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ABSTRACT:  In this paper, I attempt to show how a proponent of the ‘inner-sense’ (quasi-perceptual) view of introspection can defend against Shoemaker’s important and influential argument from self-blindness.  One aspect of the analogy between introspection and perception is that the inner-sense theorist views the relationship between an agent’s beliefs and her introspective knowledge of them as merely contingent.  Shoemaker argues that this commits the inner-sense view to the possibility of an agent’s being self-blind, i.e., lacking any introspective awareness of her own mental states.  By invoking considerations arising from reflection on Moore’s paradox, Shoemaker rejects this possibility.  As I attempt to show, because Shoemaker’s discussion conflates introspective awareness and self-knowledge, he cannot establish his conclusion.  There is third-person evidence available to the self-blind person that Shoemaker ignores, and it can account for the considerations from Moore’s paradox that he raises.
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Over the course of the last decade, Sydney Shoemaker has steadily been building a case against the view that introspection is a kind of quasi-perception.  On this view, the ‘inner-sense’ model of introspection, the way we gain first-person knowledge of our own mental states is fundamentally analogous to the way we gain perceptual knowledge.  Shoemaker’s case against this view has proceeded, in large part, by the argument from self-blindness.  Roughly speaking, a rational agent is self-blind if she lacks the ability to have any introspective awareness of her own mental states.  According to Shoemaker, the inner-sense model of introspection requires that self-blindness be conceptually possible, and he has thus attacked the plausibility of this model by attempting to reduce to absurdity the assumption that a rational agent could be self-blind.  This paper aims to show that Shoemaker’s reductio fails.

I.  THE ARGUMENT FROM SELF-BLINDNESS


Following Shoemaker, I will use the term self-acquaintance to refer to self-knowledge that is acquired by the special access that one has to one’s own mental states.  By characterizing this access with the loaded term ‘special,’ I do not mean to invoke any heavy-duty epistemic machinery; in particular, I do not mean to imply that judgments formed by self-acquaintance are infallible, incorrigible or indubitable.  The specialness of self-acquaintance consists in the fact that no one but me can acquire knowledge via this sort of access to my mental states and, correspondingly, in the fact that this way of knowing about my own mental states is completely different from the way that I know about the mental states of others.

In what follows, I will often refer to this sort of access as introspective access, but I want to sound a cautionary note about this characterization.  In particular, I want to warn against taking the very notion of introspection to presuppose the inner-sense model of self-acquaintance that Shoemaker wants to reject.
  As I use the term ‘introspection,’ it is meant to refer to our special access to our mental states, whatever that sort of access turns out to be.  In other words, even if Shoemaker is right that this special access should not be understood on the inner-sense model, that would not entail that we do not have introspective knowledge of our mental states.  This same point applies to the term ‘self-acquaintance,’ which is also meant not to be theory-laden.  Both Shoemaker and his opponents can agree that we have knowledge of our mental states by self-acquaintance; the point at issue concerns the nature of this knowledge.

Our introspective access to our mental states is primarily meant to contrast with what I will call our third-person access to them.  Though our knowledge of our own mental states most commonly comes via self-acquaintance, we can and often do gain knowledge of our mental states in other ways.  Perhaps the most obvious route is psychoanalysis, but we need not look to the deep unconscious to come up with examples of mental states about which we come to have knowledge in non-introspective ways.  Someone might come to realize that she is hungry solely on the basis of finding herself walking to the refrigerator, or someone might come to realize that she believes in astrology only once it is pointed out to her that she has made several key decisions based on what her horoscope said.  The fact that these judgments are naturally thought of as realizations or discoveries, or even surprising discoveries, itself reinforces the fact that they do not come to us from introspection.  What makes such a judgment surprising is precisely the absence of introspective evidence in its favor.  Our self-knowledge—our knowledge of our own mental states—thus comprises both knowledge gained by self-acquaintance and knowledge acquired on a third-person basis.

According to the inner-sense model of introspection, knowledge gained by self-acquaintance is to be understood on analogy with perceptual knowledge.  For our purposes here, the key to the analogy is the logical independence claim.
  A tree does not depend for its existence on anyone’s perceiving it.  The tree can exist even if it is never perceived, and even if no creature who exists has the sensory mechanism necessary to perceive it.  Likewise, according to the inner-sense model, my belief about that tree does not depend for its existence on my introspecting it.  The belief can exist even if it is never introspected, and even if I lack the mechanism necessary to introspect it.  Just as my ability to perceive some particular external object is a contingent fact about me, my ability to “perceive” by inner-sense some particular internal object – some belief or desire or other mental state – is also a contingent fact about me.

