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Book Review

Michael P. Lynch, In Praise of Reason, The MIT Press, CambridgeMA, 2012, hardcover. ISBN
978-0-262-01722-0. 166 pages.

REVIEWED BY FERNANDO SALVETTI
L ocos KNowLEDGE NETWORK/BERN & LUGANO (SwITZERLAND)
MAcsis’/UNIVERSITY “Bicocca” oF MiLAN (ITALY)

Why does reason matter, if—as many people seem to think—in the end everything comes down to
blind faith or gut instinct? Why not just go with what you believe evenif it contradictsthe evidence? Why
bother with rationd explanation when name-calling, manipulation, and force are o much moreeffectivein
our current cultural and political landscape?

Can wegive objectivereasonsfor our most basic standards of reason (our fundamental epistemic
principles)? Or istherereason for skepticism? Lynch argues, against several forms of skepticism about
reason, that we can, but that the reasonswe can givefor epistemic principlesare ultimately practical, not
epistemic. Appealsto scientific principlesof rationality are part of the essential common currency of any
civil democratic society: we owe our fellow citizens explanationsfor what we do based on epistemic
principlesthat tell usmainly what isrationa to believe and what sources of information to trust. He means
by “reason” theahility to explain and justify our beliefsand commitmentsand, inanarrower sense, theuse
of logical inference (both “ deductive” and “inductive’) and “ observation” from perceptua experience (p.
3).

Lynch’sbook, subtly argued and passionately written, isinteresting anditsrelevanceto philosophical
practiceishigh. Thecommunicative styleisrigorouswithout jargon, clear and concise. And Lynch en-
dorsestheideathat all individual s share acommon currency of reason with our fellow human beings.
Hence he arguesthat the process of giving and asking for reasons matters, independently of what it may

happento get us.

Thelast decade has seen skepticism debated with renewed vigor: skepticism both presentsafoil
against which positive epistemic theses may be modified and tested, and offers powerful argumentsthat
perhapseven lead to the conclusion that it correctly capturesour ultimate epistemic condition. Skepticism
about the practical value of reason has emerged even within the scientific academy. Many philosophers
and psychol ogistsclaim that thereasonswe givefor our most deeply held viewsare often little morethan
“rationalizations’ of our prior convictions, or that reason operates under thefalse pretenseto reveal the
objectivetruth. Or they claim—asdid some early Greek phil osophers—that we cannot givereasonsfor
our trust in reason without running in circlesbecausereasonsarealways“relative.” dictated by our culture
or dependent on the vagariesof our individual psychologies.

The problem of the value of reason (ratio) isone of the oldest philosophical problemswithinthe
Western philosophical tradition, and skeptical approachesare agreat challengeto theimportance of
reasoning and the practi ce of exchanging reasons. Theaim of Lynch’sbook isto defend both the val ue of
giving reasonsin public discourseand the value of certain principlesover others—in particular thosethat
congtitute ascientific approach to theworld. Histhinking on these subjects has many influences. among
others John Dewey (1910; 1916; 1929;1938), Charles Sanders Peirce (1867-1893; 1893-1913), and
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William James (1890; 1907), aswell asthe more recent work of Ernest Sosaon reflective knowledge
(2009) and William Alston on epistemic circularity (1986; 1993).

How do werationally defend our most fundamental epistemic principles?Lynch, who distinguishes
among severa sourcesof skepticism, focusesmainly on asubtleone: the belief that wecan’t givereasons
for our trust in reason without running in circles. Every one of our beliefsis produced by somemethod or
source, beit humble (like memory) or complex (liketechnologically assisted science). If amethod is
challenged, it’snot possible appedl to the same method to show that it isreliable. That would becircular.
And appealing to another method won't hel p either, for unlessthat method can be shown to bereliable,
using it to determinethereliability of thefirst method answersnothing. So anon-skeptical discussant ends
up efther continuing oninthe samevein, pointlessly citing reasonsfor methods and methodsfor reasons
forever (i.e, arguingincircles), or granting that the method isgroundless.

In other words, asRobert Nozick (1981) pointed out, you think you are seeing these words, but could
you not be hallucinating or dreaming or having your brain stimulated to giveyou the experience of seeing
these marks on paper although no such thing isbeforeyou? More extremely, could you not befloatingina
tank while super-psychologistsstimulate your brain e ectrochemically to produce exactly the same experi-
encesasyou arenow having, or even to produce thewhol e sequence of experiencesyou havehadinyour
lifetimethusfar?If oneof these other thingswas happening, your experiencewould beexactly thesameas
itnow is. So how canyou know noneof themishappening?Yet if you do not know these possibilitiesdon’t
hold, how can you know you are reading these pages now?1f you do not know you haven't alwaysbeen
floatinginthetank at the mercy of the psychol ogists, how canyou know anything: what your nameis, who
your parentswere, whereyou comefrom, etc.?

