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Delusions & Beliefs: a knowledge-first approach
Abstract: In Delusions and Beliefs (2019) Kengo Miyazono proposes an extended and convincing argument for the thesis that delusions are malfunctional beliefs. One of the key assumptions for this argument is that belief is a biological notion, and that the function of beliefs is a product of evolution. I challenge the thesis that evolutionary accounts can furnish an epistemologically satisfying account of beliefs because evolutionary success does not necessarily track epistemic success. Consequently, also delusions as beliefs cannot be explained in a satisfactory manner by looking at beliefs’ evolutionary function. How can we then salvage the notion of delusions as epistemologically relevant malfunctioning beliefs? I propose that knowledge-first epistemology gives us a way out. Knowledge-first accounts argue that knowledge is more primitive than belief. That is, knowledge isn’t a kind of successful beliefs (true, justified, etc.); instead, beliefs are failed attempts at knowledge. Being a belief derives from the norms of knowledge. Explaining the epistemology of beliefs through the primitive norms of knowledge, we can also explain why delusions are malfunctional beliefs: The cognitive and psychological defects, that produce delusions, block the beliefs from becoming knowledge. Consequently, delusions are attempts at knowledge that have failed particularly badly.
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In Delusions and Beliefs (2019) Kengo Miyazono proposes an extended and convincing argument for the thesis that delusions are malfunctional beliefs. His account’s key achievement is integrating the often disparate accounts of the three fields most relevant for delusions – epistemology, psychology, and clinical psychiatry – into one coherent account: Delusions are defectively formed beliefs because our belief-producing and belief-consuming cognitive mechanisms did not execute the proper function for which they were evolutionarily selected. 
While I subscribe to almost every aspect of the argument, I take issue with one key element: Miyazono’s biologistic notion of belief, its exclusive characterisation as a product of evolution. Limiting our notion of belief to evolutionary pressures threatens to exempt his account entirely from epistemological investigation. 
I will first present Miyazono’s biological teleo-functionalist account of delusion. Second, I will argue that this account falls short of epistemological requirements on an account of belief. Third, I suggest an alternative: Miyazono’s argument is very versatile and an epistemologically more palatable approach based on knowledge-first epistemology is easily available.
1. Teleo-functionalism about delusions
Miyazono (2019, 22), like many others, wants to defend the thesis that delusions are beliefs. He calls this thesis doxasticism about delusions (DD). He maintains DD even in light of the fact that delusions do not have the same causal profile as ordinary beliefs. Delusional patients are not sensitive to counter-evidence, and delusions fail to inform agents’ behaviour to the same degree as ordinary beliefs. 
A doxastic state’s causal profile is usually taken to be essential for its being such a doxastic state. If delusions fail to share the essential causal profile with beliefs, then they are not beliefs. Following Godfrey-Smith (1998), Miyazono calls this claim dry functionalism. He rejects dry functionalism’s thesis that beliefs and delusions must share the same actual causal profile. 
Instead, he advocates for teleo-functionalism – the thesis that doxastic states are individuated by their functional causal profile (Miyazono, 2019, 12). What makes something a belief is whether that thing is supposed to behave in a certain way. If it fails to satisfy this function, this does not yet exclude it from the relevant category. Instead, it is malfunctioning.
As an illustration, Miyazono uses the function of organs: according to dry functionalism, a heart in cardiac arrest is no heart because it fails to fulfil a heart’s actual causal profile. The teleo-functionalist would still consider the broken heart to be a heart, but a malfunctioning one (Miyazono, 2019, 13). 
In the case of delusions, the idea is again that, qua beliefs, they are supposed to be sensitive to evidence and to influence behaviour if they are to be beliefs. However, for whatever reasons, delusions fail to do so. This does not mean that they are not beliefs, but that they are malfunctioning beliefs.

