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Pragmaticism and ethical scepticism
Claudine Tiercelin, Institut Universitaire de France, University of Paris X11

But to avoid any possible misapprehension, | ammbdwonestly to declare that | do not hold forth
the slightest promise that | have any philosophwates to offer you which will make you either
better men or more successful men (Peirce, CP.1F#bsophy and the conduct of life)

As is well known, one of the reasons why Putnanwsié¢’ragmatism as “a way of
thinking ...of lasting importance and an option (biemast an “open question”) that should
figure in present-day philosophical thought”’(1999, is that all pragmatists stressed that
notions indispensable for everyday life should aket seriously, but also knew how to
define scientific inquiry as an inquiry submitteml iorms and principles, and realized that,
“what applies to investigation in general, equapplies to ethical investigatioh”Indeed, it
Is the “pluralism” and “thoroughgoing holism” whidre ubiquitous in Pragmatist writing
(ibid, xii) which are able to continue to “value theeti@nce and pluralism” promoted by the
Enlightenment, and to avoid “the epistemologicapicism that came with that tolerance
and pluralism”, in other words, to avoid “moral ptieism without tumbling back into moral
authoritarianism’ipid., 2). Contrary to the “reactionary metaphysicsitectly generated,
from a certain tradition — mainly the empiricish(panalytical) tradition — and at the same
time, contrary to the “irresponsible relativism'gave rise to (2000, 5), pragmatism seems to
offer the right “middle way”, the best availablesarer to our fear of “the loss of the world”,
the best way to “renew” (in the Deweyan sense eftéihm) philosophy?.

And Putnam insists on the four following thesedeisig the main contributions of the
pragmatists: antiskepticism, fallibilism, the rdjen of the fact/value dichotomy, and the
thesis that in a sense, “practice is primary irlggauphy”’(1994a, 152).

In the main, Putnam’s analysis is convincing, andsshis diagnosis about how one
may find in the pragmatist movement as a wholapifsolutions, at least convincing parries
to the sceptical challenge. It is also true that differences between the pragmatists, and in
particular, between James and Peirce, are not @sivdeas one at times tends to say, in
particular again, when we deal witinoral issues. However, it would be inaccurate to

underestimate the commonplace fact, long noted iblgdRd Robin, that pragmatism comes

1 Putnam 1992b, 44ff.
2 H. Putnam 1994b, 447, repr. in 2000, 5.
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in two principal varieties, one of which stems fréteirce and the other from JameRist as

it would be unfair not to recall that Peirce keptdarlying the necessity of protecting
pragmatism from a “humanistic” or “moralistic” raad. Which was the reason why, in
order to state his own position (5.143-144), halfindecided to “kiss his child good-bye”
and to coin a new ternpragmaticism ugly enough to be safe from the “kidnappers” who
diverted pragmatism and made it the kind of ardiistic, vulgarly utilitarian and flatly
business-like view that this doctrine often evokésleed, he kept lamenting that the
“philosophers of today” (he meant Schiller, butoalkames) “should allow a philosophy so
instinct with life to become infected with seeds d#ath in such notions as that of ‘the
mutability of truth’ "(6.485).

Now it is well known too that, if Putnam creditsifge for emphasizing that practical
interest is inseparable from cognitive or theosdtimterest: no one could dream of “a
discussion about testing theories or hypothesdsvtbald take place outside certain values
or that would assume, for example, the extortiorcarisensus” (1992b, 76), he also wrote
that Dewey was the first philosopher, not only sbscribe to the view that “what applies to
investigation in general applies to ethical invgatiion”, but to have put it into practice:
indeed, although the view was originally formulatgdPeirce, Peirce did not apply it to the
moral domain, because he “categorically refusedetd with ethics” (1992b, 88).

This is indeed, as has been shown elsewhere €lierd994, 2002b), a very
schematic conception of Peirce’s approach to naant ethics, which underestimates, in
particular, the emphasis Peirce put on norms ahekgaso as to elaborate a doctrine of the
normative sciences, which, to say the least, did“come out of the blué! However, the
present paper will focus more on the specific reaseshy such a Peircian or pragmaticist
approach is best “equipped” not so much as compaithdother pragmatist attempteut as
such to answer some of the hardest challenges posecbbiemporary scepticism, even
when it comes to thethicalaspects posed by such a challenge.

So after sketching the major aspects of the sadptitallenge and the most common
contemporary answers it gave rise to, an analygivoevmade of the reasons why téghical

aspect of the challenge is specifically acute, ahg, then, in many ways, a pragmaticist

3R. S. Robin 1997, 139.

4 For a vigorous criticism of “vulgar pragmatism’es&. Haack 1993, 1998; Migotti 1988; Tiercelin 1994
Dokic and Engel 2002, conclusion.

5 See Robin 1964, 271-288 and the classical booRditer 1967. See also Tiercelin 1994, 1997, andatste
chapter ofTiercelin 1993, 335-384.
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approach is not fundamentally different from otlpeagmatist approaches (in particular
Peirce’s and James’); although finally, some argusiill be presented in favour of a more
straightforwardly Peircian or pragmaticist attitude being the most efficient parry to the

sceptical challenge.

1) THE VARIOUSFORMS OF THE SCEPTICAL CHALLENGE:

Briefly, the sceptical challenge can take at |¢taste major fornfs

1) The epistemological challenge (under the two major forms of the Plato-Gettier
challenge and the Agrippa’s challenge: Do we knowtlsing? What are the conditions of
possibility of knowledge, of justification? Whataid we add to a true justified belief in
order to have any knowledge? Should we favour dernalist or externalist approach,
foundationalism, coherentism, reliabilism, evidahism? How do we justify our beliefs?
How do we check they are true? How do we securenguiries? From the Ancient Greeks
on, up to our most recent contemporaries, three ligges of sceptical reactions may be
found to such difficultiesa) First type of sceptical answelo, we do not know anything,
the dogmatic (or rustic) sceptic answers. Eithesvidedge is absolute or it is not: now we
can never reach such a thing (Peter Unger’s agmgpyah his bookgnorancel975 would be
the best contemporary illustration of such a vidByt there are other contemporary versions,
most of them inspired by a kind of “naturalisticepticism, of a neo-humian type (Strawson
1985, Stroud 1984): for Stroud, scepticism is “dtadally” correct, for it is the unavoidable
result of any inquiry aiming at knowledge and impli as a consequence, a break between
philosophy and ordinary life. For Strawson, scesfitis irrefutable; if we do not admit this,
it is only because, psychologically (naturalistitcse&er), we are unable to do so, even if
(attenuated pessimism), it remains ineffective idiraary life. But the essential point (its
theoretical unshakability) is nonetheless taken doainted.b) Second type of sceptical
answer Maybe we do know, maybe we do not, so if we wianteach peace of mind
(ataraxig) we’d rather stop doubting, have an “urban” attély and suspend our judgments,
the Pyrrhonian says, keep sileapfaxia) and avoid asserting anything. Such forms of neo-
Pyrrhonism (Fogelin1994) are found today (a tenitatvhich Peirce also has at times, yet

finally resists): one views scepticism as a genyreblem and agrees that an inquiry into

6 For a more detailed presentation of the renewatepticism in contemporary philosophy, of theéoas
forms it takes and of the basic types of answeastiave been proposed, see Tiercelin 2005, 8-62.
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justification and knowledge is well founded, bublldwing Aenesideme’s and Agrippa’s
dialectical techniques (reinterpreted in the lighthe teachings of the linguistic turn), one
adopts an attitude of Wittgensteinian inspiratigustification is based omon epistemic
norms (the “hinges” which allow the door to tureesWright 2004). However, none of the
(coherentist or reliabilist) analyses offered bysincontemporary theories of knowledge are
able to avoid the vices of circularity or infinitegressc) Third type of answemnore inspired
either by the kind of probabilism of a Carneades: (iprobability viewed as a guide for the
conduct of life), or by the reasonable physiciaxtG® or by the comfortable Montaigne
prompting us to live in harmony with the uses aanstems of our country and village, a view
which is also often in close connection with comnsamse, one of the main inspirers of
which is E.G. Moore, and the heir of the ScottiBReiflian) philosophy of common sense, but
which can also be extended to some aspects of &gtgin, interpreted, this time, more as a
“pragmatist” than as a “Pyrrhonian” (see William891, 1999, 2004, Putnam 1995, 2000).
The view, basically, is the following; extreme steism is taken as unreasonable, in so far
as it bets on the overall presence of the riskradreand leads to agnoiology (or theory of
ignorance); the reality of the risk is recognizédllipilism), but a theory of justification
without any warrant of truth is defended, whichwewer, enables less to “refute” than to
“neutralize”, as any good therapist would recommehe sceptic.

