Desire and Self-Knowledge

1. Introduction












We often form beliefs about our own mental states. I believe that I have political beliefs of a certain kind. Perhaps you believe that you want to eat fish for lunch. Most of us have believed, at some moment or other, that we were in love. Let us call beliefs of this kind ‘self-ascriptions’ of mental states. Self-ascriptions normally enjoy a special kind of epistemic justification when the self-ascribed mental state is of a certain type, such as a belief or a desire. Our justification for self-ascriptions of those mental stases seems to be, in some way, privileged or authoritative. In the philosophical literature, this idea is often expressed by saying that we have privileged access to our own mental states, or that our self-ascriptions constitute self-knowledge. The goal of this discussion will be to account for that fact. I will concentrate on privileged access to our own desires.

My main contention in this essay is that the belief that one has a certain desire gives one privileged access to it when that belief has been formed in a particular way. The basic idea will be that, when we have privileged access to a certain desire, we do not scan our mental states in search of a state that we can identify as a desire with the appropriate content. Instead, we look past our desires, so to speak. We form beliefs about the desires that we have on the basis of our grounds for those desires. I call this belief-formation procedure ‘bypass.’ The purpose of this essay is to show that the fact that we have privileged access to our desires is explained by the fact that we self-ascribe those desires through bypass.

I shall proceed as follows. In section 2, I will distinguish two characteristic features of privileged access. In section 3, I will make explicit some assumptions on which the account of privileged access that I will propose will rely.  In section 4, I will draw a taxonomy of desire wherein desires will be distinguished by their causal histories. This will allow me to put forward, in section 5, the ‘bypass’ procedure that, I will claim, we normally follow to form beliefs about our own desires. In section 6, I will argue that self-ascriptions of desire formed by means of bypass are justified. Section 7 is devoted to show that the justification in question has the two marks of privileged access distinguished in section 2. And, finally, section 8 is meant to illustrate that the resulting model of privileged access has several advantages over similar models. I will conclude that the view that we self-ascribe desires through bypass explains the fact that we have privileged access to them. 

Some terminological preliminaries are in order. We speak of desires as if they were directed at either states of affairs, actions or objects. Thus, we self-ascribe desires with expressions of the form ‘I want it to be the case that p’ (where ‘p’ stands for a state of affairs, as in ‘I want it to be the case that team T wins’), ‘I want to (’ (where ‘(’ stands for an action, as in ‘I want to play with team T’), and ‘I want x’, or ‘I want some x’ (where ‘x’ stands for an object, as in ‘I want a team T jersey’). I take desires to be propositional attitudes.
 Thus, I take the case where desire is an attitude towards a state of affairs to be the basic case. In what follows, I will assume that both desires for objects and desires to perform actions should be construed as desires for certain states of affairs that involve those objects and actions to be the case. Thus, I shall use expressions of the form ‘S wants to (’ and ‘S wants x’ to abbreviate, respectively, that S wants it to be the case that she (’s, and that S wants it to be the case that she is in some (contextually salient) relation to x. 

2. Explanandum











As a first approximation, we can say that having privileged access is the relation in which a subject stands to a state of affairs when she believes the state of affairs to be the case and the subject’s belief enjoys a special kind of epistemic justification. When a subject enjoys privileged access to her own desires, for instance, the justification that her self-ascriptions of desires enjoy is special. It is special in that it is different from the justification that someone else’s ascriptions of those desires to her enjoy, in two respects. 

First of all, it seems to depend on neither reasoning nor behavioral evidence. Normally, I do not need to inspect my own behavior or reason my way to a certain conclusion in order to be justified in believing that I have a certain desire. By contrast, anyone else needs to look at my behavior and perform some inferences to the best explanation in order to be justified in ascribing a desire to me. Let us summarize this difference in the following ‘asymmetry of access principle’ (or ‘Asymmetry’ for short):

Asymmetry

For any subjects S, S* and proposition p:

Normally, if S is justified in believing that she wants that p, then S’s justification for that belief does not rely on reasoning or behavioral evidence. By contrast, if S* is justified in believing that S wants that p, then S*’s justification normally relies on reasoning and behavioral evidence.

Furthermore, a subject’s belief that she has a certain desire is, usually, more strongly justified than anyone else’s belief that she has that desire. Notice that we do not feel inclined to correct a person’s reports of her own desires except in the presence of overwhelming conflicting behavioral evidence. This suggests that we operate under the assumption that each person is the best judge of what her own desires are. In other words, by default, we seem to assume that a person’s beliefs about her own desires are more justified than anyone else’s beliefs about those desires. We may express this idea in the following ‘strength of access principle’ (or ‘Strength’, to abbreviate):

Strength

For any subjects S and S*, and proposition p:

In normal circumstances, if both S and S* are justified in believing that S wants that p, then S is more justified in having that belief than S* is.

In what follows, I will reserve the use of the expressions ‘privileged access to our desires’ and ‘self-knowledge for desire’ to refer to the phenomenon that Asymmetry and Strength jointly describe. Explaining privileged access to our desires, in that sense exactly, will be our goal in this discussion. 

3. Assumptions










 

The purpose of this section is to specify some assumptions that will underlie the account of privileged access to be offered below. These assumptions concern the notion of epistemic justification to be employed. In what follows, I shall assume that a subject is justified in forming a belief if she forms it on the basis of some state that constitutes adequate support for it. Let me elaborate on both the idea of a state constituting adequate support for a belief and the idea of a subject forming a belief on the basis of some state.

