
Science and the Social Contract in Renouvier

1.	Introduction

Charles Renouvier (1815-1903) regarded normative questions in epistemology and philosophy of science as analogous to those in moral and political philosophy and proposed similar ways of dealing with both.  He held that it was not possible to achieve certainty or even complete consensus in either morality or science.  In the social and ethical realm, people should deal with these problems through their voluntary agreement to a social contract that consists of what he called “positive conventions and laws” (1912c, xl).[endnoteRef:2]  Renouvier drew an analogy between the ways in which this social contract and science develop over time through the free and critical examination of accepted views, thus suggesting that scientific theories and methods were conventional in the same way as the social contract.  For Renouvier, progress and development in morality and science are possible only if individuals enjoy the liberty to critically examine conventionally held views. [2:  	References are given to the volume and page numbers of the posthumous 1912 edition of the first, second, and third Essais, which were originally published in 1854, 1859, and 1864, respectively.  The 1912 edition reproduces the text of Renouvier's second edition of the first two Essais, published in 1875, and of the third Essai, published in 1892, although the pagination and the way these works are divided into separate volumes is different.  Most of the changes that Renouvier introduced in these second editions are clearly separated from the original texts, placed at the end of each chapter under the title “Observations et développements” and printed in a smaller font.  The 1875 editions of the first two Essais also carry different titles than the first editions of 1854 and 1859.  All translations from Renouvier’s French are my own.] 

Philosophers of science such as Karl Popper, Paul Feyerabend, and Helen Longino have tended to draw on John Stuart Mill to make the connection between individual liberties and the pursuit of knowledge.  However, Mill made but a passing reference to science in On Liberty, having argued that “If even the Newtonian philosophy were not permitted to be questioned, mankind could not feel as complete assurance of its truth as they now do” (1859, 232).  As Philip Kitcher reminds us, although Mill’s arguments are usually taken to be a general defense of free inquiry, including scientific inquiry, his central concern was inquiry into the goals or purposes of life (Kitcher 2001, 95).  Mill was primarily interested in the freedom to conduct experiments in living, rather than scientific experiments.  Nor is there any discussion of liberty of thought or discussion in his philosophy of science in A System of Logic.  There is only a discussion of liberty or freedom of the will, which he considered a separate issue from that of civil liberty, in the section on the logic of the moral sciences (Mill 1843, Book VI, ch. ii).  
Renouvier on the other hand integrated positions on both free will and civil liberties into his philosophy of science.  Like Mill, Renouvier in his social philosophy struggled against those who sought to deny individual liberties on religious, philosophical, or ideological grounds.  Both philosophers rejected as illiberal the positivist social philosophy of Auguste Comte (1798-1857) and his followers.  However, in Auguste Comte and Positivism (1865), Mill had expressed much respect and admiration for Comte’s philosophy of science, while Renouvier subjected this philosophy to a thoroughgoing critique.  As I explained in my HOPOS paper two years ago, Renouvier and his collaborator François Pillon (1830-1914) understood the ultimate purpose of Comte’s philosophy of science to be to provide an intellectual justification of his vision for a scientific re-organization of society.  Comte read the history of science in terms of the march of the positivist notion of deterministic law through each of the sciences in turn, finally coming to rest in the social sciences.  Freedom of the will belonged to the metaphysical stage of thought, he believed; people were determined in their actions, making political liberties pointless.  Thus Comte had run together not only methodological with metaphysical determinism, but the question of free will with that of civil liberties.  As Renouvier and Pillon put it, Comte had denied individual civil liberties on the basis of an “outrageous, illegitimate induction from scientific determinism” (1872, 15).  Renouvier drew very different lessons from the history of science than Comte had.  For Renouvier, the growth of scientific knowledge depended upon the very civil liberties that Comte’s social philosophy had denied.  For instance, Renouvier maintained that there should be no restrictions on what questions scientists may investigate:

A good method and the proper spirit of science require complete liberty of the field open to research, and the history of science clearly shows the disadvantages of restricting it in advance or prohibiting parts of it.  (1875, 131.)

