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      Introduction

      
      
       Metaphilosophy is the project of examining philosophy itself from a philosophical
         point of view—it is the philosophy of philosophy, if you will. Its definitive mission
         is to facilitate an understanding of how philosophy works—the aim of the enterprise,
         the instrumental and procedural resources for its work, and the prospect of its success.
      

      
       From Plato onwards, philosophers have addressed this topic, usually by way of rather
         brief discussions of how they themselves purpose to conduct their own philosophical
         business. The process of a larger self-detached perspective did not really come until
         the twentieth century.[1] 
      

      
      Metaphilosophy has two dimensions. There is descriptive or historical metaphilosophy which provides an account of what has been thought regarding the conduct of philosophical inquiry, and there is prescriptive or normative
         metaphilosophy which deliberates about what is to be thought regarding the conduct
         of philosophizing. The former has a historical orientation, the later a systematic
         one. The two dimensions cannot be surgically separated, but they differ in matters
         of priority and emphasis. All the same, the present book squarely prioritizes the
         systematic and normative dimension. Its emphasis is not too much on what people have
         said as or what, in the prevailing circumstances would seem to be, the reasonable
         things to say.
      

      
       The key fact about metaphilosophy is that it forms a part of philosophy itself. This
         is a unique feature of the enterprise: the philosophy of biology is not a part of
         biology, the philosophy of mathematics is not a part of mathematics. And it means
         that the salient features of philosophizing in general—including the inherently controversial
         and discordant nature of philosophical doctrines—is also bound to afflict metaphilosophy.
         Here too, as we shall see, there is no prospect of achieving consensus. To be sure,
         this is not so with respect to the purely historical metaphilosophy concerned to describe
         what has been done in the way of philosophizing. But it is emphatically so with regard to the normative
         issues of what can and should properly be done in cultivating the subject. And so, even to ask if cogent philosophizing is possible—let
         alone to investigate how it might be carried out—is to engage in philosophizing.
      

      
       Thus, in the final analysis there is no alternative to philosophizing as long as
         we remain in the province of reasoned inquiry. This salient point was already well
         put by Aristotle: “[Even if we join those who believe that philosophizing is not possible]
         in this case too we are obliged to inquire how it is possible for there to be no Philosophy;
         and then, in inquiring, we philosophize, for rational inquiry is the essence of Philosophy.”[2] To those who are prepared simply to abandon philosophy, to withdraw from the whole
         project of trying to make sense of things, we can have little to say. (How can one
         reason with those who deny the pointfulness and propriety of reasoning?) But with
         those who argue for its abandonment we can do something—once we have enrolled them in the community
         as fellow theorists with a position of their own. F. H. Bradley hit the nail on the
         head: “The man who is ready to prove that metaphysical knowledge is impossible . .
         . is a brother metaphysician with a rival theory of first principles.”[3] One can abandon philosophy, but one cannot advocate its abandonment through rational argumentation without philosophizing.
      

      
      Moreover, philosophy has no choice but to be systematic. A single illustration suffices
         to make the point.
      

      
       Suppose that we are sailing on the open sea on a vacation cruise ship. It is dusk,
         and the visibility is getting poor. As we stroll on deck along the rail of the ship,
         there is suddenly a shout, “Man overboard.” Someone grabs a life preserver from the
         nearby bulkhead and rushes with it towards the railing. Suddenly, he comes to a stop
         and hesitates a moment. To our astonishment he turns, retraces his steps, and replaces
         the life preserver, calmly proceeding step by step as the region of the incident slips
         away, first out of reach, then out of sight. Puzzled and chagrined, we turn to the
         individual and ask why he broke off the rescue attempt. The response runs as follows:
         “Of course, throwing that life preserver was my first instinct, as my behavior clearly
         showed. But then some ideas from my undergraduate epistemology courses came to mind
         and convinced me that it made no sense to continue.” Intrigued, we ask for more details
         and receive the following response:
      

      
         Consider what we actually knew. All we could see was that something that looked like
            a human head was bobbing out there in the water. But the visibility was poor. It could
            have been an old mop or a lady’s wig stand. Those noises we took for distant shouts
            would well have been no more than a pulsing of the engines and the howling of the
            wind. There was simply no decisive evidence that it was actually a person out there.
            And then I remembered William Kingdon Clifford’s classic dictum: “It is wrong always,
            everywhere, and for anyone, to believe anything upon insufficient evidence.” So why
            act on a belief that there was actually a human being in danger out there, when the
            evidence for any such belief was clearly insufficient? And why carry out a rescue
            attempt when you do not accept that someone actually needs rescuing?
         

      

      Something has clearly gone badly wrong here. We may not choose to fault our misguided
         shipmate as an epistemologist, yet we cannot but wonder about his moral competency.
      