I take those states that constitute support for a belief to be states of the subject who has the belief, such as the subject’s perceptual experiences, memory experiences and other beliefs. A given state will count as adequate support for a subject’s belief if that state is of a type that, in that subject, usually correlates with the type of state of affairs that makes the belief true. This is something that we seem to assume when we think about perceptual knowledge, for instance. Intuitively, my seeming to perceive a table in front of me constitutes adequate support for the belief that there is a table in front of me because there is a robust correlation between perceptual experiences and states of affairs in the world. In the absence of that correlation, we would not count seeming to perceive a table as adequate support for the belief that there is a table in front of me. I will refer to the fact that a subject is in a state that constitutes adequate support for a given belief by saying that she has adequate support for that belief.   

What about the idea of forming a belief on the basis of some state? Clarifying the exact nature of the basing relationship is beyond the scope of my project in this essay, but the following two remarks should suffice for the purposes of our discussion.  For any subject S, proposition p and state E:

1. If S forms the belief that p on the basis of her being in E, then: 

S believes that p because she is in E. 

2. If S forms the belief that p on the basis of her being in E, then:

S is disposed to believe that she is in E, provided that she reflects on why she is forming her belief and she has the appropriate conceptual repertoire. 

The first condition tells us that if a subject forms a given belief on the basis of her being in a certain state, then the fact that she is in that state is the cause of her having that belief.
 The intuitive idea is that if a subject forms a belief on the basis of her being in a certain state, then no other state that she is in can be the cause of her holding that belief. Thus, suppose that I seem to perceive a table in front of me and, for some reason, I do not trust my senses. Nonetheless, I form the belief that there is a table in front of me because I trust the testimony of someone who assures me that there is such a table. Then, my belief has not been formed on the basis of my perceptual experience. 

The second condition tells us that if a subject forms a given belief on the basis of her being in a certain state, then she must be capable of coming to believe that she is in that state without requiring any further information. It follows from this condition that, if her belief were challenged, she would be able to produce the consideration that she is in that state in support of her belief.

I will not argue for this notion of epistemic justification here.
 Instead, I propose to assume it for the sake of the argument and explore how far it can take us in the task of explaining self-knowledge for desire. We shall shortly see that, with the help of some considerations on the nature of desire, it can take us considerably far in that direction.

4. Varieties of desire











We may characterize desires as propositional attitudes, the content of which are states of affairs such that the subject is inclined to do, where possible, something that conduces to their coming into being. Notice that, when a subject has one of those propositional attitudes, there is normally some other mental state that caused the attitude to arise in her, and it is such that the subject usually comes to have that very same attitude whenever she occupies the state in question. Thus, hunger tends to elicit in me the desire to eat. It does not sometimes elicit in me the desire to eat and, other times, the desire to drink. Likewise, my having a desire for a certain goal and the belief that money is necessary to achieve it does not sometimes elicit in me the desire for money and, other times, the desire for luck. It normally elicits in me the desire for money. Let ‘S’ stand for a subject, ‘G’ for a state and ‘D’ for a desire. I shall use the locutions ‘G constitutes grounds for D in S’ and ‘D is grounded on G in S’ to refer to the fact that S tends to have D when she is in G. Accordingly, I shall speak of a subject ‘having grounds’ for a given desire to refer to the fact that the subject is in a state that constitutes grounds for that desire in her. Notice that this use of the term ‘grounds’ is not meant to carry any normative connotations. Grounds, as conceived here, are states simply characterized by their causal role.

We are now in a position to draw a taxonomy of desire that will be quite helpful for our purposes. We may distinguish three types of desires depending on the kind of state on which the desire is typically grounded. 

First of all, let us distinguish ‘instrumental’ from ‘non-instrumental’ desires.
 An instrumental desire is a desire whose possession is usually grounded on the subject’s having some other desire and the belief that satisfying the former desire will lead to the satisfaction of the latter. Thus, if I want to take the bus because I want to go downtown and I believe that the bus goes there, then my desire to take the bus is an instrumental desire. If I want to go downtown because I want to have a nice meal and I believe that the best restaurants are downtown, then my desire to go there is instrumental as well. We build action plans constituted by desires for certain goals, beliefs about the best means to attain those goals, and desires to pursue those means. In most cases, the desires involved in those plans are instrumental. The following generalization, then, describes one way in which desires arise in us:

Instrument

For any propositions p, q and subject S:

In normal circumstances, if S desires that p and S believes that p would be the case if q were the case, then S desires that q.

Instrument is formulated as a tendency law because it is not exceptionless. One does not always desire those things that, from the point of view of one’s own beliefs, will maximize one’s chances of satisfying further desires that one has. That is, one may believe that doing something is the best means to achieve a certain goal and, yet, not form the desire to do it. One of the reasons why this may happen is that one may fail to bring some belief about the best means to achieve a certain goal to bear on one’s desire for that goal. One may have a desire for a goal and a belief about the best means to achieve it but one may basically fail to put them together. 

Notice that very different desires count as non-instrumental desires given how the instrumental/non-instrumental distinction has just been drawn. There are two types of non-instrumental desires at least. 

Consider a certain class of familiar conditions such as appetites, cravings, yearnings and longings of any sort. Let us call these experiences ‘urges.’ I think of urges quite inclusively. Those experiences that arise due to organismic needs are urges. And those experiences wherein a subject just feels like doing something count, on the use of the term that I am stipulating, as urges as well. Thus, the unpleasant feeling that one experiences in one’s stomach when one has not eaten for a while is a paradigmatic example of an urge. And my suddenly feeling like singing while in the shower qualifies as an urge as well. In general, we can think of urges as states wherein we experience the fact that we are not in some state as unpleasant.

We may now distinguish those non-instrumental desires that are typically prompted by urges from those that are not. Let us call the former ‘basic desires’ and the latter ‘non-basic desires.’ The desire to be a musician and the desire to be a good parent are examples of non-basic desires. The desire to drink when one is thirsty is a paradigmatic example of a basic desire. Thus, the following generalization describes a way in which desires arise in us in addition to the way described by Instrument: 

Urge

For any proposition p and subject S:

In normal circumstances, if S experiences an urge for p being the case, then S comes to desire that p.

