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In what way do one’s sensory or perceptual experiences, in general, affect what one is obligated to believe?  Anil Gupta’s fascinating and brilliant book proposes a novel answer to this question.  
According to Gupta, there is a difficulty facing any attempt to answer this question.  The difficulty has to do with the following phenomenon.  The impact that any particular experience has on what the experiencing subject is entitled to believe will depend upon the concepts, conceptions, and beliefs – in short, upon the view – that the experiencing subject is entitled to hold when she has that experience.
  But what view she was entitled to hold when she had that experience depends in turn upon what experiences she had before then.  And what view those experiences made her entitled in holding depended, in turn, upon what view she was entitled to hold when she had those experiences, which depended in turn upon what experiences she had had before that, and so on.  Given this interdependence, what could make it the case that a creature’s experience makes her entitled simpliciter to hold a view, and not simply entitled to hold a view conditional on having some other entitlements?  And, just as puzzling, what could make it the case that a creature’s experience makes her obligated simpliciter to hold a view?  It is this latter question that Gupta attempts to answer. 
Gupta’s account of our unconditional epistemic obligations
Let V be a particular view, and E be a particular sequence of experiences (E0, E1, E2, etc.)  Imagine starting with V and then revising V in just the way that one is entitled to revise it in response to each experience in E.
  This revision process will produce a sequence of views V1, V2, V3, etc., where each Vn is a revision of the preceding view (Vn-1), in light of En-1.  Let R(E,V) be this sequence of successively revised views
, and let n[R(E,V)] be the nth member of this sequence, i.e., Vn.  
Now, as we vary the values of the initial view (let y be a variable that ranges over initial views) and the sequences of experiences (let x be a variable that ranges over sequences of experiences), the value of R(x,y) will vary as well.  For any particular value Y of y, let RRY(x) be the set of all sequences R(x,Y).  Let n[RRY(x)] be the set of all nth members in all of these sequences that have nth members.  Say that a particular set of sequences RRY(x) converges at m if, for any R1(x,Y) and any R2(x,Y) in RRY(x) that have mth members, for every n>m, n[R1(x,Y)] is virtually identical to n[R2(x,Y)].  (For two views to be “virtually identical” is, roughly, for them to be identical save for whatever differences are required by differences in the histories of their adherents.)  If RRY(x) converges at m, then, for every n>m, we define n[RRY(x)] as the common content of all the views in the equivalence class of virtually identical views that are the nth members of every R(x,y) in RRY(x) that has an nth member.  Finally, let’s say that RRAy(x) is the proper subset of RRy(x) that is generated by restricting the values of y to admissible views.  (I will say more below about what it is for a view to be “admissible” in Gupta’s sense.)
Now, let’s return to our original question:  by virtue of what does a creature become unconditionally obligated to hold a particular view in response to a particular experience?  For present purposes, I need only spell out a very idealized approximation to Gupta’s answer:  if the creature’s experiential history is the first n members of some sequence xactual, and if RRAy(xactual) converges at some m<n, then the creature is unconditionally obligated to believe n[RRAy(xactual)].  According to Gupta, then, convergence of revision sequences given one’s actual experiential history is what turns conditional epistemic entitlements into unconditional epistemic obligations.
Whether or not convergence of revision sequences is possible, even fixing a particular experiential history, depends upon what counts as an admissible view, and I have not yet said anything about that.  Gupta discusses this issue in the course of addressing an objection to his account.  In what follows, I’ll state the objection, offer Gupta’s response to the objection, and then argue that his response is inadequate, and that a generalization of the objection remains a central problem for his view.  Finally, I will recommend that we avoid the problem that faces Gupta’s account by accepting what he calls “the propositional given”.
An objection to Gupta’s account

