Second draft. This is an early draft of material for a paper I am beginning to write on Peirce and Scepticism. It is mostly concerned with assembling some issues and ideas, and with identifying the major problems that need to be addressed. I have tried to present the material in a way that will enable me to learn from the comments of the Hegel scholars at the workshop.

Peirce on Scepticism (and some remarks about Hegel)

Christopher Hookway
In an attempt to state what is common to philosophical outlooks described as ‘pragmatist’, Hilary Putnam once suggested that one mark of pragmatism was the attempt to combine fallibilism with anti-scepticism. Fallibilists recognize that however strong the justification we possess for a belief appears to be, it is still possible that the belief might turn out to be false. We cannot insulate ourselves from the possibility of error. Scepticism is a more extreme doctrine that holds that we can never possess enough justification for believing a proposition for it to be right or legitimate for us to do so. Some philosophers have found the combination of views that Putnam describes to be unstable: once we recognize that any of our beliefs could still prove to be mistaken, it seems rational to suspend judgement concerning the proposition in question. It is not uncommon to invoke our widespread fallibility as a prima facie reason for skepticism.


This essay is concerned with how these views are combined in the work of one of the classical pragmatists, Charles S Peirce. And my main concern is with how he defends his attitude towards skepticism. The threat of skepticism can be understood by thinking of someone presenting a believer with challenges to her beliefs. Questions are raised which are alleged to be relevant to the epistemic standing of our beliefs, which are such that if we cannot provide satisfactory responses to the challenges – answers to the questions – then our right to legitimately hold on to that believes has been effectively undermined. Of course, we can present these challenges to ourselves as well as finding them presented by others. I take it that this characterisation fits both the use of skeptical modes or tropes by ancient pyrrhonists and the employment of rather different challenges by Descartes and contemporary philosophers who have been influenced by their reading of his Meditations. Peirce’s early writings suggest a very quick and dismissive response to skeptical challenges. I shall introduce this response in the following section and point out why it seems very unsatisfactory. We shall then explore the ways in which Peirce’s attitude towards skepticism is actually more complex and less implausible than a first encounter with them is likely to suggest.


Real and Unreal Doubt

As we have noted, Charles Sanders Peirce is associated with a distinctive dismissive attitude towards philosophical skepticism: there is something absurd and even intellectually dishonest about taking skeptic challenges seriously. We find this attitude expressed in two of his best-known publications, both from early in his career. Both passages are concerned with what can be called Cartesian strategies in philosophy. This involves the idea that we should test our beliefs and our epistemic practices by submitting them to the strongest possible skeptical doubt. Descartes, of course, anticipated that his beliefs and methods of inquiry would survive this ordeal and emerge strengthened and refined after this trial through skepticism. Many of his contemporaries expected that this process of testing would lead to the skeptical conclusion that these challenges cannot be answered: we cannot hope to form reliable and accurate beliefs about reality although it is reasonable to hope that we will be able to formulate some opinions that enable to make sense of how things appear. Either way, subjecting our beliefs and methods to skeptical challenges was seen as a way of establishing just what their credentials are.


The first of these two passages is in a paper called ‘Some consequences of four incapacities’ which appeared in the Journal of Speculative Philosophy in the late 1860s. The second of a series of three papers, Peirce begins by discussing the ‘spirit of Cartesianism’, a set of four assumptions that, he suggests, were shared by ‘most modern philosophers’. He compares this modern philosophy with Scolasticism: although he does not want to turn the clock back, he thinks that ‘modern science and modern logic’ require a stance which, in four respects at least, is closer to scholasticism than to Cartesianism.  The first of his four marks of Cartesianism is:

[Cartesianism] teaches that philosophy must begin with universal doubt; whereas scholasticism had never questioned fundamentals.

  And Peirce’s comments on this claim are as follows:

We cannot begin with complete doubt. We must begun with all the prejudices which we actually have when we enter upon the study of philosophy. These prejudices cannot be dispelled by a maxim, for they are things which it does not occur to us can be questioned. Hence this initial skepticism will be mere self-deception, and not real doubt; and no one who follows the Cartesian method will ever be satisfied until he has formally recovered all those beliefs which in form he has given up. … A person may, it is true, in the course of his studies, find reason to doubt what he began by believing; but in that case he doubts because he has a positive reason for it, and not on account of the Cartesian maxim. Let us not pretend to doubt in philosophy what we do not doubt in our hearts.

Some ten years later, in ‘The Fixation of Belief’ Peirce returned to this theme:

Some philosophers have imagined that to start an inquiry it was only necessary to utter a question or set it down on paper, and have even recommended us to begin our studies with questioning everything! But the mere putting of a proposition into the interrogative form does not stimulate the mind to any struggle after belief. There must be real and living doubt, and without this all discussion is idle.

The objection to Cartesianism is not just strategic; he does not just think that we stand to gain nothing from trying to test our beliefs by subjecting them to skeptical challenges. Rather he appears to think that the strategy is impossible of execution and is somehow dishonest. The questions it requires us to address concerning our beliefs, somehow, cannot be sincerely or legitimately posed. There is something wrong with the skeptical challenges themselves and not just with the Cartesian use of them.

There are several complaints here; they are related but we should keep them distinct.  

a) First, in order to become focus of genuine inquiry (to ‘stimulate the mind to … struggle after belief’,) we need ‘real and living doubt’ and not ‘pretend doubt’. 

b) I can say that I doubt something, and even believe that I doubt something, when I do not really doubt it.

c) If we try to take these unreal doubts seriously, the inquiries we carry out will be ‘mere self-deception’: we will not be engaged in an honest pursuit of truth. 

d) Typically, doubt is the kind of thing that needs a reason; if I have a positive reason for doubting something, then real and living doubt is possible.

So one issue to be considered concerns what sorts of consideration can serve as a reason for doubting a proposition, for coming to doubt what we once believed. It is not enough that the evidence I possess does not entail the truth of what it is a reason for: Peirce says that we cannot and should not doubt on the basis of a mere logical possibility of error. And the rhetoric of the passages we have considered make it clear that he thinks that the strategy employed in Descartes’s Meditations requires us to take seriously doubts that are unreal and for which we lack a reason.

