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For Richard and Mary Rorty



Davidson may have been right when he wrote that “a sea
change” is occurring in recent philosophical thought - “a
change so profound that we may not recognize that it is
occurring.” If the change of which Davidson spoke is
someday recognized as having occurred [then] Peirce,
James, and Dewey may cease to be treated as provincial
figures. They may be given the place | think they deserve in
the story of the West'’s intellectual progress.

Richard Rorty
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Preface

When | wrote my dissertation on John Dewey in the 1950s,
interest in Dewey and pragmatism seemed to be at an all-
time low among academic philosophers. The pragmatists
were thought to be passé and to have been displaced by the
new linguistic turn in analytic philosophy. | felt then (and
continue to believe) that Peirce, James, Dewey, and Mead
were really ahead of their time - that they were initiating a
sea change in philosophy. Over the years | have explored
the works of a variety of thinkers working in Anglo-American
and Continental traditions. But it has struck me over and
over again that many twentieth- and twenty-first-century
philosophers - some of whom had little or no knowledge of
the classical pragmatic thinkers - were dealing with similar
themes and coming to similar conclusions. In pursuing their
distinctive inquiries, they were frequently refining (and,
sometimes, challenging) themes prominent in the classical
American pragmatists. Gradually, the rationale for this
convergence became clear to me. Pragmatism begins with a
radical critique of what Peirce called “the spirit of
Cartesianism.” By this Peirce meant a framework of thinking
that had come to dominate much of modern philosophy -
where sharp dichotomies are drawn between what is mental
and physical, as well as subject and object; where “genuine”
knowledge presumably rests upon indubitable foundations;
and where we can bracket all prejudices by methodical
doubt. This way of thinking introduces a whole series of
interrelated problems that preoccupied philosophers: the
problem of the external world, the problem of our
knowledge of other minds, and the problem of how to
correctly represent reality. The pragmatic thinkers called
into question the framework in which these traditional
problems had been formulated. They rejected what Dewey
called the “quest for certainty” and the “spectator theory of
knowledge.” They sought to develop a comprehensive



alternative to Cartesianism - a nonfoundational self-
corrective conception of human inquiry based upon an
understanding of how human agents are formed by, and
actively participate in shaping, normative social practices.
And they showed the critical role that philosophy can play in
guiding our conduct, enriching our everyday experience,
and furthering “creative democracy.”

The sharp critique of Cartesianism is also characteristic of
two of the most influential philosophers of the twentieth
century: Wittgenstein and Heidegger. Neither of them had
any serious knowledge of American pragmatism, but in very
different ways they were responding to the same
deficiencies of modern philosophy that had provoked the
pragmatists. It is striking how they (and others influenced
by them) came to share many of the same insights of the
pragmatists in what Heidegger calls our *“being-in-the-
world” and Wittgenstein calls “forms of life.”

There is a popular belief that, in the mid-twentieth
century, the linguistic turn and analytic philosophy
displaced pragmatism. But in the past few decades the
continuity between the classical American pragmatists and
much of the best work by analytic philosophers - including
Quine, Davidson, and Sellars - has become increasingly
evident. Pragmatism began as a distinctive American
philosophical movement, but it has had a global reach. This
is evident in the influence of pragmatism on post-Second
World War German philosophy. Apel, Habermas, Wellmer,
Honneth, and Joas have all appropriated and contributed to
the development of pragmatic themes. Today there are
more and more thinkers all over the world who have come
to appreciate the contributions of the classical American
pragmatists.

Frequently, academic philosophers speak about the Anglo-
American analytic/Continental split, but this unfortunate
dichotomy obscures more than it illuminates. Philosophers



from both sides of the “split” are discovering how much
they can learn from styles of thinking that initially seem so
alien. My basic thesis is that, during the past 150 years,
philosophers working in different traditions have explored
and refined themes that were prominent in the pragmatic
movement. In the Prologue, | examine the origins of
American pragmatism and set forth my general thesis about
the dominance of pragmatic themes in contemporary
philosophy. The next three chapters explore central issues in
Peirce, James, and Dewey. | then turn to examining the
Hegelian influence on pragmatism; the pragmatic
understanding of justification, objectivity, and truth; and the
role of experience after the linguistic turn. The final chapters
deal with three of the most important thinkers shaped by
the pragmatic tradition: Hilary Putnam, Jurgen Habermas,
and Richard Rorty.

