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Abstract
The aim of this paper is to clarify the role of the distinction between belief and opinion in the light of Dennett's intentional stance. In particular, I consider whether the distinction could be used for a defence of the stance from various criticisms. I will then apply the distinction to the so-called `paradoxes of irrationality'. In this context I will propose that we should avoid the postulation of `boundaries' or `gaps' within the mind, and will attempt to show that a useful treatment of the paradoxes can be obtained by revising the rationality assumption. 

The general problem
There is a general consensus that the concepts of folk psychology have at least an instrumental value. Beyond this, the theoretical positions vary from author to author. Fodor (1987), for instance, considers the contents of such mental states as belief and desire as literally represented in the mind by means of a `language of thought'. On the other hand, Churchland (1981) and Stich (1983) allow only a strictly instrumental use of these notions while waiting for a detailed and specific neuropsychological theory to be developed. Between these two positions we could place Dennett (1978; 1987) who not only defends the instrumental validity of the intentional idiom but also grants it a `sort of realism' (Dennett 1991a). If we recognize a merely instrumental use of folk-psychological notions and, in particular, of the `intentional stance' (as Dennett has characterized the predictive and explanatory use of these notions), two difficulties arise. The first is how to distinguish intentional from nonintentional systems: if the intentional stance turned out to be applicable to every system, then any instance of such application would reflect a merely pragmatic decision signaling no ontologically significant discrimination. The second difficulty is to explain the flaws of rationality that human being frequently display -- a system's rationality being the main assumption governing the use of the intentional stance with respect to that system. To resolve these difficulties, I propose to endorse the use of the distinction between belief and opinion advanced in this context by Dennett himself. I will investigate the role of this distinction with respect to an account of rationality and of the nature of folk psychology. But first let me briefly survey Dennett's account of the intentional stance.   

Dennett's intentional stance and its refinement
A system is an intentional system not in virtue of its 'intrinsic' properties but only relative to a certain explanatory and predictive strategy we may adopt in trying to account for its behaviour. This strategy consists in the adoption of the intentional stance, by which we attempt to explain and predict the behaviour of such systems as people, animals, and various artifacts by attributing to them such intentional states as beliefs and desires -- in particular, the beliefs and desires a system ought to have in order to accomplish a given task. As Dennett explains:

A system's beliefs are those it ought to have, given its perceptual capacities, its epistemic needs, and its biography... A system's desires are those it ought to have, given its biological needs and the most practicable means of satisfying tem... A system's behaviour will consist of those acts it would be rational for an agent with those beliefs and desires to perform... [Here] `ought to have' means `would have if it were ideally ensconced in its environmental niche' (1987, p. 49)

The most important assumption, then, is that of the system's rationality. In particular, according to Dennett, we should assume "not only (1) that the machine [or the system] will function as designed, but also (2) that the design is optimal as well, that the computer [the machine in Dennett's example, any system in a more general way] will 'choose' the most rational move" (Dennett 1978, p.5). So, for any given system whose behaviour we are trying to predict or explain by using the intentional stance, we assume that the system has an optimal design, that it is a well-functioning system, and that it will choose, among its possible courses of action, the most rational one.


We can now appreciate the relevance of the two previously mentioned difficulties: if the intentional stance is applicable to every system, then every system is an intentional, and thus rational, system; how does one distinguish between, e.g. human agents and `thoughtless' creatures or artifacts in terms of their rationality?1 Moreover, how is it possible to account for those cases, such as akrasia or self-deception, in which human beings are far from being rational? I shall deal with these problems in turn.


Dennett maintains that we can even predict a lectern's behaviour from the intentional stance. But doing so gives us no particular advantage and leaves the positions open to this criticism: if something like a lectern is an intentional system, anything at all is an intentional system. So, to fruitfully apply the intentional stance rather than the physical or the design stance, we have to gain in descriptive and explanatory power. Dennett's answer to these difficulties lies in the recognition that even if the adoption of the stance is free, "the facts about the success or failure of the stance ... are perfectly objective" (1987, p.24).