Before accepting what Peirce says, we should make two observations. First, whether a doubt is ‘real’ or ‘pretend’ appears to be a psychological matter; and whether there is a reason for it is a normative matter. There would be no logical incoherence in feeling real doubts where there was no reason for the doubt, although we may of course believe that there is a reason for it: we might expect this to be quite a common form of irrationality. Indeed, if skepticism were actually correct, we might even expect that natural selection would have favoured those for whom powerful sceptical doubts were psychologically unreal. It is certainly possible that we should feel no motivation to inquire into doubts that were perfectly rational; and there is plenty of pathological evidence of obsessives for whom unwarranted doubts were certainly not a pretence. So the fact that we do not feel skeptical doubts, if it is a fact, does not settle things.

 
Second, it would be unfair to say that Descartes gives no reasons for the doubts he wishes us to take seriously.   We might agree that the skeptical doubts described in the Meditations do not involve real living doubt: as Descartes himself acknowledges, these propositions possess a sort of moral certainty even as we doubt them. But it would be wrong to think that Cartesian doubts lack a reason: Descartes presents what he takes to be good reason for suspending belief in the propositions that are threatened by skeptical challenges. If  our senses have deceived us, and we also believe that, once infected with error, our corpus of beliefs possesses no mechanisms for self-correction that will put us on the right track again, it is indeed rational to suspend judgment in these matters. Indeed, he makes it very vivid what risks of cognitive failure we run if we allow even a few false beliefs to linger in our corpus. If real and living doubt is not possible for us, that is a sign that we are not sufficiently sensitive to reasons for doubt, not an indication that the reasons for doubt are no good. If Descartes can give us reason to think that we ought to take these doubts seriously, in spite of the fact that we find it impossible to do so and our failure to do so may obstruct our ability to assess the doubts properly, then this seems more like a victory for skepticism  than for its opponents.  


So what can we do to give a more positive spin to Peirce’s remarks about our engagement with skeptical challenges? There is an important idea here that we need to keep hold of. As we have said, sceptics are typically described as presenting us with challenges. They ask us questions that, they suggest, we have no rational alternative but to take seriously. Somehow we should be committed to trying to meet these challenges and to recognizing that our epistemic position is seriously flawed if we cannot do so. Perhaps, as Stroud appears to suggest, our established everyday practice of taking challenges to our beliefs seriously somehow commits us to recognizing the force of these questions. There is no significant difference between uncontroversial everyday challenges and these skeptical philosophical ones. And if we cannot meet the challenges, then we have no right to our confidence in the practices of inquiry and taking challenges seriously in which we participate, even if we have no alternative but to continue employing that practice.  What Peirce might be saying is: these are not challenges we have any reason to take seriously. ‘The sceptic’ wants us to answer them, and also claims that the resources available for answering them are very limited. The Peircean anti-skeptic simply rejects them as irrelevant. Is Peirce correct to think that these challenges are somehow epistemically irrelevant? Or is the Cartesian correct to think that taking them seriously reflects a deeper and clear understanding of the commitments involved in our epistemic practices. One point that the Peircean critic of the skeptical challenges can make is: the fact that we feel no living doubt in these challenges appears to show that we do not believe that they are relevant to our epistemic position. The Cartesian can then reply that if this true, then our belief is irrational. And now it is a substantial question who is right.

Levi: abandoning foundationalism and abandoning justification 

A recent paper by Isaac Levi offers some suggestions that may help to show why the Peircean takes her judgment to be correct. 

Foundationalism in epistemology imposes two demands on the beliefs of intelligent inquirers: (1) that current beliefs be justified, and (2) that there be foundational premises and principles of reasoning that are self-certifying on the basis of which the merits of other beliefs and principles may be derived. Many anti-foundationalists give up (2) but not (1). They demand that current beliefs be justified by showing these beliefs to be integreated into a systematically satisfactory network of beliefs. Pragmatists belong among those who give up both (2) and (1).

Pragmatists do not think that the project of justifying current beliefs is implementable. In this respect they are skeptics. Such skepticism does not imply that because agent X at time t cannot justify his current beliefs, he should cease having them. Scepticism about reasons does not imply skepticism about belief. (Levi 1998: 177)

When Levi talks about justification, he has a distinctive internalist conception in mind: I justify my beliefs by showing that I have sufficient reasons for them. His claim is that the fact that we cannot offer strong reasons in support for most of our beliefs does not mean that our epistemic position is flawed. Levi seems to see skeptical challenges as resting on a principle:

If I cannot provide sufficient reason for believing P, then I should not believe that P.
And he claims it is a mark of the pragmatists that they reject this principle. Peirce, he tells us, ‘was a fan of the principle of doxastic inertia according to which there is no need to justify current beliefs, only changes in belief’ (Levi 1998: 179).  And for the pragmatist, the ‘burden is on the sceptic why I should cease being certain about many current [beliefs] just because there is a logical possibility that they are mistaken.’ (Levi 1998: 178). If that is the way our practice works, then this last claim has a corollary: the burden is on the sceptic to show that we are wrong to believe that the doubts that Peirce criticizes are not only psychologically unreal but also epistemically irrelevant.

Of course, Levi allows that we can acquire reason to doubt what we have believed up until now.  Perhaps we could have a reason to believe that these challenges should be taken seriously. Now Levi reminds us that, according to the norms of our familiar practice, we can only provide a reason for doubt by citing real or significant possibilities of error. And what we can recognize as a real or significant possibility is sensitive to what else we believe. As Levi puts it, a challenge must invoke possibilities that are consistent with our (other?) full beliefs about the world. Since I believe I am sitting in my office typing, looking over the Sheffield skyline etc, and the truth of these beliefs is inconsistent with my being brain in a vat, I am rational not to regard the latter as presenting a serious challenge to my beliefs. As Levi puts it: ‘The inquirer’s current state of full [i.e. certain] belief is the standard by which she currently judges truth’ and it also sets her ‘standard for serious possibility’ (Levi 1998: 179)  


But this does not settle the issue. We may not think that these challenges are serious, and there may be all sorts of advantages in adopting the standards of real possibility that we do, but the effect of the skeptical arguments may just be to bring out the incoherence of our everyday practices.  Even if we don’t (and perhaps can’t) take these challenges seriously, this may be a sign of the incoherence of our practices rather than of the irrelevance of the challenges. The Peircean possesses a confident belief that they are irrelevant. But at this stage, all we can say is that the burden of proof lies with the ‘sceptic’ to show us why this belief might be mistaken. Perhaps we are committed to taking these challenges seriously but also possess cognitive dispositions that prevent our acting on the basis of (or even recognizing) the consequences of these commitments.  Perhaps, we do not actually have this commitment but we ought to do so; perhaps our practices are flawed.