This book is not intended to be a history or survey of
pragmatism. | have lived with the pragmatists for more than
50 years, and | want to share what | have learned from
them. | believe that my original intuitions about the
importance of pragmatism and the sea change it initiated
have been fully vindicated. Today, the vigorous creative
discussion of pragmatic themes by thinkers all over the
world is more widespread than it has ever been in the past.



Prologue

“Isms” in philosophy are notorious, and this is certainly true
of “pragmatism.” It is fashionable in philosophy to speak
about “isms”: “materialism,” “idealism,” “existentialism,”
“realism,” “nominalism,” “naturalism,” etc. The advantage
of this type of talk is that it enables us to label philosophical
positions, orientations, and theses that presumably share
distinctive characteristics. But there are also dangers,
because we may be seduced into thinking that there is an
essential hard core to a particular “ism.” What is worse, we
often use these expressions carelessly, frequently assuming
that our hearers and readers have a perfectly clear idea of
what we mean. Yet when we closely examine the positions
advocated by representatives of these “isms,” we discover
enormous differences - including conflicting and even
contradictory claims. Even the anti-essentialist idiom of
“family resemblances” has become a cliché. Not only are
differences in a family as striking as any resemblances, but
in an actual family, we can typically appeal to common
biological factors to identify a family. There is nothing
comparable to this in philosophy. So it might seem advisable
to drop all talk of “isms” in order to avoid confusion,
ambiguity, and vagueness. Yet this would also impoverish
our ability to understand what we take to be positions and
thinkers who, despite significant differences, do share
important overlapping features.

These general observations are relevant to pragmatism. In
the case of pragmatism, we have the advantage of being
able to specify the precise date when the word was first
introduced publicly to identify a philosophical position. On
26 August 1898, William James delivered an address before
the Philosophical Union of the University of California in
Berkeley. Characteristically in his eloquent, gracious, and
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informal manner, James introduces pragmatism in his talk,
“Philosophical Conceptions and Practical Results.”

An occasion like the present would seem to call for an
absolutely untechnical discourse. | ought to give a
message with a practical outcome and an emotional
accompaniment, so to speak, fitted to interest men as
men, and vyet also not altogether to disappoint
philosophers - since philosophers, let them be as queer
as they will, still are men in the secret recesses of their

hearts, even here in Berkeley. (James 1997, pp. 345-6)1
James tells us that “philosophers are after all like poets.”
They are pathfinders who blaze new trails in the forest. They
suggest “a few formulas, a few technical conceptions, a few
verbal pointers - which at least define the initial directions
of the trail” (James 1997, p. 347). With this initial flourish,
he introduces pragmatism.

| will seek to define with you what seems to be the most
likely direction in which to start upon the trail of truth.
Years ago this direction was given to me by an American
philosopher whose home is in the East, and whose
published works, few as they are scattered in periodicals,
are no fit expression of his powers. | refer to Mr. Charles S.
Peirce, with whose very existence as a philosopher | dare
say many of you are unacquainted. He is one of the most
original of contemporary thinkers, and the principle of
practicalism - or pragmatism, as he called it, when | first
heard him enunciate it at Cambridge in the early 70’s - is
the clue or compass by following which | find myself more
and more confirmed in believing we may keep our feet
upon the proper trail. (James 1997, p. 348)
This is the first public philosophical introduction of the
word “pragmatism,” and the first narrative account of the

origin of American pragmatism.z When James tells us that
he heard the principle of pragmatism enunciated in the



1870s, he is referring to the meetings of the Metaphysical
Club, an informal discussion group that met in Cambridge,
and he specifically refers to Peirce’s now famous 1878

paper, “How to Make Our Ideas Clear.”3

Peirce’s principle, as we may call it, may be expressed in
a variety of ways, all of them very simple. In Popular
Science Monthly for January, 1878, he introduces it as
follows: The soul and meaning of thought, he says, can
never be made to direct itself toward anything but the
production of belief, belief being the demi-cadence which
closes a musical phrase in the symphony of our

intellectual life. (James 1997, p. 348)4

Here is Peirce’s own formulation of what has subsequently
been called the “pragmatic maxim” - even though Peirce
did not use the word “pragmatic” in this article.