Here is the envisaged objection to Gupta’s account of our unconditional epistemic obligations.  On Gupta’s view, one’s experiential history generates unconditional obligations to believe things only by generating convergence among revision sequences.  But convergence is bound to fail, for the following reason.  Let S be a solipsist view according to which the only things that exist are my present experiences.  The solipsist is of course entitled in the light of new experience to update or elaborate her view of which particular experiences exist, but there is no course of experience that could make her entitled to believe in the existence of anything over and above her experiences.  Thus, letting xactual be my actual experiential history, we can say that R(xactual,S) never leads to any anti-solipsist view, and so will not converge with lots of other revision sequences.  That is why convergence fails.  And if convergence fails, then it turns out that Gupta hasn’t successfully explained what makes us unconditionally obligated to believe anything.
Gupta’s response to the objection

Gupta addresses the objection just raised by claiming that the solipsist view S is not an admissible view.  To see why admissibility matters here, recall Gupta’s view:  if the creature’s experiential history is xactual, and if RRAy(xactual) converges at some m<n, then the creature is unconditionally obligated to hold n[RRAy(xactual)].  But if S is not an admissible view, then, for any x, n[R(x,S)] will not be a member of n[RRAS(x)].  So, if S is not an admissible view, then the failure of R(xactual,S) to converge with revision sequences that begin with admissible views is, by Gupta’s own lights, irrelevant to the issue of what unconditional epistemic obligations we have.
Why isn’t the solipsist view S an admissible view, according to Gupta?  It’s because solipsism is insensitive to experience, in the following sense:  no matter what experiential history a solipsist undergoes, that experiential history never entitles the solipsist to hold a view that is fundamentally different from solipsism.  Views that are insensitive in this way are not admissible, according to Gupta, because they make it impossible for any experiential history to teach us that we were fundamentally wrong in our view of ourselves and our world.  
This is not, of course, to say that solipsism is false, or even that we are entitled to reject it.  Whether we are entitled to reject solipsism or not depends upon our experiential history:  even had we begun our epistemic lives as anti-solipsists, our experiential histories may now entitle us – or even obligate us – to accept solipsism.  So, when Gupta says that solipsism is not an admissible view, he does not mean that it is not true or that we are not entitled to accept it.  What he means is simply that the fact that a revision sequence that begins with a solipsist view fails to converge with revision sequences that begin with other views – views that are admissible and so are sensitive to experience – is irrelevant to the issue of what we are unconditionally obligated to believe.
Why Gupta’s response does not adequately address the point of the objection


Gupta claims that a solipsist view is inadequately sensitive to experience, and therefore not admissible.  I will not dispute either of these points here.  What I do dispute, however, is that this response adequately addresses the point of the objection.  Of course, the objection, as stated above, was simply that convergence is bound to fail because any revision sequence that begins with the solipsistic view V will not converge with lots of other revision sequences – and I grant Gupta may well have shown that the failure of that particular sort of revision sequence to converge with others is, by his own account, irrelevant to our unconditional epistemic obligations.  But the objector still has a point.  Gupta is committed to the view that, since we do have some unconditional epistemic obligations, there must be convergence among revision sequences that begin with admissible views.  Even if the solipsist view V is insensitive to experience and therefore inadmissible, it can be modified so as to be rendered sensitive to experience, but revision sequences that begin with the resulting modified solipsist view will still not converge with other revision sequences.  There are various ways to do this, but here are some.  

Let S’ be a view that says the following:  if I have a visual experience of a particular shade of orange uninterrupted for precisely 10 seconds, then there is an omnipresent, sempiternal divine being, and otherwise there is nothing but my own experiences.

