THE SCOTTISH PRAGMATIST?
THE DILEMMA OF COMMON SENSE AND THE
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ost-of us have a somewhat ambivalent attitude towards common sense. Without
mmon sense, we would have a less robust sense of reality. As Nicholas Amhurst
e sald: “a man of commaon sense . . . knows ., . chalk from cheese.”! However,

= also tend to mistrust common sense. Isn't Anatoie France right in saying that
rdmg to common sense the earth stands still with the sun turning around it
the antipodeans walking around upside down?? So, what shall we think about
mon sense? Can or should we trust in common sense. anci assent fo 1ts
knowledge claims?

As we all know, philosophers disagree on this question. Foﬂawmg }oseph
tley,? it was mainly Immanuel Kant* who- bmught or attempted to bring
on sense into philosophical dibrepute at least in parts of the Continent. He
out the “appeal” to commonrsense: “Seen in a clear light, it isbutan appeal

> opinion-of the multitude, of whose applause the philosopher is ashamed,
1e the popular charlatan glories and confides in it.”3 Compare, e.g., George
eley who expresses the intention “to be eternally banishing Metaphysics &c &
ng Men to Common Sense.”

we want to attaina reflective view Of COMmMOnN sense, we need to goback to
Reid. He is the classical common sense phliosopher much more than, &.g.,
- Moore. Furthermore, Reid has developed a'theory of common sense of such
mplemty that it even helps us to gain a better understanding of the problematic
atus of common sense and our ambivalent (initial) attitude towards it. I want to
gue here that Reid’s theory of common sense implicitly contains a dilemma, It
adds tothe philosophical importance of Reid that this dilemma constitutes a central
_@rOblem of any common sense philosophy. Moreover, one can even find: hints at a
lution of the dilemma in Reid: a;pragmatist conception of knowledge. Even though
ither the problem nor the solution are explicit inReid’s writings, they are both
of the implications of his theory. Let me start with Reid's arguments against.
ticism. The refutation of scepticism is the main’ ‘goal of Reid’s philosophy and.
s him to his own conception of comumon sense (dilemma mcluded) Hence I
0 say a bit about Reid on Sceptmism flrst '

I S'cep-ticism

cepticism” can mean many different things. For Reid, it consists in doubting or
nying the existence of an external world. He believed that scepticism results
from a certain modern theory of menial representation developed and shared by
Deséartes Locke, Berkeley and in particular by Hume’: the theory of ideas — the
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“ideal system” as Reid also called it. According to this theory, the human mind
does ot have direct access to the objects of knowledge and thought but only indirect
access, via mental intermediaries called “ideas” which represent the objects of
thought. We have direct access only to those ideas, e.g., to Hume's “impressions”
and “ideas”.® According to Reid, it is this conception of thought and knowledge
that opens up the possibility of sceptical doubt concerning the existence of an
external world beyond our representations of this world: isn't it conceivable that
our representations refer to nothing, that there are no objects corresponding fo them?
How could we exclude this possibility? How can we get knowledge about the
external world? As soon as we accept the theory of ideas, we cannot avoid scepticism
any more.? This is why Reid called the theory of ideas the “Trojan horse” of
scepticism: “it carried in its belly death and destruction to all science and common
sense”.10 In order to refute scepticism, we need, according to Reid, to refute the
theory of ideas. He regarded this as the main goal and achievement of his
philosophy.!! :

Again and again, Reid says that there are no ideas, “that they are a mere
ficion”.12 There is no reason to assume the existence of such mental representations
or intermediaries. ! Rather, we directly refer to objects in the external world.4 Reid
replaces the “ideal system” by a theory of direct perception, by direct realism. 9 If
I have, e.g., a perception of a table, then I directly refer to an object in the external
world, a table, and not to the idea of a table.16 And the perception of a table implies
the belief in the existence of a certain object in the external world.!” Direct realism
is currently a much debated theory and Reid is one of its historical pioneers.