2)The metaphysical challenge: if we take the sceptical challenge from the
metaphysical side (which appears mainly in the motienes, and is linked with the problem
of realism and with the way our ideas are ableatr either to represent the real qualities of
the world or to allow us merely to reach the pheapanor appearances, it basically amounts
to this: can we prove the reality of the externarid? This is the famous - and to some
extent the most severe - challenge posed by thatiSaeCartesian scenario or by some of its
contemporary versions such as Putnam’s Brain inaa (BIV) experiment (see Putham
1981). As is well known, the reason why today mphyosophers call themselves sceptics is
that they think it is impossible to overcome Detesis challenge (Stroud 1984), because it
would mean that, in order to know anything, we wiohhve to excludall the alternative
situations which might threaten our knowledge, Wwhicsomething we simply cannot do:

In other words,

1. | cannot know whether sceptical hypothesesdkathat | am dreaming or that | am a BIV) are false

2. If I do not know that the sceptical hypothesesfalse, then | do not know much.
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3. Therefore, | do not know much (Note that theatasion has an air of paradox, as is often notednwh
we look at sceptical arguments): indeed, | seekmtwplenty of things

Or we can reformulate this along the lines of tbecalled Argument from Ignorance,

formulated by Keith de Rose:
1. | do not know that non-H (for ex. that | do @oéam that | am not a brain in a vat)
2. If I do not know that non-H, then | do not kn@w
3 Therefore, | do not know that O (DeRose 1995, 1).

| cannot, within the scope of this paper, dwelltbis aspect of the sceptical challenge,
but | would like to point out that, one way to amsvit, as Putnam (and before him, Peirce,
precisely), among others, has seen, is to try teaten phenomenalism and to give some
consistency to theealistic stance (and in particular to stop defining itenms of some kind

of metaphysical or externalist realism)

2) THE ACUTENESS OF THE SCEPTICAL CHALLENGE ASFAR ASETHICSIS CONCERNED:

But let us concentrate on the third aspect of teptical challenge, namely the ethical
challenge, which, from the start, has somethinggaxical about it: for, as the Ancients
sceptics claimed, wasn’t scepticism precisely recemded as a means to reach happy life,
through the absence of trouble? After all, #pocheor suspension of judgement was the
condition for inner tranquillity, wherein happinelss. Now, as is well known too, many
have blamed the sceptics, in so doing, for runnivgrisk of a kind of neutralisation, by
indifference, of the ethical choidedHowever, let's face it: we also know that there all
kinds of ways and excellent reasons to be an dthaaptic. As Strawson notes in the first
pages ofFreedom and Resentmermdking the example of Determinism and Free Wik
spend our time oscillating from one perspectivarnother. If such a situation of doubt and
desequilibirum is not proper to ethics, as Noah asimas observed (2002: 480), and can also
be applied to our beliefs in the reality of theegrtl world or in the existence of other minds,
it seems that scepticism is more widespread ircgtthan in other domains and also that it
takes a more acute form. But why? First, probabdégause in morals, it is no longer time for
reflexion but foraction, secondly, because moral disagreements soon mionpractical

dilemmasmuch harder or even (so it seems) impossible ltesthirdly because we have the

7 See Tiercelin 2005, 35, and chap. VI.
8 As we shall see, this is one of James’s main resa&w blaming moral scepticism.
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impression that any ethical choice almost inevitabiiplies “a formal retreat on one side in
exchange of a substantial or vital concession encther”, or, in Jamesian terms, that “our
deterministic pessimism may become a determinggiianism at the price of extinguishing
our judgement of regretThe Dilemma of Determinis@®9). Hence, we become easy preys
to the “authentic sceptic” who, in face of suchisadreement, very easily concludes, if he is
a Pyrrhonian, that it is impossible to decide, amdsumptuous to believe that truth and
falsity can be applied in ethics, or, if he is aaatic sceptic, that, anyway, we cannot know
anything in that domain. These are current posstion history, still widespread in
contemporary philosophy: if one cannot decide]esettthe theoretical level, know anything,
justify anything, then it is wise just to rely ohet “moderation of the affects”, to trust
instincts and sentiments, moral conscience, dr stit practices, customs, roots or traditions.
Neo-pyrrhonism is often allied with anti-rationafis sentimentalism and conservatism. But
scepticism, when it is dogmatic, is often allied taith relativism and cynicism.

Is there another way, or are we condemned andéfor all to “the anesthesia of the
moral sceptic brought to bay and put to his trurfp£ither because, the nature and reality
of moral facts and principles would be for ever mmkn to us, or because we can no longer
believe in our claims to universalism — whethelwythaly on Platonic forms or essences,aon
priori principles or universal norms — or because, adgpt fall-back position, from a
clearly realistic position to a merely cognitivegiproach, we decide it's better to stop talking
of “knowledge”, of “truth”, of “objectivity”, of “justified beliefs”, and even more of any
“‘consensus” in a domain in which, as a matter af,fave are merely governed by our
emotions, desires, preferences, projections, @lliaues, habits or norms?

By the way, are we doomed to such a series of slmal? The dualism of reason and
sentiment, of belief and desire, of fact and vahfetheory and practice, or again, of norm
and value? Have we no other choice than betweenldbgenatism of universalism and the
relativism of values, pessimism or cynicism? Andyb®in a more perverse way, between
the “soft pillow of doubt” and the just as soft Sdourse ethics” of communicative reason? Is
the sceptic right when he thinks that in the domainmorals too, we only deal with
appearances, a consequence of which is very aenpted previously, that anything goes,

or that one can say yes to everything?

9. JamesThe Will to Believghereafter WB), 87.
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Here we should be careful in our evaluation of toatribution of the pragmatists,
generally speaking: as we all know, pragmatistet@ways fought against false abstractions
or pseudo-dualisms and against any intellectuatisinoff from experience; now this has
often led on their part to a kind of sceptical teat and therapeutic attitude towards such
things, very close, in many regards, to what thepscs have always claimed one should be
doing. In that respect, it is not surprising thaéshould often find a rather “anti-theoretical”
attitude in James but also in Peirce, or in Witsgeim or Ramsey (whom | think we should
count as a pragmatist, or, rather, as a pragm@é$jcislowever, and contrary to what a first
impression might suggest, such an attitude is dopted in the name of a mere conservatism
or sentimentalism, and therefore should not be akét too quickly with a more or less
disguised form of neo pyrrhonism: it is part andcghof anoffensive undertaking in terms of
ethical obligationsfor the “moral philosopher” as James calls hing a&ery clearly in the
case of Peirce at least, in the name of a decidegdilistic and cognitivist conception of
ethics, eager to answer the “logical demands”+ma t&hich is also used by James (WB, 66)-
of ethics. One of the strengths of the pragmatgtr@ach, generally speaking, consists in
accounting not only for the subtle alliance, rattiean opposition, which prevails between
sentiment and rationality, of what James calls ‘@@ntiment of rationality”, but also for
what is, then, the right attitude to adopt in ortteresist the sceptical challenge, in other
words, to answer to what is required by the “stiogiic of the ethical situation”. However, it
is here that the positions of the pragmatists maylifferentiated, concerning, in particular
the question whether, in order to best avoid scigoti, one should evaluate the criteria of
ethical justification interpret the relations between it amgistemic justification, and
determine to what extent one can or should abalishfrontier between fact and value, and
get rid or not, as Putnam now claims (2004), of &amd of “ontology” in ethics (and

elsewheré}.

