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Critical Common-Sensism

Two doctrines that were defended by the writer about nine years before the
formulation of pragmaticism may be treated as consequences of the latter
belief. One of these may be called Critical Common-sensism. It is a variety of
the Philosophy of Common Sense, but is marked by six distinctive characters,
which had better be enumerated at once.

Character I. Critical Common-sensism admits that there not only are indubitable
propositions but also that there are indubitable inferences. In one sense,
anything evident is indubitable; but the propositions and inferences which
Critical Common-sensism holds to be original, in the sense one cannot “go
behind” them (as the lawyers say), are indubitable in the sense of being
acritical. [—]

Character Il. 1 do not remember that any of the old Scotch philosophers ever
undertook to draw up a complete list of the original beliefs, but they certainly
thought it a feasible thing, and that the list would hold good for the minds of all
men from Adam down. For in those days Adam was an undoubted historical
personage. Before any waft of the air of evolution had reached those coasts
how could they think otherwise? When | first wrote, we were hardly orientated
in the new ideas, and my impression was that the indubitable propositions
changed with a thinking man from year to year. | made some studies
preparatory to an investigation of the rapidity of these changes, but the matter
was neglected, and it has been only during the last two years that | have
completed a provisional inquiry which shows me that the changes are so slight
from generation to generation, though not imperceptible even in that short
period, that | thought to own my adhesion, under inevitable modification, to the
opinion of that subtle but well-balanced intellect, Thomas Reid, in the matter of
Common Sense (as well as in regard to immediate perception, along with Kant).

Character Ill. The Scotch philosophers recognized that the original beliefs, and
the same thing is at least equally true of the acritical inferences, were of the
general nature of instincts. But little as we know about instincts, even now, we
are much better acquainted with them than were the men of the eighteenth
century. We know, for example, that they can be somewhat modified in a very
short time. The great facts have always been known; such as that instinct
seldom errs, while reason goes wrong nearly half the time, if not more
frequently. But one thing the Scotch failed to recognize is that the original
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beliefs only remain indubitable in their application to affairs that resemble
those of a primitive mode of life. [—]

Character IV. By all odds, the most distinctive character of the Critical Common-
sensist, in contrast to the old Scotch philosopher, lies in his insistence that the
acritically indubitable is invariably vague. [—]

Character V. The Critical Common-sensist will be further distinguished from the
old Scotch philosopher by the great value he attaches to doubt, provided only
that it be the weighty and noble metal itself, and no counterfeit nor paper
substitute. He is not content to ask himself whether he does doubt, but he
invents a plan for attaining to doubt, elaborates it in detail, and then puts it into
practice, although this may involve a solid month of hard work; and it is only
after having gone through such an examination that he will pronounce a belief
to be indubitable. Moreover, he fully acknowledges that even then it may be
that some of his indubitable beliefs may be proved false.

The Critical Common-sensist holds that there is less danger to heuretic science
in believing too little than in believing too much. Yet for all that, the
consequences to heuretics of believing too little may be no less than disaster.

Character VI. Critical Common-sensism may fairly lay claim to this title for two
sorts of reasons; namely, that on the one hand it subjects four opinions to rigid
criticism: its own; that of the Scotch school; that of those who would base logic
or metaphysics on psychology or any other special science, the least tenable of
all the philosophical opinions that have any vogue; and that of Kant; while on
the other hand it has besides some claim to be called Critical from the fact that
it is but a modification of Kantism. The present writer was a pure Kantist until
he was forced by successive steps into Pragmaticism. The Kantist has only to
abjure from the bottom of his heart the proposition that a thing-in-itself can,
however indirectly, be conceived; and then correct the details of Kant’s doctrine
accordingly, and he will find himself to have become a Critical Common-sensist.
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The other purported consequence of pragmaticism identified by Peirce is

Annotations scholastic realism
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