The commitments of inquiry: The fixation of belief.

 A good way to explore this issue is to identify some of the fundamental commitments that govern our participation in inquiry and ask how far these commitments make it legitimate to take a Peirce attitude towards skeptical doubts. First, let us consider Peirce’s programmatic   paper ‘The fixation of belief’, in which he sought to identify those normative standards that could serve as ‘guiding principles’ for reasoning and inquiry.  He aimed to identify those fundamental guiding principles that are ‘absolutely essential’ and he claimed that these are: ‘necessarily taken for granted in asking whether a certain conclusion follows from certain premises’. These depend upon facts which are ‘already assumed when the logical question is first asked’, which are grounded in facts that ‘we must already know before we have any clear conception of reasoning at all’.

… It is easy to believe that that those rules of reasoning which are deduced from the very idea of the process are the ones that are the most essential; and, indeed, that so long as it conforms to these it will, at least, not lead to false conclusions from true premises.

By the end of his paper, Peirce has identified one of the presuppositions of the logical question. This is the underlying principle of the Method of Science. I shall call it the Realist Presumption: ‘there are Real things whose characters are entirely independent of our opinions about them; those realities affect our senses according to regular laws, and, though our sensations are as different as our relations to the objects, yet, by taking advantage of the laws of perception, we can ascertain by reasoning how things really are.’ (CP5.384).  Unless we believe this, Peirce suggests, ‘doubt’ would not be a disturbing state and the question of which rules of reasoning we ought to employ would make little sense.


In doing this, Peirce seems to be identifying part of our common-sense conception of things, something that guides us in identifying the rules we should follow and doubts we should take seriously in carrying out inquiries. We might ask how consistent it is with the strategy that Levi describes. If we do not demand justification for the great mass of things that we currently believe, demanding reasons only when we want to revise our corpus of beliefs, are we in fact likely to discover how things really are? It appears that the realist presumption gives the sceptic just what he needs: why shouldn’t we end up with a coherent body of beliefs which have all the coherence of a dream but which do not provide an accurate account of how things really are?


I think we should take it that Peirce thinks that this realist presumption is part of our common sense. It is something we all take to be true, even if some of us consciously reject it.  Our commitment to this kind of realism is, somehow, made manifest in the ways in which we form doubts, assess inquiries, find it dissatisfying that our beliefs are contradictory, and so on. But even if this is right, we may not be fully clear about its content, about what it involves. When philosophers try to cast doubt on such presumptions, their targets may be particular ways or trying to articulate them rather than the realist principle itself: it is not yet obvious how the latter is to be understood. This distinction, between (1) the common-sense certainties that guided our epistemic practices and (2) our varying attempts to describe or explain the content of these certainties, will be important for what follows. Peirce’s development of his theory of truth in a sequel to ‘Fixation of belief’ is primarily concerned with classifying the sort of mind independence we should associate with things being real. We shall be more concerned with his discussion of how to clarify this idea some eight years earlier, when he was working on the ideas that were published in ‘Fixation of belief’.

Mind-independence, nominalism, realism


It is interesting here to compare Peirce’s engagement with such issues and Royce’s. Royce presents some skeptical objections to our common sense view of how we are related to the world and we can form beliefs about it. His conclusion is that the common sense view of the worlds can make no sense of the possibility of false belief: the skeptical objections reveal deep flaws within our ordinary ways of thinking. If we cannot make sense of false belief, we cannot make sense of there being truth related norms of inquiry.  Indeed, we cannot make sense of the sorts of claims that enter into the statement of realism that, we saw, Peirce identified as one of the normative commitments that governs our epistemic practices. This provides a reason for rejecting the common sense view, and for adopting a version of absolute idealism according to which our reasoning is but a fragment of the thought of the absolute mind. Philosophical criticism leads to a dramatic change in our metaphysics. Thus Peirce begins his review of Royce’s Religious Aspect of Philosophy by saying, first, that it provides a very good introduction to Hegel and then characterises Royce’s method as ‘a dialectic one; that is to say, it proceeds by the criticism of opinions, first, destructively to absolute scepticism, and then finds hidden in that scepticism itself the highest truth.’ (CP 8.39) This suggests that Royce’s strategy is revisionary: it leads us to change the ways in which we think of the relations between our thoughts and reality. One thing I am interesting in is how far this description fits Peirce’s practice too.  (In an earlier paper, I saw a sharp difference here, and I still think this might be right. Peirce ends up accepting our initial common-sense view of things while obtaining a better understanding of it; Royce appears to want us to reject our common sense understanding of things and replace it with something better. If there is a problem with this, it concerns just how clear the distinction is between revising our basic conceptions and revising our understanding of our basic conceptions. (See Hookway 2000: chapter four)  

There are different ways in which we can describe the ways in which Peirce thought about reality and some of these can be offered as contributing to a sort of  narratives that makes the flavour of his thought sound surprisingly Hegelian. At first glance, the story might be presented in two different ways, although, ultimately they focus on different elements of a single story. One way to tell the story begins with Peirce considering a kind of foundationalist epistemology, one which reflects a distinctive way of thinking about cognition. If that way of thinking about cognition and justification is correct, there may indeed be a very good reason to take a range of skeptical challenges very seriously. But, in his papers from the late 1860s, that picture of justification and cognition is subjected to a fierce and effective internal critique, one that undermines all of the motivation for foundationalism and thus, perhaps, destroys the reasons for taking sceptical challenges seriously. In the early 1870s, he appears to be defending some  views that sometimes look much more like a coherentist account of justification and truth, one that leaves him struggling to make sense of the realist dimension of the commitments of inquiry that we noted above. It is this that leads many readers to link the Peircean theory of truth to coherentism (se Blackburn, for example).  By the late 1870s, and especially in the decade beginning in about 1884, he develops ways of thinking about cognition (which had always been implicit in his writings) that enables him to move beyond foundationalism and coherentism.  Indeed, this story makes his progress fit Sellars’ famous quotation:

Above all the [foundationalist] picture is misleading because of its static characters. One seems forced to choose between the [foundationalist] picture f an elephant which rests on a tortoise (what supports the tortoise?) and the [coherentist] picture of a great Hegelian serpent of knowledge with its tail in its mouth (Where does it begin?) Neither will do. For empirical knowledge, like its sophisticated extension, science, is rational, not because it has a foundation but because it is a self-correcting enterprise which can put any claim in jeopardy, though not all at once.  (Sellars 1963: 170)

The second version of the narrative attends to a succession of ways of making sense of the crucial concept of reality or mind-indepedence. In his review of Frazer’s Berkeley in 1871, Peirce wrote:

Objects are divided into figments, dreams, etc., on the one hand, and realities on the other. The former are those which exist only inasmuch as you or I or some man imagines them; the latter are those which have an existence independent of your mind or mine or that of any number of persons. The real is that which is not whatever we happen to think it, but is unaffected by what we may think of it. (8.12)

We need to make clear sense of the common-sense idea of mind-independence, of what is ‘not whatever we happen to think it’ but is rather ‘unaffected by what we may think of it.’  We can tell Peirce’s story too, in terms of a succession of ways of answering this question. The two stories are very closely related, but telling them both in tandem helps us to understand some of the narrative. As so often in Peirce work, a major villain is ‘nominalism’ 

Intuitions: (The Journal of Speulative papers from the late 1860s)

In some well-known papers from the Journal of Speculative Philosophy from the late 1860s, Peirce attacks the idea that cognition involves having intuitions, a word he presumably takes from Kant. An intuition is a cognition that is not determined by any other cognition of the same object. It is a sort of absolute first premise for our reasoning; a premise that is not a conclusion, although describing it as a ‘premise’ may suggest that it already reflects the impact of our theories and concepts. The only candidates for intuitions that Peirce considers are perceptual sensations that, it is suggested, are determined wholly by the external object ‘out of mind’. It is presumably one way of interpreting the realist principle given above that real things affect us by producing intuitions, which then serve as first premises for reasoning about what is the case. It accords with the use of ‘nominalism’ that these cognitions are taken to be singular. If, as it seems, determining intuitions is the only way in which the external realities affect our cognitions, then it is easy to see how skepticism can get a grip. 


Notice too that when these intuitions generate premises, then familiar sceptical tropes get going: what makes it the case that it is right for us to trust them?  In fact, there are some complex issues about intuitions here. There are two ways in which intuitions are characterized, and it is a necessary condition of the correctness of the account of cognition and justification, that both characterizations are correct. 

[T]he term intuition will be taken as signifying a cognition not determined by a previous cognition of the same object, and therefore so determined by something out of the consciousness. Let me request the reader to note this. Intuition here will be nearly the same as "premiss not itself a conclusion"; the only difference being that premisses and conclusions are judgments, whereas an intuition may, as far as its definition states, be any kind of cognition whatever. But just as a conclusion (good or bad) is determined in the mind of the reasoner by its premiss, so cognitions not judgments may be determined by previous cognitions; and a cognition not so determined, and therefore determined directly by the transcendental object, is to be termed an intuition. (CP 5.213)

The first characterization is the official one: intuitions are solely determined by ‘the transcendental object’ and not by any other cognition of the same object. By also saying that it is nearly right to say they are premises which are not themselves conclusions, he alludes to the role they must serve in providing foundations for all of our knowledge – while entering a qualification which allows that states other than judgements (perceptual experiences perhaps) may also serve serve the cognitive role of intuitions in providing our point of cognitive contact with the external world.  So intuitions must be mental, cognitive states, determined solely by the ‘transcendental object’, and, through serving as the source of information about the world, they must provide some sort of foundation for our knowledge. Peirce’s strategy is to argue that we do not have intuitions about whether something is an intuition or not, or even introspective knowledge of this feature of a cognition. Whether a cognition is an intuition is a matter for explanatory inference, and, after exploring the consequences of the claim that all thought are signs, he concludes that there can be no cognition which is not determined (at least in part) in part by other cognitions of the same object. (CP 5.259ff)

The earlier paper then proceeds through what a Hegelian would presumably call an internal critique of this picture of cognition. Careful examination of episodes that we might think of as good candidates for being intuitions turn out to depend upon other background beliefs or other information (CP 5.231-224); if our confidence that we can tell whether a state is an intuition or not is an important prop for our belief in such states, then Peirce shows that we lack the ability of have intuitive knowledge of whether mental states are inferential or not CP 5.231-224), and so on. Careful examination of cognitive phenomena is supposed to show that we lack four cognitive capacities that the picture of cognition being criticized takes us to possess. 

1. We have no power of Introspection, but all knowledge of the internal world is derived by hypothetical reasoning from our knowledge of external facts.

2. We have no power of Intuition, but every cognition is determined logically by previous cognitions.

3. We have no power of thinking without signs.

4. We have no conception of the absolutely incognizable. 

These propositions cannot be regarded as certain; and, in order to bring them to a further test, it is now proposed to trace them out to their consequences. (CP5.265)

It is evident that the refection of Cartesian strategies in epistemology is seen as one of these consequences.