3) A COMMON ATTITUDE OF THE PRAGMATISTS ON MANY DECISIVE ASPECTS OF THE
WAY TO RESPOND TO THE SCEPTICAL CHALLENGE IN ETHICS:
But let us start by being very clear about the aaswhy it is right to underline many

common elements in the attitude pragmatists hawartts this: all of them take the sceptical

10 See Tiercelin 20044d.
11 See my comments on this attitude in Tiercelin 2006
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challenge ethics faces seriously and as somethimghvshould be solved, but also, and this
is very clear both for Peirce and James who alvimjeved that, as pragmatists, we have
obligations they all agree on the fact that we should repkttkinds of strict dualisms,
between logic and epistemology, on the one hardleimcs on the other (which has, in my
mind, consequences which have often been undestily) but also between fact and value,
or again between reason and sentiment.: this shmuldsisted upon, for people are at times
tempted to oppose them, underlining in particuarso-called prevalence of ethics over
epistemology for James, while Peirce would be aliotdumb, abstract, refrigerated logician,
deaf to human and ethical issues. Just as muchames]) Peirce considers that the
philosopher must look to our practices and see wbebunt of truth would be best suited for
them: “We must not begin by talking of pure ideagagabond thoughts that tramp the public
roads without any human inhabitation - but mustil&gth men and their conversation”(CP,
8. 112 - this could even have been written by...Romdow for both of them, one thing is
clear: ethics is, no doulgrimary. “It is impossible to be completely and rationaibgical
except on an ethical basis” (Peirce writes: 2.19&eal pragmatic truth is truth as can and
ought to be used as a guide for conduct.”(Ms 68411y 1913)2. But more precisely, on
what do they agree?

1. From the negative side, all pragmatists rejagtfarm of moral rationalism and have
basically an anti-theoretical reaction: Ethics Imasessential state. Ethics is not Practics.
They favor a form of Conservative Sentimentalistmld3ophical rationalism, Peirce claims,
is a “farce”. This is why, there is no possible ft@mon between Vital questions in which
instinct, or the feeling of some “primitive obligan” should be followed and Scientific
question&3 in which, in strict parlancdyelief— as a disposition to act - has no place(1.835)

2. However, the common condemnation of moral ratism does not prevent — on the
contrary it calls for — a strict conception ofioaiality as a normand also the necessity to
build a “system of ethics”(James) or a “doctringled normative sciences”, which transcends
the mere laws of “association” and utility, is geddby ends and ideals to realize. In that

12| have analyzed this in detail in chap. 5 of Teirc 2005, 146ff. and 173ff..

13 See RLT, 107-117; 111; 1.50-58; 1.76; 2.82; 111336; 5.582-589. | have analyzed this in Tierc2l02b
and 2005, 149-160.

14 Compare : “Any attempt to treat such topics (adgplar philosophy” such as “the relation of mam#dure,
and the meaning of morality”) seriously reducesrttte questions either of science or of technicdlogbphy,

or results more immediately in perceiving them #rtonsensical”... Theology and Absolute Ethics are two
famous subjects which we have realised to haveeab abjects”(Ramsey,1931, 291-92) with Peirce: 8,65
5.60, RTL 110-112 or Ms 437, 14 and with Janigee(Moral Philosopher and the Moral Ljf£62-164).
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respect if an “ideal of conduct should be distisged from a motive to action”, it is just the
same, impossible to view them as totally separated.

3. Hence, for both James and Peirce, a subtle sisaipvolving our whole being, of
the way Sentimenaind Rationality combine in the formation of moral coetiiso as to
educate not so much a moral sense as a delicatededbetween our ideals and our motives,
contributing to a “directly felt fitness with thisfj(James): in particular, unless ethical norms
(which are neither “transcendent” prescriptions pre cultural products) were, so to speak,
“inhabited” by motives,i.e not so much moved by emotions as shaped by feeling
dispositions, involving evaluations, they could metlly lead us to action, function as
genuine regulative principles, i.e. not as meregédsd, but as “living hopes” (7.506)(Peirce’s
equivalent to James’s “living options”). And our rabideals would then rather look like the
categorical imperative of the “transcendental apcdinies”, not much more valuable than the
“barking of a pooch or the hooting of an oW¥ Both Peirce and James, insist on the fact
that, sentiment and feeling in reasoning and ingdo not reveal the limits of rational self-
control. On the contrary, “that we trust our logisantiments can be a sign of our wisdom
and rationality; our instinctive sense of whichi@es and reasonings are to be trusted can
reflect our grasp of what is required of a reasgnagent...”, the awareness that “our
sentimental attunement to the demands of reasoeedgcour intellectual understanding of
what rationality involves™8 So even if the “cool-hearted”,“scholastic absdititiPeirce
insists more on the emergence of ethical norms fnatare on the model of logical norms,
and on the controlled and deliberate characteroafiact, while the “human” James insists
more on our perception of oabligationstowards the “cries of the wounded”, both underline
the need for aethical communityor “moral republic”) in which it is less importato aim at
a “system” than to refine one’s ethicdispositionsor virtues by deepening one’s skills,
regarding as well the “specific emotions” and “mogerceptions” required for the

determination of the ideals to follow, as the cdipes for deliberation and decision, in order

15 Incidentally, if norms are based, from the startioe feelings and values which go along the poésheir
elaboration, it means that Putnam is wrong to R#{rce on the one hand with Habermas and Apehen t
other, at least if the latter’s main contributiandthics lies, as he urges, in maintaining a s¢iparbetween
“values” (reduced to mere subjective preferencesf ‘@orms” which are supposed to rule our “ethilifa’
within the context of the “ethics of communicativeason” and discussion. For Peirce, norms are never
separated from values, this has to do with his @macof norms as, so to speak “emerging” from (aotl n
irreducible to) nature”. On this, Tiercelin 1997da2005, 170ff..

16 Hookway 2000, 239, Tiercelin 2005, 172ff.
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to have better arms to meet more and more comphegaé situations but also to resist all
attempts at “fixing” our beliefs, all sorts of metts of authority might retort to.

4. This is why, basically, pragmatists haveagnitiveapproach to ethiconservative
sentimentalism indeed: but always together witht@dmmand Criticism, as applied to oneself
but also to all those who might constitute a thréat oneself as for others, to their free
exercise. To that extent, even if ethics is a enaif perception one should be aware of the
difference there is between immediauing andevaluation as Dewey stressed, it is not
because something is immediately valued, that itailsiable (Putham, 2002, 104); again,
although they reject moral rationalism, refuse dinalism of reason and sentiment, the strict
dualism of logic and epistemology, on the one hamt] of ethics on the other, they assert
the reality of values and of norms and claim thesgality of an ethics in which the notions
of truth, objectivity, normativity but also of expimentation and fallibility continue not only
to make sense but to impose themselves, althowghdb not have to be founded on such
and such essential definition of the good, or saieth such a priori faculty, or to give up
values, emotions and interedis.other wordsthe anti-theoretical attitude of the pragmatists
must not be viewed as a rejection of “moral phifdsgd nor as a rejection of the interest one
might find in examining such and such meta-etheeadstion: but note: if it is as important
in ethics as in logic, toeasonwell, the moral philosopher is in a better positib he is a
good logician, and a goocdepistemologis{and, at least in Peirce’s case, and this is why |
think is approach is more complete and to the pa@rgoodmetaphysicianAll the more so
as meta-ethics, even limited to casuistics is apomant part of moral philosophy. This
requires to have one’s ideas clear about the mteahs, concepts, assertions and
judgements, which are much more varied and comgilex one usually thinks they are
(Putnam 2004, 73), and not to trust some vagueemtions or theories of the Good (2004,
19), or even to be merely concerned by the onlydsemterests, values — however crucial
they may be, as James and Putnam keep stressitige-ioflividuals.

