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4 First-order desires

> Second-order desires
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How Not to Avoid the Regress

Why Michael Williams’ attempt to avoid the regress problem fails

Mohamad Gholamil
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Introduction

Michael Williams claims that the questions employed by skeptics to generate a regress of reasons
are not motivated by justified grounds for doubt. He then argues that since epistemic responsibility does
not require responding to such questions, a regress of reasons does not exist and any direct response to
the regress problem is therefore misguided. However, the conclusion that there is no regress of reasons
does not follow from the assumed premise that the questions raised by skeptics are groundless. The
notion of responsibility employed by Williams is also problematic because it affirms and then implicitly
denies the same premise about whether beliefs and questions should be treated equally by an account
of responsibility.

The Regress Problem
As a human being, you probably have beliefs. You will probably admit that some of your beliefs are
mere opinions but when you consider the rest, you might notice that you think of them as more than
personal opinions. These are the beliefs that you might expect others to share because you consider
them to be true. But you might be asked why you think a particular belief is true. This question is often
viewed as a request for reasons: if you think that your belief is true, you are expected to have reasons.
However, if you give a reason for your belief, the reason itself cannot be a mere opinion; otherwise
your belief would be as justified as a personal opinion. Now, if beliefs require reasons and reasons are
themselves beliefs, you must have reasons for your reasons, and so on ad infinitum. This infinite regress
of reasons has (almost) always been viewed as vicious: if it continues forever, there can be no justified
belief. If you admit that this regress of reasons presents a challenge and decide to respond, you seem to
have three possible choices:
1. continue giving reasons for your reasons and so on ad infinitum
2. refuse to give further reasons at some point during the conversation
3. repeat a reason you have already given
Having accepted the challenge, you now find yourself stuck on the horns of a trilemma. Do any of
the choices above provide you with a way out?
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Direct Responses

The philosophers who have accepted the challenge of the regress problem have attempted to develop
the choices above into theories of the structure of justification.

The first but the most neglected choice is to claim that although the regress of reasons is infinite, it
should not be viewed as vicious. Indeed, justified beliefs have to be members of a series of reasons that
is neither terminated by resorting to a mere opinion nor derailed by reasoning in a circle, which implies
that the series of justifying reasons has to be infinite and non-repeating. How can you be justified in
believing anything if the regress of reasons is not terminated? To be personally justified in believing a
proposition, all you need to do is reason along an infinite and non-repeating series of reasons until you
manage to find the number of reasons that are typically required in your context, at which point
justification emerges as a property of your belief. The thing that has to be a member of an infinite series
of reasons is therefore what you believe, which is a proposition, not the belief itself, which is an attitude
toward that proposition. How can you tell if the series of reasons leading to your belief is infinite and
non-repeating? The short answer is that you can’t, which is why you should treat your beliefs as
provisional. That is, as you continue to investigate, you might realize that the series of reasons that was
supposed to justify your belief is not properly structured, which should ideally lead you to suspend that
belief.

The second and most popular choice is to claim that the regress of reasons is terminated by reasons
that do not require reasons. However, these reasons should not be viewed as mere opinions because, for
instance, they report the contents of intuitions, perceptions, memories, etc. These foundational reasons
are therefore claimed to terminate an otherwise vicious regress of reasons without resorting to circular
reasoning. They are the bedrock on which an edifice of justified beliefs can be erected through inference
but do not depend on being justified by any other proposition.

The third choice is to claim that although an isolated belief cannot directly justify itself, beliefs are
justified if they are members of an integrated system in which the members mutually support each other.
The regress of reasons is therefore said to be contained within the system and justification emerges as
a property of all of the members if the belief system as a whole qualifies as coherent.

The theories developed from the choices above are called infinitism, foundationalism, and
coherentism. The proponents of these theories accept the challenge of the regress problem, which is
why they provide direct responses to the problem. In contrast, Micheal Williams declines the challenge
by claiming that there is no regress problem to solve. Consequently, he dismisses all of the theories of
the structure of justification as misguided approaches to the regress problem. Williams claims to have
discovered adequate grounds for rejecting the regress problem in the notion of epistemic responsibility.

Avoiding the Regress

Suppose that I asked you why you think one of your beliefs is true. Before habitually answering my
question by giving reasons, you might pause for a moment to wonder whether | am the one who should
be justified in asking you to articulate your reasons. If so, you could answer my question with a question
by asking if my question is itself justified. If | told you that | had no particular reasons to doubt the
proposition or that | was just wondering whether the proposition was true, you could then dismiss my
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question by claiming that I am the one who has a responsibility to think of reasons for doubt. By doing
so, you are implying that your beliefs are justified by default, meaning that you can consider yourself
to be justified in believing a proposition unless someone else claims that there are reasons for doubt, in
which case you have to either show that the reasons are not valid or suspend your belief in the
proposition.

Before answering my question, you might also wonder whether you are supposed to give or even
have reasons in order to be justified in believing anything. If not, you could avoid responding to my
question by claiming that being justified in believing a proposition does not require that you explain or
even think of reasons for your beliefs. All you would need is for your belief to satisfy certain conditions
even if you are not aware of the fact that there are such conditions or that your belief meets those
conditions. You could, for example, claim that any belief that is produced by a mental process that tends
to produce a high proportion of true beliefs is justified. In saying so, you are claiming that to be justified
in believing a proposition, you do not have to have reasons for that proposition. Even if you changed
your mind and admitted that you had to have reasons, you could still claim that to know a proposition,

you don’t have to be justified in believing it.

In either case, you could claim that there is no infinite regress of reasons since you don’t have to
have reasons to be justified in believing a proposition and others have to be justified in believing that
your belief in a proposition should be called into question, which limits the number of questions they
can raise about your belief while exercising responsibility. This is how Williams (Williams, 2014)
attempts to avoid the infinite regress of reasons by developing a notion of epistemic responsibility that
demands that requests for justification be justified or dismissed and appealing to reliabilism about
justification and knowledge.

How Not to Avoid the Regress

Willimas divides questions into hostile queries, which are questions demanding justification, and
eirenic queries, which are questions requesting an explanation. The former are the irritating why
guestions repeated by some skeptics, who intend to repeat their demands for justification until you find
yourself stuck on the horns of a skeptical trilemma. The latter are the probing questions asked by fellow
believers who share your belief but intend to find out how you have come to believe the proposition.
Having dismissed the hostile queries of a particular group of skeptics as groundless, Williams then
proceeds to reject the regress problem, believing that the suppression of a group of questions that
allegedly sustain the regress of reasons suffices to reject the regress problem itself.

