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It is a rich and thought-provoking paper. In this short comment, I cannot hope to do justice to the many issues it raises. In fact, I haven’t even had time yet to familiarize myself with much of the literature to which Pascal Engel refers. He does cover lots of recent work on the subject and his paper should be extremely useful for someone who wants to know what’s happening in this field. In my comment, however, I will concentrate on just one issue: I will question Engel’s scepticism concerning the possibility of interpreting the truth-directedness of belief in causal-functional terms.

   Engel considers three types of interpretations of the idea that belief is truth-directed: the causal-functional, the normative and the intentional one. He argues that “only the normative sense gives us the right account of the aim of belief”. The intentional interpretation is incorrect, and the causal-functional account, while correct, is “insufficient to characterise belief properly” (p. 2).

   Now, this last remark may be somewhat misleading. I think that what Engel is after in this paper is not so much a proper characterization of belief, but rather a proper characterization of the aim of belief, or – more precisely – that he is after an answer to the question in what distinctive sense or senses, if any, belief can be said to be necessarily truth-directed. The important constraint on such an answer would be that we should not rest satisfied with any ‘non-distinctive’ sense of truth-directedness - a sense in which belief would be just one type of propositional attitude among many that all are truth-directed. Thus, to take an example, a distinctive truth-directedness of belief cannot simply consist in the fact that whenever we believe that p, we believe p to be true. For the same would apply to lots of other propositional attitudes, including the conative ones: Whenever we desire that p we desire p to be true, and similarly for hopes, wishes, fears, and so on. In fact , Engel interprets the constraint of distinctiveness even stronger: An interesting sense in which belief is truth-directed should distinguish belief not just from conative propositional attitudes (such as hope or desire), but also from other types of cognitive propositional attitudes, such as imagining, supposing, wondering, and so on. 

   Now, can we provide a causal-functional account of such a distinctive sense of truth-directedness? As I understand Engel, he wants to deny this. I would, however, want to suggest that he may be too pessimistic on this point. 

    A causal-functional account of belief can be provided either in terms of the characteristic effects of that attitude or in terms of its characteristic causes. To put it differently, in such an account of belief, one can either concentrate on its constitutive causal role or on the causal mechanisms that lie behind our beliefs and make them suitable to perform the role they are supposed to play. In what follows, I will refer to these two kinds of accounts as the output account and the input account, respectively, even though I realize that these labels may be misleading. Needless to say, a complete causal-functional account would need to take into consideration both these aspects of belief, the output side and the input side, but in practice the two aspects often are considered relatively independently.

   As concerns the output accounts, a typical approach of this kind takes beliefs to be our guides to action. Beliefs are the maps by which we steer, to use Frank Ramsey’s famous metaphor.
 As Engel presents this idea, 

“an attitude is a belief only if it disposes a subject to behave in certain ways that would tend to realize his desires if the proposition towards which it is directed is true” (p. 79). 

   As far as I can see, it is not the output-directed account that allows us to view the truth as the aim of belief. On the opposite, on such an account, it would be more natural to say that the aim of belief is action. To get hold of the causal-functional sense of the truth-directness of belief, one should use the input approach instead. The truth-directedness of belief is to be found in the causal mechanisms that regulate our beliefs and make them suitable for their causal role as guides to action. In this respect, I take my cue from David Velleman, who presents the following input perspective on belief:

Belief aims at the truth … in the sense of being constitutively regulated by mechanisms designed to ensure that it is true. Belief also bears a more fundamental relation to the truth, in that it is an attitude of regarding a proposition as true; but in this respect it is no different from other cognitive states, such as assuming and imagining … What distinguishes a belief  from other states that take their propositional objects as true is that, unlike assumption or fantasy, belief tends to track what is true, when its regulatory mechanisms are functioning as designed. … Beliefs thus aim at truth in the same sense that the circulation aims to supply body tissues with nutrients and oxygen. Not just any movement of fluids counts as the circulation, but only those movements which are under the control of the mechanism designed to direct them at supplying the tissues. Hence the aim of supplying the tissues is constitutive of circulation, just as the aim of being true is constitutive of belief.
 

According to Velleman, it is truth-directedness in this causal-functional sense that lies at the basis of the normative truth-directedness of belief: If it is constitutive of belief that it is an attitude regulated by mechanisms designed to guarantee truth-tracking, if the mechanisms work properly, then the norm of truth tracking for that attitude can be traced back to its constitutive features:  Believing falsehoods would be a sign that belief is not functioning properly. Thus, the norm of truth applies to belief in more or less the same way as the norm of pumping blood applies to the heart: A heart that does not pump blood is not functioning properly.

 Engel (pp. 84f) classifies Velleman as one of the prime representatives of the intentional interpretation of the truth-directedness of belief and supports this by some quotations from Velleman’s recent book. On the intentional interpretation, Engel writes, “believing is identified with (a) the conscious recognition of the basic norm of truth and (b) the intention to respect and maintain this norm in the formation of one’s beliefs.” (p. 8f) On that interpretation, then, the truth aim of belief is simply identified with the truth aim of the believer.