However, there is a problem of descriptive adequacy in the intentional stance. It could be presented in the following way: even when the strategy is successful, it could be so for widely different reasons, and these reasons may not transpire from the standpoint of the stance itself. The result will be that two different systems that behave alike on the same occasion may be attributed the same intentional states even though their behaviours are triggered by different causes. One case in point may be the avoidance behaviour for certain chemical substances determined on the one hand by an automatic response to sensory stimulation and on the other by knowledge of their effects on the body. Consider, for example, the capacity of certain animals to detect dangerous gases by smell and to react accordingly, as contrasted with the knowledge of the chemist who can predict the effects of the same gases on the human body, and responds to the danger in an appropriate way. The relevant point here is that the same apparent intentional explanation of an avoidance behaviour can in one case be replaced by a biochemical description of the behaviour, but in the other case it cannot: in the other case we need more complex patterns of explanation that call for other kinds of constraints, specifically conceptual or linguistic ones. One could make a similar point with respect to fear-responses to lightning, attributable to animistic beliefs or, alternatively, to mere electrostatic causes.


Dennett has a reply to this: by means of what he himself has called the `Sherlock Holmes method' (Dennett 1987, pp. 250-257), it is possible to refine the stance so as to discriminate among systems with respect to their behavioural abilities. As in any scientific inquiry, this method allows modification of the environmental conditions according to certain hypotheses about the internal states of the system so as to check the validity of the hypotheses themselves. However, in the examples referred to, I also mentioned the knowledge of the system as expressed by linguistically structured thoughts. And here we come to an important point: language expands the possible behaviours one may exhibit. By means of language one may die for an ideal or lie about one's identity, and adopt modes of behaviour made possible by language alone, transforming them into a socio-cultural practice or way of life.1 Within the framework of the intentional stance, therefore, it is necessary to consider the context of language. So, the theoretical importance of this type of consideration is that to the constraints imposed by the attribution of beliefs and desires in the case of non-linguistic behaviour we have to add those that emerge in the context of linguistic (or language based) behaviour. Moreover, these two sets of constraints must be appropriately related. In the context of just this question, in turn, we encounter the distinction between belief and opinion. 

The belief/opinion distinction

Intervening in the discussion on occurrent and dispositional beliefs, Ronald De Sousa (1971) has given the problem its present form, setting up the distinction that is at the core of this paper.2 The distinction, in De Sousa's paper, is geared to show that: a) beliefs can be viewed in a unified way as types of actions and as mental states, and b) the descriptive theory of belief will coincide with the normative theory of rational belief.3 


In order to articulate these points, De Sousa proposes a `double level' theory. Human beings and non-linguistic animals (including infants) share the first level, i.e. the level of belief. Such notion of belief can fruitfully be construed from the point of view of the Bayesian theory of probability. According to this theory, we can believe that p to some degree d and believe that not p to degree 1-d (where certainty = 1). As an example, imagine the following situation.


Suppose that I show you a little black box with a hole in it and say: "Please, insert your hand in the hole, and I promise that no scorpion will sting you". If you showed hesitation I might interpret that behaviour as a state of doubt that I can linguistically describe in this way: "If, by uttering those words, he intends to have me believe that there is no scorpion, then, since I have no reason to doubt his sincerity, I suppose that there is no scorpion. But wait, why does he say 'no scorpion will sting you'? Perhaps he intends to have me believe that there is a scorpion that will not sting me."4 In such a case you will believe to some degree d (varying in proportion to your confidence in my reliability) that what I say is true (no scorpion in the box); but, at the same time, you will hold that there is some reason to believe (to some degree 1-d) that there could be a scorpion in the box. Nevertheless this is one kind of situation we are able to face, and so this very ability should be included in our folk-psychological capacities.