However, assuming that the questions of a particular group of skeptics are groundless and that such
questions can be responsibly dismissed by believers, it does not follow that there is no regress of reasons
because, as Willimas admits, other skeptics and believers can find grounds to doubt the proposition,
which resumes the regress of reasons regardless of who raises the question or whether the questions of
a particular group of skeptics are justified. What Wlliams’ argument shows is that due to the limits
imposed on questions by the norms of responsibility, the iterative questions of some skeptics cannot
sustain or even trigger a regress of reasons. It also shows that the justified questions of other skeptics
and believers cannot lead to an infinite regress of reasons in a single context of investigation because
only a limited number of justified questions can be asked within any context. But to demonstrate that



122 |9t Student Philosophy Conference — December 2022

the regress of reasons is indefinitely terminated, he has to show that there are propositions that can never
be questioned. He does claim that there are such propositions but unlike foundationalists, he claims that
these are not any particular types of propositions, implying that every series of reasons will eventually
be terminated but not in certain types of propositions. Now, the question is once a series of reasons is
supposedly terminated in a proposition, what is the status of that proposition? Should the proposition
be considered to be true? If so, you might be tempted to ask why. But Williams would refuse to answer
that question and demand that you articulate your reasons to doubt the proposition first because he
considers beliefs to be true by default. But such a refusal, even if it is justified in a particular context,
merely suspends the regress of reasons by preventing the status of the proposition from being discussed.
And even if you admit that you don’t have any reasons to doubt the proposition at the present, the
guestion concerning the status of the proposition remains valid, even if it should be suspended until
grounds for doubt are discovered. If such grounds are indeed discovered, the regress of reasons is
resumed. In either case, the regress or the threat of regress continues to pose a problem because even if
the regress of reasons is temporarily suspended, it cannot be climbed to have been permanently
terminated.

So far, | have assumed that Williams is right in claiming that human beliefs are justified by default.
He believes that the regress of reasons results from a notion of responsibility that does not equally apply
to beliefs and questions, thereby permitting an unlimited number of unjustified questions to be raised
in a particular context. Although Williams protests a perceived double standard towards beliefs, he
proceeds to employ an actual double standard towards questions by allowing the majority of beliefs to
be held without a reason to believe while demanding that questions be raised only if there are reasons
to doubt or be dismissed as groundless.

“In many contexts, and with respect to a wide range of beliefs, subjects possess and are properly granted
default doxastic justification. Such default justification does not depend on the subject’s doing or having done any
specific evidential work, and does not require him to either possess or seek for citable reasons for his believing as
he does. In general, epistemically responsible believing does not require that one’s belief be either based on or
supportable by reasons.” (“Avoiding the Regress” 2014, 232)

The double standard he employs thus undermines his premise that theories of responsibility should
not lead to an extreme “believer-querier asymmetry.” Although Williams concedes that an appropriate
question must somehow be dealt with, the conclusion that the majority of beliefs can bypass the
restraints of responsibility while the majority of questions are subject to such requirements sustains the
very asymmetry he rejects. After all, if “norms of epistemic good conduct apply as much to epistemic
queries as they do to beliefs and claims” and the bar is so low that the majority of beliefs can be asserted
without a reason to believe, it is not clear why no question can be raised without a reason to doubt.

Conclusion

Michael Williams seeks to expose the regress problem as an empty threat to justification by
suppressing the questions that motivate the problem. To prevent the questions of the skeptics from
generating the threat of a regress, he maintains that such questions can be dismissed as groundless since
they are motivated by generalized suspicion, not reasons to doubt. However, even if the questions raised
by skeptics were groundless, the regress of reasons has not been avoided since justified questions would
still be raised by other agents. Moreover, to neutralize the threat of a regress, Williams claims that
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accounts of responsibility should treat beliefs and questions equally so that no question can be raised
without a reason to doubt. However, he proceeds to develop a notion of responsibility that allows the
majority of beliefs to be asserted without any reason to believe, which undermines his initial premise
that beliefs and questions should be treated equally.
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Summary

This study will present the relation between metaphysics and rational theology in the course of
history of thinking (on western philosophy). It attempts, at first, to think about these two phenomena in
general, and then later, in Early modern philosophy. Therefore, tentatively, it begins with Aristotle's
guestion of being and includes Wollf's and Baumgarten's assumptions for Immanuel Kant's
abandonment of dogmatism.

Key Words: metaphysics, rational theology, Aristotle, scolasticism, western philosophy, Immanuel
Kant.

Exposition

Presenting the history of western metaphysics would be an aim that requires a particular effort, but
for this occasion where the primary goal is to present the state of metaphysics at the beginning of the
early modern period, it is possible to boil it down to three defining moments: Aristotle’s view of the
first philosophy subject matter, as the peak of metaphysical thought in the ancient world; taking over
Aristotelian project by rational theology with the intention of founding a religious metaphysics; and an
early modern attempt of bringing the metaphysics to its pure philosophical foundations while distancing
from religious attribution.

Aristotle’s definition of metaphysics as the first philosophy made other disciplines of secondary
importance and only metaphysics of the first. Reason for that sequence is because metaphysics asks: to
ov? (Aristotle 2007: 1208b) out of which a series of other metaphysical questions, within which they're
founded, emerge; with further questions founded within metaphysics itself. Such a definition of
metaphysics as the first philosophy is saying that every other thinking is subordinated to this one; it is
saying how every other thinking originates out of this one; it is saying that every other thinking is of a
secondary nature. In this way the first philosophy makes demands, it is superior; it is the one that
defines, tentatively, other philosophy. However the thinking of the fundamental question of the first
philosophy: to ov? is self-explanatory about what is asked, so it is posed as indefinite because a being
in question relates to Being which is even less certain when compared to a being (Cf. Heidegger: 1985).
Such Aristotelian inquiry leaves the subject of first philosophy open to ambiguity. The posing of an
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ambiguous question: To ov? opens many questions. Is it asked about a being in relation to Being or is it
about Being in relation to being; is it about Being where being is self-explanatory or is it about being
where Being is self-explanatory? Does the being implies Being or does Being implies being? What is
the relationship between being and Being, is Being before being or is being before Being? Is being
superior to Being or is Being superior to being, etc.?! This state of affairs brought Aristotelian project’s
fundamental question of first philosophy to multiple meanings, which will be the rational theology’s
ground for different investigations of the meanings of these definitions.

Rational theology renamed Avristotle's ambiguous question about Being-being to the question about
essentia-existentia as a foundational question of religious metaphysics, where it was understood as a
question about God. Rational theology’s discussions about the question of first philosophy became
prevalent question of theology, which by taking its fundament for such an inquiry from Aristotle,
dedicated centuries to the thinking of question: To ov? Those inquiries that Aristotle’s question started,
rational theology had then in its founding modified according to its teachings. Therefore the same
repeated questions originated out of another epistemology and with different definitions: is it asked
about existence in relation to essentia or is it about essentia in relation to existentia? Is it asked about
essentia where the existentia is self-explanatory or is about existentia where essentia is self-
explanatory? Does existentia imply essentia or does essentia imply existentia? What is the relationship
between existentia and essentia, is existentia before essentia or is essentia before existentia? Is essentia
superior to existentia or is existentia superior to essentia, etc.?! Since this question of rational theology
had been evolving for centuries, later it gave birth to a series of other questions of religious metaphysics.
Metaphysics in such a religious designation became the one that was being asked about theological
questions where all the questions were understood as questions of theology. Attempts of certain
distancing from religious metaphysics and returning to the ancient roots, throughout the entire history
of western metaphysics never got far. In early modern philosophy, the first one who actualized in a
systematic way thinking of this question was Christian Wolff.