Two ways of thinking about reality


We can now turn to a further stage of the story – or perhaps another way of presenting the same story. In the 1871 review of Berkeley, Peirce contrasts two ways of making sense of the conception of reality, the crucial concept for expressing mind-independent being. The first he considers is the ‘nominalist conception of reality’. The nominalist conception tries to elucidate mind-independence by exploiting the idea that our thoughts are caused by our sensations and these sensations by some thing out of the mind: ‘this thing out of mind, which directly influences sensation, and, through sensation, thought, because it is out of the mind, is independent of how we think it, and is, in short, the real,’ (8.12) We know reality only through its effects. This view of reality obviously goes together with a role for intuitions as described in the earlier paper. Indeed, the sensations produced by this real thing would, presumably, be intuitions.  In one sense, this view sounds very realist – the character of reality is in no way determined by how we can think about it – in which case the reasons for calling it ‘nominalist’ may be unclear. However we should bear in mind two things. If the only impact of reality upon us is through the singular sensations produced in us by external things, the classifications we employ and the general patterns we discern are, presumably, our contribution, our invention. Certainly if the only information we receive comes from these singular impressions, we may have no way of determining whether reality instantiates laws and exhibits nomic necessity in ways that we can discover. Part of the idea is a skeptical one: if the nature of reality is, in this way, cut off from our knowledge, it is more plausible to see our beliefs and theories as a way of coping with the effects of reality upon us than as an accurate description of what reality is like. Reality is potentially unknowable. 

And one theme in Peirce’s writings in the 1870s is that the nominalist conception of reality is not our conception of reality, and thus that sceptical threats that exploit the picture of cognition that is suggested by the nominalist conception can be ignored.  Indeed, it is, I hope, easy to see that the picture of cognition that Levi attributes to the Peircean pragmatist is going to be hard to reconcile with this nominalist conception of reality.


After describing the nominalist conception of reality, Peirce offers an alternative, which he describes as ‘less familiar’ but also as ‘even more natural and obvious’ (8.12). He also describes it as ‘a highly practical and common-sense position’ (8.16). The full characterization of it is given in an appendix. The underlying idea is that ‘human opinion universally tends in the long run to a definite form, which is the truth’ (8.12)

The arbitrary will or other individual peculiarities of a sufficiently large number of minds may postpone the general agreement in that opinion indefinitely; but it cannot affect what the character of that opinion shall be when it is reached. This final opinion, then, is independent, not indeed of thought in general, but of all that is arbitrary and individual in thought; is quite independent of how you, or I, or any number of men think. (8.12)

And this is supposed to be enough to make sense of the mind-independence of reality: the real is what is described in the final opinion. This picture is thus meant to provide for the thought that, although ‘all human thought and opinion contains … an element of error’, further inquiry and investigation will enable us to remove errors and improve our cognitive position. 


This leads to a different way of thinking about the realist presumption about inquiry and about how sensory experience enables us obtain knowledge of reality. On the nominalist view, experience is important because it provides the first premises we use in providing arguments that show how we are justified in our beliefs. On the realist view, we use observations in testing and revising our opinions. And we can recognize that our beliefs about what we can see are fallible. So long as the methods of scientific inquiry enable us to test and correct our opinions, it does not matter that any of our beliefs might turn out to be mistaken. 


This difference is anticipated in the well-known similes from the Journal of Speculative Philosophy in the 1860s:

Philosophy ought to imitate the successful sciences in its methods, so far as to proceed only from tangible premises which can be subjected to careful scrutiny, and to trust rather to the multitude and variety of its arguments than to the conclusiveness of any one. Its reasoning should not form a chain which is no stronger than its weakest link, but a cable whose fibers may be ever so slender, provided they are sufficiently numerous and intimately connected. (5.265)

On the nominalist story, a perceptual belief, which functions as a first premise, resembles the link of a chain, and thus the possibility of error threatens the whole system of our belief. The sort of picture that Peirce describes when defending the realist conception is in accord with the image of the cable. On the first picture, we may well have good reason for take skeptical arguments more seriously than we do; on the second picture, the suggestion is, we are right to ignore them. And, in accord with Sellars’ quotation, we are now concerned with the idea that our system of beliefs is somehow self-correcting.


But there is a problem here. If we go back to that passage from the ‘fixation of belief’, it takes very seriously the idea that our senses have a special role in cognition: real things affect us through the senses. The possibility of our having knowledge of reality seems to depend upon our being able to give our senses a special role in cognition. The nominalist conception of reality did give a special role to the senses, but at the cost of an untenable foundationalist epistemology and allowing too much room for manoeuvre for arguments that lead to skepticism and nominalism. The realist conception of reality avoids the idea that the senses provide our fundamental first premises, but it may be unclear how it gives a central role to the senses at all. The resulting position is sailing dangerously close to a kind of coherentism which severs what seem to be our fundamental sensory contacts with external things. If not by providing first premises, how else are the senses to have a fundamental role in cognition? What is special about perceptual judgments? In the review of Royce in 1884, this issue gets raised as a sort of criticism of Hegel (and of Royce). These philosophers are seen as embracing views that aim at internal coherence, and they fail to take seriously what Peirce thinks of as extremely important, ‘the outward clash’ of experience whereby our views are tested against an independent reality.

The contribution of experience

Whenever we come to know a fact, it is by its resisting us. A man may walk down Wall Street debating within himself the existence of an external world; but if in his brown study he jostles up against somebody who angrily draws off and knocks him down, the sceptic is unlikely to carry his scepticism so far as to doubt whether anything beside the ego was concerned in that phenomenon. The resistance shows him that something independent of him is there. (1.431)

This passage is interesting both because it addresses worries about the external world and also describes one aspect of the outward clash of experience. Experience does not provide a sensory content that can serve as a first premise. Rather it offers an awareness of something as other or as external: something ‘beside the ego’, which manifests ‘resistance’.   It is not merely that I cannot prevent the perceptual judgment arising, that it is not open to critical self-control as it is formed: it is the experience of encountering something external that is distinctive in the perceptual encounter. The external world possesses secondness. We directly perceive external things, albeit fallibly. Indeed we directly perceive things entering into causal interactions that are mediated through propensity and law. 


The judgments we make through perception have some important characteristics:

a) Reflective questioning can have no role in their formation – they are accepted but not for (conscious) reasons.

b) The perceptual judgements we make are influenced by the concepts we possess and our background information: Peirce sometimes treats them as the ‘limiting case’ of abductive inference.

c) They are fallible: we often subsequently have reason to revise our perceptual judgments. They may misinform us about the external things with which they deal. But until we have positive reason to doubt them, we treat them as certain.

d) It is through perceptual judgments that we are able to refer to things. We don’t refer to things as whatever fits some descriptions: reference is indexical, demonstrative, direct. One way in which perceptual judgments can be corrected is through discovering that the objects we refer to do not have the properties they are ‘seen to possess’. Indeed, in 1.431, Peirce describes a sort of progress in our experience of external things: we begin by simply feeling their resistance, being aware of their reactions with us. We can then begin to think of these reactions as included in a range of causal reactions the objects have with ourselves, with other people, and with other external things. As this pool of information grows, then we have material that may give rise to doubts about the perceptual judgment we actually made and, then, alternative suggestions about what we did see. We know how the causal impact of things upon our sense can be distorted by poor lighting conditions, the presence of things easily mistaken for what we take ourselves to see: we possess a lot of knowledge about when, and how, perception can mislead and we make use of this in order to correct our perceptual judgements.