5. And this is why, also, contrary to what is ofteminiled, there is just as much in
James as in Peirce, a perfect (Aristotéljpawareness of the links to be drawn between our
cognitive or epistemic reasons and virtues, ondhe hand, and our practical and ethical
reasons and virtues, on the other. Although Pemrag not be considered as what we would
call today a virtue epistemologist, he also insstghe qualities of character one should have

17, On the importance of Aristotle for Peirce, seer@élin 2004b.
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in order to lead inquiry in the proper way and imel$ it paradoxical that one might conceive
that “a rogue might be as good a reasoner as aifrtaanor (1. 576). Just the same, and even
if his approach does not concenquiry properly, one way to understand the famous debate
between James and Clifford in thiéll to Believe(WB) is to view it as James’s conviction
that the only way to act ethically (hence, in hisw; rationally and logically) in such a
circumstance, is to take the “risk” of consideritigat, in some casegyractical reasons
should outweigh epistemic reasoffsfor James, we have not only the will but tit@igation
to believe, it is because the only way to overthtty moral sceptic, this “active ally of
immorality” is by refusing thellusion it gives us that something like neutrality is pbks
To that extent, Putnam is right when he insist$ th@ main contribution of the pragmatists
to the ethical debate has consisted 1) in rejedtiegpositivist distinction between fact and
value, 2) in refusing to reduce rationality to memgentific or instrumental rationalit§; 3)
but also in refusing ethical relativism and adogtincognitive approach to ethl€s

Hence, if the points of departure between the pedigts should neither be located at
the level of their awareness of the depth the smapthallenge poses to ethics nor,
fundamentally, at the level of their respectiveveas to it, where should they be? Mostly at
the level of the difference of priority they giver(real interest they manifest) in fully
answeringalso, both the epistemological and the metaphysiaapects of the sceptical
challenge: now it is precisely in that respect thatpragmaticist approach is in a much better
position than the merely pragmatist one to constitu convincing parry to the sceptical

challenge. But how and why?

4) THE PRAGMATICIST APPROACH TO THE SCEPTICAL CHALLENGE.
Avoiding scepticism means that one should be ablenly to solve thethical aspects
of the sceptical challenge, but, in so far all etlaind epistemologyare closely connected, in
the minds of any pragmatist, to take care ofdpistemologicaside of the challenge too, and
in particular, to be able to propose satisfactargvaers or at least parries to such questions
as: Do we know anything? How is our knowledge gomd? Are our beliefs justified? What

18 See in particular his analyses in Putnam 1994a;,1864 156-160, 170-1, 201 and 1995, 22. | haveyaed!
and commented upon Putnam'’s views in Tiercelin 20@3ff.

19 0n all this see Tiercelin 2002, 24ff, 2003b, 20084 ff. These are themes Putnam has been stressiand
on (e.g. Putnam 1981, 137, 211-216; 1995, 15).
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Is the pragmatists’ position on that issue? Welllaubtedly, even if such issues are not
foreign to any of them, they do not all give thdma same weight.

1) It is obvious that Peirce and Dewey or Ramsghtlly) attach a greater importance
to such questions than James orl#testPutnam doWe find an illustration of this point of
departure in the dialogue between Clifford and JameheWill to Believe Without going
into the details of this much discussed debate,dibkogue of the deaf which takes place
between James and Clifféd which gives the impression in the end, as Susaack has
demonstrated in her decisive study (1997b), th#to@ is too demanding, from a moral
point of view, while James is too permissive, egigtally speaking, comes from the fact
that they do not make a clear enough distinctisrthay should, even if they are pragmatists,
between what counts as apistemological justificatiorand what counts as agthical
justification Too demanding, ethically speaking indeed, onf@fifs side, since you cannot
always blame someone for believing and acting @uffitient evidence. For 1) there are
cases in which a belief is unjustified althoughnitsral evaluation may be simply indifferent
or even favourable (see Peirce 5.503); 2) this daulply that a morabughtimplies acan
hence that one should always be able to induceé@self a belief (in others words that one
could believe at will, now such a doxastic volurgiar has nothing obvious, or sounds at least
paradoxical because it implies that one shouldldide 8 performs an act of believing for
mere practical reasons having nothing to do witlstepic ones); 3) It would amount to
treating all unjustified beliefs as arising frontheir doxastic incontinence or self deception,
and overlooking the possible (individual or cullyireognitive inadequacy of the agent for
which the agent cannot be held responsible hentdlamed; 4) It would be overlooking
also the fact that because of the perspectivista@spf our judgements of justification, and
their relying on a background of beliefs, the judgat according to which somebody else’
belief is unjustified is itself fallible; 5) and rabof all, not seeing that the epistemological
ideal one should have lies in a search less fdfitsent” reasons than for the moastlequate
evidence in terms of independence, comprehensuionamy?.

20 cf. Clifford: “It is wrong always, everywhere, arfdr everyone, to believe anything upon insuffitien
evidence” The Ethics of Belief879, 77.

21seein particular W. James, WB, 1Z2Tdre Sentiment of Rationalijt96-97.

22 Indeed when may we say that the evidence is ‘afft’? When we have our ideas clear and distinct
(Descartes)? When they are in conformity with thevd of logic? When they render a hypothesis highly
probable ? It is hard to find an agreement hen® ¢ake am priori decision without begging the question one
way or another. See Engel 2005.
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But on James’s side, the distinction between batiisk of justification is not clear
enough either. James holds that it is not alwaystbdelieve on insufficient evidence. This
would be fair enough, as S. Haack notes, if he miédrom anethical standpoint. But it is
not exactly what he does. He finds Clifford’s viewnarrow, philistine and coward one (WB,
24-5). There are cases in which we can and shayid‘g&/e must know the truth” instead of
“we must avoid error”, in which it is good (evertioaal) to believe contrary to the available
evidence (WB, 96-7). If we had to respect Cliffardule, it would go against our “passional
nature”, and even, against our own interest in $seainknowledge. James seems to make a
constant confusion here between etharad epistemic criteria of justification; for he claims
(wrongly) that:1) one can believe at will (Jamedtxastic voluntarism: WB, 74, 77, 108, as
if believing and doubting, as Peirce would say,aseasy as lying), out of some “passional
decision”, so independently of tepistemicreasons one may have to believe; 2) that it may
be good to, or, even that one should in many cdssigve out of will, and that it may be
rational to do so (WB, 89, 81, 69, 29); and evgthat it may be good to be irrational: i.e., if
it is rational to believe only in proportion to whane is justified in believing, it may be at
times good (useful, rational) not to be rationalit,Rlames seems to use at times arguments
that are meant in an epistemological sense: knowhegtruth is no less valuable than
avoiding error (WB, 17ff.); believing that sometimes contributes to help seeing thas
true (WB 23-4) and at times arguments that haveetimcal character: that we should not
blame those who have faith without founding themslon sufficient evidence and that we
should respect everyone’s freed8nSo not only does not James distinguish enough bot
kinds of justification: neither does he distinguesiough what can hold and even be valued at
the level ofinquiry from what holds in terms apistemic justificationHence, stressing that
it is sometimes better (from an epistemologicahpaoif view) to believe something even if
evidence is insufficient, he takes the examplehef man of science whose insufficiently
grounded faith in a theory motivates to the pursditits confirmation, and thus makes
research progress (WRB6) Now this does not have to do with the conceptb epistemic
justification but rather with the question of thenductof inquiry?4.