Urge is formulated as a tendency law because one does not always desire those things one has an urge for. One may experience an urge for something and have a strong desire that would conflict with the desire for the object of one’s urge. In that case, one may not come to desire the object of one’s urge. For instance, I may think that I am extremely fat and I may therefore want to go on a strict diet. In those circumstances, it will not be unusual for me to experience an urge to eat and not to desire to eat. Alternatively, one could experience an urge for something before one has acquired the necessary concepts to frame the desire for it. Thus, it is conceivable that a child could feel sexually aroused for the first time before she has acquired the concept of sexual intercourse. In that case, the child could experience the urge for sex without, strictly speaking, having the desire for it. 

Let us turn to non-basic desires now. It seems that if someone has a non-basic desire that p, then that desire is typically grounded on her finding it valuable that p.
 For instance, if someone has a non-instrumental desire to be a musician, then what grounds her desire is usually the fact that she values being a musician. Consider someone who does not value that kind of occupation, and suppose that she does not have any further goal that being a musician may help her achieve. That person will surely not desire to be a musician. It then seems that the following generalization describes one more way in which desires arise in us:

Value

For any proposition p and subject S:


In normal circumstances, if S values that p, then S comes to desire that p.

Once again, Value has exceptions. Suppose, for instance, that you are deeply depressed. Then, it may be the case that you find a certain goal valuable but, nevertheless, you do not desire to pursue it. You may attach a high value to your being a musician but you may not be at all inclined to behave in those ways that would maximize your chances of becoming one. This is certainly possible. Nonetheless, in normal circumstances, we do want to secure those things that we find valuable.   

There is logical room for non-instrumental desires grounded on neither values nor urges within the taxonomy of desire that now emerges. Interestingly, we do not seem to have any such desires. The account of privileged access that I am about to propose does not commit us to the view that we do not have any desires of that sort, though. As we shall see, it does commit us to the view that, if there are desires of that sort and we have privileged access to them, then our beliefs that we have those desires are based on our grounds for them, whatever those grounds may be.

5. Bypassing desire











My main contention in this essay is that self-knowledge for desire is explained by the fact that, in normal circumstances, we form beliefs about our own desires on the basis of our grounds for those desires. The contention is, then, constituted by two claims: The claim that we usually form beliefs about our own desires on the basis of our grounds for them, and the claim that this procedure provides the resulting self-ascriptions with strong, asymmetric epistemic justification. The purpose of this section is to make a case for the former claim. The next two sections will be concerned with the latter one. 

The proposal is that, when I form the belief that I have a certain desire, the state on the basis of which I form my belief normally constitutes grounds for having that desire in me. What I usually do is to look, so to speak, past the desire in order to self-ascribe it. When I believe that I want to take the bus, for instance, I usually form that belief on the basis of my grounds for wanting to take the bus (grounds such as my desire to go to downtown and my belief that the bus will take me there). When I believe that I want to drink some water, I typically form that belief on the basis of my being thirsty. When I believe that I want to be a good parent, I normally form that belief on the basis of my valuing being a good parent. In sum, we form self-ascriptions of desires on the basis of our grounds for those desires. I will use ‘bypass’ to refer to the procedure whereby a self-ascription of a desire is formed on the basis of grounds that the subject has for that desire. Accordingly, I will refer to a self-ascription of a desire that is formed on the basis of grounds that the subject has for that desire by saying that the self-ascription ‘bypasses’ the desire, or that it is a ‘bypassing self-ascription.’ We can then formulate the proposed view as follows:


The bypass view


For any proposition p and subject S:


Normally, if S believes that she wants that p, then there is a state E such that

(a) S’s belief has been formed on the basis of her being in E.

(b) E constitutes grounds for the desire that p in S.

What reasons are there to think that our self-ascriptions of desires normally bypass those desires they are about? A certain phenomenological observation lends strong support to the bypass view.

If I am asked (by myself or others) whether I want p to be the case, my attention will be directed at p being the case. To address the question, I do not try to, so to speak, scan my own mind in search of a state that I can identify as the relevant desire. Rather, I concern myself with the outside world by focusing on the intentional object of the desire. Thus, if I am asked whether I want to go to the party on Saturday, I will consider my going to the party to answer the question. In particular, I will consider whether going to the party might be fun. If I am asked whether I want a drink, then I will consider my having a drink. Specifically, I will consider whether I feel like having one. In general, it seems that one answers the question of whether one wants that p by focusing on considerations that do not concern one’s own mind, but the fact that p. The equivalent observation for belief has received much attention in the literature on self-knowledge. Gareth Evans famously offered the following version of it:

In making a self-ascription of belief, one’s eyes are, so to speak, or occasionally literally, directed outward –upon the world. If someone asks me “Do you think there is going to be a third world war?,” I must attend, in answering him, to precisely the same outward phenomena as I would attend to if I were answering the question “Will there be a third world war?”

Let us refer to the fact that, when a subject is asked whether she wants something, she addresses the question by focusing her attention on the intentional object of the relevant desire by saying that desires are ‘transparent.’
 If we normally form beliefs about our own desires on the basis of grounds that we have for them, then the transparency of desire makes sense. After all, if the bypass view is correct, then the support I have for my belief that I desire to do something is identical to my grounds for that desire. It is no wonder, then, that to address the question of whether I have the desire to do something, I attend to my grounds for wanting to do it. I am simply looking for adequate support for my self-ascription. The fact that I consider, for instance, my grounds for wanting to go to the party when I am asked whether I want to go is exactly what we should expect if the bypass view is correct. For the grounds that I have to want to go to the party are, according to the bypass view, the kind of states on the basis of which I would typically form the belief that I want to go to the party.