We may, however, learn of a fact indirectly. Either the fact was experienced directly by some other person whose testimony comes to us, or else we know it by some physical effect of it. Thus we remark that the physical effects of a fact can take the place of experience of the fact by a witness. Hence, when we pass from the consideration of the appearance of a fact in experience to its existence in the world of fact, we pass from regarding the appearance as depending on opposition to our will to regarding the existence as depending on physical effects. (1.431)

e) We might think that this element of reaction and resistance provides a new way of making sense of what we mean by reality: real things are the ones we react with and can pick out using indexical signs. And if we do that, then we are including in our account of reality something that captures the force of the nominalist conception. This is partly right, but also misleading. It is better to follow Peirce’s occasion usage and say that this appeal of secondness and resistance enables us to make sense of existence and, perhaps, actuality, but of a full blooded conception of reality. An account of what is real will include laws and other forms of generality. Indeed, it is one mark of nominalism to restrict the real to the accrual or existing. Law and generality cannot be explained in terms of secondness, and the reality of thirdness (law and generality) cannot be explained in terms of existence. The reality laws in its effects in determining what would or could happen in different sorts of circumstances, imposing patterns on future experience, its effects in constraining us to naturally come up with an account of what reality is like.

f) Beliefs are habits of action: we are spurred to act on the external perceived world by receiving perceptual information that, given our desires and background information, makes it reasonable to act in one way rather than another.  Indeed action is law governed, but is doubly related to secondness: the exercise of the will in acting on our surroundings meets the resistance of the world; and the spur to action will be the impact of existing things upon us through perception. Perception provides the information that enables us to monitor the success of our actions. 

g) The major mechanism for eliminating error and making progress towards truth is inductive testing: we exploit sensory clues in interacting with existing things in the word, to carry out experiments and make appropriate observations. Although the results are fallible, they are trusted in identifying when hypotheses are incorrect and in providing information that guides us in proposing alternative formulations of hypotheses.

Digression on Hegel and Hegelian epistemology

I am aware that some Hegel scholars will view the epistemological position I have attributed to Peirce here as highly Hegelian (e.g. Westphal 2003). They may also be struck that the way I have presented Peirce’s thought has a Hegelian character too. We began with a model of cognition that was an initially plausible way of making sense of some familiar ideas about objectivity and reality. This involved an account of cognition that emphasized the role of intuitions and an account of reality that we called nominalism.  This account of cognition and reality was characteristic of much early modern work in philosophy and epistemology and made a foundationalist approach to epistemology attractive. The account of cognition involved was subject to a fierce internal critique: it was shown to be adequate in its own terms. This led to an alternative picture according to which all cognition was inferential, and there were no beliefs whose justification did not depend upon inference from other beliefs. This was supported by the realist conception of reality, and incorporated the idea that, although many of our current beliefs may be false, error can be eliminated through further testing and inquiry. But this too, we suggested, was flawed on its own terms: it had difficulty in explaining the special role of perception in explaining how we reach the truth and in ensuring that our inquiries are successful. Then we saw how Peirce’s mature ideas about perception enabled him to overcome these difficulties, offering a framework for epistemology which avoided foundationalism but did not collapse into a free floating coherentism: we can find room for the outward clash of experience.


As I said this sort of exposition has a Hegelian structure, and I have suggested that it can be valuable for describing Peirce’s thought.  The problem is that Peirce does not seem to use it.  In his early writings, he does develop his views through criticism of nominalist ideas. And there is no doubt that Questions provides an internal critique of intuition-based epistemology. But in his later writings he tends to present his views directly, establishing the truth of realism and analyzing signs and argument forms, without employing the strategy that appears to be Hegelian. Moreover, although I have identified an intermediate stage in which Peirce presented and then criticized a version of the realist conception of reality that seemed to be heading for free floating coherentism, this is a rather misleading way of putting it. Having rejected nominalism, Peirce was, at that stage, trying to develop his final view that emphasized the self-correcting character of inquiry. My own, very controversial, interpretation is that an examination of the problems he kept running into while drafting his logic text in the early 1870s showed that he was having difficulty steering clear of the coherentist picture. There is not much evidence that he saw it that way. Although we may see the discussion of Thrasymachus in Royce’s book as finding such a coherentist picture in Peirce’s writings from the 1870s and criticizing it in much the way that I described. Moreover, Peirce’s mature views about perception and reference seem first to have appeared in his response to those arguments of Royce’s (see Hookway 2000: chapter four).

Scepticism

I have now discussed some (not all) of the themes in Peirce’s thought that are relevant to his engagement with skepticism. The dismissive quotations considered at the beginning of the paper suggest that Peirce hopes for a position where we can say that there is no reason for us to take skeptical challenges seriously; the need to take skeptical challenges seriously arises only if we are in the grip of a flawed conception of reality and/or a flawed picture of human cognition. I now want to consider how far this is correct.


Issues of skepticism arise when we can be asked questions about our beliefs and inquiries (or we can be persuaded that we ought to ask questions about our beliefs and inquiries, with the following features:

1. The questions arise – that is, they do not rest on any obviously false presuppositions.

2. Asking these questions is relevant to the legitimacy of our belief or the propriety of the way in which we are carrying out the inquiry.

3. Some of the possible answers to the questions would entail that our beliefs are not legitimate or our inquiry is not properly conducted.

4. We have no reasons to think that we have resources for establishing that the correct answer is not one of those entailing that our beliefs are not legitimate etc.