As Shoemaker points out, however, the logical independence claim entails not only that a person might be unable to introspect some of her mental states, but also that she might be unable to introspect any of her mental states.
  The logical independence claim, that is, entails the possibility of self-blindness, where “a self-blind creature would be one which has the conception of the various mental states, and can entertain the thought that it has this or that belief, desire, intention, etc., but which is unable to become aware of the truth of such a thought except in a third-person way.”
  In arguing against the inner-sense model, Shoemaker’s overall strategy is thus to deny the possibility of any such creatures.  This gives us the argument from self-blindness:

i. Introspection is a quasi-perceptual faculty only if self-blindness is a conceptual possibility.

ii. Self-blindness is not a conceptual possibility.

iii. Thus, introspection is not a quasi-perceptual faculty, i.e. the inner-sense model is false.

In support of the key second premise, Shoemaker has put forth a number of considerations, including some that concern the utility of self-acquaintance.
  He has relied most heavily, however, on the argument from Moore’s paradox, and it is this argument on which I will focus in what follows.  Moore’s paradox, named for G.E. Moore, concerns sentences of the form “P, but I don’t believe that P.”  Though a Moore-paradoxical sentence does not involve an explicit contradiction, there is nonetheless clearly something odd about such sentences.  What exactly the problem is has been much discussed, but for the purposes of this discussion, we can set aside the question of the precise nature of the paradox.
  By reflecting on the relationship between Moore-paradoxical utterances and self-blindness, Shoemaker attempts a reductio of the supposition that self-blindness is possible.  In what follows, I will discuss this reductio in an attempt to show that it fails.  As I will argue, the problem arises because of a conflation of the notions of self-acquaintance and self-knowledge.

II.  THE ARGUMENT FROM MOORE’S PARADOX


Shoemaker asks us to consider a self-blind person, George.  Ex hypothesi George lacks self-acquaintance with his own beliefs, but importantly, the hypothesis that he is self-blind does not rule out his having knowledge about them that was acquired on a third-person basis.  Though a self-blind person has no beliefs about his mental states based on introspection, that does not mean that he can make no judgments about his mental states at all.  Thus, let us suppose that among the judgments that George has made about his mental states is the judgment that he does not believe that it is raining.


Once we think about the way that George has formed such a judgment – namely, on the basis of third-person evidence – it seems that there might be circumstances in which he might judge that he does not believe that it is raining despite the fact that he has judged (and even asserted aloud) that it is raining.  More generally, it seems that circumstances might arise in which all the evidence that George has points towards P, even though the third-person evidence available to him about his own mental states points toward the fact that he does not believe that P.  Of course, the third-person evidence available to George about his own mental states will include not only (a) whatever evidence he has that supports P, but also (b) his own assertions of P, both of which presumably support the judgment that he believes P.  But the rest of the third-person evidence available to George might be of sufficient strength as to override (a) and (b).  It seems reasonable to suppose that, if such circumstances were to arise, George might make a Moore-paradoxical judgment and, moreover, that he might assert this judgment aloud.  Shoemaker in this way suggests that the self-blind will be susceptible to making Moore-paradoxical assertions.


Having offered the above line of reasoning, however, Shoemaker draws attention to a significant problem with it.  Since George is not supposed to suffer from any sort of diminished rationality—his self-blindness is a quasi-perceptual but not a cognitive deficiency, just as actual blindness is a perceptual but not a cognitive deficiency—he would be as capable as we are of recognizing the paradoxical nature of utterances of the form “P but I don’t believe that P.”  In any event, he should be able to recognize that utterances of this form are self-defeating: “Since in asserting the first conjunct one would, if sincere, be expressing the belief which the second conjunct denies one has, one could not hope to get one’s audience to accept both conjuncts on one’s say so, and could have little hope of getting them to accept either.”
  Thus, even if circumstances were to arise in which the third-person evidence available to George suggested both that it was raining and that he did not believe that it was raining, given the assumption of his rationality it ultimately looks as if he would avoid making the Moore-paradoxical assertion. 


Further reflection suggests additional, related implications of the fact that George has full rationality.  For example, George should be able to recognize that he should answer in the affirmative to the question “Do you believe P” whenever he would answer in the affirmative to the question, “Is P true?”, and he should also be able to recognize the circumstances in which it is appropriate to preface an utterance of P with “I believe.”  But now it starts to become hard to see how George is different from someone who has self-acquaintance for, as Shoemaker suggests, it seems “that there would be nothing in his behavior, verbal or otherwise, that would give away the fact that he lacks self-acquaintance.”
  And because Shoemaker wants to claim that “if everything is as if a creature has knowledge of its beliefs and desires, then it does have knowledge of them”,
 he takes the considerations just adduced as a reductio of the possibility of self-blindness.