Consider what effects, which might conceivably have

practical bearings, we conceive the object of our

conception to have. Then our conception of these effects

is the whole of our conception of the object. (Peirce 1992,

p. 132)

Prior to 1898, neither Peirce nor any of the other thinkers
that we today associate with the pragmatic movement had
ever mentioned “pragmatism” in their published writings.
Yet, after James published his Berkeley address, the word
caught on and spread like wildfire. When James published
Pragmatism: A New Name for Some Old Ways of Thinking,
nine years after he delivered his Berkeley address, he wrote
the following about “Peirce’s principle”:

The term is derived from the same Greek word mnpayua,
meaning action, from which our words ‘practice’ and
‘practical’ come. It was first introduced into philosophy by
Mr. Charles Peirce in 1878. In an article entitled ‘How to
Make Our Ideas Clear,” ... Mr. Peirce, after pointing out
that our beliefs are really rules for action, said that, to



develop a thought’'s meaning, we need only determine
what conduct it is fitted to produce: that conduct is for us
its sole significance. And the tangible fact at the root of all
our thought-distinctions, however subtle, is that there is
no one of them so fine as to consist in anything but a
possible difference in practice. To attain perfect clearness
in our thoughts of an object, then, we need only consider
what conceivable effects of a practical kind the object
may involved - what sensations we are to expect from it,
and what reactions we must prepare. Our conception of
these effects, whether immediate or remote, is then for
us the whole of our conception of the object, so far as
that conception has positive significance at all.

This is the principle of Peirce, the principle of pragmatism.

It lay entirely unnoticed by anyone for twenty years, until

| ... brought it forward again and made a special

application of it to religion. By that date (1898) the times
seemed ripe for its reception. The word ‘pragmatism’
spread, and at present it fairly spots the pages of the

philosophic journals. (James 1997, pp. 377-8)

Not only had the word spread, but pragmatism was
savagely caricatured and severely criticized. Peirce was so
distressed about the popular literary appropriation of
“pragmatism” that he disowned the word. In an article
entitled “What Pragmatism 1Is,” published in the Monist
(April 1905), he wrote:

But at present, the word begins to be met with
occasionally in the literary journals where it gets abused
in the merciless way that words have to expect when they
fall into literary clutches. ... So then, the writer, finding his
bantling “pragmatism” so promoted, feels that it is time
to kiss his child goodbye and relinquish it to its higher
destiny; while to serve the precise purpose of expressing
the original definition, he begs to announce the birth of



the word “pragmaticism,” which is ugly enough to be safe

from kidnappers. (Peirce 1998, pp. 334-5)2

The confusion about the meaning of pragmatism was so
widespread that on the tenth anniversary of James’s
introduction of the term, Arthur O. Lovejoy set out to
distinguish thirteen different meanings of pragmatism. With
sly irony, Lovejoy wrote:

In the present year of grace 1908 the term “pragmatism”
- if not the doctrine - celebrates its tenth birthday. Before
the controversy over the mode of philosophy designated
by it enters upon a second decade, it is perhaps not too
much to ask that contemporary philosophers should
agree to attach some single meaning to the term. ... A
complete enumeration of the metamorphoses of so
protean an entity is, indeed, perhaps too much to expect:
but even after we leave out of the count certain casual
expressions of pragmatist writers which they probably
would not wish taken too seriously, and also certain mere
commonplaces from which scarcely any contemporary
philosopher would dissent, there remain at least thirteen
pragmatisms: a baker’s dozen of contentions which are
separate not merely in the sense of being discriminable,
but in the sense of being logically independent, so that
you may without inconsistency accept any one and reject
all the others, or refute one and leave the philosophical
standing of the others unimpugned. All of these have
generally or frequently been labeled with one name and
defended or attacked as if they constituted a single
system of thought - sometimes even as if they were
severally interchangeable. (Lovejoy 1963, p. 1)
| suspect that today, a hundred years after Lovejoy wrote
these words, many philosophers may want to suggest that
Lovejoy was far too conservative in discriminating only
thirteen pragmatisms.