      
       Even if I unhesitatingly accept and endorse the abstract principle that one must
         try to be helpful to others in situations of need, I am clearly in moral difficulty
         if I operate on too stringent a standard of evidence in relevant contexts—if, for
         example, I allow skeptical concerns about other minds to paralyze me from ever recognizing
         another creature as a human person. For then I will be far reachingly precluded from
         doing things that, morally considered, I ought to do. William James rightly noted this connection between epistemology and morality,
         in insisting that the skeptic rudely treads morality underfoot: “If I refuse to stop
         a murder because I am in [some] doubt whether it is not justifiable homicide, I am
         virtually abetting the crime. If I refuse to bale out a boat because I am in doubt
         whether my effort will keep her afloat, I am really helping to sink her. . . . Skepticism
         in moral matters is an active ally of immorality.”[4] There is much to be said for this view of the matter.
      

      
      To operate in life with epistemological principles so stringent as to impede the discharge of one’s standard moral obligations is to invite justified reproach. Where the interests of others are at
         risk, we cannot, with moral appropriateness, deploy evidential standards of acceptability
         of a higher, more demanding sort than those that are normally operative in the community
         in the ordinary run of cases. At this point, epistemology has moral ramifications.
         For morality as we know it requires a common-sense, down-to-earth epistemology for
         its appropriate implementation.
      

      
       In such a case, then, the stance we take in the one domain (epistemology) has significant
         repercussions for the way we can proceed in the other (ethics). The issues arising
         in these seemingly remote areas stand in systemic interlinkage. Externalities can
         come into play. A problem-solution that looks like a bargain in the one domain may
         exact an unacceptable price in the other.
      

      
       Overall, our paramount guide in philosophy as in life is simply experience. And just as it would be irrational of me to hold beliefs that are at odds with the
         evidence at my disposal, so it would be irrational of me to hold a philosophical position
         that is at odds with the overall corpus of my experience. Accordingly the fact that
         your philosophy (or Plato’s) should differ from mine on this or that point affords
         no reason whatsoever why one should hesitate to accept and endorse the substance of
         one’s own position. In philosophy as in practical affairs one can do no better than
         to endeavor to do the best one can with the available resources. The fact that someone
         else who is differently situated might (and likely would) proceed differently need
         not and should not give one the slightest pause.
      

      
       So in philosophy as in science and indeed in life at large, experience must be our
         direction. But here of course it is not just reasoning experience that counts but
         experience in its larger sense—with affective experience and cognitive experience
         at large emphatically included.
      

      
       To show how all this works itself out in a unified view of the philosophical project
         is the task of the present book.
      

      
      Notes
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      Chapter 1

      The Mission of Philosophy

      
         
         
      

      
       Philosophy is a matter of rational inquiry, a cognitive venture in question-resolution
         subject to the usual standards of rationality. In doing philosophy we are committed
         by the very nature of the project at hand to maintaining a commitment to the usual
         groundrules of cognitive and practical rationality.[1]  The discipline seeks to bring rational order, system, and intelligibility to the
         confusing diversity of our cognitive affairs. It strives for orderly arrangements
         in the cognitive sphere that will enable us to find our way about in the world in
         an effective and satisfying way. Philosophy is indeed a venture in theorizing, but
         one whose rationale is eminently practical. A rational animal that has to make its
         evolutionary way in the world by its wits has a deep-rooted urge to extend practical
         into speculative reason.
      

      
       Philosophy is thus akin to science in that its contentions are theoretic in nature
         rather than simply observational, invoking a substantial measure of theoretical conjecture
         rather than observational reportage. However, philosophy is distinct from science
         in that science is oriented to accounting for the world’s concrete observed occurrences
         as such, whereas philosophy is oriented to the ways in which we humans can, do, and
         should think about things.
      

      
       Philosophy is identified as one particular human enterprise among others by its characterizing
         mission of providing satisfactory answers to the “big questions” that we have regarding
         the world’s scheme of things and our place within it. And these big issues relate
         to fundamentals of human concern, being universal in dealing with humans at large
         rather than particular groups thereof (farmers or doctors or Europeans or contemporaries
         of Shakespeare). Philosophical deliberations must have a bearing—direct or oblique—for
         the key essentials of the human condition—knowledge and truth, justice and mortality,
         beauty and goodness, and the like.
      

      
       Philosophy seeks to connect and coordinate understanding (cognition) and appreciation
         (valuation) by giving us a securer grasp of the what, how, and why of the things that
         have worth and value for us humans and are worthwhile as investments for the limited
         time and energy at our disposal during our brief sojourn in this world. The plain
         man “knows what he likes,” the philosopher ought (by rights) to be able to explain
         how and why it is that some things deserve being liked and “are worth it.” One salient task of philosophy is accordingly to
         enlarge our sensibilities, to enhance our cultural sophistication (German: Bildung), to develop our appreciation of matters of value, significance, and interest—to
         enrich our lives through a more developed appreciation of the products of nature and
         of artifice.
      