Let us suppose that the “theory of ideas” is a source of scepticism and that
direct realism blocks one road fo scepticism. This, however, does not mean that the
sceptic has to give up. On the contrary: he could ask how we know that we have
perceptions (in Reid’s sense) at all. If we have such perceptions, then there mustbe
an external world. If! But don’t we have some reason to doubt that we have such
perceptions at all? Furthermore: doesn’t Reid’s direct realism presuppose what it
is supposed to make plausible, namely the existence of an external world?

Even if we don’t worry any more about external world scepticism, there is
another form of scepticism that might still worry us: the idea that — given the
existence of an external world — we cannot have knowledge about facts in the
external world. This kind of scepticism can result from the theory of ideas but it
need not.!8 Reid, of course, admits that we could hallucinate and, e.g., see a fable
before us even when there is no table before us. Or, we could also see a table before
us when there is a sofa before us. Reid, however, makes the important point that
our cognitive faculties are reliable, — that we usually attain true beliefs and
knowledge about the world.!® Again and again he stresses that “the natural faculfies,
by which we distinguish truth from error, are not fallacious.”?0 It is only in
exceptional non-standard cases that we have reasons to doubt the reliability of our
cognitive faculties. The sceptic ignores the fact that sceptical doubt can only be an
exception. Reid thus adds reliabilism to direct realism: Realism guarantees the objects
of knowledge, reliabilism guarantees kmowledge of the objects. Like direct realism,
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chiabilism is a currently often held position. In this regard, teo, Reid is a pioneer
classic?!

However, reliabilism cannot decisively meet the sceptical challenge. What
e the argument for reliabilism? If the argument presupposes that we can
knowledge about the external world, then it is of no use for the refutation of
cism. But can there be a different kind of argument for reliabilism which does
presuppose that scepticism is wrong? Even if one grants the existence of an
ernal world, one can still doubt the possibility of knowledge of this external
orld: Isn't it at least conceivable that we are in constarit error about the world?
is is a common sceptical scenario. What can Reid say here — except assure us
at our cognitive faculties are reliable and thus assumebut not show thai: scepticism
wrong”

= Neither Reid’s direct realism nor his reliabilism need werry* the sceptxc very
: -much It seems that Reid has not succeeded in his refutation of scepticism. Even
vorse, he seems to have missed the essential point of scepticism (perhaps like
other important common sense philosopher, nameiy G. E. Moore). -

Bui Reid has more to say here. And what he saysis very important with regard
he general status of common sense. Accordmg to Reid, direct realism and
:'abxhsm are basic principles of common sense, — first truth& on: which other
aths are based.2? :

eid holds that these principles of common sense are pmncxpies Wh;ch need

cation'must come toan end somewhere. It comes toanendatthe fundamental

tey don't need proof; it just makes no-sense at all to ask for jusfification
here necessarily no justification can be gwen 25 propose to call this argument of
’s “the principle argument”.

@ has still another argument: behef in'the first prmcapies of common sense
tt of our cognitive constitution or mental nature: “by the constitution of our
re, we are under a necessity of assenting to them.”26 We just carnot believe
otherwise; we cannot but believe in the existence of an external world and we also
cannot avoid believing that the world is basically and generally as we think that it
is. Hence, a justification of thisbelief is neither possxble nor calied for 21 Let us call
this second argument “the constitution argument”. :

Let us take a look at both arguments. First the constitution argument There is
ot to say here; [ confine myself to one main. point. Even if we cannot but belisve

ction between “true” and “holding true” 28 Itis often objected against common
sense philosophers like Reid that the natural character of a belief does not imply
ary thmg about its truth value. It is, however, the truth of our beliefs — and not
€ir natural character — which mainly worries us.in ep:s’cemology Hence, the
eptic can conclude that the constitution argumeént has not-even a role to play
hen we ask the relevant and even pressing quesi:xon Whef:her our behefs are true

of, and which do not admit of direct proof.”? Why don't they admit of proof?
according to Reid, our knowledge bears a deductive structure and all:

ples of common sense on which all knowledge is based.?® This also explains

is or that is the case, we might still be wrong, Reid himself clearly drawsthe - -




THE SCOTTISH PRAGMATIST?

and constitute knowledge.