Central place in Peirce’s anti-sceptical response must be taken by the claim that epistemic inquiry is self-correcting. Even if a perceptual belief (or some other certainty) is false, this will not irreparably poison our attempts to obtain knowledge of reality.


Of course, the evaluation of Peirce’s position here will depend upon the evaluation of a lot of detailed arguments about the nature of induction, about the semiotic basis for claiming that we cannot think about things that are incognizable, about the nature of reality and so on. This would be a huge task and I shall not attempt it here. My question is a conditional one: if he has been successful in attacking nominalism, vindicating the realist conception of reality, and making sense of perception, how far has he gone towards showing that we no longer need to worry about skepticism? Has he succeeded in showing that skeptical doubts are empty and can be ignored? I shall just make a few comments on this issue.

1. The mere fact of the method of science being self-correcting leaves one important issue open. What attitude should we take towards our current opinions? One view is that we believe them, taking them to be at least probably true, while not ruling out the possibility that we might be mistaken about them. Another view (more Popperian) is that we do not believe them, instead taking a more detached and instrumental attitude towards them.  This would not involve an instrumentalist account of scientific theories – it is fully compatible with realism. Rather, our attitude would be that (e.g.) being prepared to assert these propositions now is the right thing to do, because it will put us into a position to reach the theory which is actually correct sometime in the future. We might draw from the idea of self-correction the suspicion that current beliefs will probably be corrected. If that is our view, then we should not actually believe them – even if we call our attitude ‘scientific belief’. We can be hopeful of (or even certain of) reaching the truth even if we have no confidence that we possess the truth now.

2. I think we should take it that a proper Peircean answer to skepticism should not be content with this position: we need to be (defeasibly) confident of our current beliefs.  Indeed unless we can be confident of the truth of the beliefs we rely on in criticizing other ones, then it is hard to se how we can be confident that our system of beliefs is genuinely self-correcting.

3.  And I think the answer to this is that our perceptual beliefs and other certainties are just that: they are beliefs and certainties. And in neither case does our trust in the belief rest upon being able to come up with positive reasons for accepting it. Perceptual beliefs are not based on reasons. And we remain certain of the other beliefs in spite of not being able to provide a justification. There is nothing internal to our practice that should persuade us to be tentative in our acceptance. Doubt would be warranted only if our habits of belief led our projects and actions to fail or to frequent failed prediction. We are certain and our cognitive habits sustain those certainties, and it is only abstract reasoning that might lead us to think that somehow they are a mistake. As Levi might have put it: we need no special reason to stay with successful epistemic practices, but we do need reasons to revise those practices.

Mature judgment

In his book, Hegel’s Epistemology, an attempt to show that Hegel’s writings can make a major contribution to contemporary epistemology, Ken Westphal offers a statement of what is required for someone to exercise what he calls ‘mature judgment’.  These requirements include capacities that enable us:

1- to discern and define the basic parameters of a problem

2- to distinguish relevant from irrelevant and more relevant from less relevant considerations bearing on a problem.

3- To recognize and to formulate important questions and subquestions that must be answered in order to resolve a problem.

4- To determine proper lines of inquiry to answer those questions.

5- To identify social and historical factors that led people – including ourselves – to formulate questions or answers in particular ways.

6- To think critically about the formulation or reformulation of the issues

7- To consider carefully the evidence or arguments for and against proposed solutions

8- To accommodate as well as possible the competing considerations bearing on the issue

9- Through these reflections to resolve a problem; and ultimately to organize and to represent these considerations clearly and comprehensively to all interested parties.

It is clear that many pragmatists (I think here especially of Dewey but Peirce could be included too) would accept that our ability to exercise epistemic rationality depends upon our having such capacities. He points out, rightly, that all the members of this list are important ‘intellectual virtues’ and he offers this as a ‘realistic … picture of our actual cognitive predicament.’ (Westphal 2004: 48). Moreover this reveals our predicament to be ‘not at all dire in the ways that simple logical models of viciously circular reasoning too forcefully suggest. (ibid) I take it that this last remark is meant to suggest that if we adopt this kind of description of reasoning, then, somehow, the big skeptical challenges just do not get raised. To illustrate ‘the great significance of mature judgment’, Westphal ‘brings it to bear on the Dilemma of the Criterion’ and on questions about ‘the status of first premises within an inferentialist account of justification. (ibid). This sort of focus on inquiry someone stops us raising skeptical challenges. How is this supposed to work?


It is relevant to this that Westphal has a particular diagnosis of how the concern with skepticism became so central in the early modern period:

Enlightenment philosophers conceived of rational justification inferentially, essentially in terms of axiomatic deduction, a model drawn directly from mathematics and logic. The basic idea is that a conclusion can only be justified if it can be inferred (deductively, inductively, or abductively) from some privileged set of premises. … [The] history of philosophical theory of knowledge (including philosophy of science) from Descartes to the present has largely been the history of attempts to fit empirical knowledge into this model, coupled with repeated discoveries of ill fit. (Westphal 2004: 38).

It’s not very clear what the enlightenment picture that Westphal has identified involves. For a start, it is hard to see how to reconcile the centrality of ‘axiomatic deduction’ with the later passage that refers to this as involving inference that can be deductive, inductive or abductive. Moreover we have to be careful to distinguish the claim that we best grasp the structure of a scientific theory by displaying it as a deductive system with self evident axioms, from the claim that we can display why we are justified in accepting a theory by showing that its acceptance is required by the combination of a system of arguments relating experience (for example) to theoretical formulations. Finally, we may worry that the sceptical challenges are being directed at the “first premises” of this structure rather than at the rules that are employed to derived conclusions from those premises. We may think that criteria of truth are more likely to be employed as rules than as premisses. Leaving those worries to one side, we can see that the skeptical challenge that concerns Westphal begins by noting that we are adopting distinctive criteria in order to determine whether propositions, theories, and systems of theories are true. And then, it seems, we can always ask why we should accept those criteria of truth. Any response to this challenge is likely to give rise to further questions of the same sort, and, according to the Pyrrhonist our options are either to: dogmatically refuse to address the question, head off on a regress, or argue in a circle. How does Westphal’s account of mature judgment help us to avoid this predicament?