The Cultural Context

In order to bring some clarity to the meaning(s) of
pragmatism and the vicissitudes of the movement, | wish to
describe briefly the state of philosophy in the United States
during the last decades of the nineteenth century -
especially after the Civil War. Prior to the Civil War, there is
scarcely any evidence of the discipline of philosophy in the
United States. Of course, an educated elite existed
(primarily clergy) who had some familiarity with the great
philosophers of the past, but the institution of an ongoing
discipline that we could today identify as philosophy did not
exist. Throughout most of the nineteenth century, our
colleges were primarily undergraduate teaching institutions
preparing young men to become clergy and for citizenship.
To speak of undergraduate colleges is already anachronistic,
because there was no well-defined graduate education. The
idea of a wuniversity as an institution dedicated to
encouraging scholarly research came into existence only
during the last decades of the nineteenth century. But in the
period after the Civil War, a remarkable intellectual life
flourished. During this time the most creative discussion
took place within informal discussion groups. A great center
of intellectual life was Cambridge, Massachusetts. The
Metaphysical Club was only one of numerous philosophical
discussion groups that spontaneously arose. Educated
individuals with a great variety of interests (and professions)
came together to present papers, discuss texts, and engage
in lively debates. Neither Peirce nor James was ever formally
trained as a philosopher. Peirce, the son of a famous
Harvard mathematician, Benjamin Peirce, identified himself
as a practicing experimental scientist and a logician. James,
who was trained as a medical doctor (but never practiced
medicine), initially gained his fame for his work in
psychology. They were intellectuals whose interests ranged
over the gamut of human affairs. Philosophy, as they



practiced it, was not a distinctively demarcated discipline -
a Fach - but emerged from their reflections on the range of
human knowledge and activities. And they did not hesitate
to speculate about the nature of the cosmos. Wilfrid Sellars
tells us: “The aim of philosophy, abstractly formulated, is to
understand how things in the broadest sense of the term
hang together in the broadest possible sense of the term”
(Sellars 1963, p. 1). Peirce and James conceived of, and
practiced, philosophical reflection in this manner.

Cambridge was not the only center of philosophical
activity in the United States during the post-Civil War period.
During the nineteenth century a significant number of
educated Germans emigrated to the United States - several
of whom rose to prominent positions. They brought with
them a vital interest in German philosophy, especially Kant
and Hegel. “Kant clubs” and “Hegel clubs” sprang up in
Missouri and Ohio. Individuals, frequently not associated
with any academic institution, met to discuss and debate
philosophical issues. Few philosophers today are aware of
Henry C. Brockmeyer (1826-1906), a German émigré,
lawyer, and lieutenant-governor of Missouri, who spent
many years working on a translation of Hegel’s Logic - a
translation never published but circulated and recopied by
others who shared Brockmeyer’'s passion for Hegel. Better
known is William T. Harris, born in New England, who along
with Brockmeyer established the St Louis Philosophical
Society. They became known as the “St Louis Hegelians.”
Harris, who later was appointed US Commissioner of
Education, founded the Journal of Speculative Philosophy in
1867, the first journal in America dedicated exclusively to
philosophical studies. Harris conceived of the journal as a
means for spreading the influence of Hegel and German
idealism in the United States. The early issues were filled
with translations and discussions of German philosophy. One
of Peirce’s earliest philosophical publications was an



exchange with Harris about technical issues in Hegel’s Logic
(see Peirce 1984, pp. 132-59). Some of the most important
early articles by Peirce, James, and Dewey appeared in
Harris’'s journal.