Now, there are two natural reactions against the claim that the bypass view best explains the transparency of desire. One reaction is that there is an alternative, simpler way of explaining transparency. So transparency should not be used to motivate the bypass view. A different reaction is that the transparency observation only applies to a relatively small number of desires. So the bypass view, largely motivated by transparency, cannot have a sufficiently wide scope. Let me address these two worries in order.

The first reaction is essentially an appeal to the view that questions of the form ‘Do you want that p?’ are simply asked to propose something, or to make some offer. The thought is that asking someone whether she wants a drink is simply a way of offering a drink, as opposed to asking whether a certain desire is present in the subject’s psychology. Similarly, asking someone whether she wants to go to the party on Saturday is, on this view, just a way of proposing to go to the party, as opposed to asking whether the desire to go is one of the mental states that the subject is in. Let us call that view ‘deflationism.’ The deflationist can reject the bypass view and offer the following explanation of transparency instead: When a subject is asked whether she wants that p, she does indeed attend to p being the case. But the reason why she does has nothing to do with achieving self-knowledge. The reason why she attends to the fact that p is that the question was never a question about her own mind. It was a way of proposing, or offering, that p all along. Similarly, the deflationist can claim that questions of the form ‘Do you believe that p?’ and ‘Is p the case?’ do not differ in content.
 Thus, the deflationist claims, the question in Evans’s example should, despite its surface grammar, be read as ‘will there be a third world war?’ It is no wonder, then, that the subject attends to evidence about the possibility of that war in order to answer the question.

Admittedly, we often use the locution ‘do you believe that’ in contexts where we are not asking about the subject’s beliefs, and we often use ‘do you want to’ in contexts where we are not asking about the subject’s desires. Thus, it is tempting to think that the reason why the transparency observation appears to be relevant to self-knowledge is that we are missing the fact that the examples that illustrate transparency involve contexts of that kind. (Arguably, Evans’s example does.) We should, however, resist that temptation. For transparency can easily be illustrated, for both belief and desire, with the help of examples where the questions ‘do you believe that p?’ or ‘do you want to (?’ cannot be read as the deflationist proposes. Imagine a lawyer whose client claims to be innocent. It is important to the client that the lawyer believes him, so he asks his lawyer ‘do you believe that I am innocent?’ Clearly, he is not asking whether he is innocent. So the deflationist reading of the question is not available in this context. Yet, if the lawyer did not really think about his innocence before, what she will do to address the question is to focus on those considerations that would support the belief that her client is innocent. Similarly, suppose that a professor at some medical school notices a student who is showing absolutely no interest in passing his courses. Imagine that, after pointing out that behavior to the student, he asks ‘Honestly, do you want to be a doctor?’ Clearly, he is not offering him a degree. So the deflationist reading of the question is not available here either. Yet, if the student seriously reflects on whether he has the desire to pursue that profession, he will address the question by pondering those considerations that would lead someone to want to be a doctor. Thus, it does not seem that the transparency observation is just the result of a confusion about the pragmatics of interrogation. We do seem to look at the world when we are asked about our own minds.     

The second reaction against the point that the bypass view best explains the transparency of desire is that there seem to be plenty of desires to which the transparency observation does not apply. The worry is that the bypass view will not be able to explain our privileged access to those desires, since the view is mainly motivated by transparency. Suppose that it is late in the evening, I am in my office and you are puzzled at the fact that I am switching my computer on instead of going home. So you ask me whether I want to keep working on some paper. And I reply that I just want to check my email. It does not seem that, when I answer your question, I am attending to any considerations that concern my email. My response seems to be much more immediate than that. Call these cases ‘spontaneous cases.’ Many of our beliefs about our own desires seem to fall within this category. So why are not spontaneous cases problematic for the claim that desires are transparent? 

The response is that these are cases where we already formed, in the past, the belief that we have a certain desire, that belief has been preserved up to the present time, and we are now expressing that belief when we are asked about our desires. Intuitively, the reason why I answered so spontaneously when you asked me whether I wanted to keep working is that I already knew what my desire was. Some time in the past (presumably, at the time that I decided to check my email), I formed the belief that I wanted to check my email, the belief has been preserved up to the present time, and that is the belief that I am now expressing when you ask me what I want to do. Thus, the reason why, in spontaneous cases, I do not need to attend to considerations that concern the object of a given desire in order to answer the question of whether I have it is not that I have some other, more immediate, way of forming beliefs about my own desires. The reason is simply that my belief is not being formed at that time at all. It is just being expressed.
 

In support of this diagnosis, consider one of those situations where you occasionally forget what you want while you are performing some activity. You open the fridge and, suddenly, you do not know what you want to get from it. There is something that you want, let us say, butter. But you do not believe that you want butter. (By assumption, you momentarily cannot tell what you want.) Consider what you do in that situation. If spontaneous cases did show that you have some way of forming the belief that you want butter without attending to considerations about the possible objects of your desire, then that procedure should be available to you at that moment. You should be able to make use of it and immediately determine that you want butter. But this is not what you do. Instead, you consider those possible goals that you might have been pursuing while opening the fridge. (Was I trying to make toast? Was I about to offer a drink to someone?) Notice that this kind of behavior is in accordance with transparency, since those goals constitute grounds for possible desires that you might have had while opening the fridge. What does this tell us about spontaneous cases? The relevance of these cases for our discussion of spontaneous cases is that the proposed diagnosis of why transparency is not observed in spontaneous cases would explain the fact that transparency is observed in these cases, where beliefs about the subject’s desires have not been preserved. 

The upshot of these considerations is the following. It is correct that spontaneous cases are, strictly speaking, exceptions to the transparency of desire. However, it is not self-knowledge what is at work in these cases, but memory. Consequently, there is no reason why an explanation of privileged access should actually take them into account. There should be no concerns, then, about the scope of an account of privileged access that is built upon the transparency observation.     