Joseph Priestley pursues a similar line of criticism when he says that the
“recourse to arbitrary instincts”? leads to scepticism and relativism.*0 We should
not, according to Priestley, replace objective judgement by subjective instincts
“depending upon the arbitrary constitution of our nature; which makes all truth to
be a thing that is relative to ourselves only.”3!

Let me briefly add another point. How can we be sure that our nature makes
us believe certain things such that we cannot believe otherwise? Is it really true
that we are epistemically “unfree” in this sense? Perhaps it is only very hard but
not impossible to believe otherwise than we usually do. Doesn't Reid's sceptical
philosopher — during his moments of philosophical armchair speculation —
succeed in overcoming his common sense nature? Furthermore, what counts as
‘common sense’ seems to be open to revision and historical change: not very long
ago, most people would have been absolutely sure that it is a common sense triviality
that, e.g,., the earth is flat. The phenomenon of historical change should make us a
bit sceptical concerning the idea that certain beliefs are just natural.

The main objection to the constitution argument, however, was that it does
not tell us anything about truth and knowledge. The discussion of Reid’s priniciple
argument leads to similar results. This is the second and perhaps even more
important argument for the fundamental status of the principles of common sense
(in particular, direct realism and reliabilism). Here, too, there is a lot to say and I
can only mention one main point which is analogous fo the above objection:
Principles, too, can be false.’? Proving that somethingisa principle does not imply
proving that it is true, But this - whether it is true —is what we want to know and
what we need to know if we fry to refute the sceptic and try to show that certain
principles form the basis of our knowledge. Reid, however, only tries to show that
reliabilism and direct realism are principles.

Furthermore, the principle argument presupposes a deductivist conception
of knowledge according to which all knowledge is based on general principles.
This conception goes back to Aristotle’s “Second Analytic” and was, of course,
quite common in 17th and 18th century philosophy. One problem is that if plays
down or even ignores the role and importance of induction. Anopther problem is
the following one. Even if one believes in principles of knowledge — because all
justification must come to an end — there need not be a particular point at which
all justification must come to an end. Reid appears to think otherwise butitis hard
to see an argument for this in his writings. Where justification stops seems tobea
wholly pragmatic matter. If this is so, then principles are open to revision and
historical change.

The main objection against the principle argument, however, was that Reid
does not prove the truth of his principles. Again, we have o conchude that Reid’s
refutation of scepticism fails, The same seems true of his attempt not only to
vindicate common sense but also to secure its status as the foundation of our
knowledge.

I{ The Dilemma

But this is still not the last word. Reid explicitly says that the principles of common
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énse could turn out to be false.3? He thus does not want to say that what we take
o.be the principles of common sense might turn out not to be the principles of
ommonsense. No, what he means is rather that whatever is a principle of common

sense, might furn out fo be false. This is stunning: how could the principles of
: cknowledge, how could first truths, be false? And how can he admit what seems to
‘e the central objection against his anti-sceptical strategy? It is hard to avoid the
“conclusion that Reid is inconsistent here. It is, however, very important not to stop
here, to simply state the inconsistency and forget Reid's remark that the principles
“bf common sense could be false. | want to argue here that Reid has a very 1mportan’t
motive for his remark, This motive leads to a fundamental problem of any commen
se pful{)sophy whatsoever. Reid did not explicitly state this problem but he
chow “saw” the problem. It adds to Reid's phliosaphlcal stature that he
ehow realized the basic problerns and limitations of his own phllosophlcai
2% So, what is the problem?