Work of Christian Wolff (Compare Wolff: 1720) already in the title creates division of metaphysics
into two branches: the first one is about god, world and man’s soul, while the other one is about all
things in general. Therefore the first branch of metaphysics points out following Cartesian project
which by metaphysics implies aforementioned three entities. Namely, Descartes’ capital work (Cf.
Descartes: 2012) discusses god’s existence, human soul and body as three completely self-explanatory
metaphysical entities where res materialis actualizes as res metaphysicum. Other branch of metaphysics
indicates following tradition of scholastic metaphysics from 17%" century; which is reflected in following
rational theology as a copy of an alliance between free and dogmatic thinking in a methodical approach
to the questions of metaphysics. Christian Wolff in his work doesn’t name the division of metaphysics
into two branches by some special definitions. That project will later make his student Alexander
Gottlieb Baumgarten, who was the first to name the division of metaphysics into metaphysica generalis
et metaphysica specialis, considering that division as self-explanatory and not giving argumentation for
such an approach to metaphysics at all. On a trace of the division of metaphysics, an order which places
ontology as metaphysica generalis at the first place was made. After that as metaphysica specialis:
psychology, cosmology and rational theology were set. Specifically, if we sublimated the state of
metaphysics after all of the undertakings, we would recognize the division of metaphysics into two
different entities; and those are metaphysica generalis et metaphysica specialis (Cf. Baumgarten 2013:
280-320), then the division of metapysicae specialis into cosmology, psychology and rational
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theology.! Further in the order of two entities of metaphysics, metaphysica generalis is considered as
primary while metaphysica specialis secondary. We would recognize division in the definition of
metaphysicae generalis as ontology, and later at the separate position which cuts cosmology from/out
of physics, and the union of psychology and rational theology for a new discipline named as:
pneumatics (Cf. Folrat 1962:; 258-284).

Still the rational theology represented by the religious authorities didn’t want to be a part of any
division with different ways of thinking; rather it considered itself as universal metaphysics. Truthfully,
rational theology in the early modern philosophy experiences the peak of its own certainty, in a way
that it is no longer in a position to enumerate theories without fearing that someone might check their
correctness. It comes to a position when it must firth with other ways of thinking for a place that it had
been aspiring for since its founding. In such conditions, the fundaments of rational theology had been
thought through and inquired, over and over again. On that track, thinking about sources of belief
imposed different epistemological view in the context of this question; therefore the rational theology
justified that every religious tradition knows the body of scholars who represented the epistemology of
rational theology known in literature as philosophical theology or theologia naturalis; which represents
rational reflection of the truths of belief in a way that positions reason as a primary source of belief

When the followers of fundamental theology in its beginnings were forced to justify the truths of
faith to those who denied the Revelation or the Holy scripture as something that was truly revealed or
holy, the few of them started the period of rational theology, which understandably uses the reason
itself as a weapon for defending truths of faith. For that reason, rational theology signifies the
justification of God and is named theodicy. From this starting point, which is taken as defining, reason
becomes the measure of all things, the undisputed truth, undoubted dogma, a self-sufficient source.
Based on that, nothing is needed for the source of faith except for the reason itself which is deployed in
a way that everybody has it [...] In this context the Revelation or the Holy Scriptures are subordinated
to the reason; and in that way reason is self-sufficient to be unquestioned authority. That is why the
followers of rational theology on every posed question, by those who don’t acknowledge the Revelation
or the Holy text as something revealed or holy, were searching for suitable answers which would satisfy
both the followers of faith and those who deny it. Therefore, rational theology’s followers were put into
a position to strictly use reason as a source of faith, striving to offer sensibly acceptable answers to
those who were refusing a theory of fundamental theology’s followers and their epistemological starting
point, which considered the Revelation or the Holy text as an undisputed authority.

In that definition of rational theology there was no space for placing it into systems that unified other
ways of thinking because it claimed how it unified knowledge and faith, i.e. science and religion.
Therefore, as such, rational theology should be the supreme of universal way of thinking.

Conclusion

1 Cf. § 99: In Metaphysica primum locum tuetur Ontologia seu philosophia prima, secundum Cosmologia
generalis, tertium Psychologia et ultimum denique Theologia naturalis. Partes metaphysicae eo collocandae sunt
ordine, ut praemittantur, unde principia sumunt ceterae - 8 87: Quare cum Theologia naturalis principia sumat ex
Psychologia, Cosmologia et Ontologia - § 96: Psychologia ex Cosmologia generali et Ontologia - § 98:
Cosmologia ex Ontologia - § 97: evidens est, Ontologiam primo loco pertractari debere, secundo Cosmologiam,
tertio Psychologiam, quarto denique Theologiam naturalem.
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This work presented the relation between metaphysics and rational theoogy throughout the history
of thinking on the horizon of West, where the two phenomena aspired to be thought through first
generally and then later in early modern period; therefore, tentatively, from Aristotle’s question of being

to Wolff’s and Baumgarten’s assumptions for Immanuel Kant’s abandonment of dogmatism.
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Abstract

In this paper is being considered the linguistic approach to the problem of the relationship between a
human being and reality. Since Humboldt language has been considered not as a representation of
reality, but as a representation of a human mind. Humboldt was the first who revealed the inseparable
interdependence of human thinking and language, the role of language in the development of the world-
view. The second crucial phase in the linguistic turn was made in the first half of the 20th century by
Ludwig Wittgenstein. In his works he came up to the idea of language games, where language becomes
an inseverable part of all human activities.

Key words: language, world-view, reality, Weltanschauung, Sprachdenken

Introduction

The basic scheme of the human’s linguistic interaction with reality in the triad language — thought
—world. Humans are fully engaged in the speech-world. Language presents the world for us; it is our
window to the world. Hatab (2017) in his book about the nature of language writes, that language
inhabits and encompasses a “disclosive field,” triangulated across “the individual-social-environing
world,” doing so, not timelessly, but with its own distinctive “temporal-historical structure” (Hatab
2017, 125-26, 129) and a distinctive embodiment in gestures and sounds; the “immediate presentation
of meanings” in language, so construed, is the precondition of representational accounts (ibid., 130).
This explanation and the following one are very close to the ideas of later Ludwig Wittgenstein and
Wilhelm von Humboldt. Language is an instance of nature intertwining with culture, thereby accounting
for the fact that language, fitted as it is to the lived world, is at once both conventional and cross-cultural
(Hatab 2017, 142-43). Language and thought are inseparable in life world, we use speech for thinking,
this process as well as meditation on something is impossible without language, thinking is an
incorporation or internalization of speech.
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The problem of the origin of language had not been not identified as a separate sphere area of study
in Europe until the 18th century among German-speaking thinkers. Before that time the question of the
origin of language, the problem of relationship between language and thought, relationship language
and reality, how language represents reality, were subject matters of philosophy, theology, while the
other disciplines had not yet been strictly defined.

Humboldt’s Sprachdenken

The theoretical foundations of the linguistic turn and study of philosophy of language were laid by
Wilhelm von Humboldt. His theory of language as both mental and social action was the most
thoroughly developed among his contemporaries: Hamann, Herder, Schlegel (McLuskie 2003, 34).
Humboldt read Herder’s ‘Essay on the Origin of Language’ (Abhandlung lber den Ursprung der
Sparache, 1772), where Herder first wrote about the diversity of languages and cultural pluralism, that
every nation (and corresponding culture) possesses its own identity. Herder focuses on the language as
a special ability of human mind that distinguishes humanity from other species, and the creative capacity
of language that produces human differences and diversity of cultures, “that language, from without, is
the true differential character of our species as reason is from within” (Herder, 1966, 127). For Herder
human mind and language are inseparable because they are both the manifestations of a single essential
human characteristic. If before the 17th century language was understood as the re-presentation of the
whole world, Humboldt’s and his contemporaries’ linguistic turn was in proposing to understand
language as a representation of a humankind.

