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Doubt

Philosophers of very diverse stripes propose that philosophy shall take its start
from one or another state of mind in which no man, least of all a beginner in
philosophy, actually is. One proposes that you shall begin by doubting
everything, and says that there is only one thing that you cannot doubt, as if
doubting were “as easy as lying.” Another proposes that we should begin by
observing “the first impressions of sense,” forgetting that our very percepts are
the results of cognitive elaboration. But in truth, there is but one state of mind
from which you can “set out,” namely, the very state of mind in which you
actually find yourself at the time you do “set out” - a state in which you are
laden with an immense mass of cognition already formed, of which you cannot
divest yourself if you would; and who knows whether, if you could, you would
not have made all knowledge impossible to yourself? Do you call it doubting to
write down on a piece of paper that you doubt? If so, doubt has nothing to do
with any serious business. But do not make believe; if pedantry has not eaten
all the reality out of you, recognize, as you must, that there is much that you do
not doubt, in the least. Now that which you do not at all doubt, you must and do
regard as infallible, absolute truth. Here breaks in Mr. Make Believe: “What! Do
you mean to say that one is to believe what is not true, or that what a man
does not doubt is ipso facto true?” No, but unless he can make a thing white
and black at once, he has to regard what he does not doubt as
absolutely true.[—]

Belief is not a momentary mode of consciousness; it is a habit of mind
essentially enduring for some time, and mostly (at least) unconscious; and like
other habits, it is (until it meets with some surprise that begins its dissolution)
perfectly self-satisfied. Doubt is of an altogether contrary genus. It is not a
habit, but the privation of a habit. Now a privation of a habit, in order to be
anything at all, must be a condition of erratic activity that in some way must
get superseded by a habit.
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