Let S’’ be a view that says the following:  if I have a visual experience of a particular shade of orange uninterrupted for 10 seconds, then there are things distinct from my experiences that are causing me to have those experiences; if I have a visual experience of a particular shade of orange uninterrupted for 20 seconds, then the only things that exist are my present experiences; and otherwise, there is no basis for deciding between these two possibilities.
Revision sequences that begin with either S’ or S’’, and proceed through my actual experiential history (in the course of which, let’s suppose, there have occurred uninterrupted stretches of the relevant visual experience of orange for 10 and for 20 seconds), will be sensitive to experience in precisely the way that Gupta says revision sequences that begin with solipsism will not be sensitive to experience.  Some members of the revision sequences will involve very different views of our selves and our world than will other members.  For instance, consider the revision sequence R(xactual,S’), where xactual is my actual experiential history, and let the mth member of xactual be the first occurrence of 10 uninterrupted second of the relevant visual experience of orange.  In that case, all members of R(xactual,S’) prior to the mth member will not be theistic, but all members of R(xactual,S’) following the mth member will be theistic.  And the revision sequence R(E,V’’) displays even greater variation among its members.  If the mth member of xactual is the first occurrence of 10 uninterrupted seconds of the relevant visual experience of orange, and the nth member of xactual is the first occurrence of 20 uninterrupted seconds of the relevant visual experience or orange, then all members of R(xactual,S’’) prior to the mth member will be agnostic as to the existence of external objects, all members of R(xactual,S’’) following the mth member but prior to the nth member will accept the existence of external things, and all members of R(xactual,S’’) following the nth member will be solipsistic.  Since revision sequences that begin with S’ or S’’are not insensitive to experience, it follows that Gupta cannot appeal to any such insensitivity in order to rule S’ or S’’ as inadmissible.  And yet, revision sequences that begin with S’ or S’’ will not converge with other revision sequences.  

Could Gupta say that, even though S’ and S’’ are sensitive to experience, they are still not admissible?  He regards insensitivity to experience as a sufficient condition of inadmissibility, but he never treats it as a necessary condition of inadmissibility.  In fact, it is consistent with everything Gupta says to allow that S’ and S’’, although sensitive to experience, are still not admissible.  But, if it is important for Gupta’s dialectical purposes to reply to the “failure of convergence” objection that arises from consideration of the solipsistic view S, then isn’t it equally important for Gupta to reply to the “failure of convergence” objection that arises from consideration of the views S’ or S’’?  


Maybe Gupta would say that, even though revision sequences that begin with S’ or S’’ are not strictly insensitive to experience, they are nonetheless not admissible because someone who revises in accordance with such a revision sequence fails to “take full account of the available possibilities in forming their views.” (155)  Now, it seems to me that there is some truth to the claim that anyone who actually revises their views in response to experience in the way depicted by R(xactual,S’) or R(xactual,S’’) is ignoring lots of possibilities.  But rational revision of one’s view generally involves ignoring lots of possibilities, e.g., the possibility that my experiential history up to now has alternated randomly and undetectably between complete hallucination and veridical perception.  Is it that the possibilities ignored in the course of rational revision are not “available” possibilities, whereas the possibilities ignored in the revision sequences R(xactual,S’) and R(xactual,S’’) are not “available”?  I am not sure, since I don’t know quite what Gupta means by “available” in the passage quoted above.

Perhaps there is a simpler way to rule that S’ and S’’ are not admissible views.  Namely, this:  S’ and S’’ are extremely silly views, and silliness (let’s suppose) is a sufficient condition of inadmissibility.  Now, even if this is true, I suspect that Gupta would not want to rest a great deal of explanatory weight on claims about which views are silly.  In any case, I don’t think that we ought to rest much explanatory weight on such claims, even if they are true.

Perhaps Gupta can offer a fuller account of what it is for a view to be admissible, and thereby put himself in a position to rule S’ and S’’ as inadmissible, and so reply to the new version of the failure of convergence objection that I have just issued.  But I have not yet managed to see how he can do this.

How to solve the problem of admissibility

Recall that Gupta wants to account for our unconditional epistemic obligations in terms of the convergence of a certain set of epistemic revision sequences.  For convergence to be possible, he needs to offer a principled restriction on the set of epistemic revision sequences, but we have found cause to worry that his appeal to admissibility cannot do this work.  Is there some other way to account for our unconditional epistemic obligations, then?