      
       Perhaps one really should not speak of “the mission of philosophy” because the field in fact has several missions:
      

      
      
         	
            to explain the human condition in relation to the world and our place in its vast
               scheme of things.
            

            
         

         
         	
            to provide guidance in making assessment of importance, worth, justice, and other
               major dimensions of evaluation.
            

            
         

         
         	
            to elucidate the considerations that can channel our actions in positive and constructive
               directions.
            

            
         

         
      

      
      All in all the aim of the enterprise is to enable us to achieve clarity of thought
         regarding these issues. There is, to be sure, disagreement among philosophers about
         priorities, some favoring one as against other possibilities. But overall it would
         be in order to characterize philosophy as a matter of seeking for the best-available
         answers to the big questions regarding issue of belief, evaluation, and action.
      

      
       The need for knowledge is part and parcel of our nature. A deep-rooted demand for
         information and understanding presses in upon us, and we have little choice but to
         satisfy it. And once the ball is set rolling it keeps on under its own momentum—far
         beyond the limits of strictly practical necessity. The great Norwegian polar explorer
         Fridtjof Nansen put it well. What drives men to the polar regions, he said, is
      

      
      
         The power to the unknown over the human spirit. As ideas have cleared with the ages,
            so has this power extended its might, and driven Man willy-nilly onwards along the
            path of progress. It drives us in to Nature’s hidden powers and secrets, down to the
            immeasurably little world of the microscopic, and out into the unprobed expanses of
            the Universe. . . . It gives us no peace until we know this planet on which we live,
            from the greatest depth of the ocean to the highest layers of the atmosphere. This
            Power runs like a strand through the whole history of polar exploration. In spite
            of all declarations of possible profit in one way or another, it was that which, in
            our hearts, has always driven us back there again, despite all setbacks and suffering.[2] 
         

         
      

      The discomfort of unknowing is a natural component of human sensibility. To be ignorant
         of what goes on about us is almost physically painful for us—no doubt because it is
         so dangerous from an evolutionary point of view. As William James observed: “The utility
         of this emotional effect of [security of] expectation is perfectly obvious “natural
         selection,” in fact, was bound to bring it about sooner or later. It is of the utmost
         practical importance to an animal that he should have prevision of the qualities of
         the objects that surround him.”[3] 
      

      
       It is a situational imperative for us humans to acquire information about the world.
         We have questions and we need answers. Homo sapiens is a creature that must, by his very nature, feel cognitively at home in the world.
         Relief from ignorance, puzzlement, and cognitive dissonance is one of cognition’s
         most important benefits. These benefits are both positive (pleasures of understanding)
         and negative (reducing intellectual discomfort through the removal of unknowing and
         ignorance and the diminution of cognitive dissonance). The basic human urge to make
         sense of things is a characteristic aspect of our make-up—we cannot live a satisfactory
         life in an environment we do not understand. For us, cognitive orientation is itself
         a practical need: cognitive disorientation is actually stressful and distressing.
      

      
       The benefits of knowledge are twofold: theoretical (or purely cognitive) and practical
         (or applied). The theoretical/cognitive benefits of knowledge relate to its satisfactions
         in and for itself, for understanding is an end unto itself and, as such, is the bearer
         of important and substantial benefits—benefits which are purely cognitive, relating
         to the informativeness of knowledge as such. The practical benefits of knowledge,
         on the other hand, relate to its role in guiding the processes by which we satisfy
         our (noncognitive) needs and wants. The satisfaction of our needs for food, shelter,
         protection against the elements, and security against natural and human hazards all
         require information. And the satisfaction of mere desiderata comes into it as well.
         We can, do, and must put knowledge to work to facilitate the attainment of our goals,
         guiding our actions and activities in this world into productive and rewarding lines.
         And this is where the practical payoff of knowledge comes into play.
      

      
       Philosophers generally pursue their mission of grappling with those traditional “big
         questions” regarding ourselves, the world, and our place within its scheme of things
         by means of what is perhaps best characterized as rational conjecture. Conjecture comes into it because those questions arise most pressingly where the
         available information does not suffice—where they are not straight-forwardly answerable
         in terms of what has already been established. What is needed here is an ampliative methodology of inquiry—one that is so in C. S. Peirce’s sense of underwriting contentions
         whose assertoric content goes beyond the evidence in hand.[4]  We need to do the very best we can to resolve questions that transcend accreted
         experience and outrun the reach of the information already at our disposal. It thus
         becomes necessary to have a way for obtaining the best available, the “rationally
         optimal,” answers to our information-in-hand-transcending questions about how matters
         stand in the world. And experience-based conjecture—theorizing if you will—is the
         most promising available instrument for question-resolution in the face of imperfect
         information. It is a tool for use by finite intelligences, providing them not with
         the best possible answer (in some rarified sense of this term), but with the best available answer, the putative best that one can manage to secure in the actually existing
         conditions in which we do and must conduct our epistemic labors.
      