So, if you aretrying to beanot (so) skeptical person, no matter whichway you go it seemsyou must
admit you can give no reason for trusting your methods, and hence no reason to defend your most funda-
mental epistemic principles. Thisskeptical argument isdisturbing becauseit seemsto suggest that, inthe
end, al “rationd” explanationsend up being grounded on something arbitrary. But the thought that every-
thingisarbitrary underminesakey principleof acivil society, because democraciesare set upto alow for
mutual deliberation involving the exchange of “public reasons’ which arerecognized by standards other
than your own.

But among Lynch’smain pointsthereisadeeper ideathat pointsto apossible solution: we need to
justify our epistemic principlesfrom acommon point of view becausewe need shared epistemic principles
inorder to even haveacommon point of view, ashared background of standardsagainst whichto measure
what countsasareliable source of information, or areliable method of enquiry. Put ssimply, asLynch
writes,we need an epistemi c common currency because we often haveto decidejointly, and without avote
or other polling system, what to do in the face of disagreement. Evenif, asthe skeptic says, we can't
defend thetruth of our principleswithout circularity, we might still be able, asLynch argues, to show that
someare better than others. Observation and experiment, for example, aren’t just good becausethey are
reliable meansto thetruth. They arevaluable because almost everyone can appeal to them. They have
rootsin our naturd instincts, as David Hume (1739-1740; 1748) might have said. Direct epistemic rea
sonsarereasonsto believe, writesLynch, that something istrue; and thisis*just the sort of reason Hume
sayswelack for our first principles’ (p. 74). So, Hume and the skeptics areright that we haveto trust
those sourceswithout evidence. Than we haveto take something for granted. Our “ naturd ingtincts’ make
ustrust certain methods of belief whether we can giveevidencefor their reliability or not (p. 82).
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Thereal problemiswhether we can givereasonsfor our first principles, regardless of whether wetake
them to be matters of common sense. So appealing to our natural ingtinctsisn't going to get usout of this
problem, thoughitisastepintheappropriatedirection (p. 78). Thesamegoeswithtradition: it lonecan’t
be our answer to skepticism about reason. AsLynch underlinestradition (both witha*“ progressive” ap-
proach alaRichard Rorty (1979;1989), or following more* conservative” approaches such asthat of
Michael Oakeshott (1962; 1975)) cannot be abetter routeto objective knowledge (seeespeically p. 67
and p. 70).

Totakearational approach for dealing with our first principles, “we should commit ourselvesto a
particular attitude of openinquiry” (p. 82), being awarethat commitment isdistinct from belief. Onecan
commit to aprinciplewithout believingitistrue, asdo scientistsswho commit to atheory, and sorely onit
in subsequent reasoning, whileremaining agnostic about itsultimate veracity. Noticethat thissort of com-
mitment isnot availableto askeptic, that is, to someonewho always and only questionsand who never
commits

Such an agpproach comesfor instancefrom William Kingdon Clifford (1877) who held that itiswrong
to believeanything oninsufficient evidence and yet, in so doing, showed that committing ourselvestothis
principlefocesusto take something fundamental for granted. Inthe process of using “logical inference’
and “ observation,” we becomeawarethat we must trust some fundamental epistemic principles(namely
thosethat are congtitutive of scientific practice) eventhough we are not able to demonstratethat they are
reliablewithout employing them. Yet weare nonethtlessableto justify those epistemic principlesasgiving
“practical” (and*“ public”) reasons by showing how important these principlesarefor afunctioning civil
society (p. 84).

While skeptical worriesare serious and in many ways understandable, they can be answered. As
Lynch emphasizes: “ Reason matters and appeal sto reasons matter” (p. 3). Hispoint isthat defending
someof our epistemic principles, “our faithinreason,” isrequired by someof our other principles(p. 8).
Similar points have been made by John Rawls (1996) and Jirgen Habermas (1981) asthey weredealing
with thekey componentsof afunctioning libera democracy, and by Karl Raimund Popper (1945; 1972),
Friedrich August von Hayek (1982), HansAlbert (1968; 1978) and John Watkins (1984) who were
working from thedifferent perspectiveof critica rationalism.