Wilhelm von Humboldt was the first who used the term ‘philosophy of language’ in 1793, arguing
that language is evidence for the spirit and charter of people speaking it. We can know much about the
spirit and life of ancient Greeks from Ancient Greek language, we can trace foreign inflections and
constructions in language, and thus know about their interactions with other nations (Humboldt GS I,
263-5). Humboldt discussed questions not only concerning the “... origin, the definition, the essential
nature of language, ... the formation of roots, words and grammatical form”, but one of the first
discussed “the organic principle and character of language, the idea of language, ...; and finally, the
development of language in history, and its relation to the latter” (Adler 1866, 13).

Humboldt was one of the first linguists and philosophers who drew attention to the national content
of language and thinking, noting that different languages are the organs of their original thinking and
perception for the nation. Humboldt came to look upon each language as an organism, all its parts
bearing harmonious relations to each other, and standing in a definite connection with the intellectual
and emotional development of the nation speaking it. While language is never a word of an individual,
it is the product and the property of the entire nation.

Language for Humboldt was ‘the animatic breath’ (Humboldt 1999b, 44), the ‘formative power (...)
in the act of altering the world’ (ibid.). Humboldt considered language as an ‘intermediate world’
between thinking and reality, while language captures a particular national worldview. Language is a
medium or a link of communication. The external world becomes converted into internal by the act of
speech. Adler (1866, 16) writes that thus language is a perpetual prosopopoeia, in other words - never-
ending personification. Language as a totality is an intellectual world and constitutes a medium (a sort
of the‘middle ground’ (ibid.) between human and nature (external). So, it is a medium of
communication not only between individuals, but between an individual and nation, between the past
and present. Humboldt emphasized the difference between the concepts of intermediate world and the
picture of the world. The first is a static product of linguistic activity that determines the perception of
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reality by a person. Its unit is a ‘spiritual object - a concept. The picture of the world is a mobile,
dynamic entity, since it is formed from linguistic interventions in reality. Its unit is a speech act.
Humboldt was the first who outlined constitution of reality with language. He considered language as
the eternal labor of the mind. Humboldt claimed that language is the ‘ever repeating work of the psyche
to make the articulated sound capable of expressing thought” (Humboldt 1999b, 56). According to
Humboldt, language is the basis not only of human thinking or reason, he used the phrase menschlichen
Geistes (1855, vi, S. 106). Humboldt thought that there is a special mental power ‘Geisteskraft’, and
this power is responsible for language and cultural diversity (Aarsleff 1999b, xi). This word Geist has
a wide field of meanings, depending on the context, we can translate is as spirit, mind, intellect, psyche.
Thus, language affects all parts of human life as a human, and a perfect language affects the spirit in all
directions: ,,allseitig und harmonisch durch sich selbst auf den Geist einwirken* (Gesammelte Werke,
Bd. v, 311). Also, Humboldt said about language, that it is the organ which forms a thought. ,,.Die
Sprache ist das bildende Organ des Gedankens® (Gesammelte Werke, Bd., vi, s. 51). He claimed that
the structure of every language reflects the mental characteristics of the nation that generated it (Turner
2014, 135). The form of language correlates with the national character of people speaking this
language. Language is a kind of mirror into a culture, socio-cultural features of a nation, into the way
of thinking of people using a certain language. Within language speaker agree with each other on the
meanings of the words and structures of sentences. Language is like a reflection in the mirror, it reveals
the history of nations; comparing the evolution of languages shows the corresponding progress of
civilisations using those languages. Also, in turn, language is an action or a kind of human labour.

Humboldt in his Verschiedenheit des menschlichen Sprachbaues (On Language: the Diversity of
Human language-structure) most clearly stated the hypothesis of J. G. Herder, that language and
thought are inseparable, each conditions the other, every nation has a specific spirit expressed in its
language (1999b, 136). Language is inextricably connected with human intellect. There is a kind of
symbolic relationship between language and intellect, ‘whereby without language there would be no
intellect and without intellect there would be no language’ (Trauth 1989, 411). Humboldt wrote in the
chapter on ‘inner form’ in ‘On Language ..." (1999b, 104-114) about the laws that direct mental activity
of a human and govern and systematize both intellect and language.

One of the main Humboldt’s hypotheses was that due to relationship and connection between
language an intellect people do think differently using different languages. This hypothesis has been
revived by some cognitive scientists in now days (Deutscher 2010, Boroditsky 2010). He wrote about
the special laws, and in language the human intellect operates according to these laws, speech itself is
a product of rational instinct which nature is the human reason (Humboldt, Werke, Vol. 1I: 240, Vol.
111, 253). Speech plays a central role in a sign-producing process, it matches the segmentations of though
with articulations of sound. Language is a product of the intellectual instinct of man (Adler 1866, 15).

Either, Humboldt’s studies of language anticipated modern communication studies- communication
theory of society or theory of communicative action (McLuskie 2003). Wittgenstein in his middle
Cambridge period in the Brown Book spoke of different language games as ‘systems of communication’
(Systeme menschlicher Verstandigung).

For Humboldt language was not an isolated object, it is connected with an intellect (and in some
kind conditioned the way of thinking), it conditioned and opened up historio-socio-cultural world of a
nation for others and for people of this nation. Later Heidegger continued this work painstakingly
analysing the hidden meanings of words hidden in the roots and prefixes, since the language matures in
itself the ancient history of a nation. Along with the idea of the diversity of languages, the idea of
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language determination of human thought underlies modern linguistic relativism. Contemporary
linguistic relativism has been typically associated by researches with works of linguists Edward Sapir
and Benjamin Whorf (their hypothesis of linguistic relativity), and with later Ludwig Wittgenstein
(Sayers 1987; Haller 1995; Williams 2007; Coliva 2010a, b; Heckel 2010). Returning to Humboldt’s
ideas on the relation between language and thought, we can trace the idea of linguistic relativity and the
determination of though on language in his writings. Humboldt wrote that language is a necessary
condition of human thinking, it is the ‘formative organ of thought” (Humboldt 1988, 54, 56). One of the
main points of this dependance is a sound. Humboldt explains, that without sound human process of
thinking cannot achieve clarity. Without sound the representation (Vorstellung) will not become a
concept (Begriff). These mind’s representations are products of inner mental activity. The sound of
language helps to take these representations from the mind (from the subjective) and transform it into
an object (real objectivity). So, with sounds thoughts as products of inner mental life become objective.
It is a way to transform inner into outer, subjective becomes objective. Not all mental activity
necessarily implies articulation and reproduction in the form of sounds, Humboldt allows the existence
of the process of thinking without the participation of language. But the formation of concept — ‘true
thinking’ is impossible without language and objectivation of internal mind’s representations by sounds.
Cognitive thinking fully depends on speech. One of the most important functions of language is
designating objects. While perceiving objects without language ‘there can be no object for the mind’
(Humboldt 1988: 59). Language designates objects and makes concepts. Without notion of concepts
our perceptions and objects of our perceptions and unknown. We are so involved in language, got used
to use concepts automatically. Language makes concepts for mind. Human beings categorise and
classify the concepts in a thought. Languages both are ruled by common laws and are diverse in their
structure, and they are necessary for human cognition. So, in every language resides a characteristic
world-view (Weltansicht). Each language creates its special world-view. Each nation speaking one
language has a common world-view, that distinguishes from the world-views of our nations speaking
their own languages. ‘Languages are bound and dependent on the nations to which they belong’
(Humboldt 1988, 24). Humboldt believed, that to learn a new language is ‘to acquire a new stand point’
(Humboldt 199, xvii), it expands the horizons of knowledge and world understanding. The new world-
view is superimposed on the previous world-view learned from the childhood.