is'a dilemma. Now that we have taken a look at Reid's: C(}nfrontatmn with
icism we can say what the dilemma consists in. Its first horn is that we take
rinciples of common sense to be first truths. If they are first truths, then they
with truth and knowledge claims. In this case, however, the common sense
sopher has a heavy burden.of proof on his shoulders: he needs to show that
se principles are true and constitute knowledge. The sceptic exploits this burden
proof hoidmg that the common sense philosopher cannot possibly prove what
eeds toprove. Kantian transcendental argurments are an anti-sceptical alternative
ut the common sense philosopher does, of course, not want to argue inthis way.3
vefuses rather to carry the burden of proof at all: arguing only for the thesis that
we cannot argue for the principles of commion sense. He thus moves dose toa bad.
ogmatist neighborhood and risks becoming & ‘dogmatist himself who just asserts -
-truth of his first principles without arguing for it And we have seen that Reid's

uments for not arguing for the principles of common sense are not-extremely
:vmcmg But does Reid really want to be a dogmatist? Is he a dogmat;st’? Ideo
t think so.

So much for the first horn of the dllemma dogmahsm The seccnd hom of the
ron sense philosopher’s dilemma is not to make any truth and knowledge
ims concerning the principles of common sense and thus to avoid any further
tificatory burdens. This, however, is the direct road to the common sense -

Hosopher’s hell: to scepticism or to what Reid took to be Hume's position.’
id does not want to travel on this road at all and he doesnot travel onit: according
him, the prmmples of common sense are prmmpies Qf lmowiedge and basic mﬂls

Cne hand and dogmatzsm or Kantxan tr:anscendentai arguments on the other -

L'e_t' me 'ﬁrst say a bit more: aiéeut the hotns‘ of thedilemma and begm With ’che
. |t is important here to realize that for Reid the melpleS of common
e are a priori as well as synthetic. Only synthetic a priori principles “-andnot
_Kﬁl}f‘ﬁc “trifling propositions” — can serve as the basis of our knowledge about
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the world.3? Here, Reid agrees with Kant.3¢ This is quite remarkable, — given Kant's
harsh critique of Reid and given the opposition between Reid and Kant so common
in writings about the history of philosophy. In a way, Reid is quite close to Kant.%
T would like to stress this, even if I do not want to goas far as Manfred Kuehn, who
wrote that “without the Scots there would have been no Kant” .40

But how can Reid defend his conception of synthetic a priori knowledge?
tJow can he answer Kant’s fundamental question “How are synthetic a priori
judgements possible?” In other words, how can Reid establish the truth of his
principles of common sense, — their validity and not just the fact that people think
they are valid?

It is here that Reid and Kant part company. Whereas for Kant the attempt to
justify the principles of knowledge is at the core of his philosophy, Reid holds that
any such attempt is bound to fail. Reid does not have a project like Kant's
transcendental deduction of the categories {not even that of a metaphysical
deduction). Kant saw this difference between himself and Reid very clearly.4!
Nowadays philosophers are much more sceptical about transcendental deductions
than they were two hundred years ago and in this respect they are rather on Reid’s
side.

But doesn’t all this mean that Reid falls back on dogmatism and simply asserts
the truth of the principles of common sense? One might think so if one shares the
above critique of Reid’s anti-sceptical strategy. However, in contrast to the other
comrnon sense philosophers of his time, Reid realized the dangers of dogmatism.
This is why he explicitly said that the principles of common sense could turnoutto
be false. He thus expressed in a misleading way the idea that the dogmatic assertion
of first truths is no acceptable philosophical position. Since Reid did not want —as
we have seen — to fall into the other extreme, scepticism, he thus implicitly also
expressed the fundamental dilemma of his philosophy: the unacceptability of the
alternative between dogmatism and scepticism. There must be a third way for him.

11 Pragmatism

1t is quite interesting to see that there are indeed hints in Reid at such a third way
out of the dilemma. I do not mean to say that Reid proposed a solution toa problem
he did not even state explicitly. But his theory is rich enough to offer hints at a
solution. Let me conclude by elaborating on these hints.