2.	Renouvier’s Critique of Kant

For Renouvier, the legitimate heir to British empiricism was not Comte’s positive philosophy but the critical philosophy of Immanuel Kant.  Unlike positivism, which attempted to replace normative philosophical inquiries with empirical science, the critical philosophy was capable of reasoning to conclusions about the status of metaphysics, the limits to human knowledge, and the restriction of epistemology a general theory of the sciences (1912b, ii, 186).  However, Renouvier hardly believed that Kant should have the last word on any of these topics.  He had simply pointed the way for the future development of philosophy.
In Renouvier’s first Essai de critique générale of 1854, he criticized Kant’s views on the necessary conditions of knowledge and proposed his own system of ten categories to replace Kant’s categories and forms of intuition.  In his second Essai of 1859, he rejected Kant’s distinction between theoretical and practical reason.  According to Renouvier, Kant had put practical and theoretical reason in conflict with one another in his attempt to re-establish on a practical or moral foundation what he had previously shown to be theoretically or logically impossible.  On the one hand, Kant’s critique of theoretical reason says that it is possible to know only the phenomena and that any attempt to make claims about things in themselves involves a contradiction.  On the other hand, Kant’s practical reason ascribes freedom of the will to the noumenal realm, which for Renouvier was tantamount to reintroducing the scholastic notion of substance.  Renouvier explained that by separating theoretical from practical reason, Kant had in effect made of a person two persons in one:  one who believes that he must deny for the sake of logic the very thing that the other wants to affirm freely for the sake of morality.  Kant had tried to defend himself by arguing that we cannot know things in themselves but only think of their possibility.  But how are we able to do this without contradiction? Renouvier asked.  By admitting that formal contradiction arises only when we try to apply our modes of representation and the rules of our faculty of knowing to this unknown object that escapes us.  But then the foundation of our morality is the reality of some unknown to which we cannot apply our modes of representation or rules of knowing.  Thus in thinking of this unknown we think of nothing, and when we affirm the reality of it we affirm the reality of nothing (1912b, ii, 14-15).  Renouvier even found the very idea of the Kantian thing-in-itself contradictory, since there seems to be a sense in which it appears and a sense in which it does not appear, as it is supposed to be what lies behind or grounds the phenomena (1912b, ii, 18).  
According to Renouvier, the theories of pure reason cannot be abstracted from the actual, practical person of the philosopher.  “Reason does not divide itself:  reason is not, according to our knowledge, anything other than man, and man is never anything but practical man” (1912b, ii, 78).  Since liberty of the will exists for Kant as a practical person, he could not be certain that liberty did not intervene in the theoretical order that he set up.  Renouvier maintained that it was in fact a practical reason that directed Kant in his critique of pure reason, because it was a person who conducted and coordinated the work, and attached himself to some particular thoughts rather than others and then sought arguments for them.  Kant believed his consciousness to be free; his critique is thus also free, his categories are free, his antinomies are free.  Renouvier argued that if this were not true, if instead the existence of a thing in itself, the classification of the categories based on the forms of judgment, the proofs in support of the theses and antitheses of the antinomies, if all that were only necessary and perfectly linked judgments, then why would philosophers such as Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel have immediately rejected all of this in order to compose new philosophies (1912b, ii, 17)?  
Nevertheless, Renouvier held Kant in the highest esteem and thought that in matters epistemological, there were hardly any among his successors even worth discussing.  Renouvier said that it is in Kant’s name that he will re-unite pure and practical reason and abandon the notion of substance (1912b, ii, 18-19).  Renouvier denied the existence of the noumenal realm and maintained that belief in free will does not entail any sort of mysterious faculty in a soul or other metaphysical substratum.  He maintained the existence of free will in the phenomenal realm as necessary for theoretical as well as practical reason:  

To affirm liberty is to assure that the representative automotivity [l’automotivité représentative] is real in reflective and deliberative acts, and that these acts, which are all linked a posteriori, are not at all linked by a pre-existing chain.  (1912b, ii, 102).

Unfortunately, Renouvier did not make clear what he meant by the “representative automotivity,” although he did use this term again in the third Essai (1912c, xxxviii).[endnoteRef:3] [3:  	He used it in the summary of the second Essai included in the beginning of the third essay.] 