The concept of reason Lynchisdeployingis® marked with frailty, fed by our sentimentsand passions’
(p- 10). Fromthispoint of view reasonisamix of limited rational ity and rationalization; of trueand false
intuitions, inductions, syllogismsand paraogisms, of waysof saying and doing things, persond opinions
and shared beliefs; and of being in arelationship with redlity that isnecessarily indirect, selective, and
aboveall metaphorical asitismediated linguistically and conceptually. Theseideasare supported by the
evidencethat even onapreverbal level, abstractionisacharacteristic of the categories our mindsneed to
work (Gaston Bachelard: 1927, 1972; Michael Polanyi: 1974; Edgar Morin: 2008; BarbaraBertagni &
Fernando Salvetti: 2010).

Thepointisnot only that our reasonislimited. Itisalso that wearemainly not dispassionate reasoner's,
and it would bevery bad for usif wewere. AsAntonio Damasio (1994; 1999) hasargued with hissomatic
marker hypothesis, fedingsareinternal guidesthat allow usto connect ourselvesin variouswayswiththe
circumstancesinwhich wefind ourselves(thisis*socia cognition”) and henceto make decisions. So,
feelingsand emotional responsesthemsel ves can be reasons—often they are bad reasons—despitethe
Platonic and Stoic conception of human psychology inwhich reasonistheadult, whileemotionisthechild,
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and despite the Humean picture in which emotion ison the top and reason ison the bottom, such that
passionisawayswhat that causesusto act.

Unlessthe Humeanvisonissignificantly qudified, Lynch arguesthat it isvery implausible. If toreason
isto engageinjustification, then there can be unjustified and justified emotions—aswell asintuitions,
becauselike emotionsthey too are not separate from or independent of reason. Emotionsand intuitions
canbe*“rationdly evaluated” andjudged as coherent or incoherent with our other beliefsand intuitions(p.
31).

Thisiswhy scientific education “ clearly matters so much to the devel opment of ahealthy democracy:
it hasplayed ahistorical roleinidentifying prejudiceand bias’ (p. 38), and scienceitself presupposes
valuessuch astruth, objectivity, and what Lynch calls epistemic principlesthat tell uswhat isrationa or
right to believe (though within sophisticated frameworksit israrefor the datato be such that thereisjust
one conclusion we can draw, because usually the dataadmit more than oneinterpretation).

Whenit comesto our most fundamental epistemic principles, “ giving evidencefor themisimpossible
without circularity.” Nonetheless, “we Il believethem anyway” (p. 88). Wewill believe despitetheaware-
nessof such acircularity because these principles contribute to generating “ public” reasons, assessable
from aninter-subj ectiveand diachronic point of view, within asalf-correcting and group enterprisethat is
alsorelatively open and transparent. Moreover, scientific methods are a so highly repeatable and the
methods commonly used are adaptable and applied ideally to any problem.

Lynchwritesa so that methodslike observation, deduction and induction comenaturally to humans(p.
93). | am not so sure about that, being personally very closeto the epistemology of Karl Popper and its
criticismof psychologism and induction. So, in my opinion, amoredirect analysis of Popper’scritical
rationalism by Lynch could have be of someinterest. For instance, adiscussion of Popperianfdlibilismand
themethod of critical discussonwhichisaso very coherent withing an open and democratic society, might
haveclarified Lynch’'sownviews.

Nonethel ess, Lynch’sbook ishighly recommended. It isan interesting attempt to take seriously the
“fact” andthe“value’ of pluralism (at variouslevels. socid, politicd, scientific) withintheframework of a
democratic society, where* thefundamenta principlesof reason (mainly coming from scientific rationality)
arelesslikethefoundation of abuilding and morelikethe keystoneof anarch” (p. 138). Without the
keystone, the arch collapses; so other stonesmust also bein place. But Lynch remindsusthat wecan’t
look to thekeystone alone.

Refer ences

Albert, Hans(1978). Traktat Uber Rationale Praxis. Tubingen: Mohr Siebeck.

——(1968). Traktat Uber Kritische Vernunft. Tbingen: Mohr Siebeck, Revised edition 1991.

Alston, William P, (1986). Epistemic circul arity. Philosophy and Phenomenol ogical Research 47 (1): 1-30.

—-(1993) The Reliahility of Sense Perception. Ithaca: Cornell University Press.

Bachelard, Gaston (1927). Essai sur laconnai ssance approchée. Paris: Vrin.,

——-(1972). L’ engagement rationaliste. Paris: PUF

Bertagni, Barbara& Salvetti, Fernando (2010). Anthropol ogy and epistemol ogy for “gloca” managers.
Understanding theworldsinwhichweliveand work. In Bertagni, Barbara, LaRosa, Michde& Salvetti,
Fernando (eds.). « Gloca » working. Living and working acrosstheworld with cultural intelligence.
Milano: FrancoAngeli, pp. 123-184.



Review of In Praise of Reason 1233

Clifford, William Kingdon (1877). The Ethicsof Belief. Contemporary Review. Reprinted in The Ethicsof
Belief and Other Essays. New York: Prometheus Books, 1999.