So it is very likely thatalthough Peirce would agree with James (from aica&tpoint of

view), and although, and despite his basically ewiglist tendencies, he would introduce

23 \WB 30, and the quotation borrowed from Fitz-Ja®tephen WB 33.
24 The distinction is articulated in more details inadk 1993, chapter 10.
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many qualifications to Clifford’s position’(“it islways wrong to believe anything on the
basis of insufficient evidence”), favoring rather follow Haack’s distinctions, sonmverlap
(rather than strictorrelation or much lesseductior) between epistemic and ethical norms,
he would clearly be against a pure reduction aftepiological norms to ethical norths

This may explain why there is already a differen€@pproach towards the sceptical
iIssue as such for James and for Peirce: for thradnrthere are cases in which we can and
should say: “We must know the truth” instead of “mest avoid error”, in which it is good
(even rational) to believe contrary to the avagablidence (WB, 96-7). Now it is rather
clear that James adopts this position all the reastly as his anti-theoretical attitude and his
criticism, in the first pages dfhe Will to Believepf “objective evidence” and “absolutism”
only separates him from dogmatic scepticism by idshhreadth. It is a constant theme of
his: the empiricist, as soon as he starts reflexeamnot avoid the risk of scepticism (WB,
39-40) And realizing such a danger does not cownt fothing in James’s doxastic
voluntarism. See also (WB, 50): “Our science israpd our ignorance, a sea”. Or again:
“There is but one indefectibly certain truth, ahdttis the truth that pyrrhonistic scepticism
itself leaves standing, - the truth that the pregpéi@nomenon of consciousness exists” (WB,
22, 23). The aim is to make something positivehat,tin fact deeply sceptical, awareness.
Incidentally, James recognizes that suspendingsojuelgement is not ill founded, in all
cases in which we are not facing « living optiong® when we have to chose which view to
adopt on the Roentgen rays). In such cases, “Whettke option between losing the truth
and gaining it is momentous, we can throw the chaiaaining truth away, and at any rate
save ourselves from any chance of believing falsdhiy not making up our minds at all till
objective evidence has come. In scientific questittris is almost always the case; and even
in human affairs in general, the need of actinggislom so urgent that a false belief to act on
is better than no belief at all” This does not oalply to scientific matters, but also to
human affairs. In such cases, the scepegalcheis, if not recommended, at least admitted.
“The choice between believing truth and falsehasleldom forced. The attitude of sceptical

25 Which explains, as S. Haack notes, why he “goatdfoénd” Peirce to whom th@Vill to Believehad been
dedicated thought it useful in the letter in whiehthanked James, to specify the following: “Asaelief’ and
‘making up one's mind,” if they mean anything maéhan this, that we have a plan of procedure, aadl th
according to that plan we will try a given desdoptof behaviour, | am inclined to think they do madiarm
than good. ‘Faith,” in the sense that one will agheonsistently to a given line of conduct, is hyghecessary
in affairs. But if it means you are not going todlert for indications that the moment has comehange your
tactics, | think it ruinous in practice.” (8. 251897) | have analyzed their respective approaamndsdrcelin
2005, 196ff.
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balance is therefore the absolutely wise one iingeald escape mistakes”(WB, 26). In other
words, James’s rejection of moral scepticism igtal more “justified” as James has, at the
outset, conceded a lot to the sceptic. And he aexa lot, too, in the end, in claiming that
there is no way to “refute” the sceptic with logidhich remains “speechless” in front o®it

We face a real difference here: while Peirce iarcle his condemnation afdical or
dogmaticforms of scepticism as may be seen from his nejeaf radical (or paper) doubt
and of the whole salad of Cartesian#énhe never gives up the basicalgvidentialistideal
of relying on logic or knowledge in order to jugtibur beliefs. Indeed, not only does Peirce
provide a detailed and rather unique analysis ef(foth natural and normative) mechanisms
that govern beliefs and doubts within the contexinquiry, but healso insists, on the one
hand, on the necessity of, this tingenuinedoubts prompted by real external causes, which
stimulate our inquiry and finally contribute, withe help of the method atientificinquiry
ruled byreality, to fix our beliefs, and on the other hand, on tleeessity of the general
application of fallibilism toall domains whatsoever (an attitude which incidentadligo
separates him, at times, from a hair's breadtimfextremescepticism). This is called by
what Peirce names “the logic of pragmatism”, anel dtrict requirements of the scientific
method, whose aim is to help “scientific intelligefi to reach the truth, a method which is
subject not only to observation and experiencegrayhich is relatively out of the control of
our will, but also to the strict control of our meative capacity of reasoning, inference,

deliberatiod8, self control, criticism, criticisnof criticism includeck® This is why fallibilism
should suffemo exception (which incidentally, means that you dti@lso be a fallibilist as

regards fallibilism)30

26 “If a pyrrhonist sceptic asks us how we know alstttan our logic find a reply ? No! Certainly &rmot”.
“If we had an infallible intellect with its objeet certitude, we might feel ourselves disloyal wolsa perfect
organ of knowledge in not trusting to it exclusiveln not waiting for its releasing word. But if ware
empiricists, if we believe that no bell in us toltslet us know for certain when truth is in ouagp, then it
seems a piece of idle fantasticality to preachodensnly our duty of waiting for the bell”’(WB, 19).

27 Close to Wittgenstein’s views {@n Certainty in particular. See Tiercelin 2000 and 2005, cBap

287,326, W3, 40ff.; 8.41; W2, 8 and 16; Ms 749; Mi65

295.108; 2.182; 2.204; 5.55; 7. 444; 7.457; Ms 6@8;453; 8.191 etc.

30 peirce’s fallibilism is the doctrine according tdish our knowledge is never absolute but alwaysrsyiso
to speak, in a continuum of uncertainty and indebeacy. (1.171): we can never be certain not tachea
knowledge, but to reach a perfectly sure knowle@@6€3). On many questions, we have reached thé fina
opinion (8.43), and rather often, in fact, the &islithat are established are the best possibleawehave in
terms of our available evidence. of truth. As QuiReirce thinks of science as something which ‘@ n
standing upon the bedrock of fact. It is walkingpo@ bog, and can only say, this ground seemslibfbothe
present. Here | will stay till it begins to give ya5. 589, 1898; cf. Skagestad 1981 and Misak 1923). So
the fact that our beliefs afe fact most often indubitable (and therefore that mangheim have an irreducible
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And it is on that count, in particular that, in tgpof the many commons aspects there
are between Peirce and Wittgenstein in their ragsmecriticism of radical doubt, Peirce’s
analysis is not only more elaborated than Wittgan& but more efficient too as a parry to
the epistemological side of the sceptical challeihfiecritical commonsensism would forbid
him to come to such declarations as the ones wefind in On Certainty “ “Giving
grounds, justifying the evidence, come to an end-the end is not certain propositions
striking us immediately as true, i.e. not kindseking on our part; it is our acting, which lies
at the bottom of the language game”(UG, 204).Ansl ilwwhy too, if Peirce does not want to
be involved into the Cartesian scenario (for reasghich are clear), he also says how much
he is admirative of the Cartesian method, an aitinked with hiscritical commensisit
and his radicafallibilism.