However, as humans we desire the truth, and we cannot consider it a matter of degree. So we need the classical bivalent theory with respect to knowledge. Here we come to the second level: human beings are also capable of assent (in De Sousa's terminology; opinion, in Dennett's). And assent, as based on language and on human epistemic lust (as De Sousa puts it), is a yes/no phenomenon: "Such an act, or such an abstraction... serves to incorporate p, or to show that p is already included in the set of sentences taken by X to be true. Such an inclusion constitutes the necessary and sufficient condition for X to believe that p" (De Sousa 1971, p. 59).5 So an assent is an action determined by epistemic will. In specifying the characteriastics of assent, De Sousa points out that, first, there are no limits to the variety of actions that can express a given belief; second, that assent serves to specify a certain belief (via language). In this sense dumb animals and infants cannot assent: not because they have no privileged access to their own inner states, but because they have no specific beliefs. Finally, the Bayesian view combined with assent gives us the possibility of explaining why we sometimes believe what we otherwise think unlikely.6 To see this, we have to consider the distinction just sketched within the context of the problem of rationality.

Rationality
According to De Sousa, we, or other intentional systems, use our rationality to bet on what seems to us (them), in Bayesian terms of subjective probability, the right choice. But when we assent explicitly to a certain sentence, given our epistemic lust for true sentences, we rest on the classical bivalent theory: to assent is an all-or-nothing phenomenon, and there is a strong analogy between betting and assenting. In assenting we are betting on truth. With respect to this distinction, Dennett too remarks that even if it is possible to describe and explain our behaviour in terms of our beliefs and desires, we also have language, and it is possible to predict our behaviour also from this advantageous point of view. But in this case we need another term: opinion, that is, "linguistically infected belief" (Dennett 1991b). According to Dennett this distinction can give us a viable way to defend the assumption of rationality from being overturned by phenomena like akrasia and self-deception.


In cases such as akrasia and self-deception, what we observe is a decrease in the rational abilities of a person. Typical cases are those in which someone argues that smoking is dangerous while lighting a cigarette, or in which someone buys a single lottery ticket and then, assuming that he will win, offers it as collateral for the purchase of a new car. In these cases, according to Dennett, there is a sort of gap between the level of belief and that of opinion. In a sense, the subject's beliefs and opinions overpower each other instead of being consistently linked. How is this possible? Let me consider two different proposals, one by Donald Davidson, the other by Dennett.


Davidson argues that a subject's desire, for instance to win the lottery, might be strong enough to modify his beliefs and force him to act in accordance with that desire. But in this case we should postulate 'boundaries' within the mind that keep contradictory beliefs apart. In fact, Davidson says: "The point is that people can and do sometimes keep closely related but opposed beliefs apart. To this extent we must accept the idea that there can be boundaries between parts of the mind; I postulate such a boundary somewhere between any (obviously) conflicting beliefs" (Davidson 1985, p. 91). Interestingly enough, if we construe this statement in De Sousa's terms, we have a subject who, in response to his `linguistic' desire (as an act of assent) to win the lottery, accordingly modifies the weights of his own Bayesian beliefs (i.e., `convinces' himself that he will win), to such a degree that the opinion that he will win begins to be felt as a rational consequence of his contrivedly modified beliefs. However, it should be noted that what Davidson is postulating -- that is, boundaries within the mind -- has not yet been shown to belong to our folk psychology. We shall consider this point later.


From his opposing point of view, Dennett proposes that there should be a sharp separation between these two levels so that the subject, guided by his own linguistic desires, can choose the attitude more `apt' to his desired consequences, thus making an `ad hoc' move, and not taking into account the adequate belief (Dennett 1978). But, as remarked, we have to consider that we 

... start by assuming rationality. We do not expect new acquaintances to react irrationally to particular topics or eventualities, but when they do we learn to adjust our strategy accordingly, just as, with a chess-playing computer, one sets out with high regard for its rationality and adjusts one's estimate downward wherever performance reveals flaws (Dennett 1978, p.9).

