.  (204)

On this picture, an emotional state such as fear or embarrassment has constituents of three main kinds: cognitive, conative and affective (202-3). Audi does not go into the question of whether the feelings associated with emotions should be thought of as sensations or not, and given that he does not, there is little to quarrel with in his in his use of  “feelings” to cover the further affective elements that need to be added to beliefs and desires in order to constitute an emotional state. He is not, as I read him, claiming that there is a phenomenologically distinctive feeling-state whose presence is characteristic of each emotion. And it does seem right to say that, in order to be experiencing fear, although it must be the case that I see an object as dangerous and I am motivated to avoid it, these are not sufficient for the emotion: a further affective ingredient is necessary (although perhaps no particular one). 


Once more, though, we need to raise the question of what experiential grounding consists in. Is it plausible to see non-propositional states of feeling as rationally grounding our emotions? There is one way in which it might give a justification: I might have inductive grounds for thinking that when I get this feeling, there’s usually something dangerous around; or evolutionary grounds for thinking that I have been designed in a way produces this experiential response in me when I am detecting danger. This might make it rational for me to believe that I am in danger, and therefore to be afraid. However, notice that a justification of this kind is again taking an inferential form. (As before, it is not as if my emotions are often actually produced by an explicit inference of mine; but again the point is that this is true of many inferentially justified beliefs.) So this is not the sort of justification that Audi is looking for, in seeking to find a non-inferential experiential grounding for states such as belief, desire and emotion. Again, we need to hear more about how experiential grounding works.

V. Global Rationality and Integration.

In giving us a foundationalist theory, Audi embraces the view that relations of coherence holding between a group of beliefs or desires do not themselves amount to a criterion of the rationality of those beliefs or desires. The coherence of a set of beliefs or desires may serve as evidence of their rationality; but only because it is a consequence of their rationality, not because it serves as an independent criterion (24-8, 46-8, 71). Justification tends to produce coherence, rather than being produced by it (27-8, 48). Given that our justified beliefs share common sources in perception, introspection, memory and reason, it is not surprising that such beliefs turn out to be mutually consistent and interconnected. And, given that our desires are directed to certain broad kinds of good such as happiness, we can explain why rational desires should tend to be jointly satisfiable and directed towards the same overall ends (71). But although we should accept this, we should deny that coherence is itself a source of justification. System-building amongst a group of beliefs and desires that are not themselves grounded in experiential sources does not tend to confer justification on them (27, 47).


Interestingly, then, Audi does find a role for coherence when he turns, at the end of his book, towards the assessment of the global rationality of a person. Granted, one of the conditions a person must satisfy to count as globally rational is that a suitably large proportion of her attitudes and actions must be rational. But the other condition is that these individually rational states must be connected to each other in a coherently integrated way (207-10). The final question I wish to press is whether this second condition does indeed amount to an independent criterion of global rationality, and if so, is it only a criterion of global and not local rationality, as Audi maintains?


When asking whether a structure of attitudes is coherently integrated, there are various different dimensions of integration to consider. We might be interested in the degree to which the structure is systematic, where this is the degree to which its members are linked by inferential chains. (A and B are linked by an inferential chain when they are the first and last members of a sequence each member of which bears a direct inferntial relationship to the previous one – either being entailed by or entailing it.) A maximally systematic structure is one in which all members are linked by inferential chains to all other members. Or we might be interested in the degree to which the structure is unified, where this is the degree to which its members have common inferential sources. A maximally unified structure is one in which one member is the single inferential source of all the others.


Is there a case for thinking that either of these aspects of integration are criteria of the rationality of a person? In the case of beliefs, the answer seems to be Yes. If a set of beliefs is systematic and unified in a way that establishes explanatory interconnections between the members of the set, that gives us grounds for thinking that it will remain adequate in the face of new experience. A merely consistent set of beliefs – even one that is consistent with all of a person’s experience so far – is less likely to remain adequate in the face of new experience, and that is what makes it rational to prefer a belief set which exhibits these further interconnections. (Explaining why this is less likely is of course a further question.)


However, although this does give us a ground for assessing the rationality of a person on the strength of the extent to which his attitudes form an integrated set, it also supplies a ground for assessing the rationality of those attitudes themselves. It certainly does so for a person’s beliefs taken collectively – we can assess the extent to which they form a coherent, explanatorily interconnected whole – but it also makes sense to assess individual beliefs on these grounds. An individual belief that has these explanatory interconnections to other beliefs may be rationally preferable to one that does not.


It is harder to see how to make a case for holding that systematicity and unity are criteria of practical rationality. Clearly, there is a case for rationally preferring desires and actions that are consistent, avoiding self-frustration. What is harder to see, however, is why, given two equally consistent sets of practical attitudes and actions, one should prefer the more systematic or unified set. Certainly, the argument in relation to theoretical rationality is not going to show this. The relevance of structural coherence to theoretical rationality is established via the requirement of responsiveness to the truth: a more systematic and unified set of beliefs is more likely to be true. The absence of this requirement in relation to practical rationality makes the same argument unavailable there.


When Audi writes of the “integration” of a person’s propositional attitudes, sometimes what he has in mind is the requirement that one wants what one believes (or what it would be rational for one to believe) to be worth wanting (144, 148). It does appear plausible to think of this as an independent requirement of rationality. However, this generates the same problem as before. It makes sense to think of this as a kind of coherence that supplies an independent criterion for the rationality of a person. But it equally makes sense to think of it as a criterion for the rationality of an individual desire or action. If it is rational for me to think that something is worth wanting, then that makes it rational for me to want it.


Thus, my final problem is a difficulty with the claims Audi makes about the role of coherence in relation to attributions of rationality. The grounds on which it is plausible to claim, as he does, that coherence is an independent criterion of the rationality of a person also seem to make it plausible to claim something he denies: that it is equally an independent criterion of the rationality of individual attitudes.

In this short essay, I have done little more than make some first moves in engaging with Robert Audi’s book. It provokes a lot of questions; but that is hardly a criticism of it. On the contrary, this book makes a highly distinguished and distinctive contribution to one of the key topics of philosophy; and it deserves to be discussed and debated a lot more thoroughly than has been possible here.
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