What defines a belief’s functional profile? Miyazono (2019, 8) opts for the classical teleo-functionalist route and argues it is its evolutionarily selected-for function, just as a heart’s function is determined by its evolutionary history. We can determine what an organ’s function is by examining how the organ contributes to organisms’ or species’ evolutionary success. A heart’s evolutionary function, for example, is to pump blood. 
Miyazono (2019, 38) adds a caveat here: Talking about the evolutionary function of belief is technically seen a misleading way of thinking about the issue because individual beliefs themselves are not products of evolution. Thus beliefs cannot have an evolutionarily selected function. Instead, the functional profile of beliefs arises out of the evolutionarily selected mechanisms that produce and consume beliefs. The former are for example perceptual mechanisms, the latter are, among others, behavioural mechanisms.
Miyazono (2019, 39) then argues that the mechanisms that produce and consume beliefs are also the mechanisms that produce and consume delusions. In the latter case however, these mechanisms are malfunctioning. That is, they are not exercising their evolutionarily selected for function appropriately.
2. Losing epistemology for biology
Miyazono argues that delusions are beliefs because they – or more exactly the mechanisms producing and consuming them – have a shared evolutionary history. I will challenge the claim that evolutionary history generates a functional profile for beliefs that can satisfy epistemological requirements which arise from being a belief. 
However, I am not preoccupied by the idea that evolutionary history cannot produce a function for something as abstract as beliefs. Arguably, belief as a state type is multiply realisable within a single organism
, nevertheless these multiple mechanisms may have had a shared evolutionary history and fulfil the same biological function. For ease of expression, I will talk of the function of belief; if you are uncomfortable with this take, you can substitute this with Miyazono’s account of belief-producing and consuming mechanisms. Note, that these are extremely complex in the case of human cognition: they are nested, layered, and built into feedback loops. Perception for example is just one among many sources of belief for us. 
What I want to challenge instead is the claim that their evolutionary function gives us an appropriate account of the epistemic role of beliefs. While evolutionary history explains the biological function of belief states, it does not necessarily account for their epistemological requirements. Evolutionary pressures are not epistemological pressures. It sometimes is evolutionarily advantageous to form false beliefs (Churchland, 1987, 549; McKay and Dennett, 2009). Thus, humans possess finely tuned evolutionarily selected for cognitive mechanisms to detect spiders and snakes as dangerous even though these mechanisms are unreliable in many habitats.
The problem can analogously be illustrated with ethics. Pain’s evolutionary function is arguably to signal harm and potential danger to the organism (Nesse and Schulkin, 2019). However, this evolutionary function does not coincide with the presumed moral fact that pain is prima facie morally bad. Identifying the two would be a kind of naturalistic fallacy.
This teleo-functionalist account of belief only contingently tracks the epistemic role of beliefs. Consequently, Miyazono’s account of belief and delusion is biological and not epistemological. Therefore, the malfunction that delusions represent on Miyazono’s view is a biological malfunction, not an epistemic defect. This biological account of delusion simply explains why delusions are a malfunction of evolutionarily selected for mechanisms.
The most obvious response for Miyazono is to simply bite the bullet and admit that this is a non-epistemological account of delusion. The account still is very powerful and explains what delusions are, why they are pathological, and how they come about. 
However, I believe that accepting a non-epistemological approach would incur considerable theoretical costs for Miyazono: One of his main goals is to defend DD, i.e. the claim that delusions are beliefs. ‘Belief’ is an epistemological notion. Endorsing DD commits him to arguing that delusions are epistemic states and subject to epistemological requirements. If belief and delusion were merely biological notions, they would fail that requirement. To avoid this epistemological challenge, Miyazono would have to deny that delusions are beliefs and thus that they are subject to the same epistemological requirements as beliefs. This would be a denial of DD.
Another response is to argue that the evolutionarily selected for function of belief coincides with its epistemic requirements. I have already mentioned above that this argument has difficulties. McKay and Dennett (2009) argue that there is a class of “adaptive misbeliefs”; that is, beliefs whose falsehood proves evolutionarily beneficial. These “positive illusions” have a range of evolutionary benefits, e.g. better social relations or better recovery from illness, even though they are false. Consequently, the evolutionarily selected for biological function of beliefs and their epistemic role come apart.
I therefore do not think that pure evolutionary teleo-functionalism is the appropriate account of the functions of beliefs and the malfunctions of delusions. If we accept DD, the claim that delusions are subject to epistemological requirements, then we need an account that can explain these epistemological requirements that arise from being a belief. Fortunately, there is an easy way out.
3. Knowledge-first teleo-functionalism about delusions