Among Humboldt’s ideas on language there are two that Wittgenstein singled out in his later works.
Language constitutes a world-view or a picture of the world. And the second one is that it is impossible
to understand the world of a non-human, because non-humans do not have language that is governed
by human’s mind, they do have other kind of mind (or do not have it at all, only simple organs of
perception), and so they have other form of life and the following picture of the world. In Pl 8327
(2009) Wittgenstein wrote: ‘If a lion could talk, we wouldn’t be able to understand it.’

Conclusion

Linguistic approach to reality — the notion that language constitutes reality, that the words function
not just labels added to concepts, an attempt to eliminate externalism and Cartesian dualism was later
subsequently developed in the works of structuralists and poststructuralists combining ideas of later
Ludwig Wittgenstein, Ferdinand de Saussure, Friedrich Nietzsche and others. Returning to Bergmann,
who was mentioned above as the inventor of the term linguistic turn, according to his words, is a
‘fundamental gambit as to method’ agreed upon by two different groups of linguistic philosophers:
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‘ordinary language philosophers’ (exemplified, in Bergmann’s view, by Strawson) and ‘ideal language
philosophers’ (such as Bergmann himself) (Hacker 2013).
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Abstract:

By introducing and extending description logic (DLs) and growing up their application in
knowledge representation and especially in OWLs and semantic web scope, many shortcomings
and bugs were identified that weren’t resolvable in classical DLs and so logicians and computer
scientists intended to non-classical and non-monotonic reasoning tools. In this paper, | discuses
about abduction problem solvers, and by introducing A-Box abduction in description logics

(DLs), such as ALC, discuss about decidability and complexity in different introduced

algorithms, and report shortly our team’s advantages in developing and implementation of ABoX
abduction in DLs.

Keywords: Abduction, Tableaux algorithm, Resolution algorithm, Minimal hitting set trees
(MHST), Al, Abduction Problem Solving

Introduction

Abduction is a type of reasoning that firstly introduced in Pierce’s works (Peirce(c), 1984). In
modern logic and Artificial intelligence, abduction is a backward reasoning from the observation (O)
to the explanations as knowledge base (XK):

K Explanations <= Observations O

An abductive problem is “why is it that O does not follow from K ?” (XK # 0), and to solve this
problem, we looking for a hypothesis (or, explanation) H , and then:

KUH= O

In description logics, if the ordered pair (K, ¢) is an abductive problem, and K:{7,A} is a
knowledge base contains a TBox (7) and an ABox (A), ¢ is an assertion from, we can divide abduction
reasoning to two types:

> TBox Abduction (7'): Explains why some intentional axiom (e.g., subsumption

(C=D)) does not follow from J and is useful for instance in ontology engineering and is
based on Ockham’s razor.
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> ABox Abduction (A): Looks for an extensional explanation for an observation
in form of some data (some recorded facts that are observed) and finds some data that could
explain the observation and is useful in diagnostics. (Such as, Diagnosing the condition of
the patient from the observed symptoms (Pukancovd & Homola, 2015), Diagnosing the
behavior of a manufacturing system (Hubauer et al., 2011) and diagnosing in multimedia
interpretation (Petasis et al., 2013))

In this paper, | focus on ABox Abduction in DLs. One of the important problems in finding the best
explanations as solution of abductive problems is that the number of explanations is very high and in
many problems is infinite! Then we need some restrictions to reduce the number of possible
explanations. Based on (Elsenbroich, Kutz & Sattler, 2006), given an ABox abduction problem P =

(X, 0)and its solution H, we can say the following restrictions:

1) Consistency: H is consistent if KU H & L, i.e., H is consistent w.r.t. XK
2) Relevance: H is relevant if H & O.
3) Explanatority: H is explanatory if K & O.

But still the number of possible explanations is very high and even infinite! For monotonicity of
deductive entailments in DLs, given 2 = (K, O) and H as its solution, we always have that also H' is
a solution of 2 for any H' such that HEH' (Pukancova' and Homola, 2016, p.3). To solve this problem,

we must find more restrictions. Logicians suggest two approaches: “syntactically minimal
explanations” (minimal cardinality and length of formulas) and “semantically minimal explanations.”
(The weakest explanation).

Logicians and computer scientists often preferred the second approach (by Ockham razor criteria),
that formally defines as follow (Pukancovéa and Homola, 2016, p.3):

Definition 1 (Semantic Minimality): Assume an ABox abduction problem P = (X, O). Given
two solutions H and Hi of P, we say that H is (semantically) stronger than H; (denoted by H < 4 Ha) if
JUH = Hi. A solution H of P is semantically minimal if for every Hi, Hi <4 H.

For example (by standard notation of DLs (Baader et. al, 2003)), let /K = {Professor U Scientist =
Academician , AssocProfessor = Professor} and O = {jack : Academician}. We can see that K doesn’t
entail O (X # 0), the following assertions are syntactically minimal explanations:

H, : {jack : Professor }, K UH,= O
H,: { jack : Scientist}, KX UH,= O
H,: {jack : AssocProfessor}, K UH;= O

, and semantically minimal explanations are:

H, : {jack : Professor Ul Scientist} , K UH,= O

By a comparison of the explanatory power, we can see that:

H11H21H32H4
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, and so “semantically minimal explanations” is preferable rather than syntactically minimal
explanations, by suggesting the weakest solutions?.

Reasoning Algorithms for ABox Abduction

Klarman et al. (2011) by using a translation from “AALC to FOL, and hybridizing two algorithms
regular connection tableaux and resolution with set-of-supports, and Du et al. (2012) by using a
translation to Logic programming, Designed and implemented their Algorithm in DL’s ontologies.
Undecidability and high complexity were two major weak points of these algorithms. Hallant & Britz
(2012), without any translation from DLs to other logics, Designed merely tableau algorithm in ALC.
This work, despite the start of a more efficient process, was merely a conjecture and we not aware of
implementation and experimental evolution of it.

Julia Pukancova and Martin Homola (From 2016), resolving this challenge and realized and
implemented the Halland & Britz conjecture in several DLs such as ALC, ALCHO, SHOIQ etc.
This algorithm in ABox abduction is an integration of “Reiter’s minimal hitting set algorithm”(1987)

and “A tableau reasoner in Pellet” (Sirin et. al., 2007).

In this paper, | continue the works of Pukancova and Homola in introducing and implementation of
A-Box abduction algorithm (AAA) in DLs and making a problem solver in artificial intelligence, as
follow.