Harris is noteworthy for another reason. When John Dewey
was 22, he submitted his first philosophical article to Harris,
and hesitantly asked for an assessment of his philosophical
ability. Harris’s encouragement played a significant role in
Dewey’s decision to apply to the newly founded graduate
philosophy program at Johns Hopkins University. Although
Peirce was teaching logic at Johns Hopkins when Dewey was
a graduate student, the major influence on Dewey during
his graduate studies was the neo-Hegelian, G. S. Morris. In
Dewey’s own recounting of the development of American
pragmatism, he tells us that the neo-Kantian and Hegelian
influences were “very marked in the United States during
the last decade of the nineteenth century. | myself, and
those who collaborated with me in the exposition of
instrumentalism, began by being neo-Kantians, in the same
way that Peirce’s point of departure was Kantianism and
that of James was the empiricism of the British School”

(Dewey 1981, p. 52).8

Dewey started his teaching career at the University of
Minnesota in 1888, but moved to the University of Michigan
the following year. At Michigan, he met George H. Mead,
who became a lifelong friend and colleague. Mead had
studied at Harvard, primarily with the neo-Hegelian Josiah

Royce.z Mead had also spent some time in Germany
studying physiological psychology and attending the
lectures of Wilhelm Dilthey. When Dewey was offered the
chairmanship of the Department of Philosophy and
Psychology at the newly founded University of Chicago in
1894, he brought Mead with him. From their earliest
association they exerted a mutual philosophical influence.



The liveliness and fertility of this “classical” period of

American pragmatism is due to several factors.8 These
thinkers drew upon a rich diversity of philosophical
traditions. Peirce’s original source of inspiration was Kant.
Peirce also had a sophisticated knowledge of the history of
philosophy and science. He was familiar with the subtlety of
medieval thought, especially that of Duns Scotus, at a time
when philosophers barely paid any attention to this
medieval tradition. James appropriated themes from British
empiricism and dedicated Pragmatism to John Stuart Mill,
although he vigorously criticized the static abstractness of
the British empiricist conception of experience. Dewey was
inspired by the version of Hegelianism that was influential in
the United States and England during the last decades of
the nineteenth century, although Darwin soon replaced

Hegel as Dewey’s intellectual hero.2 Because there was no
single dominant philosophical school or tradition in the
United States, the pragmatic thinkers enjoyed a freedom in
their creative appropriation of philosophical themes. At the
time divisions that are now so prominent in academic
disciplines and subdisciplines simply did not exist.
Consequently, there was an intellectual ease in the way
these thinkers spanned the various areas and fields of
knowledge and human activity. The more closely one
studies these thinkers, the more one realizes how different
they were in their temperaments, talents, backgrounds, and
interests. With his sophisticated knowledge of mathematics,
logic, probability, and the natural sciences, Peirce was
certainly the most “tough-minded” of the group. James had
remarkable psychological perspicuity and was deeply
concerned with the varieties of religious experience
throughout his life. James’s descriptions of the plurality of
human experience display a rare phenomenological subtlety

and metaphorical vividness.1Q Consider how Dewey
described the difference between Peirce and James:



Peirce was above all a logician; whereas James was an
educator and humanist and wished to force the general
public to realize that certain problems, certain philosophic
debates, have a real importance for mankind, because
the beliefs which they bring into play lead to very
different modes of conduct. If this important distinction is
not grasped, it is impossible to understand the majority of
ambiguities and errors which belong to the later period of
the pragmatic movement. (Dewey 1981, p. 46)
James, not Peirce, was the major influence on Dewey
during his Chicago years, when he and his colleagues were

working out their experimental instrumentalism.1L Dewey
was attracted to the biological motifs in James’s Principles of

Psycho/ogy.l—2 Dewey’s fascination with organic metaphors
was already evident in the Hegelian phase of his
development, but became dominant with his turn toward