My proposal is to augment the biological concept of belief that Miyazono uses with a knowledge-first account of belief. This means that belief will not just have the biological function to represent the world in a way that enables the organism’s evolutionary success. Additionally, the epistemic role of belief is to be knowledge, and beliefs can either succeed and be knowledge, or fail and be mere beliefs. Any belief comes with this knowledge-norm in virtue of being a representation of a state of affairs as actual.
A quick word on knowledge-first epistemology: Traditional epistemology takes beliefs to be the fundamental unit of epistemology. They can be justified or unjustified, true or false, knowledge or fail to be knowledge. Notwithstanding Gettier (1963), most traditional epistemologists take knowledge to be constituted by something like justified true belief. Knowledge-first epistemology (Williamson, 2001) flips this script on its head: not beliefs are the fundamental unit of epistemology, knowledge is the primitive and unanalysable concept at the heart of epistemology. 
Being a belief simply means being an attempt at knowledge. If it fails, it will be a false or unjustified belief. If it succeeds, it will be knowledge. Similarly, justification and evidence also derive from knowledge: being justified simply means being known, and our evidence consists of our knowledge. This approach has been used to solve a range of vexing epistemological problems in the last two decades. 
But what has the analysis or primitiveness of knowledge got to do with delusions? We can enrich Miyazono’s teleo-functionalist analysis of delusion by arguing that delusions aren’t simply dysfunctional beliefs. Instead, they are malfunctional failed knowledge or, more precisely, malfunctional beliefs that aim at knowledge. Namely, the patient suffering from the delusion takes her- or himself to know the delusional content. He or she is not just believing it. Given the cognitive malfunctions that Miyazono (2019, 64–65) presents, these delusional states fail to be successful knowledge. 
We can sharpen this account of delusions and beliefs further using the distinction between belief-producing and belief-consuming mechanisms. On a knowledge-first account of belief, the relevant mechanisms are knowledge-producing and knowledge-consuming. Delusion is a defect of the knowledge-producing and knowledge-consuming cognitive and behavioural mechanisms of the patient. That does not mean that these mechanisms only produce knowledge, but that their epistemic role is to produce knowledge. That is, in the case of delusions, our perception and capacities for action, among others, are disturbed in a way that blocks us from acquiring knowledge. They just produce and consume delusional beliefs. This approach integrates nicely with a knowledge-first virtue epistemology which argues that virtues are defined as capacities that serve to produce knowledge (Miracchi, 2015; Kelp, 2018).
You might worry that this proposed knowledge-first account of delusion abolishes the naturalism that may have been appealing in Miyazono’s teleo-functionalist account. After all, it explains delusions also in the context of our evolutionary history and biological functions. Meanwhile, knowledge-first epistemology seems to pay little heed to the kind of organisms that we are. 
There are two possible ways to respond to this worry. First, there is the non-conciliatory avenue: A naturalist reduction of knowledge may simply not exist which is why my epistemological challenge to Miyazono’s account arose in the first place.
 Knowledge first epistemology would fill the epistemological gap in Miyazono’s argument. 
Second, on a more conciliatory path, this naturalistic worry about a knowledge-first account of delusions underestimates the naturalising resources of knowledge-first epistemology: Jennifer Nagel (2013) has extensively argued that knowledge is not only epistemologically primitive but also psychologically so. Notably, she advocates that mind-reading competences track knowledge prior to belief. That is, primates (and young children) track what someone else knows, not what they believe. 
If primates have evolved to track knowledge rather than belief, and the human competence to also keep tabs on what someone believes derives from the more primitive knowledge-tracking capacity, then it seems plausible that knowledge is a biologically more relevant category than belief. Consequently, a knowledge-first account of delusions may have a greater naturalist bona fides than one would think at first sight. 

In that case, could McKay’s and Dennett’s (2009) positive illusions not be martialled against our knowledge-first account of belief and delusion in the same way that I martialled them against a teleo-functionalist account of belief? Namely, positive illusions show that we are not only evolutionarily selected for producing knowledge. I did not argue that we are evolutionarily selected to only produce knowledge, but that knowledge plays an important biological and evolutionary role on which the function of belief depends epistemologically speaking. Positive illusions may be evolutionarily speaking fine, but they fail the epistemological requirements that arise from their being beliefs and thus aiming at knowledge. 
4. Conclusion

I presented Miyazono’s teleo-functionalist view of beliefs and delusions which argues that delusions are malfunctional beliefs. The function of our beliefs is determined by the capacity for beliefs’ evolutionary history. I argued that this teleo-functionalism fails to account for the epistemological requirements that come with being a belief because, evolutionarily speaking, also false beliefs may be beneficial; meanwhile, false beliefs are epistemically bad. In that case it is unclear why we should defend doxasticism about delusions. The claim that delusions are (malfunctioning) beliefs does not make much sense if teleo-functionalism cannot account for the epistemological requirements of beliefs. 
In response, I suggested to expand the teleo-functionalist account by introducing knowledge-first epistemology. Beliefs, on this view, are attempts at knowledge. This comes with a range of epistemological requirements. Delusions do not satisfy these epistemological requirements and they are therefore epistemically bad beliefs, they fail to be knowledge. Beliefs – which are a product of evolution in terms of their history – are also subject to epistemic pressures because, when an agent believes something, he or she aims at knowledge. This is even the case with positive illusions; agents take themselves to know these illusions. 
A knowledge-first teleo-functionalist account of delusions has promising prospects and epistemological advantages over a naked teleo-functionalist account of delusions as biologically malfunctioning beliefs because it introduces epistemic normativity into the model. I therefore suggest that we further pursue this direction of research.
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� Note that we can distinguish “malfunctions” that describe a mechanism being defective from “misfunctions” that describe a mechanism not working due to external factors (Miyazono, 2019, 72).


� Or even outside an organism (Clark and Chalmers, 1998).


� I would like to thank an anonymous referee for suggesting this option. 