2) This may also explain why Peirce, more than abiger pragmatists, is eager to
provide a detailed analysis of thature as such of belief (3.160-1), self control(5.440;41
logical norms, reasoning in general, “viewed asikimg in a controlled and deliberate
way”(1.573), to explainhow norms emergefrom naturé2 and why “the phenomena of
reasoning are in their general features, paratigahbse of moral conduct’(1.606) in other
words, why logical norms are so close to ethicahrgand vice versaan attitude which is
illustrated in the way again, Peirce defines pmdgighe role and aimsof the Normative

scienced3 and emphasizes, as is shown in the famous paes#geDoctrine of chanceghe

vagueness which renders the concept of truth rezhtnglith the concept of belief), does not implytttrey are
ever orde jure so: hence, fallibilism which does not intend tovaleate knowledge but rather constitutes a
rampart against dogmatism and dogmatic skepticighich in the end are buazy forms of knowledge -
remains the only possible theoretical position: &oowledge is not merely probable bewnjectural and
provisional character (1.141; 5.168; 5.569; 5.2; 6.526). Nallibilism is all the stronger as it is not merely
epistemologicabut ontological due to he indeterminacy operating in nature: thisvhy it is the job of the
synechistiometaphysics — ruled by the principle that “alintjg swim in continua” (1.171) - but al$gchistic
metaphysics — which gives an irreducible placehtodpontaneity of chance- that fallibilism is figaiounded:
we may even say that the principle of continuityrierely the “idea of fallibilism objectified"il§id): CP 1.
171;1.403; NEM.1V, xiii; 7.119). It is not surprigy, therefore, that some may have concluded thatdPeas
only separated from skepticism by a hair’s brea@ttdokway 1985, 73).

31 To get an idea of the basic principles of Peircgiical commonsensism, inspired both by Th. Reid by
Kant, see in particular: 5.416; 5.442;5.498; 5.58.7522.

32 See Tiercelin 1997 for a detailed analysis of thimergentism”,which is in fact inspired by the tidle-way”
suggested by Kant irKfitik der reinen VernunftB 166-7.

33 The Normative Science@ogic, ethics and aesthetics) are “the purelytatcal sciences of purpose (1.282).
Logic is “a particular problem of ethics, which is,turn, dependent on aesthetics” (2.197). Etlica science
of ends”, whose problem is not right or wrong, bwhat | am deliberately ready to accept, as theestant of
what | want to do”(2.198). Aesthetics is “the arsddyof the end itself’(1.573; 1.574).This is petfedn
keeping with the Kantian inspiration of the pragieiat approach: “If, as pragmatism teaches us, wigathink

is to be interpreted in terms of what we are pregdo do, then surelyogic, or the doctrine of what we ought
to think, must be an application of the doctrinendfat we deliberately choose to do, which is Eth{&s35)
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very deeply ethical side of epistemology, since€‘@anonly be rational if ondadentifies
himselfpsychologically with a whole ongoing — in fact atg@atially infinite — community
of investigators” (Putnam1987, 83), and that “lingossible to be completely and rationally
logical except on an ethical basis” (2.1%8Now, it is true, as Hookway has claimed, that
Putnam - who in at least two places (1987, 80ffig 4994a, 160-1), analyzes Peirce’s
arguments - is wrong to identify Peirce’s solutimnthe mere fact that | recognize the
constraining strength of norms which do not possesatisfactory instrumental justification
in terms of my own purposes (1994a, 168), in otherds through a sort of “normative
reflexion on our practice”, whereas altruism does seem to be the result of any rational
calculus or justification, but rather appears asriediately” rational (Hookway 2000, 239),
as a “primitive conception of rationality”, the ‘mal principle” being “ rooted in our logic”,

a sentiment imperatively required by logic, somaghivhich has more to do with a kind of
“revelation” than with any prescripti8h However Putnam is right in praising Peirce fa& hi
acute perception of thdepth of the problem of objectivity in ethics: betterath anyone,
Peirce saw that ethical justifications cannot beleustood in a purelynstrumentalway,
precisely because they rest on certaanms of rationality?®¢ And he was the one who went
into the analysis of such norms in great detail.

3) The third superiority of the pragmaticist apmiodies in the fact Peirce takes the
metaphysical or ontological aspect of the sceptiballenge seriously. It is quite a common
attitude of the pragmatists to think that questicelated to metaphysics or ontology should
be treated only to the extent that one should dyigkt rid of them. Putnam’s last book is

quite clear about this: Ethiegithout ontology should be themotta True, this is also in part

“For to say that we live for the sake of actionaation, regardless of the thought it carries, \Wdag to say that
there is no such thing as rational purport” (5.428actical’ should not to be taken in a “matdst¢” or
“philistine” sense, but in “the Kantian sense ofgmsive rational action (or ‘conduct’), submitteddur critical
self-control’(5.429).To believe is “to be deliberbt ready to adopt the believed formula as a guime
action”(5.27).

34 Compare her Peirce W3, 281-4 and Jamks, Sentiment of Rationaljtp4-5.n).

35 See 1.673 about how Peirce views our duties ase‘mells of the social organism”, and as mergirig the
“universal continuum”.

36 This is all the more interesting as Putnam oftiews James as “the greatest exponent” of pragmédiS®s,
6), or credits Dewey of being the one who applie@td®’s original idea and in particular of havirtgps/n how
“what applies to intelligently conducted inquirygeneral applies to ethical inquiry in particula¢Clarke and
Hale 1994, 186), and of having given “the epistergmal justification of democracy”; this may explavhy he
also considers that Dewey was at times indulging &n“metaphysics of value” (Clarke and Hale 19826-7),
and, too quick in concluding from the “overlap”tieen scientific values and ethical values to tkeimplete
identity (1994a, 174): in that respect, Peirce Wasere lucid” when he denounced the relativisticsoeptical
risk there was in not maintaining a distinctionvisegn the two, and in completely giving up the idédpure
knowledge” (1994a, 204-5).

http://letras.unmsm.edu.pe/filosofia_analitica http://cesfia.org.pelicpfa



| Coloquio Peruano de Filosofia Analitica - 23-25 de junio / 18-20 de agosto, 2008 18

Peirce’s reaction towards metaphysics itself andm@any of its pseudo-problems. But
Peirce’s criticism also has a positive side: namidyis convinced that once philosophy has
been purified (in particular thanks to the therdeinstrument of the pragmatic maxim), it is
then possible to erectsaientificandrealistic metaphysics (Tiercelin 2003a).

Of course we may take Jamesadical empiricismor Putnam’snatural realismas
ways of answering, at least partly, to the Cartesiaallenge in developing a convincing
account of how our perception relates us to thed#orHowever, although this cannot be
achieved within the scope of this paper, it couddrbasonably argued that Peirce’s subtle
account of perception and, in particular, the way dombines it with his sophisticated
categorial and semiotic framewok and an origingabaat of abductio# offers a really more
convincing response to the sceptical enduring ehght of the proof of the reality of the
external world. It is all the more important to istson this metaphysical aspect, since,
precisely, for a pragmatist, ethics is viewed, talfy, as a question dealing less with a
universe of universal norms or maxims functioning eategorical imperatives or
prescriptions to be followed than withparception of moral valuesnd aneducation of our
ethical dispositionsAnd this is why, as far as this last aspect isceoned, it is so important
to realize that it is not onlgerceptionthat has to be studied carefully, but alsorthture of
such dispositions and the question whether theyldhze viewed as being either categorical,
higher order, or merely functiongroperties Now we find such a discussion in Peirce and
again a very original and fruitful approach to #tédl current debate today about the real

nature and importance of dispositions as genuiddraeducible ontological properti#s

Some Conclusions
It is never easy to resist scepticism. It is evandar, one might say, if you are a
pragmatist. For being a pragmatist implies to stackallibilism. Now, being both fallibilists
and anti-sceptics is, according to Putnanhe€‘unique insight of American pragmatism”
(19944, 152). But the “middle way” adopted is asoarrow one. How can one maintain the
truth there is in fallibilism without giving evellying to the sceptic? As David Lewis urged, if
we do not associate knowledge with “infallibilityhye seem to be “stuck between the rocks

of fallibilism and the whirlwinds of scepticism” drfboth sound insane”(1996, repr in 1999,