Before proceeding, however, two qualifications are in order.  First, I should note that Shoemaker offers one additional iteration to his reductio in response to the objection that a self-blind person like George could not acquire the assertive use of language.  To answer this objection, Shoemaker adduces further considerations to show that (1) George should have no difficulty coming to understand language, and (2) he could employ this understanding in the making of assertions.
  Since the iterated argument proceeds in fundamentally the same way as the original argument, the criticisms of Shoemaker’s original argument that I make below will apply equally well to the iterated argument.  Note that Shoemaker ends the iterated argument with claims very similar to those with which he ended the original argument: “It looks as if [George] would speak, as well as act, just as a rational self-aware man would.  And this calls into question the supposition that he lacks something the self-aware man has.”
 

It is also important to note that strictly speaking the argument just given serves only as a reductio of the possibility of self-blindness with respect to belief.  Shoemaker offers a parallel argument from Moore’s paradox for self-blindness with respect to desire.  In brief, given George’s rationality he will respond affirmatively to the question, “Shall I give you X?” just in those cases in which he would respond affirmatively to the question, “Do you want X?”
  Shoemaker also raises considerations to establish the impossibility of self-blindness with respect to other mental states,
 but as such considerations do not relate directly to the argument from Moore’s paradox, I will not address them here.

Summarizing his argument, Shoemaker writes: 

[I]f someone is equal in intelligence, rationality, and conceptual capacity to a normal person, she will, in consequence of that, behave in ways that provide the best possible evidence that she is aware of her own beliefs and desires to the same extent that a normal person would be, and so is not self-blind.

We can thus present the argument schematically as follows:

(1) George is equal in intelligence, rationality and conceptual capacity to a normal (i.e., not self-blind) person.

(2) If someone is equal in intelligence, rationality and conceptual capacity to a normal person, his behavior provides the best possible evidence that he is aware of his own beliefs and desires to the same extent that a normal person would be.

(3) George’s behavior provides the best possible evidence that he is aware of his own beliefs and desires to the same extent that a normal person would be.

(4) Thus, George is aware of his own beliefs and desires to the same extent that a normal person would be.

(5) Thus, George is not self-blind.

The considerations from Moore’s paradox are put forth in an attempt to establish premise (2), and in fact, it is this premise that Shoemaker is primarily concerned to defend.  But what I want now to suggest is that, even granting Shoemaker premise (2), he is not entitled to the conclusion.  The problem arises with the move from (4) to (5).
  Premise (4) tells us only that the extent of George’s awareness of his own beliefs and desires will be normal.  It does not tell us anything about the way that George has acquired such awareness and, perhaps most importantly, it leaves open the possibility that the way that George has acquired this awareness is not normal, i.e. has not come through self-acquaintance.  At least in principle, (4) is consistent with the claim that George is self-blind but that he has acquired the normal extent of awareness of his own beliefs and desires via third-person access to these states.  Self-blindness, remember, is defined in terms of self-acquaintance, not self-knowledge; George’s self-blindness does not require that he entirely lacks self-knowledge but only that he lacks self-acquaintance.  It is for this reason that (5) does not follow from (4), and the argument as it stands seems to depend upon a conflation of self-acquaintance with self-knowledge.


In fact, this conflation of self-acquaintance and self-knowledge recurs throughout Shoemaker’s discussion.  For example, although he initially is careful to cast the term ‘self-blindness’ in terms of a lack of self-acquaintance, he later writes:

To deny the possibility of self-blindness is to hold that it is implicit in the nature of certain mental states that any subject of such states that has the capacity to conceive of itself as having them will be aware of having them when it does, or at least will become aware of this under certain conditions (e.g., if its reflects on the matter).

Notice, however, that strictly speaking, this is not enough for the denial of self-blindness.  For self-blindness to be impossible, it must be the case that any rational subject of certain mental states is aware (or capable of being aware) by self-acquaintance of having such mental states.  A similar problem is also evident in the following passage:

Our earlier discussion suggests that when George has the belief that P, his behavior will be that of someone who believes that he believes that P.  This implies that George has a state that plays at least a good part of the causal role of the second-order belief expressed by “I believe that P.” …  Let’s call this a “quasi” second-order belief, where this leaves it open whether it is a genuine second-order belief or an “ersatz” one.  The supposition that George is self-blind is the supposition that it is ersatz.

Again, strictly speaking, this does not properly capture the supposition that George is self-blind.  Such a supposition includes two possibilities: either the second-order belief is ersatz or it did not come by self-acquaintance.

Surely Shoemaker would not try to justify his having collapsed these two possibilities into one by suggesting that beliefs that do not come by self-acquaintance are ersatz.  More likely, he would simply admit that this last passage was ‘unguarded.’
  Nonetheless, I expect that he would view such an admission as unproblematic and that he thinks such unguarded talk is completely harmless.  In this regard, it is also telling that he chooses the terminology ‘self-blind’ and not something like ‘introspection-blind.’  In short, he does not seem to think that we need to take seriously the possibility that a self-blind person could acquire third-person beliefs about his own mental states to any significant extent, and certainly not to the extent of a normal person.    But he says nothing to indicate why this possibility should not be taken seriously.  And, as I would like to suggest, it is not clear that it can be dismissed as easily as it seems that Shoemaker would have us believe.