Definition 1 (Reiter’s Hitting set): Let C be a collection of sets. H is a hitting set of C if
HNC=0.

A hitting set is minimal (MHS) if the removal of any element will destroy the hitting set. A hitting
set is minimum if it has the smallest size over all hitting sets. Given H(C,K) is a minimum Hitting set
Problem. Now, if C is a collection of subsets of K, then H is the minimum hitting set of C, and H will
always be a subset of K. For example, let K = {1,2,3,4,5,6,7} and C = {{1,4,5}, {1,2,3}, {2,6,7},
{1,3,7}}. Then, {3,4,6} is a minimal hitting set (yet not minimum), and the only minimum hitting sets
are {1,2}, {1,6} and {1,7}.

Reiter’s Hitting Set Tree (HST) is a sound and complete Algorithm, and described in detail in
(Kalyanpur, 2006). Kalyanpur (2006) used Reiter’s Hitting Set Tree (HST) algorithm in debugging and
repair of OWL ontologies. To find all minimal hitting sets (and therefor all minimal explanations),
Reiter (1987) suggest the HS-Trees (Reiter, 1987, p.69).

Despite of containing all minimal explanations in HS-trees, it’s possible containing non-minimal HS
also. To solve this problem, we can construct the HS-tree by breath-first search algorithm and some
pruning. This pruned tree by Reiter’s techniques (Ibid), and reducing the complexity by breath-first
search, construct HS-tree that contains all minimal hitting sets as explanations, and we can check the
consistency of relations by “Calling TA”(ALC’s tableau algorithm (Baader et. al, 2003)) as a decidable
algorithm, to verify the consistency of K UH and H U {=0} respectively for each extracted MHS. (e.g.:
Pukancova and Homola, 2016, p.3-4)

! Notice that always the weakest solutions aren’t the best explanations! (For example, see: (Petatis et al., 2013 )
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The input of this algorithm is an OWL ontology as K, and an observation O from TBox. Algorithm

start by checking the consistency of H U {—=0}by one time calling TA (by indirect tableau method). If
H U {=0} was inconsistent, the algorithm, terminates without any MHS as explanation; otherwise,
algorithm continue by Reiter’s HS-Tree and breath-first search. ({3} or @ in this algorithm has the same
meaning as v’ in Reiter)

A problem of this algorithm is the high number of calling TA, and also, we can use some optimized
proposed by Reiter (1987) (lbid, p.5). An example of this ABox Abductive algorithm, by this
modification, showed in (Ibid, p.9). Moreover, this algorithm has these problems:

1. observations are only in the form of a single concept assertion;
2. explanations are limited to a set of atomic and negated atomic concept assertions.

3. the computed explanations are syntactically minimal; and this algorithm is not yet able to
take also semantic minimality into the account;

4. while some basic optimization techniques are already implemented (especially HS-tree
pruning), many of them are still missing (e.g., some form of tableau caching or incremental
tableau reasoning).

Pukancova and Homola solved many of the above problems in their next works, such as 2020 and
2022 articles, and implement this abductive reasoner in Pellet by higher expressivity power as SHOIQ
and by supporting multiple observations. However, ABox abduction algorithm, have still some
problems and such as other ABox abductive algorithms, have a high complexity (at least EXP-TIME).
Since there is no guarantee that all minimal explanations found, they in a new article (2022), by two
quick methods, QuickXplain (QXP) and MultipleXplain (MXP) based on black-boxes algorithms tried
to optimize this algorithm.

Concluding Remarks

ABox abduction algorithm, have still some problems and such as other ABox abductive algorithms,
have a high complexity (at least EXP-TIME). MHS algorithm is efficient, when we have minimal
explanations; But in the cases that we cannot find the minimal explanations, the complexity is at least
NP (in propositional fragments) and is worse in description extension by repeatedly recall TA. Even by
QXP and MXP optimization (as two quick problem solver strategies) in Pukancova and Homola (2022)
they conjecture merely that we can find classes of inputs that possibly are MHSs; But these claims
didn’t experiment so far. Also, despite MHS is a sound and complete algorithm, QXP and MXP, aren’t
complete. I and my teammates (in Borhan Group) in research titled “Knowledge Graph” (2022-2023),
are trying to find an efficient algorithm by combining tableaux-resolution algorithms of Klarman et al.
(2011) and Pukancové and Homola (2016-2022), without need to black-Box checking and calling TA.
This project is now in implementational and experimental phase in Protégeé.
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Abstract:

This paper examines the possibility metaphysical knowledge from the perspectives of Thomas Reid.
Some philosophers, like Immanuel Kant, based on specific epistemological and methodological
principles argue for the impossibility of metaphysical knowledge. Defending direct realism, Thomas
Reid, however, puts forward alternative epistemological and methodological principles that are
radically different from the methodological and epistemological principle of those who are skeptic
about metaphysics. In this paper, | explore the question of whether metaphysical knowledge is
achievable from Reid’s point of view. I argue that Reid’s direct realism allows the possibility of
metaphysics. Nevertheless, one cannot easily conclude that we have metaphysical knowledge, rather
we have reliable test to assess the falsity of some metaphysical beliefs.

Metaphysis and metaphysical knowledge

This paper explores the possibility of having metaphysical knowledge from Thomas Reid’s point of
view. Philosophers often mean different things by metaphysics; hence, before moving on, it is worth
clarifying what | mean by metaphysical knowledge. Historically, two conceptions of metaphysics can
be distinguished from each other. Sometimes, metaphysics is characterized as a science that attempts to
identify what types of categories are at the most fundamental levels of reality. In this characterization,
metaphysics is supposed to be an independent epistemic discipline with its own methodology and is
expected to provide systematic answers to questions like whether there are substances that persist
through time, what is the nature of such substances, what kinds of categories of entities do exist in the
worlds? etc.

Metaphysics has also been understood as ontology that is the very general science of being qua
being. Ontology deals with the question of what there is, whereas metaphysics, as an independent
discipline, attempts to reveal the real nature of an existing item. Metaphysics, in the second sense, is
not a distinct and autonomous discipline along with other sciences; rather, according to this



139 | 9™ Student Philosophy Conference — December 2022

characterization, metaphysics constitutes the subject matter for all other epistemic inquiries.* It would
fall within the scope of ontology to determine whether items such as Sherlock Holmes, numbers, events,
and whatever that is referred by the word ‘thing’ really belong to the furniture of the world; however,
it is the task of metaphysics to explain what the real nature of these items are, and whether they belong
to the fundamental structure of reality or not. It is the task of metaphysics to show, for example, that
Sherlock Holmes is a fictional entity, or numbers are abstract individuals, etc. (Varzi 2011: 407).

Given the mentioned distinction, now we can distinguish between two kinds of metaphysical
knowledge respectively: metaphysical knowledge and ontological knowledge. To achieve metaphysical
knowledge, one needs to find reliable answers to questions concerning the most fundamental level of
reality. In contrast, achieving ontological knowledge means to know what really exists in the objective
and mind-independent universe. Since knowledge has traditionally been defined as justified true belief,
and truth is an essential component of knowledge. Hence, having ontological knowledge requires an
epistemic access to the external reality, and to have metaphysical knowledge one needs to know what
the case at the most fundamental aspect of reality is.

