Dr. Ari Santas’ Notes on

What is Pragmatism?

I. Prelude

A. Ancient Philosophy in the West (see Background Notes for Ancients)
Pre-Socratics
Cosmology: What is the arche? Permanence or flux? Nomos or Physis?
Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle

Resolving Cosmology: sophia
Resolving Culture: phronesis
Medieval Politics and Philosophy
B. Movements in the Early Modern Period (see Background Notes for Early Moderns)
· Dream of Science

· Epistemology

· Value Theory

C. Pulses through the Late Modern Period (see Background Notes for Late Moderns)
Meanwhile, much is happening in science, religion, and society.  These changes provide the proximal backdrop for American Pragmatism
Scientific Revolutions

· Social sciences are born: Sociology, Anthropology

· Revolutions in biology and genetics; paleontology is born

· Revolutions in chemistry, physics, mathematics, and logic

Social and Political Strife
With the ensuing Industrial Revolution and the mechanization of institutions, came Revolutions, Wars, Social Movements, and Religious Upheavals

Philosophical Developments
· Contextualism

· Logical Positivism

· Post-modernism

II. What Pragmatism Means
Historically, Pragmatism is an American school of philosophy flourishing around the turn of the century through the 30's

· its most famous representatives are C.S. Peirce, William James, C.I. Lewis, G.H. Mead, and John Dewey

Substantively, there are a great number of misconceptions:
· some construe pragmatism as the philosophy of getting whatever you can, whenever you can

· some construe it as an attitude (esp. political) that one must stay within the status quo
· some construe pragmatism as the view that something is true whenever it serves our individual purpose(s)

· some construe it as an overly-practical viewpoint which ignores feelings and emotions

A. Basic Components
· the above are the most obnoxious of the misconceptions of Pragmatism; they mostly stem from colloquialisms

· compare to the early critics of utilitarianism

· the following are some of the key components of this school:
1) Pragmatism as Evolutionism: pragmatists are committed to viewing the world as process and change;

2) Pragmatism as Experimentalism: pragmatists are committed to the scientific method of inquiry;

3) Pragmatism as Anti-Metaphysicalism: pragmatists are committed to the dismantling of traditional metaphysical systems;

4) Pragmatism as Praxis: pragmatists are committed to bridging the gaps between theory and practice, between factual and valuational sciences.
5) Pragmatism as Ecological Thinking: pragmatism, with its emphasis on continuity, connection, and balance and its opposition to dualism lends itself to environmentalism and social ecology
B. Evolutionism
· one of the most critical intellectual developments of the 19th Century was that of evolution
· Evolution, in its broadest signification, is the doctrine that things change:

· objects change;

· species of animals change;

· meanings of words and ideas change;

· theories change
· very few deny that at least some form of evolution takes place, but even assuming that it does settles very little in that there a number of different theories of evolution (for instance):

· teleological theories

· the change is directed by some internal or external agent or mechanism

· non-teleological theories

· the change takes place randomly

· the pragmatist were split on which kind, but never on whether evolution took place
C. Experimentalism
· all the pragmatist were diehard empiricists, demanding that knowledge be grounded in experience (although their conception of experience is richer than that of the positivists)
· and that theories get tested in their application, showing their conformity to the phenomena (or not)

· they were committed to scientific method:

· all theories and hypotheses are to be stated in terms of the conditions under which they may be verified or falsified by anyone else
· experimentalism is wedded to evolutionism insofar as good theories must evolve and adapt to the facts in the same way as everything else

· contrast to the study of fixed essences by the unchanging rational soul

· it is also wedded to fallibilism in that all theories are hypothetical--they are believed to the extent, and only to the extent, that they answer to the phenomena

· contrast to the view that knowledge must be apodictic to be knowledge at all
D. Anti-Metaphysicalism
· traditional metaphysics is attacked, condemned, and ridiculed by the pragmatists 

· here is where pragmatism, logical positivism and phenomenology were on a united front

· given their adherence to experimentalism, and to the doctrine of evolution, this position is understandable:

· traditional metaphysics distrusted the testimony of the senses  and held that ultimate knowledge could be derived wholly a priori
· e.g., Platonism, Cartesianism

· traditional metaphysics believed that the only objects of knowledge were fixed, static entities

· Plato's Forms, Descartes' essences

· the problems of traditional metaphysics and the resultant theories were inaccessible to scientific investigation

· how many angels can dance on the head of a pin?

· can God make a stone so heavy that he can't lift it?
E. Praxis
· the most striking of the components of pragmatism, however, and perhaps the unifying theme in the other components, is the emphasis places on practice and activity

· pragmatists all held that the purpose of any theory/hypothesis should be to direct or redirect activity
· theorizing is preparation for (a rehearsal, if you will, of) activity

· given this, there was a strong move to rid philosophy of the theory-practice dichotomy
· thinking and doing, theory and application, are not inherently different

· there's also a move to find continuity between the sciences of so-called facts and those of values
F. Ecological Thinking
· Part of Pragmatism’s attack on traditional metaphysics is its anti-dualism.  

· John Dewey’s Naturalism in Experience and Nature is perhaps the best example of this

· Their emphasis on continuity (Peirce’s synechism) and connection between all things lends itself to what Fritjof Capra calls “Ecological Thinking”

· Ecological Thinking maintains that contemporary social and political work in theory and (mostly) in practice suffers from the old dualisms and mechanism of the old sciences

· The cure for modern social ills rests in reevaluating our social institutions and allowing them to reflect the realities of interconnectedness found ever-increasingly in modern science

· Dewey’s Reconstruction in Philosophy is an example of this plea for paradigm change and his efforts in education is an example of his efforts to put  the theory into practice