6. Justified self-ascriptions of desire









How does the bypass view help us account for privileged access? To account for privileged access, we need to see that, if the bypass view is correct, then self-ascriptions of desires are justified, strongly justified and asymmetrically justified. In this section, I will be concerned with the claim that bypassing self-ascriptions are justified. Asymmetry and Strength will be the subject of the next section.

Earlier in the discussion, I proposed that a subject is justified in forming a certain belief if she forms it on the basis of a state that constitutes adequate support for it. We are now in a position to use this idea to explain our justification for self-ascriptions of desire. Suppose that I have formed the belief that I have a certain desire on the basis of grounds that I have for that desire. Let us see that the belief in question is then justified. We need to consider three cases, depending on whether the self-ascribed desire is instrumental, basic or non-basic.  

Suppose that I want to go downtown, I believe that the bus will take me there and, on the basis of my desire and belief, I form the belief that I want to take the bus. Is my self-ascription justified? Recall generalization Instrument. Given the correlation it describes, in normal circumstances, I will want to take the bus if I want to go downtown and I believe that the bus will take me there. This means that my belief about the bus constitutes, together with my desire to go downtown, adequate support for my belief that I want to take the bus. Thus, my belief that I have the instrumental desire in question is justified provided that it has been formed on the basis of the relevant desire-belief pair.
 

Suppose that I am feeling thirsty and, on the basis of my feeling thirsty, I believe that I want to quench my thirst. Is my belief justified? Recall generalization Urge. Given Urge, if I feel thirsty and I therefore experience an urge to quench my thirst, then, in normal circumstances, I will want to quench my thirst. My feeling thirsty therefore constitutes adequate support for the belief that I want to quench my thirst. Thus, my belief that I have the basic desire in question is justified provided that it has been formed on the basis of the appropriate urge. 

Finally, suppose that I value being a good parent and, on the basis of my valuing it, I believe that I want to be a good parent. Recall generalization Value. Given Value, if I value being a good parent, then, in normal circumstances, I will want to be a good parent. Once again, this means that my having that value constitutes adequate support for the belief that I want to be a good parent. Hence, my belief that I have the non-basic desire at issue is justified provided that it has been formed on the basis of the appropriate value.

What about the belief that I do not have some desire? Presumably, our epistemic access to the fact that we lack a certain desire is just as privileged as our epistemic access to the fact that we have it. A view about privileged access to our lack of desires that fits the bypass view quite naturally is the following. Consider the following generalization, which describes a further aspect of the etiology of desire:

Absence

For any proposition p and subject S:

In normal circumstances, if S does not have any grounds to want that p, then S does not want that p.

Absence seems quite plausible. It seems that we do not form desires for things that we do not value, things that we have no reason to want and we have no urge to achieve. If a subject claimed to want something but we had good reasons to think that the subject in question does not value the object of her putative desire, and neither does she have reasons to want it or an urge to secure it, then we would surely reconsider our attribution of the desire that she claims to have. 

Now, given the generalization that Absence describes, if one forms the belief that one lacks a certain desire when one examines one’s grounds for it and one does not find any, then one is justified in one’s belief. Not finding any grounds that would support the self-ascription of a certain desire seems to constitute adequate support for the belief that one lacks that desire. Suppose that I wonder whether I want it to be sunny over Tasmania tomorrow at noon. I examine any available grounds that I might have to want the weather to be sunny over that area of the planet at that time, and I do not find any. Intuitively, once I do not find any such grounds, there is nothing else I need to do in order to be justified in believing that I do not have that desire.

The bottom line is that we can use Instrument, Urge, Value and Absence to build the following principle of epistemic justification for self-ascriptions of desire:

JUST
For any propositions p, q and subject S:

i.
If S desires that p and S believes that p would be the case if q were the case, then S is justified in believing that she wants that q, as long as her belief is formed on the basis of that belief-desire pair.

u. If S has an urge for p being the case, then S is justified in believing that she wants that p as long as her belief is formed on the basis of that urge.

v. 
If S values that p, then S is justified in believing that she wants that p, as long as her belief is formed on the basis of that value.

a.
If S does not find grounds to want that p, then S is justified in believing that she does not want that p, as long as her belief is formed on the basis of her not finding any grounds for that desire.

Claims JUST-i, JUST-u, JUST-v and JUST-a provide us with the beginnings of a model of self-knowledge for desire, which we may call the ‘bypass model.’ The bypass model can be summarized in the following dictum: If one is uncertain whether one wants something, one needs to consider any grounds that one may have to want it.
 In order to complete this picture of self-knowledge, we need to show that the kind of justification that bypassing self-ascriptions enjoy has the features that we associate to our intuitive idea of privileged access. Essentially, we need to show that it is asymmetric and strong. 

7. Asymmetry and Strength










Let us start with the asymmetry of access principle. For the sake of simplicity, let us concentrate on self-ascriptions of basic desires. It will then be easy to generalize the relevant considerations to cases involving instrumental and non-basic desires, as well as cases involving lack of desires. 

Suppose that I am hungry and I am such that I usually want to eat when I am hungry. JUST-u tells us that I am justified in believing that I want to eat as long as I form my belief on the basis of my hunger. Now, notice that forming my belief on the basis of my hunger requires neither reasoning nor behavioral evidence. Reasoning and, perhaps, behavioral evidence would be necessary if, in order to arrive at my belief that I desire to eat, I needed to form the belief that I am hungry, form the belief that I usually want to eat when I am hungry and, then, draw an inference from the two beliefs. But forming a belief on the basis of one’s being in a certain state does not require believing that one is in that state, and it does not require believing that if one is in that state, then the object of the belief being formed is likely to be the case. It is just a matter of, so to speak, taking the relevant state at face value. Thus, forming the belief that there is a table in front of me on the basis of my perceptual experience of a table does not require that I form the belief that I seem to perceive a table, or the belief that perception is reliable. It just requires accepting, as it were, the way in which my perceptual experience presents the world to me. 