So, to avoid giving up the assumption of rationality altogether, we must sharply distinguish between judgment (assent, opinion) and belief, and to imagine that the flaw occurs in the connection between these levels. What the two proposals have in common is the necessity of interpreting the flaws of rationality in terms of the mind's structural constraints. The `boundaries' postulated by Davidson, or the sharp distinction between levels advocated by Dennett, show that what should be modified is the `design' structure of the mind, leaving the conception of rationality unmodified. But in accepting these solutions we should either postulate a complex conception of the mind as part of our folk psychology, or exclude the possibility that folk psychology is able to explain these phenomena. However, I think we have another possibility: rather than concluding that we cannot treat these cases within the framework of folk psychology, we should enlarge our conception of folk psychology itself. Let me clarify this point. 


What is at issue here is indeed a very counter-intuitive (and therefore non-folk) idea of the mind, no longer regarded as a single, central point or locus on which everything converges, but rather as a highly structured and differentiated system that allows for akratic attitudes. Seemingly, this conception is alien to folk psychology, at least given how we usually view the latter.7 So, to deal with a conception of the mind that accounts for these phenomena, we would seem to need a rather complex cognitive science, not a naive folk psychology. On the other hand, in our daily life we are able to cope with these akratic situations, and this fact suggests a second possibility, namely, that the framework of folk psychology allows for more complex patterns of behaviour than generally supposed.


Should we then reform our `naive' folk-psychological conception of the mind? I think that would be a blind alley. It is rather our conception of rationality -- the main assumption underlying folk-psychological, intentional-stance explanation and prediction -- that needs reforming. Our folk ability to admit akratic behaviours not as manifestations of degrees of schizophrenia but as relatively acceptable modes of behaviour relative to given conditions, presupposes a less constrained conception of rationality. In the following, I will sketch the basic idea behind this enlarged conception of rationality.


There are generally thought to be two typical ways of considering rationality. The first is from a normative standpoint, according to which there are, in every situation, criteria that tell us what should be done, that is, what the best moves are for a given goal or purpose. The second one is based on an empathetic outlook, according to which the evaluation of rationality is based on envisaging what we would do in the other subject's shoes. Both these outlooks are governed in turn by maxims about the `economic' aspects of the action, or the optimization of the balance between costs and benefits, and so on. However, besides these two outlooks, I think that we should take more carefully into account an, as it were, inductive view of rationality. According to this view, the guiding criterion has the form: `usually people do...', where `usually' signals a generalized rule of behaviour inferred from our experience or, paradoxically, from our lack of experience.8 Within this view we can admit two kinds of behaviour: those we have learned to accept on certain particular occasions because of their emotive connotations, and those about whose `real' causes we have not much information at all. Let me offer a few examples.


Consider the case of the smoker declaring the dangers of smoking while in the act of smoking herself. In such a situation we would avoid judging the person `akratic' because there is a true inductive generalisation according to which people do smoke because they are `nervous' or they `like it' or are simply `used to doing it', which they conform to no matter what they say about the dangers of smoking. In a similar way, we could consider the lottery ticket owner's behaviour not as a symptom of schizophrenia but as a desperate move prompted by, for instance, his impoverished state. The point here is that in those situations the seemingly akratic behaviour is not outright regarded as such but is seen as justified by some reason yet to be determined. Along the same lines an inductive criterion may be used in cases where little information is available. Imagine being in the Amazonian forest when suddenly your guides start climbing on trees: it would be rational for you to do the same. For in that sort of situation, even if we don't know anything about the customs of the Amazonian population, we do what they do because we feel that "there should be a reason" for their doing what they do -- a reason which we might look for at a more appropriate time; and our following their behaviour results from a quick induction based on the observation of their individual behaviours. In this sense it is rational to follow the rule (`do as they do') even if this rule is not a habit or a custom.