Damasio, Antonio (1994). Descartes Error: Emotion, Reason, and the Human Brain. New York: Putnam.
Revised Penguin edition, 2005.

—— (1999). The Feeling of What Happens: Body and Emotion in the Making of Consciousness. Or-
lando: Harcourt.

Dewey, John (1910). How We Think. Boston: D.C. Heath & Co.

——(1916). Democracy and Education. The PennsylvaniaState University: Hazleton, 2001.

——(1929). The Quest for Certainty. A Study of the Relation of Knowledge and Action. Kessinger
Publishing, 2005.

——(1938). Logic, theTheory of Inquiry. New York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston.

Habermas, Jirgen (1981). Theorie deskommunikativen Handelns. Vol. 1: Handlungsrationalitéat und
ged|schaftlicheRationdigerung; Vol. 2: Zur Kritik der funktiondistischen Vernunft. FrankfurtanMain:
Suhrkamp Verlag.

Hayek, FriedrichAugust (1982). Law, Legidation and Liberty. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul.

Hume, David (1739-1740). A Treatise of Human Nature: Being anAttempt to I ntroduce the Experimental
Method of Reasoning into Mora Subjects. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000.

—— (1748). An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding. Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2000.

Morin, Edgar (2008). Laméthode, val. 2. Paris : Seuil.

Nozick, Robert (1981). Philosophical Explanations. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Oakeshott, Michad (1962). Rationdismin Politicsand Other Essays. York: Methuen; expanded editionin
1991, Liberty Fund.

—— (1975). On Human Conduct. Wotton-under-Edge: Clarendon Press.

Peirce, Charles Sanders. (1867-1893). The Essential Peirce, Selected Philosophical Writings, Volume 1.
Nathan Houser and Christian J. W. Kloesdl, eds. IndianaUniversity Press: Bloomington and India-
napolis, 1992.

——-(1893-1913). The Essentia Peirce, Selected Philosophical Writings, Volume 2. Peirce Edition
Project, eds. IndianaUniversity Press. Bloomington and Indianapolis, 1998.

Polanyi, Michael (1974). Persona Knowledge: Toward aPost-critical Philosophy. Chicago: University of
Chicago Press.

Popper, Karl Raimund (1945). The Open Society and its Enemies. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul.

——(1972). Objective Knowledge: An Evolutionary Approach. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Rawls, John (1996). Political Liberalism. New York: ColumbiaUniversity Press.

Rorty, Richard (1979). Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

——(1989). Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity. Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press.

SosaErnest (2009). Apt Belief and Reflective Knowledge, Vol 2. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Watkins, John. (1984). Scienceand Skepticism. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Correspondence: salvetti @logosnet.org



Lou Marinoff

Naney Matchett

Dena Hurst

Greg Goode

Thomas Griffith

www.appa.edu
| SSN 1742-8181

Journal of the APPA

Volume 8 Number 2 July 2013

Aims and Scope

Philosophical Practiceis a scholarly, peer-reviewed journal dedicated to the growing
field of applied philosophy. The journal covers substantive issues in the areas of
client counseling, group facilitation, and organizational consulting. It provides
a forum for discussing professional, ethical, legal, sociological, and political
aspects of philosophical practice, as well as juxtapositions of philosophical prac-
tice with other professions. Articles may address theories or methodologies of
philosophical practice; present or critique case-studies; assess developmental
frameworks or research programs; and offer commentary on previous publica-

tions. The journal also has an active book review and correspondence section.

APPA Mission

The American Philosophical Practitioners Association is a non-profit educa-
tional corporation that encourages philosophical awareness and advocates leading
the examined life. Philosophy can be practiced through client counseling, group
facilitation, organizational consulting or educational programs. APPA mem-
bers apply philosophical systems, insights and methods to the management of
human problems and the amelioration of human estates. The APPA is a 501(c)(3)
tax-exempt organization.

APPA Membership

The American Philosophical Practitioners Association is a not-for-profit edu-
cational corporation. It admits Certified, Affiliate and Adjunct Members solely
on the basis of their respective qualifications. It admits Auxiliary Members solely
on the basis of their interest in and support of philosophical practice. The APPA
does not discriminate with respect to members or clients on the basis of nation-
ality, race, ethnicity, sex, gender, age, religious belief, political persuasion, or
other professionally or philosophically irrelevant criteria.

Subscriptions, Advertisements, Submissions, Back Issues

For information on subscriptions, advertisements and submissions, please see
the front pages of this document. For information on back issues, APPA Mem-
berships and Programs, please visit www.appa.edu.

Nobody GovernsTruth