Sixteen years later, Renouvier considerably softened his criticism of Kant.[endnoteRef:4]  Here he recognized that Kant had specifically sought to avoid conflict between theoretical and practical reason by formulating the basic principles of his moral philosophy, including freedom of the will, as postulates only (1912b, ii, 19-20).  For Renouvier, this postulate was necessary for knowledge as well as morality.   [4:  	This was in a section titled “Observations et développements” added in the second edition of the second Essai in 1875.  See note 1, above.] 


3.	Free Will and the Problem of Certainty

There is no such thing as certainty for Renouvier, at least not in any epistemological sense.  Certainty is rather a psychological state of a human being.  “Properly speaking,” he said, “there is no certainty; there are only people who are certain” (1912b, i, 366).  In particular, he held that there is no absolute certainty in science.  He rejected foundationalist approaches of a metaphysical kind, arguing that science does not depend on any theses about substances, causes, inherent qualities, or the existence of extension independent of our representations of it.  He also found fault with the epistemological approaches of other philosophers, particularly that of the Scottish common sense school, which had been very influential in France earlier in the nineteenth century.  He found the criterion of common sense to differ little from that of universal consent, which he did not think exists (1912b, ii, 11-12).  At best we have but the consent of the majority, and this is subject to vary under numerous conditions and thus cannot be a criterion of truth (1912c, xxxix).
According to Renouvier, there was a much easier solution to the problem of certainty in science, based on the idea of free will.  Like Kant, he recognized that the doctrine of free will can only be postulated and not proven.  But unlike Kant, Renouvier argued that we should postulate free will rather than determinism by considering the consequences of each for the possibility of knowledge as well as morality.  On the determinist system, he argued, judgments of truth and falsehood as well as judgments of good and evil would be the outcome of some irresistible force, joined to the illusion of not being forced.  If everything were necessary, error would be as necessary as truth and there would be no way to distinguish the two.  Everyone would simply think as they were determined to think and epistemic or cognitive errors would be part of the eternal order in the same way that moral wrongs would be.  On the determinist hypothesis, there is a sense in which every error is also a truth and in which truth, falsehood, good, and evil are all equally legitimate (1912b, i, 307-308; ii, 92; 1912c, xxxvi).  Lacking any basis for distinguishing truth from error, determinism ends up undermining its own claims to truth:

In effect, if everything is necessary, errors also are necessary, inevitable, and indiscernible; the distinction between true and false lacks any foundation, since the affirmation of the false is as necessary as that of the true.  The affirmation that everything is necessary is itself impossible, as there is no means to distinguish it from its contradictory, to the extent that it is given by the same necessity.  (1912b, ii, 136.)

For Renouvier, free will is necessary not so much for being in possession of the truth as for being able to distinguish it from falsehood, and thus, it would seem to follow, for having knowledge of the truth.  The concept of knowledge entails the normative notion of justification, or holding a true belief for the right sort of reason.  The possibility of evaluating reasons for putative knowledge claims depends on freedom of the will.  Renouvier maintained that although there is no sure criterion for distinguishing true from false, there is nevertheless a means to supplement this lack of a criterion, and that is through free inquiry:

This method is sustained reflection, constant research, healthy critique, the elimination of harmful passions, the satisfaction of good instincts, and maintaining an equilibrium between knowledge, which often escapes us, and the will giving rise to supposing or feigning knowledge; it is in a word the wise exercise of liberty.  (1912b, ii, 95-96.)

Renouvier argued that although we may not always avoid error, on the hypothesis of free will we are at least able to avoid error (1912b, ii, 96).  Only on this hypothesis, he maintained, can we explain the possibility of error and of attaining the truth:

Only liberty explains the existence of error in the world and establishes the moral possibility of attaining the truth by the assiduous application of an awakened consciousness.  Liberty, finally, if I affirm it, is the life of my person and the life of the science that I pursue.  (1912b, ii, 97.)