Skepticism about metaphysical and ontological knowledge

Some philosophers, especially after David Hume, have seriously doubted human’s capability on
achieving metaphysical and ontological knowledge in senses described above. One influential figure in
this camp is Immanuel Kant who rejects the possibility of achieving both metaphysical and ontological
knowledge. Kant primarily aims to reject the possibility of metaphysics as an epistemic discipline;
however, his view is closely tied to his anti-realist account of ontology.

Kant’s project primarily is an investigation of the human mind from an epistemological point of
view. In this way, he tries to articulate the conditions under which human knowledge is possible. For
Kant, like many of his empiricist predecessors, the boundaries of human understanding of external
reality are bounded by experience. However, as opposed to empiricists, Kant believes that human
understanding is constrained by internal concepts that are innate to human cognitive faculties. Hence,
human understanding is a result of received sensory data that are processed by internal conceptual
structures of human mind. An obvious consequence of this view is that the external world is the cause
of raw sensory data; nevertheless, external reality, as it is in itself, is epistemically inaccessible to us
since we only understand it through innate concepts implanted in our mind. In other worlds, human
beings, in Kant’s view, have epistemic access only to appearances rather than reality i.e., things in
themselves (Kant 1999: A42/B59-60).

Metaphysics, especially in its first characterization, is an attempt to know what lies beyond the scope
of what appears to the human mind. Metaphysical knowledge, for Kant, is expected to be a synthetic a
priori judgment about the most fundamental aspect of reality. Such a judgment must be true based on
reality rather than one’s power of imagination or conjecture, and it is the task of the faculty of reason
to discover such truths. The faculty of reason, however, Kant states, cannot comprehend anything
outside the mind (Ibid B xiv.).

Metaphysics, as mentioned, is expected to inform us about what is going on at the most fundamental
aspect of reality. But the problem is that we only have access to the external reality through how it

! To follow the discussion about the distinction between metaphysics and ontology see: Quine (1963), Schaffer
(2009) and van Inwagen and Sullivan, 2008.
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appears to us, not how it is in itself. Given the way our cognitive faculties work, the conditions required
for metaphysical knowledge can never be satisfied. Accordingly, metaphysics, Kant argues, does not
deserve to be called a science or a study or a discipline since our cognitive ability precludes the
possibility of achieving such knowledge.

Kant’s view, in addition, stands in contrast to ontological realism according to which one can
recognize what exists in the external world. Indeed, Kant does not explicitly highlight the distinction
between the two senses of metaphysical knowledge discussed here; however, it is not extravagant to
claim that his account rules out the possibility of ontological knowledge as well. Since our beliefs about
the external reality are constrained by our mental faculties, we are not able to recognize what really
exists in the external world. In short, Kant rules out the possibility of both metaphysical and ontological
knowledge.

In Kant’s project described above, we should distinguish between methodological and
epistemological aspects of his critical philosophy. What explained in the previous paragraphs is the
epistemological aspect of his project. In brief, the epistemological aspect of Kant is that things in
themselves are not epistemically accessible to us. The methodological aspect of Kant’s theory is that to
begin a metaphysical inquiry, first one should comprehend what is knowable by the faculty of reason
alone. Put differently, before searching for metaphysical knowledge, one should first answer the
guestion of whether such knowledge is possible. It is wrong, Kant states, to rely on self-evident truths
and principles to start a metaphysical inquiry (Ibid 46). Commonsense, according to Kant, is “an appeal
to the opinion of the multitude, of whose applause the philosopher is ashamed” (Kant 1950: 7). Hence,
in metaphysics, Kant states, commonsense ‘has no right to judge at all’ since there is not any self-
evidential metaphysical truth (Ibid 119).

Thomas Reid and Metaphysical Knowledge

As mentioned, Kant’s argument against the possibility of metaphysical knowledge is grounded in
both epistemological and methodological aspects of his philosophy. In Thomas Reid’s philosophy, both
of these aspects are refuted. Now the question is whether Reid’s philosophy allows the possibility of
metaphysics as an epistemically legitimate inquiry. Before moving on, we should briefly review
epistemological and methodological aspects of Reid’s philosophy.

In the history of philosophy, Reid is known for his rejection of the theory of ideas and his support
of direct realism. The central thesis in the theory of ideas— defended by philosophers like Locke,
Berkeley, Hume, etc.— is that the immediate objects of thought are always some ideas in the mind.
Arguing that theory of ideas results in skepticism about the external world, Thomas Reid develops his
own position known as direct realism according to which the primary objects of our sense perceptions
are physical objects, rather than mental ideas (Reid EIP: 4.2, 321-2).

Reid is a realist philosopher that means that for him the existence of the external world and its
physical residents are taken for granted. Additionally, he holds that we have, epistemically speaking,
direct access to some of existing items occupied the external world. Reid’s direct realism, as Van Cleve
explains, has two important components: perceptual and epistemological. Reid defends perceptual
direct realism which states that “[p]hysical things are perceived directly, in a sense to be further
elucidated below. It amounts roughly to this: they are perceived without any perceived intermediaries”
(Van Cleve 2015: 82). Reid also defends epistemological direct realism that states that “some beliefs
about physical things are epistemically basic. The warrant they have for a subject does not derive from
the warrant of any other propositions the subject believes; they are justified apart from any reasons the
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subject has for believing them” (Ibid 81). Perceptual direct realism enables us to have direct access to
the external world. The epistemological direct realism explains how we can have knowledge of the
world as how it is in itself.

In addition, Reid’ epistemological perspective is closely tied to the notions of commonsense and the
first principles. Reid’s first principles of commonsense as John Greco interprets, is a faculty of judgment
(or perhaps a collection of faculties of judgment). (Greco 2014: 144). For Reid, the first principles of
commonsense enjoy epistemological priority. In other words, the first principles of commonsense
constitute the foundations of human knowledge (Ibid 143-147).

Reid, as many commentators show, defends a foundationalist theory of epistemic justification
according to which (1) there is a set of beliefs that are self-evident or immediately justified and (2) there
is a set of beliefs that are justified in virtue of their relations with those self-evident or immediately
justified beliefs. In this foundationalist picture, commonsense beliefs are the epistemic foundations of
all human knowledge. In other words, first principles are self-evidentially known; they are not derived,
through reasoning or argument, from other more fundamental beliefs. Rather, first principles provide
evidential ground for non-self-evident beliefs. One might ask why the first principles of commonsense
enjoy priority in the epistemological sense. The response to this question is embedded in Reid’s general
account of epistemology. Reid, as Greco notes, defends a kind of ‘proper function’ faculty reliabilism
according to which “our cognitive faculties give rise to knowledge so long as they are part of our natural

constitution and ‘not fallacious” (Ibid 149).?

Now let’s talk about Reid’s philosophical methodology that is also connected to his account of
commonsense. According to Reid, “Commonsense holds nothing of Philosophy nor needs her aid. But,
on the other hand, Philosophy . . . has no other root but the principles of Commonsense; it grows out of
them and draws its nourishment from them. Severed from this root, its honours wither, its sap is dried
up, it dies and rots” (Reid IHM: 101).