   Now, Pascal rightly objects to the intentional interpretation of truth directedness: To begin with, it is not obvious that beliefs can be subject to intentions, not directly at least. Unlike actions, beliefs are not under our voluntary control. But quite apart from that issue, it seems that there could be believers who have no intention whatsoever of getting at truth and of avoiding falsehoods. They might have no aims for their beliefs at all. Or what they might care about is just that their beliefs are advantageous to them in terms of increased well-being. In fact, some very primitive believers may not even have the notion of belief at their disposal. They need not be sufficiently self-reflexive to be aware of having beliefs.

   However, I think it is incorrect to ascribe the intentional interpretation to Velleman. In fact, he is explicitly opposed to the intentionalist view. Here is a couple of quotes that bear out this claim:

consider that case of belief. Here the … role [of a regulatory mechanism] may be played by the subject’s desire to arrive at the truth; but it may also be played by sub-personal cognitive systems that are designed to track the truth, independently of the subject’s desires. Truth must be the aim of belief, but it need not be an aim on the part of the believer; it may instead be an aim implicit in some parts of his cognitive architecture. (ibid. p. 19)

To say that our attitude toward a proposition is partly constituted by the aim or purpose with which we accept the proposition is not to say that the aim is itself an attitude of ours, or that acceptance is an action. This point cannot be overemphasized. Acceptance is a mental state whose aim may be emergent in the cognitive mechanisms by which that state is induced, sustained and revised. (p. 184)

A person can also aim cognitions at the truth without necessarily framing intentions about them. Suppose that one part of the person – call it a cognitive system – regulates some of his cognitions in ways designed to ensure that they are true, by forming, revising, and extinguishing beliefs in response to evidence and argument. Regulating these cognitions for truth may be a function for which the system was designed by natural selection, or by education and training, or by a combination of the two. In any case, the system carries out this function more or less automatically, without relying on the subject’s intentions for initiative and guidance. (p. 253) [Engel refers to this last passage in his paper, but he still takes Velleman to be an intentionalist!]

To summarize, then, Velleman manages to provide a causal-functional account of truth-directedness by changing focus from the causal role of beliefs to the regulatory mechanisms make beliefs suitable to play the role in question. This seems like a very plausible view to me and I wonder why Engel has not given such an input-oriented account more attention in his paper. To be sure, he does mention it in passing. At one point, at the very beginning of the section on causal-functional accounts, he points out that beliefs are “the kind of mental states which register true information. Of course they often fail to perform this function, which is nevertheless their normal function.” (p. 79) And immediately thereafter he connects this observation with the well-known idea of the ‘direction of fit’: Beliefs are attitudes that are supposed to fit the world and not vice versa. But for some reasons that I don’t quite understand, he doesn’t try to pursue this idea any further. It would be interesting to know why. 

   Let me speculate a little about possible drawbacks of Velleman’s suggestion.

(i) It might be questioned whether the causal-functional sense of truth-directedness is distinctive enough. While neither conative attitudes nor such cognitive attitudes as imagining or supposing are truth-directed in Velleman’s sense, what about an attitude such as guessing? Engel takes up the case of guessing in his paper in connection with the intentional interpretation: he argues that the intentionalist construal of truth-directedness would not allow us to distinguish between believing and guessing. On that interpretation, both presuppose the intention of getting at truth. Now, a similar point applies to the causal functional interpretation: both belief and guessing are regulated by mechanisms designed to increase the probability of truth-tracking. Consequently, this sense of truth-directedness does not seem to be distinctive enough.

  I don’t think, however, that this objection is especially worrying. To begin with, why should we require, in the first place, that belief must be the only kind of attitude that is truth-directed? Surely, guessing is another such attitude, but on the other hand – as we have seen - there are lots of attitudes that are not truth-directed in the relevant sense. Secondly, in a well-functioning agent, guessing is regulated by mechanisms that are less exacting than those that regulate belief: For guessing, the expected degree of truth-tracking is lower. Which mean that, in this causal-functional sense, one can distinguish the more exacting kind of truth-directedness that characterizes belief from the less exacting one that characterizes guessing.

(ii) One might question whether truth-directedness in Velleman’s sense is a necessary feature of belief. Velleman certainly thinks so: he takes belief to be constitutively regulated by the mechanisms that are designed for truth-tracking. However, as we have seen, from the causal-functional perspective, belief can in principle be given a pure output account, in terms of its action-guiding function. This makes it possible, one would think, to envisage a radically non-rational believer who is guided by beliefs in his actions, but whose beliefs are not in any way regulated by truth-tracking mechanisms. Needless to say, this possibility of a radically non-rational believer is deeply unrealistic, since believers of this kind would not survive for very long in this world. But still, such a possibility, if coherent, would mean that truth-directedness is not an necessary feature of belief.

   Now, someone like Velleman could say, I suppose, that what we have here is not just an unrealistic possibility. Instead, it is a fundamental impossibility, excluded by our concept of belief. Thus, on this view, the attitudes that would guide such a radically non-rational agent, who is responsive neither to evidence nor to arguments and who lacks any intention to arrive at truth, would a fortiori not be genuine beliefs. However, to insist on the impossibility of radically non-rational beliefs appears to me rather dogmatic. In order to talk about the truth as the aim of belief, it is quite sufficient, I think, to regard truth-directedness as a feature that beliefs must satisfy in real life, whether or not that feature is a part of our concept of belief. 
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