When he said that the pursuit of science depends on liberty if he affirms it, he meant that it is not enough just for him to have free will, but he must believe that he has it as well.  According to Renouvier, the belief in determinism cannot explain the diversity of opinions one encounters, and thus leads either to an unhealthy skepticism that denies the possibility of knowledge or to the arrogation of truth only to our own opinions (1878c, 84-85).  On the free will hypothesis, we take our own views to be based on judgments regarding the reasons and evidence on both sides of the question.  We realize that inquiry could continue indefinitely, but we reach a decision to suspend it and accept certain ideas provisionally, in full recognition of our fallibility.  In a similar manner, we regard the opinions of others that we do not share as subject to further examination (1878b, 69-70).  On the hypothesis of free will, then, the diversity of opinion, far from being a reason for either epistemological despair or arrogance, may provide the occasion for further research.  
Renouvier’s claim that knowledge depends on free will did not entail for him that it would be the product of solely his own mind.  On the contrary, he held that the degree to which we can achieve certainty depends on how we interact with one another as well as with nature:

That it [certainty] is imposed on consciousness with all possible energy, that it is organized in a more or less universal belief, still always depends on the liberty of minds and the rectitude of wills; and in each one of us it is submitted to a double verification:  the consciousness of others and future facts.  (1912b, ii, 98.)

Thus, for one to achieve some degree of certainty regarding what one takes to be knowledge, one must be part of a community of free and honest inquirers who have achieved a degree of consensus through their interactions with each other and with the facts of nature.
Renouvier saw no viable alternative to an epistemology that takes free will into account.  He argued that any proposed criterion of truth demands another criterion by which to judge it, and the philosopher faces either a vicious circle or the problem of infinite regress, unless he pretends to have had a divine revelation.  The theory of certainty founded on liberty is the only one that avoids this problem and any serious account of certainty from here on in must take free will into account (1912b, ii, 19, 98-99; 1912c, xxxvii).

4.	The Personal and the Social Contract

As Renouvier saw it, there are two ways in which individuals may respond to the realization that there is no absolute certainty and that they must choose for themselves what to believe.  One is that of the majority who do not have the internal resources to decide what to think, lacking the energy, the knowledge, or inspiration.  When they turn inside themselves, they find either the silence of the desert or the chaos of a thousand confused voices.  Finding this situation intolerable, they seek some external authority and will latch on to the first system of thought that comes by.  Hence religions and philosophies are established.  These are the systems adhered to by those who do not have the inner strength to form their own convictions, but are not so weak that they change their minds with every chance encounter.  These systems of thought will reign for a while, ordering society and establishing traditions, and providing shelters for the average mind.  For these people, it is only by feeling supported and confirmed by everyone around them that they are able to have firm beliefs and practice a common morality.  The other way is that of those rare individuals, full of energy and persistence, who take great joy in the opportunity to seek certainty for themselves.  But they are greatly disappointed when they try to communicate their happiness to others.  In the end they find themselves weakening and join with the rest in order to escape the feeling of isolation (1912b, ii, 191; 1912c, xxxix):

There is no rest for them in isolation; it is necessary that a society is formed from all those who draw from the same waters, it is necessary that a common voice calls those who thirst for these waters to share them.  (1912b, ii, 191.)