I do not mean to deny that most of the self-knowledge acquired by one of us who is not self-blind comes from self-acquaintance.  Moreover, I grant that it is extremely difficult to conceive of how we who have the capacity for self-acquaintance could acquire self-knowledge to any significant extent except via this capacity; if there is any third-person evidence, we are not attuned to it.  But consider the vast amount of our knowledge about the external world that we typically acquire by our capacity for visual perception, and consider also how difficult it is for a sighted person to conceive of how one could acquire this knowledge except via this capacity.  Nonetheless, a blind person is able to have a remarkable amount of knowledge about the external world, considerably more than a sighted person would expect given her lack of sight.  The blind person is attuned to non-visual evidence to which sighted people are not attuned.

When someone lacks one sense, the other senses typically combine to compensate for that deficiency.  Blind people, for example, are generally said to have better senses of hearing than do sighted people.  But given this fact, the proponent of the inner-sense model of introspection has a natural argument against the suggestion that we could not acquire significant knowledge of our mental states without the capacity for self-acquaintance.  The other senses of someone lacking this capacity – this ‘inner sense’ – might well combine to compensate for this deficiency.  The self-blind person might be able to pick up on third-person evidence that we, who have the faculty of self-acquaintance, cannot – just as the blind person can pick up on aural evidence that the sighted cannot (or, at least, normally do not).  The point is that there might very well be more third-person evidence available than Shoemaker allows.

In fact, the very discussion of Moore’s paradox and rationality points to exactly the sort of third-person evidence to which the self-blind person might become attuned.  Recall that we are supposing that George will answer “yes” to the question “Do you believe P?” whenever he would answer “yes” to the question “Is P true?”  But this means that George might very well reason that whenever there is strong (or unambiguous) evidence for some claim P, he should form the judgment that he believes P.  He can use the third-person evidence for P itself as evidence for his belief that P.  This might not be the way that we, who are not self-blind, judge that we believe P, but that does not preclude George from using the procedure.

III.  THE UPSHOT FOR THE INNER-SENSE MODEL

At this point, it may be useful to recall one of the passages I quoted from Shoemaker above: if everything is as if a creature has knowledge of its beliefs and desires, then it does have knowledge of them.  Though we might well be prepared to grant Shoemaker that this conditional is true, my suggestion has been that for his argument against self-blindness to succeed, he needs to defend a stronger conditional, namely, if everything is as if a creature has knowledge of its beliefs and desires, then it does have knowledge of them by self-acquaintance.  But this conditional is not nearly as plausible as the weaker one, and, as I have suggested, Shoemaker has given us no reason to accept it.  His argument from Moore’s paradox in this way fails to establish that self-blindness is conceptually impossible—which, as we have seen, is the key premise of the argument from self-blindness against the inner-sense model of introspection.  It might be that this premise can be supported in other ways—for example, as I mentioned earlier Shoemaker offers some considerations about the utility of self-acquaintance in its support.  But insofar as his attack on the inner-sense model of introspection relies on the argument from Moore’s paradox, I have here suggested that this model can survive the attack.

This defense does, however, come at a cost.  The Moore-paradoxical considerations advanced by Shoemaker suggest that it is impossible for a fully rational person (i.e., a person equal in intelligence, rationality and conceptual capacity to a normal person) to lack self-knowledge.  This fact stands in need of explanation.  If we deny Shoemaker’s explanation—that self-blindness is a conceptual impossibility—then we seem forced to accept a rather surprising claim: any person who is self-blind must acquire by third-person means the full extent of self-knowledge that those of us who are not self-blind acquire by first-person means.  Above I discussed various third-person resources that are available to George, the self-blind person, that I think make plausible the suggestion that he could acquire such knowledge.  But if we accept that George is self-blind and yet does not fall prey to Moore-paradoxical judgments, then it is not enough to claim merely that he could have acquired the normal extent of self-knowledge by third-person means; rather, we have to claim that he must have acquired such self-knowledge in that way.

Such a conclusion is surprising, and perhaps more surprising than the conceptual impossibility of self-blindness.  Defending this surprising conclusion must thus be acknowledged as the cost of defending the inner-sense model against Shoemaker.
  How high this cost turns out to be will depend largely on whether my suggestions above that make it plausible that George could acquire normal self-knowledge via third-person means can be sufficiently fleshed out to make it plausible that he would have to acquire such self-knowledge.  The proponent of the inner-sense model thus has further work to do.  What I have attempted to show here, however, is that the Moore-paradoxical considerations do not themselves force us to abandon the inner-sense model of introspection. 
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