Things are not different when it comes to self-knowledge. In order to form my belief that I want to eat on the basis of my hunger, I do not need to believe that I am hungry, and I do not need to believe that I usually want to eat when I am hungry.
 Consequently, I do not need to resort to evidence (behavioral or otherwise) to arrive at those beliefs and I do not need to use them as premises to infer that I want to eat. It is not surprising, then, that my justification for my self-ascription of a desire does not rely on reasoning or behavioral evidence. If we now brought JUST-i, JUST-v and JUST-a into our discussion, we could easily generalize this line of reasoning to argue that self-ascriptions of instrumental and non-basic desires, and beliefs about our lacking certain desires, are asymmetrically justified as well.

The main point behind this explanation of Asymmetry is worth emphasizing. The basing relationship does require some form of epistemic availability of the grounds for one’s desires if one’s beliefs about those desires are to be formed on the basis of those grounds. If one forms the belief that one has a certain desire on the basis of one’s grounds for that desire, then, if one reflected on why one has that belief, one should be able to arrive at the belief that one is in the state that, as a matter of fact, constitutes one’s grounds for that desire. (Recall the second condition for the basing relationship.) However, this kind of availability does not require that one actually believes that one is in that state when one forms the belief that one has a given desire on the basis of it. It is enough for that availability to be in place that one experiences being in the state that constitutes those grounds and takes that experience at face value.
  

What about the strength of access principle? The fact that bypassing self-ascriptions of desires are strongly justified can be explained in terms of liability to error. Given that your justification for your belief that I have a certain desire depends on reasoning and behavioral evidence whereas mine does not, there are aspects of the way in which you arrive at your belief that make you liable to error in ways in which I am not. Since you need to gather some behavioral evidence to attribute a desire to me, you rely on perception, which makes your belief vulnerable to the sort of error that arises from perception malfunctioning. You also need to infer, as the best explanation of the evidence that you have gathered, that I have the desire in question. So you need to use reasoning, which makes your belief vulnerable to the sort of mistake that arises from performing inferences incorrectly. I, on the other hand, do not need to use reasoning or perception to arrive at my belief and, therefore, my belief is not vulnerable to those sorts of error. In that sense, it is more strongly justified than your belief about the same desire.

It seems that we have now arrived at an account of privileged access. To complete our project, we need to make the case that the bypass model has considerable advantages over other models of self-knowledge. In the final section, I will briefly discuss two alternative models of self-knowledge that bear some similarities to the bypass model.

8. Displaced perception and practical reasoning








The emphasis on the transparency of desire makes the bypass model similar to some other accounts of self-knowledge in the philosophical literature. In what remains of this discussion, I would like to direct our attention to two accounts of self-knowledge that make use of transparency as well.

Consider, first of all, Fred Dretske’s ‘displaced perception’ model of self-knowledge.
 The model assumes a representational theory of mind wherein mental facts are representational facts, and it is mostly developed for knowledge of our own perceptual experiences. Dretske’s main tenet is that, in self-knowledge, I learn that a perceptual experience of mine has a certain feature by perceiving the features (of, typically, physical objects) that it represents.  More generally, when I am aware of my being in a given mental state, I am, strictly speaking, aware of the intentional content of that state, and my belief that I am in that state is justified by features of that content. Clearly, Dretske is focusing on the transparency idea: The facts that (assuming a representational theory of mind) I come to have privileged access to when I acquire self-knowledge are mental facts, since they are representational facts or facts about what my states represent. But the facts that I perceive in order to learn them are facts about physical objects, namely, the facts represented by the states that I am in.
 The question that naturally arises at this point is: Assuming that this is correct, why is my belief that I am in a certain mental state justified by my awareness of its content? 

Dretske’s proposal builds on a perceptual analogy. There is a sense in which I can see how much gas there is in my car by seeing the gas gauge, and I can see that the Prime Minister is in the United States by seeing the image of him on the television. In this ‘displaced’ sense, I can perceive that a certain object x has a given property P when I directly perceive that an object y has a certain property Q and I am justified in believing that y would probably not have Q unless x had P. When it comes to self-knowledge, the idea is that a certain perceptual experience of a color, for instance, is represented as an experience of that color by representing not the experience itself, but the experienced colored object. I come to know that I have an experience of red by experiencing a red object and being justified in believing that the object would probably not be red unless my experience were an experience of a red object.

The intuition that one has privileged access to one’s own mental states could then be explained as follows: When it comes to my own mental states, I can learn about the facts represented by my own mental states (and, therefore, which mental states I am in) by having those states. For having those states allows me to represent them in the displaced sense described above. By contrast, when it comes to your mental states, I cannot be in them and, therefore, I cannot come to learn about them in that way. Thus, it seems that this model can offer a prima facie plausible answer to the question of why there is a difference between our knowledge of our own perceptual experiences and our knowledge of somebody else’s perceptual experiences. And there seems to be no reason why we could not apply its central idea to our knowledge of our own desires as well. 