The intellect may know that majority opinion and the approval of others is no sure guarantee of the truth, but the heart feels otherwise (1912b, ii, 191-192).
Nevertheless, the individual is no slave to his passions.  Renouvier emphasized that right up until the moment at which one submits to this majority opinion, his will is sovereign.  A free individual will not yield to any authority until after he has judged the weight of it (1912c, xxxix).  Furthermore, there will always be some questions where opinions will vary.  An individual may defend what he takes to be the truth against the customary belief or against those who claim to speak for nature itself:  “He may protest against custom, enter the struggle against nature, or with those who usurp the name of it, brave scandal, defy the present, invoke the future” (1912b, ii, 193).  Philosophers will challenge the accepted system of thought and mystics will report revelations that question religious tradition.  
For Renouvier, this freely chosen certainty, along with its maintenance, development, and all the thought and work that go into it, is both the origin and the result of a personal contract that each individual forms with himself as well as a social contract that individuals form with one another.  The individual, recognizing that he is mutable or changeable, feels a strong need to fix his beliefs on some points and become an authority for himself in the course of his daily activities.  To Renouvier, this constitutes a true contract that the person establishes with himself.  The social contract in each nation and in each epoch stipulates and regulates the points on which people believe themselves to be in agreement, including a system of rights and duties.  Evidence that people do in fact feel themselves to be linked together by a system of rights and duties includes the fact that people debate them and that they form natural relationships outside the law.   For Renouvier, the social contract appears to something that develops over time from an implicit to an explicit contract (1912b, ii, 193; 1912c, xxxix-xl).  It is “composed of customs and traditions that are formulated and modified into positive conventions and laws” (1912c, xl).
Admittedly, the notion of a contract with oneself is puzzling.  Can an individual violate such a contract?  Who would enforce it?  Perhaps this was just a metaphorical or poetic way for Renouvier to say that a social contract is not possible unless the individual parties to it each resolve to adhere to it.  According to Renouvier, we cannot contract with others without at the same time contracting with ourselves.  He distinguished two aspects to this personal contract.  One aspect, which may be only an implicit contract, involves regulating the feelings and makes morality and religion possible.  But he made it clear that the personal contract is only logically, and not temporally, prior to the social contract, as there can be no moral person in isolation (1912b, ii, 193-194).  The other aspect, which seems to be more explicit, involves thought and knowledge:  “We contract with our intelligence to bring order to our ideas, to know, and to know that we know.  This contract is reason, mistress of itself.  . . .  Here is philosophy and the origin of science” (1912b, ii, 194).  But just as there can be no moral agent in isolation, it would seem that for Renouvier there can be no epistemic agent in isolation, either, since, as we have seen, he held that for something to count as certain knowledge, it must stand the test of interaction with others and with the facts of nature.
According to Renouvier, the social contract constitutes an authority, but legitimate authority can result only from the freely given consent of individuals, both past and present.  It is in the social contract that we find the origins of civil and political liberties.  Thus these liberties ultimately depend on freedom of the will for Renouvier.  When individuals do not freely consent to authority, when an individual or group of individuals claims all authority for themselves, whether on religious or other grounds, it is corrupted and turns into nothing but pure force or power, and the social contract is no longer morally obligatory.  Liberty consists in the right of each individual to give or refuse his consent to the social contract.  Renouvier saw in the history of humanity an oscillation between an emphasis on authority and an emphasis on individual liberty.  History reveals a series of social contracts, each an attempt to realize the definitive ideal.  But when the limitations of these contracts are brought to light, revolutions ensue.  He found this pattern in the history of science as well (1912b, ii, 197-201; 1912c, xli).  

This synthesis, customary in some way in the majority of places and times, becomes more and more reflective and voluntary and its contents more clear, to the extent that man takes free possession of himself.  Criticism is applied to all truths, logical, theological,[endnoteRef:5] moral, social.  The consent of every consciousness, in every genre, begins to be demanded and expected.  Revolutions are produced in methods, in the sciences, in society, for the reason that the personal contract and the social contract must become explicit and voluntary, for the truth just as for the good.  Old, obscure clauses are clarified and take the form of laws; judged unjust or false, corrected or even annulled.  (1912c, xli-xlii.) [5:  	In the 1864 first edition of this work, he had used the word “cosmological” instead of “theological.”  Renouvier 1864, 52.  ] 


For Renouvier, it appears that political and scientific revolutions occur in the same way and for similar reasons.  Each individual’s personal contract must be brought into harmony with the social contract, and this can come about only through the critical exchange of ideas.
Although there may be analogies between political and scientific revolutions, there are clearly disanalogies as well.  The political social contract does more than simply turn conventions into explicit laws; it also sets up a government, including courts for enforcing the law, a legislature for making laws, and rules for electing people to positions in government.  This may be similar in some ways to establishing a professional society, but scientific revolutions for Renouvier are not simply about writing by-laws for an association of scientists.  Rather, they involve changes in the theories and methods of science.  In the Essais,it is not entirely clear whether Renouvier thought these revolutions involved the entire society or just the scientific community.  Elsewhere, in an article concerning a proposal by a now-forgotten German philosopher (R. Hoppe) to establish philosophy as a science, Renouvier said that this could be possible only through “a sort of social contract” among philosophers that would regulate discussion among them, rather than by trying to secure agreement on points of doctrine (1873, 198).  If this is how he thought one could make philosophy scientific, one could infer that Renouvier thought that there was a sort of social contract that regulated discussion among scientists.  This contract would be analogous to the political social contract in that it involves a number of people who agree to be bound by the rules they make, who will communicate with one another in order to discuss, interpret, enforce, or change these rules.
What did Renouvier believe to be the elements of the social contract among scientists?  Another article in which he characterized what he called l’esprit scientifique provides some clues.  He contrasted the spirit of the empirical sciences, which was bound up with inductive methods, with that of the deductive mathematical sciences.  For Renouvier, the scientific spirit of the empirical sciences included the following:

. . . the cult of observation, the art of experiment, the self-distrust in the interpretation of facts and above all in inductions, the even exaggerated fear of hypotheses, the care to avoid either the philosophical problems inherent in taking a stand on principles or the generalizations that go beyond what is permitted by a prudent march of knowledge on the road of continuous growth  . . . (1878a, 197.)

These characteristics were not universally found in everyone, but were “common to the mental regime of scientists” (ibid.).  That Renouvier regarded scientists’ fear of hypotheses as exaggerated suggests that he was not entirely comfortable with what he perceived to be the social contract among scientists of his time.  In other publications, he actively sought to mitigate these fears, as I have explained elsewhere (Schmaus 2007).
However, science depends on more than just the good use of the right methods by scientists, according to Renouvier.  Scientific certainty depends not only on empirical tests and applications, but also on “the mutual control that all types of explorers exercise in order to rectify their observations, their judgments, and their reasonings” (1878a, 196).  Thus, the social contract among scientists would also seem to include rules governing their critical interactions.  Scientists may agree among themselves that free and open discussion is crucial to science.  For Renouvier, “the scientific spirit, above all, is nothing but a form of liberty and independence of mind” (1878a, 198).  But although Renouvier held that scientists themselves bore a great deal of responsibility for keeping this scientific spirit alive, he also recognized, having lived through so many of the political upheavals of nineteenth-century France, that scientists cannot protect themselves from outside encroachments upon their freedom.  He found it not difficult to imagine a political and religious future of Europe that would lead to an arrest of the “free creative faculty of the sciences” (ibid.).  Among the movements that worried him were socialism, Saint-Simonism, and Comtean positivism, which he believed would, in the name of progress, put an end to it, by treating all criticism as scandalous (1878a, 199). 
According to Renouvier, social progress is concomitant with increased liberty and has to do with people breaking away from tradition and taking possession of the social contract that ties them together (1912b, ii, 201-202).  With increased liberty, the individual recognizes that tradition cannot obligate him in matters of science, “because science must become personal to him through acquisition, verification, examination” (1912b, ii, 202.)  With liberty awakening, Renouvier said, people hope to attain that universal consent that is impossible with liberty dormant and authority usurped.  But this universal consent is never actually realized and unity is found instead in the chain of progress and development, linking past, present, and future generations in the common task of free inquiry into truth and goodness (1912b, ii, 203; 1912c, xlii).

5.	Conclusion

For Renouvier, normative judgments about what is true or false as well as good or evil can take place only within the context of a social contract into which people enter freely.  Philosophers like Leibniz and Kant identified having free will with the ability to reason.  On this account, an individual’s free will may allow him or her to draw valid conclusions from premises, but it cannot guarantee the truth of the premises.  An individual could be subject to some sort of systematic error or bias.  The truth of our premises would seem to depend on what Renouvier called the “double verification” of the consciousness of others and future facts.   Renouvier recognized that the first sort of verification depends on the free exchange of ideas, which can take place only within the context of a social contract to which everyone has given their voluntary assent.  The second sort of verification depends on something very much like a social contract that consists in methodological rules for evaluating empirical evidence and inductive inferences.  This contract, it seems, governs just the members of the scientific community.  It would also appear to include those theories and concepts that have survived critical scrutiny and empirical testing and are provisionally accepted as certain.  Just as a system of rules that one is forced to obey can have no moral authority, a system of theories and methods to which one has not given one’s voluntary assent and that one cannot challenge has no epistemic authority.
Thus science appears to depend on two sorts of social contract for Renouvier:  The first one governs society at large and guarantees freedom of inquiry and discussion.  The second contract is shared among the scientific community and is largely methodological in content.  Both social contracts depend on contracts each person makes with him or herself.  Thus for Renouvier, to be a scientist is to make a personal commitment to the values of science and to see oneself as belonging to a community of free inquirers.
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