Reid, as Greco puts it, ascribes methodological priority to the principles of commonsense. In this
way, the first principles of commonsense “provide pre-theoretical commitments that philosophical
theories ought to respect, at least in the absence of good reasons for rejecting them” (Greco 2014: 142).
Put differently, first principles, prima facie, play the role of pre-theoretical starting points. In other
words, “first principles constrain theory: they act as (defeasible) pre-theoretical commitments that
philosophical theories ought to respect” (Ibid 146).3

One convincing argument that shows why commonsense beliefs enjoy methodological priority is
that this is the only plausible methodology at our disposal. In general, Reid believes that there are only
three methodological options available in an epistemological or philosophical investigation: “(a) we
may begin by trusting none of our faculties until we have reason for believing them trustworthy, (b) we
may begin by trusting some of our faculties but not others, (¢) we may begin by trusting all of our
faculties until we have reason for believing them untrustworthy” (Ibid 149). Reid argues that the first
option as a non-starter since this view ends up with skepticism.* The second option, that looks like the

2 All sources of knowledge, including commonsense first principles, are ‘given us by Nature’ and are ‘the result

of our constitution;’ thus, they are “equally trustworthy in their normal and healthy state” (Greco 2014: 148).

3 Indeed, Reid does not mean that commonsense beliefs are sacrosanct principles which have to be maintained at
all costs. Rather, the first principles can be rejected by a philosophical theory, provided that such a philosophical
theory offers very strong considerations.

4 See: Reid, EIP, VI, V: 447
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Kantian methodology, is inconsistent since it implies that some of our faculties are reliable, but some
are not, and Reid argues, there is no non-arbitrary criterion to distinguish which ones are reliable and
which ones are not (Reid IHM:183). Therefore, the only plausible methodological option is the third
one according to which commonsense beliefs enjoy methodological priority in all philosophical
inquiries including metaphysical ones.®

Reid’s account of direct realism explains why he must be understood as an ontological realist.
According to Reid, we have epistemic access to external reality. Our perceptual senses and empirical
investigations built upon experiences provide us knowledge of external reality. The upshot is: we have
good reasons to accepts what appears to us in healthy circumstances are reliable and real. Therefore,

ontological knowledge is possible from the perspective of Reid’s philosophy.

Now the important question is whether metaphysical knowledge, in the first sense of
characterization of metaphysics, is also possible. Can one achieve metaphysical knowledge?
Considering Reid’s remarks regarding the methodological priority of commonsense first principles, we
can never rule out the possibility of having metaphysical knowledge. For Reid, first principles are the
foundation of all branches of human knowledge—for instance, natural philosophy, grammar, logic,
mathematics, aesthetics, morals, and metaphysics. To have knowledge in any of these branches, prima
facie, one needs to find some first principles related to them and then builds up the other beliefs upon
those relevant first principles. Given Reid’s model of broad and moderate epistemology. Can we apply
this method to metaphysical investigations?

Not only does Reid allow the possibility of having metaphysical knowledge, but also one can find a
list of some metaphysical first principles that he regards them as self-evidentially true in his works.
Some of these principles that he listed are as follows:

i. “[T]he qualities which we perceive by our senses must have a subject, which we call
body, and that the thoughts we are conscious of must have a subject, which we call mind”

ii. “[A] figure cannot exist, unless there be something that is figured” or “T not only
perceive figure and motion, but I perceive them to be qualities: They have a necessary relation
to something in which they exist as their subject”

iii. “... whatever begins to exist, must have a cause which produced it”

iv. “... design and intelligence in the cause, may be inferred, with certainty, from marks
or signs of it in the effect” (Reid EIP VI, VI: 495, 497, 503).

Prima facie, it seems that to have metaphysical knowledge, one needs to build up her metaphysical
theories based upon these and other metaphysical first principles. Nevertheless, a serious concern
prevents us from this hasty conclusion. Based on Reid’s methodology, we can only claim that achieving
metaphysical knowledge is possible; however, possibility does not entail actuality.

To have metaphysical knowledge, one should trust the faculty of reason that is supposed to generate
synthetic a priori beliefs regarding the most fundamental structure of reality. This faculty gives rise to
metaphysical first principles that are expected to be the foundation of reliable metaphysical theories.
Do we have good reasons to rely on such faculty?

5 Therefore, Kantian view which holds that in metaphysics commonsense ‘has no right to judge at all’ is wrong.
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As mentioned, Reid defends a broad and moderate form of foundationalism. “His foundationalism
is broad because it allows a variety of sources of immediate knowledge. It is moderate because it does
not require that these sources be infallible” (Greco 1995: 294). In addition, Reid holds that we should
trust a faculty until we find good reason to doubt it. For instance, we should trust our faculty of memory,
since there are reliable reasons to believe that our memory beliefs are true because we have inductive
evidence that shows our memories typically give rise to knowledge. Put differently, experience shows
us that the faculty of memory has a good track-record that makes this faculty reliable.

Such a good track-record is absent when it comes to the faculty of reason in generating metaphysical
beliefs. A cursory glance at the history of metaphysics shows that metaphysicians never reach any kind
of consensus. Hence, it is reasonable that one does not trust the faculty of reason when it gives rise to a
metaphysical belief. Indeed, as opposed to Kant, Reid does not rule out the possibility of achieving
metaphysical knowledge. Nevertheless, based on the track-record of the faculty of reason in yielding
metaphysical beliefs, it is reasonable not to trust this faculty.

Consequently, we can hold, for Reid, the first principles of commonsense do not positively
contribute to achieving metaphysical knowledge. Nevertheless, they play an important role in our
philosophical inquiries, including metaphysics. As discussed above, Reid believes that
methodologically, “commonsense should serve as a check on ‘speculative understanding,” on pains of
falling into dishonor and metaphysical lunacy” (Greco 2014:152). In this way, we can assess the
plausibility of our philosophical/metaphysical theories in a negative way. A theory that appears merely
contradictory with our reliable first principles has one of the marks of falsehood. This issue, however,
does not indicate that once a theory is compatible with commonsense beliefs is true.

For instance, it is obviously known to us by commonsense that our mental states affect our bodily
behaviors. We know that we are agents and have responsibility for our intentional behaviors. It is known
to us that animals like turkeys, trout, plants like trees, artifacts like chairs etc. are all composite objects,
while we know that any arbitrary combination of objects like trout-turkeys are not real composite object.
According to Reid, such beliefs are produced by faculties (commonsense) that have a reliable track-
records. Nevertheless, there are metaphysical theories that obviously contradict such beliefs or make
our such things illusory and unreal. For instance, some versions of physicalism (eliminative
materialism) obviously reject the occurrence of mental causation; or some versions of determinism
refutes the reality of human agency; or some theories on ordinary material objects (universalism) allow
the occurrence of objects like trout-turkeys. What we learned from Reid’s epistemological methodology
is that instead of accepting such full-blown metaphysical theories, we have epistemic duty to rely on
our appearances and remain skeptical about metaphysical theories that obviously falsify reliable first
principles.

Conclusion

In this paper, I tried to show that Reid’s direct realism is closely tied to ontological realism, i.e., we
know what really exists in the mind-independent universe. Hence, according to Reid, we have
ontological knowledge. Nevertheless, one cannot easily conclude that we also have metaphysical
knowledge, in the first sense of characterization of metaphysics; nevertheless, we have reliable test to
assess the falsity of some metaphysical beliefs.
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