37 For a comparison and evaluation of the three aguires, see Tiercelin 2005, chap 6.
38 See Tiercelin 2004c¢ and 2005, chap.6.
39 See Tiercelin 2007.
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419). In other words, if there is no other wayeésist the sceptic, than in being a fallibilist, as
the pragmatists urge us to be, it becomes almgsbssible to avoid him. And to a certain
extent, this may explain why, in the various partilke pragmatists propose to the sceptical
challenge, we still find many sceptical componenia take but a few examples:
Wittgenstein’s criticism of the Cartesian scenara his attack against radical doubt does
not so much comfort a straightforward “realist” “pragmatist” readin¢f than a basically
neo-pyrrhonian attitude: see his diagnosis of tiweagon (the sceptical illusion is rather
“deflated” than “refuted”), or the mobile epistemi&tatus he confers to the “hinge
propositions” which seems almost impossible tolesait either sense (Wright 2004). For
James too, as already noted, the condemnation o&lnsoepticism, presented as a sick
obsession of the risk of error, is all the moreenffive as the threat of epistemological
scepticism and of an inaccessible objective cdstasstrong. If James blames the sceptics
for risking apraxia, it is also because, if we are empiricists, welidve that no bell in us
tolls to let us know for certain when truth is inragrasp” and so “it seems a piece of idle
fantasticality to preach so solemnly our duty ofitiug for the bell” (WB, 25, 32-3). James
the empiricist is never far from Sextus or Monta&gn

But neither is Peirce, the experimentalist, in whtm sentimental conservative is
indeed close to the Reidian commonsensist, buwhiom also (as in Ramsey), one can find
elements resembling more a Carneades, in the wiat\ptobability is the guide in lifé And
to a large extent, for Peirce, the situation isreworse, for scepticism has not the peaceful
outlook of academic scepticism: sinepistemologicafallibilism goes together with a very
extremeontological fallibilism (due to his strong metaphysical conmméint to a realism of
vagueness), it makes it resemble more, at timesnéoe dogmatic scepticism. If our
knowledge is basically conjectural and provisioreatd if it may even be the case that
nothing corresponds to our idea of what reality4is61) then, we are not far indeed from
falling into the sceptic’s well.

This may explain Putnam’s emphasis on the narrosvoéghe way and his decision no
longer to apply fallibilism to every kind of topice particular, Putham contends, there are
questions which it seems impossible to revise (sctslavery is bad), or some values which

seem to have the hardness of “facts”, as: “Yeats avgreat poet” (2004, 16). In that sense,

40 On Wittgenstein’s pyrrhonism, see Fogelin 1994,-229, Tiercelin 2005, chap 3, 104ff.
41 See in particular OT, 58 and 63, where Ramsey gweshthis position with an attitude very close he t
critical commonsensist position adopted by Peirce.
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even if we are cognitivists, not only should wedar other terms than “justifications”, as
applied to the ethical domain, but we should aksp that justification musénd somewhere
(2002,131-2).He may be right. Perhaps the right attitude is doph a kind of neo-
pyrrhonism like the one he finally seems to favas well as Wittgenstein or James. Maybe,
the right pragmatist attitude is to “accept” thedmfest image”, outLebenswelt the world
such as we experience it, hence concentrate otietieds in recovering a form of “natural
realism” or “second naiveté”, the sense of théirmary, of the banal whiclRutnam holds,
“such strange notions as ‘objectivity’ and ‘subjeity’ we have inherited from ontology and
epistemology have prevented us from doing”(1990@)2RPerhaps, we should follow Apelle’s
recommendation as reported by Sextus, throw theggaway, burn all our books and prefer
to play backgammon and have dinner in a pleasanpaay, as Hume at times urges us to
do. | am not so sure though.

| have stressed and agreed with the fact that tagnpatists insist on the primacy of
ethics. Peirce, for his part, always considered Kent, whom he “more than admired” (5.
525) was but a “somewhat confused pragmatist’(9;4Ehd he described his own
development as that of “a pure Kantian” who waspéynforced “by successive steps “ into
Pragmaticism. It is also Kant, whom Putnam refars, tin several occasions, and for
example, in opposing th&chuhlbegriff or scholastic concept of philosophy with its
cosmological concept dVeltbegriff “But, as is well known, “What should | do?” cae b
understood in two different ways: either as assgrtas Kant does, the primacy of practical
reason, or as asserting the primacy of the quesfidliife” over the question of knowledge.

Here we have, | think the two possible major pratghaeadings, or : either the
pragmatist or the pragmaticist reading : as far as Peirce is concerned, he waayal
instinctively suspicious of what might turn intonse form or other of idolatry of life,
convinced as he was, that if pragmatism was theétsgi heir of kantianism, it was because
Kant, better than anyone else, had been able tctd&he inseparable link which exists
between rational knowledge and rational finality’@@2) and that the main end of inquiry
remained the search of truth and the discovery lnditws real. Therefore he depicted his
whole philosophical enterprise as growing “out otantrite fallibilism, combined with a
high faith in the reality of knowledge, and an mge desire to find things out”(1.14). His
reluctance towards “applying” epistemology to eshs; indeed, the direct consequence (as is

the case with Kant), of his conviction of tpemacy of ethics This is highlighted in his
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conception of philosophy and rationality, in whidne may find all such important
epistemological virtues as: betting on rationaltgther than on cynicism, modesty,
professionalism, discussion, the values of arguatemt, intellectual exchange, rather than
visionary outbursts, cult of individual or romantianbound subijectivity, literary
conversation: on the contrary, one should alwagsare close to the laboratory, which is the
exact opposite of scientism and dogmatism, butgtenmotion of the hypothetical, the
fallible, the experimental, hence of the irredueibindeterminacy which necessarily
accompanies all thinking activity. It may be thaeiree’s disgust for nominalistic
individualism and false transcendencies drew himfer in that direction of forgetting the
necessary engagement of the philosopher withimpditie. But this may also be understood in
another fashion, namely, the conviction that thetheay to promote democracy is and
remains to trust the search of truth and to comnthe value of knowledge and rationality.
For him, it is no doubt througknowledgethat philosophy contributes to the “melioration”
of human condition, and this is why there is so mtw learn, as | have tried to argue
elsewhere, from his own contribution not only tpassible new definition of the territory of
epistemology itsef?, or to the kind of solution one could bring to theeptical challenge
from an epistemological point of viédy or to the largely debated issue today concertiirg

exact place of our practical interests in the dausin of knowledge itsetf, or to such

42 On the various important questions the pragmatistyg raise in the necessary re-definition of epistegy
itself and of the questions that should be givemenprominence within it) and on the possible cdmition of
pragmatism to several current epistemological dehaee Tiercelin 2005, 259 ff.

43 On this, Tiercelin 2005, 263.ff

44 For example, can we claim that “the differencensen true belief and knowledge is not purely epigte
(Stanley 2005, V) and that “the distinction betweactical and theoretical rationality is less clé@n one
might wish”(2005, 2)? Does knowledge matter? Is vhtie of knowledge independent of other epistemic
values, such as the value of truth, or the valubafing true beliefs? Is knowledge, as an epistaralae,
independent of other values, such as the goodeedém, which are practical or ethical values? Ithekl, as
pragmatists do, that there are substantial relstimetween our epistemic reasons to believe angmuatical
reasons to act, are we legitimate in saying (asedaprecisely, claims we are) that the latter aametimes
override the former, and even more strongly, thastemic reasons and values can be reduced toigatact
reasons and values?. Apparently, there seems t@ paint of departure, here, between some versiéns o
pragmatism (James, Putnam) who seem to favouridve that epistemic and practical values are interuno
and that it is very hard to distinguish the questidhether a belief is true from the question whetheelief is
useful, and other versions of pragmatism, sucheas®s or Isaac Levi's, which seem to maintairharp line
between concerns about truth and epistemic matterthe one hand, and practical matters on the .ofker
Engel has recently argued (Stirling 2006), thatlétter defend are more conceptionsepfstemicutility than
conceptions according to which epistemic utility ulb be of a piece with practical utility. In paudiar
epistemic consequentialism, the view that true ébeis the main epistemic value and that it shoudd b
maximised, is not touched by the arguments of tlagmatic encroachers, because it is perfectly eti@lest
and “purist”. Who is right? There is a whole deba@ay on those issues and others related to vainat Hiave
called the “pragmatic encroachment” on our epistecoincepts and on the degree to which pragmattorfa
“affect” or “are relevant” to the assessment of \wfexilge, and may even affect our epistemic evaloatib
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questions as the ones James also raises: whethdoebafs should aim at truth, or at
knowledge or at something else; whether there im@msic value in knowledge. But at the
same time, as there is no difference in thinkireg #hould not imply a difference in action:
there is always a link between epistemology anecgtland together with this idea, there is
the view that one should indeed pass from epistegyoto ethics, which, in the end, is
primary.