Darwin.3 Darwin’s The Origin of Species had been
published in 1859, the year of Dewey’s birth. All the
pragmatic thinkers were influenced by Darwin’s

evolutionary hypotheses.M The themes of democracy,
education, and social reform became central to Dewey’s
version of pragmatism. Mead, who shared many of Dewey'’s
interests in philosophy and social reform, was also
concerned with the social character and the genesis of
language and communication. Mead, more than any other of
the pragmatic thinkers, developed a detailed
comprehensive social theory of action and language. All of
these thinkers were robust naturalists stressing the
continuity of human beings with the rest of nature, although
each of them strongly opposed scientism, reductive
naturalism, and mechanical determinism. They argued for
the positive role of chance and contingency in the universe.
They were skeptical of any attempt to draw a sharp
boundary between philosophical reflection and scientific



activity. Each of them stressed the need for philosophy to be
informed by, and open to, the significance of novel scientific
developments. They were critical of the traditional
philosophical quest for absolute certainty and of what
Dewey labeled the “spectator theory of knowledge.” They
emphasized the role of know-how, social practices, and
human agency.

There is another aspect of the pragmatic thinkers that
should be highlighted - their self-understanding that
pragmatism was related to important features of American
life. (This is especially true of James, Dewey, and Mead, less
so of Peirce.) Thus far, | have been stressing how the
classical pragmatists were influenced by, and transformed,
themes that they appropriated from European philosophy,
but they were self-consciously Americans. In “The
Development of American Pragmatism,” which was
originally written for a European audience, Dewey says that
the pragmatic movement is a “re-adaptation” of European
thought. He vehemently rejects the caricature that
pragmatism reflects the worst aspects of American
materialism. Speaking of the various philosophical
developments in America, Dewey asserts that “they do not
aim to glorify the energy and love of action which the new
conditions of American life exaggerated. They do not reflect
the excessive mercantilism of American life.
Instrumentalism maintains in opposition to many contrary
tendencies in the American environment, that action should
be intelligent and reflective, and that thought should occupy
a central position in life” (Dewey 1981, p. 56). He also
declares:

It is beyond doubt that the progressive and unstable
character of American life and civilization has facilitated
the birth of a philosophy which regards the world as being
in continuous formation, where there is still place for
indeterminism, for the new, and for a real future. But this



idea is not exclusively American, although the conditions

in American life have aided this idea in becoming self-

conscious. (Ibid.)

Peirce was even more emphatic in repudiating the
caricature of pragmatism. In “What Pragmatism Is” he
presents an imaginary dialogue between a pragmaticist and
his questioner.

Questioner. Well, if you choose so to making Doing the
Be-all and the End-all of human life, why do you not make
meaning to consist simply in doing? ...

Pragmaticist: Forcibly put! ... It must be admitted ... that
if pragmaticism really made Doing to be the Be-all and
the End-all of life, that would be its death. For to say that
we live for the mere sake of action, as action, regardless
of the thought it carries out, would be to say that there is
no such thing as rational purport. (Peirce 1998, p. 341)
Louis Menand, in The Metaphysical Club: A Story of Ideas
in America, situates the pragmatic movement in the context
of American history. One of Menand’s contributions is to
show how the origins of pragmatism can, in part, be
understood as a critical response to the horrors and
excesses of the Civil War. Menand focuses on four
individuals: Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr (a participant in the
discussions of the Metaphysical Club), William James,
Charles S. Peirce, and John Dewey - although he also
discusses many of their contemporaries. Menand makes a
bold claim about the influence of these four.

Their ideas changed the way Americans thought - and
continue to think - about education, democracy, liberty,
justice, and tolerance. And as a consequence they
changed the way Americans live - the way they learn, the
way they express themselves, and the way in which they
treat people who are different from them. We are still
living, to a great extent, in a country these thinkers
helped to make. (Menand 2001, p. xi)



What was the bond that tied together these thinkers?
Menand’s thesis is that they shared a common attitude
toward ideas.