Ultimately, though, this account of privileged access faces two difficulties. The most important difficulty has to do with Asymmetry. According to this model of self-knowledge, it is not correct that our justification for beliefs about our own mental states does not rely on reasoning. In order for me to be justified in believing that I am experiencing a red object, I need to be aware of the red object and I need to be justified in believing that the object would probably not be red unless my experience were an experience of a red object. Now, my justification for my belief about my experience requires that awareness as well as justification for my other belief because it is inferential. It derives from my capacity to infer the belief that I have a certain experience from my awareness of the red object and my belief about the relations that typically hold between physical objects and perceptual experiences. Thus, the displaced perception model is telling us that the kind of epistemic justification involved in self-knowledge relies on reasoning after all. That would entail that Asymmetry is false, which seems a quite counter-intuitive result. A further difficulty is that the model might not be able to account for Strength either. According to it, my justification for my belief about my experience requires justification for my belief that the object I experience would probably not be red unless my experience were an experience of a red object. Thus, in order to explain why Strength holds, one needs to show that my justification for the latter belief will normally be higher than your justification for those beliefs on the basis of which you attribute perceptual experiences to me. It is hard to see how one might proceed in order to show that I will usually enjoy such an epistemic advantage.   

Let us finally consider an account of self-knowledge that, on the one hand, takes the transparency of mental states just as seriously and, on the other hand, gives a prominent role to a particular form of reasoning that need not conflict with the intuitions behind Asymmetry.

Richard Moran has recently proposed that self-knowledge is essentially a matter of practical reasoning.
 The basic tenet in Moran’s account of self-knowledge is that, when one wonders (or is asked) whether one holds a certain attitude towards something, the question is a ‘practical’ one.
 It is a question that should be answered with a decision to adopt that attitude towards the relevant object or not to adopt it. (As opposed to a theoretical question, which should be answered with a judgment about one’s having that attitude, or not having it.) Thus, according to Moran, if one is asked whether one wants to do something, the proper response is to deliberate over the relevant activity and, as a result, either to form the desire to do it or not to form that desire. This would explain the transparency of desire quite nicely: The reason why, when I wonder whether I want p to be the case, I turn my attention to considerations that have to do with the fact that p is not that I am trying to discover the desire for p in my psychological life. The reason is that I am trying to make up my mind. I am weighing considerations in favor of p becoming the case and against it in order to decide whether I want p to be the case or not.  

How is this appeal to practical reasoning meant to account for privileged access? Suppose I wonder whether I want that p. If the hypothesis we are considering is correct, then I deliberate over p. I turn my attention to those considerations in favor of p becoming the case and against it, and I try to make up my mind as to whether wanting that p or not. Now, the conclusion of my deliberation will a make a difference to my psychological state.
 In this case, it will determine whether I desire that p or I do not. This means that, when I wonder whether I have a certain desire, all I need to do in order to make it the case either that I have it or that I do not have it is to deliberate over its subject matter and reach a conclusion. Basically, I have the power to bring it about that I desire that p, or that I do not, by engaging in deliberation over p. Desiring that p or not desiring it is, given this power, a matter that is ‘up to me’ or ‘my business’. In that sense, I have authority over what my desires are.

This is presumably what entitles me to those beliefs about my desires that are formed through deliberation. Forming beliefs about my own desires thus ensures that, if they are true, then I am the one who is making them true. By contrast, if your beliefs about my desires are true, it is not because you are making them true. (Whether or not I have a certain desire is not something that is up to you.) Furthermore, deliberating over p will typically not involve considering evidence about my own behavior and it will not involve drawing any inferences from any piece of evidence of that kind. Thus, the kind of justification attached to beliefs about my desires that are formed through deliberation will not rely on theoretical reasoning and it will not rely on behavioral evidence either. This, I take it, is the reason why Asymmetry is meant to hold within this model of self-knowledge.

The main difficulty for this model has to do with Strength. The strength of access principle tell us that we normally know our own desires better than anyone else. But this does not mean that we cannot make mistakes about them. We are painfully familiar with the fact that we sometimes get the things that we want wrong. Thus, it is possible that a subject believes, in a characteristically first–person way, that she has a certain desire even though she does not really have it. Now, suppose that self-knowledge works as it has just been described. Imagine that I have a certain belief about my own desires: I believe that I want a certain proposition p to be the case, and this is a belief that I have formed on the basis of some considerations that, upon deliberation, have led me to decide to want that p. Notice that such a belief can only be wrong if I have failed to form the desire for p to be the case. But this is impossible if what I am doing is really deliberating. When I conclude my deliberation and I decide to want that p, I thereby form the desire for p to be the case. It is part of the nature of deliberation that there is no gap for me to fill at that point.
 In fact, this is why forming a belief about my desire that p by deliberating over p is meant to give me authority over what my desire is. It is precisely because there is no such gap that forming my belief thus is supposed to give a privileged status to it. The concern that I am raising is basically that the status that this belief-formation procedure gives to that belief is too privileged. If self-knowledge is really a matter of practical reasoning, then it seems that it should be infallible. 

The bypass model can accommodate the fallibility of self-knowledge. Suppose that you are justified in believing that you have a certain desire D in a way that qualifies as privileged access. According to the bypass model, you must have formed your belief on the basis of a state that constitutes adequate support for it. Call it S. Now, S is supposed to be a state that constitutes grounds for the self-ascribed desire as well. Thus, being justified in believing that you have a certain desire requires having grounds for that desire. But having grounds for a given desire does not, in turn, require having that desire. It only requires that you tend to have the desire when you have the grounds, which leaves room for the possibility of error in your self-ascription. This means that, within the bypass model, it is possible to be justified in believing that one has a certain desire and, at the same time, not have that desire.

To conclude, we have seen that the bypass view can offer an explanation of why we have privileged access to our own desires. And we have just seen that this explanation avoids some of the difficulties that threaten other accounts of privileged access resembling the bypass model. Finally, let me highlight that the account of self-knowledge offered by the bypass model is quite economical conceptually. The model makes use of very few conceptual resources, since it only appeals to some hypotheses about the causal histories of different types of desires, and a certain notion of epistemic justification.
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� Please note: This is a preprint of an article whose final and definitive form will be published in The Australasian Journal of Philosophy (2008); The Australasian Journal of Philosophy is available online at: http://journalsonline.tandf.co.uk/.