To begin with, let us note two respects in which Westphal’s claims engage with other matters discussed in this essay. First, this sort of ‘inferentialist’ story is one version of the position that Levi is criticizing when he denies that our beliefs need to be justified. The ‘enlightenment inferentialist’ holds that it must be possible to provide a justification for a belief, one that consists in describing a system of arguments, based on trustworthy premises, from which it follows that the belief is justified. If a belief is obtained and sustained through the extended cognitive activities of someone who possesses mature judgment, then the agent has the right to believe it, even if they can provide no arguments in its favour. Second, the role of arguments in these methods of justification provides a convenient target for systematic criticism. The sorts of arguments involved here form chains; they are not woven into cables that can tolerate the presence of many poor arguments!


The question we have to ask is how does adopting the perspective that Westphal describes free us of the need to take the problem of the criterion seriously. One possibility is that, once this shift in perspective is adopted, there is no role for a criterion of truth. Another possibility, suggested by Levi, is that our criterion of truth is set by all the other things that we actually believe. In that case, just as any of our beliefs might be revised in the light of further experience and reflection, so may our criterion of truth change as our opinions change and evolve. These approaches have it in common that there is no epistemic role for identifying or formulating our criterion of truth.  And if the criterion of truth does not get formulated, we may not be able to raise the question of why it (that criterion of truth) is correct. And indeed, this has some plausibility. If asked what our criterion of truth is, most of us would find it hard to say anything that wasn’t very vague and unhelpful.


Even if we can’t raise a skeptical challenge in this way, perhaps we can ask a similarly general question: what reason is there to think that I’m any good at carrying out inquiries, at solving problems and eliminating doubts?  But that question is best heard as an internal, non-sceptical one. I can point to examples of success, consider areas in which I tend to fail, and so on. As I have argued elsewhere in connection with transcendental arguments, the key to avoiding scepticism – and the clue to understanding what the best transcendental arguments do – is show us that we do not need to consider skeptical arguments. The burden of proof always lies with someone who wants us to take such arguments seriously. If we adopt what Peirce calls the ‘nominalist’ conception of reality, then, arguably, we can be forced to take skeptical arguments seriously; the same may hold if we adopt what Westphal calls the inferentialist conception, although I am less sure of that. It is a merit of Levi’s story that it makes room for this: if my current full beliefs determine what counts as a serious possibility, then most skeptical challenges can be dismissed as non-serious. 


One final comment. Levi and Westphal describe cognitive life in rather different ways. Levi focuses on the presumed fact that we each possess a corpus of full beliefs, and this provides the background against which matters can become problematic. Questions arise, and answers are evaluated, by relying on standards for judging truth and seriousness that are fixed by the contents of this corpus of fixed belief. Especially when talking about our common sense certainties and our ‘acritical’ perceptual judgments, Peirce’s views accord with this. So does his early claim that our inquiries always begin from the cognitive position (the set of beliefs) that we find ourselves in possession of. 
Westphal builds on another attractive pragmatist theme: our epistemic activities are focused on inquiry, on the ability to solve problems; and our ability to carry out these activities depends upon the possession of a body of ‘intellectual virtues’, the set of capacities that are invoked when we exercise ‘mature judgment’. Levi tells us about when things present us with problems; Westphal discusses how we are able to solve those problems. Levi’s ‘unjustified’ beliefs provide a background of unreflective certainty; and Westphal’s marks of mature judgment are unreflective habits of, as he recognizes, self-control.  Levi describes the background to the exercise of self-control in inquiry; Westphal describes capacities involved in the exercise of self-control.  And they attempt to show that neither requires us to entertain and take seriously skeptical doubts.  
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Appendix 1 Excerpt from Review of Frazer’s Berkeley

All human thought and opinion contains an arbitrary, accidental element, dependent on the limitations in circumstances, power, and bent of the individual; an element of error, in short. But human opinion universally tends in the long run to a definite form, which is the truth. Let any human being have enough information and exert enough thought upon any question, and the result will be that he will arrive at a certain definite conclusion, which is the same that any other mind will reach under sufficiently favorable circumstances. Suppose two men, one deaf, the other blind. One hears a man declare he means to kill another, hears the report of the pistol, and hears the victim cry; the other sees the murder done. Their sensations are affected in the highest degree with their individual peculiarities. The first information that their sensations will give them, their first inferences, will be more nearly alike, but still different; the one having, for example, the idea of a man shouting, the other of a man with a threatening aspect; but their final conclusions, the thought the remotest from sense, will be identical and free from the one-sidedness of their idiosyncrasies. There is, then, to every question a true answer, a final  conclusion, to which the opinion of every man is constantly gravitating. He may for a time recede from it, but give him more experience and time for consideration, and he will finally approach it. The individual may not live to reach the truth; there is a residuum of error in every individual's opinions. No matter; it remains that there is a definite opinion to which the mind of man is, on the whole and in the long run, tending. On many questions the final agreement is already reached, on all it will be reached if time enough is given. The arbitrary will or other individual peculiarities of a sufficiently large number of minds may postpone the general agreement in that opinion indefinitely; but it cannot affect what the character of that opinion shall be when it is reached. This final opinion, then, is independent, not indeed of thought in general, but of all that is arbitrary and individual in thought; is quite independent of how you, or I, or any number of men think. Everything, therefore, which will be thought to exist in the final opinion is real, and nothing else. What is the POWER of external things, to affect the senses? To say that people sleep after taking opium because it has a soporific power, is that to say anything in the world but that people sleep after taking opium because they sleep after taking opium? To assert the existence of a power or potency, is it to assert the existence of anything actual? Or to say that a thing has a potential existence, is it to say that it has an actual existence? In other words, is the present existence of a power anything in the world but a regularity in future events relating to a certain thing regarded as an element which is to be taken account of beforehand, in the conception of that thing? If not, to assert that there are external things which can be known only as exerting a power on our sense, is nothing different from asserting that there is a general drift in the history of human thought which will lead it to one general agreement, one catholic consent. And any truth more perfect than this destined conclusion, any reality more absolute than what is thought in it, is a fiction of metaphysics. It is obvious how this way of thinking harmonizes with a belief in an infallible Church, and how much more natural it would be in the Middle Ages than in Protestant or positivist times.
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