      
       Despite those guarding qualifications, the “best available” answer at issue here
         is intended in a rather strong sense. We want not just an “answer” of some sort, but
         a viable and acceptable answer—one to whose tenability we are willing to commit ourselves.
         The rational conjecture at issue is not to be a matter of mere guesswork, but one of responsible estimation in a strict sense of the term. It is not just an estimate of the true answer that we want, but an estimate that is sensible and
         defensible: tenable, in short. We may need to resort to more information than is actually given, but
         we do not want to make it up “out of thin air.” The provision of reasonable warrant
         for rational assurance is the object of the enterprise.
      

      
       In the information-deficient, enthymematic circumstances that prevail when questions
         must be resolved in the face of evidential underdetermination, we have and can have
         no logically airtight guarantee that the “best available” answer is actually true. Given that such truth-estimation
         involves transcending the information at hand, we know that rational inference cannot
         guarantee the truth of its products. (Indeed, if the history of human inquiry has
         taught us any one thing, it is the disastrous metainduction that the best estimate
         of the truth that we can make at any stage of the cognitive game all too frequently
         comes to be seen to be well off the mark with the wisdom of eventual hindsight.) Rational
         inquiry is a matter of doing no more—but also no less—than the best we can manage
         to realize in its prevailing epistemic circumstances. Nevertheless, the fact remains
         that the rationally indicated answer does in fact afford our most promising estimate of the true answer—that for whose acceptance as true the optimal overall case be
         constructed in the circumstances at hand.
      

      
       The need for such an estimative approach is easy to see. After all, we humans live
         in a world not of our making where we have to do the best we can with the limited
         means at our disposal. We must recognize that there is no prospect of assessing the
         truth—or presumptive truth—of claims (be they philosophical or scientific) independently
         of the use of our imperfect mechanisms of inquiry and systematization. And here it
         is estimation that affords the best means for doing the job. We are not—and presumably will never
         be—in a position to stake a totally secure claim to the definitive truth regarding
         those great issues of philosophical interest. But we certainly can—and indeed must—do
         the best we can to achieve a reasonable estimate of the truth. We can and do aim at the truth in our inquiries even in circumstances where we cannot make failproof
         pretentions to its attainment, and where we have no alternative but to settle for
         the best available estimate of the truth of the matter—that estimate for which the best case can be made out
         according to the appropriate standards of rational cogency.
      

      
       A key definitive feature of philosophical deliberation is its concern for normative
         issues. A key concern of the enterprise is with not just what people do think and
         say but with what they should think and say if their views are to qualify as acceptable to others. For a philosophical
         discussion should develop a case for its conclusion whose cogency in the circumstances
         would be apparent to anyone. The philosopher must provide a rationale for his claims—a manifold of good reasons why anyone, anywhere should accept them.
         Impersonal reason is the arbiter of philosophical cogency. Philosophy cannot be grounded
         on individualized predilections or personal preferences. Already Socrates proceeded
         from the conviction that the raw materials for cogent philosophizing were available
         to and would be interrogatively extended from any reasonable person. Only what can
         and should be seen to make sense for anyone in the circumstances will carry much philosophical
         weight.
      

      
       Philosophy pivots on reasoned inquiry because we are homo sapiens, a rational animal. We do not want just answers to our questions, but answers that can satisfy
         the demands of our intelligence—answers that we can in good conscience regard as appropriate,
         as tenable and defensible. We are not content with answers people would like to have
         (psychologism) nor with answers that are theoretically available (possibility mongering).
         What we want is cogent guidance regarding which answers to adopt—which contentions are correct or at any rate plausible. And reason affords our prime
         standard in this regard. Philosophizing in the classical manner is a matter of exploiting
         the available indications of experience to answer those big questions on the agenda
         of traditional philosophy—is predicated on the use of reason to do the best we can
         to align our cognitive commitments with the substance of our experience. In this sense,
         philosophizing involves an act of faith: when we draw on our experience to answer
         our questions we have to proceed in the tentative hope that the best we can do is
         good enough, in that what holds good for us will hold good in general.
      

      
      Questions as Pivotal: The Erotetic Dimension

      
       In its dealing with such issues, philosophy principally asks questions having two
         forms:
      

      
      
         	
            Clarifactory questions issuing from the format
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