� I address privileged access to our own beliefs in [deleted].


� For the sake of this discussion, I shall assume that propositions are identical to states of affairs. Beyond that, I intend to remain neutral on the nature of propositions.


� I wish to remain neutral on whether we should understand this causal relation in counterfactual terms or, by contrast, we should understand it along the lines of ‘production’. This presumably hangs on which construal of causation is best suited to make sense of the idea of mental causation. We do not need to be concerned with that issue for our purposes here.


� For a defense of (essentially) this view about epistemic justification, see William Alston (1988). The view is also close to that defended in Marshall Swain (1981).  


� This distinction is also drawn as the distinction between ‘motivated’ and ‘unmotivated’ desires. See Thomas Nagel (1970), for instance.


� An urge is different from the desire to occupy the state whose absence is experienced in the urge. As we are about to see, it is possible for a subject to have the urge but not the desire. 


� For the sake of this discussion, I will take valuing something to be a kind of belief, namely, the belief that the thing in question is right or good. For other conceptions of values, see David Lewis (1989). Nothing in my account of privileged access should hang on how values are construed, as long as we acknowledge that values play a grounding role in non-basic desires.


� Evans (1982, 225). For other formulations, see Brian Loar (1987, 100), and Roy Edgley (1969, 90).


� The claim that desires are transparent is different from the bypass view. As we are about to see, it is possible to accept the former and reject the latter.


� Wittgenstein might be read as a deflationist. This interpretation is encouraged by passages such as “’I believe that p’ says roughly the same as ‘├ p’ […]” in Wittgenstein (1980, 92), and “the statement ’I believe it’s going to rain’ has a meaning like, that is to say a use like, ‘It’s going to rain’.” in Wittgenstein (1953, 190). For a sophisticated deflationist model of self-knowledge, see Dorit Bar-On (2005).


� Similarly, the reason why it is easy for me to answer the question ‘what is your date of birth?’ without asking my parents or looking at my passport is not that I am in intimate cognitive contact with my own origin. The reason is that I already have a certain belief about the matter and all I do, when someone asks, is to express it.


� The fact that my desire to take the bus is partly grounded on my desire to go downtown raises no danger of regress. The reason is that I do not need to believe that I want to go downtown in order to form the belief that I want to take the bus partly on the basis of my wanting to go downtown. (For more on this point regarding the basing relationship and knowledge of grounds, see the discussion of Asymmetry in section 8 as well as endnote 14.) 


� An anonymous referee has suggested to sum up the bypass model in the following principle: If one is uncertain whether one wants something, one needs to consider the merits or desirability of the possible object of desire, which is to say, one needs to consider any grounds there may be for or against finding it desirable. A difficulty with this principle is that we need to specify what we mean by ‘grounds for finding x desirable’ exactly. If what is meant is ‘grounds for a positive evaluation of x’ or ‘grounds for finding x to be a good thing’, then this formulation might be equivalent to my dictum when it comes to non-basic desires, but it does not seem to be in other cases. My urge to smoke may constitute grounds for my desire to smoke. But it may not constitute grounds for my finding smoking desirable in the sense considered. (Notice that, intuitively, I would nonetheless be able to have privileged access to my desire to smoke. As I see it, this is because I could form the belief that I have that desire on the basis of my urge. The proposed principle, on the other hand, seems to entail that I would not have privileged access to my desire to smoke, since I do not have grounds for finding smoking desirable in the specified sense.) If, alternatively, what is meant by ‘grounds for finding x desirable’ is that those grounds are the kind of state that would make me desire x, then I agree that this is an accurate way of summing up the main moral of the bypass model.   


� This addresses the possible worry that the bypass model is vulnerable to a sort of regress objection: If we know about our own desires on the basis of our grounds for them, don’t we need to know those grounds in order to know our desires? The response is that the bypass model does not require, for a subject to be justified in believing that she has a given desire, that she believes that she has certain grounds for that desire. Therefore, it does not require knowledge of those grounds.


� An anonymous referee raises the question of whether the bypass account of our justification for beliefs about our own basic desires requires having a sense of what one’s own urges are. (This concern is similar to, but slightly weaker than, the concern briefly discussed in endnote 14.) My view is that it requires that one experiences those urges when one forms beliefs on their basis, but it does not require one to believe that one has those urges in order to form those beliefs. I am therefore inclined to agree that the bypass account does require having a sense of what one’s own urges are, as long as we assume the just-mentioned weak reading of ‘having a sense of.’ 


� In Dretske (1995).


� See Dretske (1995, 40).


� By ‘an experience of a red object’ I simply mean an experience whereby an object is presented to me as being red.


� In Moran (2001).


� Moran (2001, 63).


� Moran (2001, 94) and (2001, 131).


� Asymmetry tells us that, normally, one’s justification for a belief about one’s own desires does not rely on reasoning. It does not specify whether ‘reasoning’ there means practical reasoning, theoretical reasoning or both. However, it is quite clear that Asymmetry is only ruling out theoretical reasoning. This is implicit in the rationale behind the principle: Asymmetry is meant to capture the way in which my justification for my beliefs about my desires differs from yours. And, clearly, the kind of reasoning that you need to resort to in order to be justified in attributing desires to me is inference to the best explanation, which is a variety of theoretical reasoning.  


� This is actually a recurrent theme in Moran’s work. See his (1997, 157), (1999, 197-198) and (2004, 466).


� Versions of this paper were presented at the ANU, the University of New South Wales, the University of Sydney, the University of Adelaide, the University of Edinburgh and the University of Stirling. I am very grateful to the different audiences at those talks for very valuable feedback. I am especially grateful to David Chalmers, Andy Egan, Scott Hendricks and Frank Jackson for particularly useful comments and criticism.
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