The question is: what are the best means to reslizh a passage? It is doubtful that
mere conversational practice would suffice. Jamassdlf noted that it is not because one
gives up the doctrine of objective certainty thae should give up searching or hoping to
find truth itself. If that is the case, the bestywa retain the pragmatist heritage while
avoiding some of its undesirable “consequences’lavoartainly be to practice the fallibilist
attitude proned by the classical pragmatists, wiscimiles away from dogmatic absolutism
and sceptical relativism, but also to stick to daail of truth accessible enough to be still
inspired by reality, and not to rush into some amdaptation of knowledge to morals,
without a clearer understanding of the links betwdem, and, in particular, to reject at the

outset, the means we might havgustifying at least some of our ethical belrefs

beliefs or attribution of knowledge. On these issisee in particular Hawthorne 2004, Stanley 26Qgwich
2005; and Engel 2006 (forthcoming).

45 As Putnam now seems inclined to urge us not to thank this is a very important point to evaluahe t
dividing line among pragmatists, and by the sankerotheir respective success in avoiding sceptiasd
nihilism. Let us take moral scepticism. What sklowk be prepared to do in order to have an efficiearry”

to it, at least if we are a minimal cognitivist aib@thics? We should indeed, and, this is whatralymatists do,
reject the argument about the “insoluble moral glisament”. But in order to do that, several wagsaren to
us : we can contest the fact value dichotomy, oelsome new definitions of science and knowledgkrefuse
the supposed dualism between ethics and scierjeet tke very idea of an impossible consensus yndmmain
whatsoever, in noting that, in fact, on many paqittisre is indeed agreement rather than disagreeotgact to
the inference concluding from the presence of deagents in some domains to their necessary preserad
domains, or from our selective or sporadic errard aur belonging to a certain background to theegan
fallibility of our judgements in general; refuseadmit that the possible absence of “moral fagtatcessible to
observation, should be a sufficient reason for @néng our judgements, although not being in syatlance
caused by any fact nor insisted by any particidaulty from being justified. But we shouddisg, for the sake
of minimal coherentist requirements,demand the necessary coherence digfsbshould have (hence,
incidentally, their necessary confrontation witlesh of the community), but also indicate that cehee is not
enough, that we should confront our ethical beliefthe teachings and lessons of experience (JamMBsg36,
88, 188) and to realityekternalistrequirement), that they should, so to speak, tthektruth; we should also
make sure of the correct functioning of our disposs to judge reliability of the process) and finally admit
that our deepest beliefs rely on a (however modgstind on in a sense acritical albeit always capable of
revision and fallible) sentiments and principlesit Bre should also, and this should be all the niare if we
are convinced, as the pragmatists are, that whpliespto investigation in general also applies thical
investigation in particular, and that our experiie entirely perfused with (epistemic, cognitivedaethical)
values and norms, accept to submit our ethical gntents to the same criteria as the ones to which ou
epistemic judgements are submitted, or at the hst, explain for what reasons ethical and episteniteria
of justification should be distinguished: in otherards, is ethical justification identical with arparticular case
of, or analogous to what is required by epistemgtification? Inversely, could epistemic justificat be but a
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3) But again, if ethics is primary, if ethidsom a pragmatist standpoint, is also
mostly viewed as aaducationof our moral capacities and dispositions whichéheore to
do with moralperceptionghan with either soma priori faculty, moral sense, or normative
prescriptions we should follow, then, there is iadttobligation a pragmatist seems to have,
namely, to find a solid basis for a correct accafrtitow our perceptions relate us to the real
world46, And this may explain why, from the beginningjrBe thought that the only way to
have one’s ideas clear about this, was to try amil dut a correct account oéality itself
(which incidentally was the motivation for his sgainto truth, and not the other way round)
and to opt for aealist position in what he thought was the major poisit thad to be settled
if one wanted to make any progress in thought: athe problem of universals.

For this is not, contrary to what Putnam oftenrolgia pseudo-problem we are dealing
with (1994b, 509). As far as he was concerned,cBewas convinced that if the alternative
mental - non mental is a wrong alternative in thalists / anti-realists debate, it does not
mean 1) that there are no other possible realistisns apart from Platonism — and as | said,
he chose Scotistic realism, nor 2) that there ig@&auine real alternative here: namely the
one required by the question whether our thoughtsder not with real objects. Does this
mean one should go so far as claiming that theaeniscessary link between pragmatism and
realism, or that “pragmaticism could hardly haveeesd a head that was not already
convinced that there are real generals?”(5.503ykdanot. Although | am tempted to say:
Very likely: yes.

But, at the very least, | think that Peirce wastighen he claimed that:

“ So long as there is a dispute between nominaésih realism, so long as the position we hold on the
question is not determined by any proof indispwtablt is more or less a matter of inclination, @nas

he gradually comes to feel the profound hostilifyttee two tendencies will, if he is not less thaann
become engaged with one or other and can no ma loiith than he can serve God and Mammon. If the
two impulses are neutralized within him, the resiply is that he is left without any great inéefual
motive... though the question of realism and nomsmalihas its roots in the technicalities of logis, it
branches reach about our life. The question whether genus homo has any existence except as
individuals, is the question whether there is aimghof any more dignity, worth, and importance than
individual happiness, individual aspirations, amdividual life. Whether men really have anything in
common, so that the community is to be considesednaend in itself, and if so, what the relativlugeof

the two factors is, is the most fundamental prattguestion in regard to every public institutidret
constitution of which we have it in our power tdlirence "(8.38).

particular case of ethical justification? At anyeral think we should not be too quick in sayingttthe term
“justification” is decidedly inappropriate in etlicmatters.
46 \Which might be defined along lines found in 1884; 2) 1. 673 and 3) W2, 126.
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In his remarkable bookRationalité et Cynismelacques Bouveresse noted that “to
believe in morals despite all that we know, is ggdaore than ever, the moral problem, par
excellence”(1984, 93).How can one avoid the irraicst relativism or the complete
scepticism to which the criticism of rationalisrm, general and of moral rationalism, in
particular, seem to lead? If there is somethingtftriuindeed in the approach of the
pragmatists, and most of all of the pragmaticigighe contemporary debates in ethics, it is
precisely in this that they give us efficient tofds blocking some forms of moral scepticism
and relativism, or to use Blackburn’s phrase, theyide a genuine “course” between “the
soggy sands and the cold rocks of dogmatism”(220}],

“Don’t look for the moon: we’ve got the stars”, Cluite Vale alias Bette Davis says at

the end ofNow Voyagerit is very likely that we, humans, do not have timoon, and as

Ramsey has taught us, in defending his “human lo§icuth”, “we should not cry for it”
(PP, 93). But for sure, we've got the stars. Andus, pragmatists, or rather, pragmaticists,
that's plenty.
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