There may seem to be a problem with admitting these partially competing views of rationality; however, I take the problem to be merely apparent. In fact, I think the competition can be settled by appealing to the charity principle. 


The charity principle is usually invoked as a working assumption in our folk psychological activity of interpreting other people's behaviour. But in my view this assumption should be interpreted not as an independently given rationality measure applying directly to the relevant aspects of a given situation, but rather as a principle relevant to the choice of the rational criterion to be applied in each situation. The charity principle should be interpreted as a selective function, for what is at stake in its use is the choice between alternative conceptions of rationality. The point is that the principle of charity guides the choice among the different criteria of rationality, selecting the one that maximises the `validity' (correctness, coherence, etc. ) of the subject's actions. In this way, the notion of charity has its proper role in applying to the different notions or rationality while remaining distinct from each of them.9 So what we have is a principle which selects, among a normative, an empathetic, and an inductive criterion of interpretation, the one that best fits the requirements of the maximisation of the action's adequacy relative to its purpose.


This view has an important consequence: judging an action as akratic is possible only relative to a specific rationality criterion. This means that the smoker in our example is not akratic if the criterion is inductive, but is akratic if the criterion is normative or, perhaps, empathetic. However, while these three different criteria of rationality are all at the same level, the charity principle has a more fundamental role in the justification of a certain action. For it is when we have to justify why a certain action is considered to be rational that we use the charity principle to call into play the rationality criterion that best fits the requirements of validity or adequacy.


There is a fundamental difference between this proposal and those of Dennett and Davidson. My proposal tries to consider the matter from a (third person) epistemological perspective, while the other two are more concerned with providing an account of the matter in terms of the mind's ontological structure. Moreover, my proposal could fit in with the specific account given by Cohen (1992) who, developing his own version of the distinction between belief and what he calls acceptance, considers akrasia not irrational per se but only inasmuch it involves risk or folly: "...when an akrasia-generated action happens also to be irrational, it is not the akrasia, but some other, independent circumstances of the action, that makes it irrational" (1992, p. 155).


I recognize that this is still a tentative account. However, since I hold that the belief/opinion distinction is a worthwhile distinction in its own rights, and that our ability to recognize modes of akratic behaviour as acceptable lies within the resources of folk psychology, I think that in modifying the general assumption of rationality in the way suggested we also modify our general idea of folk psychology, without having to look for a more complex conception of the mind's structure. I think this approach leads to a more coherent account of the matter.

Notes
1) Even if we considered such examples as the dog that died by his master's grave or the monkey that behaved as if it were the group's leader as illustrations of the presented point, it would be difficult to take them as instantiating general practices. For a thorough treatment of this point see Bennett (1976).

2) The same problem has also been dealt with by Norman Malcolm who, with respect to animals, says that a dog can "think that p" but cannot "have the thought that p" (Malcolm 1972-3)

3) This can be considered as a restatement of the rationality assumption as incorporating both the descriptive and the normative theory.

4) The situation is actually more complex: it is also possible to imagine that in the box there is another animal or object that could (or that could not) sting. I ignore this complication.

5) The phrase `belief that p', here, may be misleading. It should be interpreted as `assent to p'.

6) Here we have the problem of consistency within the same occasion. As J.Hintikka says: "We must either rule out occasions of these kinds or else stipulate that, in our sense of the term, a new occasion is initiated whenever somebody changes his mind and whenever a new fact is discovered" (Hintikka 1962, p.8).

7) Dennett has written a book against just this widespread conception of the mind and of consciousness in particular (Dennett 1991c).

8) This view has something in common with the notion of habit or custom as used by Ramsey (1932) which, in turn, is obviously based on Hume's theory. Daniel Dennett (personal communication) suggests calling it the `When in Rome do as the Romans do' phenomenon.

9) In this sense the notion of rationality acquired a more flexible role in considering the reasons that should be behind every action.
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