Reid was quite close not only to Kant but also to Hume, — much closer than
he himself believed.#? He shares with Hume the naturalist idea that we just have
and cannot avoid having certain beliefs about the world. Both, Reid as well as
Hume,*? believe that we cannot justify our fundamental beliefs. According to
Thomas Brown, Reid and Hume differ only in the emphasis they put on the
unjustifiability and the unavoidability of the principles of common sense: . .. the
- sceptic pronounces the first [unjustifiabilityl ina loud tone of voice, and the second

" [unavoidability] in a whisper, while his supposed antagonist passes rapidly over
the first, and dwells on the second with a tone of confidence.”4*
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“ Taking this naturalist element in Reid seriously, we get to the conclusion that
'e__PhHOSOPherfS task is rather to describe than to justify or criticize our view of
e world. Reid says in the [nquiry.

Most men continue all their days to be just what Nature and human
education made them. Their manners, their opinions, their virtues,
and their vices, are all got by habit, imutation, and instruction; and
reason has little or no share in forming them 5

We cannot justify the principles of knowledge and we do not even need to
tify them. This gives Reid’s naturalism a pragmatist twist. The search for a
eoretical justification of the principles of common sense does not even make sense.
We are asking the wrong question if we want to know reasons for first principles.
B ask for reasons here is to fundamentally misunderstand what a first principle is.
is is what Reid says, except that he is not willing to stop tatking about the truth
& knowledge claims that come with the principles of common serise: _f_I_“o give up
s recourse to truth and knowledge would mean to fully become a pragmatist.
Even if we cannot give justifying reasons for our principles of knowledge, we
an give a totally different kind of justification: a pragmatic justification.® The
niciples of common sense enable us-to build theories which guide our actions
d let us attain our goals.47 Insofar as they fulfill this function, they are justified
and there is no place for a different kind of justification, no need to taik about truth
knowledge. This is very close io what Wittgenstein says in On Cerfginty: the
inciples of knowledge are neither true nor false.8
" To be sure, Reid does not make this last step. He does not really talk about
ragmatic justification. But he is very close to this kind of pragmatism and [ wanted
o show here that he is much closer to pragmatism than one might think at first
and. One might even regard him as one of the grandfathers of pragmatism. Take
e for instance.%9 Peirce explicitly refers to Reid and the Scottish school™ and it
no accident that he called his own philosephy “critical common-sensism”.5!
"larly to Reid, Peirce holds that our common sense view of the world has a
ral basis in our instincts.5? There is, accordmg to Peirce, no sense in trying to
ubt or prove our common sense beliefs.”? In comrast however, to Reid, Peirce
sfor historical variation and critique of what common sense tells us.3 Within
jthe principles of common sense are open to revision.® This foreshadows
¢'s pragmatist idea that (almost) everything is open to revision. 56 Reid does
ot agree with this but perhaps he could agree easily: doesn't he already agree
ith Pejrce’s remark that common sense pr@posmons may prove false?®7 As [
ﬁady said above: it would make Reid’s theory more piauszble if he aii@wed for' '
ion and change of his common senise ?roposmons :
There is thus a short road that leads. from Reid to pragmahst teudenmes in

philosophy according to which ourbeliefs and world views are based on forms -
ife quch are not or not completely open to doubt or }usnﬁcatxon 5. AH thls- :
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gives us an idea of how Reid’s theory could be modified and further developed.
And it also reminds us that Reid is a classic: still our phﬂosophical contemporary.

IV Conclusion

Let me conclude. [ do not want to propose pragmatism here, Neither do [ want to
say that Reid was a full-blown pragmatist. But there is a very strong affinity with
pragmatism in his philosophy. Not only has Reid developed a common sense theory
of incomparabte complexity and depth. He also felt the limitations and problems
of any common sense philosophy. T have tried to show that Reid’s theory leads toa
dilemma. And there are even hints in Reid’s theory at a solution of the dilemma:
naturalist pragmatism.’
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