I propose that we account for at least some of our unconditional epistemic obligations in more traditional terms, by appeal to what Gupta calls “the propositional given” in experience:  this is the idea that, when we have a particular experience, that very experience, by itself and independently of what view we have been entitled to hold, renders us obligated to believe certain things.  This is not to suggest that it’s metaphysically possible for us to have that very experience independently of facts about what view we held at the time of having that experience, or even that we could have that very experience independently of facts about what view we were entitled to hold at the time of having that experience:  it is simply to say that, whatever may be required for us to have that experience, when we do have it, that very experience, all by itself, is what makes us unconditionally obligated to believe various things.  For instance, right now as I look at a crowd of people outside my window, I am having a particular visual experience.  On the view that I am proposing here, my having that visual experience makes me obligated to believe that there are over 10 people in the parking lot outside my office window.  Perhaps it would not be possible for me to have that very same visual experience if I did not already hold an elaborate view of the world and of my place in it.  Perhaps it would not be possible for me to have that very same visual experience if I were not already entitled (or even obligated) to hold some elaborate view of the world and of my place in it.  But whether or not these metaphysical dependencies hold, it is my visual experience itself – not my view or my entitlement to a view – that makes me entitled to believe some things.

On the basis of this claim, I now suggest the following account of an admissible view:  a view is admissible for an epistemic subject only if the subject is entitled to hold that view.  Her entitlement to hold that view may derive solely from her antecedent experiences.


Gupta argues that experience alone cannot have this kind of unconditional impact on what it is that I am entitled to believe.  I will not attempt to rehearse the details of his intricate argument for this conclusion; but I will point out that his argument presupposes the following, widely held view:  

(*) For any experience E, it is possible for there to be a subjectively identical experience E’ (which therefore has the same impact as E does upon the experiencing agent’s unconditional epistemic entitlements and obligations) even if E is involved in a veridical perception of a mind-independent object, and E’ occurs during a complete hallucination.
  

Now, (*) is widely accepted, but what reason is there for accepting it?  (*) cannot be defended by appeal to Gupta’s four constraints on an account of experience – viz., the constraints that he calls “Existence”, “Equivalence”, “Reliability”, and “Manifestation” – for the negation of (*) is consistent with the conjunction of those four constraints.  Can (*) be defended a priori in some other way?  Not that I am aware of.  In any case, it seems to me that it would be more in keeping with Gupta’s thoroughgoing empiricism to say that if (*) is defensible at all, it is defensible by appeal to experience.  Just as experience teaches us a great deal about the world around us, so too experience can teach us a great deal about the conditions of subjective identity for experience.  

If we are going to be empiricists about the conditions of subjective identity for experience, then our acceptance of (*) should be guided by our experiential evidence.  But I do not know of any experiential evidence that supports (*).  Of course, there is lots of experiential evidence that our experience has a neurophysiological basis, and that it is possible to duplicate (to some approximation) some subjective features of some of our experiences by direct stimulation of neurons.  But it is not good method to generalize from a few known cases of such duplication to a universal generalization like (*), without an argument that the few known cases are a representative sample, and such an argument is precisely what’s missing in this case.   

Gupta’s case against the propositional given can only be made by an empirical defense of (*).  To understand how experience can teach us about the world, we must see what experience can teach us about itself.

�  Sometimes, Gupta speaks of what judgments one is entitled or obligated to make, and other times he speaks of what views one is entitled or obligated to hold.  Judgments are parts of views, but views also contain other things besides judgments.  In this paper, I will focus on Gupta’s views about what makes one obligated to hold a view.


�  I follow Gupta in speaking as if an experiential history is a sequence of finitely or denumerably many particular experiences.  I believe that Gupta’s framework could be modified to accommodate the supposition that experiential histories are dense (i.e., between any two experiences in a single history there is another experience), but I have not yet found an easy way to do this.


�  Or, if there are different ways in which one is entitled to revise, then let R(E,V) be a resulting sequence of views, and make the appropriate adjustments to all that follows.


�  That the argument has this presupposition is made explicit here:  “Let e be the experience I had when I saw Fred and his tie, and let e’ be a subjectively identical dream experience (or a subjectively identical hallucination or…).” (31)  For the purposes of Gupta’s argument, what is shown to hold true of e must also hold true of any other experience, and that is why Gupta’s argument presupposes the universal generalization stated in the text.


�  I am grateful to Anil Gupta for helpful discussion and comments.