What was that attitude? If we strain out the differences,
personal and philosophical, they had with one another,
we can say that what these four thinkers had in common
was not a group of ideas, but a single idea - an idea about
ideas. They all believed that ideas are not “out there”
waiting to be discovered, but are tools ... that people
devise to cope with the world in which they find
themselves. They believed that ideas are produced not by
individuals - that ideas are social. They believed that
ideas do not develop according to some inner logic of
their own, but are entirely dependent, like germs, on
human careers and environment. And they believed that
since ideas are provisional responses to particular
situations, their survival depends not on their
immutability but on their adaptability. (Menand 2001, pp.
Xi-Xii)

The Historical Vicissitudes of
Pragmatism

Let us return to the history and vicissitudes of the
pragmatism in America (see also Bernstein 2006b, pp. 1-
14). Originally “pragmatism” was used in a restricted sense
- primarily to identify Peirce’'s theory of meaning and
James’s extension of Peirce’s maxim to characterize truth.
Neither Peirce nor James ever used the expression to
describe his entire philosophical orientation. Dewey
preferred to characterize his philosophy as
“experimentalism,” or “instrumentalism,” and sometimes as

“instrumental experimentalism."1—5 But gradually
“pragmatism” was generalized as a convenient label to



refer to this group of diverse thinkers. The expression
“pragmatism” is like an accordion; it is sometimes stretched
to include a wide diversity of positions and thinkers (not just
philosophers) and sometimes restricted to specific doctrines
of the original American pragmatists. The truth is that ever
since the origins of American pragmatism - and right up to
the present - critics and champions of pragmatism have
been arguing about what constitutes pragmatism and who is

and is not a pragmatist.l—6 Rather than attempting to define
pragmatism anew, | hope to show through my discussion of
specific themes what | take to be characteristic of the best
of the pragmatic tradition.

Peirce was barely known during his lifetime except by the
small circle of his admirers, which included James, Dewey,
Royce, and Mead. James was immensely popular - a gifted
lecturer who attracted audiences in the hundreds. And
during the first decades of the twentieth century, Dewey
exerted a powerful influence upon many American
progressives, even though his professional philosophical
colleagues were critical of his pragmatism, experimentalism,
and naturalism. By the 1930s, pragmatism as a vital
philosophical movement began to fade from the American
scene. The movement seemed to have exhausted its
creative potential. William James had characterized
pragmatism as a philosophy that is both “tough-minded”
and “tender-minded.” But increasingly, among academic
philosophers, pragmatism was viewed as excessively
“tender-minded” - diffuse, fuzzy, and soft at its center. A
patronizing attitude toward pragmatism developed. The
pragmatists may have had their hearts in the right place,
but not their heads. Their vagueness and lack of clarity
simply did not meet the high standards of “rigor” required
for serious philosophical inquiry.

One cannot overestimate the quiet revolution that was
transforming academic philosophy in America. This was, in



part, a consequence of the growing influence of the émigré
philosophers who had escaped from Europe and joined
American philosophy departments: Reichenbach, Carnap,
Tarski, Feigl, Hempel, and many others. Several of these
philosophers had been associated with the famous Vienna
Circle. They all shared a logical finesse, sophisticated
knowledge of the physical sciences, and a commitment to
the highest standards of argumentation, which surpassed
anything exhibited by the classical pragmatists (with the
exception of Peirce). These logical empiricists sought to
establish alliances with American philosophers who had
been shaped by the pragmatic tradition. From the
perspective of the logical empiricists, the pragmatic thinkers
were viewed as having seen through a glass darkly what
was now seen much more clearly. The myth developed (and
unfortunately became entrenched) that pragmatism was
primarily an anticipation of logical positivism, in particular,
the positivist’s verifiability criterion of meaning.

Other influences also had a deep impact on the character
of philosophy in mid-twentieth-century America. Whereas
philosophers from Dewey’s and Mead’s generation turned to
Germany for philosophical inspiration, England - Cambridge,
and especially Oxford - became the place where young
American philosophers made their intellectual pilgrimage
after the Second World War. They were fascinated with the
new type of philosophizing initiated by G. E. Moore, Bertrand
Russell, Wittgenstein (at least the Wittgenstein filtered by
his Anglo-American students), Gilbert Ryle, and J. L. Austin.

After the Second World War, during a period of rapid
growth of American universities, academic philosophy in the
United States was completely transformed (except for a few
pockets of resistance). Virtually every major “respectable”
graduate department reshaped itself in the new spirit of
tough-minded linguistic analytic philosophy. Philosophers
now prided themselves on having made the “linguistic



